
 

 

 

 
The Decolonization of History 

Historians and Historical Consciousness in 

Francophone and Anglophone Anti-Colonial 

Communities, 1930-1970 

 

 

Sharon Elisheva Turkington 

 

Thesis submitted for assessment with a view to 

obtaining the degree of Doctor of History and Civilization 

of the European University Institute 

Florence, 10 January 2018 





 

 

European University Institute 

Department of History and Civilization

 

Sharon Elisheva Turkington 

 

The Decolonization of History 

 

Historians and Historical Consciousness in Francophone and 

Anglophone Anti-Colonial Communities, 1930-1970 

 

 

 

Thesis submitted for assessment with a view to 

obtaining the degree of Doctor of History and Civilization 

of the European University Institute 

Examining Board 

Professor Stéphane Van Damme, European University Institute 

Professor Laura Downs, European University Institute 

Professor Pierre-Philippe Fraiture, Warwick University 

Professor Emmanuelle Loyer, Centre d'histoire de Sciences Po 

© Sharon Elisheva Turkington, 2017 

No part of this thesis may be copied, reproduced or transmitted without prior 

permission of the author 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwivocC55urTAhXMDcAKHSXSD38QFggjMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fchsp.sciences-po.fr%2Fen%2Fchercheur-permanent%2Floyer&usg=AFQjCNFzjF_emYpTywnDZ61qlN7Cra-Jhg&sig2=vDGRBw7zU6j9Me0esSVRBw




3 

 

Researcher declaration to accompany the submission of written work  

Department of History and Civilization - Doctoral Programme 

 

I, Sharon Elisheva Turkington, certify that I am the author of the work ‘The Decolonization of 

History: Historians and Historical Consciousness in Francophone and Anglophone Anti-

Colonial Communities, 1930-1970’ that I have presented for examination for the Ph.D. at the 

European University Institute.  I also certify that this is solely my own original work, other 

than where I have clearly indicated, in this declaration and in the thesis, that it is the work of 

others. 

I warrant that I have obtained all the permissions required for using any material from other 

copyrighted publications. 

I certify that this work complies with the Code of Ethics in Academic Research issued by the 

European University Institute (IUE 332/2/10 (CA 297). 

The copyright of this work rests with its author. Quotation from it is permitted, provided that 

full acknowledgement is made. This work may not be reproduced without my prior written 

consent. This authorization does not, to the best of my knowledge, infringe the rights of any 

third party. 

I declare that this work consists of 115,833 words. 

 

Sharon Elisheva Turkington 

 

 



4 

 

The Decolonisation of History 
 

Historians and Historical Consciousness in Francophone and Anglophone 

Anti-Colonial Communities, 1930-1970 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

    

 

     

 

 

 

    

 
 

 

 

 

 

© Sharon Elisheva Turkington 
 

 

Department of History and Civilization, European University Institute 

 

 



5 

 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

 

This thesis would not have been possible without the academic and personal support of the 

following friends and colleagues. 

 

In particular I would like to thank my supervisors, Professor Stéphane Van Damme and 

Professor Laura Lee Downs, for constant guidance and support, and Anna Coda of the History 

Department, for her reassuring presence and encouragement. 

I would like to thank Professor Hakim Adi for his insight and encouragement, Emma Nyhan, 

Dr. Emmanuel Nantet, Dr. Donal Hassett, and Dr. Stephanie Lammert, for support throughout 

my research, Dr. Heather Froehlich and Dr. Maria Weikum for their friendship and academic 

advice, and Zoe Ruth Kyriazopoulos for her proofreading skills.  The staff at the Central 

Archives of the History of the Jewish People provided me with irreplaceable skills, as did 

Charles Harrowell and the Senate House Library staff. I would like to thank Rabbi Borenstein 

and Mindy Borenstein for their chessed in Florence, Rabbi Norman Solomon, for his 

academic encouragement, Rabbi Michael and Tracey Rosenfeld-Schueler of UJC, Oxford 

University JSoc for all their hospitality, and to the countless others who made this thesis a 

reality. 

 

 

 



6 

 

 

Abstract of Thesis for the Members of the Examining Jury 

 

The Decolonisation of History: Historians and Historical Consciousness in Francophone 

and Anglophone Anti-Colonial Communities, 1930-1970 

This thesis examines the role of historical thinking and historical knowledge in anti-colonial 

ideology, in a process identified as the ‘decolonization of history.’ This study argues that 

historical thinking was central to anti-colonial discourses during the period 1930-1970, and 

traces the evolution of ‘historical rhetoric’ across the chronology of decolonisation. Informed 

by both the history of ideas and imperial history, it presents a detailed study of sources 

demonstrating the role of historians in decolonization by means of anti-colonial networks and 

publications across the French and British empires. Secondly, it highlights the 

historiographical phenomenon resulting from this, the decolonization of historical knowledge. 

This work is shaped biographically using the legacies of Suzanne Césaire, Paulette 

Nardal, Cheikh Anta Diop, CLR James, and Melville Herskovits. These thinkers not only 

represent different linguistic backgrounds and social stratum, but also variations in anti-

colonial thought, including Négritude, Afrocentrism, Marxism, and anti-colonial anthropology 

on the part of Herskovits. However, the commonality between these thinkers is their 

identification of historical mythologizing as a crucial element in the rationalising rhetoric of 

imperial ideology. Furthermore, their work shows the historic point at which anti-colonial 

historical theorizing became essential to the project of decolonization. They engaged with the 

past not only to convince colonized peoples of the richness and complexity of their pre-

colonial history, but also to deconstruct colonial narratives which, they argued, withheld or 

misinterpreted historical facts that were imperative to the project of self-determination. 

Colonialism itself, therefore, is at the heart of this thesis. 

The objectivity of the works produced by these intellectuals is not the focus of this 

thesis. Rather, this thesis treats all historical knowledge as a project intricately bound to 

power, and the quest for believability. By re-examining history as a mobilising device in the 

context of empire and decolonisation, we can learn more about how historians function as part 

of a normative education system, and what happens when the norm is perverted, or 

questioned. 
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The power to leave behind the past is one that belongs to a live civilisation.1 

 

Aimé Césaire 

                                                 
1 Aimé Cesaire, Speech at Fort-de-France, 1954. 
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 Introduction 

 

This thesis is an attempt to find a concrete political explanation as to why the African colonial 

Diaspora and its twentieth-century representatives resorted to the past as a mouthpiece for the 

future. Why did anti-colonial activists seeking to find a way out of the traumatic present 

choose the past as a vehicle for persuasion rather than the future? The apparent obsession with 

history and the past which drove the production of a series of anti-colonial historical studies 

and historically-conscious works was a deeply political one. This thesis will also address the 

anti-colonial concept that two versions of the past exist: a truth and a lie, a colonial study and 

a remembered past, a European fabrication and an African reality. Anti-colonialists, historians 

and non-historians alike, grasped this idea and used it to propel their campaigns, and often 

their own political careers, onto a global stage. I will devote my thesis to the evolution of 

historical thinking and debating in anti-colonial discourse, and its impact on the colonial and 

postcolonial worlds. I base this question on the supposition that there is a need to identify why 

individuals who trained as historians became swept up in contemporary anti-colonial politics, 

a need which remains inadequately answered in the historical literature on this topic. 

What is the significance of the use of historical references and history-based 

arguments in anti-colonial discourses, and how can we redefine historical consciousness as an 

anti-colonial or nationalist political tool? Rather than viewing historical consciousness as a 

natural phenomenon which permeated anticolonial writings, we must analyse it as an 

intellectual and political project. Where it occurred apparently organically, in the writings of 

non-historians like Suzanne Césaire, for example, one must question the context of awareness 

of the political debate and network she and her husband found themselves in. This intellectual 

project, within the realm of this thesis, will be called the decolonisation of history. Indeed, it 

has several layers or processes which I will trace throughout my chapters.  

These include, for example, the rejection of imperial time as a historical tool for 

measuring civilisations, which Caribbean feminists grappled with in the 1930s and 1940s; the 

embrace of Marxist and revolutionary approaches to history in which the end of slavery is 

inevitable, which we see in the work of C.L.R. James; the semi-nationalist acknowledgment 

that all history is political and must be told from the perspective of its people to prevent its 

falsification, that we see as a central concern in Cheikh Anti Diop’s writings, and finally, the 

handing over of historical agency to the descendants of slavery and colonialism by historians 
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like Melville Herskovits. This final rejection of all historical bases for the justification of 

colonialism and slavery, which indeed was the intent behind many of the works mentioned in 

this thesis, led to what can only be described as the decolonisation of history, a dramatic side-

effect of twentieth-century anti-colonial debate and discourse. 

Clearly, from my choice of historical actors in approaching this topic, one can assume 

that many different individuals and groups took part in the decolonisation of history. I have 

chosen figures from central movements or from significant points of change in the process of 

this project which lies at the historical intersection between academia and politics. It is exactly 

this intersection that makes it of interest to the historian. Why were Caribbean-born journalists 

making claims about the involvement of academics in the popular mobilization for the British 

Empire? Why would the history of Egypt and the former Ethiopian Empire be of any interest 

or political use to African students campaigning for the self-determination of their respective 

states at Paris universities? Why were Martinican feminists reluctant to embrace the anti-

colonial project fully and the historical narrative of colonialism which was presented by their 

peers? Why was ‘History’ as a discipline itself deemed the imperial reinvention of the past by 

Négritude writers, yet defended by Pan-Africanists in the U.S. as the sole scientific basis for 

dismissing imperial ideologies? These conflicting and often contradictory questions and their 

answers all point to a vacuum of knowledge where huge changes occurred in historiography 

and the popular study of history due to contemporary politics- and indeed, identity politics. At 

levels previously unresearched, and between individuals previously uncompared, I will answer 

these questions through retelling the greater narrative of the decolonisation of history by Pan-

Africanist campaigners. 

My inquiry pushes the idea that the project of historical scholarship in Pan-African 

anti-colonialism opened up the conversation on the nature of colonial historical scholarship, 

its motivations, and therefore the empires themselves. This transition did not take place in an 

isolated network of intellectuals. Rather, it was the result of half a century of activism, 

publishing and the exchange of ideas between the colonial worlds and their metropoles, 

particularly London and Paris. Unlike Stephen Howe, who argues in Mythical Homes and 

Imagined Pasts that the Pan-African appeal to the past was solely on the political level, I 

intend to show that historical consciousness was a by-product of colonial and slave diasporas 

and therefore also a feature of cultural anti-colonialism. This thesis argues for a less literal 

approach to Afrocentric and Pan-African works of historical literature, in order to reveal them 

in the political contexts and colonial networks from which they developed. Furthermore, 
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cultural anti-colonialism demanded imagination of its architects, six of whom will feature in 

this work as I attempt to reconstruct the decolonisation of history. 

 I am interested in the twentieth-century anti-colonial imagination which produced this 

literature and bound itself to the idea of a common past and common future for the colonial 

Diaspora, and the historical agents of that imagination. My thesis is an inquiry into the anti-

colonial thinkers who resurrected, reimagined and implanted themselves into the character of 

these ghosts, within a particular time and space in Pan-African history. The trend of historical 

myth-making in anti-colonial discourse may also be linked to nation-building projects in 

Europe, particularly considering the influence of French revolutionary thought in the Radical 

Left, and its transfer to the Caribbean via Haiti. Pan-Africanists such as Cheikh Anta Diop 

used history as a support-block for their vision of a future African federated state, a turn which 

could also be read as proto-imperial, or at least inspired by the self-perception of Western 

empires. There is also the possibility that history was used not only as a tool of persuasion but 

as a deflection from the political and economic challenges in postcolonial states, given that 

many of the intellectual elite who drove the anti-colonial discourse held positions of power in 

state education. The use of history in national projects, however, is distinctly a different 

historical question than the role of historical consciousness in driving identity politics across 

class and race divides in the twentieth-century. Historical consciousness must be considered a 

natural by-product of historical experience, rather than the intentional production of 

‘memories’ which served a political purpose in the postcolonial, or indeed, post-imperial, 

state. 

I am concerned with those anti-colonial thinkers who imagine themselves haunted by 

multiple Pan-African pasts, from the mythologized precolonial past to the trauma of the 

Middle Passage and the successive colonised modernity. My objective is to ascertain why this 

historical knowledge and negotiation of past-present-future is so central, and so apparently 

necessary, to the way in which a postcolonial future is envisioned and demanded. The answer 

may lie in Aimé Césaire’s postcolonial recollection of colonial self-searching that  

We lived in an atmosphere of rejection, and we developed an inferiority complex. The 

desire to establish an identity begins with a concrete consciousness of what we are, 

that we are Black, and have a history, there have been beautiful and important Black 

civilisations…that their values were values that could still make an important 

contribution to the world.2 

                                                 
2 Aimé Césaire, Une voix pour l'histoire (Fort de France, 1994), pp. 12-13. 
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Césaire was not alone in his desire to ‘have a history’ which did not come under the guise of a 

‘discovery’ by imperial scholars. My focus is thus on Pan-Africanist figures like Césaire who 

identified with a historically-conscious variation of anti-colonialism, which tied the Diaspora 

to ‘indigenous African’, in order to create unity between colonised peoples. Their appeal to 

the past often meant subscribing to a racial ideology, even a repatriation scheme as in the case 

of Garvey, or at least the concept of a shared African origin and future. The preoccupation 

with the past held by these anti-colonialists, who suffered in the colonial system and as aliens 

under British and American migration laws in the 1930s, is not easily ‘explained away.’ I am 

interested in the way in which a historical consciousness accompanied the lived experience of 

decolonisation, from Black internationalism to return movements, and situate my thesis in the 

period 1930-1974.  

Furthermore, I will construct my answer multi-biographically, using the lives and ideas 

of four historians and two non-historians to situate the anti-colonial ‘appeal to the past’ in an 

intellectual network, according to the transfer of ideas and common dialogue. My choice of 

writers encompasses those who contributed to a common discourse on the postcolonial 

project, including Marxism, Négritude thought, feminism and labour-associated anti-

colonialism. These separate but interconnected dialogues are represented by the arrangement 

of chapters as shown on page 3. The intellectuals I have chosen vary in involvement in 

political activity, yet also represent linguistic difference (three Francophone and three 

Anglophone), which will help me capture how intellectuals mobilised transnationally to 

overcome the barriers of dispersion in the Diaspora. The scholars I have chosen to pursue are 

Suzanne Césaire and Paulette Nardal (Martinique), C.L.R. James (Trinidad), Cheikh Anta 

Diop (Senegal), and Melville Herskovits (United States). 

In brief, this network of intellectuals represents the adoption of historical 

consciousness as an anti-colonial tool, followed by later disillusionment with power struggles 

in the postcolonial state and recourse to pre-colonial studies. This is the chronology which 

will drive my thesis from the 1930s into the early postcolonial 1970s, following the 

congresses and publishing careers of these intellectuals. Yet the sense of traversing space as 

well as time and language is important, particularly when studying colonialism. The Césaires 

and Nardal represent a very different experience and political project in terms of 

decolonisation, for Martinique remained a French départment, and although they share a 

language with Diop, Diop again experienced a very traumatic transition to postcolonialism in 

Senegal, in terms of state control. 
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I also intentionally wish to shift the focus from earlier Marxist historians such as 

James who made the economics of historical exploitation their focus, to historians in 

postcolonial states such as Diop, who were preoccupied with tracing the origins of civilisation 

to precolonial Africa. These changes hold significance for understanding how the anti-colonial 

discourse evolved to take on postcolonial concerns. I will devote a study to each intellectual 

and the nature of their contribution to the anti-colonial decolonisation of history, whether 

Marxist, feminist or multiculturalist, and in this way, cover the evolution of historical 

consciousness as a political tool. Capturing the implementation of these different modes of 

anti-colonial expression is fundamental, and concerns the transformation of the cultural 

memory of traumas into a politicized historical consciousness. This historical consciousness 

took its place on the anti-colonial stage at many Pan-African congresses, in the performances 

of dramatized histories, and in the many Pan-African texts which pre-empted and predicted an 

anti-colonial ‘moment’. 

The anti-colonial appeal to the past, in which anti-colonial voices employed revisionist 

trajectories to tie the personal to the political, lent new meaning to the ghosts of Pan-African 

history, just as European nationalist historians invented their own heroes. It accompanied a 

rejection of the modern ‘discipline of History’ as an imperial phenomenon. According to one 

Négritude thinker: 

Our history is not totally accessible to historians. Their methodology restricts 

them to the sole colonial chronicle. Our chronicle is behind the dates, behind the 

known facts: we are the Words behind the writing.3 

Suzanne Césaire, for example, represents the Négritude movement's desire to 'disappear into 

history', or revolt by avoiding a presence in colonialist narratives of history. This simultaneous 

rejection of history and embrace of the memory can be read as the first stage in anti-colonial 

historical consciousness, a Francophone Négritude variant of something which adhered to 

genetic, maternal memory. The ‘words behind the writing’ capture the genetic memory 

concept, Jung’s idea of trauma embedded in a group’s DNA over a period of time. However, 

genetic memory is a controversial idea when faced with academic history, and was 

conceptualised at a time when European academia's relationship to Empire was threatened by 

                                                 
3 Jean Bernabé, Patrick Chamoiseau, and Raphael Confiant, Eloge de la Créolité (Paris, 1989), p. 99 This is 

backed up by Donna V. Jones’ account of Négritude which states that for Aimé Césaire, ‘truth is held to be 

beyond the discursable though within the reach of the poetic.’ By this Jones refers to Césaire and Négritude 

thinkers turn to surrealism as a mode of historical consciousness which expressed the past and captured the 

emotional experience of having a colonial past in ways the academic historian could not.’ The Racial Discourses 

of Life Philosophy: Negritude, Vitalism, and Modernity (New York, 2010), p. 155. 
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widespread disillusionment. Early history from below and history from ‘within’ were attempts 

to throw off top-down European studies of African, diasporic and similarly, working-class 

pasts. In this sense, Melville Herskovits is indispensable to this study, as he represents, unlike 

James, a non-radical Western voice of disillusionment with the 'myth of the Negro past', as he 

termed it.4 To capture this emergence during the political upheaval of the twentieth century, 

we need a line of inquiry beyond genetic memory or the ‘codification’ of ancestral memory 

into our DNA. I have chosen historical consciousness as a tool for understanding the political 

employment of the past, and the rejection of accepted historical metanarratives as a channel of 

anti-colonial resistance.  

 

‘Historical consciousness is created from the consciousness of historic origins.’5 

My focus rests on the historical consciousness that framed debates on memory and the 

reclaiming of history from imperial scholarship, and which accompanied discourses on the 

postcolonial project and nation-state building. My thesis presupposes that this trend was 

significant, and echoed other nation-state building projects in Europe and beyond which 

employed memory as a mechanism of persuasion. I will investigate the historically-conscious 

nature of Pan-Africanism in a context of desired, performed and remembered decolonisation, 

from the anti-colonial 1930s to the postcolonial 1970s. A definition of historical 

consciousness is therefore necessary to this study. Amos Funkenstein has written extensively 

on historical consciousness as the transmission and perpetuation of history, rather than 

collective memory, an important distinction. The consciousness of historic origins, as he refers 

to it, is also the acceptance of common origins and therefore a way of tying oneself to or 

identifying with a group. He writes that: 

We naturally ascribe historical ‘consciousness’ and ‘memory’ to human collectives: 

family and tribe, nation and state. Nations are meant to remember their heroes 

‘forever’; to perpetuate the memory of a person means to embed it in the collective 

memory, which forgets only failures and sins.6  

Funkenstein’s thesis on historical consciousness is revolutionary, because it shows how 

history is not only used as a mouthpiece for voicing political desires, but also of binding 

people together is ways which the individual must navigate to escape, or embrace in order to 

                                                 
4 Melville Herskovits, The Myth of the Negro Past (New York, 1941). 
5 Amos Funkenstein, ‘Collective Memory and Historical Consciousness’, History and Memory, No. 1 (1989), p. 

12. 
6 Ibid., p. 5. 
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be accepted by a group. Indeed, this group could be political rather than racial, which harks 

back to Benedict Anderson’s thesis on the invention of nations, and the self-initiation of 

groups underpinned by historical consciousness rather than memory or memories. Anderson’s 

thesis on ‘imagined communities’ disparagingly separates ‘historian’s eyes vs. the eyes of 

nationalists’, and does not explore how nationalist historians contribute to state-building 

projects, or how Marxist historians built a transnational community or nation, with staunch 

identity politics.7 V.Y. Mudimbe’s, The Invention of Africa: Gnosis, Philosophy and the Order 

of Knowledge also comments on the invention of Africa as a nineteenth and twentieth-century 

intellectual project, but does not address any Diasporic identity questions.8 

For instance, the denial of African origins by Black Americans was habitually labelled 

‘assimilationist’ by anti-colonialists and those who had an interest in establishing the idea that 

the Diaspora was an extension of the continent, notably Marcus Garvey, Franz Fanon and 

Cheikh Anta Diop. These political activists established the idea that this denial was the 

product of mental colonialism and the desire to assimilate, and only through recognition and 

acceptance of one’s historical origins, could one escape the underclass of Diaspora. While 

Garvey had dreams of repatriation, Fanon espoused the idea of returning from the Caribbean 

to liberate the continent, and Diop advocated a return to ‘authentic’ African life that was 

historically less exploitative than European ‘serfdom’. Each writer who adopted historical 

consciousness as a mode of persuasion had their own agenda, mostly anti-colonial and anti-

racist aspirations, and each adopted a line of ‘consciousness of historical origins’ which was 

antagonistic to European understandings of African history and the continent’s inner conflicts. 

Suspicion and the fear of repeated traumas before, during and after colonialism also shaped 

historical writing and consciousness, Cheikh Anta Diop most famously rejecting all histories 

produced by colonial-era Europeans as uninformed, biased towards non-Europeans, and 

therefore unacademic. Amusingly, many later said the same of Diop’s body of work, seeing it 

as anti-colonial and therefore outside the realms of academia. 

However, the point here is not to write off the theories of these writers, historical or 

prophetic, as political products and therefore anti-historical, but to see the dialogue as part of 

anti-colonial politics. Anti-colonialism, Marxism and feminism had similar concerns and 

networks during this period, but also shared a strong tendency to turn to the past to 

                                                 
7 Benedict R., Anderson, Imagined communities: reflections on the origin and spread of nationalism (London, 

1991), pp. 6–7. 
8 V.Y. Mudimbe, The Invention of Africa: Gnosis, Philosophy and the Order of Knowledge (Bloomington, 1988). 
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substantiate arguments. This tendency, historical consciousness, which bound groups together 

in the idea of a shared past (through race, class or gender), quickly became a politics of 

resistance, and it is this process that I wish to explore. Historical consciousness is more 

accurate than political or collective memory in this case, because it refers to the active use of 

the past to bind individuals together, rather than passively remembering it. Funkenstein 

correctly observes that ‘in order to avoid the conflict between collective memory and the 

blurring of history without blurring the differences between them, we need an additional 

interpretative dynamic construct to explain how the second arises out of the first.’9 This 

construct, historical consciousness, is the foundation stone of political anti-colonialism, 

namely because it lies between memory and the ‘present’ or politicized past. Funkenstein 

writes that  

In Western culture, beginning with ancient times, a new type of historical image emerged 

out of collective memory: the name “historical consciousness” in the specific sense is 

appropriate for this image. Its essence lies not only in the reminder of the past for the 

purpose of creating collective identity and cohesiveness, but in the attempt to understand 

the past and give it meaning.10  

The purpose of historical consciousness as suggested by Funkenstein, is very useful to this 

inquiry, as anti-colonialists understood that no postcolonial future could be created without 

identity, and thus, a shared ‘origin’ or ‘ancestry’. In essence, historical consciousness 

supported the claims of anti-colonial, Afrocentric and Pan-Africanist writers and activists, yet 

their differing visions of the postcolonial future are also the subject of this thesis. My 

understanding of historical consciousness for the purpose of this thesis is that anti-colonial 

historians went beyond ‘giving the past meaning’, instead using the past to give meaning to 

their present state and their future redemption from colonialism. Historical consciousness in 

the context of this thesis refers to the creation of historical narratives for specific purposes. 

The argument of this thesis, however, demands that I prove both historically-conscious 

intellectuals and historians contributed to the phenomenon I have termed ‘the decolonization 

of history.’  

 

The Decolonisation of History: African Anti-colonialists on a Global Stage 

My thesis is founded upon the premise that the collaboration between Pan-African historians, 

                                                 
9 Funkenstein, ‘Collective Memory and Historical Consciousness’, p. 10. 
10 Ibid., p. 12. 
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non-African historians, and indeed non-historians, suggests a significant political network of 

thinkers who drove the anti-colonial cause. This has been overlooked historiographically, 

which I will point out in my review of the relevant secondary literature, from Howe to 

Corbould. I believe that the ‘anti-colonial historian’ remains unhistoricized within this 

literature, despite the many attempts to untangle and understand Marxist, Pan-African, radical 

historians and historians of race. These figures cannot be understood as individuals but as part 

of a wider network, responding to shared concerns. I will illustrate how the ‘anti-colonial 

historian’ initiated and sustained the discourse on imperialism and racism in the twentieth 

century, and why they opted to study the past in order to transform the future. Answering this 

question not only demands that I historicize an anti-colonial discourse, but that I also 

investigate the emotions and trauma which reinforced the idea that history and memory were 

so necessary to the project of decolonisation. This is not just about the use of the past or its 

employment in political discourse but about its specific attractions to those Pan-African 

academics discussing visions of the postcolonial future and understandings of the colonial 

present. If colonial regimes were defended by historians and their intellectual output in the 

metropole, anti-colonialism was doubly reliant upon and inspired by historians’ recourse to 

the re-imagined or reclaimed African past. I will elaborate on this premise throughout my 

thesis, using the works and activism of historians who have long been the unrecognised 

backbone of an anti-colonial phase in history. 

 

Defining Pan-Africanism as a Radical Discourse  

For the purpose of this inquiry into the decolonisation of history, I define Pan-Africanism as a 

worldwide political movement with a literature stretching back into the American and 

European abolitionist movements of the nineteenth century, but with a clear anti-colonial and 

anti-racist objective in the twentieth century. I focus on the European and African networks of 

Pan-Africanists between 1930 and 1974, where historians had a great role in convincing the 

public of the need for decolonisation and racial tolerance. One exception to this focus is 

Melville Herskovits, whose publication The Myth of the Negro Past strengthened the 

argument that Black Americans were a cultural extension of the African people and should be 

included in the struggle against racism and colonialism on the continent. This approach differs 

from that of his American colleague W.E.B. Du Bois, present at two Pan-African conferences, 

who argued against the view that Black Americans were carriers of a West African culture, 

instead preferred a multicultural view. Essentially, it is this mix of views and consequent 
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political opinions that make up the fabric of Pan-African historical consciousness between 

1930 and 1974.  

Nikhil Pal Singh defines Pan-Africanism as the following: 

It is ultimately difficult to separate cultural from political pan-Africanism. The 

distinction, however, is consequential because it suggests that the new interest in Africa 

among U.S. Blacks in the 1960s did not simply derive from a psychic quest for positive 

self-images or genealogical lineages, that is, from racial imputations of shared 

biographical essences, but that such psychic and cultural assertions followed from claims 

about ethical commonality, global relatedness, and political responsibility. This argument 

was carefully elaborated in these years in relation to the African context as well. In a 

controversial address at the follow-up conference to the first Congress of Black Artists 

and Writers in Rome in 1959, Franz Fanon warned that understandable interests in 

precolonial, cultural origins ran the risk of being “cut off from the events of the day.” 

Culturally oriented concepts like Aimé Césaire’s “Négritude” were limited by the 

historical specificity of social formations. Arguments for African unity, then, had to be 

advanced on political, rather than cultural grounds- attentive to both African historical 

diversities and the negative unifying force of colonial rule.11  

The last two writers to come under Singh’s analysis, Fanon and Césaire, were worried by the 

preoccupation with historical consciousness when they deemed a political rather than 

academic campaign necessary. Afrocentrism, in particular that of Cheikh Anta Diop, came 

under attack as a move away from convincing political discourse.  

In Europe, historians emerged as the front-runners in Pan-African campaigns, 

particularly in Présence Africaine in Paris, where Cheikh Anta Diop gained listeners. It was 

here that the Pan-African focus on history became less about history of the individual, or the 

search for origins, and more about the political future of Africa. Diop, Césaire, and C.L.R. 

James were among the many activists who adopted history as a vehicle for undermining 

colonial claims and historical misinformation about the continent. However, these writers 

were merely the heirs of an earlier tradition of West Indian thought which had also developed 

itself in London and Kingston, Jamaica. Edward Blyden’s Christianity, Islam and the Negro 

Race (London, 1887) was one of the first Pan-Africanist historical studies to treat religion as a 

social phenomenon which in some cases depended on there being an unfree or enslaved class, 

                                                 
11 Nikhil Pal Singh, Black is a Country: Race and the Unfinished Struggle for Democracy (Cambridge, 2004), p. 

189. 
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in order to encourage revolutionary sentiment and emotional collectivisation.12 Such a thesis 

was both controversial and new, and marked the beginning of a steady flow of ideas from 

West Indian students in England who wished to contribute their theories about the role of 

religion and imperialism in the slave trade. Self-identifying Pan-Africanists, however, only 

appeared at the end of the 1920s, which I take as a starting point for my thesis. 

I will argue that Pan-Africanists brought to the table of politics a historical 

consciousness which acted as an anti-colonial lever on several levels, across the end of the 

nineteenth and major part of the twentieth centuries. Firstly, there is the question of the 

contributions of non-historians to a historically-conscious anti-colonial discourse, which was 

the product of an intellectual dialogue, but also the persistent tendency to turn to often 

multiple pasts to support a political proposal or legitimise political action. Secondly, there is 

the direct involvement of Pan-African historians in anti-colonial networks, from the 

publication and transmission of ideas to social action, and the results of their adaptation of the 

scholarly discipline of history. The radical use of historical writing must also be considered on 

a third level, namely, the sphere which tied non-historians to historians. It is important to 

question whether historians ‘became’ political activists or political activists became historians, 

and identify the historical causation behind this graduation towards historical writing. For 

example, C.L.R. James’ link seems to have occurred around the same time as his introduction 

to the world of West Indian student activism in London, suggesting the worlds of academia 

and activism were not mutually exclusive but that young Pan-African students transcended the 

boundaries presented by either discipline. Bearing this approach in mind, my decision to 

integrate a study of non-historian intellectuals in an inquiry into the production of a 

historically-conscious discourse will help me identify why the ‘appeal to the past’ appealed to 

so many anti-colonial thinkers, even those who may not have obviously utilized the lens of 

remembrance to make demands for the postcolonial future.  

The employment, understanding, and transformation of historicist knowledge as part 

of the Pan-African vision for a postcolonial ‘future past’ represents a long-overlooked aspect 

of Pan-African and post-imperial historiography, which I will confront by re-examining the 

way in which Pan-African intellectuals employed this consciousness to strengthen and support 

anti-colonial positions. I will treat historical or historicist knowledge, individually or 

collectively understood, as a conjectured account of the past with presentist political purposes, 

and as a constructed, ever-evolving body of personalized remembrance. Not only did ‘de-

                                                 
12 Edward Blyden, Christianity, Islam and the Negro Race (London, 1887). 
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mythologising’ a pre-colonial past and ‘remembering’ a series of slave revolutions play a 

central role in the anti-colonial historical consciousness, it also helped ‘vanish’ the colonial 

present and build a postcolonial identity around the concept of inherent resistance. Yet ways of 

thinking about change over time and difference in development between civilisations, too, 

came into play, as did explanations for the latter. Not only did the Pan-African ‘appeal to the 

past’ transform material historical knowledge, it also transformed the way in which 

individuals within Empires, postcolonial states, and Diasporas organised that material 

knowledge to substantiate anti-colonial or pro-colonial ideologies. 

Reclaiming lost histories as Cheikh Anta Diop put it, might be considered an 

intellectual by-product of what was essentially a precursor to decolonisation. From ‘nation 

without state’ to postcolonial ‘statehood’, we must reconsider how alienation, cultural 

assimilation and displacement in the Diaspora initiated a tradition of literary resistance, and 

more importantly, a historically-conscious one. Exile, enslavement, and the homecoming are 

each important themes in the Diasporic historical consciousness. Pan-African intellectuals 

often took on the role of historian, socio-political critic, and prophet; uniting past, present and 

future within the discourse of self-determination.  The morality of the historian attached itself 

to their anti-colonial historical consciousness; all ideas of superiority, inferiority in African 

history and empire-colony encounters were subject to the collective morality of anti-colonial 

historians. Conscience often dictated where evidence was scarce. Intellectuals such as Diop 

read colonialism as the direct result of Occidental misconstruction of history, change over 

time, modernity, and memory. Diop and his colleagues’ ‘de-mythologising’ of history becomes 

a natural rejection of ‘civilising colonialism’, and its product, civilisational historicism. Their 

conscience took them further however, by adapting the very civilisational ideology the 

coloniser had employed. 

However, a history of ideas temporally located within a context of intellectual and 

political conflict must also take into account the events witnessed and experienced by 

intellectuals as agents of anti-colonialism, whether during war or peacetime. During the period 

1920 to 1960, events took place in Africa and the Diaspora that transformed oppressive 

structures of segregation, disenfranchisement, industrial exploitation and alienation. The 

events cannot be viewed ‘mono-causally’; as either the results of shifting imperial politics and 

policies, global democratisation and economic ‘equalisation’, or the result of decades of Pan-

African anti-colonial campaigns, an antiracist Civil Rights movement, literary and artistic 

forms of resistance, Black internationalism, feminism and Marxism, national liberation fronts, 
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or even self-determinative collaboration in the Wilsonian mandatory system. Where racial 

thinking met with resistance, colonialism met with anti-colonialism.13  

Yet a study of the anti-colonial and postcolonial historical consciousness has yet to 

appear alongside the many studies of ‘postcolonial unconscious’, despite its historical and 

historiographical significance to the historian.14 Is possible to come to conclusions about 

intellectuals who fought colonialism on both the activist and academic fronts, without re-

examining the role of a new historicism that overturned imperial histories where the 

boundaries of coloniser-colonised were concerned? C.L.R. James, Pan-African historian, 

envisaged ‘mental decolonisation’, the ‘breaking of colonial mentality’ as something which 

would necessarily precede ‘national liberation’ and decolonisation; an intellectual revolution 

preceding the ‘people’s revolution.’15 I propose to investigate an overlooked element of the 

history of Pan-African revolutionary thought, namely, the anti-colonial historical 

consciousness which remembered, resisted and retrieved the Pan-African relationship with 

history, historicism and the present-past. From the anti-colonial to the postcolonial, the Pan-

African ‘appeal to the past’ acted as an intellectual field of resistance to ‘mental colonisation’ 

and later, as a postcolonial discourse against re-colonisation and the redevelopment of 

‘civilising’ narratives. 

 

A History of Ideas: Pan-Africanists’ Role in the Decolonisation of History 

Many different definitions and interpretations of Pan-African, Pan-Africanist, and Pan-

Africanism exist. The ‘ism’ as a political platitude gained steady ground in the early half of 

the twentieth century as a self-identified movement of predominantly Anglophone 

intellectuals in the Diaspora, and is often attributed to the leadership of W.E.B. Du Bois, who 

organised and attended the first four of the seven Pan-African Congresses from 1919 to 1994. 

A ‘Pan-Africanist’ more often than not identified with the movement to decolonise Africa 

albeit by many difference of opinions as to how this should take place, to emancipate the 

Diaspora as a ‘colonial continuum,’ and reject the ‘divide and rule’ imperial policy by uniting 

Africans on the continent in a common struggle. However, as Hakim Adi states, ‘Pan-

Africanism has taken different forms at different historical moments and geographical 

locations’ and Pan-African thought constantly transcended linguistic barriers and political 

                                                 
13 Frederick Cooper, Africa Since 1940:  The Past of the Present (Cambridge, 2002). 
14 See for example Elizabeth Ezra, The Colonial Unconscious: Race and Culture in Interwar France (New York, 

2000). 
15 C.L.R. James, A History of Pan-African Revolt (San Francisco, 2012, orig. 1938), p. 116. 
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boundaries.16 It is important to remember that not all anti-colonial ideologies and projects 

developed in perfect synchronicity, and pro-colonial projects are as historically revealing as 

their anti-colonial contemporaries, yet often disremembered from a historiography which 

presents African decolonisation as a project imagined, actualised, and mummified within 

postcolonial memory in perfect historical succession.17 Furthermore, the ‘victory and 

sacrifice’ narrative which haunts historical literature is not only part of a complex re-

masculinisation project surrounding memory-based postcolonial identity formation; it is a 

device used eradicate the historical multiplicity of positions on colonialism between Diaspora 

and continent, and silence the contradictions and conflicts of opinion and priority between the 

two. Often, the self-labelling of Pan-Africanists and the trend of cosmopolitan self-fashioning 

accompanied anti-colonial activism, a phenomenon related to the language of decolonisation, 

whether of African nation-state building or the discourses on Caribbean statelessness. 

I take ‘Pan African’, rather than ‘Pan-Africanist’, not as an adjective pertaining to a 

specific movement, event or organised group of people static in time, but as a way of thinking 

and seeing which requires a historical consciousness where the experiences of Africa, Africans 

and the Diaspora are at stake. Rather than an undeviating set of ideas and political goals, ‘Pan-

African’ thought evokes a sense of commonality or ‘oneness’ which, at different times, adapts 

itself to its contemporary political context, yet always with ‘unity’ in mind. However, to study 

the Pan-African ‘appeal to the past’, I intend to study intellectuals whose works share a 

concern for the welfare, safety, self-determination, dignity and prosperity of Africans and the 

Diaspora. These intellectuals may or may not identify with the ‘ism’ which embedded itself in 

an Anglophone tradition, but collectively associate themselves with the ‘Pan’ approach to 

alleviating racism, exclusion, disenfranchisement, economic dependency, and colonialism, in 

Africa and the Diaspora. I have chosen intellectuals not only for moments they represent in the 

public employment of historical consciousness at particular times crucial to the decolonisation 

process, but also for their interconnectedness within the intellectual revolution. 

 

                                                 
16 Introduction to Hakim Adi and Marika Sherwood, Pan-African History: Political figures from Africa and the 

Diaspora since 1787 (London, 2003), p. vii. 
17 Todd Shephard, The Invention of Decolonisation: The Algerian War and the Remaking of France (New York, 

2006), uses Algeria as a case study to demonstrate how the decolonisation of colonies held by ‘democratic’ 

empires created a rupture in historical trajectory. He lays this down to the compromise of universalism, the 

invention of new borders, and the traumatic experience of statelessness for those who fell through the crack 

between ‘French’ and ‘Algerian’. This study is particularly relevant to the role which Diasporic anti-colonial 

activists played decolonising Africa, the indigenous response to their projects, and the formation of postcolonial 

identities which displaced some and embraced others. 
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Timing the rise of historically-conscious Pan-Africanism 

Aside from defining Pan-Africanism as a movement, language, or set of political ideas, 

historians seek to place it in three separate chronologies. Pan-Africanism identified as the idea 

of the unity of Diaspora and continent is associated with nineteenth-century thinkers in the 

U.S., whose political goals ranged from civil equality to the repatriation of Black Americans 

to Liberia, Africa. Its historical analysis was limited to the idea of a physical, biological and 

cultural connection between the descendants of slaves in the Americas and Black Africans, an 

idea that was carried through into twentieth-century Pan-African studies, particularly 

Herskovits’ Myth of the Negro Past. 

 Pan-Africanism identified as an anti-colonial movement, from the writers of Présence 

Africaine in Paris to the anti-colonial African Students Committee in Britain, is situated by 

historians in inter-war Europe as the voice of discontent from the colonial Diaspora. Most of 

its intellectuals are identified as Africans or Caribbean creoles educated at European 

institutions, who re-appear in the third category of Pan-Africanism as the fathers of Pan-

African post-colonialism. The third generation of Pan-Africanists combines figures such as 

Cheikh Anta Diop and C.L.R. James, who experienced the autumn of anti-colonialism and the 

postcolonial project of nation-state building. Historical consciousness found its way into 

Cheikh Anta Diop’s defence for a Pan-African state and C.L.R. James’ history of Pan-African 

revolts, which was intended to generate cultural solidarity across the short-lived West Indian 

Federation. Pan-Africanism as a postcolonial political ideology envisioned the creation of an 

African Federation or federated state based on economic cooperation, the sharing of resources 

and an inter-African business network which would eliminate Western economic and political 

influence. However, this form of Pan-Africanism also contained traces of its previous forms, 

and historical narratives were offered to defend policies, and justify wars across the continent.  

In short, while the importance placed on the past by Pan-Africanists in all three 

generations is clear, the objective of my thesis is not simply to observe this phenomenon but 

also to identify when and why historical narratives were used for political mobilisation in the 

anti-colonial movements across the French and British Empires. This means, in simple terms, 

the history of the relationship between anti-colonial intellectuals and politicians in the 

generation of anti-colonial Pan-Africanists, the psychological motivation behind their ‘appeal 

to the past’, and their very real impact on the postcolonial reshaping of Africa and the 

Caribbean. 
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Historiography 

 

Aminah Wallace discusses the interconnections between the afore-mentioned three forms of 

Pan-Africanism and their timing, and the different strains of historical consciousness 

employed in each, for its own purposes. According to Wallace,  

There has been, on the part of Western Europeans, an endeavour to erase or eradicate all 

traces of African history as a part of the enslaving and, later, colonising missions… The 

upshot is that with the West’s refusal to accept the history of Africans has come the struggle 

for the African liberation of history.18  

Wallace’s remarks on the ‘denial’ or ‘eradication’ of African history are present in all three 

forms of Pan-African discourse, nineteenth-century, anti-colonial and postcolonial, and often 

support political demands, whether for equality, decolonisation, or postcolonial solidarity 

between Diaspora and Africans. Wallace’s most important observation, however, is that Pan-

Africanists see the decolonisation of history on a parallel with geo-political and cultural 

decolonisation: 

The African liberation of history has been the process by which Africans and those of 

African descent throughout the world have protested for, demanded, and emphasized 

writing their own histories as well as emphasized the presence and importance of 

African culture in and to the major epics of our time and as a history of its own. The 

most important consequences of this struggle for the African liberation of history has 

been the search for and discovery of African history, which has been filled with new 

revelations and new discoveries at every turn, from the historical civilizations of 

Africa, to the African family, to the slave trade both east and west, to Pan-Africanism, 

to colonialism, to neo-colonialism… Each of the eras and wings of African history is 

often studied as separate from the others; it has ultimately been represented as a 

history divided and replete with branches that remain unconnected.19 

The emphasis here is on the comparison between the African peoples, divided and colonised, 

and their history, ‘divided and unconnected.’ Wallace’s description of the European 

colonisation of history as chronological, or time-based, and geographical, is imperative to this 

study, which focuses on the Pan-Africanist attempt to decolonise history, or at least place 

history at the centre of anti-colonial discussion. While African Studies still suffers from the 

same European teleological ordering of the past, the dislocations or ‘black holes’ which she 

                                                 
18 Aminah Wallace, ‘Pan-Africanism and Slave Rebellions: The Interconnections’ in Toyin Falola and Kwame 

Essien, Pan-Africanism, and the Politics of African Citizenship and Identity (New York, 2014), p. 57. 
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outlines have become a vacuum for political historical consciousness, rather than academic 

studies. Indeed, many of the connections made by Pan-African and Marxist historians between 

different branches of African history, economic and political, were motivated by contemporary 

political disputes and alliances on the anti-colonial Left. 

 

Racism, History and Historians: Tensions in the Postcolonial Approach 

The idea that history played a central role in bolstering colonial ideology, particularly 

concerning the concept of civilisation, is not new. The idea that history, historical arguments, 

and historians themselves, however, played a large role in anti-colonial discourses and 

therefore decolonisation, is a relatively recent idea. The primary work dealing with this 

question, and the historicity of anti-colonial historical works, is Wilson Jeremiah Moses’ 

Afrotopia: The Roots of African American Popular History (Cambridge, 1998). This work on 

what Moses calls the ‘varieties of Black historicism’ cannot be overlooked in a study which 

seeks to apply many of the same questions, with perhaps less veracity, to the general global 

anti-colonial dialogue between 1920 and 1970. Like Emily Corbould’s Becoming African 

Americans, it is both controversial and condemning in its approach to its subject, and received 

much criticism from Moses’ peers. The American case which Moses highlights is both 

important and unique. He defines Afrocentrism as a type of historical approach which 

coincided with the rise of Black nationalism in the U.S., and historicises it as a historically-

timed ‘response to slavery and segregation’ to avoid seeing it merely as a ‘presentist’ or 

reactionary form of history.20 

As such, history as an academic discipline has been the stage for many controversial 

battles over race and racism in the U.S. since the Second World War, a tradition which began 

long before any of the non-American authors studied in this particular thesis began to 

construct an anti-colonial historical metanarrative or approach. Moses described how  

During and after the First World War new trends in anthropological and historical writing 

began to make themselves felt in African American thought…African American 

intellectuals were no longer so thoroughly compelled to force their theories into 

conformity with biblical history, classical mythology, or progressive Christianity.21 

Referring to the trend in thought which gave rise to Garveyism, Moses tries to explain, 

somewhat inadequately, how the 1930s culminated with an identity politics and historical 

                                                                                                                                                         
19 Wallace, ‘Pan-Africanism and Slave Rebellions’, p. 60. 
20 Wilson Jeremiah Moses, Afrotopia: The Roots of African American Popular History (Cambridge, 1998), p. 35. 
21 Ibid.., p. 85. 
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metanarrative that was completely opposed to what African-Americans had believed in the 

1910s. Part of the inadequacy of this study is that it isolates African-American intellectuals 

from their contacts and networks in Europe, through Pan-Africanism, and with the French-

speaking colonial world. Although Moses refers to anthropology, he does not adequately place 

Boas and Herskovits at the centre of the creation of these ‘new trends.’ Moses focuses on 

individuals who were the intellectual heirs of W.E.B. Du Bois and Carter Woodson, both of 

whom had tried to place the African-American actor back into American revolutionary history, 

leaving the context of ethnicity and indigenous groups in America untouched.  

Moses takes issue more with the second generation Pan-Africanists, particularly 

Cheikh Anta Diop and M.K. Asante, rather than first generation writers such as Frederick 

Douglass, whose works confronted accepted historical myths about the history of Africa and 

Africans with ‘symbols of dignity and cultural literacy’.22 In particular, Moses challenges his 

own contemporaries and ‘the various perspectives on Black history under discussion…one 

that laments the eclipse of a noble past, and one that celebrates a progressive evolution toward 

a new a brighter day.’23 As Moses wrote, the perspectives of Afrocentrism and Egypto-

centrism were products of an environment far removed from the realities of decolonisation or 

postcolonial turmoil. Although he himself ‘sympathized with the contemporary sufferings of 

African peoples’, he identified with Melville Herskovits’ objective in ‘keeping history 

historical’ rather than nationalist.24  

Asante responded to Moses’ claims of anti-modernism and ‘presentism’ created by 

‘Afrotopianism’ in Black historiographies, reflecting the defensiveness of the third-generation 

postcolonial Pan-Africanists. Asante wrote that 

Moses has spent a considerable amount of time in his career analysing and criticising 

Black Nationalism, Black Messianism, and Ethiopianism. They appear to him to be 

bothersome aberrations in an otherwise natural path to African cultural assimilation and 

biological amalgamation into whiteness. This indicates to me that he has not spent as 

much time as he might have dealing with the American context of racism and the white 

opposition to the African population that gave rise to the forces of self-determination, 

self definition, or the realities of the African American community itself. One cannot 

simply dismiss the life and death struggles of African people in the eighteenth, 

nineteenth, and twentieth centuries as some sort of contrived romanticism about Africa or 
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some separatist pipe dream. These were real people facing excruciating hardships and 

these were real times in which Africans were brutalized physically, psychologically, and 

historically. The fact that there were Africans courageous enough and willing enough, 

with limited research resources and archival access, to discover in every case and 

situation the threads that would assist them in creating the fabric of refutation of the great 

lie of white superiority, is not to be gainsaid. It is to be examined carefully and with 

imagination. That these early African writers in America got some of their information 

wrong does not mean that they were unremarkable in their endeavour to establish the 

basic truths of African history.25 

Although Asante represents what is considered a ‘right-wing’ element of Afrocentrists, his 

points generate questions about the way in which history is studied, for what purpose, and by 

whom, questions which originally sparked the historically-conscious nature of much anti-

colonial discourse during the period 1930s-1960s. Asante suggests that the emotions arising in 

historical study which historians like Moses dismiss as nationalist and separatist, may have 

leant Afrocentric histories a non-academic quality, but were the genuine emotions of students 

rediscovering their own identities through a lost heritage and lack of consciousness of 

‘origins’. My role as a historian treating this topic with a fresh look at the sources is not to 

dismiss or seek simplistic explanations for changes in intellectual discourses, but to be more 

inclusive as a historian of ideas and ideologies. It is not, for example, the historicity of Cheikh 

Anta Diop’s work that is under the microscope in this thesis, but its impact on the 

decolonising process and the aftermath of that phenomenon. 

In many ways, students of Afrocentrism and the ‘third generation’, who read and held 

up the authors studied in this thesis as examples of reliable historical witnesses, carried on 

what they believed was the completion of decolonisation through historical consciousness. 

Molefi Kete Asante, for example, published Afrocentricity: The Theory of Social Change 

(1988) in order to consolidate the term in popular discourses regarding the history of Africans 

in America and the Caribbean. This work carried on the theories of anti-colonial historians 

and applied them to the circumstances of African-Americans and their economic state, 

suggesting a need for psychological decolonisation, as Frantz Fanon and so many other 

Négritude writers had done before the wars of decolonisation. However, the application of 

their theories, from the ethnicity of ancient Egyptians to the need for a ‘return’ to authentic 

African religions, were more complex in the divisive American context of the Black Power 
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movement and its academic aftershock. Indeed, much of what Paulette Nardal suggested 

regarding a compromise between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ worlds was ignored by this militant 

generation of postcolonial scholars. C.L.R. James, indeed, bridged the gap between this 

generation and the previous, and was a great loss to the American intellectual community who 

knew nothing of colonialism and its realities, and the complexities of postcolonial statehood. 

This continuity or discontinuity, and the current reputation of Afrocentrism and the academic 

standing of its defenders, is a further question for my conclusion in this thesis. 

 

Pan-African Ideologies from Abolitionism to Anti-colonialism  

Studies historicising Pan-Africanism as a movement, framework for ideology, or identity 

politics first appeared during the late 1960s from a postcolonial vantage point, deriving 

influence from both the continental experience and the history of the Diaspora post-

emancipation. Colin Legum’s Pan-Africanism was the first scholarly attempt to 

simultaneously historicise and address Pan-Africanism as a developing contemporary question 

in 1962.  Legum attributed the roots and rise of Pan-Africanism and Pan-African thinking to a 

‘system of emotions’ in the Diaspora produced by slavery, cultural transplantation, 

segregation, racist violence, marginalisation, poverty and institutionalised discrimination.26 

Pan-African thought was not only the individualised ‘rejection of feelings of inferiority’ but a 

potential ‘uniting’ narrative or collective identity which would strengthen ‘Black solidarity’ 

between Africa and the Diaspora.27 The remembrance of slavery, the forced Diaspora, and the 

desire for belonging in the discourse of Anglophone, primarily North American, Pan-

Africanism, in which anti-Westernism, anti-capitalism and anti-assimilationism were essential 

components to the campaign against ‘absorbing Western ideas.’28 Legum traces the 

development of Pan-Africanism through coinciding historical trends such as ‘Back to Africa’ 

homecoming movements, workers’ and Marxist internationalism, African decolonisation and 

socialism, and the struggle for Civil Rights which united Diaspora with Africa. 

Although the theme of revolt or resistance is central to Legum’s study, he centralises 

the ‘collective emotions’ at play, stating that Pan-Africanism is not ‘a declaration of political 

principles’ as its antagonists understand it to be.29 Instead it remains a way of expressing or 

                                                                                                                                                         
History, Journal of World History, Vol. 12, No. 1, (Spring, 2001), p. 226-230. 
26 Colin Legum, Pan-Africanism: A Short Political Guide (New York, 1962), pp. 14-15. 
27 Ibid., pp. 16-17. 
28 Ibid., pp. 20, 98. 
29 Ibid. 
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thinking in terms of a common Afrocentric ‘past’ and ‘future’ centred around the desire for 

dignity. Whether Pan-African thought is reactionary or not, a product of the psycho-historical 

experience of colonisation and slavery, is not addressed.30  Legum’s focus placed Anglophone 

intellectuals, trade-unionists and socialist movements at the heart of Pan-Africanism’s 

development, although he did note the importance of Négritude’s contribution in laying the 

foundations for a common Pan-African discourse in France and its colonies. Legum was also 

the first historian to note that in terms of enslavement and exile, Pan-Africanism’s ‘closest 

parallel perhaps is Zionism.’31  This idea links the concepts of ‘exile’ and ‘return’ within the 

Pan-Africanist historical consciousness, whether ‘return’ symbolized a homecoming to Africa 

or the return of the Diaspora to traditional African practises and beliefs.  

Imanuel Geiss’ Pan-African Movement published in 1974 fully introduced Pan-

Africanism as a historical subject to European and non-European scholars, and included a 

more in-depth study of movements and discourses, although with the same tendency towards 

the Anglophone world.32 It is clear that the ‘decolonisation of history,’ as I have called it in 

this thesis, was a process originating in Anglo-American intellectual circles, something which 

I have sought to problematise by introducing Francophone thinkers and the origins of their 

ideas.  

Geiss attributed the lack of knowledge about Pan-Africanism in the West to a lack of 

interest in African politics and a failure to question how the historic Diasporic experience had 

impacted on transnational twentieth-century Africanist movements, where historiography 

stopped short at the national, domestic level.33 Geiss approached Pan-Africanism as ‘African 

nationalism projected on the continental level and strengthened by the support of Afro-

Americans in the New World.’34 Ideas produced within the conferences and congresses held in 

the Diaspora were considered by Geiss to represent the multilingual, transnational transfer of 

ideas from the New Negro movement to Négritude to the League Against Imperialism.35 

Worrell stresses that Geiss focused on movements or intellectuals who advocated the ‘political 

unity of Africa’ in a proto-nationalist sense, perhaps bypassing the adaptation of an ‘Africa for 

                                                 
30 Legum, Pan-Africanism, p. 15. 
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the Africans’ concept for an African Empire which re-united Diaspora with ‘motherland.’36 

Although Geiss, Legum and Esedebe repeatedly stressed the Diasporic roots of Pan-

Africanism in the remembrance of slavery and the Haitian Revolution, they did not focus on 

the use of history to argue for self-determination within anti-colonial Pan-African rhetoric, or 

historicize the transformative nature of present-past thinking.37 

More recently, the work of Hakim Adi has transformed the approach to Pan-African 

history in terms of what it encompasses and when, and its intercrossings with the history of 

revolutionary and radical thought and activism. In Pan-Africanism and Communism, Adi 

presents the relationship between the trade unions, Communist Parties in Europe and the 

labour movement, and Diasporic Pan-African activism, as central to anti-colonial thought and 

the driving force behind the process of decolonisation.38 From the Conferences of Negro 

Workers and the Pan-African Congresses, Adi depicts labour activism during the inter-war 

period and the Diaspora’s participation in African campaigns for self-determination as parallel 

projects which developed from and upon each other’s successes, yet not without disputes. 

Similarly in Pan-African History, Adi notes these ties between Diasporic labour activism and 

African anti-colonialism, remarking that  

After 1945 the focus of Pan-African activity certainly switched to Africa and to a 

growing concern for a continental unity that could contribute to the liberation of 

Africa from colonial rule and end the inequalities suffered by all those of African 

descent around the world. Indeed some of the key figures whose lives and work 

had begun outside Africa, ended their lives on the continent.39 

Adi employs a biographical approach to the subject, noting variances in place, language, and 

period which concur with changes in Pan-African thought, particularly where anti-colonialism 

is related, and more importantly, challenges the preconception that Pan-African thought is the 

project of solely Diasporic, Anglophone, male intellectuals. Adi dates the history of modern 

Pan-African thought to the period following the Middle Passage, in other words, 

corresponding with Anglophone literacy customarily among freed slaves in the Diaspora.40 He 
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states that: 

Modern Pan-African history is principally connected with the dispersal of peoples 

of African origin brought about by the trans-Atlantic trade taking enslaved 

Africans to the Americas, at the beginning of the sixteenth century, and the 

subsequent emergence of global capitalism, European colonial rule and 

imperialism. Pan-African history therefore includes chronicling a variety of ideas, 

activities and movements that celebrated Africanness, the exploitation and 

oppression of those of African descent, and opposed the ideologies of racism.41 

Although Adi’s thesis corresponds with that of Babacar M’Baye’s where timing Pan-African 

development is concerned, the complete inconsistency of their conclusions highlights the 

potential different historiographical approaches offered on much the same topics, under the 

theme of Pan-African history. Contradicting Adi, M’Baye states in The Trickster Comes West 

that nineteenth-century Pan-Africanists ‘were part of a small elite group of Western-educated 

Black intellectuals whose views on Africa did not represent those of all other Black 

populations in the West. Yet they utilized their elite status and individuality by attacking 

Western slavery and linking their suffering to Blacks in Africa and to the African diaspora, 

thereby becoming pioneers of Pan-Africanism.’42 This question of the Pan-African intellectual 

as a product of ‘Western’ thought, or of Eurafrique, cannot be divorced from the conflation of 

Africa and Diaspora within anti-imperial discourse, and the reclaiming of an African 

‘motherland’ by Diasporic figures for astutely political purposes.43 

 

The Question of Pan-Africanism, Decolonisation, and Postcolonialism 

Frederick Cooper’s body of work on colonialism, decolonisation, and the theoretical or 

conceptual intellectual driving forces behind either, remains relevant to histories of Pan-

African thought. In a 2002 study of postcolonial Africa, Cooper suggested that ‘one of the 

ironies of African political history is that the moment which seemed to open a new era in Pan-
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Africanist mobilization proved also to be its highest point. Politics moved in another 

direction.’44 Cooper constructs a sense of failure where a proposed Pan-African revolution 

was concerned, which corresponds to Todd Shephard’s account of the invention of 

decolonisation from the ‘redemptive narrative of modernisation’ rather than postcolonial 

imagination, and the consequences of this relating to intellectual and cultural 

demobilisation.45 Cooper also associates the growing separatism of returning intellectuals 

with a continuation of an older phenomenon; the repatriation of the Diaspora to the continent 

and the push for inclusiveness to enable ‘returnees’ to ‘see themselves as a nation.’46 While 

the difficulty of attributing differing desires and worldviews from the continent to the 

Diaspora persists, there is no doubt that the intellectuals of the Diaspora saw themselves as 

central to the decolonisation of Africa and its postcolonial leadership.  

However, although Cooper frequently addresses Europe’s attempts to ‘demarcate 

coloniser from colonised, civilized from primitive, core from periphery’, the issue of ‘time as 

space’ within the topic of civilisational imperial ideology is much misunderstood.47 As one 

author dealing with the topic of nostalgia and the construction of memory wrote, ‘the past is a 

foreign country: they do things differently there.’48 It may be pertinent to inquire into the 

historical consciousness which allowed ‘access’ to a postcolonial national identity or provided 

a sense of belonging to an uprooted people, not only spatially but temporally. Cooper’s study 

of postcolonial identity-building in Africa, however, remains important to tracing the ‘rise and 

fall’ of Pan-Africanism as a movement, if not as a ‘way of thinking’ which evolved past its 

original functions. 

   

The Imperial Historical Consciousness and ‘Civilisation’ 

Countless historians have touched upon the related issues of ‘civilising’ ideology and 

imperialism, some overlooking the role of historicism in evaluating civilisational transfer, 

forwardness as ‘superiority’, and the imperial ‘civilising’ mission, which Basil Davison has 

referred to as the ‘enterprise of civilising Africa by alienating Africa from itself.’49 This 

‘mission’, shaping Empire as much as colony, is read to be the attempt to civilise or ‘bring 
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forward’ a people or place considered to be at a ‘lesser’ stage of human development, where 

space reflects human agency. In The French Imperial Nation State, Gary Wilder deals with 

this issue on both the national and imperial levels, demonstrating how Empire’s ‘civilising 

mission’ helped build national identity on a basis of cultural and intellectual perceived 

superiority. He confronts how Négritude as a variant of Francophone Pan-Africanism 

responded to French imperial ideology and consequently the national identity and question of 

citizenship. Wilder’s study is set in opposition to Alice L. Conklin’s A Mission to Civilize: The 

Republican Idea of Empire in France and West Africa 1895-1930 which analyses the 

contradictory nature of interpreting ‘liberal republicanism’ by and for imperial purposes. 

Conklin’s thesis assumes that imperialism was not a product of the republican ego and 

process of national identity-building, but a faulty misinterpretation or realisation of 

commendable universal values. Her argument reconstructs the ‘civilising mission’ around the 

problematic of race, primitivism and ‘barbarity’ in the French imagination. This, she suggests, 

was a deterrent to ‘true’ republican values and the universal citizenship conceptualised during 

the revolutionary period, but withdrawn from freed slaves in the Caribbean by Napoleon. This 

is a slightly different narrative of the history of the British Empire’s world of ideas, where the 

emancipation of slaves was supported by the same group of thinkers who advocated for a 

proto-Christian civilising mission in India and Africa. In France however, ideas of racial and 

biological superiority, Social Darwinism, misconceptions about human development, 

progression by human agency, and the republican concept of the ‘duty’ to civilise and liberate 

combined to ultimately collapse the republican cause − freedom through civilisation. Conklin 

traces the ‘failure of the republican civilising mission’ through colonial policymaking and the 

modification of ‘French republicanism’ to suit the ‘Age of Imperialism’, where material self-

interest overcame the duty to moral leadership and missionary work.50 Wilder problematises 

her thesis in noting that Empire was a by-product of the republican nation-state, and that 

‘universal’ republicanism formed obstacles or ‘conditions’ to accessing citizenship, one of 

which ‘became’ racialised, just as it offered rights and liberties, such as civilian duties.51 

Although he only fleetingly looks at gender, imperialism and the question of republican 

paternalism as historicised by Lynn Hunt, Wilder does address the development of ‘republican 

imperialism’ within a universalist narrative, which was rejected simultaneously through 
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particularism and the ‘new universalism’ by Césaire and Senghor respectively.52 Not solely a 

Francophone phenomenon, the emerging discourse of Human Rights and ‘new universalism’ 

were examined by Manela for the role they played in the language of decolonisation.53 

However, although he focuses on responses of ‘Black Humanists’ to the imperial narrative of 

‘civilised-uncivilised’, Wilder fails to address how the imperial gaze and anti-imperial 

rejoinder drew upon ideas of modernization, historical quality, civilisational ‘lapse’ and 

shifting temporality, particularly where the tandem of ‘civilisation ou barbarie’ ideologically 

collapsed.  

Wilder did, however, observe in Black France that France’s own dependence upon 

imperial narratives for national self-validation produced the concept of temporal ‘lag’ or 

‘lapse’ on a civilisational hierarchy. Thus, imperialism maintained the face of civility through 

a historically-conscious modernising rhetoric, or as Wilder puts it, the European perception of 

Africa’s ‘refusal to be historical’ or to ‘modernise’ via its own agency.54 This concept stands 

out as one of the central reasons why anti-colonialists became preoccupied with the 

frustrations of a discipline so bound up in imperialist misconceptions and pseudo-scientific 

narratives, something which affected both French and British historical thinking. The pro-

colonial historical gaze, however, was equally matched by the anti-colonial historical 

consciousness, in the form of Négritude and its employment of civilisational historicism, 

which provided an alternative historicist trajectory to that offered by ‘modernisation theory.’ 

This is an important point bypassed by other scholars of Négritude such as Brent Hayes 

Edwards and Dominic Thomas, who tend to focus on spatial elements of intellectual exchange 

rather than the content and transformation of ideas over time, particularly those relating to 

historicism.55 

Wilder approaches the Imperial Nation-State from a historical anthropological angle, 

which leaves several questions unanswered about the nature of intersectional ‘class and race’ 

in the republican framework, and how a politics of resistance developed not out of concern for 
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contradictory political ideology where imperialism and republicanism were concerned, but out 

of the combined physical experience of race and class from colony to metropole. The 

emergence of a race and class consciousness, which often collaborated with a growing French 

Marxism, is placed within the framework of ‘civil society’ in Wilder’s study, which 

disremembers the role of the Caribbean revolutionary past in the Négritude historical 

consciousness. The conflation of race and class was not a product of intersectional inequality 

in ‘civil society’, but understood by intellectuals to be the direct inheritance of capitalist 

slavery, in which the ‘possessed’ became the dispossessed. The collaboration between 

Négritude and Marxist internationalism, however short-lived, was no coincidence, and must 

be understood from the point of view of historical consciousness producing a presentist 

politics of resistance. Wilder bypasses the nature of the historically-conscious gaze and the 

concept of ‘past as present,’ where anti-colonial resistance shaped the local adaptation of 

Marxism. It is impossible to overlook the psychology of present-past thinking within 

Négritude, which was developed principally by intellectuals from the post-slavery colonial 

Caribbean, where ‘present’ was a merely one symbolic moment of marginalisation in the 

longue durée of the Black Martinican experience.  

 

The Treatment of ‘Universality’ on the Discourse on Race and Civilisation 

Richard King provides an intellectual framework for a Transnational conversation on the 

meaning of race, diversity, cultural centrism, and identity politics in Race, Culture, and the 

Intellectuals. Civilisational ‘universality’ and ‘particularism’ are traced through the literature 

of selected Pan-African intellectuals and placed side by side with Sartre and Arendt, 

highlighting the exchange and co-awareness between intellectual communities, particularly 

the Jewish-American and African-American academics.56 Interestingly, many of the questions 

asked by historians of Pan-Africanism are also common to histories of the Jewish Diaspora 

and Pan-Arabism, yet the questions are rarely theoretically compared.57 As King has shown, 

Marxist and anti-colonial intellectuals were ‘products’ of a particular socio-political local 

context, yet their participation in an undoubtedly global conversation had a far-reaching 
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impact on twentieth-century reform movements. This turn from ‘universalism to cultural 

particularism’ illustrates how Francophone Pan-African intellectuals resisted the cultural 

politics of assimilation which Césaire once defined as the ‘pseudo-humanism of the West.’58 

The European, and in particular French, usurpation of ‘universality’ was rejected as a form of 

‘cultural imperialism’; some intellectuals abandoned ‘universality’ in favour of particularism, 

while others advocated the reclaiming of ‘universality’ within the concept of a common 

modernity.59 This has also been historicized by Cemil Aydin where Pan-Islamic and Pan-Asian 

thought are concerned. 

Thomas McCarthy’s study of the theory of human development and its imperial 

functions reflects some of the issues dealt with in King’s study. Race, Empire, and the Idea of 

Human Development traces the conflation of Eurocentrism and universality in terms of racial 

eugenics, Social Darwinism, progress and its perceived antithesis, primitivism. According to 

McCarthy, these concepts were embedded deeply in eighteenth century thought, particularly 

Whig historicism which linked ‘change over time’ with positive progressive development. 

Kant’s philosophy of history, for example, adopted a worldview based on a ‘natural-historical 

account of racial hierarchy.’60 Explanations for difference more often than not were 

interpreted on a scale of progressive to primitive, which became deeply racialised when 

adapted into imperial ideology in the nineteenth century. Occidental standards of morality, 

behaviour, politics and self-rule were posited as superior on the eighteenth-century ‘God-

willed hierarchy of human types’, which supported the nineteenth-century concept of 

advancement through a civilising process, namely a colonial one.61  Not only did the 

adaptation of Social Darwinism legitimise the formation of colonies, it also shaped the North 

American colonies, where Social Darwinism played a role in structuring the caste system in 

post-slavery North America.62  

Social Darwinism and the theme of human development also influenced the way in 

which interwar intellectuals engaged with the issue of ‘difference,’ temporal progress and 

‘forwardness.’ For instance, Norbert Elias’s Über den Prozeß der Zivilisation (1939) re-

examined the emergence of Social Darwinism or the belief in the ‘upward progress’ of 

civilisations, which Europeans construed as a ‘civilising process’ through which societies 
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could emerge ‘civilised.’ Elias reconstructed the psychology underlying determinist theories of 

social evolution which were popularised during the Age of Empires, in an attempt to show 

how change over time was identified with ‘modernisation’ and progress, which also 

functioned as ‘forwardness’ in the colonial imagination. This revolution within ‘historical 

thinking’ is an issue clearly neglected by previous historians who touch upon Pan-African 

intellectuals, such as King and McCarthy. Although Esedebe has referred to the ‘Negro appeal 

to the African Past’ as the Diasporic underpinning of Pan-African thought, few historians 

further inquire into the nature of this ‘appeal,’ its functions, and its impact not only on the 

intellectual movement for decolonisation, but on historiography and historicism.63 

 

The Postcolonial Understanding of Civilisation as a Historical Process 

The practise of activist or ‘functional historicism’ has marked Pan-Africanism out as 

‘historically conscious’, apparent in the work of Pan-African activist and historian Clarence 

Munford. Where ‘civilisation’ is at stake, Afrocentric historians such as Munford reject all 

European histories of ‘civilisational transfer’ to Africa, which they maintain all modern racism 

and self-perceived racial superiority is founded upon.64 They also maintain as both historians 

and activists that knowledge related to the past will provide a means of collective identity 

formation preceding the African Revolution. Munford’s references to historicist activism 

suggest that Pan-Africanists in the twenty-first century hold understandings of history, time 

and progressive change to be central to an activist anti-colonialism. It may also be important 

to add that Pan-Africanists such as Munford treat knowledge, even interpretations of history, 

as a spatial representation of power, and in that sense colonisable and decolonisable territories 

of intellectual conflict. The use of spaces of memory or conquerable ‘historical territory’ 

within the boundaries of Pan-Africanist political debate suggests that the ‘decolonisation of 

history’ in the postcolonial period was preceded by a historicist approach to anti-colonialism, 

which rejected imperial historicist scales, temporal hierarchies, and civilisational ‘difference.’  

In the Francophone debate, however, the word 'civilisation' has much more portent, 

and rootedness, in anti-colonial ideology, precisely because of its colonial hermaneutics. Eric 
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Jennings, in Vichy and the Tropics. Pétain's National Revolution in Madagascar, Guadeloupe, 

and Indochina, 1940-1944, explains that Pétainism took on much of the previously-existing 

colonial ideology because it was politically advantageous to do so, in Africa and the 

Caribbean, and created a more extreme version. Focusing on Guadeloupe and Indochine, 

Jennings writes that  

In order to understand the violence of Vichy's attacks on such largely imagined 

phenomena as “liberal colonialism”, colonial assemblies, and assimilation, one must 

examine both mainstream and marginalized colonial ideologies of the previous 

decades. Vichy's brand of colonialism, like its domestic politics, had been informed 

by a set of Social Darwinist and integral nationalist theories from the fin-de-

siecle...The leading colonialist newspaper, La Dépeche coloniale, defended the 

republican colonial record with lofty, or clearly misguided, republican universalism: 

“We the French try to civilize, to facilitate the accession of natives to our civilisation 

which we take to be more advanced.”65 

This classic quote shows that ideas about civilisation and advancement stemming from Social 

Darwinism were used to bolster political and economic projects, but also to defend 

Frenchness, as it were. Here Jennings notes that 'liberal colonialism' was not only politically 

identified as a civilising project, but also an economic one. This idea is something I will return 

to in my chapter on Martinican historical consciousness, through the lens of Suzanne Césaire 

and Paulette Nardal. 

 

Homecoming: Repatriation and Historical Consciousness  

One of the most important works dealing with the question of Pan-African ‘heritage’ as a 

‘functional’ ideology is Katharina Schramm’s seminal work African Homecoming: Pan-

African Ideology and Contested Heritage. Schramm deals with the key theme of Diasporic 

desires between ‘longing’ and ‘belonging’, tracing the Diasporic return to postcolonial 

Africa.66 Her focus on Ghana and Cape Coast is significant, yet manifests a tendency to 

depend upon Anglophone Pan-African thinkers common to most of the historiography on this 

topic. A lack of focus on the parallel issues of language, cultural displacement and the 

Diasporic desire for indigenous ‘authenticity’ bypasses the significance of translocation, and 

the ‘purpose’ and origin of the Diasporic historical consciousness. Cultural ‘transplantation’ 
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was central to the Pan-African historical consciousness, which restored the image of a 

homeland and ‘indigenous ancestry’, indicative of a search for belonging. This rupture in 

terms of ‘lost’ indigeneity and ‘Westernization’ functioned in a very particular way within the 

Pan-African historical consciousness, from desires for repatriation, to the ‘cultural return’, to 

cultural homogeneity. 

However, Schramm’s study is groundbreaking in that it reflects the psychology of Pan-

African thought, where the sense of displacement and heterogeneous cultural heritage of 

ancestral enslavement are presented as historical hangovers.67 Schramm proposes that the 

‘function’ of Pan-African heritage is to maintain a link to a ‘motherland’, where the freed 

Diaspora may return: 

‘Here, exile began with the exodus of Africans from the continent as a result of the 

slave trade. The biblical references that reverberate in the notion of exodus are 

crucial here, because they metaphorically link the fate of Black people to that of 

the Jews and the associated Diasporic history of traumatic dispersal and eventual 

return to a (mythical) centre or homeland.’68 

 This, however, becomes problematic in the postcolonial period. While Schramm does not 

impose a single ‘collective’ desire on a complex and diverse Diaspora, she does examine the 

‘significance of the slave sites’ in Ghana as spaces where ‘memory’ and present-past politics 

are intertwined with remedial desires, adding to our knowledge of the use of ‘functional 

heritage’, repatriation movements, and the reconstructed, reclaimed image of ‘Africa’ as 

heimat.  

 A similar ethnographical study on the repatriation of African-Americans to the West 

Coast of Africa is Saidida Hartman’s Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave 

Route, a semi-autobiographical account of her journey along the Gold Coast and her visits to 

the sites of memory, or forts where captured slaves were held for weeks before undergoing to 

often-deadly journey across the Atlantic to the Americas.69 This work is highly useful, in 

showing the difference between the ‘mental return’ as spoken about by Schramm where the 

Harlem Renaissance and Garveyism were concerned, and the actual physical experience of 
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repatriation. It also contrasts the experiences of Pan-Africanists who retired en masse to the 

postcolonial continent, and a later generation of American academics whose desire for a 

personalised field work experience led them into oral history and memory studies on the West 

Coast. Hartman, a descendant of American slaves, spoke of being called a ‘foreigner’ in 

Ghana as a bittersweet experience. Indeed, her focus on responding to the sites of memory is 

not unlike those memory studies which record the visits of American descendants of 

Holocaust survivors revisiting Eastern Europe. The idea of responding to an environment and 

relating to the historical process which constructed it, and brought you there, is one very much 

critiqued by historians who believe in an objective approach to sites of memory and their 

significance, particularly the use of the image of Africa by non-Africans. 

In Becoming African Americans, for example, Clare Corbould deals with a similar 

theme, although not as centrally situated in the theme of repatriation or homecoming. 

Corbould deals pointedly with the American projects of citizenship, identity construction and 

the associated appeal to the past, which shares the approach to political memory of 

Rosenzweig and Thelen’s Popular Uses of History in American Life.70 Using post-Great 

Migration interwar Harlem as her setting, Corbould confronts the construction of a politically-

functional heritage in this Diasporic memory community, as opposed to an organic historical 

consciousness appropriated for political mobilization. Corbould stresses that ‘interwar Black 

Americans refashioned the past in order to change the present and to reimagine the future,’ 

also remarking that ‘Black Americans’ experience of having their historical record warped by 

those who sought to oppress them was just one of a number of similarities they bore to those 

colonised in other parts of the world, including Africa.’ 71 She tells us that in the process of 

‘becoming African Americans’, the Harlem artistic and intellectual community employed an 

appeal to the past to consolidate a sense of oneness and race pride which varied from group to 

group, such as Egyptology, Ethiopianism, and religious Zionism, even ‘subverting the myth of 

America’s national origins, which required Black Americans to hijack for themselves the 

esteem in which the English pilgrims were held. Like Black Americans, immigrant groups 

insisted that they were the first founders of the United States.’72 The rejection of terminology 

which embodied a historical consciousness, according to Corbould, was part of the process of 
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self-reinvention which accompanied the Harlem Renaissance and various campaigns for equal 

opportunities: 

By identifying with Africa, Black Americans rebutted the usual designation 

“Negro.” The term suggested no situatedness in time, that is history, or space, that 

is ethno- or politico- geography. The Negro had no civilisation, no cultures, no 

religions, no history, no place, and finally no humanity that might command 

consideration.73 

Central to the discussion on civilisation as a process and the re-empowerment of the Diaspora 

were Harlem’s historians. This interestingly coincides with Andreas Eckert’s suggestion that 

similar intellectual developments were occurring in Africa, where ‘partly as a reaction to the 

European denial that there was any African history worth knowing, the westernized elite 

developed a high esteem of African culture and history.’74  Corbould informs us of Harlem 

however, that: 

Drawing heavily on Oswald Spengler’s popular The Decline of the West, the first 

volume of which was translated into English in 1918, Black historians foretold an 

end to Western civilisation…‘If it were the way of the world for civilisations to 

rise and fall, it followed that there was no ignominy in the present-day eclipse of 

Africa’s once-mighty society and culture… Racial inferiority could not account for 

Europe’s domination of Africa; rather, the seesawing of civilisations up and down 

was just “the whirl of God’s great wheel.”75 

This significance of the involvement of historians in anti-colonial discourse cannot be 

overlooked, and indeed needs more attention than Corbould allows it; her inquiry centred 

more on identity construction than campaigns for change in equal citizenship and anti-

colonialism among Afro-Caribbean Americans. Unlike Schramm, Corbould ends on a rather 

less optimistic note, suggesting that such identity construction was linked to neo-imperialist 

ideology engendered by the Black American intellectual community’s search for roots in the 

past for the purpose of empowerment in the present: 

Insisting with such force and consistency that they had inherited a marvellous 

history from ancient Black Africa raised an implicit question about Black 

Americans’ relationship to Africans in the present day. While a sense of kinship 

with other colonised people was slowly taking shape, nevertheless much of the 
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history making of the immediate postwar years focused on African wonders and 

took little note of the experiences of colonised Africans. Contemporary Africans 

rarely appeared in new histories acknowledging African origins because colonised 

peoples were assumed to have little to offer to a celebration of Black achievement. 

The effect of paying scant attention to Africans in the here and now was to imagine 

an Africa locked in the past and needing assistance to be dragged up into the 

present.76 

Like Stephen Howe, whose Mythical Homes and Imagined Pasts describes a process of 

political myth-making rather than historical research, Corbould focuses on the accuracy or 

historicity of Pan-Africanists’ arguments. Furthermore, Corbould passes over the opportunity 

to look more closely at Harlem’s historians, who were more often than not involved in either 

worlds of academe and activism, the latter providing the agendas which determined the 

questions they asked of the past, and determining the way in which they used it. Their 

participation in the discourse would necessarily have transformed the foundations of a 

memory community built more on remembrance of a distant, imagined African heimat, than 

the recent emigration from America’s plantational southern states. Indeed, they are a subject 

for closer study when it comes to the transnational Pan-African appeal to the past between 

Harlem, Paris and London. 

 

Anti-Westernism, ‘Pan’ Movements, and a Global Historical Consciousness 

In relation to the anti-colonial development of Pan-African thought, Cemil Aydin considers 

Pan-Islamic and Pan-Asian thought to embody the transnational narrative of anti-Westernism, 

which often drove trends in Eastern and Middle Eastern diplomacy throughout the twentieth 

century. His study of Pan-Islamic and Pan-Asian thought, from the intellectual rejection of 

Western ‘universalism’ where civilisational historicism was concerned, to theories of racial 

equality, human development and modernity, which banished Eurocentrism from Eastern 

philosophy and framed an Islamic collective identity, demonstrates the importance and value 

of this kind of transnational Intellectual history.77 Both the expression of ‘vision’ and 

‘imagination’ through desire help to deconstruct what appears at first to be a history of 

political concepts. It is possible in this way to approach ideas produced across state 
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boundaries, at the ‘Pan’ level, where collective identities become transnational. 

Aydin’s study also demonstrates how Global History itself is a product of a much 

earlier anti-imperial, even anti-occidental, tradition that Pan-Africanism shared with Pan-

Asian thought, which rejected the ‘invisibility’ imposed historiographically on non-Western 

spaces by the Occidental appropriation of ‘universality.’ For Aydin, Fukuzawa’s An Outline of 

the Theory of Civilisation (1875) was the first thesis on civilisation which opposed ‘European 

universality’ and the image of the East in the European-Imperial imagination, with an 

alternative Japanese civilisation, which likewise impacted greatly on Ottoman intellectuals.78 

Rather than accepting the inherency of ‘primitivism’ or ‘barbarity’ in the non-Western world, 

Fukuwaza ‘presented a more ‘universal vision of progress for all nations and geographies’ 

which argued that any society could ‘attain the level of civilisation in the West.’79 Fukuwaza’s 

text appeared not long after Hegel's Philosophy of History declared specific civilisations static 

and therefore ‘pre-historical’, positing European civilisation as the ‘universal force of world 

history.80 Fukuwaza’s rejection of this approach to both historicism and civilisation had a far-

reaching impact, although Aydin does not address whether Fukuwaza’s work shared 

similarities with European imperial historicism in terms of strengthening Japanese imperial 

narratives. 

 

Pan-Africanism and Feminism in France: An Anti-Colonial Seed 

Jennifer Boittin’s work on the ‘urban grounds of anti-imperialism and feminism in inter-war 

Paris’ marks a fresh approach to feminist involvement and exchange with the Marxist anti-

imperialist and Négritude movements, revealing furthermore how white feminists and 

surrealist artists alike became involved in the Pan-African politics of resistance to cultural 

assimilation.81 Colonial Metropolis historicizes Baker’s multiculturalism, Fanon’s take on 

‘colonial sexuality’ and interracial relationships, and the Nardal sisters’ constant traversing of 
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‘ethnic boundaries’ on grounds of gender and feminism.82 The analysis however is distinctly 

urban and confined to the colonial metropole, which again bypasses the local origins of 

women involved in the feminist movement and workers’ international. Not only were the 

Nardals and Suzanne Césaire metropolitan intellectuals opposing Empire from within, they 

also opposed it from the colony of Martinique, which afforded them an alternative to both 

humanism and historicism, and where an inclusive modernity was not always the ‘universal’ 

feminist objective. It is also important to note that the Caribbean historical consciousness 

combined the ‘slave past’ with the ‘enslaved present’ and was deeply embedded in feminist 

anti-colonial narratives.  

Sharpley-Whiting’s Négritude Women is another example of this trend in Pan-African 

history and examines the works of the Nardals and Suzanne Césaire, and the importance of 

the Clamart Salon to Négritude.83 Sharpley-Whiting noted in particular the tendency within 

Négritude women’s work to turn to ethnography and pre-history to reclaim the ‘image of 

Africa’ as motherland, which afforded a sense of ‘indigenous’ belonging visible in Leo 

Frobenius’ influence on Suzanne Césaire’s anti-colonialism.84 Again, it is important to note 

that the Caribbean provided alternatives to North American and British Pan-African circles, 

particularly in the case of the Parisian salon of ‘Les Soeurs Nardal.’ Historicity, memory, 

distinctive ways of thinking about suppression, emancipation and race are all important 

components of women’s Négritude literature. It seems important to continue in this ‘new 

direction’ in historiography, and re-examine these women as producers of Pan-African 

thought, particularly their problematisation of Marxism, violence, spatial cleansing, mental 

decolonisation and the cultural ‘return’ to Africa. Unfortunately, rather than engaging with 

contemporary motivations for the feminist ‘problematising’ of anti-colonial ideology, 

Sharpley-Whiting more often than not rejects intellectual contributions which do not meet a 

standard of anti-colonial literary activism needed to bring about social change determined by 

Marxist ‘necessity’.85 Ironically, this results in the reinforcement of the historical invisibility 
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of women intellectuals within pre-programmed histories which discount their contributions on 

a basis of realization of Marxist social change. Women intellectuals are invisibilised initially 

on a basis of gender, and secondly on a basis of class prejudice where the historian fails to 

recognise the contemporary obstacles to entering the academe as a Black woman in the 

colonial metropole.  

Paradoxically, the historian’s prejudice towards women of a particular social standing 

merely reinforces the invisibilising of women intellectuals who overcame the barriers of racial 

and sexual discrimination through the prerequisite image of the respectable and ‘desexualised’ 

middle-class Black woman.86 Where Sharpley-Whiting accuses Paulette Nardal of ‘oftentimes 

paternalistic top down elitism’, an aspect of historical accuracy is lost in the attempt to impose 

a Marxist ‘verdict of achievement’ on an individual’s experience of what was essentially the 

solitary path to intellectual credibility for women; an appearance of moral respectability. The 

afore-mentioned approach lacks the permeation needed to analyse the Pan-African 

consciousness. A history of ideas must historicise whether an idea was founded upon 

contemporary inclusiveness or exclusiveness, rather than dismissing the idea on a basis of its 

presentist uselessness. What we must consider when revisiting Pan-African thought is that the 

combined experience of race and gender, as reinforcement for class ‘categories’, affected 

women intellectuals in terms of colonisation and exploitation in a different way to their male 

contemporaries, and consequently shaped their historical narratives.87 

 

Memory Politics in the Caribbean: A Useful Approach? 

Seeking Imperialism’s Embrace is a major work published in 2016 which attempted to address 

cross-colonial conflicts in the Caribbean, and the micro-history of political violence, 

segregation and economic corruption in French Caribbean colonial territories. The territories 

were of course strategically important during the Second World War, and provided a ‘safe 

space’ for both individuals and material possession endangered by the Western Front.88 This 
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work dives into the question of violence, inter-racial crimes and corruption, the mulatto 

question in the Caribbean, and the concept of a race-based economic pyramid across the 

French-speaking Caribbean. It also addressed issues in Childers’ previous work on memory 

politics in the Caribbean.  

In the chapter on ‘the struggle over history in the Caribbean’, Childers reflects on the 

role of Aimé Césaire in shaping the debate around history in the Caribbean, where indigenous 

peoples were replaced by a population of slaves shipped mainly from the West Coast of 

Africa, a population who were ‘granted freedom’ during the revolutionary period in France but 

lived with the constant threat of the re-introduction of slavery throughout the Napoleonic 

period. This deep and prolonged trauma produced an inability to speak about the past, and 

origins, throughout the Francophone Caribbean, until Césaire published his Discours sur 

colonialisme. Much of Césaire’s later work reflected the deep bitterness felt towards the 

Communist Party in France, who had used the debate on colonialism to draw new supporters, 

but had done little to generate a sense of cross-Caribbean unity. Instead, Martinique of 

the1960s was marked by deep divisions between the land-owning ‘béké’ community, and the 

working population, composed mainly of Black Martinicans. Childers cites Aimé Césaire as 

saying that ‘there are two ways to lose oneself, one is through the enclosed separatism of the 

particular, another is through dilution into the “universal”.’89  

One of the most impressive points however, that Childers leaves us with, is that ‘the 

contributions women made to the health and well-being of Caribbean postcolonial societies 

seldom register as advances in the fundamentally male projects of decolonisation or self-

determination.’90 While I cannot argue the greater point of the exclusion of women’s ‘national 

sacrifices’ from postcolonial memory constructed from the wars of decolonisation, I will 

commit myself to proving that these projects were not fundamentally male, and that women 

such as the Nardal sisters and Suzanne Césaire participated in the debated that preceded them, 

with their own opinions, experiences, and ideas about the future.  

Although this work raises important questions and opens up the debate on postcolonial 

violence in the Caribbean, it doesn’t capture the compelling force which defines and shaped 

the chronology of my thesis. I have chosen to investigate the growing obsession with 

historical knowledge and historicity in anti-colonial ideology, which created a space in the 
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postcolonial period for a re-telling or reclaiming of history-telling, and of course, the origins 

of this preoccupation and usage of historical knowledge. I believe that the works of minor and 

well-known Pan-Africanist thinkers can tell us about how history lent substance to the debates 

on self-determination. As Childers states, ‘moving past a whitewashed version of history 

requires actually recognising that past for what it was, rather than erasing it in the present.’91 

Yet the actuality of a process behind that recognition, one which became a history-writing 

project, is an untouched subject. Works like James’ The Black Jacobins and Diop’s Pre-

Colonial Africa are immersed in all of the anxieties of a society on the edge of decolonisation, 

and an unsure future. The past they intended to ‘recognise’ was therefore a screen onto which 

many ideologically diverse futures were projected.  

 

Historical Consciousness as the Historian’s Tool or Adversary 

Historical consciousness is much discussed in secondary literature as a ‘phenomenon’ 

occurring in historiography, vs. a useful device through which to understand community’s 

alternatives to academic or scholarly history. Recently, Straub and Jürgen commented on 

historical consciousness as a psychological experience of the present, noting that ‘every act of 

the historical construction of meaning is partly determined by contexts and motives over 

which subjects have limited control, if any. Almost every historical construction is open to 

various complementary or conflicting readings, as well as to ‘deep’ readings. The construction 

of historical realities always and everywhere has significance and meaning that escapes the 

‘author’s’ consciousness.’92 While some approaches to the topic have revealed its 

psychological elements, other historians have focused on historical consciousness as a 

political phenomenon. Historical consciousness has become a term mainly shared by 

historians and anthropologists, peaking in popularity during the 1990s. However, it was 

initially John Lukacs’ 1985 work that highlighted the changes which had occurred to history 

as a discipline between and after the First and Second World Wars, and proposed that history 

had been popularized as a result of ‘history wars’ in European and postcolonial society. It is 

precisely for this reason that I have selected ‘historical consciousness’ as an explanation of the 

decolonisation of history which happened as a result of anti-colonial discourses during this 

period.  

Lukacs, however, dwells on the idea of historical consciousness as the deterioration of 
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the academic discipline of history, or its replacement with ‘remembering’. He opens with the 

question ‘how did the remembered past become history? And how did history become the 

remembered past?’93 On this note, he writes that 

Until about 1960 the crisis of intellectuality at the end of the Modern Age had not 

deeply affected professional historians. The makings of the trouble were there, but 

many of them refused to think about it. They were interested in their profession, 

without paying much, if any, interest to the nature of their profession. But after 1960 it 

became obvious that the historical profession was, if not worse, not better off than 

were other disciplines.94  

According to Lukacs, historical consciousness was a natural occurrence in communities, but 

the popularization of history was another question altogether: 

More significant than the decline of history students and history courses was the 

devolution of the very subjects and of the philosophy of the profession. Insubstantial 

fads such as quantification and psychohistory, together with the preoccupation with 

“timely”, that is ephemeral and predictable, subjects became prevalent.95 

Lukacs was referring to the changes within the academic field of history, and its outside 

influence, such as political appeals to the past and popular memory. Lukacs in this sense 

shared Benedict Anderson’s ambivalence towards nationalist memory which he set down in 

Imagined Communities, although the nation was not Lukacs’ level of focus. 

 Lukacs was trying to bring historical consciousness to the attention of his fellow 

historians as a historicisable movement, and as a potential challenge to the academic pursuit 

of the past. He noted that historical consciousness was a Western phenomenon, springing from 

a European engagement with the past which was politically motivated. He stated: 

During the last three or four hundred years a movement- historical consciousness- has 

evolved, mostly in the West, which, though less recognized, may be at least as 

important as the other revolutionary movement- the so-called scientific revolution- for 

a number of reasons, one of them being that science is part of the history of man. Of 

this evolution the development of professional history has been but a portion, albeit an 

important one. Professional history followed in the wake of historical consciousness.96 

However, Lukacs did not take his theories into the field of colonialism and the Western-

educated African elite who drove anti-colonial discourses. Instead he brought up the concerns 
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of his contemporaries about the foundations upon which history as a subject was settled, who 

was driving it, and what their intentions were. Lukacs pushes strongly for the position that 

history is a Western form of thought, and writes 

Now, it is true that the historical and the technical development of the world has 

brought different continents and races and civilisations closer together; that we cannot 

ignore the present and the past of other cultures; that the human race is more 

interdependent than at any time before; that we have begun to experience the first 

symptoms of a world civilisation- or, to use another, less fortunate term, we are 

“entering the age of universal history.” Western civilisation has now spread all over 

the world; neither the scientific method nor the professional study of history are any 

longer European or American intellectual monopolies. Yet historical consciousness is 

still something specifically ‘Western’.97 

Lukacs states that although ‘some kind of a historical sense may be found among all human 

societies, including the most primitive ones’, historical consciousness itself is a form of 

thought produced by Western civilisation. He ends controversially, offering no compromise to 

the idea that the ‘Third World’ has a past outside of Western historiography: 

Outside the West the memory of the past is marked by a kind of historical 

insufficiency. Archaeology or ethnography is needed for the reconstruction of even 

relatively recent developments.98 

Lukacs proposal, and indeed his overall definition of historical consciousness pose many 

problems for this thesis. Firstly, Pan-Africanist historians took issue with the precise idea of 

‘Western history’ pushed by Lukacs and his nineteenth-century predecessors. Secondly, this 

thesis will focus on historical consciousness as a political form of thought present and 

producible by all types of societies, including colonised ones. My argument will counter 

Lukacs’ occidental approach to the topic of historical consciousness, but also carry his 

definition of historical consciousness as the ancestor of history, and the political form of all 

remembering. 

 

 

Beyond Lukacs: Historical Consciousness as a Political Device in Marxist & Social 

Historiography 

Historical consciousness was a device used by anti-colonial historians who were deeply 
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involved in the process of decolonisation, and oftentimes the building blocks of postcolonial 

states were based on ideas they constructed, particularly education systems. The image of the 

state was generated through them, and they, in a sense, gave their peoples an image of 

peoplehood which had been constructed during their phase of anti-colonial research and 

mobilisation. The intellectual demobilisation never took place, in part because the self-

determination of these states rested upon ‘founding myths’ not dissimilar to America’s; that of 

a wronged, righteous people which was revolting to re-establish a government which would 

serve its people. These founding myths can be found in much of these historians’ work, and in 

particular, Cheikh Anta Diop’s Black Africa: The Economic and Cultural Basis for a 

Federated State (Paris, 1974) shows how many historians were reluctant to release their 

personal visions for Pan-African states, national states, federations between Caribbean states, 

and other such projects. This is a detail which I will elaborate further in the chapter on Cheikh 

Anta Diop. 

However, it is important to ask whether these historians were using historical 

consciousness without engaging with its origins, or if they were aware of its origins and 

relation to Marxist historiographical devices. Marxist and Trotskyist thinkers had engaged 

during the latter half of the nineteenth century in a series of historical inquiries about poverty, 

power, and the distribution of wealth in the empires and kingdoms of Europe. One of the 

outcomes of their inquiry, possibly passively, was the concept of historical consciousness 

among a people brought together by common origins of common historical experience. This 

idea of historical ‘identification’ among peoples of a similar class strongly bolstered the 

concept of the necessary revolution, that appears in C.L.R. James’ work, and which was later 

adopted by Pan-Africanists and applied to race, as an imperial form of class. Socialist Pan-

Africanists were not specifically concerned with the appearance of a people or the denial of 

their historical ancestry or legacy, but with the contemporary economic situation in which they 

found themselves. However, if historical narratives were being used to uphold the racism and 

colonialism which underpinned economic structures, then socialist historians became 

interested and engaged with this particular type of intellectual warfare. This is a process I hope 

to reveal throughout the findings of my thesis. 

It is important to bear in mind the objectivity which historians themselves have dealt 

with over the course of the twentieth century, during which the decolonisation of history 

occurred. Freudian intellectual Michel de Certau’s article ‘The Historiographical Operation’ 
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famously asked ‘what do historians really fabricate when they make history?’99 In The Writing 

of History, de Certeau traced the rise of academic history as a discipline in the West, from 

seventeenth-century approaches to the political and military history of mankind, to the modern 

historian who was not an aristocrat writing in his spare time, but rather a humanist using 

historical analysis to gain an understanding of global problems and the question of power. De 

Certau dealt with the academic fears of objectivity, the purpose of the study of history, 

chronologies and the subjectivity of time, historical relativity, the lack of a science of history, 

and most importantly, history’s impact on self-understanding and political identity 

construction. De Certau dealt with the historian as a historical actor rather than a disinterested 

party in a courtroom, which is why ‘The Historiographical Operation’ is so vital to this thesis’ 

understanding of how historians conceptualised their role in the academic and political 

worlds, and how this transformed anti-colonialism.  

In drawing a picture of the historian as a historicisable figure like any other, de Certau 

opened up a space for a comparative history of historians and the contexts which produced 

their ideas and relationship to the past. Like his peers, de Certau believed that history as a 

subject could not be bound to a scientific approach, because its interpretation was so deeply 

personal and limited by the historian’s socio-economic outlook. He wrote that 

All historiographical research is articulated over a socioeconomic, political, and cultural 

place of production. It implies an area of elaboration that peculiar determinations 

circumscribe: a liberal profession, a position as an observer or a professor, a group of 

learned people, and so forth. It is therefore ruled by constraints, bound to privileges, and 

rooted in a particular situation. It is in terms of this place that its methods are established, 

its topography of interests can be specified, its dossiers and its interrogation of 

documents are organised.100 

I have attempted to choose individuals within the boundaries of this thesis who both conform 

and challenge the characteristics as described by de Certau above. While many of the 

historians received a privileged education in a colonial state and therefore a tendency towards 

a way of articulation not unlike their metropolitan educators, even when critiquing 

colonialism, it was their objective to create an alternative way of speaking about and relating 

to the past. Suzanne Césaire is a particularly interesting case as a non-historian who 

formulated an idea of alternative memory, rejecting the academic monopoly of the past, 

precisely because she was self-educated and was not an accepted member of the 
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predominantly male Négritude network. Paulette Nardal was similarly self-constructed, but 

chose to stand behind French education as a means of brightening the Caribbean future. Both 

Diop and James were scholarship students whose academic prowess allowed them to travel to 

their respective imperial metropoles, while Herskovits developed his own ideas about 

colonialism by using the academic structure to fund his field trips, all the while deconstructing 

the historiography which bolstered imperial ideology. 

 I have chosen to write about these intellectuals as ‘historically conscious’, moving 

beyond the concept of historical consciousness as a usable political tool, to the idea that 

historians interacted with their environment of production, and attempted to influence its 

trajectory. The element of consciousness that anti-colonialism required, as an approach to 

historical analysis, will play a central role in how I interpret the legacy of these historians. As 

Melville Herskovits wrote in Man and His Works, ‘judgements are based on experience, and 

experience is interpreted by each individual in terms of his own enculturation.’101 Herskovits 

espoused the idea that both ‘nature and nurture’ influenced historians’ narratives, and made it 

clear that he believed history to be a reflection of its context of production, like any other 

social commentary. It is my obligation, therefore, to apply this idea to these intellectuals, and 

make a case for the distinct ‘decolonisation of history’ as a twentieth-century phenomenon 

accompanying the fall of empires and their teachings. 

 

The Anti-Colonial Historian as a Troubled Figure 

After mentioning the importance of the concept of the historian and his/her role in influencing 

public awareness of the past, and therefore, political projects based on this, it is important to 

turn to the related field of postcolonial memory studies. Memory studies of Africa and 

descendants of Africans outside of Africa have often taken an ethnographical approach. One 

of the most concise readers exploring public themes of memory in Africa beyond that of the 

official narrative of nation states is Mamadou Diawara, Bernard Lategan, and Jorn Rusen’s 

Historical Memory In Africa: Dealing with the Past, Reaching for the Future in an 

Intercultural Context.102 This reader contains case studies mostly on the South African 

experience and sub-Saharan conflict areas by renowned Africanist Jewsiewicki, where trauma 

and healing have been avoided in favour of a national memory narrative which conflicts with 

                                                                                                                                                         
100 Michel de Certau, ‘The Historiographical Operation’, p. 58. 
101 Melville J. Herskovits, Man and His Works (New York, 1948), p. 63. 
102 Mamadou Diawara, Bernard Lategan, and Jorn Rusen, (eds.), Historical Memory In Africa: Dealing with the 
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the healing process. The last chapter by Eva Mozes Kor deals with memory and the 

Holocaust, and suggests a similar methodological approach by Africanists to the subject of the 

memory of colonialism, war, apartheid and totalitarianism. Another chapter deals with the way 

in which modern Africans ‘remember’ the continent in an ahistorical way, arguing that 

‘Africa’ was a nineteenth-century colonial invention. The editors argue from a postcolonial 

position that collective memory is linguistically attached to the leftovers of colonial discourses 

about the continent, and therefore this must be recognised if their objective of ‘dealing with 

the past, reaching for the future’, is to be reached. Hopefully, more studies like this will 

explore memory and trauma further as part of a tradition which allows Africans to explain the 

levels of memory in their locality, rather than the oral historian. 

 

Why History? Identifying the Reasons for the Anticolonial Recourse to Historical 

Writing 

‘The history of time began with modernity… 

modernity is the time when time has a history.’ 103 

Zygmunt Bauman 

 

As part of this thesis I wish to identify why anticolonial thinkers gravitated towards historical 

consciousness, analysis and arguments, and at what point it became essential to their own 

ideologies. I also wish to show that the decolonisation of history as a process was a by-product 

of their anticolonial efforts, rather than a historiographical objective. This is a significant 

point, and cannot be overlooked in the light of criticism of ‘revisionist’ historians in 

Afrocentrist and Négritude circles. The ideas of these thinkers shed light upon their 

motivations, and their root concern- their struggle with colonialism. 

The Pan-Africanists displeasure at the colonial education systems they were raised 

inside, and indeed, the European way of measuring education and illiteracy as something 

attached to how an individual was valued by their society, cannot be underestimated. Marxist 

historian Walter Rodney famously wrote that imperialists used statistics of illiteracy in Africa 

to prove racist points, while ignoring indigenous educations systems. Furthermore, he argued 

that the colonial elite had used education to separate indigenous peoples’ from knowledge 

about their environment, ‘deliberately with intent to confuse and mystify.’ African history was 

limited in colonial schools to ‘European activities in Africa’, while ‘in the colonial period, the 

paradox was that whoever had an opportunity to be educationally misguided could count 
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himself lucky, because that misguidance was a means of personal advance within the structure 

created by European capitalists in and for Africa.’ These individuals were referred to as 

‘assimilée’ or ‘civilisado’ by French, Belgian and Portuguese authorities. Rodney summed up 

Pan-Africanist attitudes to this phenomenon, writing 

Another aspect of the colonial education and cultural patterns which needs investigation 

is the manner in which European racism and contempt was expressed not only by 

hostility to African culture but by paternalism and by praise of negative and static social 

features. There were many colonialists who wished to preserve in perpetuity everything 

that was African, if it appeared quaint and intriguing to them. Such persons merely 

succeeded in cutting African life off from the potentially beneficial aspects of the 

international world.104 

Rodney’s views are a classical take on the ironies of the colonial outlook, and the 

misrepresentation of historical narratives which occurred when such individuals were given 

power to educate others. It is clear that the anger caused by historical misrepresentation was 

something which drove intellectuals like him into historical analysis and debate.  

The desire to clarify ideas and facts historically was so closely connected 

psychologically to being able to construct one’s own identity, and reject the colonial caricature 

presented by imperial imagery. The concept of imperial history as a vehicle to express racism 

and disdain for the unknown, rather than objective inquiry, was widely held by the 

intellectuals featuring in this thesis. Furthermore, this makes it more interesting that anti-

colonial intellectuals chose to respond by gaining historical and archaeological training, and 

writing rejoinders which were informed by Marxist thinkers in Asia, the Middle East, and the 

Americas. Whether historically-conscious literature arose as a direct reaction to colonial 

education systems, or whether it was just a useful tool for debate in Pan-Africanist circle, is an 

important question, and one I will discuss throughout individual chapters. 

 

Trauma and the Present Past: Memory as a Space of Colonisation & Decolonisation 

Visibility and invisibility within history, and historicist agency, are issues which Pan-

African intellectuals still hold to be consequences of racism and colonialism; history and 

memory acting simultaneously as spaces for conquest and conflict over civilisational 

‘superiority’. It is clear that Pan-African intellectuals deemed a ‘historical consciousness’ 

necessary to the Diaspora in terms of identity building and a politics of resisting colonial 
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narratives. The Diaspora as a ‘nation without a state’ projected self-determinative narratives 

onto the image of the ‘motherland’, a symbol for belonging and inclusion as the antithesis to 

Diasporic exclusion and segregation.105 In a sense, the segregated, colonised, or oppressed 

people were understood to ‘become’ a nation, or acquire a collective identity through a 

common historical experience in colonial Africa and its Diasporic extension. It is the 

awareness of the shared past as determining a shared future which provides the foundation for 

a ‘cause and effect’ historical consciousness, although it is less simple to ascertain whether the 

intellectual’s use of history and historicity within anti-colonial discourse was a conscious or 

unconscious move. 

However, a historiographical gap remains where the ‘appeal to the past’ lies between 

anti-colonial activism and the upsurge in Pan-African production of historical research and 

studies. I intend to historicize the role of the Pan-African historical consciousness in anti-

colonial ideology; namely, the intellectual use of historical and historicist knowledge in 

debates pertaining to the possibility of a Pan-African postcolonial future. The challenge is, of 

course, identifying the ideology which strongly associated pre-colonial past with postcolonial 

future, without obscuring the contemporary context in which debates were produced. 

Significantly, the Pan-African anti-colonial historical approach is centred at an intellectual 

intercrossing between Africa and Europe, Empire and colony, coloniser and colonised; the 

figures I have chosen in this work reflect that diversity. The intellectual’s self-perception as a 

product of historical experience, and the importance of égohistoire, must also be taken into 

account when dealing with the literature produced by these intellectuals. It is important to re-

examine why Pan-African intellectuals understood the European-Imperial employment of 

history- including the historicity of primitive societies, and the concept of modernity as a 

Western creation or consequence of industrialization- as a rationalism for the ‘civilising 

mission’ which supported in particular the scramble for Africa. Other historians, such as 

Herskovits, looked at whether imperialists had used the same concepts and imagery in early 

modern colonialism and the slave trade, and tried to show that both religious intolerance and 

the animalised image of ‘the native’ were present long before social Darwinism supported the 

empire’s ‘civilising’ campaign.  

Hegel’s ‘spiral of civilisation’ was also a major influence when it came to imperial 
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colonising ideology, where adherents to this concept believed ‘ahistorical Africa’ would be 

driven simultaneously towards modernity and historicity.106 The idea of inherent ahistoricity 

was not only central to imperial legitimising ideology, but also later studies on civilisational 

difference and the transfer of culture into Africa. Many of the first Africanists to reject this 

approach were European intellectuals such as Leo Frobenius and Delafosse, who upheld that 

difference did not necessarily mean ‘primitivism.’  

The pro-colonial approach to ‘difference’ was identified and overturned by Pan-

African and Négritude intellectuals, whose work was historically-conscious on many levels 

and ultimately argued for a historicism which did not undermine self-rule or support the 

imperial cause.107 This encompassed the appeal to a Utopian ‘Africa past’ and the conceptual 

acceptance of ‘mental colonisation’ through historical understandings and temporal 

hierarchies. I intend in part to historicize this question of ‘difference’ as a product of historical 

‘lapse’ as perceived by Pan-African intellectuals. Wilder and McCarthy provide a starting 

point for a study of the Pan-African historical consciousness where ‘human development’ and 

particularism arise, yet the rejection and/or reversal of imperial historicism by Pan-African 

intellectuals remains an untreated issue. The quality and concept of ‘historicity’, although 

addressed by Wilder and others in passing, is more often than not historicized from the 

viewpoint of the imperial intellectual, whose colonial gaze superimposes a twofold hierarchy 

of developed-undeveloped, primitive-progressive, barbarism-civilisation onto the identity of 

the ‘indigenous’.108 This is something which can also be applied to de Certau’s questioning of 

the need for a definition of the historian’s role in society. What is missing from both Gary 

Wilder and McCarthy’s studies is the focus on Pan-Africanist ideas of memory and the 

historicity of imperialist historical literature. The idea that colonised individuals, were able to 

theorize human difference and re-conceptualise how history was made, cannot be divorced 

from the question of the limitations colonialism placed on their existence.  

We must reconsider whether these intellectuals recognised the employment of 

historicity and historical consciousness to support a prior imperial narrative, and how this 

                                                 
106 See Hegel’s theory on ‘racial disparity’ where civilisation difference and the ‘speed of progress’ are concerned. 

Georg W. F. Hegel, Lectures on the philosophy of world history: Introduction, trans. H. B. Nisbet, (New York, 
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107 Chris Miller’s literary criticism in Black Darkness: Africanist Discourse in French (Chicago, 1985), reminds 

us that darkness was associated with ‘primitive behaviour’ in the imperial imagination, which became an 

established theme in nineteenth-century literature, which romanticized Africans who had ‘not yet entered history’ 

and were therefore ‘Other.’ pp. 18, 168. 
108 Gary Wilder, ‘Eurafrique as the Future Past of Black France’ in Danielle Keaton, et.al, France Noir: The 

History and Politics of Blackness (London, 2012), p.59. Also see McCarthy, Race, Empire, and the Idea of 
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impacted on anti-colonial ideology. I will also reconsider the transition from ‘nation without a 

state’ to ‘statehood’, in terms of Diasporic anti-colonialism to postcolonial nationalism, and 

the way in which a collective historical-consciousness, rather than passive or depoliticized 

‘remembrance’, drove forward this transition. Time, lapse, developmental ‘difference’, 

historicity and historical invisibility are issues much ignored by historians of colonialism and 

decolonisation. Not only did the ‘appeal to the past’ play a significant role in making the case 

for a postcolonial future, it also transformed the way in which the historian, colonial and 

postcolonial, engaged with Africa as a historical space. This is especially true where the Pan-

African intellectual ‘makes history’ in the twofold sense of intellectual and physical anti-

colonialism. Munford, for example, presents ‘civilisation historicism’ as less a 

historiographical manifesto than a way of ‘living history’ against the Eurocentric grain.109 It is 

important to inquire whether the Pan-African intellectuals also recognised this, and knew the 

value of constructing an anti-colonial historicism. Postcolonial collective understandings of 

‘the past’ as a ‘space within time’ and territory for colonisation and decolonisation, may link 

the concept of ‘mental decolonisation’ to memory-related historiographical ‘decolonisation.’ 

I hope to add to the intellectual historiography of Pan-Africanism, the Diaspora, anti-

colonialism and decolonisation where debates on civilisational particularism, universalism, 

and developmental or modernization theory have faltered; namely, the Pan-African reworking 

of historicity, civilisational historicism, the historical visibility of ‘Africa and Africans’, and 

scales of time and progress as a form of measurement. I will demonstrate how the various 

components of historical thought were used to argue for postcolonial self-determination, 

Négritude’s anti-assimilation desires of self-autonomy for the Caribbean Diaspora, and 

‘historical justice.’ These concepts undeniably altered the historical image of the ‘motherland’, 

Africa, from the Diasporic viewpoint, from the pre-colonial to the postcolonial, which played 

a profound role in de-legitimising the colonial ‘present.’ 
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Methodology 

A Multibiographical History of Anti-colonial and Pan-African Ideas 

Where cultural history, Wilder’s anthropological approach, and literary analyses of Négritude 

have opened up the discourse of Pan-Africanism for future generations of historians, 

Intellectual History can now break away from the preconception that intellectuals who are 

products of a Western education system are the only historicizable thinkers.110 I intend to 

construct a Pan-African History of Ideas which will also touch upon the psycho-historical 

relationship which individuals have with time, historical change, and the remembered past; a 

history of ideas and thinkers which also reflects the socio-political ‘time and space’ of 

production. This would require not only looking beyond Occident within Occident, where the 

Diaspora is located, but also beyond the previous political Marxist analyses of Pan-African 

history, such as Legum’s. Any new approach must consider the range of languages, intellectual 

‘epicentres’ and driving political developments which shaped Pan-African thought over space 

and time, yet also the longue durée of Diasporic literary-activism. The phrase ‘Pan-African 

thought’, as opposed to the ‘Pan-Africanism’ as a static political doctrine, is suggestive of a 

‘way of thinking’ which is African, Diasporic, and intellectual. I intend to move beyond 

analyses of Lovejoy’s ‘unit ideas’ within ‘Pan-Africanism’ as an umbrella ideology, to a 

history of Pan-African ‘thought’ and thinking which takes into account Skinner’s employment 

of networks of interactions, reading methodology, adaptation, translation and reception.111 

I also consider the Pan-African performance central to the ‘exchange’ of Pan-African 

ideas, which was not exclusively textual. The speeches and ‘dialogue’ of intellectuals such as 

Marcus Garvey inform us about the way in which history was very publicly individualized, 

reclaimed, and rejected, as does the ‘social poetry’ of the Négritude generation. Furthermore, 

the literature and lives of those we would consider Pan-African intellectuals were products of 

a very particular search for a space between ‘Occident and Orient’; a cultural space which 

would be organically ‘anti-colonial’ and serve the decolonising and postcolonial interests. In 

this sense, their ‘thoughts’, discourse, conversations and literature are reciprocally social and 
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belief that Intellectuals are the product of western, ‘developed’ societies. 
111 Quentin Skinner, ‘Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas’ in History and Theory, Vol. 8, No. 1 
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individual products. As Rushdie once pointed out, ‘books choose their authors; the act of 

creation is not entirely a rational and conscious one.’ The individual historical consciousness 

can thus be considered part of a much wider trend in Pan-African thought, particularly the 

reappraisal of historical ‘difference’ which was simultaneously anti-colonial and antiracist. 

 

Treating Time, Memory and Emotion in Transnational and Diasporic Histories 

Transnational methodology can help researchers who encounter complex questions typical to 

Diaspora Studies. Furthermore, a working approach within histoire croisée contends that the 

historian should become more aware of intellectual intercrossings, as well as ‘the operations 

by which researchers themselves cross scales, categories, and viewpoints.’112 Questions of 

spatial awareness, identification with indigeneity and the desire for belonging, or the ‘appeal 

to the past’ where a ‘homeland’, ‘pays natal’ or ‘heimat’ is constructed, are all significant 

issues to deconstruct, or understand. Yet focusing on the transnational ‘space of production’ 

can also conceal the multiplicity of local narratives which are not always visible at the macro 

vantage point, yet which produce or influence ideas. Therefore, I have opted for a selective 

study of intellectuals whose careers define ‘moments’ in the development of an anti-colonial 

discourse, each of whom draw on historical consciousness, or whose ideas are shaped by it, in 

different ways. This will demonstrate the diversity within Pan-African thought, particularly 

where language, colonial and metropolitan spaces, and the politics of remembrance, are 

concerned.  

It is also important to consider the theoretical nature of studying historical 

consciousness, from the use of history, temporality and the passage of time, to revisionist 

historicism.113 This is not merely an examination of the construction of Pan-African historical 

‘truths’ to suit presentist purposes, but also an inquiry into the rejection of imperial scales of 

‘historical difference’ to support an anti-colonial historicism.114 Hayden White’s comments on 

historicism and understandings of temporal change or ‘progress’ also reveal that arguing ‘for 

or against a myth of progress’ shapes both intellectuals’ and historians’ perceptions of change 
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over time. Unfortunately, this does not reveal to us in what ways ‘understandings of time’ and 

modernization, within the civilisational hierarchy, functioned in the colonial imagination.115 

Instead, we are left to surmise on the role of ‘forwardness’ and ‘backwardness’ in the colonial 

conjuring of civilisational strata, characterised by references to racial ‘inherencies.’ What may 

help us understand conflicting views on Pan-African ideologies as potential mechanisms for 

‘mental decolonisation’ is the intercrossing between the historically-conscious gaze and the 

transformative approach to historicist hierarchies. As historians, we tend to bypass the 

question of our own relationship with the passage of time, change, progress and an emerging 

modernity as an endpoint or ‘upwards’ development in historical trajectory, within which 

individual or collective bodies of memory are assembled. Individual historicisms often shape 

the appearance of a body of memory, indeed communities of memory, and are themselves 

subject to historical space and time from which presentist appeals are made to the past. 

Ricoeur’s concept of the ‘history of the defeated and the lost’ as absent from a linear 

historicity challenges our ideas of temporal civilising processes and the pre-colonial past as 

ahistorical.116 While surprisingly little exists on the concept of ‘backwardness’ and a-

historicity in the historiography of colonialism and civilisational theory, Maria Todorova’s 

study on the ‘sense of lag and the consciousness of lack’ common to Eastern European 

nationalisms reveals that the rejection of ‘inherent backwardness’ was key to the Eastern 

European historical consciousness which became the basis for post-Soviet national self-

determination.117 Todorova’s study appears to stand alone in examining the functions of 

‘backwardness and forwardness’ in the Soviet imperial, national and Pan-European 

imagination. Can this methodology be transferred into the field of Pan-African history? If 

Pan-African nostalgia where a pre-colonial past is concerned is considered a product of 

historical thinking and disillusionment with the present, the Pan-European fixation with 

modernity and temporal change, as Koselleck frames it, represents fascination with the ‘future 

unknown’, or the acceptance that the ‘future’ is a superior, more inhabitable space, and offers 

more Utopian freedom.118 The original emergence of a ‘Whig’ understanding of 
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historiography, civilisation and temporal change supported not only the British intellectual 

endorsement of imperialism in the eighteenth century, but also appears linked to the French 

Imperial Nation State’s ‘civilisational turn’ in the late nineteenth to early twentieth 

centuries.119 The European-Imperial historical consciousness cannot be discounted where it 

arises in this study as a foil for anti-colonial historicism.120 

It is clear that racialized explanations of difference based on ‘backwardness’, 

‘forwardness’ and the idea of ‘lapse’ not only upheld social hierarchies and a collective belief 

in superiority, but also shaped historiography and the very idea of history and historical quality 

in a manner itself rooted in imperial time and space. Despite the historiographical deficit, it 

appears these were functional themes not only in imperial historicism but in anti-imperialism 

revisionism which rejected linear ‘progressive’ histories and the accepted explanations for 

‘change over time.’ Where historicism arises in Pan-African texts, it cannot be overlooked as a 

by-product of historically-conscious thinking. This tendency to think about ‘time’, trajectories, 

change and progress unites the Pan-African historical consciousness with the anti-imperial 

revolution in historicist thought, and remains a vital, unhistoricized aspect of the Pan-African 

imagination. 

 

 

On Sources: Archival Traces of the Transnational Production of Ideas  

Approaching an intellectual history from the transnational vantage point requires a tactful and 

fresh approach to sources, which exist in profusion in national and Diaspora-dedicated 

archives. Fortunately, many Pan-African works remain in print, which offers a useful starting 

point, from historical literature, to poetry, to memoires. Yet it is necessary to focus upon 

frequently-overlooked journals and archives which provide us with specific politicized 

moments in intellectuals’ lives. The correspondence of Aimé Césaire with André Breton, and 

Senghor’s war diaries concerning Nazi Germany, are less-used examples of sources that don’t 

appear in Anglophone historiography. Historical texts written by Pan-African historians such 

as Cheikh Anta Diop and C.L.R. James remain in production in their original languages, and 

are central to this history of ideas. Francophone journals such as the L’Étudiant Noir, 
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Présence Africaine, Diogène, La Femme dans la Cité, La Dépêche Africaine, Pigments and 

Légitime Défense often provided a platform for intellectuals to respond to each other’s ideas 

and campaigns, and remain central to the contemporary battlefield of anti-colonial historicism. 

Other monographs, such as Aimé Césaire’s anti-colonial Discours sur le Colonialisme, help 

highlight the question of ‘historical consciousness’ as a facet of both antiracist and anti-

colonial discourses. Tropiques and La Femme dans la Cité are indispensable to the study of 

Suzanne Césaire and Paulette Nardal’s historically conscious views, as unfortunately Suzanne 

Césaire’s unpublished writings of dissent, diaries, and correspondence are not present in the 

Schoelcher Library in Fort-de-France. Even more unfortunate is the archival loss of the 

manuscript of an anti-colonial play which she authored and which was performed in Fort-de-

France in the early 1950s, Youma, aurore de la liberté. No manuscript remains, although we 

know that it was an adaptation of Lacadio Hearn’s Youma (1890) which describes a black 

female slave saving a white child from a fire. Oral accounts suggest that Suzanne’s play was 

adapted to show the liberation of the slave through this act of sacrifice, and focused more on 

the emancipation of slaves and the psychology of the emancipated slave in comparison to the 

colonised native, although without a manuscript, it is difficult to rely on hearsay.121 

The play was performed long before Aimé decided to author and perform his own anti-

colonial play Une saison au Congo in 1966, the year Suzanne passed away. It is not clear that 

the breakdown of their marriage and divorce in 1963 was a result of Aimé’s prioritisation of 

his political life, or whether he actively discouraged her from writing, and being published, 

after the birth of their sixth child. However, it is a historical and literary loss that Suzanne 

passed away aged fifty, leaving only an archival legacy of articles in which she overturned 

imperialist ideas about her islanders, and their collective memory of slavery.  

With regards to Suzanne Césaire’s ultimatum of between publishing and raising a 

family, there are greater points to be made about what happened in Martinique after 

decolonisation, which were evocative of Nardal’s concept of the woman as a positive force in 

society, as educators of children. It might even be said that the revival of traditional roles for 

women after the departmentalisation of Martinique (1946) swallowed the surrealist movement 

which had excited Martinicans during the late 1930s and 1940s.122 Furthermore, the white 

béké minority on the island blamed the voices of Black Martinican women for the changes 
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which took power from their hands and placed them into universal institutions, and, as 

employers, directed their anger towards these female intellectuals through various forms of 

racial and gendered harassment.123 

Documents relating to the Pan-African Association, Pan-African Federation, UNIA, 

and NAACP, are readily available in the British and French national archives. A wealth of 

published and translated material, much of it in well-known journals such as The Crisis and 

other Harlem Renaissance publications, is a useful starting point for African-American 

intellectuals such as Du Bois, whose published works are also open to re-examination. The 

works of Suzanne Césaire, the Nardal sisters, and Amy Jacques Garvey are excellent examples 

of Pan-African writings on the question of ‘backwardness’ and the feminist historical 

consciousness, and can be found in many of the journals above. A combination of 

correspondence, monographs and Pan-African newspaper or journal articles will help frame 

the individual nature of wider intellectual trends. The researcher now has alternatives to the 

traditional national archive, such as the Librairie Présence Africaine in Paris, for example. A 

more detailed list of archives can be found below. 

 

Primary Archives 

London, National Archives. Addresses by the Pan-African Conference in London, 1900, 

publications of the League of Coloured Peoples, papers of the League of Nations 

regarding Pan-African Appeals (1921), The Pan-African (publication of the Pan-

African Association), Pan-African Federation papers relating to 1919 and 1945 

Congresses, UNIA Papers from M. Garvey’s visit to London, 1928, West African 

Students’ Union (WASU) papers.  

Senate House Archive and Caribbean Collection. C.L.R. James papers, notably 

contributions to International African Opinion, and the correspondence of Eric 

Williams. Eric Williams Collection. Publications of League Against Imperialism, Anti-

Imperialist Review, Abyssinia, Nemesis. Trinidad and Tobago colonial collection. 

Amsterdam, International Institute of Social History. 

Papers of The Pan Africanist Congress of South Africa, League Against Imperialism 

archives, The Anti-imperialist Review, African World, Freedom Fighter: Pan-African 

Weekly, PACA documents regarding Abyssinian-Italian crisis, papers of Pan-African 
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Trade Union, documents regarding Sixth Pan-African Congress, OAU documents, 

correspondence of W.E.B. Du Bois, publications of C.L.R. James in the Trotskyist 

Party. 

New York, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture 

W.E.B. Du Bois Complete Collection, The Crisis, papers of the African Communities 

League and NAACP, The Marcus Garvey and Universal Negro Improvement 

Association Papers, International African Opinion (Also in British Museum). 

New York Public Library 

Melville J. and Frances S. Herskovits papers, 1902-1972, Melville J. and Frances S. 

Herskovits photograph collection, W.E.B. Du Bois Papers, Pan-Africa and the Pan-

African, Africana, complete correspondence relating to Pan-African Congresses, Crisis 

Magazine, NAACP Papers. 

 

France/Paris 
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‘Time, offered for our contemplation, is beautiful not just in its immobility.’124 

Suzanne Césaire 

 

Suzanne Césaire once described the Pan-African experience in the French Colonial Caribbean 

as one of a post-slavery ‘assimilation’; a process of cultural and civilisational assimilation 

through which a group could theoretically access the republican national identity.125 Césaire 

was one of many young Négritude intellectuals whose education in the imperial metropole had 

left them conflicted about the motivation for French colonialism. Césaire claimed the 

Caribbean island colonies preserved the post-slavery system of ‘possessed labour’, remodelled 

within the imperial concept of civilising colonialism from the Francophone to Anglophone 

Caribbean. ‘Race’, maintained the voice of imperial France, was not a barrier to equality but 

the antithesis to the fraternity under the guidance of the paternal state or patrie. Anti-colonial 

publications which recognised the racial nature of the labour system were labelled ‘racist’, and 

censored by the authorities in the metropole. Among them were the lost writings of Suzanne 

Césaire, which were recovered from the manuscripts of Tropiques, and the forgotten feminist 

manifestos of Paulette Nardal defying the colonialism which claimed to civilise yet 

institutionally vetoed the education of colonial women.126  

The Négritude literary movement of which Nardal was a part can be defined as a chain 

of parallel conversations, driven forward by intellectuals across the Caribbean, South 

America, France, Francophone Africa and Madagascar, sharing with British Pan-Africanists 

anti-colonialism, the language of class consciousness and the collective memory of slavery. 

The term first emerged in Aimé Césaire’s Cahier d’un retour au pays natal, in which it was 

used six different times to conceptualise the dignity, the personhood or humanity, of black 

people.127 It developed into a distinctly Francophone anti-colonial discourse which drew upon 

the Caribbean as a historical ‘space for revolt’. This image of the Antilles as a centrepoint for 

colonial-anti-colonial conflict appears throughout the literature on Négritude.128 However, the 

emergence of Négritude as historically-conscious remains unstudied, and I wish to devote this 

chapter to the question of colonial women’s historical consciousness. Aside from Aimé 

Césaire and Cheikh Anta Diop’s support for the ‘decolonisation’ of history as an intellectual 

                                                 
124 Suzanne Césaire, ‘Alain and Aesthetics’, Tropiques, No. 2, (Fort-de-France, July 1941). 
125 Suzanne Césaire, The Malaise of a Civilisation’ in Tropiques, No. 5, (Fort-de-France, April 1942). 
126 Censored Négritude journals include Tropiques and La Revue du Monde Noir, among others. 
127 D.A., Masolo, African Philosophy in Search of Identity (Bloomington, 1994), p. 1. 
128 Paul Butel, Histoire des Antilles françaises, XVIIe-XXe siècle (Paris, 2002). 
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pursuit, the inversion of colonial ‘civilising’ theory to argue for postcolonial self-

determination in women’s anti-colonialism is less studied. History as an intellectual space 

onto which allegories of change, betterment and progress were racialized in the colonial 

imagination, became the primary intellectual battlefront of anti-colonial discourses which held 

‘civilisational imperialism’ to be one of the most dangerous supporting structures of 

colonialism.129 In particular, the rejection of the concept of civilisational ‘backwardness’ in 

the Négritude writings of Caribbean women intellectuals remains unexamined. I will dedicate 

this chapter to the work of Suzanne Césaire and Paulette Nardal, who represented two distinct 

voices in colonial Paris and Martinique, and who drew on history as a means of supporting 

their dream of an inclusive modernity. 

This intellectual trend was not only a product of growing anti-colonial sentiment, but 

of women’s calls for inclusion in the anticipated postcolonial public sphere. Not exclusively 

the exertions of white French middle-class women, the struggle for women’s emancipation 

and rights alongside the question of colonialism entered the works of female intellectuals who 

met at Paulette Nardal’s Clamart Salon. Rights as a product of an equal and ‘civilised’ society 

were not taken up lightly by Black female intellectuals, who spurned the Pan-African 

‘backwards return’ in favour of a guarantee of gender-inclusivity.130 Reconstructing the debate 

on pre-colonial African civilisations, and of the ‘cultural genocide’ brought about via 

colonialism, took the same stage in journals which celebrated a return to an ‘indigenous’ 

African culture and ‘way of thinking’ as the antithesis to colonialism. Yet other journals 

provided a platform where women revealed their concerns about the rights they were being 

offered by their anti-colonial peers.  

The specific question of civilisational backwardness where pre-colonial spaces and 

their inhabitants were concerned proved problematic for women intellectuals, and it was in 

this respect that I have chosen gender as a component for a re-examination of Négritude’s 

evident historicism. Historicising a pre-colonial past was not adequate; an anti-colonial 

culture should be reconstructed from the idea of that which had been destroyed; a restorable 

past. However, this celebration was problematized by women intellectuals who conceived of 

themselves as ‘twice-colonised’, through both the systems of racial and sexual 

disenfranchisement. A ‘backwards return’ could offer little to the female intellectual who 

                                                 
129 The role of what Clarence Munford terms ‘civilisational historicism’ in anti-colonial thought was not specific 

solely to the Négritude literature which escalated in the 1930s, but intensified as a reaction to French imperial 

scholarship which supported cultural assimilation. 

130 Suzanne Césaire, Tropiques, No. 5, (Fort-de-France, April 1942). 
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recognised that the theoretical ‘decolonisation’ of public space and labour systems within the 

colonies was not to be extended to the private sphere. An appeal to female intellectuals, 

particularly Christian humanists such as Paulette Nardal, required retaining the concept of a 

pre-colonial Africa-Utopia culture, whilst also offering ‘freedoms’ conceived of as by-

products by ‘modernity.’ When re-conceptualised under Paul Riceour’s concept of temporality 

in postcolonial studies, and Maria Todorova’s study on the ‘backwardness’ applied to post-

Soviet states by historians, the idea of an acute anxiety amongst female anti-colonialists is 

more easily understood.131 

What could a cultural ‘backwards return’ offer the anti-colonial feminist, unless it 

meant certain equality and empowerment in both public and private spaces? When Césaire 

referenced ‘assimilation’, she understood this to be the Pan-African acceptance of a pre-

existing colonial historicist narrative; yet the ‘backwards return’ of cultural anti-colonialists 

was a concept with which Césaire also struggled, a problematic invisibilised by postcolonial 

historians who stress the image of an undeviating anti-colonial discourse.132 Rights and 

liberties, particularly those related to gender equality, were delivered as products of modernity 

by civilising feminists, whilst a ‘backwards return’ was read as a compromise to the 

postcolonial African-Utopian egalitarianism. The difficulty in reading freedoms and equalities 

outside of modernization discourse and pre-existing civilising ideology proved part of the 

challenge for Négritude intellectuals’ civilisational historicism, and they often compromised 

on anti-colonial or pro-civilising positions. As previously mentioned, ‘cultural’ anti-

colonialists deeply influenced by the Pan-African imagery of ‘Africa past’ often expressed a 

desire to ‘return’ to an authentic or indigenous African culture, which was problematized by 

feminists who supported a modern Caribbean in which postcolonial womanhood would not 

suffer from a return to the perceived ‘backwardness’ of pre-modern traditions. This 

problematic became part of the decolonisation of history resulting from anti-colonial history 

among Pan-Africanists, and contributed to the discussion on civilisation and colonial 

development.  It is this question related to race and gender in Négritude thought, to which I 

now turn. 

                                                 
131 Maria Todorova, ‘The Trap of Backwardness: Modernity, Temporality, and the Study of Eastern European 

Nationalism’, Slavic Review, Vol. 64, No. 1 (Spring, 2005), p. 160. 
132 On the lack of postcolonial problematizing, see for example, Boittin’s Colonial Metropolis, which is written 

from the perspective of a racialized ‘politics of resistance’, within which all participants consent to ‘resistance’ 

and build their narratives around it. The inner quandary with this lens is that promotes ‘unconditional consent’ to 

a moral highground (anti-colonialism), rather than a Négritude as a multi-layered, three-dimensional space of 

conflict, consensus and inner-nationalisms. Jennifer Ann Boittin, Colonial Metropolis: The Urban Grounds of 
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Reconstructing Gender and the Pan-African Historical Consciousness 

Historians have engaged with the question of gender in relation to modernization, ‘civilising’ 

colonialism, and women’s cooperation with and resistance to colonialism. However, rather 

than engaging with the motivations for the feminist ‘problematizing’ of the anti-colonial 

ideologies, historians more often than not habitually reject those intellectuals whose 

contributions do not meet a standard of literary activism which engendered ‘visible’ change, 

thereby meriting the gaze of the historian.133 Ironically, this reinforces the invisibility of these 

women intellectuals in histories which discount their contributions on a basis of realization of 

Marxist social change, and re-invisibilizes women intellectuals who overcame the barriers of 

racial and sexualised discrimination through the solution of the image of the respectable and 

‘desexualised’ middle-class Black woman.134 Women intellectuals are invisibilised on a basis 

of gender, and secondly on a basis of class ‘privilege,’ where historians fail to recognise 

contemporary challenges to entering the academe as a Black woman in the colonial metropole. 

Indeed, Nardal herself referred to ‘the coloured women, living alone in the metropolis, until 

the Colonial Exhibtion, who have certainly been less favoured than coloured men who are 

content with an easy success.’135 It was clear that her frustrations were felt by she and her 

sisters, and that the cultural salon they established had the clear objective of embracing 

women writers and thinkers.136 

Where Sharpley-Whiting accuses Paulette Nardal of ‘bourgeois paternalism’, an aspect 

of historical accuracy is lost in the attempt to impose a moral verdict on an individual’s 

negotiation of expectations of who could ‘be’ an intellectual.137 This negotiation often 

necessitated a mask of respectability and impacted on the limitations on what female 

intellectuals could achieve or express. 

                                                                                                                                                         
Anti-Imperialism and Feminism in Interwar Paris (Lincoln, 2010), p. 110. 
133 Ironically, historians echo the male intellectuals of the Négritude discourse who dismissed and excluded their 

female colleagues on a basis of lacking ‘radicalisation’, or adherence to a policy of violent anti-colonialism. See 

in particular Aimé Césaire who accused Paulette Nardal of being ‘apolitical and assimilationist’ on grounds of a 

‘bourgeois’ class status, echoing the disapproval of Marxist intellectuals such as René Ménil. T. Denean 

Sharpley-Whiting, Négritude Women (Minneapolis, 2002), p. 57 
134 See, for example, the case study of Jessie Fauset’s career and the necessity of building an image of personal 

credibility and moral or sexual respectability as a Black female intellectual. Abby Arthur Johnson, ‘Literary 

Midwife: Jessie Redmon Fauset and the Harlem Renaissance’, Phylon, Vol. 39, No. 2 (June 1978), pp. 143-53. 
135 ‘Les femmes de couleur vivant seules dans la métropole mois favorisée jusqu’à l’Exposition coloniale que 

leurs congénères masculins aux faciles succès.’ Paulette Nardal, ‘L’Éveil de la conscience de race chez les 

étudiants noirs,’ La Revue du monde noir, No. 6 (Paris, April 1936), pp. 347. 
136 Emily Musil Church, ‘In Search of Seven Sisters: A Biography of the Nardal Sisters of Martinique’, Callaloo, 

Vol. 36, Issue 2 (2013), pp. 375-376. 
137 T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting, Beyond Negritude: Essays from Woman in the City (New York, 2009), p. 8. 
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What we must consider when we revisit the works of Black feminists in a period of 

Marxist intellectual zeal and radical anti-colonialism, is that the combined experience of race, 

gender and a class structure following these social constructs, informed women intellectuals 

about aspects of colonisation and oppression not apparent to their male contemporaries. 

Nardal’s Christian humanism, for example, often meant that her writings revealed a tendency 

to prioritise a peaceful compromise over anti-colonial violence, exposing her doubts on the 

ability of violence to ‘liberate’ a people colonised through means other than the physical.138 

Furthermore, violence, poverty, and racism were experienced in socially gendered ways by 

intellectuals who feared that violent non-inclusive wars of national liberation would replace 

one system of oppression with another, rather than remove colonial sexual discrimination. 

Without taking this into consideration, it is impossible to understand how the historical 

consciousness was constructed by women intellectuals in a way which accounted for separate 

experiences; from the memory politics of slavery to the rejection of the idea that colonialism 

had a ‘civilising’ influence which protected and empowered women.  

Women began to fashion an anti-colonialism which expressed the state of being twice 

colonised as ‘Africans’ and ‘African women’, asserting that colonialism exerted no civilising 

influence on pre-existing systems of sexual coercion, yet adopted the ‘face of compassion’ to 

camouflage its a-civilising influence.139 This twofold historical consciousness was particularly 

shared among Caribbean intellectuals whose ‘historically conscious’ gaze united the enslaved 

and colonised experiences in one sweep. Yet where the Pan-African antithesis to European 

claims of ‘African backwardness’ was often a veneration of an abstract pre-colonial past, a 

compromise between the reclaiming of a past Africa-Utopia and the preservation of modern 

‘universal’ values was held to be the key to a postcolonial modernity. The ‘civilising’ ideology 

of colonialism was replaced with a transhistorical consciousness of Africa-past and Africa-

future. This proved problematic for intellectuals who embraced an emerging ‘civilising’ 

feminism and accepted the ‘barbarity’ of a primitive past, especially where women’s rights to 

                                                 
138 Curtis’ study of the role of French women missionaries who ‘carried’ a culture of Catholic humanism to the 

colonies reveals the link between ‘popular colonialism’ and civilising ideology. The role of missionaries and the 

adoption of Catholicism as a ‘social shield’ by ‘colonised’ women in the post-slavery Caribbean, is an 

underexplored topic which poses a problem to contemporary debates on mainstream Marxist anti-colonialism. 

Sarah A. Curtis, Civilising Habits: Women Missionaries and the Revival of French Empire (Oxford, 2010), pp. 

134-135 
139 Jean Allman reminds us that ‘women negotiated’ the avenues of colonialism as they did any other system of 

marginalisation. It is important to question whether the popular Pan-African consciousness ruled out the idea of 

negotiation and remembered women as immobile victims; thereby reinforcing the voicelessness which is appears 

even in postcolonial historical literature. Jean Allman, Susan Geiger, Nakanyike Musisi, eds., Women in African 

Colonial Histories (Bloomington, 2002), p. 1 
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both freedom and safety were concerned. I will examine this problematic as part of a gendered 

‘impasse’ in the Pan-African historical consciousness which politically mobilised anti-colonial 

intellectuals and their readers.  

It is possible to show how Nardal and Césaire’s civilisational historicism and re-

imagining of time and historicity contributed to the emergence of an anti-colonial discourse, 

which re-included women in the debate. ‘Backwardness’ and ‘forwardness’ as a quantitative 

means of civilisational analysis were not dismissed by women intellectuals, but rather used in 

a way to argue for a postcolonial passage to statehood which would not alienate or exclude 

women. Using the published articles, monographs and literary works of the Clamart Salon’s 

Paulette Nardal and Suzanne Césaire, I will attempt to demonstrate how the historical 

consciousness functioned within this ‘civilisational decolonisation’, yet also why this issue of 

progress and emancipation in ‘backward forwardness’ remained problematic with Négritude’s 

women intellectuals. 

 

Setting the Stage: From Martinique to the Imperial Metropole 

Having shared middle-class upbringings in the island of Martinique, Paulette Nardal and 

Suzanne Césaire found themselves interconnected, yet isolated, among an intellectual 

movement for colonial reform in Martinique and the imperial metropole during the inter-war 

and wartime periods. Working from the confines of the Clamart Salon, rejected as potential 

intellectual and political postcolonial leaders on grounds of gender, both began to negotiate 

their disenfranchisement in the radical publishing sphere, publishing in both French and 

Martinican journals which consistently monitored and censored by the colonial authorities, 

such as La Dépêche Africaine, Tropiques and La Revue du Monde Noir. These journals reflect 

the debate on the legitimacy of imperial ideology- ‘civilisation et barbarie’- and the question 

of wartime Europe’s own place on the ‘hierarchy of civilisations.’ From deconstructing 

‘assimilationism’ to the rejection of the idea that colonialism had any ‘civilising influence’, 

Négritude’s civilisational historicism functioned as an anti-colonial discourse which 

overturned the European claim to temporal forwardness, universality and superiority, as 

integral to the ideology which legitimised colonialism. It also allowed intellectuals to express 

anger at the colonial education which had limited their access to and interpretation of 

historical knowledge, which had been developed by imperial scholars. 

 It is undeniable that both Suzanne Césaire and Nardal were influenced by their male 

contemporaries, who had pioneered the anti-colonial student movement (focused around 
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Lycée Louis-le-Grand) during the early 1930s. While Césaire’s work suggests more of a 

responsive tone, however, Nardal had actively established black women’s institutions in Paris 

to create a platform where women could discuss the advantages and disadvantages of the 

colonial system in their homeland. She too was influenced by Jessie Fauset and African-

American women who had told their very personal biographies through the various mediums 

of the Harlem Renaissance. However, both Nardal and Suzanne Césaire responded to articles 

in Légitime Défense, published by eight anti-colonial students in 1932, in which Aimé Césaire 

cited African-American writers of the Harlem Renaissance (1918-1930s) such Langston 

Hughes and Claude McKay, as influential to the development of Négritude in Paris during the 

1930s; writers who were read by Senghor, Damas and Césaire.140 

As Aimé Césaire expressed in 1941, Négritude modes of writing allowed these 

scholars to express anger at the misinterpretations of history, and direct falsifications relating 

to Africa, taught by the imperial education system. Césaire and his colleagues at the Lycée 

Schoelcher, under the direction to teach only French literature, expressed frustration at the 

authorities’ refusal to import certain literature to the Caribbean. He stated in an interview that 

‘in Martinique, it’s incredible. We have no texts. We receive nothing from France. The 

Martinican libraries are extremely poor. The Schoelcher Library is a small, colonial library.’141 

Despite the restrictions of a colonial education system, Robin Kelley describes Aimé Césaire’s 

later role in bringing together members of the Marxist community with members of the 

surrealist and Négritude literary movements in Paris:  

Although Césaire, remaining somewhat true to his Communist affiliation, never quite 

dethrones the modern proletariat from its exalted status as a revolutionary force, the 

European working class is practically invisible. This is a book about colonialism, its 

impact on the colonized, on culture, on history, on the very concept of civilization itself, 

and most importantly, on the colonizer. In the finest Hegelian fashion, Césaire 

demonstrates how colonialism works to “decivilize” the colonizer: torture, violence, race 

hatred, and immorality constitute a dead weight on the so-called civilized, pulling the 

master class deeper and deeper into the abyss of barbarism.142 

                                                 
140 See Légitime Défense (Paris, 1932). 
141 ‘Et à la Martinique, c’est incroyable, mais il n’y avait pas un seul Mallarmé, par exemple. Nous n’avions pas 

de textes. Nous ne recevions rien de France : les librairies martiniquais étaient extrêmement pauvres. Quant à la 

Bibliothèque Schœlcher, c’était une petite bibliothèque colonial…’ Entretien avec Aimé Césaire par Jacqueline 

Leiner’, Tropiques 1941-1945. Collection Complète. (Editions Jean-Michel Place, Paris, 1978, originally 1941-

1945), p. vii. 
142 Robin D.G. Kelley, ‘A Poetics of Anticolonialism’, Monthly Review, Vol. 51, Issue 6 (November, 1999). 

Accessed at https://monthlyreview.org/1999/11/01/a-poetics-of-anticolonialism/, 14 December, 2017. 

https://monthlyreview.org/1999/11/01/a-poetics-of-anticolonialism/
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Césaire’s influence is undebatable. Fort-de-France and Paris became, during the 1930s and 

1940s, centres for Négritude debates on the colonial education system and the historical 

narratives it presented, and more importantly, how it silenced the memory of slavery.  

In 1935, the colonial government had turned their attention to reiterating their own 

historical narrative through the commemoration of the 300-year anniversary of French rule in 

Martinique and Guadeloupe. However, requests that the abolition of slavery in 1848 be added 

to the ceremony became a contentious point with békés, the island’s original, politically 

conservative, French settlers, and certain right-wing figures in France, who did not want the 

ceremony to demoralise the image of the French civilising mission by placing the accusatory 

memory of slavery at the forefront of celebrations.143 As one historian described, the public 

debate highlighted ‘a chasm between an Antillean version of history and the version for most 

metropolitan French.’144 The least the descendants of slaves could hope for during the 

commemoration was ‘homage to Victor Schoelcher, a white abolitionist.’145 This event is 

evidence that historical narratives were being publicly and privately formed, and enforced 

upon Antillean education systems. It is also important as it hints at the first awakening of the 

Antillean public to the importance of history in relation to who held political power, and the 

role of historical narratives as a vehicle or supporting ideology in politics and propaganda. As 

Aimé Césaire wrote in Cahier d’un retour au pays natal, and Suzanne Césaire wrote in ‘The 

Malaise of a Civilization’, the monument erected in honour of Empress Josephine, a symbol 

of ‘civilised’ French white womanhood, was a bitter reminder that Antillean memories of the 

slavery) which had such real contemporary economic ramifications) could never be reconciled 

with the French celebration of its global imperial influence.146  

The reaction that would follow during the Second World War, against the Vichy 

administration’s movements to silence academics, ban journals, and erect memorials to 

Napoleonic-era figures in the capital city were widespread and not contained to the pages of 

anti-colonial journals like Tropiques. Until 1943, the Martinican political elite remained 

staunchly Vichy, and their influence extended beyond this period through various institutions 

under their control. However, in 1945 Aimé Césaire was elected by popular vote as Mayor of 

Fort-de-France, the first seed planted in coming to terms with limitations placed on the 

citoyens of Martinique, which was departmentalised a year later. He remained mayor for fifty-

                                                 
143 Childers, Seeking Imperialism’s Embrace, p. 103. 
144 Ibid. 
145 Ibid. 
146 Aimé Césaire, Cahier d’un retour au pays natal (Paris, Présence Africaine, 1939), p. 9. 
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six years, a development which no later impacted on Suzanne Césaire, her political views, and 

her disillusionment with the departmentalisation of Martinique. However, to discuss the 

contribution both she and Nardal made to historically-conscious anti-colonial thought, it is 

necessary to return to the ideologies which fed imperialism in France and the colonies, and the 

ideologies which concentrated on the contradictions in imperialist worldviews. 

Part of the problem in expressing grievance with the colonial system was that the 

French national identity was deemed accessible to all ‘civilised’ people, the last clause being 

assimilation into the French vision of civilisation through re-education, and this conditional 

inclusion was more difficult to oppose than outward exclusion. This offer of citizenship 

demanded that the ‘uncivilized’ move ‘forwards’ culturally and temporally to synchronize 

with the metropole, from the primitive past to an imperial modernity, not unlike the Soviet 

ideology of deprovincialisation in the 1930s.147 In this trend of thought, colonial peoples could 

only be assimilated into the national identity through a way of thinking and behaving which 

did not evoke the primitive character of ‘backwardness.’ That which digressed from French 

civilisation was not ‘forward’ and therefore subversive to the process; those who emphasised 

the racism which underpinned civilisational paternalism were deemed racist by the state. 

Imperial ‘histories’ were formed through the narratives of linear modernisation and 

forwardness, whilst ‘backward’ practises were ahistorical in the sense that they did not meet 

French or European standards. However, as we shall see, the platform of Négritude salons and 

journals provided both intellectual and physical space for young African and Caribbean 

activists in the metropole to give voice to long silenced anti-assimilation and anti-colonial 

sentiments, connecting artists and thinkers to the world of political mobilisation. 

It is necessary to explain the socio-political context in which this literature was 

produced, particularly that produced during the 1930s, or during the wartime Vichy control of 

Martinique. Eric Jennings, in Vichy and the Tropics. Pétain's National Revolution in 

Madagascar, Guadeloupe, and Indochina, 1940-1944 wrote that 

When in 1940, administrators themselves embraced Vichy's antirepublican ideals, 

the floodgates of antirepublicanism were opened. Throughout the empire, reprisals 
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were exacted on the advocates of a long detested “liberal colonialism.” As in the 

metropole, the tide had turned in a protracted French civil war.148 

The roots of this Left-Right political debate on the advantages of colonialism can be found 

much earlier than this point, however, and did allow anti-colonialists to gain ground in the 

debate in the 1930s. Paris in the 1930s, the colonial metropole, was the centre of a 

countercultural intercrossing between Marxism, feminism, and anti-imperialism.149 In the 

metropole, student societies, groups campaigning against colonial policies, the Union des 

Travailleurs Nègres, and the Parti Communiste Français, provided the backdrop for a radical 

publishing world on which the metropolitan police kept a close eye.150 The roots of Négritude 

as a movement, remain most visible in the 1920s publishing world of the colonial metropole 

and Paulette Nardal’s Clamart Salon, where the ‘Three Fathers’ of Négritude, Césaire, 

Senghor and Damas met in 1931, and the movement later blossomed in Fort-de-France during 

the Second World War, which saw its literature censored and its intellectuals imprisoned.151  

Despite the historiographical concentration on the imperial metropole, however, the 

French Caribbean, and in particular Martinique, played a forefront role in the surrealist 

Négritude anti-colonial imagination, where both Nardal and the Césaires returned after their 

exodus from Vichy France.152 Haiti was also central to the construction of an alternative 

‘Black Civilisation’ within early Négritude texts, placing it at the heart of the Pan-African 

historical consciousness, while its own anti-colonial movement resisted American occupation 

in the inter-war period.153 While pre-existing journals such as Les Continents censored by the 

colonial authorities inspired young Black intellectuals debating at the Sorbonne, other 

Francophone Pan-African texts produced in Haiti had a profound influence on the emerging 
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Négritude intellectuals, such as Delafosse’s Les Nègres: 

We assume a priori that our race is the prototype of civilisation itself, and we are 

willing to give to the Black race a “foot” of pseudo-equality aside our own, 

provided that it is not placed at the level of our children. That is to say, we refuse 

them the right to reach “ground level.”154 

Among intellectual circles, civilisational historicism appeared during the late 1920s in direct 

relation to the subject of colonialism and racism, including the ‘infantilizing’ of the colonial 

subject in the metropolitan imagination. From ‘infant’ to ‘fatherland’, the concept of change 

and betterment drew up understandings of modernization, progress and the passage of time. 

The paradox of French ‘civilizing’ paternalism was, as Suzanne Césaire would observe, that 

the ‘sons of France’ in their perpetual image of tempo-cultural ‘infancy’ could never progress 

to become the ‘fathers of France’, a position reserved for the Bonapartes rather than the 

L’Ouvertures of the French Empire.155  

 

Surrealism: Expressing the trauma of the collective memories of slavery and colonialism 

It is important to mention at this point that Césaire and Nardal’s personal contributions to the 

decolonisation of history within Négritude stemmed from their connection to the surrealist 

philosophy and network with which they had associated in Paris. Current events shaped their 

approach to the past; not only did the war break up Nardal’s salon and Césaire’s affiliation 

with Présence Africaine, it also shook the Caribbean colonies to their roots. The Vichy 

Regime was, in the eyes of Afro-Caribbean anti-colonialists, further confirmation that the 

present had been produced by a dysfunctional approach to the past. European nationalisms 

and their relationship to colonialism worried the surrealists. However, both Césaires used this 

idea to their advantage, Aimé Césaire in Cahier d’un retour au pays natal, and Suzanne in 

‘Surrealism and Us.’ Indeed, it was Aimé Césaire who wrote ‘our history is not totally 

accessible to historians. Their methodology restricts them to the sole colonial chronicle. Our 

chronicle is behind the dates, behind the known facts: we are the Words behind the writing.’156  

The question I wish to ask here is how did Négritude writers not only decolonise the 

past, but their approach to it as a discipline serving public memory? Négritude’s female 

writers, in particular, focused on rejecting imperial ‘civilising discourse’, and the emotional 

legacy of slavery. Not only were their ideas historically conscious, they referenced the ability 
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of collective memory to heal and repair fractures in postcolonial societies. In this sense, anti-

colonial women’s historical consciousness was very much functional and addressed the 

question ‘how could a new history celebrate the precolonial, commemorate the trauma of 

colonialism, and bring decolonisation into being?’ The specific juncture in their discourse 

which I am looking at here, however, relates to how these two women used historical 

consciousness to argue for decolonisation and appeal to their contemporaries against a 

‘backwards return.’ Unlike Cheikh Anta Diop, the precolonial was a past that women were 

hesitant to ‘return to’, or hold up as a dismissal of imperial claims about the evolution of 

civilisation. In order to explain this hesitation, which signifies an important difference of 

approach between male and female anti-colonialists, I will endeavour to re-examine Césaire’s 

many articles, notes and correspondence, and compare them with Nardal’s own lectures and 

Women’s League monthly magazine in Martinique gathered from the National Archives of 

France. While Cheikh Anta Diop and C.L.R. James used slavery as an example of imperial 

‘barbarism’, Nardal and Césaire searched for the nuances in colonial history, particularly of 

the trans-Atlantic slave trade.  

 

Humanizing Colonialism? Nardal’s work on gender, modernity and colonial welfare  

The collective concern with fécondité and the demographic crisis following the First World 

War impacted deeply on both metropolitan feminism and colonial policies. It led the 

government to encourage migrants from the colonies ‘to bring their wives with them overseas, 

in the hope that this would stem the tide of interracial relationships while allowing women to 

fulfil their natural role as civilizers.’157 Caribbean women arriving in the metropole began to 

participate in the women’s movement, extending their debates beyond the question of 

suffrage, to speak about colonial violence, civil rights and the redefinition of the role of 

women in society. They took influence, as the work of Nardal shows, from a historicist 

interpretation of ‘modernizing change’ not unlike the Whig ‘civilising mission’ of British 

imperial feminists in India.158 The founding of the ‘Comité de Défense des Intérêts de la Race 

Noire’ in 1928, by Paulette and Jane Nardal, marked a new juncture within the colonial 

women’s movement, and united Afro-Caribbean and white feminists within the pages of its 

journal, La Dépêche Africaine. The journal strove to reveal the similar fate of all women, 
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French or ‘colonised’, under Empire and drew comparison between the concepts of 

‘patriarchy’ and ‘paternal colonialism’ upon which the ‘imperial nation state’ was founded.  

Most importantly, the ‘manifesto’ of La Dépêche Africaine clearly stated ‘the methods 

of colonisation by civilised nations are far from perfect; but colonisation itself is a humane 

and necessary project.’159 Nardal’s ‘peaceful assimilationist’ acceptance of the image of 

civilisational infancy and barbarie where a ‘temporal hierarchy’ was concerned drew criticism 

from her male contemporaries. Marxist poet Étienne Léro, who contributed to La Revue du 

Monde Noir, and Aimé Césaire, who read the Revue frequently as a student, later 

characterized it as ‘rose water, apolitical, bourgeois, and assimilationist.’160 Ménil, who later 

contributed to the Césaires’ surrealist journal Tropiques, repeatedly found the Martinican 

‘Black bourgeoisie’ guilty of normalising colonialism and its ‘civilising influence’ and 

adhering to the Eurocentric concept of civilisation ou barbarie where race was concerned.161 

However, it is important to diagnose the symptoms of ‘assimilationism’ with the colonial 

project as a product of the ‘Christian humanist feminism’ with which Paulette Nardal 

identified. A propensity to paint colonialism with ‘a human face’ or as a ‘modernising project’ 

was, in this instance, not propaganda which came from the colonial camp. It is necessary to 

address the doubts which feminists such as Nardal had concerning a pro-violence Marxist 

anti-colonialism, which did not end the voicelessness of female activists or address gendered 

oppression, to comprehend why the fears of Black feminist intellectuals were not alleviated by 

an exclusively class-conscious approach. 

Nardal was not alone in her use of historically-conscious ‘forwardness’ to advocate a 

‘civilising mission’, although her reasons were numerous. Pro-colonial feminism in inter-war 

France had visibly adopted the problematic concept of a French overseas ‘civilising’ mission 

for the rhetoric of the women’s movement: 

Women’s roles overseas should have two main focal points: how to redress 

colonised women from their presumed inferior status and how to use the colonial 

space to further the feminist cause…They were riveted by a balancing act between 

protecting their own rights and forging a place for themselves within the existing 

French state; protecting the rights of those whom they perceived to be in a far 

worse situation; and yet recognising…that in some colonial spaces, colonised 
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women were perhaps better off than colonising ones.162  

It is clear that the language of a ‘civilising mission’ did not stray far from feminism’s 

‘modernizing’ rhetoric. This phenomenon, which made feminism a ‘modern’ project, attached 

to all of the material idealism of the 1920s, particularly in the imperial metropoles, very much 

relied upon the image of the educated, Western, materially-independent woman, who shared 

little in common with the ‘backwards’, and culturally foreign native. Valerie Amos and 

Pratibha Parmar’s ‘Challenging Imperialist Feminism’, published in 1984, was one of the first 

postcolonial feminist re-appraisals of the collaboration between imperial propagandist 

campaigns, and the project to ‘modernise’ the image of women, by contrasting her with the 

image of the male or female native.163 

However, Boittin’s description of the agony of Martinican women when faced with 

this quandary is exemplary. Nardal and many others had invested in the teleological of 

imperialism, which promised them a complete divorce with their less-than-civilised origins. 

The semantics of ‘backwardness’ were often employed by feminists who wished to paint 

unwanted traditions and gendered systems of oppression as a product of ‘barbarie’, or a 

‘backwards culture.’ However, when combined with the racialized association of darkness 

with an inherent or superficial ‘primitive backwardness’, the rhetoric became more analogous 

to a ‘liberal colonial’ outlook, to which ‘civilisational backwardness’ was a central accusation 

thrown at the African colonies. Whilst civilisational anthropologists such as Frobenius 

rejected any association of pre-colonial Africa with an inherent ‘backwardness’, Pan-African 

feminists such as Nardal repeatedly drew the conclusion that ‘colonisation itself is a humane 

and necessary project’ for two crucial reasons.164 Firstly, they doubted the capacity and will of 

the global Marxist anti-colonial movement to address sexual inequality and forms of 

oppression. Secondly, they accepted the developmentalist interpretation of inequality and the 

historical ‘process’ by which civilisations must culturally, politically and economically enter 

modernity, ideally a process which would accord women equal rights, safety and dignity. 

La Dépêche Africaine may have been the result of the frustration of women 

intellectuals with regards to their exclusion from the contemporary anti-colonial movements 

and the narrow role allowed to women in public discourses. Paulette Nardal recalled of the 

movement: ‘we were but women, real pioneers- let’s say we blazed the trail.’165  Charged with 
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the heavy burden of interwar sexual politics and the responsibility for upholding the image of 

their ‘race’, ‘bourgeois’ intellectuals such as the Nardal sisters were condemned by the 

colonial authorities for becoming ‘radicalized’, whilst simultaneously being held up as ‘not 

radical enough’ by their male Marxist contemporaries.166 Although the women’s movement is 

often believed to have transcended racial barriers, it is clear that men within the anti-colonial 

movement found the trans-racial alliance between women threatening, which resulted in an 

intellectual backlash against the Nardals’ work. The intention here was to isolate female 

intellectuals who thwarted the ‘race first’, or ‘class first’ dogma in favour of an approach in 

recognition of the limits imposed on them, within and without the movement, by 

interpretations of gender roles.167 Martinique mirrored the deep divisions in political 

ideologies and allegiances that emerged in Europe during the war. Nardal conceived of the 

women’s movement as something which transcended the polarisation in Europe during the 

years of war. But she also wrote intuitively in 1942 that ‘women of colour’ needed to 

recognise that they were perceived as such by the world around them: 

The aspirations that were to crystallize around La Revue du Monde Noir asserted 

themselves among a group of Antillean women students in Paris. The women of 

colour living alone in the metropolis who…were less favoured than their male 

compatriots, who have enjoyed easy success, felt long before the latter the need for 

a racial solidarity that would not be merely material.168  

This solidarity Nardal spoke of did not denote merely intellectual consensus on colonial 

issues, or the obligation on women to adopt the political views of their male peers, but rather a 

democratic and inclusive sisterhood which would allow the voices of women to be heard. 

Nardal wished for women to be able to air political opinions beyond the ‘woman question’ 

within Pan-African publications and at congresses, whether their contributions were anti-

colonial or provided an alternative perspective on the practical uses of colonial institutions. In 

this sense, Nardal and her followers rejected the subconscious call to assimilate into the new 

male-authored narrative of the late 1920s and 30s, having prior to this developed their own 

ideas on colonialism, and claimed the right to a voice on issues which affected them. 
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However, it was precisely this unwillingness to be forced into an intellectual consensus which 

worried Nardal’s male contemporaries, and which meant that alternative approaches and 

debates were relegated to the pages of female-authored journals such as La Dépêche 

Africaine, further entrenching the literary separatism produced by the anxieties of both 

genders with regards to being misrepresented or invisibilised. 

It is also plausible that the subject matter of La Dépêche Africaine, which celebrated 

the female voice in ‘exile’ and did not adhere to the militancy of publications such as Le Cri 

des Nègres, worried male authors in terms of the ‘normalisation’ of discourses between 

coloniser and colonised. Oftentimes focus on the individual within the collective marked 

Négritude women’s writing and activism. Two articles authored by Nardal in La Dépêche 

Africaine expressed a discontentment with the metropole, but an unwillingness to transform 

emotive experience of ‘exile’ into a wholly political question. In ‘Actions de grâce’, Nardal 

rejected the French landscape as ‘civilized product’ and in ‘En exil’ contrasted the aesthetic 

bleakness of Empire and ‘frightful regularity of European life’ with the cultural riches of the 

creole Antilles, writing of the French winter ‘it came to her to wonder what fault the 

Europeans had committed that the good Lord had seen fit to punish them with such a 

scourge.’169 Her focus on Martinique from the metropolitan standpoint was deeply nostalgic, 

referred to as ‘that sweet Martinique that she should never have exchanged for the mirage of 

Paris’, which contrasted her later postwar tendency to be highly critical of Martinican political 

corruption and inertia in La Femme dans la Cité.170 Indeed Nardal often conflated exoticized 

images of Africa with her remembered Caribbean. It is clear that Négritude intellectuals, both 

male and female, drew upon a deeply utopian and nostalgic mode of expressing memory of 

the past and desire for the future, both in reference to the homeland and the imagined 

postcolonial utopia. This tendency holds some bearing on their disillusionment with the 

everyday reality in a departmentalized postwar Martinique, and the temporal and physical 

remoteness of the ‘Africa Past,’ which they projected as a constructed memory of collective 

ancestry to underpin the postcolonial future. 

The fate of the CDIRN and La Dépêche Africaine was subjected to the decisions of the 

colonial authorities, whose concern was related to the radicalising of what had initially 

seemed a passive publication. It was also connected to Nardal’s decision to share office space 

with Marcus Garvey’s perceptibly radical organisation, the UNIA, and her support of his 
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infrequent visits to Paris.171 However, the Nardal sisters seem to have founded a literary and 

cultural replacement for the organisation which had received so much attention from the 

colonial authorities. Throughout the 1930s, Caribbean and African intellectuals met at the 

‘Clamart Salon’, led by Jane and Paulette Nardal in the centre of Paris, which provided a 

platform for socio-cultural literature in La Revue du Monde Noir.172 Whilst the Revue 

contained fewer publications by feminist intellectuals than La Dépêche Africaine, it presented 

a similar Pan-African approach to an ‘alternative civilisational historicism’ which celebrated 

African and the Diaspora’s culture and heritage. Published from 1931 to 1932, the Revue did 

not echo the ardent ‘anti-colonialism and destruction of empire’ which were expressed in 

Trotskyist journals such as La Race Nègre and Le Cri des Nègres.173 More comparable to La 

Dépêche Africaine, which encouraged both a ‘Black internationalism’ and a ‘unity among all 

women,’174 the Revue declared itself the literary echo of the Black world. Its declaration of 

intent proclaimed that it would: 

Popularize all which concerns Negro Civilisation and the natural riches of Africa, 

thrice sacred to the Black race…to create among the Negroes of the entire world, 

regardless of nationality, an intellectual and moral tie, which will permit them to 

better know each other.175  

The ‘Negro Civilisation’ which united the Pan-African world was written as the basis from 

which to regain a race awareness and dignity, in order to ‘survive’ both colonialism and 

cultural imperialism. The cultural preservation of this ‘civilisation’, which transcended 

nationalisms and local tribalism, remained at stake throughout the review. Intellectuals 

articulated the idea of a ‘Negro Civilisation’ through discussions on the ‘equality of races’, 

through criticism of the imperial ‘exoticism’ at the Paris Colonial Exhibition, and through 

historical findings on pre-colonial Africa.176  

Furthermore, within Nardal’s editorials and selections for the Revue the theme of 

colonialism was suggestively developed around the idea that African civilisation was a ‘late 

developer’, en retard in comparison with the contemporary European ‘civilisation’, the 
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‘universal model.’ A distinct association between temporal ‘lapse’, progress, modernity, the 

‘civilising process’, and the function of a historical consciousness in fostering race ‘uplift’, 

was formulated. Social evolution itself was a process related to Darwinist beliefs of cultural 

superiority and inferiority, especially where racial difference was concerned: 
 

Who will deny that the African peoples are backwards in comparison with 

European and Asiatic civilisations? But if the Europeans were transported in 

Africa, in a terrible climate, in a poisonous atmosphere, in an environment of 

dense vegetation, in deserts as large as the whole of France, what would be the 

effect? After all, are not the present Europeans, those same barbarians whom 

Rome and Greece despised, less than a thousand years ago, who however have 

succeeded Greece and Rome, taking in hand in their turn the destinies of the 

world? The curly-haired Latins who were the half-caste of antiquity, laughed at 

the straight yellow hair of the Gauls and Germans. In the same way, we ridicule 

the kinky heads, the thick lips, the flat noses, which excited indignant sarcasms 

from Montesquieu. It would be much better to try to understand them, to bring 

them up to our level, to guide them gradually toward a civilized life, to defend 

them against the greed and cruelty of those conquerors.177 

Within this extract, the stance of pre-Négritude intellectuals on cultural imperialism and 

colonialism becomes clear. The ‘civilised life’ was equated with standards set by Europe; 

modernity could not be accessed without first participating in the ‘process’ of becoming 

civilised and attaining the European ‘level of civility.’ Superiority and inferiority were taken 

for granted where socially-constructed racial types met with relativist ‘cultural difference.’  

The limits of fashioning a unique ‘Negro Civilisation’ against a yardstick of European 

accomplishments, political or cultural, were recognised by the postwar generation of 

Négritude writers. Voices who were growing more militant and less ‘assimilationist’ desired a 

Pan-African history free from the lens of modernization and the superior-inferior ‘stages of 

development’ embraced by Frobenius and others. Édouard Glissant, for example, placed a 

Pan-African ‘historical consensus’ as a step towards Caribbean decolonisation, which he 

believed to be unsuccessful due to cooperation with imperial narratives about the Diaspora’s 

past, particularly the developmental image of ‘primitivism’ which the coloniser’s gaze 

associated with ‘darkness’.178 However, understanding the intellectuals who wrote for 

Nardal’s Revue, and the position of Nardal herself, is indispensable to closing the gap between 
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‘cooperative’ and ‘rejective’ positions on colonialism. Not only were the historically-

conscious Négritude intellectuals concerned with rejecting that which they perceived as 

‘colonialism via historicism’, they also considered the ‘civilisational hierarchy’ to be a 

historical construct harmful to European identities outside of the imperial framework. One 

Revue writer linked the Age of Imperialism to the growth of European nationalist competition, 

from the British ‘destruction’ of indigenous Australia, to Europe’s ‘subjection of the Semitic’, 

to ‘Pan-German’ attempts to conquer Republican France whose claim to ‘universalité’ had 

flattened out local identities.179 Colonialism, as rewritten in the Revue, was not only a product 

of European racism and intra-national competition, it was a product of the European historical 

consciousness which supported the conviction of superiority. The often pro-colonial 

‘civilising mission’ advocated by the Revue would therefore need foundations in a particular 

belief system, one which replaced imperial superiority with a common humanity and a 

‘civilising’ humanism. 

Moreover, the Revue’s Grégoire-Micheli also debated the ‘non-existence of racial 

civilisation’ which he used to support his theory that civilisations developed according to 

geographical conditions rather than ‘racial inherencies.’180 Although development, 

forwardness, and primitivism were decided to be useful tools of historicist analysis, Grégoire-

Micheli turned from human agency to ‘natural agency’ and from racial superiority to the geo-

ecological conditions around which civilisations were shaped: 

If Europe had been as inaccessible to migration of peoples…as Australia, the 

Americas, and Africa, it is very likely that the European peoples would this very 

day still be in the primitive stage.181  

In this extract, migration supported cultural transfer to the ‘cradle of civilisation’ where the 

East met West, resulting ‘in a medley of civilisations’ and the potentiality for cultural 

‘forwardness’, whilst geographical isolation maintained cultural ‘stagnation’ which was 

perceived by superior civilisations as the backwardness of a civilisation ‘static in time.’182 

Nardal praised his historicist revisionism where ‘progress’ was concerned, and cited in the 

Revue, in accordance with her conflation of ‘civility’ and universal morality, his theory that 

‘there are certain whites who are mentally very much inferior to the man-eating Negroes 
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whose geographical isolation has kept them outside the pale of civilisation.’183 According to 

Nardal, geographical positioning often placed ‘civilisational superiority’ beyond human 

agency, though not ‘civility’ itself, and used the North American ‘lynch law’ to show that 

European-Americans were just as capable of trading moral ‘forwardness’ for self-profit as 

‘other races.’184  

Throughout the Revue, Diasporic intellectuals continually rejected the colonial claim 

to ‘civilisational superiority’ which was linked to eugenicist theories of racial inherency, and 

yet did not wholly reject the image of indigenous ‘primitivism’ and ‘backwardness’ supported 

by the colonial imagination. However, they tried to account for stages of civilisational 

development in ways which they imagined would not ‘recolonise’ the colonial subject through 

erroneous historicism or misattributed causes of ‘change over time’. Not at odds with the 

Revue’s pro-Western approach edged with curiosity about non-Western cultures, Renaud-

Molinet’s article on the attachment of continents to particular faiths and cultural belief 

systems, which he attributed to differing ‘stages and speeds’ of development, presented Islam 

as a fragment of a past civilisation. By this temporally-cognizant logic he therefore defined the 

faith as an outdated belief system holding back the ‘economics of society’, an obstacle to the 

‘historical process’ leading to modernity: ‘So long as Mohammedanism persists, we will have 

to give up all hope of progress in the regions of the three continents where this religion is 

practised.’185  He held ‘inaccurate theist belief systems’ to be the cause of ‘uncultivated 

minds’, an alternative to racialized explanations of the civilisational hierarchy.186 Renaud-

Molinet’s work echoed that of Nardal’s, who held conversion to Christianity not only to be a 

means of religious ‘salvation’, but a belief system whose superiority rested upon its 

compassion, salvation, and ‘charitable’ elements. These perceptions, deeply embedded within 

nineteenth-century Protestant Whig historicism, were arguably the theist roots to later imperial 

historicist theories of modernization, and sustained a racialized doctrine of ‘conversion and 

salvation’ or ‘eternal primitivism and darkness.’ Renaud-Molinet’s references to ‘the 

unlettered, simple and credulous minds such as those which Islamism has conquered’ conjured 

up a colonial image of ‘the native’ whose only path to modernity was by means of conversion 
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to Christianity.187 Aspects of religious nationalism entrenched even within the secular 

Republic unconsciously hint at a colonial assimilationist or ‘civilising’ discourse as a natural 

progression from nineteenth-century missionary ideology, where religious conversion, 

morality, progress and modernity were intertwined within the scriptural historical trajectory. 

Affirmations of Christianity and Western culture as a means of social betterment and 

modernisation were expressed repeatedly throughout the pages of the Revue. Women 

intellectuals such as Clare Shepard also argued for a ‘civilising colonialism’ which would 

protect and provide for its labourers rather than exploit their dependence on labour through 

preventing their education and consequent civilisational progress. This Pan-African adaptation 

of a colonial ‘civilising process’ was not at odds with the values of a contemporary humanism, 

but as the exchange between Marxists and anti-colonialists grew, a politics of resistance 

replaced that of colonial cooperation. A clash of ideas, however, did occur within Nardal’s 

Revue between intellectuals who rejected the association of Africa with ‘civilisational 

backwardness’, and those who tended towards a historicism which did not differ vastly from 

the contemporary imperial reinforcement of a racial hierarchy based on culture and 

civilisation. One article in particular on the work of Leo Frobenius addressed the idea of a 

‘history of African civilisation’ outside of the imperial semantics of primitivism: 

Civilisation also, considered as a third Kingdom, is a real phenomenon of nature; 

therefore the various forms it takes are necessarily linked to certain races and 

countries…Frobenius conjures up Africa from the night of ages, with its past 

traditions and culture. The disinterestedness and the remarkable science which he 

has turned to the profit of the history of African civilisations make him worthy of 

admiration and gratitude on the part of all of those who are interested in the 

Black Continent.188 

‘Civilisation’, where culture, race and heritage met at an intercrossing, was presented as the 

key to ‘race consciousness.’ Yet the observations of Frobenius appealed to the writers of the 

Revue precisely because they were formulated outside of ideological imperialism and the trap 

of superiority. The writer, as was common in the Revue, did not develop an alternative thesis 

on ‘civilisational historicism’ to make a case for anti-colonialism, unlike later Négritude 

writers.  

Although Nardal also published in the Marxist journal Le Cri des Nègres, it was 
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usually within the theme of class-conscious feminism, rather than anti-imperialism.189 

However, it is vital to locate Nardal’s career within the imperial metropole, where authorities 

frowned upon women’s participation in ‘radical’ movements and censored many Pan-African 

journals. Paulette Nardal found an alternative to the radical Marxist anti-colonial struggle by 

emphasising the role of women in a ‘civilising process’ and prioritising peaceful protest, 

active citizenship, and compromise within the colonial system as a ‘modernizing mission.’ 

Nardal’s writings, unlike many of her male Marxist contemporaries, associated the 

revolutionary justifications for violence with a reassertion of male dominance and power 

concentration, where women were either excluded from the ‘struggle’ or became the victims 

of revolution through sexual violence.190 Nardal also recognised the antipathy towards pacifist 

feminists, who were held accountable as peaceful cooperationists within colonial class 

systems. In Nardal’s eyes, violent anti-colonial revolutions would neither liberate nor protect 

the interests of women, who were advised to support peaceful ‘equalising’ democratic 

processes rather than such revolutions, which merely redistributed power from one sphere to 

another.191 The issue of violence, national liberation, and gender was often a divisive one, 

separating the ‘radical anti-colonialists’ from ‘peaceful collaborators’ who published their 

work in the Revue.192  

However, it is in Nardal’s ‘A Negro Speaks at Cambridge and Geneva’ that her pro-

colonial approach where women were concerned appears to stem mostly from a historically-

conscious ‘gratitude’ or awareness of debt to a ‘civilising colonialism.’ Nardal not only 

applauded that ‘fine intellectual or artistic touch which only the old continent and especially 

France can give’, which offered fellow intellectual Grace Walker the opportunity to participate 

in the ‘enlightened academe’, she also admired Walker’s speech on  the civilisational ‘upward 

development’ of the African Diasporic experience: ‘She reconstituted the atmosphere from 

which the Negro has developed, up from slavery, toward a form of civilisation of which the 

reader is the living image.’193 Not only did Nardal see herself and Walker as products of an 

Occidental ‘civilising process’, she also read herself as a freed Other, by her own ‘civilising’ 

agency, between native backwardness and colonial forwardness; categories which she did not 
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reject but used to her advantage. Nardal deeply invested in a historicism founded on the 

‘civilising process’, on which she placed herself at the ‘civilised’ end. The Revue provided 

Nardal with a platform to argue for an alternative modernity which would include rather than 

exclude, and embrace rather than alienate, Diasporas; her desires for the future often shaped 

her ‘appeal to the past’ as a primitive space abandoned via ‘progressive’ human agency.  

Significantly ignoring the anxieties of her male contemporaries about the necessity of 

separatism in rejecting French cultural assimilation, Nardal wrote in 1936 that cultural pride 

and solidarity in the Diaspora, alongside the ‘rehabilitation of African civilisation’, did not 

necessarily require a dichotomous hatred or rejection of what she termed ‘Latin culture’:  

Should one support…an implicit declaration of war upon Latin culture and the 

white world in general? We want to eliminate such ambiguity so as to leave no 

doubt. We are fully conscious of our debts to Latin culture and we have no 

intention of discarding it in order to promote a return to I know not what 

obscurantism. But we want to go beyond this culture in order to give to our 

brethren, with the help of white scientists and all the friends of Blacks, the pride 

of belonging to a race whose civilisation is perhaps the oldest in the world. Once 

informed of that civilisation, they will no longer despair of the future of their 

race, of which a portion seems presently lethargic. They will tender to their 

backward brothers a helping hand.194 

Nardal warned against consolidating a race pride or nationalism on a foundation which 

rejected or advocated hatred for a perceived Other, forewarning of the tendency of 

historically-conscious anti-colonialists to doubt all European research into multiple African 

pasts, and European contributions to the field of African scholarship. In this article, she also 

underlined the importance of the retention of Africanisms through slave culture in the 

Caribbean, and the production of alternative historical memory, at a time when Melville 

Herskovits and other had barely begun to explore the significance of slave cultures.195 

For Nardal, ‘belonging’ to a race, in the sense of historical experience and identity 

rather than biological scientific racism, meant embracing a historical consciousness of slavery, 

exile and colonisation accompanied by ‘emotional intensity due to ancestral sufferings.’ 

Indeed, this was the restoration of memory, the survival of a memory community in colonised 

society which reached far beyond the imperial historicist veneration of ‘elected Diasporans’ as 
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modernized products of Empire at the Paris Colonial Exhibition.196 Furthermore, the intention 

was to speak openly of slavery and colonisation without reflexively reducing the ghosts of the 

past into functional political puppets whose lack of voice could be put to mobilising use, to 

recognise that an ‘emotional inheritance’ did not mean survivors’ moral proprietorship of the 

victims of past traumas, or to conflate past with present in order to politically persuade an 

audience about a desired postcolonial future. In this sense, Nardal’s rejection of a ‘hegemonic’ 

historical consciousness, which would ironically enslave the victims of slavery to a particular 

political narrative, was not shared by many of her male contemporaries who fell into this 

rhetorical trap, from C.L.R. James to Marcus Garvey.  

For Nardal, the abolitionist and post-Emancipation literature of ‘moral protest’ was 

being replaced by two inter-war narratives; the radical narrative of revolt, which necessarily 

cooperated with the Western-Marxist image of the coloniser-colonised and co-opted collective 

memories of trauma into presentist demands, and the more discerning longue durée approach 

to the Pan-African experience, which was intellectually uniting Black students in Paris, 

particularly Martinican women, who were taking ‘advantage of the riches that the past of the 

Black race and the African continent offers them.’197 Most importantly, Nardal pointed out 

that  

After having been trained obediently in the school of thought of their white 

models, they perhaps passed, like their Black American brothers, through a 

period of revolt. But, with maturity, they became less severe, less intransigent, 

since they have understood that everything is relative. Their present position is 

the middle ground.198 

Her note suggests that the development of the Antillean intellectual world in Paris was 

gradually forming two distinct camps, perhaps generational, not unlike the majority of Left-

inclining movements in Europe during the 1930s. This graduated diffusion of voices lay 
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between militant anti-colonialists and Marxists, and those who made use of colonial 

institutions to pursue alternative questions, a significant amount of historical research, and to 

propose postcolonial projects based on this research. The latter camp, often remembered 

historiographically as collaborators, were depicted in Nardal’s essay as those who laid the 

intellectual foundations for a postcolonial historical consciousness which did not apply the 

same system of emotions at work in anti-colonial historical texts, particularly nationalist texts 

treating the origins and transfer of ‘civilisation.’ 

The Revue prioritised historical awareness of what Nardal termed the ‘Black 

Continent’, yet this did not necessarily mean making the case for anti-colonialism on the basis 

of a rejection of imperial historicism and pseudo-history. Again, women were forefront to 

restoring this ‘sense of history’ to the Pan-African imagination, without necessarily using it as 

a vehicle for anti-colonial activism or a purely political ‘memory war’. Nardal wrote in the 

Revue, in 1932, on the importance of historical-consciousness for the ‘race awakening’ of 

African-Americans: 

Though they are not of pure African origin, the deliberate scorn with which 

they have always been treated by white Americans, incited them to seek for 

reason for social and cultural pride in their African past.199 

Nardal’s acknowledgement of an ‘African past’ as central to the intellectual foundation for 

Diasporic activism, often clashed with her concept of colonialism as a necessary ‘civilising 

process’. ‘Backwardness’ was portrayed as the most serious threat to the empowerment of 

women in colonised spaces, as opposed to colonial disenfranchisement and marginalisation. 

However, the ‘pride’ obtained from the past did not induce ‘backwardness’, and, as Nardal 

proposed, would unite the Diaspora under the awareness of a shared past through which they 

would inherit their identity.  

This sentiment is also present within Nardal’s 1931 Guide introducing Martinique to 

French citizens, in which Nardal depicted the Martinican identity as one embedded in the 

historical consciousness of slavery; the ever-present past: 

Africans considered slaves were sold to residents and employees involved with 

the work of agriculture… Barely tolerated at first by royalty, slavery was soon 

accepted as a necessary thing, and even regulated.200 

Providing an insight into her own historical consciousness, Nardal associated secular 

Republicanism with an immoral capitalism and human trafficking, whilst in contrast excused 
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Royalists, of their support of slavery and role in the suppression of eighteenth-century 

Martinican slave risings.201 Nardal’s nostalgic approach to the duties of Christian ‘slave-

wives’ also showed a degree of historical amnesia towards domestic slavery and the question 

of female rape.202 Nardal maintained that ‘the history of the Martiniquais distantly reflected in 

that of France…shows equal loyalty among the descendants of the white French and Black 

Africans’, reiterating that loyalty of the colonies to La Patrie had not been affected by the 

memory of slavery, and that the Black Christians were capable of Christian forgiveness. 203 

The previously-mentioned tendency in La Revue du Monde Noir to ‘absolve’ 

colonialism as a ‘necessary evil’ appeared in much of Nardal’s work published in France: 

Three eminent generations of Martiniquais of color show, that in less than a 

century, the descendants of Blacks once tied to the soil are, after a brief 

apprenticeship to liberty, assimilating the essence of French civilisation.204 

Nardal repeatedly associated the ‘process’ of civilisation with the influence of the coloniser, a 

process unaccompanied by the ability to reclaim it for oneself.  

Furthermore, Nardal did not question the belief system within which Christian 

‘redemptive modernity’ was offered to the primitive native. Although never naïve, Nardal 

never focused on the paradoxes and convenience in the concept of ‘inherited’ backwardness or 

primitivism in the imperial imagination, as other contemporary feminists did.205 As the work 

of Aimé Césaire also shows, many Martinican intellectuals employed the biblical concept of 

‘salvation’ of the Black underclass in the narrative of the civilisation process, in which slavery 

featured heavily.206 Sharpley-Whiting also notes that ‘Nardal puts Catholic symbols to use as 
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well but in more inclusive ways to reflect…openness to all religious persuasions as well as 

nonbelievers.’207 Nardal associated the French secular imperial nation state with the 

Christianity to which she adhered, but had developed a more universalist approach to religious 

and ethnic inclusivity within her later works, particularly in this journal. This was perhaps a 

reflection of the differences between writing in the metropole and writing in the colony. 

Significantly, Nardal associated liberty not exclusively with a struggle against the 

exploitation of female labour in Martinique, but also a part of the rhetoric of the Haitian 

revolution which was assimilated into the Caribbean historical consciousness. Her approach 

appears to link Haitian republican values and ‘French civilisation’ implanted in the pluralist 

Caribbean, which provides an alternative to the anti-colonial equation of ‘French culture’ with 

‘assimilationist colonialism.’ Again, we see the problematic which Black feminists posed to 

anti-colonialists who, having perceived colonialism as a process which occurred 

psychologically and culturally as well as territorially, promoted a ‘return’ to indigenous 

culture. While the decolonisation of history occurred at a later stage of the development of 

Négritude, the battle grounds for ‘cultural decolonisation’ were not far from Nardal’s concerns 

about a historical ‘return’ to barbarie. Nardal’s concerns were also confronted by Suzanne 

Césaire who, deeply inspired by civilisational theorist Leo Frobenius, rejected the image of 

Africa’s ‘primitive past’ which legitimised colonialism. Yet as we shall see, Césaire too was 

concerned with the concept of a ‘backwards return’ which would influence the postcolonial 

with pre-colonial elements. 

The Revue in which Nardal wrote about these issues undoubtedly prepared the way for 

a deeply political Pan-African historical consciousness, while retaining an uncertain position 

on colonialism; it was perhaps this ideological hesitance which worried a coming generation 

of Négritude writers who propounded the need for a complete rejection of any justification of 

imperialism, including ‘backwardness’ in the colonial imagination. The historical excuse for 

colonialism on grounds of the primitivism, backwardness or the ‘infancy’ of African 

civilisation, clearly did not appeal to Négritude intellectuals emerging shortly before the 

outbreak of war.208 However, Paulette Nardal’s support of L’Étudiant Noir strengthened her 

relationship with the Négritude movement and notably the Césaires, who entered into a 

metropolitan intellectual world shaped by Nardal’s historically-conscious ‘civilising 
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feminism.’209 L’Étudiant Noir, according to commentator Michel, brought together writers 

from French Guiana, Martinique and Senegal in Paris, creating a dialogue between African 

and Caribbean colonial Diasporas.210 It was this magazine which allowed the Césaires, 

particularly Suzanne, to formulate an image of the colony as trapped in the past, both 

ideologically and politically. 

 

Feminizing the Pre-Colonial: Suzanne Césaire’s Civilisational Historicism 

Aimé Césaire once said of ‘womanhood’ with his wife Suzanne in mind, that: 

Woman is less submissive to the tyranny of logic because she is more faithful to 

the cosmos; she has less method because she has more nostalgia; woman (the 

memory of the species) has preserved intact the memory of the marvellous 

dramatic shifts that have punctuated humanity’s first experiences, memory of the 

time when the sun was young and the earth was supple, and all things considered, 

what one calls the “irrealism” of woman is only the will to return to thinking its 

irrational force… When the endless servitude of woman is broken…she herself too 

will be a poet!211 

This speech made in 1945 contained a hint of irony regarding how Aimé Césaire and indeed 

all Martinican politicians visualised the role of women in a departmentalised Martinique, and 

what the transition meant for women. Aimé considered women the historical ‘carriers of 

memory’ in the Caribbean, and often used the metaphor of his wife to represent the island’s 

past. Paulette Nardal rejected the stereotyping of Martinican women as ‘Black Mariannes’, 

and thought the effort to impose a nostalgic ‘tendency’ upon the character of all Black woman 

was detrimental to their political aspirations.  

Indeed, it must be pointed out here that Suzanne’s sacrifices as a mother of six meant 

that much of her work remained unpublished, and a great loss to the historical biography of 

colonial Martinique. One example is the loss of the manuscript of an anti-colonial play which 

she authored and which was performed in Fort-de-France in the early 1950s, Youma, aurore de 

la liberté. No manuscript remains, although we know that it was an adaptation of Lacadio 

Hearn’s Youma (1890) which describes a black female slave saving a white child from a fire. 

Oral accounts suggest that Suzanne’s play was adapted to show the liberation of the slave 
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through this act of sacrifice, and focused more on the emancipation of slaves and the 

psychology of the emancipated slave in comparison to the colonised native, although without 

a manuscript, it is difficult to rely on hearsay.212 The play was performed long before Aimé 

decided to author and perform his own anti-colonial play Une saison au Congo in 1966, the 

year Suzanne passed away. It is not clear that the breakdown of their marriage and divorce in 

1963 was a result of Aimé’s prioritisation of his political life, or whether he actively 

discouraged her from publishing her writing after the birth of their sixth child. However, his 

prophecy that ‘when the endless servitude of woman is broken…she herself too will be a 

poet!’ ironically remained unrealised by Suzanne.213 It is both a historical and literary loss that 

Suzanne Césaire left only a legacy of articles in which she challenged imperialist ideas about 

her islanders, and their collective memory of slavery.  

With regards to Suzanne Césaire’s ultimatum between publishing and raising a family, 

there are greater points to be made about what happened in Martinique during and after 

decolonisation, which were evocative of Nardal’s concept of the woman as a positive force in 

society, as the prime educators of children. It might even be said that the revival of traditional 

roles for women after the departmentalisation of Martinique (1946) swallowed the surrealist 

movement which had shaped Suzanne Césaire’s literary voice in the 1930s and 1940s. The 

anger of the white béké minority on the island blamed the works of Black Martinican women 

for the transition which had taken power from their hands and placed it into universal 

institutions.214 As employers, the béké directed their anger towards these black Martinican 

women through various forms of racial and gendered harassment, or exclusion from the 

workplace, fully aware of the Second Wave of feminism that was gripping France towards the 

end of the 1950s.215 

Bearing this future context of gendered animosity in mind, and turning back to the 

1930s, literary surrealism did little to improve Aimé Césaire’s afore-mentioned image of the 

Martinican woman, which Nardal perceived as an attempt to pigeonhole ‘woman’ as 

unwaveringly poetic rather than politically informed and active, was comparable to Léopold 

Senghor’s definition of the ‘Universal Negro’ as ‘an emotional man of nature.’216 The 
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stereotyping of individuals on a basis of race or gender featured throughout Francophone 

Négritude work. Senghor’s image was rejected disparagingly by Marxists who found it 

recycled the colonial image of the incompetent ‘native’ unable to self-govern and too inclined 

to be swayed by ‘nature’ rather than reason.217 Similarly, Frantz Fanon wrote of ‘woman’s 

fatalism, of her absence of reaction in the face of adversity, of her inability to measure the 

gravity of events’218 The propensity towards sweeping statements such as these about the 

‘nature’ of women, particularly Black women, runs throughout Négritude and reflects the 

Darwinist philosophy of the inter-war period. 

Ironically, the Césaires’ inter-war turn to surrealism after meeting André Breton in 

Martinique motivated them to embrace the anti-war movement as part of an anti-colonial 

ideology, and celebrate identities once rejected as stereotypes by Pan-African intellectuals.219 

Four years after Nardal had endorsed the publication of Aimé Césaire’s L’Étudiant Noir, and 

eight years after she welcomed the Césaires into the Parisian Clamart Salon, Suzanne Césaire 

returned with her husband and their young son to Martinique to work as schoolteachers. The 

reason for their return was predominantly the desire to escape the oppressive atmosphere of 

the Vichy metropole and a Europe which was on the brink of the Second World War. Nardal 

too, returned to Fort-de-France as war broke out in Europe, Vichy France being a dangerous 

political space for women of colour to publish work considered subversive, and was wounded 

when her ship was caught in crossfire between the British and German forces, leaving her 

permanently physically disabled. Martinicans had a complex relationship with the imperial 

fatherland, France, and the outbreak of war deepened the conflict between their colonial 

opposition and admiration. Léopold Senghor, imprisoned by Nazis in Vichy France, famously 

wrote of the Black American soldiers who arrived in Paris: 

Brothers, I don’t know if it was you who bombed the cathedrals, the pride of Europe, 

If you were the lightning of God’s hand burning Sodom and Gomorrah.220 

Both Senghor and Nardal, religious Catholics who shared a love of French tradition, felt a 

loyalty towards France during the war and a suspicion towards the motives of American 
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soldiers, both black and white, although Senghor experienced the severity of Vichy racism, 

which historians have compared to French security policies in the Caribbean colonies between 

the wars. Senghor also demonstrated a love for the European contribution to modern 

philosophy and the German Enlightenment, and cited Germans Africanists such as Leo 

Frobenius and Franz Boas as allies to ‘truth’, who built bridges between traditional African 

Studies and the Diaspora world .221 The imperial education, and Christianity that shaped their 

worldviews, no doubt impacted on both Senghor and Nardal’s interpretation of historical 

chronologies, and their rejection and replacement of Marxist historical determinism with a 

Christian determinist narrative. Furthermore, Nardal’s loyalty to France, and her belief in its 

civilizing mission, extended to the West in general, and she did not relate to the Marxist 

tendencies of the Césaires during the war.222 Indeed, Martinican sources like Senghor’s 

memoires and Nardal’s articles identify the complex relationship between the French imperial 

nation state and the Catholic Church in France, and the religious rhetoric as a vehicle for 

protest against, or support for, the French imperial mission overseas. 

A separate war, meanwhile, was being fought in Martinique on the intellectual anti-

colonial front.223 Whilst Aimé Césaire taught Frantz Fanon and other future Pan-African 

intellectuals in the Lycée Schoelcher in Fort-de-France after returning from Paris in 1939, he 

also founded a journal Tropiques with Suzanne Césaire, and participated in communist 

activity, which led both Césaires into a heavily creative and politically active world. 

Martinican Marxist René Ménil also acted as co-editor, and described the journal’s 

subversively-coded surrealist and literary nature as beyond ‘the materiality and historical 

necessity laid out by Marxism’ yet an inevitable product of the gap between ‘postcolonial 

Caribbean intellectual history and a certain stage of its prehistory.’224 In 1941, the Césaires 

met with surrealist poet André Breton, exiled like many other intellectuals and communists 

from war-torn France.225 He was inspired by the creativity and particularly by the literary 
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skills of the Césaires, and their political determination.226 This was an era of open resistance 

to war and imperialism, which placed Martinican intellectuals in a difficult position on the 

question of the necessity of the underground Resistance to Nazism, and the Vichy regime. 

Aimé Césaire mad his politics known in his Discours sur le colonialisme.227 Indeed, it was a 

period in which affiliation with communism could provoke arrest in the colonies, and one in 

which Suzanne compared the ‘barbaries’ of Nazism to the atrocity of the slave-trade in the 

Caribbean. In terms of cross-comparative value, the sources which were generated from this 

tense period in the Caribbean during the war underscore the suppressed and unprocessed 

anger regarding the unpunished crime of slavery, often compared to Nazism. 

Tropiques was founded to culturally evoke the idea of that which had been lost through 

the process of colonialism; both the ability to shape historical processes through political self-

government and the ability to tell one’s own history rather than inherit it from the colonial 

Other. However, its political content and ability to appeal to Martinique’s literary and creative 

circles through surrealist-modernist observation worried the Pétainist colonial authorities of 

the island. On May 10, 1943, Suzanne Césaire was refused a permit to continue the journal, 

on grounds that it was ‘revolutionary, racial, and sectarian’ propaganda produced by the 

‘enemy within’ to ‘give the signal for a revolt against a fatherland which has precisely been so 

very good to them.’228 Lieutenant de Vaisseau Bayle, to whom they appealed their case, said 

they were free to write as long as they did not ‘poison spirits, sow hatred, or ruin the moral’ of 

Martinicans during the war.229 Césaire’s own response to this scorned the idea that the dissent 

of the ‘ungrateful native’ was racist in character, and likened the reactionary censorship to 

Vichy’s nationalist press who likewise cooperated with the silencing of the French 

opposition.230 With this in mind, it is clearly vital to re-examine the literature which Suzanne 

Césaire produced in this journal which worried the colonial authorities so much, but which 

appear at first glance to echo a pre-existing Pan-African historical consciousness, such as 

Nardal’s. Césaire’s preoccupation with civilisation in Tropiques is evidence that Black 
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feminists were concerned about the use and abuse of history in colonial scholarship, 

specifically, the rearrangement of facts to coincide with civilized-primitive stereotypes. 

Significantly, the ambivalence towards colonialism expressed in both Nardal’s La 

Dépêche Africaine and La Revue du Monde Noir expressly contrasted the work of Suzanne 

Césaire within Tropiques, where she turned from a pro-colonial humanism to an anti-colonial 

historicism: 

Frobenius discovered that the idea of uninterrupted progress, cherished by the 

nineteenth century, which showed civilisation progressing along a single line from 

primitive barbarism to modern high culture, was a false idea. Humanity does not 

have a will to achieve perfection. Moreover, it does not create for itself a 

civilisation that aspires to ever-higher-levels.231 

In Tropiques, Césaire took civilisational historicism a step further within the language of 

surrealism, and employed it to reveal the fallacy of invisible cultural convictions which 

supported European imperialism. In ‘Leo Frobenius and the Problem of Civilisations’, Césaire 

mocked the European concept of civilisation as a product of human agency and claimed 

humankind to be an ‘instrument of civilisation’ which transcended the exclusiveness of the 

human experience, perhaps sensing that this would better contradict the coloniser’s claim to 

‘civilising’ efforts.232 However, this theorizing may have posed problems to the relationship 

between ‘colonialism’ as a historical process, and human agency. Frobenius himself had a 

deep impact upon Pan-African, and in particular Négritude, intellectuals. His classification of 

African civilisations through trends in culture and language met both Suzanne Césaire’s 

feminist and anti-colonial demands, as we read in her exercising of Ethiopianist ideology 

regarding the Hamitic as ‘outside of’ history: 

The Hamitic civilisation…is tied to the animal, to the conquest of the right to live 

through violent struggle and conquest…He does not have the sense of the 

continuity of generations, but of individual life. The mother is not required to be 

faithful to her husband if he is vanquished in battle. She becomes the wife of the 

victor.233 

Césaire’s turn to civilisational historicism to support a gender-conscious race pride, 

exemplified the adaptation of Frobenius’ work into the greater Pan-African historical 

consciousness. 
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However, Césaire’s theories on the historicity of pre-colonial Africa were often 

overshadowed by a greater concern for the impoverished colonial Caribbean. Césaire 

reiterated the role of historical consciousness in ‘decolonising the mind’ and applied the 

concept of poet as Diasporic historian, leader and prophet, acknowledging the presence of the 

writer within the remembrance of the past, and the possibility of the future: 

The poet becomes a prophet…Roads of yesterday and tomorrow where the mind 

renews forgotten ties with the diversity of the world. Bright clear roads where 

humankind, freed from the bonds of time and space, might see clearly, clearly into 

a past that is at the same time its future…Do not let the theoretician let us forget 

the poet.234 

Césaire centralises the poet or bard, in keeping with the contemporary indigenous Caribbean 

oral tradition, as a human vessel of memories marginalised by the archival or archaeological 

historian. However, the poet is also a symbol of resistance, as he or she does not write to meet 

the demands of the audience, national or imperial. Aimé Césaire’s image of Suzanne as 

obsessed with ‘destiny and heritage’, the inescapable yet intervallic tie between past and 

future, evokes the same ideas.235 Dedicated to Breton, confined by the stringent laws of exile 

within a Vichy concentration camp on his arrival at Martinique, Suzanne Césaire fully 

established the role of the poet within the Caribbean wartime politics of resistance and 

remembrance. 

Furthermore, Césaire reimagined wartime Europe’s ‘madness for power and 

domination’ as a result of the imperial superiority in the European historical consciousness 

and the forgotten past of ‘barbarie.’236 She echoed Aimé’s historical determinism in Discours 

sur le colonialism which depicted a Europe on the verge of self-ruin, and colonialism as the 

destructive antithesis to civilisation.237 Decolonisation as a historical ‘inevitability’, however, 

was first produced by Suzanne Césaire in Tropiques. Césaire claimed that a physical 

revolution would necessarily follow the ‘intellectual revolution’; the reclaiming of Africa past 

for Africa present would mark the expiration date for the mythological ‘civilising’ qualities of 

colonialism: 

It will be time finally to transcend the sordid contemporary antinomies: Whites-

Blacks, Europeans-Africans, civilized-savage…Colonial idiocies will be purified 
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by the welding arc’s blue flame.238  

A decade after writers in Revue had debated civilisation as a ‘historical process’, Césaire 

placed ‘civilisation ou barbarie’ at the centre of a discussion about cultural imperialism as a 

supporting structure of territorial colonialism. Césaire drew deeply from Négritude’s ‘Black 

Surrealism’ which she utilised to express the Pan-African ‘oneness’ of a common experience 

of suffering, and a perceived lack of resistance by colonised peoples: 

And now, a return to ourselves. We know where we stand in Martinique. The 

arrow of history dizzyingly indicated for us our human task: a society, corrupt 

from its origins through crime, reliant for the present on injustice and hypocrisy, 

fearful of its future because of its guilty conscience, must morally, historically and 

inevitably disappear.239 

Césaire’s ‘voice of dissent’ was not far from the determinist approach to historical 

inevitability, the lens through which socialist Aimé Césaire and Marxist René Ménil (and 

indeed CLR James) viewed the Pan-African revolution, an event they believed the inevitable 

result of ‘Marxist’ historical necessity.240 However, her turn to surrealism as a mode of 

expression in Tropiques, dedicated to Breton after her encounter with him, helped her to 

sustain ‘the image of freedom’ which Vichy domination had near-extinguished in 

Martinique.241 Indeed, surrealism was also an alternative historicist tool for deliberation on 

‘origins’, which forced Césaire to ‘move beyond the concept of a single origin to base the 

identity of Martinicans not on a mythic past but on their relationship to a land that has, for 

three centuries, moulded them and given them…a sense of continuity between generations.’242 

Césaire’s fascination with her own image as ‘inside history’ and with the passage of 

time is evidence of the impact which Frobenius’ civilisational historicism had upon her.243 Yet 

Césaire’s concurrent celebration and problematizing of pre-colonial cultures reflected her 
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experience as a woman subject to French colonialism and disenfranchisement on twofold 

grounds of race and gender.244 One concern frequently hovers between the lines of her writing. 

Would the anti-colonial African Revolution and the concomitant ‘return’ to ‘indigenous’ 

African culture, which she was advocating, invalidate the allegorical ‘protection and liberties’ 

afforded her by French imperial ‘forwardness’? How favourable would the Revolution be to 

women, who had to fight to be published within the pages of Pan-African journals and heard 

within the congresses? It is clear that Césaire struggled outside the grounds of civilisational 

historicism to envision a Pan-African future which would be inclusive of women, but it is also 

clear that she considered the historical experience of slavery to have rendered ‘void’ the ability 

of a French Empire to enfranchise or extend its protection to Black women.245 Césaire came to 

the eventual conclusion that: 

It is not at all about a backwards return, a resurrection of an African past that 

we have learned to know and respect. On the contrary…it is about becoming 

conscious of the incredible store of varied energies until now locked up within 

us. Too bad for those who consider us dreamers.246 

Denying that the revolution was about a ‘backwards’ return to pre-colonial culture, yet 

supporting the need for a revolution, was a compromise which did not contradict Césaire’s 

fears for the postcolonial generation. Generational change, where a postcolonial future was 

concerned, arose throughout Césaire’s work, with regards to the inclusion of women in the 

postcolonial future. Her daughter later recalled Césaire as an ‘active feminist avant la lettre, 

alert to every stay of women’s liberation. “Yours will be the generation of women with 

choices” she said to me one day.’247 

Césaire’s gender-consciousness was often overshadowed by the more pressing issue of 

colonialism. In ‘The Malaise of a Civilisation’, the entangled issues of violence as a means to 

end colonial oppression, and the revolution as a historical necessity, arose in accordance with 

Césaire’s experiences as an eyewitness to persecution in Vichy Martinique. The revolution is 

written as a struggle common to ‘men and women’ whose experiences of slavery united them:  

Repression, sufferings, sterility. How, why, in this people, only yesterday slaves, 

can there be this fatal misunderstanding? …We shall act. This land, ours, can 
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only be what we want it to be.248 

On the issue of violence in 1943, shortly before the journal was suppressed by Vichy censors, 

Césaire echoed Nardal’s turn to peaceful protest when she stated that ‘from among the 

powerful war weaponry the modern world now places at our disposal, our audacity has chosen 

surrealism.’249 Césaire did not view traditional collective violence, in the sense of gendered 

participation, which habitually disqualified women from the ‘struggle’ and created a post-

revolutionary system of emotional debt based on the ideology of sacrifice, or the ‘backwards 

return’ to a pre-colonial civilisation, to be beneficial to women. Writing from this perspective, 

Césaire demonstrated a desire to be included in the struggle, rather than to be protected, freed 

or enfranchised by male violence: 

And then I also think of tomorrow. Millions of Black hands, across the raging 

clouds of world war, will spread terror everywhere. Roused from a long 

benumbing torpor, this most deprived of all people will rise up, upon plains of 

ashes.250 

Clearly not to be counted among the Martinican women whom Nardal once declared ‘in 

haughty indifference to social issues’, Césaire’s concerns with past injustices and 

contemporary wartime oppression lay at a peculiar intercrossing in the anti-colonial 

consciousness, bringing past and present together.251 Césaire vocalised her fear of the 

‘backwards return’ yet rejected the imperial claim to ‘forwardness’. She dismissed 

revolutionary violence as a nation-state builder, yet called for an intellectual revolution 

through which the coloniser would see himself mirrored through the actions of the colonised.  

The Martinicans, whom Césaire imagined as ‘yesterday’s slaves’, would be avenged 

through a process of decolonisation which would include women, and reject the coloniser’s 

understanding of gender roles, but which should also not necessitate the ‘backwards return’ 

which Césaire feared. The ‘backwards return’ theory showed that feminists had accepted the 

coloniser’s image of the colonised, in their pre-colonial state. Not only did this postcolonial 

anxiety mark the way in which Césaire constructed her anti-colonial discourse, it also 

symbolized the relationship between colonised womanhood and the coloniser’s cautions of 

barbarianism and primitivism outside the ‘protective’ shell of colonialism. Protection in the 

form of oppression, however, was transparent to Césaire. It was not the existence of a pre-
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colonial past which Césaire feared, but the ‘presentizing’ of the past; the transposition of a 

culture which had been blocked in its natural development by the coloniser, onto the 

present.252 Historians such as Cheikh Anta Diop searched for a more positivistic view of the 

African past, as a framework for postcolonial cultural adhesion. In contrast, Césaire and 

Nardal exhibited an anxiety which lay between rejecting ‘backwardness’ yet fearing the turn 

from ‘forwardness’; the impasse between civilisational historicism and ‘civilising’ feminism 

which concerned both Nardal and Césaire. Whilst remedying the injustices of the past was 

necessary, the ‘restoration’ of the past was a fear which both women demonstrated during their 

wartime writings. Essentially, it was this fear which shaped the discourse on pre-colonial pasts 

and postcolonial futures, and in turn the nation-state building projects which emerged from 

this anti-colonial discourse. 

 

‘It’s not about a backwards return.’  

The Shadow of Violence as a Barrier between Pre-colonial Past and Postcolonial Future 

Both Suzanne Césaire and Paulette Nardal in the postwar period continued their tradition of 

literary activism; Nardal in the tradition of ‘civilising feminism’, Césaire turning to poetry to 

express disillusionment with the development of anti-colonial movements heedless of 

women’s intellectual contributions. Recurring themes adopted by Nardal and Césaire were 

violence, poverty and disparity, and the inability of postcolonial leadership to tackle either 

trend without embracing the possibility of women as the peaceful voice of the people. The 

defeat of Vichy France and the departmentalization of Martinique following a vote in 1946 

transformed the island and the lives of its intellectuals; although whether ‘colonised’ became 

‘citizen’ is a matter still under debate, particularly in the island’s ‘memory politics’.253 This 

matter is discussed by Élizabeth Landi and Silyane Larcher in ‘La mémoire coloniale vue de 

Fort-de-France’, which raises the question of the role of slavery and colonialism in 

postcolonial memory, in an island not quite decolonised, and hanging on to the imperial 

narratives which displace or distance the former in official state memorial ceremonies.254 

Césaire’s work in this period became more class conscious, regenerating the concept of 

‘yesterday’s slaves, tomorrow’s serfs’, whilst Nardal’s writings became infused with the 
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debate on violence, a topic which had been brought closer by her experiences of permanent 

disablement which continued after the war.255 Whilst Césaire mourned the departmentalisation 

as a continuation of ‘assimilation’ and a racialized class system, Nardal presented it as ‘social 

justice’; an opportunity for women to educate themselves and enter the enlightened ranks of 

the ‘civilized’ among Martinique’s political elite.256 It is clear that between Nardal and 

Césaire’s work there lay a profound difference with regards to ‘historical justice’ and change, 

and this shaped the way in which they constructed a postcolonial future, Césaire becoming 

gradually more anti-imperial in her historicist approach as she progressed. 

 Césaire wrote in 1945 on the historical necessity of decolonisation, marking her turn 

from Nardal’s pro-colonial approach which depicted colonialism as a form of social protection 

for women against all forms of ‘primitivism.’ In ‘the Great Camouflage’ she portrayed the 

continuation of colonialism under proposed ‘departmentalization’ as a historical betrayal 

which would further embed the European class structure racially into the Antilles. 

‘Backwardness’ was constructed as a product of ‘colonial serfdom’ and enslavement, rather 

than a civilisational by-product: 

In the meantime the Antillean serf lives miserably, abjectly on the lands of “the 

factory,” and the mediocrity of our townships is a nauseating spectacle… Here is 

an Antillean, great-grandson of a white coloniser and slave Negress… Here he is 

with his double strength and double ferocity, in a dangerously threatened 

equilibrium: he cannot accept his negritude; he cannot whiten himself.257 

Gendered narratives of enslavement appeared repeatedly within Césaire’s work. Colonial 

landowners ‘so like pale and entrapped moths’, were portrayed simultaneously as impotent 

and empowered by their position.’258 America itself is written as an Empire greater than 

European imperialism, one thriving on the labour of a colonised diaspora and its own 

postcolonial fear. Césaire believed that the ‘new continent’s’ competition with the ‘old 

continent’ had resulted in ‘colonial adventurism’ as an added historical inevitability, defining 

it as ‘fear of being surpassed by those who remained in Europe, already armed and equipped, 

fear of being in competition with people of colour quickly declared inferior in order to beat 
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them down.’259 The comparison made between American and European imperialism 

demonstrated the collective ‘inferiority complex’ as impetus for self-validating colonialism; 

civilisationally ‘newer’ realms depended upon the destruction of ‘older’ civilisations.  

What is most significant, however, was Césaire’s will to substitute pre-colonial past 

for a postcolonial present, contained within her paradoxical fear of the actualization of that 

prospect: 

It is Africa herself who, from across the Atlantic and the centuries pre-dating the 

slave-ships, dedicates to her Antillean children the gaze of sun-filled desire… Africa 

is still there, present she waits, undulating, devourer of Whites, immensely virgin in 

spite of colonisation…Antilles-Africa, thanks to the drums, the nostalgia for earthly 

spaces lives on in the hearts of these islanders. Who will overcome this nostalgia?260 

Imperial power is understood by Césaire as inherently cyclical, the evolution of history 

beyond human agency giving and taking away European and African empires.261 Césaire 

superimposes Fort-de-France onto the image of ‘Jerusalem’, a space of historical and 

interminable conflict between self-contained civilisations, each vying for superiority on a 

tempo-civilisational scale. Césaire replaces this with the postcolonial power; the power of a 

people over themselves, centralizing herself within the text as a prophet envisioning the war 

which would follow the closure of the last. 

 Nardal, however, unlike Césaire, had more qualms about prophesying violence as a 

form of social justice or a revolutionary necessity, pre-empting Hannah Arendt’s ‘ethics of 

participation.’262 Sharpley-Whiting suggests that Nardal carried with her the postwar ‘present-

past memory’ of violence’s destructive qualities, perhaps not unlike Césaire’s fixation on post-

slavery disinheritance and poverty.263 Nardal’s story ‘Exile’ which had appeared in La 

Dépêche Africaine, evoked the isolating experience of a Black woman working in Paris, 

excluded by colonial racism which followed her from colony to metropole, who dreams of 

returning to the Antilles to escape the overwhelming exoticism of the identity imposed upon 

her by the colonial gaze.264 This re-imagining of the Caribbean as a safe space, a space which 

violence had somehow failed to fully colonise and subdue, evoked Nardal’s passage from the 

violence of the metropole to the familiarity of her pays natal, on which much of her post-war 
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pacifist activism took place and on which much of her feminist advocacy took root. 

Similarities between the Afro-Caribbean and North African experiences must be made here, 

where orientalism played a role in defining colonial imagery and opinions about women.265 

Nardal’s postwar ‘civilising feminism’ took the form of the Woman’s Assembly, a 

Martinican equivalent to the Parisian Union Féminine Civique et Sociale, where Nardal’s 

participation had shaped her own future postcolonial feminism.266 However, the 

Rassemblement Féminin or ‘Women’s Assembly’ was intended to be an outreach organization 

for Catholic women, focusing on education, political empowerment and moral ‘regeneration’, 

blending postcolonial ideals with an often imperceptible religious perspective. The Women’s 

Assembly published a monthly journal, La Femme dans la Cité, in which Nardal and others 

wrote from a pacifist, pro-womanist, postcolonial perspective. Denying accusations that the 

Assembly was a ‘camouflage for a political party’ to extend women’s political participation 

beyond suffrage, Nardal wrote: 

Our goal is the social education of women…solidarity, support of the interests of 

mother and child, human dignity, healthcare, etc.…Hatred is not a constructive 

feeling. So let us move forward without preoccupying ourselves with knowing if 

the child or the woman whose health we are trying to protect belongs to such or 

such political milieu, because all that is human is ours.267 

Pacifism alongside humanist education and a ‘depoliticized’ socialism were the main missions 

of the Assembly. Nardal’s manifesto proclaimed that women would struggle together to 

overcome inherited anger and ‘create a new frame of mind favourable to the rapprochement of 

classes and races and to social progress. To understand pressing social projects. To do 

civilising work.’268  

Nardal envisioned a postcolonial Utopia in which ‘woman’ would become ‘civilizer’, 

replacing the imperial paternalist framework of patronage and protection which had resulted 

in the disenfranchisement of Martinican women on grounds of both race and gender. 

According to Nardal, it was not only an era in which the postcolonial peoples would reclaim 

their pasts and indeed, the idea of existing within history; it was also an era in which ‘women 
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could write themselves into history, could indeed create it.’269 The participation envisioned by 

Nardal was ‘civilising work’, through which they could ‘remake the world…create 

History.’270 

However, Nardal’s postwar activism was caught between disillusionment with the 

colonial past and fears for the postcolonial future, and the impact of the transition, violent or 

peaceful, on women. Nardal’s postwar disability shaped the way in which she viewed violence 

and struggle as inherently incompatible with social justice, posing an alternative to the 

Marxist ‘necessary struggle.’ A Christian humanism, in Nardal’s eyes, would be the bedrock 

for the postcolonial transition. It would demand charity, forgiveness, and a peaceful process to 

heal the wounds of poverty inflicted upon Africa and the Caribbean by colonialism, yet also, 

in Nardal’s vision, a movement of feminist, pacifist peace-building which would put back 

together a world torn apart by over-ambitious self-destructive men.271 Nardal divorced the war 

from its colonial context, rebuking those who envisioned a mode of self-determination which 

would necessitate violence, suggesting that violence was merely another form of injustice 

rather than a tool to remove social injustice. Love of violence, Nardal claimed, was the 

tendency towards a ‘lazy solution’, which she identified with Marxist movements that 

advocated violent revolutions, spurred by racial hatred, as a replacement for natural human 

‘progress.’272 These theories, it is important to note, appeared fifteen years later, reversed, in 

Frantz Fanon’s work on historical justice and the necessity of violence to level inequality, 

cleanse spaces, and decolonise the mind.273 

Violence stands out as a key theme in Nardal’s drive towards ‘peaceful progress’ and 

civilisational ‘forwardness’. As a political commentator she supported Aimé Césaire, but 

criticised the more radical of his supporters. In the first issue of La Femme dans la Cité, 

Nardal underlined that pacifism and feminism were interdependent and necessary to each 

other, suggesting that women’s contribution to ‘the progress of humanity’ would be ‘equal but 

different’ to that of men, founded in a concept of peace-making, motherhood, nurturing, and 

education of ‘less privileged women.’274 Nardal stated that women’s role, particularly in any 

political transition, should be that of a civilised ‘pacifism’. She stated that ‘instead of 

increasing men’s passions with their own agitation, they will endeavour to exercise a calming 
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influence in their respective milieus.’275 

Although Nardal echoed many of First Wave feminism’s familiar adages, the 

references to progress and forwardness are rooted in ideas about modernity. It has been noted 

that British feminists during the early 1900s engaged with the possibilities that empire offered 

as a vehicle for broadcasting ideologies and re-educating populations. In particular, Midgley 

notes that ‘modernity’ itself was constructed culturally from the encounter with those deemed 

‘outsiders’ within the Empire, and that imperialist thinking attached itself to the construct of 

modernity in a number of ways, one of which was to argue for advancement in global 

civilisation, with a central role for women.276 The comparison with Catholic or missionary 

feminist thought in France is a difficult, but interesting one. Nardal herself, in the post-war 

period, repeatedly stressed woman’s role in leading man away from his inherent inclination 

toward violence, the ‘primitive’ backwardness which would hinder ‘social progress’, and 

gives an insight into the replacement of colonial ‘civilizer’ with postcolonial ‘civilizer’, 

woman replacing man as the peace-building support underpinning society.277 Her position 

reflected what Porter defines as the western women’s ‘empathetic community’, which prized 

peaceful activism above revolutionary ‘coercive’ struggles, whilst also supporting the need to 

respect difference and coexistence rather than force cultural assimilation.278 

Nardal positioned herself between the analyses of gender, race and class; presenting an 

image of postwar Martinique ravaged by poverty, yet failed to recognise the inability or 

unwillingness of the Black bourgeoisie to resolve it. During this period, the founder of 

Martinique’s Communist Party, Ménil, accused the bourgeoisie of shifting the blame for 

economic disparity to imperialism, whilst silently and carefully opting out of the physical anti-

colonial struggle for which they called.279 Nardal’s position on departmentalisation, rather 

than decolonisation, was perhaps swayed by her support for Aimé Césaire’s electoral 

campaign.280 Her support for Césaire also symbolised her reconciliation of the postcolonial 

stance with the pro-colonial gaze; ‘civilising work’ through education would not only lead to 
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material equality, peacefully, but would allow the previously-colonised citizen to become the 

‘civilizer’ of the ‘forward’ postcolonial Utopia, rather than emulating a ‘backwards’ Soviet 

totalitarianism. However, the dualism of backwardness and forwardness necessitated some 

assimilation into an emerging Wilsonian understanding of modernization and the universality 

of humanity, with which anti-colonial activists were often at odds, including Suzanne Césaire. 

Wilsonian self-determination, unlike Marxist internationalism, employed a Whig historicism 

which did not always seduce intellectuals who had rejected universalism in favour of 

particularism.281 

However, it becomes clear that in Nardal’s opinion violence, rather than the paternal 

association with a ‘fatherland’, was the main deterrent to social equality and civilisational 

‘forwardness’, through which a postcolonial future could be accessed. Nardal lauded ‘social 

justice’ as a prophylactic for violence, which would ease society into a state of 

‘forwardness.’282 In ‘Facing History’, Nardal wrote: 

We are facing the birth of a new world…We have learned that true progress can 

only be obtained by suffering, freely offered sacrifice, by continually moving 

beyond ourselves…The astonishing diversity of individuals, parties, nations, and 

races affirms more and more the profound unity of human nature.283 

This humanist concept of unconditional sacrifice, as Nardal saw it, differed from the 

militaristic sacrifice, which was given on condition of the power or object which it would 

achieve by coercion. This universal humanism appears throughout La Femme dans la Cité and 

replaces the anti-colonialism which appeared in Tropiques.  

Nardal also noted in this article that ‘despite historical determinism, the will of 

mankind could prevail’, a statement directed at the role of humanity in civilisation.284 It 

appears Nardal struggled less with the concept of ‘forwardness’ than Suzanne Césaire, whose 

Frobenius-inspired celebration of an African past was compromised by her fear of being post-

colonially ‘re-united’ with that ‘primitive, unordered’ past.285 Here, a difference must be made 

between the ‘forwardness’ of the colonially-constructed ‘civilisation ou barbarie’, and the 

‘forward-thinking’ Postcolonialism of the postwar period, an alternative to the ‘return’ which 

was perhaps produced by fear of the consequences of the violence intellectuals deemed 
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necessary for national liberation.286  

Nardal situated her questions between ‘backwards’ and ‘forwards’ development, in 

particular inquiring whether violence would act as a tool for social justice or as a tool for 

vengeance, the latter at odds with her Christian humanist forgiveness and own war 

experiences. Césaire, however, linked the necessity of violence to the revolutionary Caribbean 

and the memory of slavery, violence acting as retributive justice, remarking ‘we have too soon 

forgotten the slave ships and the sufferings of our slave forebears. Here forgetfulness is 

tantamount to cowardice.’287 She attributed the acceptance of colonialism ‘by emancipated 

people of colour’ to ‘collective disremembrance’, and the erroneous post-slavery desire to 

obtain that which slavery prevented; assimilation.288 Disremembrance was, according to 

Césaire, a heavy price to pay for survival. This collective assimilation, according to Césaire, 

would be cleansed only through redemptive violence, ‘the formidable, the inescapable 

pressure of destiny which bathes the entire world in blood in order to give it tomorrow, its 

new visage.’289 This violence, as Césaire understood it, would not bring about a ‘backwards 

return’ but would decolonise the mind and ‘mobilize every living strength’ which the 

colonised people had surrendered to colonialism.290  

Here, Césaire differed vastly from Nardal in her imagined transition to the 

Postcolonial Utopia, the latter holding forgiveness and diplomatic alternatives to violence to 

be the only means of healing society after decolonisation.291 Violence was presented by Nardal 

as not only the antithesis to pacifist feminism and women’s best interests, but as a postcolonial 

re-colonisation of the mind which would result in a form of postcolonial nationalism 

destructive to individual thinking, betterment, and education. Nardal declared in ‘On 

Intellectual Laziness’ that violence was the submission of the ‘weak’ to an ‘easy solution’, 

often advocated by those camouflaging their own participation in a class system, and that only 

through education could the next generation bypass it as an option. This ‘easy solution’, as 

Nardal perceived it, was being taught in Martinican schools in the form of ‘pseudo-anti-

colonial’ thinking, whereby even the postwar ‘United Nations Charter’ was labelled ‘an 
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enterprise of propaganda to benefit American imperialism.’292 Thus, Nardal concluded, 

through postcolonial anxiety embedded within the education system, women’s minds were 

intellectually colonised to resist an ‘imagined imperialism’ rather than the violence and 

gendered systems of oppression they experienced in the postcolonial state. Nardal’s first 

priority was the safety and empowerment of women, yet unlike Césaire, she did not perceive 

an ‘imagined threat of imperialism’ to be greater than the threat of violence against women 

which an anti-colonial war might produce, or which acted as a ‘backwards’ barrier to equality 

during peacetime.293  

In October 1948, the murder of a factory owner in Martinique reinforced Nardal’s 

rejection of the ‘anti-colonial’ justification for violence, and she decried the comparison 

between slavery, the colonial labour system and the wage-slavery of the ‘modern labouring 

classes.’ This comparison, as Nardal saw it, was a product of ‘intellectual laziness’ which 

racialized class discontent to justify violence, essentially reinforcing the racialist association 

of ‘darkness’ and ‘barbarism’ or ‘primitive’ unthinking violence, thus preventing the 

‘betterment’ of Black Martinicans.294 Nardal did not recognise the pyramid system which 

operated racially in the Antilles. The act of killing a white employer, according to Nardal, was 

neither anti-colonial nor revolutionary as Marxists upheld it to be, but merely reaffirmed the 

colonial stereotype of barbarism, counter-productively imprisoning the colonial worker in 

both his class status and racial stereotype. Nardal, from the context of her social position, held 

the workers to be ‘brave’ in their intentions but ‘weak’ in their acts and reasoning: ‘blinded by 

hatred of race and of class, they cast themselves as bloodthirsty brutes and sacrificed, on the 

altar of politics, a white man who had been one of their best friends.’295 Nardal described how, 

in the face of this crime, ‘the Martinican female conscience was indignant’, again placing 

women in a central position to comment on the nature and rationale behind violence.296 The 

passage evokes the deterministic ideology supporting class violence in the region, which 

Césaire had once written as the ‘pressure of destiny which bathes the entire world in blood in 

order to give it tomorrow.’297 Destiny, as viewed by Nardal however, was not brought about 
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by violent human agency, nor could ‘tomorrow’ be coerced into arriving ‘more quickly’ 

through a violent end to decolonisation. 

 

Anxiety, Gender, and Anti-colonialism: A Conclusion 

Comparing Nardal’s work in the Revue and La Femme dans la Cité with Césaire’s literature in 

Tropiques, we can come to the conclusion that, owing to the social context which produced 

them, Nardal saw less profit from anti-colonial violence than from peaceful and inclusive 

processes. Césaire, however, saw the historical exclusion of a people from a space which their 

forced labour had produced, and anticipated a revolutionary struggle to retrieve that space as a 

means of self-determinative protection.298 It also becomes clear that the anti-colonial attack on 

poverty, injustice and modern ‘slavery’ extended into postcolonial anxieties regarding the 

presence and perhaps increase of these issues in the postcolonial state. Violent or peaceful 

transition from ‘yesterday’ to ‘tomorrow’ were analysed by both Nardal and Césaire with 

reference to ‘backwardness’ and ‘forwardness’, violence itself becoming a question of 

necessity or unfeasibility. Nardal’s middle-class gaze read the recourse to violence as the 

confirmation of colonial stereotypes and therefore paradoxically counter-productive. Césaire, 

however, was militantly opposed to ‘assimilation’ and advocated that the ‘colonised’ should 

decide the best route to ‘tomorrow’ in spite of and beyond their existence within stereotypes; 

pandering to the colonial imagination would not aid in ‘cleansing’ the mind as a colonised 

space. Revolutionary violence was in the anti-colonial sense ‘redemptive’ as a historical 

necessity.299 It is clear that while Césaire invested in collective consciousness and social 

‘conditioning’, Nardal did not accept that ‘mental colonialism’ existed beyond, or as a 

substitute for, individual reasoning. The collective historical consciousness was thus 

problematized by Nardal’s ‘civilising feminism’ outside of the Pan-African consensus. 

Violence also problematized any ideology regarding ‘forwardness’ and ‘backwardness’ 

in decolonising processes, where a transition to ‘modernity’ was accepted to be the objective. 

Nardal perceived violence as a fraudulent attempt to dupe the passage of time and the natural 

speed of modernization, through which societies would arrive at modernity via peaceful 

change and democratic solutions. Violence, by this reasoning, created a temporal slip 

‘backwards’ into barbarism, the antithesis to modernity, whilst wearing the mask of 
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‘tomorrow’ by offering an end to the oppression of ‘today.’ According to Nardal, violence was 

not a likely social equalising tool or method for ‘decolonising the mind.’ Instead it 

necessitated that the colonised individual enter the very stereotype of barbarism and 

‘backwardness’ laid down for him by the colonial imagination, thereby undermining the claim 

of the ‘indigenous’ to civilisation and ‘forwardness’ within self-determinative modernity.300 

Where Césaire feared the perpetuation of this colonial category or stereotype and presented 

‘violent sacrifice’ as a historically determinist means to emancipate the mind, Nardal found 

such conclusions to be paradoxical. Violence reaffirmed and strengthened the stereotype of 

‘barbarism’, re-colonised the mind through fear and a tendency to submit to collective 

violence rather than intellectual ‘reason’, revealing a dependency upon physical rather than 

intellectual strength which she viewed as a dangerous weakness.  

Violence posed the greatest ‘impasse’ to the question of pre-colonial past and 

postcolonial future as dealt with by Nardal and Césaire, and it is important not to discount 

gender and experiences of war as factors in their conclusions on decolonisation. Expressed 

through historical consciousness, the ‘impasse’ sat between the desire for a postcolonial future 

and preoccupation with the colonial present, in which the pre-colonial was simultaneously a 

symbol for resistance, remembrance, and the justification for the ‘civilising mission.’ Anti-

colonial intellectuals simultaneously rejected the image of ‘backwardness’ whilst also 

cautioning against a ‘backwards return.’ Significantly, both Césaire and Nardal rejected the 

idea of a ‘backwards return’, or the ‘presentizing of the past’, yet could not propose solutions 

as to how to reclaim and preserve a unique cultural heritage destroyed by colonialist 

assimilation, without ‘going backwards’ into the ‘barbarism’ envisioned within the imperial 

imagination. Césaire advocated transitional change irrespective of the Occidental gaze, which 

perpetually measured the actions of the colonised against a civilisational scale of 

‘backwardness’ to ‘forwardness.’ Revolutionary violence, however, was ultimately rejected by 

Nardal as a ‘backwards’ repetition of histories played and lost, an act through which only 

material profits could be gained and intellectual strength, as representative of a civilised 

forwardness, lost.  

My conclusion must rest upon the fact that even though Nardal and Césaire’s private 

struggles about the possibility of gender-based inequalities in future postcolonial states did not 

go unheard, their arguments were inconclusive. Their significance is rather that they 

contributed to a wider discussion in the Francophone world on the rejection of ‘historical’ 
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grounds for colonialism. Their rejection of the mission civilatrice was, for example, 

fundamentally Francophone in its parameters, and a major factor in the decolonisation of 

historical thinking, where ‘backwards/forwards’ applied to ‘superior/inferior’. Their debate 

reflects a unique clash between the ideology of the French empire and its target audience in 

this case- a liberal West Indian educated elite, many of whom were women like Césaire and 

Nardal. Their forthcoming anti-colonial discourse actively dismissed the idea that colonialism 

was ‘good for women’, or protected their rights and physical body. However, their ideas were 

distinctly shaped by the social class in which they were educated, and accessed an audience of 

readers. For both Nardal and Césaire, these issues were complexified by the Empire’s 

previous attempts to reinstitute slavery, and could not be divorced from the French empire’s 

role in the trans-Atlantic slave trade which had displaced millions of African women, men, 

and children. The ability to revolt against an ideology, and indeed the political and economic 

structures it supported, is something I will now re-examine in the work of C.L.R. James on 

Revolutionary Haiti.  
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Introduction 

A Question of Historical Inevitability 

Few figures stand out as prominently in the history of twentieth-century Pan-Africanism and 

Black Radicalism as C.L.R. James, whose life and work highlights questions already raised in 

this thesis. As a precursor to the Afro-Marxist movement which second-generation historian 

Walter Rodney promoted in the Caribbean, James’ ideas influenced the subsequent generation 

who physically took decolonisation into their own hands. Between provincial Trinidad in the 

West Indies and imperial-metropolitan London, between historical writing and political 

mobilisation, negotiating Francophone and Anglophone, Marxism and anti-colonialism, 

James’ presence in this study is both a product of choice and necessity. He cannot be 

categorised as succinctly as his contemporaries, and must be understood biographically as 

both producer and product of anti-colonialism in Pan-African history, which adapted over 

time and space to inform dialogues on class, race, empire and feminism.  A participant in Pan-

African activism from the moment of his arrival in London, James’ transformation from 

literary prodigy into anti-colonial historian can be described as a process of radicalisation 

brought about by witnessing colonialism and turning to the Radical Left as an antidote to 

racism until his death in 1989.  

James, raised in colonial Trinidad, had very different views about the importance of 

historical inquiry for anticolonial intellectuals. As once historian remarks, there are vast 

differences between Anglophone and Francophone Caribbean interactions with the 

philosophies of Marxism, particularly given the pre-existing role of republican thinking in the 

French Caribbean. What is interesting that Martinican Négritude thinkers, from Aimé Césaire 

to a later generation of postcolonial thinkers (Chamoiseau, Glissent, Soyinka) whose concerns 

about trans-Atlantic slavery were focused on the ‘loss’ of origins, histories, and collective 

memories, differed vastly to the voices of Trinidadians radicalised by London’s inter-war 

campus debates. Chamoiseau’s postcolonial body of work is an excellent example of the 

attempt to memorialise slavery and its consequences, whilst also embracing the créolité they 

imaged would heal the Caribbean’s deep divisions.301 While Négritude thinkers, as one 

historian pointed out, focused on ‘the fact that people from the Caribbean suffer from an 

absence of ruins, a lack of concrete evidence of their past that would help anchor their history 

and identity firmly in place’, as reflected in the previous chapter, James was, at the same time, 
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perusing the history of the French revolution in the Caribbean for flaws, errors, and mishaps, 

and applying the Haitian political system to a possible postcolonial Trinidad.302  

The strange interaction between the French and English-speaking Caribbean worlds 

during the inter-war period is remarkable, and demonstrates the extent to which European 

linguistic barriers prevented the spread of transnational anti-colonial ideas in the region, and 

indeed, Africa. While Trinidad and Tobago entered into a Pan-Africanist-inspired West Indian 

Federation in the postcolonial era, their French neighbours remained a department of France, 

deeply retentive of French culture and a Créole approach to Caribbean histories of migration 

and acculturation. Given the proximity of Trinidad and Martinique, it is interesting that the 

Communist Parties on either island corresponded more with their respective party 

headquarters than with each other? Was the failure of the Communist project to rise above 

linguistic barriers in the Caribbean linked to the wider failure of a transnational anti-colonial 

ideology which colonial peoples in general could relate to? The trajectory of Caribbean 

history, and the lack of postcolonial cooperation between intellectuals in French and British 

ex-colonies is one which I will bear in mind when examining James’ work for contemporary 

influences, given his interest in French and Haitian revolutionary history. 

In this chapter, I concentrate on a particular historical question which relates to both 

James’ life and works as mirrors of his historical environment, the colonial Caribbean, and 

academic life in the imperial metropole. James’ gave multiple reasons for adopting historical 

writing to communicate ideas to a wider Caribbean audience. From his postwar studies Notes 

on Dialectics: Hegel- Marx- Lenin (1948), to Every Cook Can Govern (1956), to the early 

edition of A History of Pan-African Revolt (1938), James constantly reasserted the importance 

of historical research and writing to inform the politics of the future. However, James’ natural 

inclination towards the past was not solely presentist or politically-functional, as historians 

focusing on James’ Marxism and historical materialism would often have us believe. My own 

question problematises this approach both intellectually and biographically. In this chapter, I 

inquire into the nature of historical ‘inevitability’ as a feature of James’ anti-colonial and 

postcolonial historicism, which naturally reflects a historical consciousness produced and 

experienced within the colonial-postcolonial trajectory from the 1930s to 1960s. How might I 

best historically explain this individual activist and academic’s use of this concept, which 

shaped his representation of Pan-African present-pasts, and postcolonial future-pasts? Was the 

pull of ‘inevitability’ for James generated more by interwar anti-colonial politics in the 
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metropole or by the national question in the post-war Caribbean? Was it shaped by his 

understanding of the longue durée of the historical presence of Africans in the Diaspora and 

the economics of the present as the material legacy of the past? 

Adding to James’ published spectrum of work, the C.L.R. James Collection at Senate 

House has redefined the questions I intended to ask, by providing me with answers which 

problematized pre-existing historiography. Among the many documents in the C.L.R. James 

Papers are extraordinary sources for employing the post-war life of James as a lens to view the 

colonial-postcolonial transition. Indeed, viewing James biographically determines my own 

approach to his shifting historical consciousness, the archive in this case differentiating the 

private or unpublished concern from the confident public declaration, a tool which the 

historian by definition and necessity cannot pass over in favour of cursory literary 

contextualisation. In reality, James’ relationship with the Pan-African movement, his 

traversing of the borders and bridges between activism and academe, and most importantly, 

his progression from historically-conscious literature to academic historical research and 

writing, can only be understood within the context of the minor details of his private life. In 

this sense, James is not a typical anti-colonial historian but has similarities with other Pan-

Africanists in his acceptance that the past was the key to the future. James reached this 

conclusion in London, where the student network available to him included George Padmore 

and other Pan-Africanists, who drew upon historical consciousness to overturn the imperial 

civilizing narrative.  

My source base builds upon James’ acknowledged database of historical literature, 

articles, pamphlets and speeches, and includes his private correspondence, his intimate 

involvement in West Indian decolonisation and the court case leading to his disillusionment 

with postcolonial nationalism. It spans his travels between London, the U.S., and Trinidad, 

and indeed his relationships, from the political to the personal. These sources collected at 

Senate House and the British National Archives James’ Collections lay bare events in James’ 

life and his memorialisation of the ‘inevitable’ colonial-postcolonial transition.  

From the perspective of James’ lifespan in its entirety, literary career and 

correspondence, it is clear that James conceptualised at an early stage what he referred to as 

‘historical memory’, a collective consciousness of shared pasts and identity beyond material 

culture, in the sense of generational memory.303 James recalled his own introduction to 

‘alternative memory’ within the ‘debunking autobiographies’ of Britain’s war poets in the 
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twenties which proved a very public departure from the normative narrative of accepted 

casualties and necessary conflict, an early form of anti-history in the inter-war period.304 

Interestingly, James’ early expression of Pan-Africanism was informed by this anti-Puritan 

strain in interwar Anglophone writing which co-existed uneasily with triumphalist histories of 

the empire. Even in his re-appraisal of T.S. Eliot, James resorts to his urge to mobilise 

historical consciousness, to make use of memory production, and most importantly, to 

consolidate a sense of ‘African origin’ in the ever-shifting colonial Diaspora. In 1963, after his 

return from the federalised West Indies, James opposed Eliot’s position in Little Gidding 

which informs us that the use of memory is for ‘liberation from the future as well as the 

past.’305 James wrote in response: 

That is exactly what I do not think about these memories. They do not liberate me 

in any sense except that once you have written down something your mind is ready 

to go further. I do not want to be liberated from them. I would consider liberation 

from them a grievous loss, irreparable. I am not recording tragedy. I do not wish to 

be liberated from that past and, above all, I do not wish to be liberated from its 

future. Not me. Most of this book had already been written when it so happened 

that I revisited the West Indies after twenty-six years’ absence and stayed there for 

over four years. Greedily I relived the past, every inch of it that I could find, I took 

part in the present…and I speculated and planned and schemed for the future; 

among other plans, how to lay racialism flat and keep stamping on it whenever it 

raises its head, and at the same time not to lose a sense of proportion- not at all 

easy. I do not deny that there are memories, and West Indian ones, that I may wish 

to be liberated from.306 

For James, knowledge of the past was both personal and political, remembered and 

constructed, and could be rewritten and disputed, its guardians being both historical subjects 

and agents of the production of history. Reading the representation of the past in the present, 

in the context of a faltering colonialism increasingly open to criticism, allowed James to call 

into question the motives of imperial historians, as a memory community based on a victory 

narrative. It also demanded recognizing the relationship between the individual, memory 

production, and scholarly historical writing. Part of my question relates to James’ inversion of 

the colonial narrative and its moral upper hand for his own anti-colonial purposes.   
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The increasing criticism voiced by anti-imperial historians in the Caribbean during 

1920-1940 bridged the memorialised past of enslavement, the contemporary colonial 

stagnation of the plantational Caribbean, and the desired future often represented by the image 

of decolonised, emancipated Haiti. This generational appeal to the past which James claimed 

filtered from the colonial Caribbean Diaspora into Marxist youth organisations in McCarthyist 

U.S., was initially engendered by Marxist historians like James and Eric Williams, mobilisers 

or ‘weaponisers’ of history. This historical discourse was adopted as a way to legitimise both 

anti-colonial political positions, and a pre-existing historical consciousness which had not yet 

found a means of expression to combat silences in academic writing and the accepted 

historical narrative.307 My question with regards to James’ life and career therefore relates the 

coinciding explosion in Pan-African histories, to which he contributed, to anti-colonial 

activism within a wide array of institutions tackling the national question and decolonisation.  

‘Inevitability’ was employed as a concept by many anti-colonial historians, acting on 

the premise that history had a pattern and a pre-destiny, and that colonialism would 

‘necessarily’ destroy itself. This concept, linked to Trotsky’s philosophy of history and 

‘inevitable revolution’, transformed the representation of the past according to anti-colonial 

desires for decolonisation. Did histories based on inevitability, although supported by archival 

and secondary sources, compliment or contradict the agency of revolutionaries in history, by 

replacing their agency with the ‘inevitability’ of their actions? How did James seek to realign 

those contradictions as an eyewitness to decolonisation and an analyst of past anti-colonial 

slave revolutions, in which he envisaged the anti-colonial future? How did James’ present 

urge him to seek a historical approach which reconciled inevitability and human agency or 

free will? How was this question related to his analysis of materialism as a historical force?  I 

will clarify when, why, and in relation to what events, James employed inevitability to 

persuade his peers of the importance of the past in transforming the historical trajectory of the 

Diaspora and colonies. 

 

 

James: A Historiographical Perspective 

Recently historians have dealt more pointedly with James’ historical consciousness from the 

point of his dialectical approach, Marxist materialism and revisionist teleology. Nick Nesbitt 
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for example does not reduce James’ relatedness to the past to political presentism but states 

that James’ approach was shaped by the Marxist materialism we see in Notes on Dialectics 

and contemporary world systems theory.308 Nesbitt claims that  

In part a result of his dual position as Black Caribbean subject of colonialism and 

subject to a liberationist, anti-colonial communism, James is perhaps the first 

commentator to envision the Haitian Revolution as a sequence of world-historical 

events of global modernity. In light of James’ analysis, the  Haitian Revolution 

appears today as the first traumatic announcement of a radically decentred 

modernity only now becoming fully apparent…James described ‘from below’ the 

radical revolution that first overthrew this world-system based upon slave 

labour.’309 Nesbitt adds that James ‘wished to draw our attention to the radical 

legacy of a French Revolution that demonstrated to the world that, even in the 

most rigidified and atavistic societies, a disenfranchised multitude of subjects can 

become agents.310  

I will later confront in the context of The Black Jacobins the dichotomy between James’ 

reliance upon ‘great men’ to weave agency into historical narratives of ‘inevitability’, and his 

refusal to narrate single-class narratives. The latter position stems from the influence of his 

participation in the Pan-African movement and labour activism, and a resulting recognition 

that there was ‘no single way in which the history of an event…can be told.’311 Clearly, 

identifying agency and causation were central to James’ historical consciousness, and rooted 

in his desire for knowledge of power transfers. However, this latter desire cannot be divorced 

from the historical context of his travels, disputes and intellectual role within the radical left 

which I take as the historical framework for a question of historical inevitability. This is a 

question which can only be lent meaning in the context of a vanishing colonialism. Whether 

James considered his own agency for influencing the future with his historical consciousness 

is an associated question. 

David Scott’s Conscripts of Modernity, a seminal work on James’ vision of a 

postcolonial ‘Future Past’, explores the significance of the anti-colonial understanding of 

historical time and transition at moments of great change in the trajectory of empires and 

settler colonies. In this study, Scott re-evaluates the anti-colonial intellectual analysis of 

material historicism, historical necessity, and revolutionary trajectory, as part of the anti-
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colonial imagining of a future postcolonial utopia. Focusing on The Black Jacobins, Scott 

argues that anti-colonial historians envisioned the transition from colonialism to post-

colonialism as a romance informed by the historical narratives enshrining the French 

Enlightenment and Revolution, which defined ‘emancipation’ in terms of its accessibility via 

the path of modernity’s sacrifice, undoubtedly a violent path. Scott roots this intellectual 

idealism in the contemporary Marxist attitude to the necessity of violence within revolutionary 

progressive trajectories. Scott contextualises James’ approach with the work of Frantz Fanon, 

Aimé Césaire, and other intellectuals who expounded the ideology of ‘blood sacrifice’ as 

revolutionary redemption prior to their participation in anti-colonial national liberation 

campaigns or their withdrawal from the reality of the transition, depending on the intellectual. 

This discourse on revolutionary violence and its necessity ranged from collective martyrdom 

to the death of the coloniser/slaver as necessary to full emancipation. 

In reference to James’ retelling of the Haitian Revolution with the context of the anti-

colonial movement in mind, Scott tells us that: 

James’ preoccupation is with the relation between the personality and history, 

between agency and structure, between individual creativity and moments of 

fundamental change in human society. He was concerned to take issue as much 

with those historiographical practises in which transcendental forces drive events 

as with those in which the action of individuals appears as the mere epiphenomena 

of underlying causes…James was alert to the fact that there is no single way in 

which the history of an event- any event, let alone one as momentous and epoch-

making as the one with which he was concerned- can be told…The constitution of 

a historical discourse and the composition of a historical narrative are interpretive 

exercises and, therefore, partly at least aesthetic, moral, and political choices- or 

commitments- made by the historian writing. James is consequently alive to the 

positivist fallacy that the role of facts is that of arbiter and adjudicator of historical 

meaning. And he is alive to the error in the idea…that it is possible- indeed 

necessary- to disassociate factual content from literary form as a condition of 

maintaining the historian’s fidelity to truth… For him, history is not merely the 

provision of useful information about “what really happened,” but the endowment 

of events with significance and meaning. James, I am going to suggest, is a 

storyteller, a mythmaker.312 

Scott goes beyond the idea that the anti-colonial historian ‘presentizes’ historical events to suit 
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political purpose, but does suggest paradoxically that while ‘fact’ is the mirage of historical 

scholarship, a mythmaker has qualities a historian does not. In the shape of James, however, a 

mythmaker was born of a will to entice the audience to some conclusion based on the 

recasting of the historical stage to reveal previously undetectable economic elements. Indeed, 

The Black Jacobins monograph was first dramatized and intended for public performance 

rather than a purely textual thesis. The question of James’ as the historical revisionist and 

dramatist of the actual Pan-African world, and his movements in the 1930s in the context of 

the London student network, remains untouched. 

Scott problematises the employment of ‘sacrifice’ in the context of the French and 

Haitian Enlightenments, by reference to Hannah Arendt’s polemic on the subversion of history 

and the place of ‘violence’ within the revolutionary historical consciousness, and ultimately 

argues for a rereading of colonial-postcolonial transitions through the lens of tragedy, as 

uncovered in James’ second edition of The Black Jacobins.313 Scott asks, in reference to 

Koselleck’s Futures Past and the anti-colonial reconstruction of historical time: 

What if the present in relation to which the recharacterization of the past has been 

constructed loses its critical salience…What if the imagined futures that had given 

point and direction to the intervention in the present and the rehistoricization of 

the past suddenly evaporated as a possible horizon of hope and longing? How 

would this affect the kind of “effective history” histories of the present purport to 

be? 314  

In other words, Scott is asking us whether the invention of decolonisation retrospectively 

within revolutionary narratives silences the historical reality of change and transition within 

power vacuums, or whether this invention represents the re-colonisation of historical 

landscapes and borders by postcolonial nation states, with the same ideological system that 

drove eighteenth and nineteenth-century European national portrayals of European 

revolutions.315  

I wish to develop Scott’s thesis on the reclaiming of colonial time, not from a literary 

perspective, but from the perspective of anti-colonial activism as challenging imperial time 

itself. As Giordano Nanni has explained in The Colonisation of Time: Ritual, Routine and 
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Resistance in the British Empire, time itself was subject to colonial definition.316 Postcolonial 

critiques, therefore, sought to decolonise history by denying that time and civilisational 

development were rooted in race, origin or biology. This can be shown by rooting James’ own 

employment of historical inevitability as a defence, in the context of the historical urgency 

produced by his activism and this colonial-postcolonial transition. Thus, both James’ life and 

contributions will not be viewed as pre-emptively ‘the failure to decolonise history’ within the 

romance-tragedy Scott portrays, nor conclude that James was more ‘mythmaker than 

historian’. Instead, I will situate him as a historical product of the context of national 

liberation movements, whose retelling of history lent Pan-Africanism and the Caribbean anti-

colonial movement a certain persuasiveness. It is necessary to go beyond the previous 

problematizations of his work to the finer details of his life as an invaluable historical source 

of that period of imperial transition.  

Archives holding James’ unpublished work and correspondence reveal his 

preoccupation with race, class, and his reservations about anti-colonial and anti-Fascist 

ideologies which were not rooted in misdirected understandings of history. James remembered 

in an interview in 1980 that: 

I am seeing things now in my books when I read them which I wasn’t fully aware 

of when I wrote them. But one follows a certain logic, a certain dialectical method 

and with an eye on historical points, so that things are there which are inherent in 

the movement at what you are doing. You may not see it at the time, but as history 

develops, you see that you have been doing that before, that is taking place in 

many things that I am doing in the autobiography, I am seeing things today that I 

didn’t see fifty or sixty years ago.317  

Such hindsight led James to shape his dreams for a postcolonial future outside the ‘lesson 

learned’ memorialisation of colonialism as other anti-colonial historians had done. James also 

avoided mythologising Africa’s imperial prehistory as Garveyists’ did. James’ rationalism and 

study of dialectics led him to seek out patterns of ‘inevitable’ revolutionary change, and it was 

within these patterns of historical change and the transfer of power that James’ located his 

anti-colonial proposition. 

I will argue that ‘revolutionary inevitability’, a device which appears in James’ work 

and equates the self-emancipation of maroons to the heroic deliverance of contemporary 
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workers, was employed for very specific purposes. James as a historian saw anti-colonialism 

as part of a workers’ struggle, like Padmore, and didn’t see any reason for conflict between the 

two. Yet he was also very aware of the attempts in either anti-colonial or Marxist camps to use 

the other as a political lever, without being sincerely convinced of the other’s need for 

economic or social change. These conflicts between different movements frame the context of 

James’ work as a public intellectual in the West Indies’ student movement, from the colonial 

metropole and his Pan-African activism with Padmore and anti-Stalinist position on the 

British Left, to his labour activism in the United States, and his role in the Trinidad and 

Tobago movement for national liberation.  

Ultimately, James’ historical consciousness strengthened his anti-colonial and class 

activism, which in turn informed and transformed his historical works, and it is this cycle of 

influence which I wish to explore within his private papers. Historical consciousness, the 

belief that the study of the past could be used to enlighten and persuade contemporaries of a 

particular politics, was presented initially in The Black Jacobins, an important source for this 

chapter. His complicated relationship with the postcolonial state and its architects shows 

disillusionment with how the historical trajectory of post-colonialism panned out, inevitable 

or not. From his early career in London to his return to the Caribbean, the archives show this 

anti-colonial historian’s romance with the past often affected his disenchantment with the 

present. 

 

Developing a Historical Consciousness in Pan-African London, 1932-1940 

Born in Trinidad in 1901, C.L.R. James received a colonial education in the Anglophone 

tradition, gaining in his twenties a teaching position at Trinidad’s Queen's Royal College and 

becoming at an early age a significant literary figure on the island. James had an early interest 

in historical research, recognising the intellectual borders of Empire were bound to material-

territorial interests, especially where imperial military history featured the civilizing narrative 

of the ‘white man’s burden.’ He recalled that as a child ‘when reading elementary English 

history books, I became resentful of the fact that the English always won all, or nearly all, of 

the battles, and read every new history book I could find, searching out and noting the battles 

they had lost.’318 The starting point for this study is his departure for London in 1932, having 

voiced few previous significant political positions on colonialism or imperial racism, despite 
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growing up in the colonial Caribbean. James later remembered that: 

I was about to enter the arena where I was to play the role for which I had prepared 

myself. The British intellectual was going to Britain. About Britain I was a strange 

compound of knowledge and ignorance…For a non-white colonial to adjust his 

sights to England and not lost focus is the devil’s own job… Some coloured well-

to-do had been well received in England used their experiences against the 

backwardness of the local masses, against the arrogance of the English in the 

colonies and the local whites.319   

James’ fears and expectations about the self-transformation which moving from colony to 

empire would produce stemmed from his colonial education, and the concern that despite 

holding ‘British principles as the ideal and norm’, these would not suffice to open doors 

forbidden to him.320   

Among the documents in Senate House’s C.L.R. James Collection is Arthur Lewis’ 

unpublished article ‘Labour in the West Indies’, inspired and proofed by James, which 

suggested West Indian migrants in the imperial capital were ‘fast becoming westernised from 

contact with other races, and their children, receiving a western education, are growing up 

with a European outlook.’321 James never voiced fears of becoming ‘westernized’, having a 

cosmopolitan outlook on the coexistence of different cultures rather than worries of 

assimilation. Yet he existed among others who feared that transformation in the cosmopolitan, 

transnational lives of migrants would lead to racial assimilation, which would negate the 

tentative celebration of race pride in the post-Garvey Caribbean. These were accompanied by 

biological fears of racial extinction or mixing, and were not unique to Pan-African concerns in 

the 1930s. Without a doubt, these were years which saw a distinct transformation in the 

discourse on race, culture and power, as linked to specifically inter-war biological anxieties, 

from miscegenation to foretold racial extinction. As James remembered it, ‘the race question 

did not have to be agitated. It was there. But in our little Eden it never troubled us.’322 

Substituting Trinidad, the Eden of the Caribbean, for the free-unfree dynamic of 1930s 

London urban life, transformed the trajectory of James’ life by throwing him into a Pan-

African world of social action, politicking, and intellectual conflict, which ultimately defined 

the questions he would later ask of history.  
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On his arrival in London on March 18, 1932, James immediately began to report back 

to his Trinidadian readers about the imperial metropole. In a pre-arranged series of articles in 

the Port of Spain Gazette, James captured the fluidity of urban life and the sense of freedom 

from social restraint of the early 1930s, while at the same time warning his readers ‘in one 

important sense it is not life at all. It is a highly official form of living and I would not be 

surprised if a great deal of what modern work suffers from is not to be traced to that very 

cause.’323 He also inquired into the nature of freedom offered in London, asking whether it 

was truly ‘freedom’ from traditional social structures, or rather a dependency on the need to 

occupy time and space in urban life. Of ‘the women’, he wrote ‘they are modern. They are 

urban, a bad combination. Emancipated. They have their liberty, but they don’t know what to 

do with it.’324 James also raised his concerns about sexual and social emancipation, and the 

conditions of accessibility to them generated by imperial racism.325 In James’ experience ‘the 

average English girl in London has little colour prejudice, and in fact were it not for English 

men I doubt if she would have any at all…the girls, far from being prejudiced, are very much 

interested, but they are afraid of public opinion, and no one can blame them.’326After just two 

months in the capital, experiencing gendered racism, the limited resistance of the Left and the 

intellectual self-indulgence of student life, James had come to the conclusion that ‘London is 

not England but London is the peak, the centre, the nucleus of a great branch of western 

civilisation. It is the capital city of a country which has played a great part in the history of the 

world during the last few centuries.’327 Yet he went on:  

I cannot help thinking, as I look around, of the history of the English. At the 

beginning of the Christian Era they were quite wild and savage. The Romans spent 

four hundred years here…Yet as soon as they left the inhabitants slipped back into 

barbarism again. After a century or two, Roman civilisation again came, through the 

church…The difference between spiritual and mental immaturity I do not know. But 
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it does seem to me that millions of these people are still mentally adolescent.328 

Fascinatingly, as this article reflects, James was able to reclaim the same civilisational 

worldview which had informed imperial historians and Egyptologists about ‘civilizing 

influences’, and reversed the verdict in order to reflect his findings on intellectual stagnation 

and colonial cultural appropriation in London as that which distinguished the Empire from 

‘older civilisation.’329 

It was accordingly in London, working with other West Indian students among 

Trotskyist circles, alongside childhood friend George Padmore, where James’ early 

civilisational discourse developed into a more radical and Pan-Africanized historical 

consciousness. James stated of Padmore that  

When we grew up, he was far more of a leftist than I was. I was a historian, whilst 

George had joined the labour movement in Trinidad before I did. Then he went to 

America, and I lost him. Then I came to England and joined the labour movement, 

and became a Trotskyist. Then the news came that George Padmore had been 

expelled from the United States and had come to England…Now he was a member 

of the Communist Party and had been a high official, he had lived in Moscow. I 

was a Trotskyist, but we remained good friends and when he left the Communist 

Party we joined together and formed the Black movement which I had started…I 

started the Trotskyist movement in European terms. Then Padmore came in. He 

said that he was a Marxist, but what about the colonial question? What about 

Africa? That movement became an African movement, a Marxist African 

movement.330 

It is very difficult to determine whether James’ ego or memory serves him correctly here. 

James certainly did not ‘start the Trotskyist movement’ but added to its popularity among the 

students of the Pan-African movement in 1930s London. He did not deliver papers or publish 

manifestos in this period, unlike the older Padmore, who had already published The Life and 

Struggles of Negro Toilers (London, 1931), a famously discourse on the post-Emancipation 

distribution of wealth and labour in the New World as the continuation of slavery.331 

James’ biographer Frank Rosengarten puts the development of James’ race 

consciousness at an earlier age, citing both James’ childhood friendship with Padmore and 

                                                 
328 James, ‘The Nucleus of a Great Civilisation’. 
329 Ibid. 
330 C.L.R. James, Interview given to Al Richardson, Clarence Chrysostom & Anna Grimshaw on June 8 & 

November 16 1986, South London, C.L.R. James Papers, Senate House Special Collections. 
331 George Padmore, The Life and Struggles of Negro Toilers (London, 1931). 



132 

 

their early attraction to the ideas of Marcus Garvey as the foundation for a ‘Pan-African’ 

sensibility of historical interconnectedness between Diaspora and continent: 

Together with his boyhood (and lifelong) friend, Malcolm Nurse, who with the 

pseudonym George Padmore was to become one the foremost exponents of Pan-

Africanism, he eagerly read, at around age nineteen or twenty, the weekly Negro 

World, the newspaper of Marcus Garvey’s United Negro Improvement Association 

(UNIA). James got to know Garvey during the latter’s stay in Trinidad in 1929, 

and spoke with him twice at some length. Garvey’s manner of speech “was making 

me a convert,” James said in a retrospective interview, “so that we that afternoon 

would go out and conquer the world for Africa”.332 

However, intriguingly in 1940 James openly compared Garvey to Hitler, warning of 

personality cults which the dynamics of power play in anti-colonial spheres could produce: 

Garvey was a reactionary. He used fierce words but he was opposed to the labour 

movement and counselled subservience to bosses. One reason for his success was 

that his movement was strictly a class movement. He appealed to the Black 

Negroes against the Mulattoes. Thus at one strike he excluded the Negro middle 

class which is very largely of mixed blood. He deliberately aimed at the poorest, 

most down-trodden and humiliated Negroes. The millions who followed him, the 

devotion and the money they contributed, show where we can find the deepest 

strength of the working class movement, the coiled springs of power which lie 

there waiting for the party which can unloose them. Garvey, however, was a race 

fanatic. His appeal was to Black against white. He wanted purity of race. A great 

part of his propaganda was based on the past achievements of Blacks, their present 

misery, their future greatness…Who does all this remind us of? Who but Adolph 

Hitler? The similarity between the two movements does not end there. The 

Negroes were too few in America for Garvey to give them excitement by means of 

baiting whites as Hitler baited the Jews. But his program had a nebulousness 

similar to the Nazi program. Was this the reason that long before Hitler, he 

anticipated the Nazi leader in his emphasis on uniforms, parades, military guards, 

in short, the dramatic and the spectacular? Stupid people saw in all this merely the 

antics of backward Negroes. Recent events should give them an opportunity to 

revise their judgements. Everything that Hitler was to do afterwards in the way of 

psychological appeal, Garvey was doing in 1921. His array of baronets, etc., with 

himself as Emperor of Africa, was a hangover from his early life in the West 
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Indies.333 

By this stage, ten years later, not only had James rejected the idea that race or class existed 

beyond their social construction and perpetuation via human agency, he had also seen 

something in the radical Black left which concerned him where race understood a priori was 

employed as a mobilising device rather than a category of historical analysis.  

Significantly, after publishing A History of Pan-African Revolt, James’ focus on Black 

Americans became less race-centric and more class-conscious. Indeed Garvey’s performance 

of ‘material memory’, the very public and obvious ‘appeal to Africa’, the ideology which 

backed up his community outreach and ‘Back to Africa’ campaign, had clearly left James 

unimpressed, and he later stated that ‘Marcus at times talked a lot of nonsense and his scheme 

of “Back to Africa” was totally unrealistic.334 Written in hindsight, James’ article ‘Marcus 

Garvey’ may also be an indication that he had begun by the 1930s to problematize anti-

colonial leadership and the reality of their proposals in a potential postcolonial power vacuum. 

This source is particularly interesting for its absence in all other secondary accounts of James’ 

life and work. The theme of despotic and heroic leadership reoccurred in much of James’ 

research on agency in revolutionary history relating to the ‘consent of the governed’, from 

Stalin to Dessalines, and later the federal and national leaders in the decolonised Caribbean 

who received little opposition to policies. 

By 1933, as Hitler was taking office in Germany, James had established himself in 

London’s intellectual Left and Pan-African spheres, and had begun to widen his reading 

material beyond Black Nationalist texts. Substituting race for class consciousness, 

Rosengarten suggests that James’ introduction to Trotskyism in London through Trotsky’s 

History of the Russian Revolution in 1933 was formative in terms of the class analysis which 

infused his understanding of agency in history. Time and memory were central to James’ 

build-up of the ‘stages’ of history. Rosengarten argues that for James, Trotsky was a 

significant influence: 

As Trotsky pictured it, the revolution, while demonstrating a remarkable 

“consecutiveness of stages,” was not a simple linear series of conflicts and 

victories, but a dialectical process engaging an entire society riven by the tensions 

of class war… Trotsky’s History, or better, his approach to history, embodies his 
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conviction that, above and beyond the unpredictability and the myriad 

uncertainties of historical processes, the task of the historian is to search out the 

‘laws’ at work in those processes.335 

Rosengarten’s account can be read in the primary sources. James later remembered that ‘there 

had grown in my mind increasingly a sense that there was some pattern and order to historical 

and literary development…I chiefly from Trotsky’s History got fixed forever in my mind that 

there was a logical pattern to historical development.’336 His early formulation of stages of 

civilisation was complicated by his understanding of the unpredictability of human agency, 

viewed from the vantage point of 1930s in which socialism was Fascism’s ‘necessary’ 

historical opponent. Inevitability here signified the ‘pattern and order’ of revolutionary history. 

The conflict that must be explored is the revolution in terms of agency, which James saw as 

driven by working people yet also by its own inevitability as a historical phenomenon. 

The question remains whether James during the 1930s ultimately derived his 

philosophy of history from Trotsky’s material historicism, or merely used it to refine a tool he 

had previously adopted and put to use while writing in the Caribbean. James’ first expression 

of anti-colonialism within the context of historical research, a pamphlet entitled ‘The Case for 

West Indian Self-Government’ completed in Trinidad by 1931 as part of The Life of Captain 

Cipriani, was published as part of a series edited by Leonard and Virginia Woolf in 1933. ‘The 

Case’ had been written before his introduction to Trotsky’s work, but demonstrate an early 

left-wing manifesto for anti-colonialism. In it, however, alongside support for a nonviolent 

anti-imperial approach, James measured the capability of West Indians for self-governance in 

terms of their ‘historical advancement’ in modernity’s civilising process, telling his readers 

that  

Cut off from all contact with Africa for a century and a quarter, [West Indians] 

represent to-day the extraordinary spectacle of a people who, in language and 

social customs, religion, education and outlook, are essentially Western and, 

indeed, far more advanced in Western culture than many a European community.337  

This early anti-colonial sentiment shows a clear turn towards the idea of stages of 

civilisational advancement, rather than material development in the distribution of wealth. His 

acceptance that the co-existence of different cultures signified ‘Western’ and therefore 

superior is significant- a later James would have disqualified this opinion as assimilationist or 
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pro-colonial.  

The evolution of James’ work was therefore in tandem with the real-world 

development of his radicalisation. With this grew his anti-Western sentiment which he did not 

initially hold in his work, being colonially educated and having a strong sense of the ‘British 

West Indies’ which was replaced with the Pan-African Caribbean after he crossed paths with 

New York’s Haitians and connected to the Francophone Antilleans in Paris. Perhaps it was 

also his deportation from the U.S. and subsequent confinement in Ellis Island which generated 

a sense of outrage at the treatment and transportation of the ‘subjects’ of the British Empire, 

which marked out its imperial subjects as different just as it demanded their loyalty. James did 

not express how this treatment developed his Pan-Africanism and alienated him from the 

Britain that had educated and moulded him, yet it is clear his trust was damaged by this 

traumatic experience. 

Although he never referred to a ‘civilising process’, James’ early work while he was 

based as a journalist in Trinidad exhibited a need to cling to the imperial historicism with 

which he was familiar in his secondary education. Unlike in The Black Jacobins, he rejected 

violence at this stage as a basis for an anti-colonial revolution or transition, instead making the 

case for self-governance through proof of historical progress measured as ‘Westernization.’ It 

was perhaps the case for revolution in Trotsky’s History which pushed him to renegotiate the 

necessity of violence in The Black Jacobins, and reclaim the ‘inevitable’ stages of history 

from imperial developmentalism. Alongside Trotsky, James also recalled Raymond Williams 

as an early influence for his material historicism, writing ‘he has shown the origins of British 

socialism in the history of Britain itself… He is a genuine socialist in that he recognises that 

today the only way to a fully civilized society for all is the raising of the working class to a 

dominant position in society.’338 Reading Williams pushed him beyond his previous ‘top-

down’ civilisational historicism, yet allowed him nonetheless to note the importance of the 

public intellectual in effecting material and social change. 

By 1934, James was active in the Trotskyist movement and had joined the Independent 

Labour Party. It was around this time that he first became interested in historical research and 

writing, writing Haiti’s history in a play entitled Toussaint L'Ouverture (1934), after spending 

months in Paris going through archives to study letters and reports on the revolution in Haiti. 

He also interviewed many French historians and went through their work on Haiti, picking 
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apart the way in which they had represented the revolution according to their own political 

agendas and even prejudices. The resulting play, was to form the basis for the later Black 

Jacobins work, and contained a scene at the end of the play which portrayed a contemporary 

discussion on the coming anti-colonial African Revolution, marking James’ presentist and 

deeply political take on Haitian history. It is important to point out that ‘history’ for Pan-

Africanists was not solely a scholarly endeavour, a tool for understanding historical processes 

and indeed the present, but was a mobilising device, a means of publicised resistance, and it is 

no coincidence that many Pan-African historians also dramatized their histories.  

 

                      Original poster (1936) for Toussaint Louverture featuring Paul Robeson 

 

The play was first performed in 1936 with the financial help of The League of Coloured 

Peoples, in London’s Westminster Theatre with African-American actor Paul Robeson, who 

was just beginning his own political awakeneing, in the title role. Toussaint Louverture: The 

story of the only successful slave revolt in history, brought James publicity for a number of 

reasons. Firstly, it publicized the role of African-descended slaves in a revolution in the 

Caribbean during a decade when Britain was struggling to contain indigenous revolts against 

economic exploitation in India, Africa, and the West Indies. Robeson portrayed Toussaint as 

the successful and thinking leader of a revolution who declares himself head of state, whose 

sophisticated monologues throughout the duration of the play spoke of the need for global 
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revolution. The historical reality of L’Ouverture’s removal from power by Napoleon is 

discreetly avoided. The final scene was reminiscent of Nabucco’s Chorus of the Hebrew 

Slaves and brought a cast from each corner of the empire together- India, Africa and the 

Caribbean- which clearly held a contemporary meaning and was meant to convey a message 

to the imperial audience at Westminster Theatre. Reviews after the two-day performance 

applauded Paul Robeson’s performance, and remarkably, did not focus on race as a defining 

feature of the play. James had managed to pull off an astonishing event in the heart of the 

imperial metropole, despite securing funding from organisations considered anti-colonial by 

British authorities. The success of the event not only shows James’ determination to get his 

message across, but also captures the openness of London as an imperial city where 

censorship was not applied to culture to the same degree as in Paris. 

The play is one of the only instances in which history and the dramatical form were 

used to convey a clearly anti-colonial or radical message in the 1930s, and for this reason is a 

unique source. It is clear that James was thinking about what history as a discipline meant, 

who contributed to it, and what their intentionality was in a period of such partition between 

the European Left and Right. In this period, he revaluated the role of historical research in 

times of war and conflict, both as a mobilising device and as a way of injecting intellectual 

‘reason’ into an academic world divided by ideological conflict and military alliances. British 

Communists learned to dread having to debate James, as he was ferocious in denouncing 

Stalin's crimes, and tolerated no moral relativism on the question of the Russian Revolution 

and subsequent Stalinism. For James, Stalinism was akin to Fascism, ideologically and in 

reality, and had devastated countless lives even by the time he himself had become aware of it 

in the late 1920s. James did not tolerate twentieth-century ideologies which lent themselves to 

‘working people’s’ discourses but which in practise were totalitarian or exploitative. Through 

George Padmore and the Johnson-Forest tendency, where he met his activist wife Selma 

James, James became conscious of Black struggles around the world. He began to form ideas 

which drew parallels between colonialism, Stalinism and fascism as anti-revolutionary trends 

in historical trajectory. Reading The Life and Struggle of Negro Toilers which his Pan-African 

colleague and close friend Padmore published in 1931 further deepened James’ comparisons 

between Stalinism, Nazism and their respective colonialisms.  

His theories targeted those on the European Left who needed persuading that anti-

colonial movements were vital to the removal of both totalitarian European regimes and 

imperial nation-states. It also marked a division between the Left who saw the Stalinist Purges 
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of the 1930s as a means to an end of class inequality, and the Left who believed Stalinism to 

be a distortion and misappropriation of Marxist ideology by a totalitarian regime akin to Nazi 

Germany. As the Comintern appealed to the discourse, campaigns and the supporters of the 

Pan-African Movement in London and Manchester during the 1930s, via the League against 

Imperialism, to further their own campaign, similarly early anti-colonial networks and the 

Pan-African Federation appealed to Marxist, Trotskyist and labour movements affiliated with 

the Comintern.339  

Some on the British Left, such as James, would not compromise on their stance on 

totalitarian violence, and the Purges were an alarm bell for those who were willing to accept 

that any ideology, anti-imperial or anti-capitalist, could be exploited to bolster a new 

corruption. Indeed the pact between Hitler and Stalin in August 1939 confirmed the latter’s 

fears, and alienated most of the British Left from factions in London who defended Stalin and 

Soviet aggression in Eastern Europe in the name of anti-Westernism as well as anti-

capitalism. Clearly, these ideological divides, combined with the justification of Stalin and the 

Communist Party’s actions as a ‘necessary evil’, separated friends and even family members. 

Unwillingness to criticise the Party for fear it would undermine ‘the anti-colonial project’ is a 

psychology that can also be identified in anti-colonial support for national liberation 

movements in Africa, those which generated postcolonial dictatorships and local ethnic 

cleansing, above European imperial democracies.  

While establishing an intellectual basis for the thesis of A History of Pan-African-

Revolts, James circumvented the Eurocentric boundaries between the London division of the 

Comintern, which drew away from the anti-colonial world to prioritize the struggle against 

fascism, and the Pan-African network in London. Empire, for the Left, had begun to mean 

different things, and so subsequently had anti-imperialism. Within the Pan-African world, 

many, including Padmore, were beginning to doubt the dedication of the European Left to the 

anti-colonial cause.340 Part of the conflict stemmed from the question of priority and 

objectives. Either party had different objectives in mind, from the creation of a socialist world 

system to the decolonisation of the colonial world via ‘Pan’ or national self-determination, 

and either group were prepared to employ the other as a stepping stone toward their ultimate 
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goal without compromising on ideology or campaign, often leading to a conflict of interest.  

However, in 1935, Fascist Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia provoked a response which 

united both those who gravitated towards the anti-Fascist labour organisations and radical 

Left, and those who advocated a more Pan-African approach to anti-colonialism. In August 

1935 James organized and was named Chair of the International African Friends of 

Abyssinia, which later became the Friends of Ethiopia, alongside Padmore, Jomo Kenyatta, 

Amy Ashwood Garvey, Sylvia Pankhurst, Eric Williams, and Louise Cripps, among many 

others. Many members volunteered to fight in Haile Selassie’s army against the invasion. 

Padmore’s thesis Negro Toilers, which defined the Ethiopian Empire as ‘a reactionary 

religious hierarchy and feudal system’ which collaborated with European empires in the Horn 

and beyond to maintain its authority, condemned this action.341 Once again, the Pan-African 

Left was torn between the hypocrisy of anti-imperial action which solely targeted European 

Empires, and ignored African Empires and autocrats. Many saw on the Left Selassie and 

Stalin as answers to the global problem of Western imperialism and domination, while the 

remainder held that African Empires were also a symptom of global exploitation, and were 

outraged by Stalin’s intervention in African affairs. In other words, the future of Africa was 

once again being decided by external powers and intellectuals overseas. 

A decision between being governed by European or African empires was not 

acceptable to the many on the Black British Left. The events in the context of Imperial Europe 

on the brink of wartime lent legitimacy to the accusation that the League of Nations was a tool 

for ‘democratic empires’ to extend and secure their borders, whilst collaborating with non-

democratic African regimes.  James’ personal response in 1935 on the League of Nations 

report on Abyssinia shows that the anti-colonial community interpreted the intervention of 

Britain and the League of Nations in Ethiopia under the guise of ‘protecting Ethiopia’s 

independence’ to be little more than a strategy to extend Allied colonial boundaries. It was 

thus seen as a move to match the territorial manoeuvres of Hitler and Mussolini in Europe and 

Africa, thus switching the power balance in their favour should war break out: 

First, the imperialists called the exploited areas colonies; next, protectorates; then, 

mandates. Now it is ‘helping a sister nation’…Imperialism will have sunk its teeth 

and claws so deep into the country that nothing but a revolution by the Ethiopian 

masses will ever hack them out…The imperialists have been after Ethiopia for a 

long time, and they have got it at last. All that Italy gets, however, is a promise of 
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her predominant interests to be recognised…Now is there any British worker, any 

Negro in Africa, who, having understood this infamous document, is prepared to 

urge League sanctions and follow the imperialists in their defence of the 

‘Independence of Ethiopia’? Having got the Emperor to agree to all they wanted, 

the imperialists have now remembered their treaty obligations and begun to allow 

arms to go in. A shipment from Belgium has arrived; also anti-aircraft guns from 

Switzerland. The French are getting ready to protect the railway from Djibouti to 

Addis Ababa. This is to ensure the little sister nation Ethiopia getting arms and 

supplies during the war. The British worker, the Negro anxious to help Ethiopia, 

should keep himself far from this slime, which may so soon become blood. 342 

Rejecting the Allied power’s intervention as a pretext for war or attempt to gain the upper 

hand in the European power balance, James required an alternative separatist position for the 

defence of Ethiopia, and reverted to the Pan-African argument for enlisting in the Ethiopian 

military as others had done. The success of this collaboration with democratic imperialism, as 

a vehicle for resistance of fascist imperialism, depended on James’ ability to use the campaign 

for socialist networking and mobilisation. As he later recalled on his decision to enrol in the 

army  

It would have given me the opportunity to make contact with the masses of the 

Abyssinians and other Africans…I would have had the best possible opportunity of 

putting across the International Socialist case… I could have been useful in helping 

organize anti-Fascist propaganda among the Italian troops for two or three years 

there, given the fact that I am a Negro and am especially interested in the African 

revolution, was well worth the attempt.343 

James was turned down for military service when Emperor of Ethiopia Haile Selassie rejected 

volunteers in favour of Allied military aid and support from the League of Nations, in a bid to 

regain the Empire from the Fascist occupation by promising Ethiopia as an African ally should 

war break out. He turned back instead to journalism historical research as an alternative to 

military anti-colonialism after this event, which marked a turning point in his career. 

In 1936, James published Minty Alley, a novel about life in the slums of Trinidad, 

where he again superimposed the image of the proletariat onto that of the ‘colonised’, 

completely transforming agency in historical representation. At the height of the Great 

Depression, James traversed the intellectual positions between anti-colonial discourse and 
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socialist theory, redefining in his 1937 work World Revolution the significance of Stalin’s 

Purges as anti-revolutionary in historical trajectory, while in contrast recording the undertones 

of protest and impromptu labour activism of his immediate world in the North of England, as 

pro-revolutionary.344 This anti-Stalinist polemic was praised by Trotsky, who himself 

continued to consider the Communist International as a failed workers’ movement, which had 

fallen prey to a post-imperial power vacuum filled by totalitarianism, rather than a neo-

imperial structure. When the Friends of Ethiopia became the International African Service 

Bureau under the leadership of Padmore and James in 1937, James edited its newsletter Africa 

and the World and its journal International African Opinion. He continued to write for the 

New Leader, published by the Independent Labour Party, yet abandoned the ILP with Padmore 

to form the Revolutionary Socialist League in 1938, and the Pan-African Federation in 1944. 

Relationships and ideology were tested by the allegiances to labour or Pan-African goals, and 

as mentioned, a period of deep partition between the British Left and Right was equally 

matched by the infighting and partitions within either camp. 

By 1940, James had recognized that the production of socialist historical research and 

the rise in ego-memoirs of socialist leaders attempting to engrave the ‘how, why and when’ of 

their own revolutions into history, coincided with Hitler’s rise and the publication of Mein 

Kampf. He wrote in Trotsky’s Place in History: 

Fascism is the decline of the West and its protagonists know it in their souls. Their 

writings on all subjects except the seizure of power are nothing else but lies and 

nonsense, cold-blooded deliberate falsification. Not a flower blossoms on their 

arid heaths. There is no soil in which anything can grow. They are just a thin cover 

for exhausted bourgeois society. They can have nothing to say. Mommsen and 

Carlyle said all when the bourgeoisie still could preserve some illusions. If 

Trotsky’s History does not guarantee the inevitability of socialism, Mein Kampf 

guarantees the fraud of Fascism as a solution to the ills of capitalist society.345 

Here we must stop to question whether James, after publishing his two major historical works 

and meeting with Trotsky in 1938, continued to rely solely on his textual relationship with 

Trotsky to re-affirm his own position on historical materialism and the rejection of the ‘lack of 
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historical method’ in the bourgeois historical consciousness.346 Again developments in his 

own life, while witnessing the transformation in Europe and Soviet Russia during the war, 

made him question the leadership, wisdom, hindsight and foresight of his historically-

conscious contemporaries. If Trotsky’s History had brought certain patterns in historical 

change over time into focus for James, he had moved beyond his reliance on the ‘great men’ 

of the twentieth century and their ‘isms’ and begun to criticize those he had read as a young 

student in London.  

As the war drew to a close in 1945, James wrote of Stalin and Hitler that ‘all through 

history, in periods of crisis, political leaders of great parties, revolutionary or reactionary, have 

been nourished and fortified by some vision. They could try to justify their work, if even only 

to themselves and their followers.’347 Under the sub-heading ‘Stalin takes Hitler’s Place’, 

James continued: 

The historical origins are different. Nazi Germany was the counter-revolution 

disguised as a new order and aiming at the destruction of the organized proletariat. 

Stalinism is the counter-revolution which for familiar reasons functions from 

within the proletariat. But while in fundamental conflict with Stalinist Russia, as it 

was in fundamental conflict with Nazi Germany, Anglo-American imperialism can 

only maintain its position in Europe against the masses of the people and the 

march of history by fraternization and the closest cooperation, first with the Nazi 

regime and now with Stalinism. Despite the differences between Nazism and 

Stalinism, both these totalitarian, police-dominated regimes are now necessities for 

the maintenance of the shifting and unstable equilibrium which are the conditions 

for the continued existence of bourgeois society.348 

This extract holds the key to James’ preference of historical research as a way of promoting 

his ideal revolution, one which threw off both Empire and its counterpart on the Stalinist Left, 

which did not have anti-colonial concerns at heart. James’ contemporaries also adopted this 

analytical approach to the colonial problem but often diluted or adapted it to suit their own 

campaigns, most notably Marcus Garvey, which aroused his suspicions. Neither separatism 

nor identity politics were the objective, but were a natural side-effect when it came to anti-

colonial resistance in the inter-war period.  

Yet historians, as opposed to activists, necessarily experienced Stalinism and Nazism 
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in ways unparalleled by their intellectual contemporaries, which they read according to their 

philosophy of history, and their analysis of the role of violence in revolution. James’ sense of 

the inevitability of revolution- that which James termed ‘the march of history’- was derived 

from historical research and the consequences of this analysis on his relatedness to the 

present.349 Ever aware of his own agency within ‘the shifting and unstable equilibrium’ which 

maintained this historical trajectory, it is important to question what format if any, James’ 

agency would take, and whether his historical consciousness would develop beyond this early 

rhetoric.350 While journalism was one matter, anti-colonial politics were another, and not all 

campaigners had James’ economic independence. This differentiation would define how the 

anti-colonial project was experienced; James himself would go into politics while others 

would remain in the factories of East London 

 

The Influence of Marx on James’ Philosophy of History 

C.L.R. James’ work was underpinned by the influence of Karl Marx and Leon Trotsky’s 

interpretation of the importance of the past. Indeed, James’ fascination with history and the 

‘inevitability’ of events stemmed from the Marxist idea that no history was accidental, and all 

individuals were actors in historical processes. This lent credence to James’ desire for his 

actors to be more than slaves, soldiers, or workers; he wanted to credit them with identifying 

problems and finding solutions, particularly revolutionary ones. However, James’ defence of 

the Marxist interpretation of historical processes rests on the idea that Marx had a philosophy 

of history, to which he alluded in The Philosophy of History and Necessity, which we do not 

find in Marx’s work itself. It is entirely possible that like many Pan-Africanists of his time, 

James was appealing to the radical philosophical inclinations of the inter-war European Left, 

rather than paraphrasing what Marx actually recorded. The question of whether Marx actually 

had a philosophy of history, or whether his ‘appeal to the past’ served only his economics, is 

relevant to James’ reading of Marx. 

We find that the idea of Marx’s appeal continues to haunt the postmodern discussion 

on race and class, brought into being by Pan-Africanists like James, which forges a ‘moral 

history’ under the banner of Marxism. Charles Mills talks about the conflicted relationship 

between ‘white Marxists and Black nationalists’ in the U.S. in From Race to Class, declaring 
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that  

The inadequacy of the Marxist thesis about social being is that, presupposing the 

European background, it can talk about the foundational shaping of the being of persons 

by the relations of production, of the psychological centrality of alienation from one’s 

product and so forth, because it is the person population that is being presupposed. But 

for those who are not in this population to begin with, their being will be shaped far 

more fundamentally by their exclusion from personhood.351 

Thirty years after James’ death, Mills tried to capture the nuances that James missed in 

Marxist revolutionary history through his focus on historical materialism. Historical 

materialism, which both highlighted and concealed the individual actor in revolutions, runs 

throughout James’ work, especially in his reading of the French Revolution through the lens 

of ‘Black Jacobinism’ among slaves in the Caribbean. James certainly wished to portray the 

slaves as thinking revolutionaries, who were able to calculate the difference in their wellbeing 

between their projected futures as plantation slaves or citizens in a Haitian Republic, who 

actively read and manipulated the economic needs of the Empire. 

 This historical materialism, often ascribed to Marx by James, is a source of 

historiographical contention, and of great debate throughout the twentieth century. In response 

to the idea that Marx had a ‘philosophy of history’ based on a material interpretation of 

Hegelian history, Benedetto Croce wrote in 1914 that ‘historical materialism is not and cannot 

be a new philosophy of history or a new method; but it is properly this; a mass of new data, of 

new experiences, of which the historian becomes conscious.’352 Croce’s explanation of the 

Marxist view of history, unlike James, does not agree with the idea that it is a new theory or 

philosophy, but merely the replacing of one historical focus with another, from the material 

experiences of the serf to the proletariat or the slave, as we see in From Class to Race. Croce 

wrote of Marx that ‘he does not overlook the influence of the individual, i.e. of the work of 

those who are called great men, who if they are not the creators, are certainly collaborators of 

history.’353 Like James, Croce agreed that Marx wished to show that material conditions 

produced social beings, just as society produced material conditions. He stated that  

The materialistic view of history arose out of the need to account for a definite social 

phenomenon, not from an abstract inquiry into the factors of historical life. It was created 

in the minds of politicians and revolutionists, not of cold and calculating savants of the 
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library.354 

Croce’s dramatic presentation of Marxian history as functional, as the study of the past to 

generate solutions for the future, echoes with most Pan-Africanist philosophies of history, 

particularly Cheikh Anta Diop. This is significant, as it shows that Pan-Africanists used Marx 

to support their idea that studying the past would provide a plan of action for the future, 

simply substituting class for race where necessary. However, C.L.R. James went further, 

linking the two as Charles Mills did, and explored the idea that class in imperial Europe had a 

racial pattern and was sustained by racism. 

 James certainly adopted Marx’s embrace of the ‘great men’ of history, while 

developing his own concept of ‘inevitability’, based on a teleological view of the decline of 

empires and the uprising of their slaves. The idea that Marx held a teleological rather than 

evolutionary view of history is widely discussed among historians who try to demonstrate the 

influence of Hegel’s influence on Marxist theory. Norman Levine writes that ‘just as Hegel 

assumed the necessity of the historical advance of Freedom…Marx believed in the necessity 

of capitalism to disintegrate and be replaced by communism.’ 355 This advance towards the 

historical ‘necessity’ and inevitability of revolution coincided with a historiographical shift 

towards studying the material relationship between individuals rather than their biographies, 

which Marx himself led. It is important to identify whether Marx had a clear philosophy of 

history, especially a deterministic one, which could be adapted into Pan-Africanism at a later 

stage. Marx himself wrote that ‘writers of history have so far paid very little attention to the 

development of material production which is the basis of all social life, and therefore, of all 

real history.’356 On historical determinism, Marx declared  

Men never relinquish what they have won, but this does not mean that they never 

relinquish the social form in which they have acquired certain productive forces. On the 

contrary in order that they may not be deprived of the result attained and forfeit the 

fruit of civilisation, they are obliged…to change their social forms.357 

This sense of historical obligation can be found in James’ Black Jacobins and Franz Fanon’s 

The Wretched of the Earth, both of which endorse the necessity of violence in revolution and 

establishing social change. However, Blackledge also writes of Marx that in his view human 
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agency and choice were not driven by historical inevitability, rather their obligations drove 

historical change. He quotes Marx and Engels as saying that  

History does nothing, it possesses no immense wealth, it wages no battles. It is man, real 

living man who does all that, who possesses and fights, ‘history’ is not, as it were, a 

person apart, using man as a means to achieve its own aims; history is nothing more than 

the activity of man pursuing his aims.358 

Many anti-colonialists who read Marx adopted the idea of historical ‘necessity’ where 

revolution was concerned, but inevitability was something which James developed alone in A 

History of Pan-African Revolts and Black Jacobins. 

Marx himself never explored the idea that historical consciousness could be a political 

tool, a language which could unite a group transnationally, or drive their political objective 

forward. Although Hegel had hinted at the historical consciousness of European nation states 

as part of their strength, and indeed, a support for their empires, Marx dispensed with the idea 

of the past as a tool for anything other than theorizing material processes and human agency in 

those processes. Marx used his historical findings as evidence to support his claims, rather 

than a tool for unifying the masses. For Marx, class consciousness was not based on the idea 

of a shared past, but the common present in terms of material experience. If a group of people 

united through a shared experience desired a revolution, their historical consciousness would 

be useless to them when it came to carrying out the revolution and ensuring that its 

achievements would stay in place in the future. This attitude was also common amongst 

postcolonial politicians who believed that Pan-Africanism and Négritude had exhausted their 

usefulness in creating a ‘Black consciousness’ and were distractions from the real challenges 

of dismantling former systems of exploitation and regulating economic equality in the 

postcolonial state. Cheikh Anta Diop and C.L.R. James represented these two strands in the 

future of Pan-African historical consciousness, the former upholding its significance on a 

global stage, and the latter more concerned with highlighting past injustices to substantiate 

claims to postcolonial reparations. James was to become more politically involved, and so 

historical consciousness took a backseat in most of his writings in the postcolonial period, 

while his Marxism became more evident. 

 

Formulating a Philosophy of History: Inevitability and Historical Materialism 

James’ desire for a certain historical answer, the key to the inevitable revolution, determined 
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the questions he asked of historical contexts across time and space. His philosophy of history, 

developed during the 1930s in wartime London, where he was a student and Trotskyist, 

allowed him to formulate a way of retelling revolutions in Haiti, Hungary or America from a 

point of theoretical rather than literal meaning, which did not celebrate the end of slavery as 

unproblematized emancipation but as a focal point of shifting agency between trader, owner, 

and the owned. Any minor deviation from this system- revolt or reversal in relationship- 

necessarily transformed the entire historical trajectory of these three categories. The idea of 

agency in history, of the hero or antihero, captured James’ imagination when it came to 

constructing an ‘inevitable’ conflict between the two as representative of clashing populaces- 

figures which were products of both their decision-making and a social system beyond their 

own agency.  

However, as James went on to realise during the postcolonial transition of the postwar 

period, categories such as owner-owned, coloniser-colonised, possessed boundaries which 

could be traversed and negotiated in seemingly non-revolutionary ways, dispensing with the 

desire for a complete revolution of roles, something which Trotsky never recognised in his 

strict pursuit of revolutionary causation. James looked for other Marxist-influenced thinkers 

beyond the Russo-Anglophone reading lists advised by his collective in London, and was 

deeply interested in the works of French historians and social theorists. He referenced both the 

works of Émile Durkheim and Maurice Halbwachs in his work on Marxism and the 

Intellectuals, and may have been influenced particularly by Halbwachs’ La mémoire collective 

(1950) which describes the attributes of social memory in communities which have 

experience war, or other traumas.359 Halbwachs’ theory that individual understandings of the 

past are part of a greater collective memory is particularly resonant in James’ The Black 

Jabobins, which argued that historians who omitted the history of the masses ‘shows thereby 

that his account of events is not to be trusted.’360 The origins of collective memory in Marxist 

thinking, through the identification of ‘voiceless collectives’ in historical narratives, is 

inarguably a greater point which had ramifications for the development of an early anti-

colonial historical philosophy.  

 James was a unique eyewitness when based in the imperial metropole, of Stalin’s 

Purges, the Second World War, and anti-colonial violence. His philosophy of history was 
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therefore overshadowed by his experiences of discord on the British Left, which was left 

divided by Stalinism. James once wrote wryly that  

The writing of history becomes ever more difficult. The power of God or the 

weakness of man, Christianity or the divine right of kings to govern wrong, can easily 

be made responsible for the downfall of states and the birth of new societies…The 

traditionally famous historians have been more artist than scientist: they wrote so well 

because they saw so little.361 

Clearly, James wanted to develop an approach to history that was not solely confined to the 

archive or political clubhouse in London, and had moved beyond the Whig philosophy of 

history. However, he was still part of an educated colonial elite whose pre-war works were 

little known in the colonies they had left behind. Although James was concerned with poverty 

and inequality, his audience was mostly limited to the Western Radical Left, most of whom 

were university-educated. 

An article written by James entitled ‘The Philosophy of History and Necessity: A Few 

Words with Professor Hook’, published in The New International in 1943 shortly after he 

finished writing The Black Jacobins, contains a crucial response to Sidney Hook’s The Hero 

in History. Hook’s study argued that  

Among the Marxists the theory of determinism was presented as a doctrine that 

rested foursquare on the solid ground of historical experience…It is easy to establish 

that orthodox Marxism, particularly where it invokes notions of dialectical necessity 

and historical inevitability, is shot through with metaphysical elements every whit as 

questionable as the views it criticized.362  

This attack on inevitability did not escape James’ notice, and he was quick to defend historical 

materialism as a tool which lent the study of history contemporary meaning, a foundation 

which acknowledged that the categories of past, present and future were entangled and could 

not be deemed ‘untangled’ solely to ease the historian’s worries regarding objectivity and 

presentism. In his responding article, James dismissed Hook’s interpretation of Marxism as a 

form of quasi-religious messianic appreciation, which entailed the superimposition of Marx’s 

work onto ill-fitting historical contexts, the results being the Marxist misinterpretation of 

history and historical inevitability: 

The interpretation of history is a class question. When a worker joins the 

revolutionary movement he interprets history, acting instinctively on the basis of 
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his class. When a professor joins the movement he often explains this on 

historical, sometimes on philosophical grounds. Usually, when he leaves, you 

discover that, except in the rarest instances, he has never really understood the 

fundamental method of Marxism…For Hook, Marx is a modern Moses, leading 

the proletariat out of capitalism into the inevitability of socialism on the same 

philosophical premises that Moses led the Israelites out of the house of bondage 

into the land of promise. Hook’s point is that the great man does not appear of 

necessity. He comes from nobody knows where. The Marxists have made valuable 

contributions to historical theory, but as can be shown by their treatment of great 

men, they believe in an economic necessity expressing a historical purpose which 

is no more than a form of religious mania.363 

Indeed, Hook wrote distinctly that the Marxist interpretation shares clear themes with 

previous Christian philosophies of history in its embrace of teleological determinism. It is 

clear that for James, the suggestion that Marxism was a form of religious mania, rather than 

an analytical tool which accompanied political resistance, constituted a personal attack on his 

ability to interpret history as an anti-colonial Marxist. James went on to argue against 

Marxism as form of religious doctrine which encouraged a messianic interpretation of history, 

writing ‘necessity’ as a social phenomenon which could explain change over time in a way 

which was both prophetic and retrospective. On Marxist historical determinism and 

inevitability which upheld myths of ‘Great Men’ appearing in times of economic crisis, James 

wrote that ‘a doctrine of stages developing inevitably from one another is one that can be 

empirically observed and empirically established.’364 He moved somewhat transhistorically 

between Roman civilisation, medieval feudalism, and modern European nationalisms as 

stages inevitable in history, marked by the appearance of Great Men, akin to his earlier study 

of ‘Trotsky’s Place In History’ as one of these Great Men. 

James’ philosophy of history can be defined as the search for association between free 

will as part of historical causation, and the ‘inevitability’ of revolutionary change within the 

passage of time. Inevitable revolutions were not necessarily products of ‘inevitable slavery.’ 

Indeed, where slavery appeared in James’ narratives, it was not constructed normatively as a 

‘necessary feature of systematic capitalism’ or a social structure, but as the result of a 

historical process directly produced by corrupt human agency and decision-making, which 
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engendered entrenched exploitation. According to James, slavery was a crime against 

humanity for which the proponents could be held fully accountable. A slave revolt, on the 

other hand, was the historically inevitable expiration date of the slave system, which 

employed human agency via the human revolutionary ‘instinct’ to divert one historical process 

into another.  

Historians differ as to the question of violence, relativism, and legitimation which 

drove James’ logic here. Nesbitt in particular remains unconvinced of James’ reading of 

European participation in the slave trade as a moral choice requiring free will and therefore 

implication, in contrast to his depiction of the actions of revolting slaves as historically and 

materially inevitable, and the casualties a necessary casualty of revolutionary history. James 

paradoxically read the agency of slaves as tied to a historical inevitability beyond the acts of 

individuals.365 Heroes and antiheroes informed James’ revisionism where moral choices 

framed agency in historical trajectories, particularly at times of transition.366 In ‘The Two 

Sides of Abraham Lincoln’, a revisionist depiction of Lincoln as the antihero of slave 

emancipation and the enemy of potential equal citizenship in the U.S., James writes: 

The viciousness of the slave-power, its cruelties and its crimes, its ambition to 

suppress liberty all over the United States in defence of its precious hordes of 

slaves, these things were brought and kept before the American people for 

thirty years by the constant rebellions among the slaves…Lincoln bitterly 

opposed all this. He was prepared even as President to use the power of the 

Federal government to capture and return fugitive slaves…Lincoln hated the 

Abolitionists as troublemakers, and expressed his approval of their being 

beaten up.367 

Popularly remembered as ‘enemy of the slave-power, a friend to the people’, Lincoln appeared 

to James as the human embodiment of a barrier between a group and their full emancipation 

through self-enfranchisement, placing limitations around self-determination while morally 

contemptuous of the violent nature of their response to the limitations placed upon their post-

Emancipative existence. 

Indeed, the necessity of economics often drove James’ historical revisionism, allowing 
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him to suppress or highlight violent forms of agency divorced from moral choice.. This logic 

reappears in The Black Jacobins, in which James based the moral legitimacy of using violence 

on the presence of alternatives for both enslaver and enslaved. Moral accountability and the 

limits of free will in this context were problematized by James’ historical approach, as 

ultimately he was arguing for the necessity and inevitability of revolt as part of a historical 

process. Just as imperial historians argued for the necessity of a civilising process, James 

argued for a revolutionary process. Necessity and inevitability of the revolution excused 

violence for the cause of the Haitian Revolution, according to James’ categorisation: 

The massacre of the whites was a tragedy; not for the whites…The tragedy was 

for the Blacks and the Mulattoes. It was not policy but revenge, and revenge has 

no place in politics. The whites were no longer to be feared, and such 

purposeless massacres degrade and brutalise a population, especially one which 

was just beginning as a nation and had so bitter a past.368 

James did not consider the above legitimising discourse self-contradictory, holding 

Dessalines’ ability to play on the desire for revenge of the masses, depicted as unthinking and 

impulsive here, responsible for inciting the massacre. The moral tone of his historical 

narratives, echoed in his political commentaries, demonstrates his intentionality in 

revolutionary portrayal. James was searching for the balance between human decision-making 

and the inevitability of historical events. That the transition from colonial-postcolonial, 

enslaved-emancipated, was inevitable, James had no doubt, yet the components and actions 

which determined a break with the past also determined the multiple potential trajectories of 

the future, and it was this inquiry which framed James’ revolutionary histories, marked by 

presentist comparisons.  

Throughout The Black Jacobins, references are made to Fascism in Spain and 

Germany, the invasion of Abyssinia by Fascist Italy, and San Domingo’s Mulattoes are 

compared to ‘German Jews’, caught between marronage and martyrdom.369 Indeed, 

totalitarianism as an ‘inevitable’ by-product of Empire captured the tragedy of James’ own 

contemporary world, in which Stalinism was the fruit of disillusion of the radical Left and 

Nazism that of the reactionary Right. Totalitarianism as a post-revolutionary phenomenon 

figured throughout this work; James was obviously unaware that his portrayal of Dessalines as 

a dictator would be echoed in the postcolonial period. The significance of James’ choice of 
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contexts for historical inquiry cannot be overlooked, with regards to contemporary historical 

parallels. 

Furthermore, revolution, according to James, was the epitome of instinctive, 

immediate equalization. Revolution was the inevitable evolution of civilisational stages that 

could destroy groups involved in preserving the former system, a thing for which Fanon 

advocated violent resistance. James read the instinctive desire and urge for revolutionary 

action as the human reflection of the transhuman inevitability of the passage of time, which 

occurred irrespective of human agency. It was this instinctiveness which James relied upon to 

rationalise the use of force in revolutionary contexts, whilst reinforcing the recycled concept 

that human agency was produced by inevitable (not necessarily teleological) historical change, 

rather than historical change over time as the product of human agency. Noting 

‘instinctiveness’ in the Haitian, French, and Hungarian Revolutions also contradicted for 

James the Marxist proposition that all revolution was a product of intricate human planning 

based on analytical knowledge of the materialist past, present and future.  

In Notes on Dialectics, published ten years after The Black Jacobins in 1948, and 

during the regeneration of postwar anti-colonialism from Ghana to Trinidad, James carefully 

treaded the waters between revolutionary leadership and collective revolt, noting that the post-

Trotskyist generation demanded self-education of everyone, that education was taken and not 

given, and that this generation did not fit with previous fin-de-siècle categories of 

worker/thinker and leader/follower. James recognized that a new historicism was necessary to 

reveal the complexities of collective agency in democratic participation in instinctive 

revolutions. He demanded of his contemporaries a revisionist approach to historical research 

as a basis for revolutionary planning, only after the recognition of the necessity of revolution:  

We have been learning something, studying the Logic…But we must use it on 

unfamiliar ground. That is one of the most deplorable features of our movement. 

It studies theory as theory, something in a book, and then back to practise, in the 

hands of the practical men. We have consistently refused to do that. We have 

refused to separate the theory from the concrete struggle. We say that apart from 

each other neither the theory nor the practise has any meaning, or rather both 

become Understanding.370 

In The British West Indies in World History, James similarly re-emphasized the importance of 

going beyond mere historical knowledge or the consciousness of the past. He highlighted 
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historical understanding and subsequent employment as gained only by tools which lent 

materialist meaning to historical narratives: 

It is not enough to know our own history, we require to understand it…The 

determining forces in society are the economic forces. In our own history we find 

the Government of Britain imperialist in the eighteenth century, anti-imperialist 

in the early nineteenth century, and imperialist again in the late nineteenth-

century. They defend slavery in one period, attack it in the next. British 

capitalism prospers on West Indian slavery and then discards it. Those apparent 

inconsistencies can be understood only if we realise that the ideas of an age are 

ultimately the product of the material environment. Our history falls not into the 

history of British Idealism but into the history of British economy.371 

This approach to slavery, which recognises that slaves as economic commodities were central 

to material historical development and therefore were agents, whether remembered as such by 

imperial historicists or not, was transformative.  

However, in Notes on Dialectics James focused on the impetus for studying history as 

‘revolutionary logic’, the epitome of Marxist retrospection, yet relates it solely to class 

struggle. He wrote 

We must begin by an abstraction, observing bureaucratic stranglers of the 

proletariat as they appear from the earliest appearance and trace their historical 

development…First we are Marxists. Hegel can speak of contradiction in general. 

For us the decisive opposition in society is the opposition of class. It is necessary 

to remember too in this attempt at a real cognition, that only the end will prove the 

beginning… This object, the bureaucratic caste, has a historical development of its 

own…we are going to find the logical movement of this caste in its historical 

development… That is not an easy thing to do, neither nature nor history presents 

us with the logical forms in their purity. Long periods of stagnation intervene- 

centuries, always decades. We have to co-relate logic and history.372 

James often hinted, using the example of Stalinism, that all revolutionary leadership had 

historical potential for totalitarianism and tyranny, such being the nature of power, and only 

the groundwork of historical study could enable recognition of the transformation of 

revolutionary action into anti-revolutionary regulation. Decolonisation and racial equality, 

whether or not he considered them less urgent priorities as historical ‘inevitabilities’, remain 

invisibilised by James’ socialist focus in this study.  
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Notes on Dialectics does however reveal James’ proposition that analytical knowledge 

could prepare the revolutionary intellectual who educated the enchained masses, yet the 

intellectual was not fundamentally necessary to breaking those chains, nor was education- 

freedom itself was a natural human impulse and knowledge itself was merely one route to it. 

This dichotomy between partially accepting the Trotskyist paternalist narrative yet accepting 

that revolutionary action was produced by actors rather than thinkers is reflected throughout 

James’ life, particularly significant in his role in the postcolonial Caribbean as state critic 

rather than political decision-maker.373 His focus was on positivist historicism, in which the 

inevitable revolution was less a product of a Trotskyist leader-follower relationship, than of 

culminating moments produced by material development in world systems. Furthermore, 

James’ emphasis on the agency of ‘slaves and workers’ in the narratives of revolutionary 

history, from The Black Jacobins to Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution, reinforced his 

criticism of Trotskyist historicism. He wrote in ‘Every Cook Can Govern’ of slavery in 

Ancient Greece and the birth of democracy that:  

In the best days of the democracy, there were many slaves who, although denied 

the rights of citizenship, lived the life of the ordinary Greek citizen… Near the end 

of the period of radical democracy, Demosthenes, the greatest of Athenian orators, 

said that the Athenians insisted on a certain code of behaviour towards the slaves, 

not because of the slaves, but because a man who behaved in an unseemly manner 

to another human being was not fit to be a citizen.374  

It is clear that James had begun to inquire into the difference between ‘freedoms granted’ and 

‘freedoms taken’ in terms of self-emancipation or liberation, via state intervention or the 

heroism of ‘Great Men.’ This extended to the idea of education as preventative for the 

development of social inequalities, and James’ revolutionary narratives employed thinker-

actor figures in the form of Toussaint, Nkrumah, and Lenin. 

Human agency for James was not subordinate to the planned revolutionary trajectory 

but, by nature, was impulsive and instinctive in its will to secure survival through negotiating 

forms of power. It was this vital fact which made revolution inevitable, rather than human 

planning or an ambiguous teleology or evolutionary force. However, if for James human 

preparation and foresight, and instinctive revolution, were somehow incompatible in this 
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theoretical historical context, the question remains: did James promote historical research as a 

basis for understanding past revolutions on their own unique merit, or for recognising the 

human components which could produce a ‘revolutionary moment’ in the present? If 

revolution was less a process produced by intricate planning, than multiple historical 

processes ending after reaching their expiration date, was it the tools for recognition of this 

expiration date which James was attempting to teach through historical literature, or indeed a 

framework for transition from one historical system of governance to another- colonial to 

postcolonial? Finishing both The Black Jacobins and A History of Negro Revolt, as texts 

balanced between historical research and anti-colonial modes of inquiry, clearly helped James 

establish a philosophy of history which took into account both Hegel, Marx, Engels, and his 

contemporaries.  

Confronting the relationship between James’ perception of the limits of historical 

agency, especially of ‘great men’ in history, and his own agency within the anti-colonial and 

labour activist movements, is a difficult task. It requires a closer look at the texts and articles 

he published after the creation of a West Indies Federation and his trip to Africa. Within them, 

James negotiated his Pan-African retrospection of more recent events after a degree of 

postcolonial self-determination had been accomplished in Africa and the Caribbean. By this 

time, James had realised that while individual free will existed in the form of revolutionary 

creativity, historical change itself demanded a consciousness of the past, which socially 

structured the decisions of the individual- historical awareness based on the needs of the 

future. In 1968, while active in the radical left American collective Facing Reality, alongside 

his wife Selma and other American Marxists, James wrote in World Revolution:  

What are the new socialist institutions? We do not know, nobody knows. The 

working class and the general mass of the population are creating them in 

action. Our business is to be aware of that, to let them know that they alone can 

create the new institutions. We use the highest peaks of the past as a guide. The 

highest peak so far reached is the instinctive action of the working class in the 

Hungarian Revolution.375 

Historical research for James in the interwar and wartime periods had been a platform from 

which to view the colonial present, and perhaps a camouflage in the publishing world for what 

would otherwise have been considered subversive literature, as The Black Jacobins was 

considered in Apartheid South Africa and contemporary British colonies. World Revolution 
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reached an audience beyond the small London anti-colonial student network of which he had 

previously been a part, and established him as a postcolonial thinker in his own right, with 

experience in postcolonial governance. 

However, this source reveals that James was no longer dependent on detachment from 

the present in order to make sense of its complexities, having formerly needed a lens through 

which to understand in terms of causation ‘why things were as they were.’ The ‘highest peaks 

of the past’ were an intellectual guide but could not act as a replacement for active 

participation in revolutionary movements; the teleological deciphering of the past in relation 

to the present in this sense need not negate full participation in all revolutionary crescendos, 

the former being merely an intellectual precursor to the latter. It is therefore worth taking a 

closer look at James’ actual historical literature, published in 1938 after years of archival 

research in London and Paris, to see in what way his embrace of historical inevitability, heroes 

in history and ‘stages of history’, shaped his anti-colonial appeal to the past, and guided his 

representation of Pan-African revolutionary history. 

 

The Inevitable Revolution in The Black Jacobins and A History of Pan-African Revolt 

In 1938, James finished his masterpiece The Black Jacobins from the foundational play 

Toussaint L’Ouverture. This study must be viewed comparatively with A History of Pan-

African Revolt in order to understand James’ decision to situate historical research at the heart 

of Pan-African activism, and indeed the employment of revolutionary inevitability in these 

texts as a form of rhetorical, political persuasion. James wrote of his research and writing in 

this period: 

I had already written and published in Trinidad, but I was interested in some Black 

history or history of Black people where they did something, and they were not 

being continually the subject of actions and attitudes of other people. I had 

discovered in Trinidad that the only place where that was clear was in the history 

of the revolution in San Domingo, and I had made up my mind in Trinidad that in 

addition to novels and short stories, I would write that story, but I didn’t think of it 

in terms of the Black Jacobins. When I went to England and then I went to France 

to look up the Archives there I saw the revolution of the colonial and 

underdeveloped peoples. As soon as I went to England, I began importing books 

from France which dealt very fully with that literature and I began importing books 

from Haiti, so by the time I went to France in about ’34 or ’35, I already had a 
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great deal of knowledge.376 

In this period, James’ decision to position himself inside the Empire, to witness fully its 

mechanisms and the displacement and exclusion of West Indians in London, ultimately led to 

him writing an anti-colonial history. From the remote colonies themselves during the early 

development of the anti-colonial historical consciousness in the 1920s, historians like James, 

Diop, and even Eric Williams, were less likely to conceive of historical literature as a platform 

for political polemics. Significantly, anti-colonial sentiment ultimately discovered its voice 

and discourse within imperial metropoles rather than the colonies. In this way, historical 

consciousness developed into an analytical tool, a political set of present-past allegories, and a 

textual space in which to demand the decolonisation of colonised space, which is exactly what 

James did in The Black Jacobins.  

James’ production of The Black Jacobins and A History of Pan-African Revolt cannot 

be divorced from the context of political and colonial violence during the 1930s in the British 

West Indies. Indeed, the economically-triggered riots of the 1930s must have seemed to James 

while researching, writing and publishing histories of slave revolutions, a strange and 

comparable parallel to revolutionary San Domingo, the modern proletariat transhistorically 

interchangeable with maroons and revolting slaves.377 James documented his strange 

encounter between researching a past and its parallel which was seemingly being played out in 

reality, writing:  

In 1937 and 1938 a series of riots broke out in Trinidad, followed by similar 

revolts in Barbados, Jamaica and other islands. They were suppressed with great 

difficulty…The commission reports, some speeches are made, and then 

everything goes back to where it was, to become progressively worse. However, 

in 1937 and 1938, the revolts had been powerful, the people were determined, 

labor organized itself and, to complete the awakening, American imperialism 

demanded and received military bases in Trinidad, Jamaica and other islands. 

The entry of American imperialism accelerated the political development. The 
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Americans saw that defense of islands composed of a population sullenly hostile 

to the existing government was dangerous from a strictly military point of view. 

It needed the islands to complete its mastery of North American water and 

especially in their relation to the Panama Canal. The [Trinidadian] ruling classes 

were strongly pro-British and the mulatto middle classes more so, particularly 

because of their fear of American race prejudice. The Negro masses might be 

weaned over from Britain.378 

The dynamics of the spreading revolts along the Caribbean and South America and the context 

of imperial interventionism must have appeared to James to be the product of either a cyclical 

revolutionary trajectory in which the Haitian Revolution was repeated in the British West 

Indies, or a previously ‘unfinished’ revolution which had reached a point of ‘inevitability’ in 

historical trajectory. Witnessing the diplomatic aftermath and imperial territorialism resulting 

from a series of impulsive riots no doubt impacted on James’ portrayal of Black Jacobinism in 

Haiti. 

James’ Black Jacobins, a historical study adapted from his previous play, Toussaint 

L’Ouverture, told the history of the Haitian Revolution through a Marxist analysis of French 

and Caribbean revolutionary interaction, and a narrative focusing on L'Ouverture.379 In terms 

of other Pan-Africanist mobilizing literature highlighting the importance of Haiti, The Black 

Jacobins differs extraordinarily from Aimé Césaire’s postcolonial Toussaint L’Ouverture: La 

Révolution française et le problème colonial published in 1960. This study took on the task of 

the revolution as a cultural rather than expressly material revolution in the post-Marxist sense, 

and subjected the Haitian Revolution to the contemporary context of production- the separatist 

struggle for Caribbean independence in 1960. Indeed it was Césaire’s Cahier d’un Retour au 

Pays Natal which James cited as an inspiration for the concept of Black Jacobinism as the 

alternative to Western abolitionism, and indeed the concept of a contemporary anti-colonial 

Black worker’s movement which was not subordinate to the centralised European Left.380 He 

adapted a revisionist approach to histories of slavery and labour activism, inspired by 

Césaire’s famous lines:  ‘parasites we are not…no single race has a monopoly of beauty, 
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intelligence and creativity.’381 Both The Black Jacobins and Toussaint L’Ouverture 

acknowledged the residual effects of slavery in the contemporary colonial Caribbean, yet 

contrasted Edouard Glissant’s later Négritude version, Monsieur Toussaint, which located 

créolité at the heart of a unique Antillean culture of resistance. It is important to remember 

that these competing plays and texts were written by artist-politicians with postcolonial 

futures in mind, acting as public platforms for advertising different routes to self-

determination, from violent revolution to peaceful collaborative transition to cultural 

separatism.  

The message of The Black Jacobins was clearly intended to be prophetic as well as 

historically revisionist, and contained multiple references to the African postcolonial 

Revolution, particularly in the revised edition published in 1963. This edition contained an 

appendix entitled ‘From Toussaint L’Ouverture to Fidel Castro’, and clarified James’ choice of 

case study with a perceived parallel in totalitarianism produced by colonial-postcolonial 

transitions, chiefly focusing on Cuba and Castro against the comparative backdrop of the San 

Domingo Revolution. In it James notes Kenyatta, Nkrumah, Padmore, Garvey and Aimé 

Césaire as the ‘founding fathers’ of postcolonial Pan-Africanism, who gave birth to the idea 

that ‘salvation for the West Indies lies in Africa.’382 However, James was revising this text 

during the postcolonial 1960s after experiencing the transition in Trinidad, witnessing the 

growing fears of totalitarianism as an anti-colonial-postcolonial rupture in South America and 

Cuba, which one intellectual claimed was the revival of slavery based on the ‘idolatrous 

adulation or cultivation of a “personality cult.”’383 Therefore, beyond acknowledging the role 

that this ‘retrospective return to Africa’ played in Diasporic anti-colonialism in the inter-war 

period, his disillusionment with the corruption of Caribbean postcolonial governance is 

indicated in the statement ‘such a mass of ignorance and falsehood has surrounded these 

islands for so many centuries that obvious truths sound like revelations.'384 This remark distills 

James’ opinions, voiced in radical publications, of the postcolonial concentration of power, yet 

the context in which the second edition of The Black Jacobins was produced was markedly 

different to that of its original production in 1938, when postcolonial politics could not be 

problematized beyond anti-colonial speculation. 
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The original play, finalized in 1934, which inspired the historical study, was a product 

of months of research in Paris, going through archives to study letters, and original reports on 

the revolution in Haiti.385 The Black Jacobins was certainly not revisionist in the sense that it 

lacked research, sources or a multi-levelled narrative, and James backed up his claims with 

both a historiographical and historical base of sources. He interviewed many French historians 

and went through their works with a kind of historical toothpick, picking apart the way in 

which they had represented the revolution according to their own political agendas and even 

prejudices. Among the papers in James’ possession were archival documents pertaining to the 

inter-war occupation of Haiti by the U.S. military from 1915 to 1934 and the responding 

Haitian anti-colonial movement, from the 1915 treaty between the U.S. and Haiti to a critique 

of U.S. occupation as part of a U.S. Senate report in 1922. For example, a speech re-entitled 

‘Dollar Diplomacy’ attacked the speech made by President Taft to Congress on the state of 

Caribbean and Central American governance, and condemned American interference in the 

Caribbean.386 It is clear from his collected papers, both primary sources and his accounts of 

discussions with other historians, that James redefined what history as a discipline meant, who 

contributed to it, and what their intentionality was, in a period of such partition between the 

European Left and Right. Indeed, James declared in The Black Jacobins that his intent is to 

uncover historiographical silences and the imperial motivation behind them. He stated ‘the 

current legend that the abolition of slavery resulted in the destruction of the whites is a 

shameless lie, typical of the means by which reaction covers its crimes in the past and seeks to 

block advance in the present.’387 During research for The Black Jacobins, James was 

undoubtedly thinking about the role of historical research in times of war and conflict, both as 

a mobilizing device and as a way of injecting intellectual ‘reason’ into an academic world 

divided by ideological conflict and military alliances.  

Nesbitt reads James’ account of the Haitian Revolution and his mythologization of 

Toussaint as rooted in a normative, even developmental, Eurocentric historicism, in which 

modernity is accessed via the agency of the ‘great man’, rather than historical inevitability 

produced by conditions precipitating the revolution. According to Nesbitt, James situates the 

                                                                                                                                                         
384 James, The Black Jacobins, p. 409. 
385 C.L.R. James, Toussaint L’Ouverture: The Story of the Only Successful Slave Revolt in History, edited by 

Christian Hogsbjerg (London, 2013, orig. 1934). 
386 ‘The United States Occupation of Haiti’, Treaty between the United States and Haiti, Signed at Port au Prince, 

September 16, 1915, C.L.R. James Papers H7, Senate House Special Collections. President William Taft, ‘Dollar 

Diplomacy’, Annual Message to Congress, December 3, 1912, C.L.R. James Papers H5, SHSC. Critique of the 

U.S. Occupation of Haiti, Report of the Senate Committee of Inquiry, 1922, C.L.R. James Papers H9, SHSC. 



161 

 

slave revolt ‘firmly within the eighteenth-century Age of Enlightenment and Revolution, 

drawing attention both to their fundamental place in the development of the modern world-

system of agricultural capitalism (San Domingo as the centre of France’s extraction of surplus 

profit from slave labour) and to their essential uniqueness.’388 Whilst acknowledging that 

James anticipated Wallerstein’s modern world systems theory, Nesbitt’s criticism on the theme 

of revolutionary violence in The Black Jacobins pushes the debate on relativism and partiality 

in James’ account. On violence and its legitimisation in the context of Fanon and Arendt’s 

debate, Nesbitt writes that ‘James’s postulation of a “Black Jacobinism” in Haiti, never clearly 

described in the book of that name, identifies the universalist politics of justice as equality as a 

global phenomenon.’389 He goes on to state that  

Among the great accomplishments of C.L.R. James’s Black Jacobins is to have 

mounted for the first time a vigorous defence and justification of the 

revolutionary violence of the Haitian Revolution. In the face of near-universal 

denigration of this event as the work of bloodthirsty savages, James affirms the 

unity of the struggle for justice as equality based upon the universal, colour-free 

principles of liberty and equality…Yet, James’s defence of Black Jacobin 

violence is punctual and even muddled, at odds with the systematically 

rationalist, colonial enlightenment thesis of the book. ‘They were seeking their 

salvation in the most obvious way’, James writes, ‘the destruction of what they 

knew was the most obvious cause of their sufferings.” James’s enslaved masses 

are unthinking, displaying no understanding of the structural, systematic causes 

of their subjection and suffering. Their exertions, immediately and 

simplistically reflexive, short-circuit all rational reflection.390 

Nesbitt reduces James’ reasoning to his rationalisation of violence-as-vengeance within the 

slave insurrection. This reading bypasses James’ communication of the immediacy of 

revolutionary time and its constructed urgency, or what he calls ‘the locomotive of history.’391 

James remarked at one point in The Black Jacobins that ‘when history is written as it ought to 

be written, it is the moderation and long patience of the masses at which men will wonder, not 

their ferocity.’392 The relationship between emotion, the violent revolutionary transformation 

which James narrated, and his colonial visualisation of it, can be linked to his 
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acknowledgement that historical ‘speed’ is subject to the individual’s experience of the 

passage of time. Indeed, the remembrance of events which silence colonial ‘befores’ and 

postcolonial ‘afters’ in terms of the historical climax of a revolution, whether associated with 

emotional trauma or the interruption in the regular speed of historical time, is part of what 

James’ successfully conveyed. Memory and emotion do not negate one another and are part of 

the process of convincing storytelling, yet James also managed to lend meaning to the process 

of revolutions by challenging the idea that agency was disconnected from historical 

probability. 

If the agency of Toussaint hastened the passage of time, by James’ logic the 

revolutionary agency of a collective working together creates a moment of urgency, the end 

product of inevitability as a historical process. This theory was later developed more 

intricately within James’ eye-witness account of a ‘revolutionary moment.’ Over forty years 

after the publication of Black Jacobins, James reaffirmed that human agency itself was a 

necessary product of the unstoppable passage of time and the inevitability of revolution, rather 

than the precursor to revolution in terms of premeditation or planning. Furthermore, agency 

was only the instrument of revolution where inevitability had preordained the conditions for 

the revolution’s success. On witnessing violent labour riots and protests in 1981 at the height 

of an economic depression in Northern England, James recorded the trajectory of events:  

The two groups met and joined. There was nothing in the manner of their meeting 

which in any way reflected a prearranged plan. There was a sudden shout and the 

mob stormed off in the direction of Moss Side police station. That my friends is the 

revolution. There is no highly educated party leading the backward masses. There is 

no outstanding leader whom the masses follow because of his great achievement in 

the past. There had been no prearranged plan.393  

This idea of instinctive revolution seems inconsistent with historical inevitability, or 

revolution as the end of an intricate historical process. Yet James was trying to point out that 

in the context of revolution, whether Thatcherite England, Soviet Hungary or the slave 

plantations of French colonial San Domingo, that comparisons could be drawn in terms of the 

instinctive will of the people to demand and achieve change, even at the price of human life. 

James regarded this weighing of sacrifice as a human historical choice. Inevitability could be 

measured not by the determination or pre-planning of revolutionary participants, but by the 

historical process which culminated in collective protest. 
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 It is important to think about why James chose to add ‘Pan-African’ to the title of this 

work, rather than Haitian or indeed Caribbean. Clearly, this is linked to the Marxist approach 

to the revolution, which sees race and class as the creators of transnational communities. 

Indeed, thinkers who followed James such as Howard Zinn have often dismissed the nation as 

a lens for historical analysis, and Pan-Africanists conformed to this trend. Zinn stated that 

‘nations are not communities and never have been. The history of any country, presented as 

the history of a family, conceals the fierce conflicts of interest (sometimes exploding, often 

repressed) between conquerors and conquered, masters and slaves, capitalists and workers, 

dominators and dominated in race and sex.’394 Challenging national metanarratives have 

always been a part of the Marxist approach to history, and both Zinn and James worked to 

uncovered what they thought had been ‘concealed.’ 

In James’ Black Jacobins, a narrative of revolutionary action is woven around the 

traditional figure of the ‘man behind the movement’, the re-imagined ‘great man’ or ‘thinking 

soldier’ in the form of L’Ouverture. A comparison is important here between James’ approach 

and that of British Whig historians, particularly Trevelyan who remarked after finishing The 

Making of Italy on Italian unification, ‘without bias, I should never have written at all. For I 

was moved to write by a poetical sympathy with the passions of the Italian patriots of the 

period, which I retrospectively shared.’395 This sentiment is not far from James’ intentionality 

in writing revolutionary history with a moral compass structured by James’ inhabited time and 

space. With regards to the heroizing of L’Ouverture and the depiction of ‘freed slaves’ as a 

trans-historical proletariat, nameless and faceless, yet militant and gendered in their 

appearance in James’ representation, it seems strange that James does not recognize the 

economics of this narrative paternalism. He later stated that Toussaint ‘laid the foundation of 

the Haitian state and he broke away from slavery and manoeuvred with extreme skill and 

success among the various forces, but he remained to the end somebody for whom the French 

decree of emancipation was the basis of society.’396 However, he does not pick apart the 

causation between individual and collective in terms of leadership, nor Toussaint’s inability to 

convince both men and women that a revolt must be followed by a treaty to secure lasting 

freedom.  

Gender, a factor in the reality of revolution where relationships often defined decision-
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making in a crisis, did not factor as a historical mode of inquiry for James. The question of 

leadership and revolutionary violence is invariably the fulcrum of James’ Black Jacobins, for 

he was not only telling us a story, he was making a polemic and presentist argument for the 

Pan-African revolution, albeit one which excludes the participation of women who appear 

functionally as victims to be revenged. James remarked revealingly that ‘men make history, 

and Toussaint made the history that he made because he was the man he was.’397 Exactly 

whom did James send to the shadows of history by choosing to shine his spotlight on 

Toussaint? When James referred to ‘one hundred and fifty years of history and scientific study 

of revolution begun by Marx and Engels, and amplified by Lenin and Trotsky’, he honoured 

the ‘great men’ of history.398 In doing so he bypassed the ‘people’ whom he intermittently 

refers to in terms of difference- racial and sexual- and who remain simply ‘people’; necessary 

to the story yet not worthy of naming or further inquiry. There is without doubt an aspect of 

continuity between the selective imperial historicist gaze and the anti-colonial historicist gaze- 

that which does not serve its purpose is abandoned in the legendary Marxist ‘dustbins of 

history.’ Readers are left knowing that change arrived via the appearance of ‘Great Man’, yet it 

was also driven locally, but by whose revolutionary agency it is difficult to pinpoint. 

However, the colonial context is linked significantly to both the French and Haitian 

Revolution, intellectually and militarily. Colonial San Domingo serves as a rhetorical stage 

upon which James rooted his argument and built his premises, and there is evidence that 

James took inspiration from Rainsford’s Black Empire of Haiti to write the post-revolutionary 

securing of Haiti, writing it as postcolonial rather than imperial. James traced the spread of 

revolts through the wider Caribbean, the initial support from French Republicans, and the 

counter-revolutionary attempts to reinstitute slavery, as part of the ‘rise of Empire.’ It is clear 

that for James, change over time consisted of both cultural and material revolutionary and 

counter-revolutionary turns, ideologies of course protecting the economics of each turn. 

James’ analysis is imbued with the spirit of an abstract African socialism. He tells us: ‘It was a 

war not so much of armies as of the people. It was a war with racial divisions emphasizing the 

class struggle- Blacks and Mulattoes against whites.’399 James arrived at an academic 

intersection between race and class on which to focus his gaze, transforming one history of 

local and global revolt into a Marxist political commentary: ‘Today as then, the great 
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propertied interests and their agents commit the most ferocious crimes in the name of the 

whole people, and bluff and browbeat them by lying propaganda.’400  

James historicized revolution as a product of both thought and action, eventually 

nudging us towards his presentist solution. The oppressed peoples must turn to the recent or 

distant past to understand the necessity of the revolution they would inevitably perform, just 

as the San Domingo slaves followed the example of the bread-deprived peasants in 

revolutionary Paris: 

But for the revolution, this extraordinary man and his band of gifted associates 

would have lived their lives as slaves, serving the commonplace creatures who 

owned them, standing barefooted and in rags to watch inflated little governors and 

mediocre officials from Europe pass by, as many a talented African stands in 

Africa today.401 

The message here is clear; colonised peoples must turn to their reconstructed histories, beyond 

the imperial gaze which had shaped European scholarship, to find inspiration for the anti-

colonial revolution. James was telling us that history is not a mere representation of past 

realities, nor is The Black Jacobins a mere exercise in remembrance; Haiti is a ‘necessary and 

inevitable’ point of change along the historical trajectory of the Diaspora, and bears 

significance in the contemporary context of colonial Africa. At this point, the Pan-African 

character of James’ narrative becomes clear, and the Diaspora’s exile and enslavement is 

merged with the colonised continent’s oppression. It is clear that James’ anti-colonialism, 

informed more by the desire for the Marxist inevitable revolution than a sense of the 

historiographical incorrectness of imperial ideology, was a negotiation of the intersection 

between race and class in the Diaspora. Inevitability not only shaped his historical 

representations, it strengthened his convictions in decolonisation as a necessary historical 

process and consequence. However, his use of historical literature to as a vehicle for urging 

revolutionary thought and action, reshaped how historians viewed the trans-Atlantic slave 

trade and the subsequent revolutions as economic phenomena. 

 

The Reception of Black Jacobinism in Colonial Africa 

As a writer, James was viewed by censors in colonial states and later in Apartheid South 

Africa with much concern, which may hint at the content of his work as a mobilizing tool. The 
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Black Jacobins, which James termed an ‘account of the only successful slave revolt in world 

history’, was banned in South Africa until Apartheid was dismantled, its target audience being 

colonised peoples specifically in Africa. Indeed, James closed this study on a note of anti-

colonial optimism, telling his readers ‘the African faces a long and difficult road and he will 

need guidance. But he will tread it fast because he will walk upright.’402 The Black Jacobins 

was written while James was active in the International African Service Bureau, a Pan-

Africanist organization which he founded with Padmore. The Bureau organized its circulation, 

and although banned in South Africa, it somehow made its way around members of the 

African National Congress, including the late Mandela, who copied key passages and passed 

them around to friends.  

The Black Jacobins was intended to inform national liberation movements in Africa 

and Diasporic anti-colonialists about the nature of decolonisation as a ‘historically inevitable’ 

process, and it is in this sense that historical consciousness as a mobilizing device becomes 

less surprising, even though sometimes contradictory. The circulation and reception of The 

Black Jacobins in particular, from censorship to popular readership, demonstrates its 

significance as Pan-Africanist historical literature which was intended to mobilize, inspire, 

revise the representation of the past, and most importantly, to encourage readers to draw 

presentist political parallels between the colonial and Diasporic experiences. James’ ability to 

inspire other anti-colonial historians and intellectuals was significant and is archivally 

documented. His collected papers include a lecture by fellow Marxist intellectual Martin 

Glaberman entitled ‘C.L.R. James: The Man and His Works.’ This lecture described him as 

offering the African ‘the means to understand his own history and, what is more important, the 

means to make his own history.’403 Indeed, this is how many regarded The Black Jacobins in 

anti-colonial circles, despite his unpopularity among the Trinidadian political elite. 

 

From Past Revolution to Contemporary Decolonisation: James in Trinidad, 1938-1969 

Shortly after The Black Jacobins and A History of Pan-African Revolts were published, James 

visited the United States for a lecture tour, noting the intersection of race and class in the U.S. 

as a historical consequence which had become more visible during the Great Depression. In 

1938 he visited Trotsky in Coyoacán, México, also encountering Diego Rivera and Frida 

                                                 
402 James, The Black Jacobins, p. 377. 
403 G. Carlton, ‘Freedom Movements in the West Indies’ (1961), C.L.R. James Papers H3, SHSC, pp. 3-6; Martin 

Glaberman, ‘C.L.R. James: The Man and His Works’, Report delivered to the Conference on West Indian Affairs 

at the University of Montreal, 9 October 1965, C.L.R. James Papers K8, SHSC. 



167 

 

Kahlo before returning to the U.S.. In the course of his discussions with Trotsky, he began to 

apply some of the insights from The Black Jacobins to the situation of African-Americans. He 

began to argue like Aimé Césaire that Black struggles did not require the leadership of the 

Western labour movement, marking a move away from Eurocentric Marxism, writing ‘the 

Negro represents potentially the most revolutionary section of the population.’404 Rejecting 

Trotsky’s view of the U.S.SR as a degenerated worker’s state, James began a close study of 

philosophy with the other intellectuals of the Johnson-Forest Tendency, especially Hegel's vast 

and complex Science of Logic, and dialectics on the nature of evil and violence. His Notes on 

Dialectics (1948) and American Civilisation (1950) were inspired by Raya Dunayevskaya and 

Grace Lee’s philosophy. These post-Black Jacobins works represent a return to the Leninist 

idea that ‘every cook can govern’, as James eventually replaced Trotsky’s redemptive figure of 

the ‘Great Man’, with the ‘thinking dissidents’ in revolutionary history.  

Indeed, James’ critique of Trotsky in 1958, which he published in Facing Reality, 

echoed his own unwillingness to both govern and be governed. He believed that the 

inequalities which arose in the postcolonial state came about as a result of the postcolonial 

elite compromise on the promises they had made to their people in order to gain power: 

To the end of his life Trotsky thought about workers in terms of the stage of society 

in 1917. He could not grasp that the development of capitalism into state capitalism 

and the corresponding development in the working class had created an entirely new 

category of workers…To his dying day Trotsky believed that workers had to be led 

by the politically advanced…He was always looking for workers to train them for 

the revolution.405 

During the war James helped organize a Black sharecroppers as they prepared to go on strike, 

and wrote pamphlets opposing African-American involvement in a war which James assumed 

was capitalistic on part of American intervention, notably ‘Why Negroes should oppose the 

war.’406 His letters to Constance Webb also reveal how he confronted the idea of a capitalist 

war as a venture of both sides, recording how ‘neither Republicans nor Democrats will take 

responsibility for the war before an election’ unless it offered potential economic profit.407 

James’ writings and activism during the war years, spent mostly in the U.S., were inspired by 
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his involvement in the radical left Johnson-Forest Tendency with Raya Dunayevskaya. They 

ranged from topics such as ‘the Negroes on Fascism’, to a Party Convention calling for a new 

spirit in the leadership of workers, and an anti-Stalinist analysis of the Nazi-Soviet pact.408 

However, it was not until 1953, at the height of McCarthyism, that he was thrown out 

of the country for writing ‘seditious material’ under a variety of revolutionary pseudonyms. 

James remembered of this episode that ‘the Blacks in America wanted me to form a Black 

movement and I said, “No!”, that I was not going to do that. I was very effective, and the 

American Government said that I had overstayed my time there and must go.’409 James was 

jailed for several weeks on Ellis Island and on his release delivered a well-received series of 

lectures on colonialism at Columbia University, yet his appeal for U.S. citizenship was turned 

down, and he returned to London. James' forced departure from the United States was a 

turning point in his career, and forced him closer to the continent of Africa itself. He became a 

more international figure widely read in South Africa, Kenya and Ghana, moving between 

Europe, Africa and the Caribbean, and planned a long-awaited trip to Haiti which was 

cancelled due to the uprising against the Duvalier government.  

Crucially in 1957, James travelled to Ghana to celebrate its independence from the 

British Empire, having previously met Ghana's first president Kwame Nkrumah in the U.S. 

and introduced him to the Pan-African world in post-war London and to Padmore, who 

became Nkrumah’s closest advisor in the postcolonial Ghanaian state. James’ commentary on 

the crisis of decolonisation and power dynamics in Ghana was recorded in the retrospect in 

Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution in 1977, inspired by the late Padmore’s critique in The 

Gold Coast Revolution (1953). In it James captured Nkrumah’s rise and descent as a 

characteristic postcolonial president struggling to overcome fears of social anarchy by over-

extending governance, writing ‘like Cromwell and Lenin, he initiated the destruction of a 

régime in decay - a tremendous achievement; but like them, he failed to create the new 

society.’410 In many ways, witnessing the struggles of Ghanaian leadership to simultaneously 

represent a population, whilst actively securing national independence through the process of 

self-determination, deterred James from fully entering the arena of political self-fashioning. It 

also deterred him from the kind of social action which could potentially make use of political 
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structures. Rather, he became an eyewitness and commentator of the colonial-postcolonial 

transition, watching sometimes from the side-lines and often negotiating the political 

networks of conflicting West Indian personalities to secure the best intellectual vantage point.  

Locating James’ experience of the colonial-postcolonial transition on a literary, 

intellectual level highlights his detachment from the responsibility of postcolonial decision-

making and his not having to bear the consequences of political decisions, yet also armed with 

the opportunity of criticizing from journalistic side-lines. We can only deliberate on the timing 

of James’ postwar alternating between Pan-African politics and the sphere of intellectualized 

class struggle in the American Trotskyist movement. His overall hesitation to accept political 

roles contrasts the attitudes of other Pan-Africanists who were involved in the campaigns of 

self-determination in the Caribbean and alongside Nkrumah, such as Padmore. Johnson 

remarks that James ‘never wanted to be a leader. Political power, he claimed, followed him 

wherever he travelled. Women and men sat at his feet, “on the floor…when there weren’t 

chairs at hand.”’411 Few other historians have questioned his preference in this period for 

journalistic criticism in replacement of postcolonial decision-making, accompanied by the 

rejection of the responsibility of being a burdened with the potential consequences of making 

decisions which represented majority-minority conflicts in the Caribbean. 

It was his decision to return to Trinidad in 1958 to write for The Nation at the height of 

the campaign for decolonisation in the British West Indies which transformed his perspective 

of colonial-postcolonial transitions- an experience which brought a sense of the complexity of 

reality to his approach to historical change. In Trinidad, James initiated a course entitled 

‘Human Personality in Great Tragedy’ at the University College of the West Indies, the first to 

explore the historical figure of the hero in postcolonial literature from Naipaul to Lamming, 

capturing the first wave of excitement and sense of triumph which the creation of the 

Federation afforded.412 However, this sentiment was soon altered by the complexities in first 

obtaining statehood, and later creating a postcolonial infrastructure.  

James himself was aware that it would take more than the ambiguous historical 

discourse on Africa employed by Garveyists to break with Empire and achieve complete self-

determination in the Caribbean, Trinidadians not being in possession of an ‘indigenous past’ 

which they could use to claim both territorial entitlement and capability to self-govern based 
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on their ‘stage of civilisation’ or historical advancement, as Cheikh Anta Diop employed. This 

contrasted with his original position on the political efficacy of historical consciousness prior 

to decolonisation, shortly after his arrival in Trinidad, when he wrote ‘the more we clarify our 

past and analyse what is taking place around us, the more we prepare the ground from which 

the individual artist may spring.’413 Yet James experienced the colonial-postcolonial transition 

in a way which made him doubt the employability of historical consciousness to convince a 

population of their right to lasting self-determination- merely a few short years had overturned 

his faith in the ‘appeal to the past.’ For example, in 1963 James wrote that ‘English 

people…have a conception of themselves breathed from birth…Underdeveloped countries 

have to go back centuries to rebuild one. We of the West Indians have none at all, none that we 

know of.’414 Recognising what Trinidadians lacked in terms of the historically-conscious 

intellectual tools of anti-colonial persuasion, James set about building an alternative 

postcolonial historicism founded upon the ‘inevitability of decolonisation’ whilst critiquing in 

The Nation the route to self-determination chosen by his contemporaries. This was an 

analytical historicist tool with advantages and limitations when placed in context with the 

reality of Caribbean decolonisation as a historical process itself.  

Alongside the difficulties involved in not being dragged into postcolonial political 

conflicts, this was a period when political artists became self-fashioning politicians, and 

politics lost its creativity to collective fears of the potential temporariness of decolonisation. 

James corresponded with Nkrumah and the President of Trinidad and fellow historian Eric 

Williams throughout his stay in Trinidad, the latter who bore responsibility for the economic 

consequences of decolonisation, whilst lending James knowledge of the finer details of the 

process. While in Trinidad in 1960, at the height of the decolonisation crisis between 

federalisation and nationalisation, James wrote to Nkrumah telling him ‘we have grave 

problems here that require careful thought and consultation with you and Nehru. The future of 

the Federation and the future of Trinidad & Tobago are at stake. Jamaica seems determined to 

secede. Williams has signified that if nothing else will shift the American base out of 

Chaguaramas, he will declare the territory independent and throw them out, Commonwealth 

or no Commonwealth.’415 Having previously witnessed Nkrumah’s struggles for self-

determination balanced tentatively against the will of the nation, James gave Williams a 
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retrospective perspective on the Caribbean transition, whilst also remaining detached from the 

crucial role of decision-making.  

It is clear from the correspondence between James, Williams and Nkrumah that the 

three had a close, at times conflicted, relationship after the death of George Padmore, and that 

not all Pan-African relationships survived the colonial-postcolonial transition.416 Indeed, 

James, having to choose between allegiance to a friendship or his political preference for the 

Jamaican leadership in the form of Premier Norman Manley, eventually chose to support 

Manley despite fears that the latter believed he ‘aimed to come to Jamaica to carry out some 

purposes which Eric Williams and I have plotted together for the benefit of the PNM and the 

Trinidad Government.’417 His preference for the WIFLP and West Indies Federation over 

Williams’ pro-independence People's National Movement was accompanied by public 

criticism in The Nation of postcolonial leaders who failed to unite against the common 

imperial enemy, instead cooperating with the Colonial Office to thwart other nations in a bid 

for various echelons of self-determination.418 James recognised that federalism was the Pan-

African option for transnational co-operation between former colonies, politically and 

culturally, and that the struggle for national self-determination in the Caribbean was fast 

becoming a self-destructive imitation of pre-war inter-imperial conflict in Europe, thwarting 

all hopes of solidarity within the project of decolonisation. The ‘feeling of grave uncertainty 

about the future of the Federation’ was something he mentioned to Nehru and Nkrumah who 

faced similar inter-national conflicts of their own.419 

Between 1959 and 1962, the national rivalry between different states vying for 

Dominion Status and opting out of federalism reached a climax after a long period of intra-

national conflict on a difference of priorities between and the American occupation of 

Chaguaramas.420 James’ own role in opposing the American occupation of Chaguaramas, ‘a 

monstrous injustice and a crime against the developing nation’, was for him simply an 

extension of pre-decolonisation anti-colonialism, in sentiment and discourse.421 However, 

although he supported Williams on this issue, they differed on others, which eventually led to 
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a breakdown of trust. Furthermore, this was a period within the process of decolonisation 

during which historical consciousness as a bridge to the past was shadowed and transformed 

by the present in which it was being employed. In a speech addressed to the Barbados Labour 

Party in 1962, shortly before he left the West Indies, James warned that ‘new independent 

societies face new dangers’, highlighting the vulnerability to anti-democratic groups which 

postcolonial power vacuums reinforced.422 James cited threats to postcolonial democracies in 

the West Indies, including the dictatorial personalities of postcolonial leaders, the continued 

absence of a democratic infrastructure to actualise ‘representative politics’, the collective lack 

of engagement with social movements which would confront those leaders who endangered 

democracy or whose economic policies differed little from the previous colonial system, and 

the related problems of property ownership, wealth distribution, and postcolonial settlers.423 

Similarly, in ‘The White People’, James advised that postcolonial settlers must ‘make 

themselves the open sponsors of civil liberties and democratic rights in the West Indies’, 

warning against violence, yet hinting that, as in the case of Revolutionary Haiti, its use was an 

inevitable certainty if ‘the white people…who have power over so many jobs and connected 

opportunities’ failed to recognise that historical transitions demanded human agency to 

accommodate themselves.424 

Not only did individual West Indian islands face the impossibility of full independence 

outside of the Commonwealth structure, they also faced a lack of solidarity from other nations 

when it came to cooperating under Federalism, and this distrust eventually undermined the 

commitment to economically back each other in the early postcolonial period. Premier 

Manley’s broadcast on ‘Saving the Federation’, which received James’ approval in 1960, 

reflected these developments, yet also fell back on a distinctly Pan-Africanist discourse when 

nationalist rivalries threatened the common goal of self-determination. The trust between 

colonised states during this process was vulnerable to both internal and external pressures. 

James wrote: 

Think what an Independent West Indies will mean in the world, when we will sit 

with the other nations in the Councils of the League of Nations…Think what it 

will mean in Africa and among Africans- what it will mean in the United States 

where countless thousands of West Indians and their descendants now live…We all 
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have a common history. We all have common problems…We cannot do without 

each other and whenever we get together we mean much more in the world than 

when we try to stand alone.425 

This broadcast reflects the use of a Pan-African historical consciousness in terms of origin and 

shared struggles, when speaking of the postcolonial future rather than manifold futures. Yet it 

was not enough to unify the islands, or repudiate the tendency to compete nationalistically, 

rather than campaign together for one form of federal self-determination. The centralised 

bureaucracy and decision-making framework of the Federation, which cooperated with the 

Commonwealth, must have appeared to opponents a continuation of their previous 

subsidiarity to Empire, which had been both present and absent in the form of local policy-

makers and London’s Colonial Office overseas. The Federation’s execution of political 

centralisation, proposed under the cultural banner of West Indian ‘unity’, led to deep 

postcolonial disillusionment with the lack of economic reforms and land redistribution.426 

Further disillusionment, engendered by the collaboration between postcolonial governance 

and the Anglo-American foreign and economic policy in the West Indies, led to accusations of 

‘McCarthyism and neo-imperialism’ by the West Indies Committee for National Sovereignty 

with whom James was affiliated.427 As historically inevitable as decolonisation had seemed, 

the actual consequences of the decolonising process and postcolonial inaction had quickly 

engendered a discourse on ‘neo-imperialism’ from former anti-colonial intellectuals. Indeed, 

the weaponised memory of colonialism in the postcolonial historical consciousness was often 

politically wielded to associate the U.S. Cold War policy in the Caribbean with previous 

European imperialism. This holds particular significance in the context of James’ world, 

where ‘inevitability’ had exhausted its anti-colonial usefulness after national self-

determination had been achieved. 

In 1960, the Jamaican Delegation finally put forward its case for independence to the 

Colonial Office, citing fears that the Federation would intervene with its economic 

sovereignty, and highlighted Williams’ support for centralised economic regulation as a reason 

for its withdrawal; in other words, Jamaican wealth was Jamaican wealth, not West Indian 
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wealth.428 James decision to support Manley’s decision over Williams’ policy on the issue of 

Federation is reflected in a letter to Manley in which he wrote ‘the Federal Government is in a 

state of deep suspicion and hostility with the Trinidad Government. Some of them have gone 

so far as to believe that Williams is plotting to overthrow the Government, have new elections 

and oust Grantley, in any case to establish himself as the first leader in the West Indies putting 

you and Grantley in the second place.’429 The anxiety perceptible in James’ correspondence 

throughout this period indicates that strong tensions within the Commonwealth were produced 

by very real conflicts between disempowered and over-empowered individuals. Clearly, the 

process of decolonisation as lived rather than collectively desired, imagined, historically 

studied or even planned, contained more nuances and conflict than could be recognized before 

it actually began. James himself was forced to resign from his position as editor of The 

Nation, the paper of the PNM, after publishing a lengthy criticism of both Williams and the 

PNM., and was summoned to appear before the People’s National Movement in 1961 on 

charges relating to this publication, although he rejected the accusation that he had violated 

the Movement’s principles simply through public criticism.430 His correspondence with both 

Williams and Manley during this period shows how conflicted his relationships became when 

he prioritized political principles over friendships, his letters to Manley in particular revealing 

mistrust over his dismissal for criticizing Williams.431 

In 1962, James finally left the conflicted West Indies after the collapse of the 

Federation, his dismissal from The Nation, and fall-out with the PNM. After abandoning the 

tensions of Trinidad, James returned to London where he continued to write, and also visited 

to the U.S. to teach when university students began demanding courses in Black studies. In 

this period he finished Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolution and At the Rendezvous of Victory, 

two studies on Pan-African concerns, which focused on the social movements from below and 

the problem of postcolonial leadership, and published his U.S. writings on the state of the 

Diaspora in the postcolonial period, in a collection appropriately named The Future in the 

Present, marking a move away from ‘the future in the past.’432 The last book-length 
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manuscript that James completed was Beyond a Boundary (1963), portraying sport and life in 

Trinidad during the early years of the 20th century, inspired by his contributions to Trinidad’s 

Cricket Quarterly in which he treated sport as an allegory for the colonial ‘stages of social 

evolution.’433 Boundary's treatment of the island's Black middle class is at once critical and 

affectionate, simultaneously depicting their desire to assimilate to an idea of respectable 

Britishness, whilst denouncing it. This study of cultural assimilation as a form of political 

submission was the only of its kind produced by James. It shares deep similarities with the 

anti-colonial studies in culture by Aimé Césaire, whom, James stated, ‘made a union of the 

African sphere of existence with existence in the Western world’, and who had revealed to 

him that ‘the past of mankind and the future of mankind are historically and logically 

linked.’434  

 

Resurrecting or Releasing the Pan-African Dream 

James’ stay in the West Indies had allowed him to profoundly confront the realities of 

decolonisation face to face, some of which may have contradicted his historically-conscious 

expectations. One stray document in the Senate House Collection posted to James for his 

approval and dated 31st May 1962, Federal Dissolution Day in the West Indies, captures the 

disillusionment and disappointment which many anti-colonial intellectuals must have felt 

about the realities of postcolonial separatism and proto-nationalism: 

In this desolate moment I turn to our history. I ask myself if this sense of 

nationhood is a deception, if this identification of ourselves as West Indians is 

delusion, if this reaching out after a larger destiny is something of dream and 

fancy. Was the effort of the past fourteen years based on anything? Is there any 

ground in reality, any basis in our history for the concept of a West Indian? Are we 

doomed to remain a fragmented people in small islands set apart from each other 

not by the sea but by divisions of our own making? 435  

This extract captures the mood of a postcolonial intellectual questioning the complex rights of 

a Diaspora to self-determination within a settler society, rather than indigenous society, a self-

imagined community sharing a historical consciousness of the trauma of the Middle Passage 

quite dissimilar to the Ethiopianist ‘former glory’ narrative of African anti-colonial 

intellectuals. A realistic rather than Utopian postcolonial future in the wider Caribbean 
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community would necessarily be inclusive of those not of African descent, thus dissolving the 

anti-colonial future-past based on the Pan-African embrace of ‘origin’ as an unbreakable bond. 

It was at this time during the colonial-postcolonial transition that intellectuals from the 

Francophone Caribbean such as Patrick Chamoiseau, and Edouard Glissant introduced the 

concept of créolité in the 1970s as an alternative to Négritude and Pan-African historical 

consciousness; créolité being based on a consciousness of difference uniting multiple 

Diasporas and a fusion of cultural heritage. This was sharply juxtaposed in the postcolonial 

Anglophone West Indies through Walter Rodney’s appeal to African Socialism and Pan-

Africanism as the foundation for Caribbean postcolonial politics. Rodney famously decried 

various forms of colonialism and the economic mythology which supported its territorial 

aims, including Christian colonialism and Arab imperial expansion and slavery in Africa.436 

Of fellow Marxist and historian Walter Rodney, James wrote: 

I, Aimé Césaire, George Padmore, Dr Du Bois and others were faced with a 

particular challenge. As we grew up and went along, we had to fight the doctrines 

of the imperialist powers in order to establish some Caribbean foundation or 

foundations for the underdeveloped peoples. Walter did not have to do that. The 

aforementioned works were written before he was born. Walter grew up in an 

atmosphere where for the first time a generation of West Indian intellectuals was 

able, not only to study the revolutionary and creative works that had been created 

in Europe, but also to benefit from and be master of what had been done in the 

same tradition in direct reference to the Caribbean. Walter’s generation, therefore, 

was nurtured by something special and out of the ordinary in the experience of the 

victims of imperialism. There are not many people like that. An entirely new 

generation of West Indians was born as a result.437 

Although James never embraced Négritude, which advocated unity between Africa and the 

Antilles, he openly rejected the position of intellectuals who considered West Indians ‘doomed 

to remain a fragmented people.’438 James maintained support for Pan-Africanism in the 

Caribbean, yet often bypassed the complexities of the French Caribbean which remained 

within the French Empire, which is ironic given his focus on Haiti.  

James remained optimistic despite his experiences of decolonisation in the West 
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Indies, despite sacrificing many relationships to a set of principles upon which he believed an 

equal and inclusive future could be built. In What Independence Means to You (1962), James 

wrote  

The period after World War II saw a fundamental change in attitudes towards 

colonies as the coloured peoples increasingly asserted their right to independence. 

Opportunities for education were widened, and the people as a whole were 

gradually introduced to political (and social) privileges- adult suffrage and elective 

seats in the Council- until by 1962 the Territory was fully self-governing. This then 

has been the historical background of our growth towards independence. We can 

observe certain directions of political, social, economic and cultural change. For 

the first time the people of Trinidad and Tobago have full power to shape their own 

destiny. The task which faces us is great. The contribution of each one of us is 

needed; it will be a contribution to the common good. It deserves our best efforts 

to weld this society into a nation. If we succeed the glory will belong to each one 

of us.439 

This tendency towards Marxist positivism never left James. He considered decolonisation as 

inevitable, certainly, but saw that it was within human agency to recognise that either 

postcolonial vengeance- as mentioned in The Black Jacobins- or continuity of colonial 

discrimination was not a good basis for that future. This attitude can be contrasted to that of 

Rodney, who can be defined as a third generation Marxist Pan-Africanist, who wrote that 

‘many of the entrepreneurs from the big European port towns who turned to importing African 

agricultural produce into Europe were formerly carrying on the trade in slaves’ and named 

Lloyds, Barclays and Worms et Compagnie as companies which had been heavily involved in 

the slave trade of the eighteenth century.440 However, James’ approach differed during the 

period 1960-1980, precisely because he did not have the challenge of growing up in a 

postcolonial state, and was feeling a different set of resentments to that which growing up in a 

colony presented. 

James also worried about the multiplicity of futures and variations of self-

determination being proposed, some which assigned power to one group at the expense of 

another, which motivated him to return to Pan-Africanism as a discourse rooted in hope for 

the future as well as commemoration of the past. Reflecting on Pan-Africanism, 
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decolonisation, and the writings of Fanon and Nyerere in 1973, James spoke of the past as 

having a different relevance for the future than it had held in the colonial period. In his speech, 

the postcolonial present, based on a precolonial past, replaced any preoccupation with his 

remembered colonial past: 

The old African cooperative family structure is what we have to develop…It is 

very strange that very rapidly these African politicians have seen it; they have to 

build on what is African. They have to build on the basic structure that these 

people have had for thousands of years. They cannot try to develop a peasant on 

the economic structure of western civilisation. That is sure to cause trouble and 

they cannot do it properly…If this thing happened to the world as a whole and 

Africa in particular, we would be all the poorer for it, for we would then have the 

“haves” and the “have nots.” That is what they are trying to prevent. They are 

trying to prevent a society building up the type of relation that exists in the 

advanced countries. They are not aiming at repetition of western society, they are 

hoping to build on the African basis and on what they have. Politically they would 

be creating room for opposing parties based on the oppressed and the oppressor 

concept which again would not be in keeping with the society described above, a 

society in which the chief, as an elected or appointed leader of the people, held 

national property like land in trust for the people and was fully aware that he was 

responsible to them. He knew, too, that continuing to be the head depended on his 

people’s will…The old position of the chief in many African states was that he had 

to listen to what the people said, he had to satisfy them. If he didn’t satisfy them, 

they killed him and put his brother in his place. Some of these chief families 

remained for hundreds of years. They had to listen to the population, listen to the 

people, and if they were not satisfactory the people got together and said we have 

to get rid of that fellow…He knew that was waiting if he didn’t go on properly. So 

many of these chiefs did pretty well and people insisted that was a form of 

democracy.441 

James rejected that political endurance ‘for hundreds of years’ necessarily generated an over-

concentration of power and thus corruption; his thesis here relied upon the ‘inevitability’ of 

revolt should governance not be satisfactory. Indeed, without the support of inevitability, an 

apparently trans-human phenomenon, this positivist historical consciousness would collapse. 

James’ remarks treated governance as a position of trust which only worked if consequences 

for not governing according to the approval of the population were put in place and executed. 
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Yet here was an alternative to the Western approach- a distinctly ‘African form of democracy’ 

which had developed organically over centuries and had survived the colonial dismantling of 

indigenous political structures; discovering this continuity allowed James to reunite African 

past with Pan-African future. 

 

The Limits of Inevitability: A Conclusion 

Ultimately, James remained idealistic about the idea of a future which would universally 

extend equal liberties and opportunities to all who inhabited the postcolonial state regardless 

of ‘origin’ or variation in historical consciousness. Yet James stood firm on the question of 

taking into account the material inheritance of certain groups according to historical 

development- such was the nature of equalization and redistribution of power according to the 

process of decolonisation. As defined by his Marxist contemporary Glaberman, James 

‘embodied both the totality of Western culture and the optimism and fire of a people who have 

not been defeated by history, who have still to make their own history.’442 Furthermore, 

according to James, the present was every bit as important as the inevitable postcolonial 

future, represented as the process of ‘getting there’ in The Future in the Present. Human 

agency which determined the evolution of societies and material development, in other words, 

existed in the present, rather than in the unchangeable past or projected future.  

When James died in 1989, his body was returned for burial to Trinidad, and his 

tombstone, designed as a book, was inscribed with one of the most memorable passages on 

James’ understanding of historical change over time from Beyond a Boundary:  

Times would pass, old empires would fall and new ones take their place, the 

relations of countries and the relations of classes had to change, before I 

discovered that it is not the quality of goods and utility which matters, but 

movement; not where you are or what you have, but where you have come from, 

where you are going, and the rate at which you are getting there. 443  

‘Where you are going’, for James, was a question of the inevitable revolution which would 

guarantee material and territorial freedom. His approach to the past was one which openly 

called for decolonisation on the basis of historical information as evidence, and as I will show, 

inspired others like Cheikh Anta Diop to follow the same politics of resistance in his approach 

to the past.
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443 James, Beyond a Boundary, p. 116. 



180 

 

 

Chapter III 

 

Anti-colonial Historians and the Postcolonial State 

The Politics of Cheikh Anta Diop’s ‘Histoire Sans Complaisance’ 1950s- 1986 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Cheikh Anta Diop, 29 December 1923- 7 February 1986 

 



181 

 

 

‘In re-discovering our past…we have contrived to re-create that historical 

consciousness without which there can be no great nation.’ Cheikh Anta Diop, 1956 

 

In September 1956, at a conference attended by Aimé Césaire, Frantz Fanon and many other 

anti-colonial intellectuals from the French colonies, the young Senegalese historian Cheikh 

Anta Diop spoke to his audience of ‘the pride of a people who are proud of their past and of 

themselves.’444 Diop publicly addressed his concerns for the future of Africans within the 

postcolonial state and stressed the importance of the indigenous historian’s anti-colonial 

histories as a framework for education. Remembering the past was not only an exercise in 

memory or education, but a political imperative.  Diop stated that his fellow historians who 

had undertaken the study of empires to debunk claims of imperialism’s ‘civilising influence’, 

had carried forward the decolonising process, and would continue to support the establishment 

of postcolonial states and societies.445 This chapter examines the politics of Diop’s call for the 

‘restoration of the historical consciousness of the Black peoples.’446 The central question 

addresses the anti-colonial historian’s impact on decolonisation and the dividing politics of the 

postcolonial state. Was there a progression from the idea that history, or theories about the 

past, could be a vehicle for colonisation or decolonisation, to the idea that postcolonial 

politics would be founded on the ‘decolonised history’ generated during this period? As a 

major ‘decoloniser’ of history, Diop’s career is the perfect archive with which to answer this 

question. Diop’s example sets out the journey for historians who used their trade anti-

colonially, and the politicians who looked to ground those early experimental postcolonial 

states and federations in the historical consciousness of their people, beyond the collective 

memory of colonialism. 

Diop inspired a generation of anti-colonialists who based their arguments on a belief 

that all culture, language and civilisation originated in Ancient Egypt and had been 

appropriated by Europeans. In turn, portraying European imperial powers as devoid of all 

‘original’ culture and civilisation, the thieves of African civilisation, was a tactic adopted by 

non-historians who were readers of Diop’s work. This is an emotionally charged and deeply 

                                                 
444 Cheikh Anta Diop, lecture at the World Congress of Negro Writers and Artists, September 1956. See ‘The 

Cultural Contributions and Prospects of Africa’, Présence Africaine. Cultural Journal of the Negro World, No. 8- 

10 (June-November 1956, Paris), p. 347. 
445 Ibid. 
446 Interview with Cheikh Anta Diop by Carlos Moore, Afriscope, Vol. 7, No. 2, February 1977, p. 8. 
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political strain of historical consciousness, often divisive in its accusations of the corruption 

of European historians, which cannot be evaded in this chapter. Diop’s focus on the pre-

colonial past as a vehicle for anti-colonial discourse signifies a difference between African and 

Diasporic historians, who had rather different motivations. The latter commemorated the 

history of slavery, colonisation and domination within demands for reparation and justice, 

whereas African historians preferred to celebrate ‘Ancient Africa’ in their approach.  

Diop’s work is one of the best examples of how historical consciousness was 

employed during decolonisation precisely because it differs from that of Caribbean historians 

James, Rodney and Williams. My question correlates Diop’s revisionist histories to his desire 

for a federated Pan-African future. In this chapter, I concentrate more fully on the role (or lack 

thereof) of historians in self-determination struggles, in the wars of independence, and their 

place in postcolonial institutions. Diop’s years as a student, a historian, and later, a political 

activist can be used as a framework to answer the larger question of this thesis. Why did 

scholars and activists, both historians and non-historians, believe an independent future could 

not be envisioned without knowledge of an independent past? Was historical consciousness 

merely an intellectual conviction or did it also serve a post-independence agenda? I will look 

at the ideas generated in Diop’s texts in the important context of anti-colonial discourse at 

Présence Africaine in Paris and the political developments in the postcolonial Senegalese 

state. Included in this investigation are Diop’s many diverse works of historical literature, 

newspapers documenting their reception in postcolonial West Africa, his earlier articles as a 

student writing for Présence Africaine alongside Léopold Senghor and Aimé Césaire, and his 

lectures at the anti-colonial Présence Africaine World Congresses in Paris. The responses to 

these lectures in particular capture a sense of the scholarly outrage at Diop’s complete 

rejection of European studies of African history. In effect, I wish to identify whether 

Afrocentrism, as an extremely historically-conscious and anti-colonial counterpart to Pan-

Africanism, had a future beyond its glorification of the African past, or whether it ceased to be 

useful to the academic and political elite in Africa after serving its anti-colonial purpose. The 

significance of this example is that Diop dramatically altered how historians and politicians 

related to the African past as told by the coloniser and the colonised. 

 

A Senegalese Historian in Post-war Paris 

Cheikh Anta Diop was born in 1923 in the Western African town of Diourbel, in Senegal. 

Reared in a middle-class Muslim Wolof family, he took an early interest in literary and 
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scholarly activities. He received his baccalaureate in the subjects of mathematics and 

philosophy in 1945 in Dakar as the war ended. Still in his early twenties, he left for Paris to 

study at the Sorbonne, where Senghor and Césaire had studied before him in the inter-war 

period. According to Diop, at the Sorbonne he completed papers on Egyptology, philosophy 

and anthropology. In 1948, he edited alongside Madeleine Rousseau, a professor of art history, 

a special edition of the journal Musée Vivant, published by the ‘Association populaire des 

amis des musées.’447 It marked the occasion of the centenary of the abolition of slavery in the 

French colonies, and presented an overview of the issue’s representation in contemporary 

African culture and society. Diop contributed an article to the edition entitled ‘Quand pourra-t-

on parler d’une renaissance Africaine?’ (When we will be able to speak of an African 

Renaissance?), in which he examined various African languages and art, which, he said, could 

be the sources of remembrance and regeneration in African culture.448 He proposed that 

African culture should be rebuilt on the basis of ancient Egypt, in the same way that European 

culture was built upon the legacies of ancient Greece and Rome.  

During his student days, he was an avid political activist, becoming the secretary-

general of the Rassemblement Démocratique Africain in 1950 for three years and helping 

organize the first Pan-African Student Congress in Paris in 1951. These networks established 

him on the Pan-African political stage though distanced him from his European peers at the 

university. His academic influences were also formed during this period. Diop admitted that 

he was influenced by the early Négritude literature of Aimé Césaire and Léopold Senghor, the 

latter with whom he later waged war politically.449 Diop stated that in terms of student 

anticolonial mobilisation, Césaire was the leader who ‘summoned all of us to our feet.’450 

Like other Pan-Africanist intellectuals, Diop was textually informed by archaeology, 

ethnology, history and anthropology, and constantly referenced works like Leo Frobenius’ 

study of African civilisations closely. His first book, Nations nègres et culture, was famously 

rejected as a doctoral thesis at the Sorbonne University at his thesis defence. This first public 

controversy was to mark his career as unique from its beginning. Diop participated in the First 

(1956) and Second (1959) World Congresses of Black Writers and Artists in Paris and Rome, 

marking his prominence as a student writer. Both conferences brought together scholars and 

                                                 
447 APAM was founded in 1936 left wing activists to popularize culture among less academic audiences. 
448 Cheikh Anta Diop, ‘Quand pourra-t-on parler d'une renaissance africaine ?’, in Le Musée Vivant, numéro 

spécial 36-37, novembre 1948, Paris, pp. 57-65. 
449 Interview with Cheikh Anta Diop by Carlos Moore, p. 8. 
450 Interview with Afriscope, Cheikh Anta Diop, Nations nègres et culture: De l'antiquité nègre égyptienne aux 
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writers from the West Indies to Africa, including Césaire and Fanon, and it was here that Diop 

first noted the importance of ‘historical consciousness’ in anti-colonial activism. In an article 

in Présence Africaine, entitled ‘The Cultural Contributions and Prospects of Africa’, Diop 

suggested that historical consciousness was a major feature of all African communities and an 

alternative to imperial history.451  

After completing his doctorate at the Sorbonne in 1960, Diop returned to Senegal, 

where he taught at the Faculty of Letters and Human Sciences of the University of Dakar. In 

1966 Diop shared at prize with W.E. B. Du Bois at the first World Festival of Negro Arts, a 

prize for ‘the writer who has most influenced Black thought in the twentieth century.’ His first 

archaeological experiment at the University of Dakar was a Carbon-14 laboratory, after which 

Diop became a member of a UNESCO committee charged with the creation of a general 

history of the African continent which he published in 1974. This later period of his career 

was marked by a number of experimental works, yet also the reiteration of his thesis on the 

race of Ancient Egyptians and the ‘racial unity’ of North, East and West Africa. This biological 

focus calls into question the academic influence of European imperial and nationalist works, 

particularly Hegel, and the rather more worrying eugenicist similarities with National Socialist 

literature in Germany, to which I will later return. 

 Indeed, the academic legacy of Diop, an African-born, French-educated historian, has 

long been the source of controversy both during and after his lifetime among historians, 

Egyptologists and Senegalese politicians. Diop’s legacy lies in his historical works to the same 

extent as in his political career. Nations nègres et culture. De l'antiquité nègre égyptienne aux 

problèmes culturels de l'Afrique Noire d'aujourd'hui (1954), Diop’s first work and doctoral 

thesis, held that studying the African past which had been formerly appropriated by colonial 

historians could unlock the path to cultural decolonisation, or ‘decolonising the mind’. The 

ideas of the appropriation of the past, the denial of a past, or the falsification of the past were 

three major approaches in Afrocentric history, which Diop remedied with his decolonising 

approach. Unlike Fanon, whose theory that mental decolonisation could only happen through 

embracing Blackness, and rejecting racial inferiority, Diop asserted that embracing the 

precolonial past and rejecting historical inferiority was the answer. Pushing the theory that 

Ancient Egypt, the ‘first’ civilisation and therefore origin of all civilisation, was a Black 

                                                                                                                                                         
problèmes culturels de l'Afrique Noire d'aujourd'hui (Paris, 1954). 
451 Cheikh Anta Diop, ‘The Cultural Contributions and Prospects of Africa’ in Présence Africaine (Cultural 
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‘Negro’ civilisation, self-respecting Africans could look forward to a new future founded on 

their place in global history.452 This work also located the importance of the past in the 

political present, stating that Africans’ biological inferiority complex, linked to their political 

status, originated in the denial of the race of the Ancient Egyptians.  

Diop argued that the study of ancient civilisation, namely Egypt, would revolutionise 

the collective mind of the colonised, allowing them to discard any complex of cultural 

inferiority and furthermore lending a framework of authentic indigenous cultural values from 

which future states could be carved. He wrote: 

The restoration of the historical consciousness of Black and African peoples, with all 

its implications, necessarily leads to a veritable reversal of perspectives and to a 

fundamental transformation of our culture relationship with the rest of the world. 

Black peoples have been weighed on the scales of history by others and have been 

found wanting.453 

His understanding that colonialism was supported by, founded upon, and defended by the 

‘hierarchy of civilisations’, was derived from both Négritude and Afrocentric thought in the 

1930s. This philosophy produced a post-war generation of anti-colonial historians 

preoccupied with the ‘origins’ and ‘inventors’ of civilisation. Diop believed that if Europeans 

could colonise a continent based on their self-understanding as the creators of civilisation, 

Africans could decolonise in a similar manner. 

The question of authenticity is held very strongly through Diop’s work. It is clear that 

this first work set the mould for his career, mode of questioning or approach, and his 

motivation for historical research. Authenticity or ‘histoire sans complaisance’ was, for Diop, 

a history told from the point of view of the indigenous and therefore ‘anti-colonial’ historians. 

‘Complacency’ was in Diop’s eyes the approach of a historian who did not have a personal 

stake in how the people historicised were presented as an image digested by a detached 

audience in the present. Not only were pro-colonial historians ‘off the mark’ but historians 

who favoured impartiality over the anti-colonial objective were a threat to African historical 

consciousness, identity, independence and ability to sustain a postcolonial state. L'unité 

culturelle de l'Afrique noire: domaines du patriarcat et du matriarcat dans l'antiquité 

classique (Paris, 1959) is also an important source in this chapter, which I will return to later. 

Like this and other works, Diop had a specific audience in mind, in this case Pan-African and 
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European feminists, whose support he saw as vital to the campaign for self-determination. His 

correspondence with the readers of L'unité culturelle de l'Afrique noire mirrored the political 

context in which Nardal and Césaire also worked, one in which women were reviewing the 

past to write themselves into a secure, independent, and self-protected future. 

References to a singular African culture featured throughout his work and came under 

much criticism from fellow historians during his lifetime. Aside from patriarchy and 

matriarchy as cultural unifiers, Diop also argued that Africans from north, south, east and west 

shared linguistic and social traditions, which stemmed from the fact that Black Africans were 

allegedly the descendants of Ancient Egyptians. This news was well-received by Malcolm X 

and his followers in the U.S., who were searching for a biological basis for ‘a new history.’ 

However, this theory, which Diop called African ‘unity’, also supported his anti-colonial 

proposal for the foundation of a federated Pan-African state. Not unlike French intellectuals 

on the eve of the French Revolution, Diop utilised the idea of a singular ‘African mentality’ to 

advocate unifying Africa after decolonisation. His last major work, published after the 

decolonisation of Senegal, is not a historical work but propounds the theory that only a Pan-

African state could eliminate postcolonial civil wars. Black Africa: The Economic and 

Cultural Basis for a Federal State compiles all of Diop’s historical research into one vast 

political proposal for the postcolonial ‘Pan-African state’.454 It was intended, perhaps too late 

in the postcolonial process, to be a manifesto for something Pan-Africanists had demanded 

before decolonisation, a unified African state. Yet this work best illustrates what Diop meant 

by ‘histoire sans complaisance’, or, history with an objective. Diop’s progression from anti-

colonial historian to politician indicated by his published works, can be noted in the contrast 

between his first and last works, one which intends to encourage a historical metanarrative, 

the other which proclaims a Pan-African federation over multiple postcolonial independent 

nation states. 

 

The Manifesto of an Anti-Colonial Historian 

Cheikh Anta Diop’s clear position on history’s function in the present is illustrated in a 1977 

interview between Diop and Carlos Moore, who asked Diop ‘what is the mission of culture?’ 

Within his answer, Diop told Moore that the purpose of Pan-African ‘cultural unity’ was to 

generate an ‘African Renaissance’ through which a postcolonial identity could emerge.455 This 
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identity would be based on an understanding of both the ‘rise and fall’ of Africa on the world 

stage from times of antiquity to the present, the ‘fall’ being due to colonisation rather than the 

‘degenerative’ process assumed by pro-colonial historians. Diop states: 

Yet once we awaken to the historical realities through a scientific approach to history, 

we find that the very people who were considered to be historical debtors were 

actually the historical creditors. From ancient Egypt, from the oldest world 

civilisation, came the scientific and technological knowledge, the religious ideas and 

cultural, artistic contributions which shaped the earliest cultures of the European 

world. The day when Africans and Blacks in general will impose that point of view, a 

view supported by scientifically verifiable historical data, the self-image of Blacks 

and the warped image that others entertain about Blacks will have to undergo a most 

profound revision.456 

Diop affirms in this interview that historical inquiry is the key to sovereignty and the anti-

colonial project. As cited, his view of the past embraced the ‘Africa of antiquity’ and the 

presently colonised continent. Historians and history were, according to Diop, vehicles for 

colonial policies and ideologies, and therefore there was no reason why they could not be used 

in an anti-colonial sense.  

It is important at this point to contextualise Diop, a Pan-Africanist historian, with the 

work of European historians who participated in the nation-state building projects of the 

nineteenth-century. C.L.R. James was an avid student of Hegel, and extremely educated in the 

philosophy of history, and the developments in this branch of humanism during a period of 

change in Europe. Cheikh Anta Diop was less interested in European historians, and often 

dismissed them before he made a case for a revisionist approach to the histories of race and 

community, in Africa and the diaspora. While historians have pointed out that Diop struggled 

with the difference between history and memory, there is no doubt, after careful examination 

of his work, that he had developed his own ‘scientific’ approach to history, albeit with heavy 

reliance on particular kinds of sources. These sources often included comparisons between 

linguistics, racial descriptions, and the material history of communities. Remarkably, Diop 

never mentioned either Darwin or the eugenic concerns of historians of the early twentieth 

century. He did dismiss the findings of German historians who had visited Africa with 

colonial missions as biased and misleading, preferring a local ‘bottom-up’ approach. 

However, there are traces of Hegel’s naturalism in his work, as he hinted at the idea of an 
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‘African soul’ and therefore the possibility of African unity in his work. This tendency to ‘fit’ 

the theory to the political proposition can be found in much of European nationalist 

scholarship, particularly the works of Italian post-unification scholarship. However, Diop’s 

approach intended to be more global in that it aimed to remind a Diaspora of its African roots, 

and therefore Pan-African responsibilities. 

Diop himself defined all retelling and investigation of the past as political, either 

‘authentic’ or complacent according to the stake of the investigator. ‘The warped image’ which 

colonial historians had generated according to Diop, was inherently political. Yet in this 

chapter I wish to investigate whether Diop’s responding historical ideology was merely a way 

of countering colonial politics with anti-colonial politics, a belief which has caused many 

historians to dismiss his entire body of work. Beyond this question of the historical accuracy 

and therefore usability of his work, I focus on Diop in the role of anti-colonial historian. 

Leaving aside the accuracy of Afrocentrism, the ‘African origin of civilisation’, or its concept 

of one African history, Diop’s political impact is key. I will use his example to illustrate why 

many scholars pushed the idea of historical consciousness above and beyond the discipline of 

history, as the key to a postcolonial future. The attraction to and success of this historical 

consciousness during a period of shifting borders and postcolonial power dynamics is the 

main inquiry of my thesis, and is referenced throughout Diop’s papers and interviews. His 

‘Afrocentrism’ is an important parallel to Pan-African anti-colonialism and therefore 

imperative to the question of this thesis. 

 

The Defence and Criticism of Afrocentrism: Historians on the ‘Decoloniser’ of History 

Secondary literature offers differing opinions as to whether Afrocentrism is a Black 

Nationalist-generated political ideology applied to philosophy of history, or a philosophy of 

history that simply decolonises metanarratives laid down by nineteenth-century European 

imperial historians. Most famously, Afrocentrism and its followers, including Diop, have been 

defined by Stephen Howe under the following definition: ‘Afrocentrists do not, by and large, 

proclaim relativism, but that they are recovering the truth from others’ mythmaking or lies; 

and they tend to have a strong taste for the kind of sweeping, metahistorical narrative which 

postmodernism ostensibly rejects.’457 Howe and his colleagues have long been at war over 

Afrocentrism, its tenets and its scholars. It comes as no surprise that historians who defend 

Diop’s work accept a Pan-Africanist ideology, or demonstrate an aversion to global histories 
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that have no postcolonial missive. These include Christopher Gray, Maghan Keita, Amzat 

Boukari-Yabara, and of course, Diop’s most successful student, Theophile Obenga.  

On the other side of the fence, the most renowned historians to have addressed Diop’s 

Afrocentrism and expressed concerns with its motivation and reliability are Howe and 

Bogumil Jewsiewicki, both eminent historians of colonialism and contemporary African 

discourses. Wilson Jeremiah Moses’ Afrotopia also famously caricaturises Diop alongside his 

peers, stating 

Diop, whom Africanists frequently acknowledge as their spiritual father, embodies the 

high culture concept. His works, despite their frequently tendentious quality, often 

encourage an advanced cultural literacy. Diop is notably opposed to the vulgar popular 

culture stereotypes of Black culture that have been so dominant since the so-called 

Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s. Diop is also suspicious of the sentimental Black 

cultural nationalism associated with Léopold Senghor and the French négritude school.458 

Similarly, for Stephen Howe, the ethics of social sciences demands the historian be a servant 

to the past, rather than the past serving his political objective. Academic quarrels over 

Afrocentrism such as the Bernal Scandal, which divided Egyptologists over objectivity in the 

study of African history, have cast a shadow over the political context and importance of 

scholars such as Diop. It is therefore impossible to appraise Diop and his work weighing the 

defences of it or the criticism laid against it based on the superiority of either group of 

historians, who passed through the same universities. Clearly, they have very different 

objectives in biographizing Diop and have been drawn into a political debate not unlike those 

of Diop’s day- choosing between history or politics. 

As with most other anti-colonial intellectuals who adopted the study of history as a 

weapon against imperial ideology, Diop has been regarded with much suspicion by his 

contemporaries and present-day historians. This debate can be compared to Fraiture’s 

comment on Mudimbe and contemporary Africanists for whom scholarship ‘is a pretext to 

comment on the enduring presence of inequalities in the postcolonial world.’459 A ‘with or 

against’ stance on Diop lingers within the pages of historians attempting to historicise a 

colleague who perceived the past as innately political, and view objectivity as wholly relative 

to the reading of evidence. Historians have portrayed Diop according to varying degrees of 

sympathy and outrage, Afrocentrists such as Asante and Obenga holding him up as a 
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‘decoloniser of history’ while one critic accused him of ‘anti-racist racism’ who had 

succumbed to an ‘ethics of politics.’460 Amzat Boukari-Yabari’s reverence towards Diop in 

Une Histoire du Pan-Africanisme is typical of most postcolonialists, and applauds Diop’s 

‘denouncing of the academic world on the Black Pharaohs of Egypt as a major falsification of 

history, which, perpetuated in the present, contributes to maintaining Black in a state of 

psychological submission.’461 He goes on to denounce ‘assimilationists’ such as Léopold 

Senghor, who imprisoned his former colleague during a period of national instability shortly 

after the decolonisation of Senegal.462 Boukari-Yabara’s small biography of Diop in this 

history does little to move away from previous works with a ‘pat on the back’ approach to 

anti-colonial historians. Little engagement with the ideas of Diop is present, nor is there an 

attempt to separate politics from the evidence to support his theories. Diop’s ‘end’ is 

incontrovertible; therefore, the means must be justifiable. 

The reverse can be said of historians who set out to denounce Diop’s work in 

accordance with their other historical positions on precolonial Africa. Daniel McCall, for 

example, presented a post-postcolonialist view of Diop’s self-interest and manipulation of 

texts. Very little empirical information about Diop’s research, network, or influences can be 

gleaned from those who sway ‘severely’ on either side of the debate. Diop’s association with 

Afrocentrism requires that his reviewers either heroize or demonize, neither of which is 

helpful to historical understanding of its origins and motives. Afrocentrism’s academic and 

political ties to racial essentialism and even racism, such as anti-Semitism in the case of John 

Henrik Clarke and others, marks the dispute as political as well as historiographical. More 

recently, the revisit to Diop’s work by Chris Gray has opened a gap for academics who have 

distanced themselves from the ‘adoration or condemnation approach’ in order to make sense 

of Diop as a political agent of colonial politics. For Gray, the reading of history according to 

political agenda can be forgiven on an ‘ends justifies the means’ basis, i.e., surely the morality 

underpinning the anti-colonial project justifies the adaptation of history to suit its narrative? 

Gray is also one of the first to point out that ‘Diop wants to apply this History/history 

distinction to explain Western misunderstandings of his work’, stating that Diop dismissed the 

study of history for the sake of academic study only.463  
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Differing perspectives on whether or not history-telling ‘belongs’ to those it 

historicizes plague the relevant historiography, with most Afrocentrists rejecting the 

cosmopolitan approach of global history in favour of ‘radical’ or Black nationalist 

historiography. This debate continues in critiques of Afrocentrism. Afrocentrism was a 

component of Pan-Africanism endorsing the idea that history should be told from the ‘inside’ 

rather than studied from the outside, and that historians, by revealing the past, were 

unavoidably political actors. Howe holds that Cheikh Anta Diop is the forefather of 

Afrocentrism and paraphrases Diop as stating that Africa:  

Must recover the glories of its ancient past, rejecting the colonial and racist 

mystifications which had obscured those glories, and progress to the future by 

drawing on the lessons of the old Nile Valley philosophies. The political corollary of 

this is the need for a single, federal African state which, taking confidence from the 

unique greatness of past African achievements, will stand equal with Europe and the 

rest of the world.464  

Howe follows others who paraphrase Diop without inquiring into the political context of his 

statements, and does not seem preoccupied with why Diop would follow such a line, instead 

assuming a straightforward, simplistic anti-colonial motive. Although the anti-colonial motive 

is doubtlessly true, it is important to ask why history was Diop’s ‘weapon’, rather than another 

academic pursuit. Dismissing Diop as ‘one of his generation’ simply creates a 

historiographical category instead of answering the question as to why young anti-colonialists 

were attracted to the discipline at their early stages of development, and why they held on to it 

after decolonisation. 

While most Pan-Africanists and post-colonialists defend Diop’s theories, some remain 

unconvinced and associate him with a bygone era of anti-colonial sentiment. One of the most 

repeated accusations against Diop is that he ‘sugar-coats’ precolonial African history in order 

to push the anti-colonial agenda. Okpewho has dubbed this the ‘plea of saintliness’ among 

African historians, arguing: 

We may concede that it was in the interests of the generation of Diop, as champions 

of the cause of African independence, to argue that we were traditionally a peaceable 

race until we came into contact with the war-loving White race…our colonial rulers 

should therefore leave us to continue in our old peaceable ways. But if we accept the 

theory of the infiltration of Europe by negroid blood at such an early stage in the 
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cultural history of mankind, can we honestly cling to the notion that violence is 

'fundamentally contrary to our genius' and disclaim any share of the responsibility for 

the ravages that were later visited upon us? If we had such an early genetic contact 

with the White man, the plea of saintliness would seem a bit of a fallacy; needless to 

say, a later generation of African scholars has hardly seen the need for such a claim.465 

Afrocentrism therefore takes the central place in debates about the portrayal of precolonial and 

colonial Africa, with many African historians holding that it has served its anti-colonial 

purpose and must now be thrown in the dustbins of history, as Reagan once said of Marxism 

and the Marxist philosophy of history.  

Beyond the question of Afrocentrism’s usefulness, Okpewho is not the first to question 

the accuracy of Diop’s approach. Daniel McCall said of Diop that ‘his history’ served the anti-

colonial motive, in other words, the past was servant to the present. Thus, Afrocentrism, 

according to this critic, was a misguided worldview (not unlike European nationalist and 

imperialist history) which encouraged only versions of the past intended to portray Africans, 

and the precolonial, as the inventors and architects of ‘civilisation.’ McCall famously summed 

this up by employing Isaiah Berlin’s metaphor as intellectuals as hedgehogs and foxes- the fox 

knows many things, but the hedgehog knows only one big thing. According to McCall, Diop 

was a hedgehog who knew ‘only one thing…that Negroes invented civilisation.’466 On Diop’s 

theory that Ancient Egyptians, the creators of civilisation, were ‘racially Black’ and the object 

or ‘point’ of this theory, McCall further stated: 

Few believed that the colonised Black Africans were the same race as that which 

had governed Ancient Egypt…Diop set out to convince the world that not only was 

Egypt a Black civilisation, but that it was the first civilisation and that everyone else 

obtained the beginnings of their civilisation from Egyptian Blacks. Thus white 

barbarians had once received the gift of enlightenment from Negroes but were now 

so ungrateful as to conquer and exploit them. This gave the struggle against 

colonialism a poignancy, and tended to make any statement by a White suspect, no 

matter what the subject.467 

With damning reviews such as these, it is little wonder that Diop is now associated with a 

‘bygone’ school of thought which, having lost its present purpose, no longer serves a 
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historiographical purpose. 

Bogumil Jewsiewicki, the renowned Africanist, does not join McCall in these 

severities, yet does criticise Diop’s followers and fellow Afrocentrists for being biased in their 

biographies and assessment of his methodology. According to Jewsiewicki, ‘the annexation of 

Diop as a founding father by the Afrocentrist movement makes intellectual history politically 

incorrect.’468 Howe once remarked on those same American Afrocentrists, calling them the 

‘greatest enemies’ of Diop’s career.469 While some focus on their difference of opinion with 

Diop’s theories, others emphasize that the historical bias lay with those who venerated him 

rather than engaging with his work critically. Clearly, this historiographical debate is infused 

with all of the emotion and resentment of racial politics in the French and American 

universities where it finds its hosts. 

In turn, rather than concentrating on the viability of Diop’s philosophy of history, or 

the accuracy of his theses, I will investigate the causation between Diop’s Afrocentric 

historical consciousness and his political dreams for a Pan-African state in Africa. This is 

linked to the question of ‘authenticity’ regarding Diop’s desire to recreate the image of Africa-

past to generate Africa-future, or less simplistically, his objection to previous African 

historiography which ‘de-civilised’ and fragmented the image of Africa-past and therefore 

undermined the possibility of a Pan-African postcolonial future. Diop’s rewriting of history 

served a political ideal, few historians would dispute this point. Yet my question lies not in 

whether or not Diop fell into the same traps by simply reversing the inaccuracies and 

generalisations of imperial historians whose pseudo-histories served a political end. My own 

interest lies in his Pan-African motivation, his correlating of historical knowledge and 

political power, his application of history to anti-colonial discourse and, lastly, how this 

played out in postcolonial Senegal. If Diop did let desires for the future dictate the image he 

drew of the past, then his significance lies more in postcolonial politics and the motives for 

his historical approach to Ancient History than its accuracy. 

 

Diop’s Methodology: Evaluating Civilisation between Culture and Biology in History 

Diop’s preoccupation with Egyptology is not coincidental and perhaps not groundbreaking; 

Pan-Africanists and Afrocentrists in America, even Du Bois, had long reached to Egypt as an 
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example a pre-colonial ‘Negro Civilisation.’470 What is significant however, is Diop’s 

adoption and application of Afrocentrism to Francophone anti-colonial discourse, and the 

relocation of ‘Ancient Egypt’ from the race-conscious canvases of the Harlem Renaissance to 

post-war anti-colonial publications in Paris. Later, Diop would apply his Afrocentric 

philosophy of history to History as a state institution in postcolonial Senegal, and to his desire 

for a ‘Pan-African Federated State’ embracing the postcolonial continent. Afrocentrism 

allowed him to obscure differences between East and West, North and South, and draw 

instead on historical commonalities and transfers across Africa. Clearly, Diop had envisaged 

that an antiracist historical metanarrative had a usefulness for anti-colonial discourse beyond 

Négritude, which had scarcely survived the inter-war period, and which did not offer practical 

educational solutions for a postcolonial state.  

Bogumil Jewsiewicki reminds us that ‘philosophically speaking, Diop's conception of 

history doesn't conform at all with the Marxist view of history.’471 In this sense he differs from 

C.L.R. James, Eric Williams, and many other Black anti-colonial historians whose lives and 

therefore philosophies were intertwined with the European radical left. Diop preferred to 

associate with the African student network at Présence Africaine and the Sorbonne during his 

time in Paris. This is an important distinction, perhaps also one which marks a difference 

between divisions in the British and French anti-colonial networks and their integration into 

left-wing and Marxist politics, just prior to the return of the anti-colonial network to the 

colony itself in the 1950s. His presence in student anti-colonial networks rather than the PCF 

or Marxist student network shaped his approach to history, and ultimately his methodology. 

Diop was never explicit in his interviews about his academic influences, instead citing Aimé 

Césaire, Jacques Rabemananjara (also present at the World Congress of Negro Writers and 

Artists in 1956) and Léon Damas, his peers and friends, as having a great influence on his 

work.472  

Diop also argued against contemporary linguists and anthropologists and those of the 

nineteenth century who had worked for imperial institutes and whose research contradicted 

Diop’s statements about the ethnicity of Ancient Egyptians, the links between its language and 

those of sub-Saharan Africa, and other theories. For example, Diop confronted linguist Carl 
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Meinhof and the anthropologist Charles Gabriel Seligman many times in his work. Seligman’s 

Hamitic hypothesis, originating from the height of the imperial era, held that:  

The civilisations of Africa are the civilisations of the Hamites, its history the record of 

these peoples and of their interaction with the two other African stocks, the Negro and 

the Bushman, whether this influence was exerted by highly civilized Egyptians or 

pastoralists. The incoming Hamites were pastoral 'Europeans'- arriving wave after 

wave, better armed as well as quicker witted than the dark agricultural Negroes.473 

Many anthropologists accepted the Hamitic hypothesis of Seligman’s ‘Races of Africa’ well 

into the 1960s, acknowledging that all ‘high civilisation’ was transferred into Africa from 

outside, namely by Europeans. Diop, however, argued that Seligman and others were working 

from an imperial viewpoint with no empirical support, and proposed a theory of the unity of 

indigenous African languages which he believed were rooted in the Ancient Egyptian 

language.474  

Diop’s methodology differed from these scholars and therefore the outcome of his 

academic inquiry differed, whether on ethnicity, linguistic, or civilisational evolution. The 

cross-disciplinary extensiveness of his work in different academic fields, however, has been 

one of the first sources of irritation for his critics, with many holding these shifts of career 

(and his dabbling in politics) against him. Diop responded in kind, stating: 

The African researcher mistrusts this ‘scientific’ activity whose goal seems to be to 

dissolve African collective, historical consciousness in the pettiness of details.475 

These details demanded by his peers, Diop believed, were generated from European and 

therefore imperial ways of studying history which obscured African oral history and 

indigenous knowledge about the past. However, reclaiming this knowledge presented its own 

methodological difficulties, particularly when choosing science over a desire for certain 

Afrocentric answers to questions about the past. 

Diop first used an interdisciplinary method, borrowed from the school of French 

historians of the journal Annales, the longue durée, an extended synchronic study. He analyzed 

archeological, linguistic, and historical material; he studied the politico-social evolutionary 
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phases of African societies, the names of ethnicities and of places. Diop returned 

systematically to techniques of the exact sciences like radiometric dating of absolute 

chronology, physical and chemical analysis, aerial photography, and the techniques of forensic 

science. By doing so, he attempted to push Egyptology away from a strict analysis of texts and 

objects as archaeologists had habitually done, and look at a continental rather than local 

perspective. Diop studied archaeological science, dating and ethnic biology. Concerns about 

his preoccupation with racial eugenics, popular among European Egyptologists before the 

Second World War and African Egyptologists after the war, have been raised. Clearly, Diop’s 

approach was rooted in his European education, no matter how Afrocentrist the theories, 

something which has been hard for both sides of the debate to admit. Lefkowitz famous 

‘debunking’ of Diop’s work did take this preoccupation into account, and was one of her main 

points against it. While Diop claimed to be anti-racist in his work, Lefkowitz and others have 

held up his work as an example of Afrocentrists’ tendency to racialize history, and distort it to 

make ‘biological’ points.476 

 

 

 

 

 

Diop at work in his laboratory, Dakar, Senegal, c. 1960 

Diop’s racially-focused approach to history often sparked more serious debates among 

historians, some of whom compared him to Marcus Garvey, or even cited Fascism as an 

influence on the eugenic element of his work. His project to measure skin and hair particles 
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comparatively in Egyptian and Sudanese mummies to trace movements and origins in 

prehistoric Africa (see image above) was brushed off by archaeologists as ‘obsessively 

racialist.’ His scientific approach appeased some, and gave substance to his larger theories by 

citing ‘new scientific discoveries.’ Others questioned the difference between Diop’s racialist 

stance on the origin of Ancient Egyptians and the racial eugenics of the inter-war period. Diop 

for example was familiar with Margaret Sanger, who worked with Du Bois and was known for 

her controversial birth control advocacy in impoverished, predominantly Black areas of New 

York such as Harlem. While Diop presented a view that favoured a contribution of ‘ethnic 

Black Africans’ to world civilisation, however, he never cited biological superiority as a 

reason for this precolonial contribution, unlike European eugenicists who attempted to trace 

European achievement to various biological genetic ‘characteristics’ such as skull size, etc.  

Another aspect of historians problematizing the eugenicist aspect of Diop’s work 

relates to its influences during the post-Holocaust period, and the association of racialist 

histories with Fascism and Fascist historians. Saul Friedman notably confronted aspects of 

anti-Semitism in American Afrocentric discourse but stated that it followed after Diop’s work 

and was not necessarily derived from or inspired by it, although it invariably held up Diop’s 

work as empirical evidence. Friedman writes that: 

Like most Africans, Diop gave only passing regard to Jews whose inbreeding, he 

claimed, was evident in their “eyes, lips, nails and hair.” Diop’s presentation, like 

that of most African Afrocentrists was made without rancour or intention of 

causing harm to Jews. Afrocentrists in America have a different agenda. Finding a 

convenient scapegoat in the Jew, and, borrowing imagery that had been refined in 

Europe over centuries, they transformed him into the mythic creature of wealth, 

power and evil responsible for the woes of American Blacks.477  

Sadly, Friedman’s statement on Afrocentrists can be substantiated, particularly in the work of 

John Henrik Clarke. However, his review of Diop is also accurate, and challenges the idea that 

Afrocentrist or Pan-African historians influenced by pre-war eugenics were of an inherently 

racist or Fascist-bent in their methodology or motivation.  

Diop’s view of contemporary Israel was also shaped by his methodological approach to 

politics and morality in history, rather than the ethnicity of its inhabitants, unlike the views of 

his American Afrocentrist colleagues. His personal experiences of racism left him baffled as to 

why victims did not always ‘bond’ historically. On the subject of South African and Israeli 
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relations, Diop declared that  

The connivance between South Africa and Israel is really astonishing. One would 

have thought that a people such as the Israelis, who had suffered from racism in 

modern times, would have aligned themselves with Black people, the veritable 

historical victims of racism… We have seen Israel choose the western camp.478 

Essentially, Diop was baffled as to why those who had suffered racism did not always align 

with each other, and the same question plagued him as to regards postcolonial wars. He went 

on to say:  

My opinion is that whether one likes it or not, the state of Israel will in the long run 

be absorbed by the Arab world…in fact, if the state of Israel would right now desist 

from its bellicose attitude and would seek a viable modus vivendi with her Arab 

neighbours, Arab-Israeli peace would come about very quickly. 479 

In effect, Diop’s frustration lay in the fact that he misunderstood the complexity of identity 

politics and diplomacy, just as James and other historians had done before him. When these 

historians entered the world of politics, they soon became aware of the fact that it was easier 

to theorize political solutions than to actualise alliances and cultural adhesion. His 

misunderstanding also lay in his approach, which simplified historical relationships and 

disagreements between people. 

Diop’s methodology was often visual, as was his source base, which served to 

persuade an audience who had less of a scholarly background in interpreting linguistic or 

anthropological texts, such as seen in Antériorité des civilisations Nègres. These photo-

comparisons were received with great attention and excitement in the Pan-African world. 

Others such as Senghor and Césaire remained significantly silence, in recognition of a 

political frustration with Afrocentrists’ preoccupation with the past, during the national 

struggle against colonialism- the contemporary present. Although both displayed a tendency 

towards historicising during their literary careers, the 1960s were for these politicians a time 

of upheaval rather than fixation with the ethnicity of an Ancient civilisation. Thus, visual 

sources served to persuade a predominantly American audience rather than an African once- 

largely the generation born after decolonisation- of the importance of the past.  

Visuals and scientific archaeological data were also of little interest to Marxist 

contemporaries, as the factor of ethnic association told them nothing about the economic 
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development or underdevelopment of a society, which interested Caribbean Pan-Africanists 

such as Rodney. This association marks a difference between ‘Afrocentrists’ and Pan-

Africanists, the former convinced that the past held the answers to all questions about ‘why’ a 

people were colonised, the latter more concerned with postcolonial economics. Diop’s 

approach and methodology were also extremely controversial among Egyptologists for a 

number of reasons, the main being its accuracy and political impetus, which I will discuss 

later. The rejection and/or endorsement of Diop’s Egyptologist theories also finds itself as a 

divider in recent historiography. Those who support his historical theories usually support his 

Pan-African worldview, and therefore political views, precisely because his historical 

literature bolstered political anti-colonialism and its mobilising rhetoric.  

Emotion shaped Diop’s work and how he wrote, just as it drew him to history as a 

means of decolonising the present. Emotion and the historian are subjects unexplored when 

related, as they bring up the question of objectivity in illuminating the past, and whether the 

questions we ask are shaped by the answers we wish to receive. Diop clearly understood the 

past in terms of the future, and the future in terms of the past, and emotion played a great role 

in how he wrote and related to history. As late as the 70s, Diop was defending the idea that ‘as 

long as the historical path linking us to our ancestors is not understood, critically appraised, 

legitimized, we will be unable to build a new culture.’480 In fact, in this sense Diop was one of 

the only, if not uniquely, anti-colonial historians to actually recognise themselves in the role of 

‘caretaker’ and publicly admit the motivation for Pan-African historical consciousness. C.L.R. 

James, Eric Williams, Walter Rodney and others never presented themselves as, or perhaps 

considered and conceptualised to such an extent, the figure of the anti-colonial historian.  

‘Histoire sans complaisance’ was for Diop history told by those who cared about the 

people it historicised, objectivity aside, and those who had a stake in the welfare of the future 

of that people. Imperial history, seen through Diop’s eyes, could not tell the past objectively as 

although it claimed a protectionist agenda, it also had the welfare of the coloniser at stake and 

therefore was predisposed to portray the indigenous in a particular light. Emotion’s role in 

shaping anti-colonial histories is however, a controversial subject, as one risks attributing 

theories to the personal feelings and desires of the historian. Clearly, it cannot be overlooked 

in the case of Diop, whose desire for a Pan-African state was the emotional as well as 

intellectual product of eye-witnessing colonialism and decolonisation from the indigenous 

perspective. 
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‘Ancient Egypt was a Negro Civilisation’ 

Diop had, since his arrival in Paris, been politically active in the Rassemblement 

Démocratique Africain (RDA), an African nationalist organisation led by Félix Houphouët-

Boigny, which united African and French students from the Sorbonne under an anti-colonial 

manifesto. Diop was the secretary of the RDA student branch in Paris from 1950 to 1953, and 

under his leadership the first post-war pan-African student congress was organized in 1951. 

Sadly, little documentary or archival evidence of their congress remains but it is referred to 

within Diop’s personal interviews and memoirs. The congress included not only francophone 

Africans, but English speaking students from Africa as well. The RDA students strove to 

publicize anti-colonial campaigns within Paris university life, and under Diop, promoted the 

slogan ‘National independence from the Sahara to the Cape, and from the Indian Ocean to the 

Atlantic.’481 Most importantly, it brought Diop together with other students such as Aimé 

Césaire, and placed him inside the Franco-African world of ‘Présence Africaine’, a Paris-

based radical anti-colonial publishing house.  

This congress was significantly the first opportunity offered Diop to present his 

academic findings to the world, taken from the doctoral thesis which he was working on at 

that time. His thesis was to emerge in 1954, three years later, as Nations nègres et culture: de 

l'antiquité nègre-égyptienne aux problèmes culturels de l'Afrique noire d'aujourd'hui, 

published by Présence Africaine in Paris. Diop’s first work arguably left the greatest 

impression upon the academic world, dividing historians forever into ‘pro or against’ camps. 

Moreover, it was a product of Diop’s environment in the radical anti-colonial subculture 

within the colonial metropole. The central hypothesis of Diop’s work was that Ancient 

Egyptians were ethnically ‘African’ or ‘Black’, that their culture and customs prevailed in sub-

Saharan Africa despite the imposition of colonial culture, and lastly, that the denial of this 

historical fact sustained European colonialism in Africa. The last aspect of this thesis, Diop 

claimed, was due to the success of European imperial historians who had convinced Africans 

that this precolonial civilisation was the product of transfer from the European Mediterranean 

to Africa. This conviction, according to Diop, underpinned Africans’ acceptance that they were 

without civilisation, and without a past, and therefore needed the coloniser’s help in 

generating both.  
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This work extrapolates on the wider Pan-African conviction on the need for a re-

evaluation of colonial narratives about the African past. Diop argued that because historical  

knowledge had been central to the colonial mission, ‘it has become indispensable that 

Africans lean on their actual history and their civilisation, and study them to know them 

better.’482 Diop stated in this work that ‘our investigations have convinced us that the West has 

not been calm enough and objective enough to teach us our history correctly, without crude 

objectifications.’483 The very criticisms levelled at Diop were reversed by him against imperial 

historians, more specifically Western-educated historians, including a lack of scientific 

methodology, objectivity and detachment from the object of inquiry. 

According to Diop,  

The explanation of the origin of African civilisation is not logical, acceptable, nor 

serious, objective and scientific…One understands easily how scholars come to be 

deceived, through their logical and dialectical deductions, in their notion of ‘Whites 

with Black skin’…All these ‘scientific’ theories on the African past are highly 

consistent. The truth presented by the colonisers, under the pretext of science, is to 

make believe that the Negro was never responsible for anything valuable, even if it 

exists only by his society.484 

Diop objected to the idea of the double standard, set in motion by the American ‘one drop of 

African blood rule’ and embraced by European imperialists, which allowed colonial historians 

to claim anything ‘civilised’ as European in origin and reject anything ‘primitive’ as 

indigenous or African. Diop’s reference to ‘anything valuable’ was of course Ancient Egypt, 

which he considered to be the source of all civilisation and structure in society.  

The question ‘why Egypt?’ has often entered critiques of this work. It is difficult to 

pinpoint why Diop chose to focus on Ancient Egypt, although, as mentioned, it arose in other 

Pan-African literature such as the ideas of Marcus Garvey. Explaining his choice is not as 

straightforward as it may seem. Diop’s fascination with race and biology did seem to be a 

factor, yet so did his desire to trace the passing-on of culture and customs from one generation 

and region to another. Diop explicitly stated in this work that  

Ancient Egypt was a Negro civilisation. The history of Black Africa will remain 
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suspended in air and cannot be written correctly until African historians dare to 

connect it with the history of Egypt…The African historian who evades the problem 

of Egypt is neither modest nor objective, nor unruffled; he is ignorant, cowardly, and 

neurotic. Imagine, if you can, the uncomfortable position of a western historian who 

was to write the history of Europe without referring to Greco-Latin antiquity and try 

to pass that off as a scientific approach.485 

Diop’s desire for a strictly ‘scientific approach’ which would convince readers of this theory 

extended into archaeology, biology, photo-anthropology, linguistics and various other fields of 

science which he attempted to combine with historical accounts of the Ancient Egyptians. 

Diop reproached scholars who relied on ‘biblical chronologies’ in the field of Egyptology, and 

the biblical narrative for ethnic origins in Africa; instead relying on his own set of sources- 

maps, linguistic comparisons, archaeological finds.486  

Diop’s edict on the ethnicity of this people, however, was what set this thesis out and 

was the reason for its rejection at his thesis defence in 1953. Diop claimed that  

The ancient Egyptians were Negroes. The moral fruit of their civilisation is to be 

counted among the assets of the Black world. Instead of presenting itself to history as 

an insolvent debtor, that Black world is the very initiator of the “western” civilisation 

flaunted before our eyes today. Pythagorean mathematics, the theory of the four 

elements of Thales of Miletus, Epicurean materialism, Platonic idealism, Judaism, 

Islam, and modern science are rooted in Egyptian cosmogony and science.487 

Diop’s obsession with both eugenics and ‘origins’ in history is presented clearly. Both would 

prove ‘who’ was responsible for the world’s first civilisation, in his eyes, replacing 

‘Westerners’ and putting Africans at a historical advantage as forefathers of the modern world.  

Within this simple philosophy lies the entire sentiment upon which Diop’s work 

rested- history was central to anti-colonialism because lack of knowledge of the past among 

Africans, and falsification of the past by imperial historians supported their colonisation by 

replacing indigenous knowledge with colonial ‘discoveries’. Therefore, according to Diop, a 

historical consciousness which in turn countered imperial historians could support 

decolonisation. This did not mean necessarily by reversing all historical metanarratives 

acknowledged by European scholars, but indeed it was often the case that Diop’s theories 

contradicted them. In short, by giving the indigenous a false image of the past, the coloniser 
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was able to colonise; by demystifying and educating the past, the historian could decolonise 

the mind. This in turn would produce a generation of political liberators. 

This sentiment continued in his third work, L' Afrique noire pré-coloniale: Étude 

comparée des systèmes politiques et sociaux de l’Europe et de l’Afrique noire, de l’antiquité à 

la formation des états modernes (Paris, 1960). Diop’s Afrocentric view is presented 

throughout this study of precolonial indigenous states and societies, and analysed through 

eyewitness accounts of Arab traders and indigenous oral accounts, both of which were sources 

criticised by his peers as being biased and as unreliable as ‘legend.’ Indeed, his analysis of the 

sources also stirred controversy among Egyptologists and historians of Islamic societies. 

Diop’s analysis of African indigenous ‘ways of regaining the moral authority which the 

African kings had been losing since their Islamization’ shows that although born into a devout 

Muslim family, he had grown in his research to see Islam as an invading or foreign culture 

which had compromised indigenous customs and forced local chiefs to adapt a new ideology 

to assert themselves.488 Diop contested the role of religion as a ‘civilizer’ in global history, 

rejecting the Eurocentric view of its influence on the morality of the indigenous. His theory of 

the Islamization of Africa and African monarchies is central to this study, as Diop intended to 

show how it could be compared historically with European colonisation. This alone was cause 

for concern among contemporary historians of religion, who rejected Diop’s analysis of 

‘Islamic empire builders, propagators of the faith who established themselves as kings after 

the conquest of a country, thereby becoming sacred by uniting the two powers in 

themselves.’489 

Diop traced political culture throughout precolonial Africa and Europe, suggesting that 

present-day economic and social adhesion issues derived from the development or 

underdevelopment of the continents through imperialism and colonialism. The 

underdevelopment of Africa, as he saw it, was directly supported by the false historical 

consciousness of coloniser and colonised, but could be reversed by the decolonisation of 

history and thus the decolonisation of the mind. In L' Afrique noire pré-coloniale Diop 

fostered his manifesto of anti-colonial historical consciousness, proclaiming  

Until now, the history of Black Africa has always been written with dates as dry as 

laundry lists, and no one has almost ever tried to find the key that unlocks the door to 

the intelligence, the understanding of African society. Failing which, no researcher 
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has ever succeeded in revivifying the African past, in bringing it back to life in our 

minds, before our very eyes, so to speak, while remaining strictly within the realm of 

science. Yet the documents at our disposal allow us to do that practically without any 

break in continuity for a period of two thousand years, at least insofar as West African 

history is concerned. Therefore, it had become indispensable to unfreeze, in a manner 

of speaking to defossilize that African history which was there at hand, lifeless, 

imprisoned in the documents.490 

Diop’s image of a lifeless African history evokes the imperial imagination of a colonised 

African people, simultaneously ‘backwards’ yet as Hegel implied without a history, paused in 

time and waiting for the arrival of the coloniser and civilizer. Diop went on to suggest that  

Insofar as there exists a certain persistent tendency to allude to more or less mythical 

White conquerors to explain African civilisations, it is worthwhile to re-establish the 

truth strictly based on facts and documents, with regard to the relationship between 

White and Black cultures toward the close of the First Millennium- when Africa’s 

history was beginning just about everywhere.491 

In this work, Diop’s strategy is clear- persuade the reader the precolonial Africa was a paradise 

when Europe still lay in a barbaric state, withdrawing civilisation from below the equator 

through Mediterranean transfer via Ancient Egypt to Greece.  

Diop’s attachment to the comparative approach also earned him criticism for his 

comparison between Africa and Europe and the pre-decided portraits of them he presented. 

This Africa-civilised, Europe-appropriator of culture metanarrative runs through all of his 

work. Yet it shapes this third work in controversial ways, particularly regarding eugenic 

references to Aryan societies and peoples, a phraseology which had been abandoned by most 

intellectuals because of its association with Fascism after the war. For example, Diop 

analogized that  

Aryan Europe during antiquity experienced the self-centered patriotism of the city-

                                                                                                                                                         
489 Diop, L'Afrique noire pré-coloniale, p. 66. 
490 'Jusqu’à ce jour l’histoire de l’Afrique Noire est écrite avec des dates aussi sèches que des comptes d’épicier 

sans que l’on ait presque jamais cherché à trouver la clef qui ouvre la porte de l’intelligence, de la compréhension 

de la société africaine. Faute de quoi, aucun chercheur n’a jamais réussi en restent strictement sur le terrain de la 

science, à ranimer, à faire revivre dans notre esprit, sous nos yeux pour ainsi dire, le passé africain. Or les 

documents dont nous disposons permettent de le faire pratiquement sans solution de continuité pour une période 

de deux mille ans, en ce qui concerne l’Afrique occidentale tout au moins. Il devenait donc indispensable de 

dégeler, de défossiliser en quelque sorte toute cette histoire africaine qui était là, inerte, emprisonnée dans les 

documents.’ Ibid., p. 9. 
491 ‘Dans la mesure où il existe une certaine tendance vivace consistant à invoquer des conquérants blancs, plus 

ou mains mythiques, pour expliquer l’origine des civilisations africaines, il est opportun de rétablir la vérité 

strictement fondée sur des faits, des documents, en ce qui concerne les rapports du monde blanc et du monde 

noir, vers la fin du premier millénaire, où l’histoire africaine commence à peu près partout.’ Ibid., p. 87. 
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state; it experienced universality in the Church of the Middle Ages; it later ended with 

nationalism and the formation of modern national states. Black Africa was to remain 

at the level of that universal consciousness politically and sociologically speaking, 

until its encounter with the West. Then, having undergone the effects of a conquering, 

expansionist nationalism, it would attempt to retaliate with the same weapons; thus 

African nationalism would never sink to basic chauvinism. It would consist, at most, 

in a development of cultural, ethical, and material values which give strength to 

peoples and assure their survival in the present world, a liberation of the will to 

transformation latent in the common consciousness.492 

Here, Diop not only presents African societies as integrally moral, but the African people as 

well. Although Diop doesn’t cite biology as a factor, he implies that culture develops the mind 

or ‘common consciousness’ thereby creating more moral or ‘civilised races.’ His theory is not 

far from Hegel’s philosophy of civilisational differences between races. This evokes 

Okpewho’s metaphor of the ‘plea of saintliness’ among anti-colonial African historians.493 

This was specifically an accusation aimed at Diop, who intended that his contemporaries 

would crave the precolonial African societies he portrayed in his literature, and in this way, 

strengthen and mobilise anti-colonial sentiment.  

Diop’s fifth work Antériorité des civilisations nègres: mythe ou vérité historique? 

(Paris, 1967) continues very closely on the same premises as his previous works.494 This was 

translated into English as The African Origin of Civilisation: Myth or Reality (combining 

sections of Antériorité des civilisations négres and Nations nègres et culture). In Antériorité 

des civilisations nègres, Diop presented an anthropological study of the ‘origin of civilisation’ 

in pre-colonial Africa, a progression from his theory that Ancient Egyptians, the ‘original 

civilizers’, were ethnically ‘Black.’ It was also the first work in which Diop referred to ‘la 

conscience historique’, the African historical consciousness, which he said underpinned the 

cultural frustrations of the colonised.495 Photos which were intended to trace the ‘origins of 

                                                 
492 ‘L’Europe aryenne a connu, dans l’Antiquité, le patriotisme intéressé de l’État-cité; elle connut l’universalisme 

avec l’Église au Moyen Age; elle aboutit au nationalisme avec le démembrement de l’empire universel et la 

formation des États nationaux modernes. L’Afrique Noire restera au stade de cette conscience universelle sur le 

plan politico-social, jusqu’à la rencontre avec l’Occident. C’est alors qu’ayant subi les effets d’un nationalisme 

conquérant, expansionniste, elle essaiera de riposter avec les mêmes armes; ainsi le nationalisme africain ne 

pourra jamais verser dans le chauvinisme quant au fond; il consistera, tout au plus, en un développement des 

valeurs culturelles, morales et matérielles qui font la force des peuples, qui assurant la survie dans le monde 

actuel, et une libération de la volonté de transformation qui sommeille dans la conscience populaire.’ Diop, L' 

Afrique noire pré-coloniale, p. 97. 
493 Okpewho, ‘Cheikh Anta Diop’, p. 596. 
494 Cheikh Anta Diop, Antériorité des civilisations nègres: mythe ou vérité historique? (Paris, 1967). 
495 Diop, Antériorité des civilisations nègres, p. 10. 
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civilisation’ from Egypt to sub-Saharan Africa, such as the below, are commonplace in this 

work.  

 

Diop’s comparison of the Pharoah Ramses II (left) and a modern Wutusi hairstyle. Here Diop was 

attempting to make the point that Ancient Egyptians had ‘Negritic’ hair and were historically 

dispersed amongst sub-Saharan Africa, particularly Sudan. 

 

Visuals such as the above did not carry much weight with Diop’s academic peers or fellow 

Egyptologists, however. Many of his critics at the Sorbonne accused him of ‘stealing history’, 

obviously referring to Europe’s global heritage, an accusation which Diop himself threw at 

imperial historians.  

‘Stolen history’ is a theme which features in all of his works, and alludes to a past 

stolen by colonisers and claimed as their own, which supported the present-day colonisation 

and theft of land and economic assets. In his preface to The African Origin of Civilisation, 

Diop stated of the African reader that  

To his great surprise and satisfaction, he will discover that most of the ideas used 

today to domesticate, atrophy, dissolve, or steal his ‘soul’, were conceived by his 

own ancestors. To become conscious of that fact is perhaps the first step toward a 

genuine retrieval of himself; without it, intellectual sterility is the general rule, or 

else the creations bear I know not what imprint of the subhuman.496 

This vivid image which Diop generated of the ‘African’ rediscovering himself through 

studying the past ‘stolen’ by Europeans is not unique, and was employed by Marcus Garvey 
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repeatedly. Caribbean Marxist contemporaries, such as C.L.R. James, however, had little 

interest in such exercises, and preferred to focus on an economic analysis of European slavery, 

settler or plantation colonialism, and trade. Diop did admit to being influenced greatly in his 

days as a student in Paris by Aimé Césaire, who had once written ‘And you have lied so much 

to me…that you have ended by imposing on me an image of myself, underdeveloped…that is 

the way you have forced me to see myself.’497 This idea of the historical ‘lie’ of inferiority 

reinforcing colonialism, which could be broken by anti-colonial historical consciousness, also 

found its way into Diop’s speeches at Présence Africaine’s World Congresses. 

  

Decolonising History at Présence Africaine’s World Congresses 

Shortly after publishing his first book in Paris, Diop attended the World Congress of Negro 

Writers and Artists in Paris, 1956, held at the Sorbonne. Diop announced during the 

conference that ‘in re-discovering our past…we have contrived to re-create that historical 

consciousness without which there can be no great nation.’498 However, it was Diop’s 

following proposal for ‘a multi-national State embracing practically the whole of the 

continent’ which aroused his audience, and worried the competing nationalist factions in the 

lecture room at the Sorbonne.499 Diop went on to place historians and ‘a General History of 

the Continent’ at the centre of the struggle for Pan-African, rather than national, self-

determination.’500 The foundation of this postcolonial Pan-African state, as Diop saw it, 

would be historical consciousness, and the state in turn would be the foundation of an 

independent future. Diop proposed that the nation states which imitated the political culture of 

the Empire were a denial of both the past and future of Africa. This conference marked Diop’s 

entrance into the world of politics from his previous academic career, and was an early sign of 

his difference of opinion with campaigners for national self-determination such as fellow 

Senegalese writer, Léopold Senghor, also present. 

In his speech entitled ‘The Cultural Contributions and Prospects of Africa’, Diop also 

told the Congress in his address that:  

In general, writers start from artistic considerations in assessing what mankind owes 

to the Negro world in its slow progress throughout the ages. This is a way of 

                                                 
497 Aimé Césaire, Caliban’s last speech in Une Tempète (Paris, 1969). 
498 Cheikh Anta Diop, ‘Apports et perspectives culturels de l'Afrique noire’, Premier Congrès des Écrivains et 

Artistes Noirs, Paris, 19-22 septembre 1956, in Présence Africaine (Cultural Journal of the Negro World), n° 

spécial VIII-X, juin-novembre 1956, compte rendu complet du Congrès, p. 350. 
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500 Diop, ‘Apports et perspectives culturels de l'Afrique noire’, p. 350. 
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restricting the problem at the outset, of limiting it to the single field of feeling. This 

unconsciously partial attitude is the result of a historical and social context which we 

cannot elaborate here. How should the problem be put? It seemed to us more 

judicious to make an effort to rediscover the general history of the Negro world and of 

that African world in particular. Starting from this knowledge of our past, it becomes 

impossible to assess the African contribution to the progress of the world by a simple 

process of comparison, beginning with the fundamental features of African culture 

and taking chronology into account. 

Embarking upon these researches led to the discovery, beyond all doubt, that the 

ancient Egyptian and Pharaonic civilisation was a Negro civilisation. To defend this 

thesis, anthropological, ethnological, linguistic, historical, and cultural arguments 

have been provided. To judge their validity, it suffices to refer to Nations Nègres et 

Culture.501 

It is clear that when Diop spoke of the ‘restoration of the historical consciousness’ of the 

African peoples, he had a precise idea in mind of the historical metanarrative he wished to 

restore. This is provocation did not go unnoticed in the academic world, and many professors 

responded to his remarks critically in the year that followed the conference, branding him a 

failed doctoral student and a political militant. However, his vision for a Pan-African state, 

which he also compared to the campaign for a Caribbean Federation (instituted two years later 

in 1958) also stirred his audience and caused concern among the different National Liberation 

Fronts present.  

Diop argued, as he did later in Black Africa, that a ‘national language’ must be created 

in Africa to encourage continental cooperation and support a Pan-African Federation, in other 

words a continental state. Interestingly, it was during this year that talks were held in Paris for 

the creation of the European Economic Community (EEC), established one year later by 

Western European nations through the Treaty of Rome. It is unclear as to whether Diop’s 

vision for a continental union was in any way inspired by the inception of the EEC. However, 

he did detail his vision for a united African nation with one language and a common past, 

stating: 

On the linguistic plane, we can say that an over-easy solution is to be avoided and that 

it is necessary at all costs to elevate certain native languages to the level of modern 

requirements and make them capable of reflecting philosophic and scientific thought… 

The majesty of art should be on the continental scale, that they should translate the 
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pride of a people who are proud of their past and of themselves. On the industrial plane 

we are the centre of the world’s energy, and that is the capital thing. It is no good 

talking of the fraternization of peoples, of planetary unity, one can foresee that there 

will be a certain lapse of time before this comes about, because there are still many 

obscure forces existing in society. Therefore, more than ever it is necessary to be 

vigilant until such time as our energies can be employed in creating a material force 

which will enable us to guarantee our political frontiers on the basis of industrialization 

to the utmost, founded on our sources of energy and our raw materials.502 

African pride, according to Diop, was established by historical consciousness and was 

indispensable to anti-colonialism. However, it is also clear that even at this early stage, Diop 

trying to persuade an audience varying from North Africa, sub-Saharan Africa and the 

Caribbean, that African cooperation would protect resources, whereas allowing intra-national 

competition would encourage post-colonial wars and European intervention/economic 

exploitation. His far-sightedness, unfortunately, was accurate, as the decade following saw 

postcolonial warfare erupt over the continent. Senegal remained immune to these wars, yet 

saw its own political struggle of which Diop was a part.  

However, before returning to Senegal in 1960, Diop took part in the Second World 

Congress of Negro Writers and Artists in 1959, which was held in Rome. At the Congress, 

Diop presented a paper based on his second book entitled ‘L'unité culturelle de l'Afrique 

Noire.’503 As in the published work, Diop cited matriarchy as one of the foundations of 

precolonial African society, remarking that women’s powerful position in Africa could be 

contrasted culturally with that of Europe.504 Little archival evidence of the conference remains 

aside from Présence Africaine’s documentation, yet fortunately Diop based his paper once 

again on his second published work, L'unité culturelle de l'Afrique noire: domaines du 

patriarcat et du matriarcat dans l'antiquité classique. This work expanded on Diop’s theory 

of matriarchy. In his paper based on this work, Diop repeated his appeal to indigenous women 

to support the anti-colonial movement and reject Empire’s offer of empowerment through 

European matriarchy, and give preference to the precolonial African matriarchy which he 

presented in his study. Once again, past became present in Diop’s focus. 
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An Appeal to Women: Precolonial African Matriarchy as an Anti-Colonial Weapon 

Diop’s second study, L'unité culturelle de l'Afrique noire: domaines du patriarcat et du 

matriarcat dans l'antiquité classique (Paris, 1959), is a fundamental work of anti-colonial 

history, written specifically with women’s rights activists in mind. This work was produced 

towards the end of Diop’s education in Paris, shortly after finishing his doctoral thesis, and 

before the Second Congress of Negro Writers and Artists. It is not clear from the bibliography 

of the work that Diop was influenced by early English feminists such as the Mills who created 

a direct correlation between gender equality and the ‘advancement of civilisation’, but that he 

had engaged with popular African-American writers like Jessie Fauset (a fluent French 

speaker) who wrote of the importance of education for African-American women, particularly 

regarding the social and economic history of slavery.505  

In L'unité culturelle de l'Afrique noire, Diop contrasts European and African 

matriarchies, remarking that the emancipation of women in the modern West was a recent 

product of modern revolution, whereas the elevated place of women in Ancient Africa was of 

a longstanding social tradition and therefore less transient.506 Unlike Nardal and Fauset, Diop 

did not call for women’s advancement, further education, or political presence; rather he 

argued that their role in a tradition African society was a powerful one, in which they were 

charged with passing on knowledge and material inheritances. However, this is not the only 

work in which Diop specifically appeals to African women, rather than women of African 

descent in the Diaspora. In ‘critique de la thèse classique d’un Matriarcat Universel’, Diop 

proposes that the views of pro-colonial historians who pushed the idea of ‘civilising’ Africa by 

emancipating African woman were unfounded.507 Diop focused on debunking the theory that 

precolonial African culture was barbaric in the sense that it exploited or undermined women’s 

position in society.  

 Diop explained his motivation for the study as fundamentally political, remarking ‘I 

was led to analyse the structure of the African and Aryan families and attempt to show that the 

findings based on which the first rests is the more universal despite first appearances.’508 

However, his simplistic analysis was criticised by historians for its dilution of social structure, 
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which many believed Diop implemented in order to ‘paint Africa white, and Europe Black.’509 

Diop’s image of the gentler, “Southern cradle”, versus a more grasping, patriarchal “Northern 

cradle” is considered problematic by many scholars, as was his forcing of the complexity of 

multiple human cultures into two distinct camps. However, for Diop, the patriarchy which 

developed out of European nomadic life, versus the matriarchal system which developed from 

African ‘settled’ village and family life, was a precolonial reality. Diop also promoted the idea 

of a ‘maternal Africa’, in which women upheld the motherland, recalling French nationalist 

literature and the image of ‘Marianne’. This tool was important, as it persuaded anti-colonial 

readers of the importance not only of decolonisation, but of the retrieval of African cultural 

systems.  In this work Diop condemns the imperial concept of a ‘matriarchy’ which is the 

effect of a ‘primitive, promiscuous’ and irresponsible society, proposing instead that the 

African historical tradition customarily honoured women in family lineages and 

inheritance.510 Diop wrote 

In the particular case of Black Africa, it is thought almost everywhere that a child 

owes more, from a biological point of view, to his mother than to his father. The 

biological heredity on his mother’s side is stronger and more important than his 

heredity on his father’s side. Consequently, a child is wholly that which its mother is, 

and only half of what its father is.511  

Diop pushed the image of a maternal society for two reasons; firstly, he was appealing to 

feminists on the French Left, and secondly, he was attempting to reassure African women that 

they would be protected and liberated in a unified postcolonial Africa.  

This works show exactly why Diop desired a way of telling history ‘without 

complacency.’ His decision to write the book was based on his belief that the past could be an 

authentic guide for the postcolonial future. Not only was Diop encouraging Black feminists in 

Europe and beyond to embrace their ‘matriarchal’ African heritage and reject the idea that 

imperial Europe had freed or empowered them (a point which historians like Walter Rodney 

also made through the example of slavery), he was also giving them a framework for 

‘authentic indigenous behaviour’ and family structure or roles. Diop did not appeal with such 

clarity to indigenous woman, rather his audience is the educated feminist who was 
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simultaneously a product of the West and of an anti-colonial generation. However, his appeal 

was certainly influenced by French nationalist writers who participated in the nation-building 

project and Napoleonic Empire of the nineteenth-century, by mobilizing women’s nationalist 

sentiments and making them a part of the liberation. 

Clearly, anti-colonial historical consciousness had exited the political sphere and 

finally militarised the private domain during the evolution of its discourse. Diop 

superimposed an image of powerful matriarchy and family life onto that of the unstructured, 

chaotic and exploitative veneer of precolonial African family life and female labour accepted 

by both imperial and Marxist contemporary historians. Asante, among other Pan-Africanists, 

has defended Diop’s thesis of matriarchy which remains popular with most Afrocentrists, 

saying 

Using the concept of matriarchy as a starting point, Diop argues that African culture 

is united because the evidence from social history shows a divergence from the 

history of Europe…Diop's own research convinced him that there were two cradles 

of civilisation, the Northern Cradle and the Southern Cradle. He compared the two 

systems on the basis of dowry, respect for women, kinship, disposition of corpses, 

and inheritance. Clearly, there were differences between the Northern Cradle and the 

Southern Cradle in many areas of social practice. With this structure in place, he 

examined the European arguments against the unity of African culture. While 

additional work needs to be done on this aspect of Diop's theory, it is a remarkable 

advance in the science of culture beyond what had been offered previously. Indeed, 

where European and American scholars had argued that there were many cultures, 

Diop shows that the varieties of African experiences gravitate around a single 

matriarchal centre.512 

Those who paraphrased Diop often focused on the ‘difference’ he portrays between the two 

‘cradles’, thereby missing his obvious appeals to women in the anti-colonial movement and 

European Left, whom he attempted to persuade of the advantages of ‘authentic’ African family 

life. This appeal recalls the anxieties of Suzanne Césaire and Paulette Nardal, both of whom 

were occupied with the question of self-determination on a race-and-gender level, not 

knowing whether decolonisation would necessarily guarantee those rights promised to them 

by the coloniser but never awarded. Neither Césaire nor Nardal commented on Diop’s thesis; 

it was published during a period of upheaval in the colonies and therefore missed an era of 
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intellectual exchange in which little physical confrontation between colony and Empire 

occurred, during which Nardal and Césaire exchanged ideas. 

However, like Césaire, Diop explicitly focused on the imperial destruction of African 

collective memory and the misrepresentation of its history. He stated that the same 

‘falsification’ of the past regarding the race of Ancient Egyptians had targeted ‘African 

matriarchy’ and wiped it from the pages of history, replacing it with a European model for 

women’s liberation. He stated 

Technical progress and modern life, the gradual emancipation of the modern woman 

under the influence of that same European individualism; so many factors obscure the 

necessary effort to remember the longstanding condition of the servile Aryan 

woman.513 

The idea that imperial Europe could offer emancipation to women is impossible to Diop. Diop 

also clarifies his thesis on the role of men in precolonial societies, arguing that ‘for 

ethnologists and sociologists, the “primitive” cannot rise to the “abstract” idea of the father's 

participation. The role of the father is more tenuous, more difficult to grasp by the human 

mind.’514  

In order to drive home the idea of a postcolonial African matriarchal system, Diop 

summed up his theory on matriarchy by portraying it as an economically ‘fair’ structure, 

indeed a paradise in comparison with Europe: 

The southern cradle confined to the African continent in particular, is characterized 

by the matriarchal family, the creation of the territorial state as opposed to the Aryan 

city-state, the emancipation of women in domestic life, xenophilia, 

cosmopolitanism, a kind of social collectivism, the solidarity over the material right 

of every individual, which means that material or moral misery is unknown to this 

day. There are poor people, but no one feel alone, nobody is anxious.515 

Diop’s references for the evidence of this paradise are few and far between, but it is clear that 

he was convinced of what he was saying, and that he also appreciated the importance of 
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women’s voices and power in a postcolonial world.  

This work was, for all its tenuousness, received with great interest in the Pan-African 

feminist world. According to Okpewho, ‘to understand Diop's mother-fixation, we must allow 

a little diversion on his kinship with writers of his generation that were similarly persuaded. 

Négritude writers, especially poets, felt such a strong attachment to the feminine mystique as 

was never quite matched by writers of a later generation.’516 In the eighties, Nigerian feminist 

and writer Ifi Amadiume would famously return to Diop’s theories and its implications for 

‘the ideology of gender in state formations.’517 Amadiume describes the role that race and 

gender played in structuring Diop’s worldview, and his analysis of the past, referencing his 

claims that matriarchal political systems originated in Africa, and could not be compared to 

civilisations in pre-Christian Europe, which were nomadic and male-dominated. Indeed, 

Amadiume describes Diop’s claims for the African origins of all early settled civilisations as 

gender-informed, and notes his historic portrayal of the destruction of these civilisations as a 

result of ‘direct invasion’ by armies defined by their race, and indeed, gender.518 It is important 

that feminist scholars were aware of Diop’s work, and responded to it accordingly, and that 

not all were convinced of his Africa/Europe contrasting analyses based on the evidence he 

provided. The associations of aggression with patriarchy, and peace with matriarchy, wrote 

Amadiume, are intrinsically gender-informed. She focused, like many other scholars, on the 

actual legitimacy of his historical analysis and depictions, but also explored the subconscious 

patterns that Diop was repeating which appeared in many nineteenth-century histories of 

world civilisations. The weaknesses she exposed included the ‘dichotomization and 

hierarchization of political systems, since centralized political systems seemed to be held as 

the ideal system and their cultures seen as classical civilization. The focus on emperors and 

monarchs also made it appear as if there was no critical analysis of economic exploitation- 

that is, the power basis of the empires- or of the structural relationship between the empires 

and the surrounding villages and regions.’519  

She particularly resisted Diop’s argument that slaves in pre-colonial African empires 

were not aware of the Greco-Roman concept of individualised freedom, and were not slaves 

‘since they were not conscious of having lost their freedom.’520 This concept of relative moral 

                                                 
516 Okpewho, ‘Cheikh Anta Diop: en quête d'une philosophie de la culture africaine’, pp. 593-594. 
517 Ifi Amadiume, Re-Inventing Africa: Matriarchy, Religion, and Culture (Northampton, 1997), p. 52. 
518 Ibid., p. 53. 
519 Ibid., p. 57. 
520 Ibid., p. 58. 
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philosophies is at odds with the theories of Karl Marx, James, and indeed many contemporary 

Pan-Africanists, and reignited the debates surrounding the idealisation of Africa past, and the 

undoubtedly Western origins of theories of power which underpinned revolutionary and anti-

colonial movements in the twentieth century. Amadiume’s main critique was that Diop’s thesis 

for a peaceful, matriarchal, integrated, pre-colonial Africa were based on the legacies of those 

who held power in societies, rather than those who experienced the system from a powerless 

perspective. His idealisation of these systems therefore seemed dangerous to her, particularly 

if the objective was to gain inspiration for the creation of postcolonial states and institutions. 

Whether or not the work had any impact on the actual structure of the postcolonial state, 

however, aside from its analysis of historical matriarchy, is difficult to discern.  

 

Anti-colonial Historians in Postcolonial States: Diop’s Experience 

In 1960, one year after the success of his publication on matriarchy, he continued what would 

be a lifelong political struggle upon his return to Senegal. Diop would, in the course of over 

25 years, found three political parties that formed the major opposition in Senegal. The first, 

‘Le Bloc des Masses Sénégalaises’ (BMS), a post-Independence Senegalese party which 

contested the politics of Léopold Senghor, was formed in 1961. By 1962 Diop's party, working 

for the ideas enumerated in Black Africa: the economic and cultural basis for a federated 

state, became a serious threat to the regime of then President Léopold Senghor. Diop was 

subsequently arrested in 1962 and thrown in jail where he nearly died due to maltreatment. 

His party was shortly thereafter banned for opposing Senghor's efforts to consolidate power 

under his own party. Interestingly, Senghor had also been a prisoner of war in Second World 

War Germany, an experience which did not seem to lend him sympathy where his own 

political rivals were concerned.  

In creating ‘Le Bloc des Masses Sénégalaises’, which had landed Diop in prison, Diop 

demonstrated that the historian was obligated to be politically active. After the B.M.S. was 

dissolved, Diop and other former members reconstituted themselves under a new party, the 

Front National Sénégalais (FNS) in 1963. The party, though not officially recognized, 

continued strong political activity along the same lines as the BMS. Under significant political 

pressure president Senghor attempted to appease Diop by offering him and his supporters a 

certain numbers of government positions. Diop strongly refused to enter into any negotiations 

until two conditions were met. Firstly, that all political prisoners should be released, and, 

secondly, that discussions be opened on government ideas and programs, not on the 
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distribution of government posts. In protest at the refusal of the Senghor administration to 

release political prisoners, Diop remained largely absent from the political scene from 1966 to 

1975.  

His reappearance into the academic world in 1974 was marked by the publication of 

Black Africa, and a new role at UNESCO as cultural diplomat. Diop's presentation of his 

concepts at the Cairo UNESCO symposium on ‘The peopling of ancient Egypt and the 

deciphering of the Meroitic script’, in 1974, argued that there were inconsistencies and 

contradictions in the way African data was handled. Diop’s lecture at the 1974 Cairo 

UNESCO symposium was evidence of a conflict between postcolonial leaders who wished to 

celebrate African history within the bounds of international cultural diplomacy, and those who 

wished to bring about recognition of a denial of African history, and destruction of knowledge 

of the past by imperial historians. These, clearly, were two very different agendas 

diplomatically speaking. Diop went on to receive the highest award for scientific research 

from the Institut Cultural Africain in 1982, and in 1985 was invited to Atlanta, Georgia where 

April 4th was proclaimed ‘Dr. Cheikh Anta Diop Day.’ These honours lifted the controversy 

that had followed Diop during his political career in Dakar. 

The publication most reflective of his political experience of the post-Independence 

period in Senegal, however, was Black Africa: The Economic and Cultural Basis for a 

Federated State (Paris, 1974). In it, Diop set out his dream for a Pan-African state which 

would set African unity above national and local power struggles. He defended this 

continental state against the importation of the European tradition of ‘nation states’, and as a 

necessity against neo-imperial interference. Diop denied that the Pan-African state would be 

an empire or that it had a centre, rather describing it as a federation of peoples who had a 

natural historical tie which was more than mere geography:  

Nothing will do but that we make up for the relative ease of our liberation through 

an immense effort of political education and cultural formation. Otherwise we may 

find ourselves opposing foreign nationalisms that are still expansive and inured to 

armed struggle with a mere folkloric nationalism endowed only with the piebald 

local colours of our native woven fabrics.521 

However, his motives were also clearly laid out, with both emotion and the memory of 

colonialism playing a great part in his proposal for a Pan-African future. Diop spoke of the 

postcolonial future as a Pan-African paradise, one which would protect the indigenous at the 

                                                 
521 Cheikh Anta Diop, Black Africa: The Economic and Cultural Basis for a Federated State (Paris, 1974), p. 25. 
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expense of no other minority, something postcolonial presidents had struggled to achieve in 

the wake of the trauma of national liberation wars: 

There can be no compromise, and we will in the future allow no creation of White 

states in whatever form or for whatever pretext, regardless of the apparent prestige 

of the hypocritical international organization proposing such states. We will drive no 

one out, for we are not racists. We will wipe out no minority but will insist upon 

democratically proportional representation in the way states are governed. We will 

not accept stratification of national life in these future states on an ethnic basis. No 

country, until now, has solved its minority problem in any other manner.522 

Diop believed that where indigenous peoples were divided, they would be conquered, and 

where they were united, they would achieve long-lasting self-determination. What drove his 

theory therefore was both the fear of re-colonisation and the desire for freedom from the 

tyranny of nationalism, something that colonialism and his experiences as a political prisoner 

in post-decolonisation Senegal had inscribed in him. It is clear that following this dispute 

between the postcolonial elite in Dakar, mistrust was common among Senegalese intellectuals 

where it concerned leadership and Senghor, whom the West hailed as the ‘poet president’ and 

the Senegalese remembered conflictingly for his para-dictatorship. Diop never again spoke 

openly about Senghor or criticised his regime, but instead veiled his opinions of postcolonial 

nationalisms within Black Africa and his private interviews during the 1980s. 

 

The Tyranny of Origins: History ‘Sans Complaisance’ 

In 1981, nearing the end of his career, Diop wished to publish a work brushing aside his failed 

political agenda for a Pan-African state, returning to his original thesis of historical 

consciousness and the decolonisation of history. In a sense, Diop must have felt as though he 

failed to decolonise the continent by uniting different national factions, and turned again to 

decolonise the past in case he had missed something important in his first attempt. His 

conviction that Africans would support a Pan-African state once they recognised the nature of 

their past unity was played out once again in Civilisation ou barbarie: anthropologie sans 

complaisance (Paris, 1981). His thesis is pushed with a more militant tone, accounted for by 

his experiences in postcolonial Senegal as a prisoner of the state, where he was punished for 

the treason of ‘campaigning for a Pan-African state against the creation of African nation-

states.’  

                                                 
522 Diop, Black Africa, p. 24. 
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His determination to push his original thesis on the importance of the ethnicity of the 

Ancient Egyptians, the inventors of ‘civilisation’, once again came to light in this thesis. Diop 

remained cynical about the motivations of European Egyptologists, which, along with this 

theory, alienated him from academia. He wrote in Civilisation et Barbarie: 

The queue of Egyptologists in bad faith, armed with fierce erudition, have committed 

crimes against science as we know it, by becoming guilty of the falsification of 

historical consciousness. Supported by governments of all Western countries, this 

ideology based on intellectual and moral fraud easily prevailed over the true scientific 

current developed by the parallel group of Egyptologists in good faith, which cannot 

be overemphasized for its intellectual honesty and even courage. The new 

Egyptological ideology, born at the right time, has weakened the theoretical bases of 

imperialist ideology.523 

Diop defends this theory by proposing that imperial historians ‘easily took on the voice of 

science, covering the historical truth with a veil of falsification.’524 Once again, Egypt was the 

screen onto which Diop’s postcolonial dreams were projected. Diop however, saw this screen 

as a historical truth, one which would compete with the version of a North African civilisation 

onto which European imperialists had hung their own agenda.  

 

Original cover of Cheikh Anta Diop’s Civilisation ou Barbarie  

His most radical statement in Civilisation ou barbarie does not necessarily depart from his 

previous historical metanarratives, but strengthens them with more militant ideology and the 

manifesto for historical consciousness. Diop clearly believed that the ‘physical elimination’ of 

indigenous peoples was strengthened or even pre-empted by the elimination of their histories: 
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Thus imperialism, as the hunter of prehistory, first kills spiritually and then culturally, 

before trying to eliminate physically. The negation of the intellectual history and 

achievement of Black African peoples is a cultural and mental murder, which has 

already preceded and prepared the genocide here and there in the world. In such a 

plight between the years 1946 and 1954- which has developed our project of the 

restitution of authentic African history, and the reconciliation of African civilisation 

with history- the deforming optics of colonialism had blinded and so deeply skewed 

the eyes of intellectuals, even Africans, on the subject of the African past, that we 

experienced the greatest difficulty to admit the ideas that today are fast becoming 

commonplace. We could hardly imagine what the degree of alienation from their past 

of Africans was previously.525 

This closing work brought together different strands from Diop’s philosophy of history.526 His 

observation that the falsification, denial or ‘theft’ of African history was a precursor to the 

colonisation of its people, and land, is one of the most important aspects of Civilisation ou 

barbarie. Reflecting its title, Diop presented an idea of history which dichotomised the 

African past- that portrayed by Empire and that which lay underneath the ‘History’ generated 

in the colonial metropole. It was his most subjective work, but also his most popular, selling 

out within three months. 

 

Decolonisation of History, Decolonisation of Africa: Diop’s Legacy 

The example of Diop poses a great many questions on the reality of anti-colonial historical 

consciousness, its functions and motivations, and its political achievements and 

historiographical contributions. Clearly, Diop’s agenda did not take off politically; his party 

failed and the Pan-African state proposed in Black Africa never became a reality. However, 

Diop managed to rally his contemporaries in a way that Marxists like James and Rodney 

failed to do; the permanence of his ideas lay in the fact that he saw historical consciousness as 

the long-term anti-colonial struggle. The African Revolution spoken of by Marxists did not 

appeal as a long-term vision ‘of the people, by the people’, but rather a moment in history, 

whereas Diop’s Afrocentrism gained popularity precisely because it was an ideology that did 

not necessarily demand action. In other circles however, Diop was questioned on the 

usefulness of historical consciousness in the postcolonial state, where the poverty line was a 
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526 This work can also be seen as a parallel to Diop’s last article for Présence Africaine, ‘Alerte sous les 

tropiques: articles 1946-1960: culture et développement en Afrique noire’, Présence Africaine (Paris, 1986). 



220 

 

more pressing issue than clarifying the ethnicity of the ‘inventors’ of civilisation.527 Diop did 

not see the separation between either issue, which is what marked him out as an anti-colonial 

historian, a decoloniser of history and product of his generation. 

The ‘authenticity’ in retelling the past, which Diop had struggled for, was in reality the 

decolonisation of history, which he saw as a necessary struggle before the anti-colonial 

revolution- the mental or intellectual component underlying a people’s self-knowledge. In 

fact, Diop never once in his work endorsed war or violence as a means of anti-colonial 

struggle, instead preferring intellectual and political alternatives. For his contemporaries, 

particularly Frantz Fanon, there was a lack of faith that this policy could be extended to ‘the 

people’ as well as the academic elite, therefore the ‘necessity of violence’ in decolonisation 

was often defended. Senegal did not experience a war of national liberation and gained its 

independence from France diplomatically in 1960 alongside other Western African states. 

Diop and his followers at the Front National Sénégalais perceived this as a French ‘handover’ 

of power to Léopold Senghor rather than genuine decolonisation, but never managed to 

persuade the nation to support a Pan-African alternative.  His lack of success politically was 

partially due to his relationship with Senghor, and his own preference for academia. He 

remained dedicated to historical studies and archaeology even towards the end of his life at 

Dakar University, retaining his following of Afrocentric students. 

It is possible that Diop’s legacy, the classic example of an anti-colonial historian, lay in 

his power of persuasion rather than the historical accuracy of his theories. Certainly, 

colonialism itself motivated Diop to clarify the ‘origin’ of civilisation, the race of Ancient 

Egyptians, and the common past of African peoples, all which had political ramifications and 

could be used to dispute imperial claims. According to Diop, the perceived war between 

imperial historians on behalf of ‘science’, and the actual historical truth defended by the 

indigenous, was the centre-piece of the anti-colonial struggle. The significance of this ‘war’ in 

the postcolonial period is less certain. Diop’s revival of the argument was attached to identity 

politics and political agendas in the postcolonial state. Yet the death of the Pan-African dream 

of a federated state (which followed disillusionment with the African Union) did not signal the 

end of Afrocentrism, rather its relocation to universities in America and the European 

Diaspora. Across America, Diop’s thread was picked up by his students such as Obenga and 
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Bernal and pushed to an anti-racist audience, and promoted by followers of the Nation of 

Islam and Afrocentrist historians of the origin of civilisation.528 These associations often did 

more to undermine Diop’s credibility as a historian, as academics sought to disentangle 

themselves from the world of politics they had previously endorsed. It is important to 

remember the original activism in which Diop and his generation immersed themselves, and 

the colonial experiences that underpinned it, lest these later associations obscure the impact of 

Présence Africaine and his activism as a young student in colonial Paris. Diop never changed 

his original theories in Egyptology or the origin of civilisation, unlike many of his colleagues. 

What distinguished Diop from his peers who developed their ideologies in the pre-war 

period, such as C.L.R. James or Aimé Césaire, is that he did not allow the disillusionment 

following decolonisation to shadow his historical consciousness, or deter him from his 

original theses. While other historians shelved their academic studies in favour of political 

careers during the 1960s, Diop blended his activism with his writing, and, as a result, 

produced histories reflecting his conflict with colleagues at the Sorbonne, his imprisonment, 

experiences of censorship, and postcolonial conflict. It is clear therefore the sources gathered 

that historical consciousness was not simply a useful discourse or anti-imperial rhetoric, but a 

way to express frustration about the present and anxiety about the future. This future had 

possible Pan-African or national communities, and those who imagined it became divided 

along these lines. Diop dreamed of a cure for colonialism, and later the postcolonial 

splintering of African societies, produced by an absence of a common historical 

consciousness.529  This Pan-African ‘deep dark past’ visualised by Diop existed beyond the 

political imagination of young anti-colonialists, and shaped the way those born after 

decolonisation filled that absence. 

As a decoloniser of history, Diop’s chosen path after actual decolonisation in Senegal 

led him into troubled waters politically, particularly with his formers colleagues of Présence 

Africaine. This event shows that while those privileged enough to study in Paris formed links 

through an anti-colonial discourse, they were later divided over the question of affiliation and 

cooperation with former empires. Senegal itself was held up as an example of successful, 

peaceful decolonisation in which the indigenous elites, particularly Léopold Senghor, had 

recreated French democracy, the supposed ‘ideal outcome’ of a century-long civilising 
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mission. For Diop, historical consciousness remained a central focus in his campaign for a 

Pan-African federated state, a campaign which became less and less likely with the success of 

Senegal’s independent nationhood, and the disastrous end of the ‘model’ West Indian 

Federation in the 1960s.530 Diop did not discard his dream of proving the biological 

connection between the Ancient Egyptians and his West African contemporaries, and this was 

picked up by African-American thinkers who were seduced by the idea of their own ancient 

imperial heritage. Furthermore, historical consciousness, if it could not be used to build 

national or transnational states, became the foundation of postcolonial criticism of the West 

and neo-imperialism in Africa. This was a separate dialogue between radical intellectuals 

which I will now turn to in chapter four, in which I concentrate on Melville Herskovits’ career 

as an illustration of the changes wrought on anti-colonial historical writing by the Cold War 

and postcolonial politics. 

                                                 
530 Anthony Payne recalls how ‘as economic units, the members of the [Caribbean] Federation competed more 

than they collaborated’, and the heightened lack of economic trust between states competing for American trade 

eventually led to the collapse of the Federation. Walter Rodney also argued strongly against cooperation with 

American traders, which may have contributed to his assassination. Anthony Payne, The Politics of the 

Caribbean Community 1961- 1979. Regional Integration Amongst New States (Manchester, 1980), p. 18.  
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A people that denies its past cannot escape being a prey to doubt of its value today and 

of its potentialities for the future.531 

 

In 1944, an American historian named Melville Herskovits received a letter from a close 

friend in occupied Europe, a musicologist of African Studies whom he had assumed dead for 

three years during the war, having failed to obtain for him a position at an American 

university. Mischa Kalinsky fled the Nazis from occupied Poland in 1940 to Prague, and from 

occupied Prague to Belgium in 1942, where he lived covertly in a friend's attic until the war 

ended. While in hiding, however, he amassed a series of journals in which he developed 

detailed comparative diagrams of African and Black American music and dance rituals, noting 

their composition and how they were handed down generationally. Kalinsky’s three year 

forced seclusion had given him the time to develop a musicological theory that Africa was the 

ancestral home of Black Americans, not from a racial point of view, but from a perspective 

which took cultural transfers into account. The anti-Semitism which produced these 

circumstances also convinced Herskovits and many other intellectuals after the war of the 

need for a humanism based on historical consciousness and respect for ethno-cultural 

differences. Most importantly, however, Kalinsky's work convinced Herskovits of his own 

thesis on which he had been working during the war, the idea that cultural retention occurred 

in all diasporas. Herskovits went on to create the first African-American Studies department 

with Franz Boas after the war, something which was directly inspired by his correspondence 

with Kalinsky. Kalinsky's theories, the unique wartime product of an intellectual exiled from 

his native country, were to have a great effect on American anthropologists such as Herskovits 

trying to identify patterns of ethnic identity in the United States. Herskovits, to whom this 

chapter is dedicated, focused during the war on the links between Black American cultural 

rituals, including music, speech and religious beliefs, and African culture.  

 In this chapter, I will highlight how decolonisation, as an inter-war and post-war 

process, impacted on historians and their fieldwork, and, in turn, how this affected the 

‘decolonisation of history’ that was forecast by anticolonial historians writing in the 1930s. 

Herskovits’ career spanned the entire timeline of anti-colonial campaigns, decolonisation, and 

its after-effects, and therefore reflects how historians interacted with the phenomenon, 

negotiating politics and academia. In 1941, Herskovits broke the trend of silence in American 
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universities by publishing a study of African cultural transfers into the Americas, accusing 

historians of upholding the racial myths which legitimised racial discrimination in the United 

States. The Myth of the Negro Past was received as a controversial political statement and 

criticized by his colleagues, but landed him in the role of renowned Africanist in New York 

and Washington D.C. In 1948 Herskovits once more reiterated his argument that history as a 

discipline was not a science, was based on the interpretation of sources and observation, and 

therefore subjective.532 Racism, Herskovits believed, had contributed too much to the 

narrative of world history and American history accepted by academics and taught in 

American schools. 

 Outspoken for his generation, Herskovits was a product of a new post-First World War 

generation of Anglophone historians and anthropologists who had studied under Franz Boas, 

and who were beginning to criticise the colonial historians' metanarratives, methodology and 

relationship with the political elite. In America, historians upheld the status quo on 

Egyptology and African Studies as much as their European counterparts, and came to the same 

conclusions about the a-historicity of the continent of Africa and its inhabitants. W.E.B. Du 

Bois' The Souls of Black Folk, published in 1903, took almost half a century to take root in 

academic circles, where minorities were rarely considered an interesting ‘object’ of study. 

However, much of what Du Bois stated about the uniqueness and the complexity of the 

African-American character and culture found its way into Herskovits’ The Myth of the Negro 

Past. Herskovits was adamant that African-Americans had preserved traces of West African 

traditions and belief systems in specific areas of the Americas and Caribbean, and that the 

'souls of Black folk' were not merely spirits but individuals upholding familial and tribal 

customs. By stating that ‘a people that denies its past cannot escape being a prey to doubt of 

its value today and of its potentialities for the future’, Herskovits was marking out a 

distinctive territory for a new generation of historically-conscious academics, anthropologists 

and economists looking equally to the past, present and future for answers to social 

problems.533 

  On this note, I will focus on all the Pan-Africanists studied in this thesis throughout 

this chapter, as I view Herskovits as an intersection between ‘old and new’ generations of 

historians of Africa and African-Americans, from the Boasian school to the Diopian 
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Afrocentrist school of thought. This chapter will serve as a comparative and hopefully 

conclusive study about why anticolonial historians turned to ideas about culture and its 

transfer to rebuild the historicity of a continent and its diaspora. It is clear that Herskovits’ 

impact on Pan-African thought, and the anti-colonialists who read him, from Du Bois to 

others, demonstrates that he fits correctly into a study of Pan-Africanist thought. His 

importance lies in the changes he rendered to how anti-colonialists thought about African 

history, the need for their own narrative, and the necessity of historical study, all of which I 

will detail in this chapter. 

 The life and works of Melville Herskovits are essential to this study, as his biography 

and legacy have vast implications beyond the anthropology of indigenous societies. It is 

important to ask why someone was asking such questions at that time, and whether the 

political climate of decolonisation produced such a thinker, and such ideas. My question, 

though, relates very specifically to Herskovits' motive as a politically-conscious historian, 

rather than the reverse. He intended intellectually to ‘hand back’ the historical narrative, and 

the means of creating it, yet also gave his own voice precedency in his work. The question 

remains; what did he actually give back to Africans as a historical group, and their 

descendants who appeared in his work? Did Africans remain the subject of Western historical 

narratives about natives, or did Herskovits allow their agency in creating and transferring 

traditions to form the foundation for his studies?  

 I will attempt to answer this question by examining how Herskovits’ treatment of 

cultural practises as a form of memory provided a foundation for rejecting the idea that 

colonised and indigenous peoples were without a history. The idea that Africa was ahistorical, 

as I have previously mentioned, was one of imperialists’ main supporting arguments for 

indigenous inferiority, and ranged from the idea that descendants of slaves in the Americas 

had no heritage or identity, to the idea that colonised Africans lacked a written history and 

were therefore unable to transmit heritage through generations. I will attempt to show that 

Herskovits focused on culture as memory in both the Caribbean and Africa as an anti-colonial 

argument, proving that Africans on the continent and their descendants in the Americas had 

modes of transmitting their experiences, beliefs and rituals outside of academic historical 

study. Using Herskovits’ research and publications, from the mass of literature he recorded on 

field trips, to its reception and criticism in Pan-African circles, I will demonstrate how his 

approach was unique and vital to anti-colonial historical arguments. Herskovits was an 

important part of the North American network, and provided a viewpoint on historical trends, 
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including slavery and colonialism that was both indicative of Americans values and his own 

individual moral judgement. The sources are varied and interesting, and range from 

testimonies given to the U.S. Senate and journal entries from the Caribbean where Herskovits 

immersed himself in ‘Shouter culture.’ 

 The main argument of my chapter is that Herskovits’ contribution to the decolonisation 

of history was unique because it was based on the concept of cultural memory as a form of 

agency. He wanted resolutely to hand over a greater amount of agency to tribes and peoples of 

African descent inside or outside Africa, who in his works were transformed from historical 

subjects to historical actors. This position marks a move from Africanist to anti-colonial 

historian, an intended shift in Herskovits' position on the history of empires and civilisations. 

Clearly, his conversations with his 'subjects' impacted on view of them as actors who were 

subject to colonial frustrations, and limited by the economics of colonialism, but nonetheless 

able to test those barriers. As he wrote in The Myth of the Negro Past, he was convinced that 

communities who accepted the historical narratives told to them by their colonisers could not 

escape further colonisation because they lacked knowledge of their ‘potentialities for the 

future,’ cultural or otherwise.534 His approach to the future of peoples of African descent, 

which he deemed ‘the urgent problems faced by Negroes’, was apparent throughout his 

work.535 As an anthropologist, the historical narratives he developed in addressing these issues 

were not only anti-colonial, they were deeply concerned with the future welfare of Africans 

and people of African descent around the world 

 Herskovits’ contemporaries argued controversially that 

Obviously Negroes were not brought to the United States as culturally naked people, and 

the problem is to determine what of their African heritage has been retained to influence 

life in America today. We may concede that the greatest significance of the African 

heritage lies in the fact that most of it quickly and inevitably was lost before the ways of 

life of the dominant white man could be learned. Yet cultural differentials are so 

important in the social adjustment of different peoples to each other that the retention 

even of cultural fragments from Africa may introduce serious problems into Negro-white 

relations.536 

Herskovits did not concur with this view of inter-racial relations in post-slavery or colonised 

spaces. But it is important to note that the fear of ‘external influences’ from African and West 
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Indian migrants in the colonial metropolis, as demonstrated in the statement above, set the 

tone for much of the post-war period when it came to the question of assimilation and multi-

cultural in ‘civilising’ empires.  

 Herskovits, as opposed to his contemporaries, concerned himself with the global 

inequality he viewed in indigenous and colonised societies, and viewed historical knowledge 

as key to formulating solutions. In other words, he took culture into account, but would not 

use it as scapegoat for explaining economic inequality. As Herskovits developed this view 

academically, his works took on the urgency echoed in other Pan-Africanist texts about the 

need for historical awareness, and a memory-based re-unification of African peoples.  

 Herskovits’ work places him at the heart of academic intersections between social 

Darwinism, twentieth-century eugenics, Black nationalism, and modern multiculturalism. 

Since he considered himself a historian and anthropologist, he tried to distance himself from 

ideological approaches, and place both disciplines in the social sciences field, much to the 

distress of some of his colleagues. Herskovits believed that historical development could be 

measured and assessed scientifically, which he tried to do using data collected from field trips. 

The issue which made Herskovits’ research unique, during some of the tensest changes in both 

the imperial and academic worlds of Europe and America, was his dedication to giving back 

agency in history. Where previous historians of slavery had seen only disempowerment and 

imprisonment, he, like James, saw revolution through cultural practise. He generated an idea 

of culture which argued that the retention of traditions, beliefs and practises among the 

descendants of enslaved peoples was a itself the regrouping of a displaced civilisation, and 

signified the preservation of identity when all personhood and sovereignty was lost. 

Herskovits studied these retentions throughout his career as social phenomena rather than the 

practise of memory being played out publicly; they were part of a greater context in which 

racism excluded minorities from full citizenship. Later in his career, Herskovits applied the 

same methodology to colonial states and colonised peoples, with similar results on the 

continent of Africa. His work, within the framework of this study, can be most easily 

compared to the studies of Cheikh Anta Diop who focused on African native cultures and 

tribal groups, including linguistic patterns, an important comparison to which I will return.  

 By formulating a concept of cultural retention as a form of agency, Herskovits was 

able to transfer agency back to those who had been rendered either historical ‘victims’ or 

unable of the mental capacity to actively and knowingly influence historical trajectories. By 
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giving back historical agency through the concept of Diasporic retention of historical 

traditions, Herksovits challenged the idea that Africa is devoid of history, and that descendants 

of Africans are without a history. Like Cheikh Anta Diop, who focused on disproving the 

colonial concept that civilisation was tranferred into Africa from the Mediterranean basin, 

Herskovits’ ideas were not always welcomed by his colleagues. However, unlike most Pan-

Africanists, who simply reversed the European metanarrative to suggest that all culture and 

civilisation originated in 'Black' Africa, Herskovits demanded a more nuanced approach which 

strove to set aside politics in an era of deep political divide, and look more closely at the local 

retention and transfer of African practises outside of Africa, or within territories of Africa 

colonised and controlled by Empires. His work thus fits naturally and chronologically into a 

study of political practise among Diaspora historians working in the field of African Studies, 

and will inform this thesis about the realities of who identified with anti-colonial thought and 

why some, including Herskovits, did not embrace all of its tenets.  

 However, the context of his life and the political environment in which his work 

blossomed will help to illustrate many of my points about the role of historians in anti-

colonial projects. His life experiences reflected not only racial divisions and colonial tensions, 

but the anti-Semitic elements in the academic world prior to and directly after the Second 

World War. Herskovits, like W.E.B. Du Bois, was an academic trained in the elite institutions 

of America, yet he retained a sense of his own 'otherness' in American society due to his 

childhood, and this translated to his behaviour in Africa. His views often matched those of Du 

Bois, who self-repatriated to Accra, Ghana, at the age of ninety-three. Like Du Bois, who was 

refused re-entry to America after migrating to Ghana, Herskovits experienced the fine lines of 

racism and anti-Semitism when he returned to his academic institutional life in America after 

field trips. The anti-Semitism which filtered into the peer review process often limited his 

ability to make points about racism which white Americans were open to considering. This 

aspect of his life is one which can be compared to C.L.R. James’ experiences in London, and 

Diop’s experiences in Paris, and demonstrates the transferability of different forms of racism 

in politics and academia. 

 

The Mind of a Migrant: Herskovits’ Early Search for Inclusivity  

Herskovits was born in a remote town in Ohio, in 1895, to Herman and Henrietta Hart 

Herskovits, Jewish Hungarian refugees who escaped the anti-Semitic pogroms of the 1880s in 
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Eastern Europe by their move to America. His family relocated to Texas due to his mother's ill 

health, which inevitably had a profound effect on Herskovits' perception of race and American 

cultural diversity. He observed African-American life during a period in which Jim Crow laws 

were still present in this southern state, and very much enforced, and where racial inter-mixing 

was both legally and culturally forbidden. It is likely that in Texas, although Herskovits did 

not write extensively on these early years, he experienced a state of racial awareness which his 

parents, as a minority, also experienced, but from a different perspective. Marked as different 

by his Jewishness in the state school system, Herskovits related to those children who were 

forced to attend separate schools based on their race. The social anxieties which emanated 

from the way in which race was realised as a defining social identity were responsible for his 

very personal dislike throughout his life of a-scientific methods of ordering and analysing 

social groups. The boundaries of race structured life in inter-war Texas, and religion both 

unified and separated certain groups. Herskovits’ Jewishness, and his relationship with it in 

the university and the colonial environment, is an important factor I will return to later. 

 Herskovits excelled at school and attended Cincinatti’s Hebrew Union College. When 

war broke out in Europe, he enlisted during the First World War, and was stationed in France 

where in 1918 he served in the Army Medical Corps. His reflections on war in Europe 

concerned the inter-imperial arguments and the role which empires played in setting nations 

and their colonies against each other. It was at this point that he realised the depth to which 

empires influenced and shaped the stability of European economics and peace. While in 

France he studied French and Liberal Arts at the Université de Poitiers, becoming fluent and 

meeting a network of young intellectuals whom he worked with as part of the editorial staff at 

Les Beaux Jours, the University paper. In France, he witnessed how colonialism was 

presented and marketed to expatriates, particularly in allowing chosen African scholars access 

to the top Parisian universities, and until he visited Africa itself, he thought little about race 

and racism in Europe. 

 When the war ended, Herskovits returned to the U.S. to attend the University of 

Chicago, and on graduating decided to take his studies further in New York, where he received 

an M.A. from Columbia University in anthropology. In 1923, inspired partially by Arturo 

Schomburg and Woodson, late nineteenth-century historians who had founded the Negro 

Society for Historical Research, he defended his Ph.D. in anthropology at Columbia 

University. His dissertation, written under the supervision of Franz Boas, was entitled ‘The 

Cattle Complex in East Africa’, and applied methodology used for studying native Americans, 
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to an African context. It was at this point that Herskovits fully conceptualised the idea of 

‘native studies’, as something outside of colonial Western influence, and shortly after he 

began extensive research into racial mixing and cultural inter-crossings. From this research, he 

published ‘Preliminary observations in a study of Negro-White Crossing’, which proposed 

that racial intermarriage was beneficial to cultural advancement.537 These early articles were 

very much in line with other approaches and ideas of the Harlem Renaissance. For example, 

Herskovits’ ‘Some Observations on the Growth of Colored Boys’, was the first of many 

anthropological articles on the physicality of African-Americans.538 It is difficult to argue that 

at this stage Herskovits’ had any historiographical or political agenda; rather, he was just 

imitating the academics and peers whom he was learning from in New York.539 Both Diop and 

James demonstrated similar tendencies in their early careers towards upholding previous 

historical narratives rather than applying decolonising tactics to world history, yet all three 

shared an early desire for research on previously undocumented topics. 

 In 1925, Herskovits taught at Howard University where he was able to gather detailed 

anthropometric data from the Black population from which he published in ‘Preliminary 

Observations in a Study of Negro-White Crossing’ in the famous Opportunity journal.540 The 

National Research Council became interested in his focus in 1926, accepting him as a fellow, 

and he became a lecturer in anthropology shortly after at Columbia University. He employed 

Zora Neale Hurston, fellow anthropology student at Columbia University, among others, to 

gather data on Negro physiometry, trying to locate the significance of studying popular 

eugenics, and academic anthropology. Although controversial now, these methods were the 

accepted scientific approaches in a post-Darwin academic world, and little was thought of 

Herskovits’ focus on the physical aspect of the history of ethnicities. Herskovits did not 

always limit the involvement of African-Americans in telling their historical narrative to the 

role of ‘subject’, as is often proposed. Instead, he used his power as a lecturer to secure 

funding and doctoral fellowships for African-American students at Northwestern University, 

where his first African-American doctoral student defended their thesis in 1945.541 This 
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perceived stubbornness on the part of Herskovits surprised his colleagues at the university, 

and threatened the previous hierarchy within anthropological studies and the National 

Research Council’s funding monopoly.  

 Early on, Herskovits put out feelers into the academic world, trying to sense why 

people were disillusioned with straightforward physical anthropology, yet why it had become 

so popular at the height of empire and anti-Black racism. His early mistakes did not taint his 

academic career. Rather, Herskovits was able to turn his ideas around after gaining serious 

findings on research trips to Africa, the Caribbean and South America, and became a respected 

historian and anthropologist worldwide. However, some historians, his contemporaries and 

present-day critics, find fault with his approach, his objective and his relationship to the 

racism which was rooted in academia and its global outlook. Eaton has suggested that: 

The differences that Herskovits had with a number of prominent anthropologists were 

characterized in some instincts by fireworks in public, but he considered most of these 

arguments as professional matters. Among these debates were those with Leslie White 

about cultural evolution, with British anthropologists concerning the functionalist 

approach to ethnology, with others about the possibilities of applying anthropological 

knowledge to practical affairs or the desirability of using a neutral term such as 

nonliterate rather than the term primitive to refer to peoples described in ethnological 

studies. Some of Herskovits' disagreements with other anthropologists became more 

personal.542 

Herskovits did not derive pleasure from the politics within universities, and commented on 

state politics and foreign policies only when he felt a moral obligation, using his academic 

knowledge to support his opinions. While some of his biographers paint him as a product of 

his social context, not unlike other anti-colonial historians, others took his findings personally, 

and ask ‘why did he not contribute directly to the anti-colonial school of thought’ that 

emerged during his early career. It is this question with which I will now engage. 

 

The treatment of Herskovits as a historian and a historical actor by his biographers  

Herskovits has been treated as both a historian and subject of history in anthropological 

historiography, and arouses much curiosity when it comes to the question of the early 

development of African American studies in an era of strictly-maintained racial divisions. In a 

paper given at a conference in the University of California, Kevin Yelvington aroused 

                                                 
542 George Eaton Simpson, Melville J. Herskovits (New York 1973), p. 7. 



233 

 

questions of Herskovits' early perspective in the field by maintaining that  

Herskovits began his cultural anthropological investigations of African Americans in 

the early 1920s, and went from a perspective that emphasized the assimilation of 

African Americans to their wider cultural surroundings, at the same time denying the 

possibility of African cultural survivals...taking up a position he would hold for the 

rest of his life that these survivals underlay the behavioural repertoires of African 

Americans.543 

This position is supported by archival evidence and Herskovits' early works, including his 

doctoral thesis, and the famous The Myth of the Negro Past. However, it was not that 

Herskovits was 'denying the possibility of African cultural survivals' but rather that he later 

focused on the concept of historical agency in culture, and explored the idea of the conscious 

and subconscious retention of diasporic traditions.  

 The conscious handover of historical agency is one of the primary developments in 

Herskovits' work which I wish to emphasize in this chapter, for its importance in turning 

historical consciousness into a theory of 'historical retention'. It is particularly interesting 

because it has been overlooked and mistreated by Herskovits’ biographers, even though it 

roots him squarely as an actor in the decolonisation of history as a process which also took 

place in American academia as a counterpart to anticolonial discourses. Whereas Herskovits’ 

Marxist colleagues strove to show that the historical retention of traditions outside of their 

place of origin was political insurrection, Herskovits merely argued that it was natural for 

Diasporas to cling to the ways and belief systems of their ancestors, and to mistrust, especially 

if enslaved, their host countries. He did not propose that his historical actors were always 

consciously in conflict with the colonial or New World culture which strove to assimilate 

them into its story, merely that they had inherited the traditions outside of the locality in which 

they were raised or in some cases born. Herskovits tried to depoliticize certain elements of 

Diaspora history in order to emphasize the role of culture in social organisation. However, the 

question of how Herskovits related to his contemporaries, who were actively invested in the 

politicization of history and its writers, particularly Cheikh Anta Diop, cannot be overlooked 

and will be addressed later in this chapter. 

 Herskovits’ reformist approach was matched by his methodology which incorporated 

huge amounts of oral history and visual documentation into his works. John Homiak 

                                                 
543 Kevin A . Yelvington, 'Melville J. Herskovits Theory of Folklore', Presented to the Conference on Folklore 

and the Politics of Belief in the Caribbean, Department of History, University of California at Los Angeles, May 

14, 2009. 



234 

 

significantly observed that 'the Herskovitses, despite serious technical problems, invested an 

enormous effort in collecting visual and graphic material that would dramatize the differences 

between inherited (biological) and socially acquired (cultural) behaviour among Afro-

Americans.'544 This approach to observing and categorising 'living history' widened the 

approach to cultural history which had thus been limited to high culture. The Herskovitses 

recorded everything they thought was relevant to the historical agent's role in cultural change 

over time, and thus themselves became living archives through their observation, giving many 

enlightening interviews at the later stages of their careers. Herskovits himself wrote in his 

introduction to The Myth of the Negro Past in 1941 that he was not searching for African 

retentions among his selected tribes, but discovering it, decided it was historically important 

enough to present even though it contradicted his contemporary educators and the leading 

scholars in the field. He mentioned that the 'forced revision of an hypothesis [colonial 

scholarship] which, in the initial stages of research, there was no tendency to question'545, and 

his attitude towards colonial scholarship was changed by his fieldwork and his interaction 

with the 'object of study', the descendants of African slaves. The hypothesis which he was 

referring to in The Myth of the Negro Past was, of course, the idea that African-American 

historiography was founded upon European-colonial myths or understandings which had 

neither a theoretical nor evidential basis in fact. Indeed, fieldwork was essential in driving 

Herskovits' revisionism, or rather, the extension of his knowledge and primary data from 

which his theses were collated. His visit to Suriname is often held up as a turning point in his 

career, as he admitted that there could be no real historical argument without a basis in 

firsthand knowledge of the geographical area, a two-way encounter with the descendants of 

the historical subjects, and, lastly, observation of their cultural exchanges. His biographers 

have in turn captured the early promise of Herskovits’ work with the immaturity of his ideas 

about Africa itself, prior to fieldwork. 

 Historiographically speaking, Herskovits' wife, née Frances Shapiro, is sadly absent 

from biographical critiques of his contributions. She accompanied him on most of his field 

trips, co-authored many works, translated and engaged with his oral history projects, and was 

indispensable as a colleague. According to Wolf, Herskovits' colleague at Northwestern 

University, Frances 'co-authored a number of books, such as Rebel Destiny (1934), on the 
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Saramacca tribe of Dutch Guiana; Trinidad Village (1947); and Dahomean Narrative.'546 

Frances collected firsthand evidence when Melville fell ill in Trinidad, which is unmentioned 

in contemporary reviews of Trinidad Village after its publication. According to Yelvington, 

'because of his fears for her safety, and the fears of Boas and Parsons, Frances remained in the 

city during the first fieldwork trip (which took place during the years from 1928 to 1929), 

while Melville, along with guides, ventured into the “bush”.'547 The limitations placed on 

Frances while on that first trip to Suriname attested to the fact that women could not 

participate fully in a colonial setting, even an academic one. Melville himself acknowledge in 

The Myth of the Negro Past that Frances, his colleague since they were classmates at 

Northwestern under the tutorage of Boas, was as trained as himself in the field. He wrote that 

he was  

Deeply indebted to Frances S. Herskovits, whose many months devoted to exhaustive 

reading made available the materials for a control of the literature...since she has 

participated with me in all the ethnographic field studies in my research program, she 

was uniquely equipped to discern correspondences and to evaluate interpretations.548 

Her participation influenced Melville's projects and publications in a way that sadly remains 

invisible to readers today, and Herskovits' biographers still do not understand the importance 

of her contribution and participation in the acdemic 'colonial encounter' which I will uncover 

in this chapter. 

 Lastly, there is another important biographical aspect of the way in which Herskovits 

is remembered which worries contemporary historians. Herskovits, a well-travelled, and 

empathetic academic, was aware of the social divisions which separated him from his 

subjects, yet the way in which he recorded his enthusiasm for the cultural and linguistic 

phenomena which he discovered, has often been interpreted as racist, particularly in the film 

Herskovits at the Heart of Blackness (2009). This biographical film, made by Llewellyn M. 

Smith, stars members of the Black Panther Party who, according to Smith, wish to 'use 

Herskovits’s research to further their political aims and also challenge his right- and even his 

ability- to draw conclusions about their history.'549 Furthermore, the filmmakers stated that  

Some Black leaders worried that Herskovits’s work might be a kind of intellectual 
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colonialism, and that if African-Americans allowed a white man to define and record 

their identity, it would lead to further exploitation. Could, or should, a white man 

have the last word on the origins of a culture to which he didn’t even belong?550 

This approach, strung with anxieties and foreboding about being definied by the 'Other', in 

this case the Western academic, is not only typical of Afrocentric research and formulation of 

ideas, but was something which Herskovits himself experienced during his career.  

 According to some of his biographers, Herskovits considered human beings objects of 

study, yet closer engagement with his work suggests otherwise. He was committed to the self-

determination of colonial states in Africa, although he had a more complex opinion about 

South America based on his interaction with indigenous peoples along the Caribbean 

coastline. It is relatively easy to demonstrate that throughout his work, Herskovits showed a 

concern for the economic and emotional wellbeing of all those he wrote about.  

 Ironically, Herskovits was a victim of two fronts; the academic establishment, 

composed mostly of white Americans, and the radicalised Afrocentric network of 

intellectuals, whom, as they stated, wanted to disagree with his conclusions on a basis of skin 

colour, and who were often deflated when they found only objective or passive definitions of 

ethnic groupings within his works. The Black Panther group, and many others beside, across 

the radical intellectual front in America, were admittedly influenced by The Myth of the Negro 

Past, but were uncomfortable about accepting a redefinition of their African-American 

identity from what they perceived as a 'white man' whom they associated with the American 

establishment. Few of Herskovits' colleagues, such as W.E.B. Du Bois, could have envisioned 

that this element of racism in the postwar period would have alienated the founder of African-

American Studies from his own field. Some of Herskovits' lesser known projects, such as his 

project whilst teaching at Howard University in 1925-26 to employ Black students to gather 

anthropometric data, were very similar to the line of racial inquiry pursued by Cheikh Anta 

Diop in the 1950s in order to structure his thesis Precolonial Black Africa.  

 In fact, although Herskovits did not agree with Diop’s conclusions, much of his 

methodology during field work was similar. He used videography, photography, and other data 

collected by his volunteers as primary sources. Yet his knowledge of linguistics was more 

limited than Diop’s, and although he spoke fluent French, his experience of Africa was limited 

more to Anglophone colonies. He therefore spent more time in observation using translators 
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than Diop, and much of his accounts of Dahomey, for example, contain multiple analyses of 

rituals and behavioural patterns which he interpreted using his anthropological training, rather 

than his assumptions about the tribe. While Diop’s consciousness of class structure in Africa 

shaped his views on the possibility of a united African state, Herskovits saw only diversity 

and difference among his travels from east to west and thought the postcolonial federation 

could function only on an economic level. It is also interesting that academic educated in 

France and America came to totally different conclusions about race and ethnicity in 

indigenous society and the role they would play in postcolonial power balances. For 

Herskovits, his primary concept of race had been formed in the context of the American 

experience, which must have impacted on his interpretation of its place in history-writing. 

 Herskovits’ ideas about 'crossing' were not racial, but cultural, and were designed to 

challenge colonial fears of a cultural 'decivilising' process brought about by contact or 

intermarriage with the ethnic 'other'. However, Herskovits controversially employed Zora 

Neale Hurston, fellow anthropology student at Columbia University, to gather data on Negro 

physiometry; including the measuring of head sizes, to support a eugenic theory about African 

Americans, something Diop also indulged in to support his theory that Ancient Egyptians 

were 'Black Africans.'551 This fear of 'intellectual colonialism', as referred to by the 

filmmakers of Herskovits at the Heart of Blackness, did not apply to Western-educated anti-

colonialists such as Diop, whose objectives in pushing for a Pan-African state were clear. 

Herskovits' motivations, as seen by Afrocentrist colleagues and later inquirers, were less 

certain; he was perceived as a liberal, white intellectual, whose depth of knowledge about the 

Black world was often beyond their own, whose interests in the subject were less political, 

and who openly disclaimed in the prefaces of his works that he was not a 'practical man 

seeking to lessen racial tensions.'552 

 It is for this reason that a re-evaluation of Herskovits' body of work, and his personal 

encounters with Afrocentric thinkers, is so vital to this study, as it shows how the walls of 

history were build with the bricks of anti-colonial resentments, reactionarism, and oftentimes 

prejudice. Serious writers, and serious works, were discounted on a basis of skin colour by 

Afrocentrists, just as European colonial academies had treated colonised intellectuals. It is 

important to mention that, aside from other biographical silences, the views held by 
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contemporary historians of Herskovits are often complicated by the desire to critique from a 

postcolonial perspective, rather than understanding the framework of knowledge and research 

which the young Herskovits was building upon in the 1920s. It shaped his view of historical 

power and agency inside empires, and lent him a human approach which colonial historians, 

the 'observers of Africa', had been devoid of in the nineteenth century. Historians have 

however, shown to a great extent how much Franz Boas shaped Herskovits' ideas and thus the 

path his career would take.  

 

Boas as a Mentor: Encountering the Anti-colonial in Early Anthropology 

At Columbia University after the First World War, Melville Herskovits received his Masters 

degree in 1921 under Franz Boas’ supervision. Boas, a widely respected anthropologist in the 

field of race studies, had helped Arturo Schomburg set up the Negro Society for Historical 

Research in 1911, and since then had created a network of like-minded intellectuals to ask 

questions about the state of American society, and the role that racism played in limiting 

people’s economic expectations. It was at Columbia University that Boas was carefully 

gathering around him a network of students interested in African-American studies, 

particularly in the application of new ideas to the concept of racial difference and ethnic 

origins, and predominantly those open to studying anthropology from an objective rather than 

ideological viewpoint. It was at Columbia that Herskovits as a young man laid the foundations 

for the questions he would later ask about society’s understandings of race, and the impact of 

historians on this understanding. Just as in Paris, where students at the Sorbonne like Aimé 

and Suzanne Césaire, Paulette Nardal, Léopold Senghor and others created the Négritude 

network and its anti-colonial publications, Boas’ students found themselves with similar 

interests and concerns, contributing to a common dialogue about contemporary racism, and 

Darwinist understandings of racial origin and difference. Attending Boas’ classes and informal 

meetings, Herskovits came into contact with Paul Robeson, with whom he shared a room, 

Margaret Meade, Zora Neale Hurston, W.E.B. Du Bois, and many other scholars and writers 

who mingled with Boas’ circle of friends, including the anthropology student who would 

become his wife, Frances Shapiro. Through Boas, he also met Elsie Clew Parsons, who would 

go on to fund his early research and become an indispensable support during the 1930s.  

 The area in which Boas’ most influenced Herskovits’ academically was in the theory 

of relativism, which Boas first articulated in 1887 and later popularized among his students, 

writing that ‘civilisation is not something absolute, but is relative, and our ideas and 
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conceptions are true only so far as our civilisation goes.’553 However, Boas did not coin the 

term, which was popularized outside of academia, nor did his theory go unchallenged by his 

colleagues. Historian Jarvie famously undermined its credibility as a basis for social criticism, 

stating that 

Cultural relativism is seen by its proponents as a benign, even obligatory, influence on 

anthropological theory and practice; by its critics it is seen as pernicious. We will find 

that the doctrine cannot survive [close philosophical] scrutiny and so needs to be 

explained as itself a product of a particular (sub) culture rather than as a scientific truth 

disclosed by anthropological research.554 

Despite criticism, Boas’ influence would not be undermined during his career, and the 

network of intellectuals he brought together in the 1930s laid the groundwork for an anti-

racist and anti-colonial ideology rooted in the language of Darwinism and the social sciences. 

Boas argued for the adaptation of Darwinism to relativism, citing that the mishandling of 

evolutionary theory boosted the populist myths about the superiority of one species over 

another: 

It is only since the development of the evolutional theory that it became clear that the 

object of study is the individual, not abstractions from the individual under observation. 

We have to study each ethnological specimen individually in its history and in its 

medium…By regarding a single implement outside of its surroundings, outside of other 

inventions of the people to whom it belongs, and outside of other phenomena affecting 

that people and its productions, we cannot understand its meanings. Our objection is, that 

classification is not explanation.’555 

Boas parted with the evolutionists who supported racist theories, and argued that ‘if we admit 

that there may be different ultimate and coexisting types of civilization, the hypothesis of one 

single general line of development cannot be maintained.’556 This split was revolutionary and 

paved the way for relativist understandings of historical development and human 

achievement. Boas spent his career working on the challenges which Darwinism had posed to 

previously-theistic understandings of human difference and civilisational accomplishment. 
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His interest in race came both as a result of these inquiries, and a product of the colonial 

context in which he found his organic research material. In essence, Boas was essentially 

arguing for a relativist concept of change over time, something which revolutionized Pan-

Africanist thought in the early 1900s, and allowed for historians of the development of 

civilisations and races to portray difference rather than inequality. However, the tool and the 

accuracy of their conclusions are separate questions that must be addressed.  

 In 1953, Herskovits wrote published his tribute to Boas in the form of a book, after he 

passed away during the war. His identification with and adaptation of Boas’ perspective of the 

role of anthropology in creating a knowledgeable, educated society, came through in this 

work. A chapter entitled ‘Man, the Culture-Building Animal’ illuminated Boas’ role in 

creating a social Darwinist theory of change that did not support racial superiority and 

inferiority, merely difference, using Boas’ case study of East Africans. Herskovits described 

the encounter between Boas and his social Darwinist colleagues, stating that  

While Boas devoted a great deal of energy to combatting racial determinism, especially 

in the later years of his life, this meant in essence no more than utilizing the results of 

scientific research in arguing political and social controversy.557 

Herskovits held up Boas as essential to the early anti-imperial discourse, and argued that it 

was merely the scientific facts themselves that countered contemporary racial theories about 

the development of humanity.  theories about the development of humanity. Yet he quotes 

Boas as adhering to a certain argument about the intellectual advancement of humanity as a 

Western, Enlightenment-based phenomenon: 

What had been a chaos of facts appeared now marshaled in orderly array, and the great 

steps in the slow advance from savagery to civilisation were drawn for the first time with 

a firm hand. We cannot overestimate the influence of the bold generalizations made by 

these pioneers of modern anthropology. They applied with vigor and unswerving courage 

the new principles of historical evolution to all the phenomena of civilized life, and in 

doing so sowed the seeds of the anthropological spirit in the minds of historians.558 

Ironically Herskovits stood by the theory that advancement was a useful analytical tool, and 

stated that Boas profited from the ‘sense of historical continuity’ that was offered by Western 

historiography and view of the world’s historical development.559 

 Furthermore, in this work, Herskovits presented his own arguments about culture’s 
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role in Darwinist historical narratives. Herskovits suggested that the interpretation of culture 

as perceived by an onlooker is always relative to their own enculturation. He argued that ‘the 

theory that cultural behaviour was the result of racial determinism, as it is called, manifests 

the weakness under analysis that any simplistic explanation of a complex phenomenon 

shows.560 Herskovits provided one of the first adaptations of the theory of relativism into 

cultural studies, which became known as cultural relativity. It would provide him with 

grounds for the interdisciplinary approach which he wished to use when studying the history 

of cultural transfers, retention and the discourse surrounding the rationale for historical 

traditions. This approach was deeply influenced by Boas, and clearly the first step which 

Herskovits took in ‘giving back’ agency in the historical narrative to those of African descent 

in the Americas and West Indies.  

It is for this reason that re-applying the question of Boas’ influence on Herskovits, and 

indeed on the other anti-imperial thinkers of his time, is so relevant. Relativism was one of the 

tools that Herskovits used historiographically to allow indigenous voices within the historical 

narrative, and to allow them to explain their own traditions and culture. Herskovits’ theory 

was published much later than his early research and essentially summed up his use of the tool 

in Cultural Relativism: 

Judgements are based on experience, and experience is interpreted by each individual in 

terms of his own enculturation. Those who hold for the existence of fixed values will 

find materials in other societies that necessitate re- investigation of their assumptions. 

Are there absolute moral standards, or are moral standards effective only as far as they 

agree with the orientations of a given people at a given period in their history? We even 

approach the problem of the ultimate nature of reality itself. Is reality not defined and 

redefined by the ever-varied symbolisms of the innumerable languages of mankind?561  

The impact of Herskovits’ words on his contemporary African-American and British 

colleagues cannot be underestimated- he was held aloft as a historian and reliable witness to 

the fact that the ideologies which upheld racism and imperialism were invalid, and for the 

most part decontextualized abstracts from Darwin’s work which by all accounts had intended 

no eugenic political schemes to be based on its ideas. 

Herskovits was one of the first figures to apply relativism to a historical approach, and 

use it to challenge the historical understanding of civilisation as a process which could be sped 
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up by imperialism. Relativism, based on what Boas wrote, allowed him to reconsider the idea 

of alternative cultural landscapes, alternative lenses through which to compare human 

behaviour. It allowed Herskovits to reject the all-consuming colonial 'ladder of civilisations', 

by which all civilisations could be measured for their contribution to historical development. 

Herskovits later summed up cultural relativism in 1955 as an approach to the world around us, 

stating ‘judgements are based on experience, and experience is interpreted by each individual 

in terms of his own enculturation.’562 This clear statement shows how he had progressed from 

Boas’ standpoint on relativism, to an application of the theory on a historiographical level. His 

theory did not draw upon cultural Darwinism to explain the advancement of civilisations, 

rather it embraced the idea that our perception of that advancement was relative to our 

education, and enculturation. Furthermore, according to this theory, historical experience 

could not be evaluated best from an outside perspective. Herskovits contrasted cultural 

relativism with ethnocentrism, stating ‘ethnocentrism is the point of view that one's own way 

of life is to be preferred to all others.’563 
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Boas considered evolutionary theory to have been misappropriated by secular 

colonialists, Christian missionaries, and other networks, and Herskovits carried on this belief 

in his own approach to historical change over time, particularly in his field research. His 

education at Columbia was transferred into his approach while on field trips, where he looked 

for transfers and commonalities in behaviour through cultural practice, rather than setting 

ethnicity or biology as the standard for cultural behaviour. In doing so, he reversed the 

arguments of imperialist academic. Herskovits saw ethnicity not as a product of 'origin' but of 

cultural tribes, created by common faiths or a belief system and shared patterns in cultural 

practice. He believed in ethnicity only to the extent of group inheritance of cultural practises, 

and races created by geographical-cultural boundaries, but did not buy into the eugenics of 

either social Darwinists or the Black Nationalists of his time, such as Marcus Garvey. 

Yet in a reverse sense, many of Herskovits’ findings upheld Black nationalist 

historiographical ideals at that time, particularly those of Marcus Garvey and Cheikh Anta 

Diop who wished to rewrite ‘Black history’ from their perspective, a term which was coined 

during the 1950s. They were deeply imbued with a sense of racial nationalism and separatism 

which divided them from other academics in their fields. However, it is impossible to ignore 

the context into which this theory was born, that of 1950s racial tensions in America. During 
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the same month that Herskovits defended his theory of cultural relativism, the murderers of 

fourteen-year-old African-American Emmet Till were being acquitted, sparking outrage back 

in New York where Herskovits was writing up Cultural Anthropology. It was impossible not 

to engage with the events of 1955, when in late December Rosa Parks refused to give up her 

seat on a bus in Montgomery. All across America, the laws of racial segregation were being 

challenged, and defied. During that same year, Herskovits would visit the Belgian Congo on a 

research conference funded by European Africanists, and was shocked at the treatment and 

racism towards Congolese staff, comparing it the treatment of African-Americans back home. 

He came away from the conference deeply disillusioned about the role of the academic in 

effecting social change; in the city of Bakavu where the conference was held, they had merely 

upheld the imperial ideology that had gripped the social sciences since the nineteenth century, 

and ignored the effects of empire on the indigenous peoples who waited at their tables, carried 

their luggage, and took care of their needs. 

Herskovits was determined that academics back home in America would be forced to 

engage with their ‘subjects’, to work alongside them, rather than research them as sub-

humans. However, his unwillingness to disengage Darwinist thought as a central methodology 

in the social sciences, left him with little choice but to historicize difference, and then 

undermine its meaning and weight with cultural relativism, or so it would appear. Relativism 

shifted the spotlight away from the inequality of the outgoing productions of a civilisation, to 

the relationships and experiences within the community of a civilisation.

 

Herskovits' Early Methodology: Countering ‘Ahistorical Africa’ 

Herskovits certainly could not be considered someone who abandoned traditional 

methodology in favour of a Négritude approach, to be the 'words behind the writing' of 

History. He was deeply indebted in many ways to the legacy of colonial scholarship and 

research, and to the field trips that colonialist academics had derived their observations from 

before him. The concept of developing an African-American Studies field was in a similar 

vein of thought to those German scholars who rigorously went about developing the early 

fields of African and Semitic linguistics, at the height of German colonialism and religious 

engagement with the continent.564 These scholars approached the desire to gain more 
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knowledge from a point of necessity; they wished to learn native languages because it would 

strengthen their political or religious goals at a local level. However, as Pugach has shown, 

they discovered that this linguistic knowledge changed their relationship to their subject of 

scrutiny, and indeed, themselves. Herskovits was acquainted with Edward Sapir, another of 

Boas’ students and an influential linguist, who argued that the social sciences would apply 

theories to indigenous peoples’ in a way where the Humanities had failed, or had left micro-

civilisations outside of their gaze. Herskovits can be considered on a parallel to these early 

linguists. On an ideological level, he wished to be historiographically inclusive. He also 

wished to expel the what he termed ‘the ahistorical approach to Afro-American Studies’, 

which he considered a product of colonial European scholarship framed by cultural bias and 

political agendas.565 This demand was radical, and a step away from early European social 

scientists who relied on national and therefore imperial funding to continue their academic 

investigations. The conclusions of these Africanists which were naturally influenced by a 

world which denigrated colonial migrants and African cultures, and if they challenged the pre-

existing narrative, were often silenced quickly by their peers. 

 Herskovits’ first work, and doctoral thesis, The Anthropometry of the American Negro 

(New York, 1930), reflects this desire to gather new information, using the old methodology. 

Herskovits’ applied eugenic and Darwinist techniques to this topic, and focused on gathering 

physiological data on African-Americans, comparing, for example, facial measurements and 

height, to those of native Americans. It cannot be said that it was published for the distinct 

purpose of reducing racism based on understandings of Africans and their descendants' 

contributions to the development of world civilisation. However, he openly stated that  

There is, in the first place, the current belief which is very strong even in scientific 

circles, that the value of genealogical statements on behalf of the Negroes is very small; 

that, in short, the American Negro knows very little about his ancestry and cares 

less…Yet there is no other kind of information available concerning descent, as far as the 

American Negro is concerned. In times of slavery, there were no official statistical 

records kept of the births of Negro slaves…566 

Herskovits made a clear case for genealogy as an identity-maker, which reflected the concerns 

of African-Americans he worked with during his research on The Anthropometry of the 

American Negro, particularly Zora Neale Hurston, who famously wrote about the social 
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complexities and legal ramifications of ‘crossing’ and intermarriage in the U.S. and the lack of 

precision when it came to defining ethnic backgrounds after slavery. 

 He further stated in this work that he didn’t accept racial purity as a scientific doctrine, 

noting in this work that  

The use of the word “Negro” to describe [African-Americans] is without justification 

from a biological point of view. It is this very fact of mixture, particularly the amount of 

mixture represented in the American Negro population and various portions of it, that has 

constituted a stumbling-block in the study of this group from other than sociological and 

economic points of view. And to all this there is added another difficulty, not generally 

recognized, that not only is there considerable variation in the traits of the Europeans 

who compose the ancestry on the White side, but that there are as great differences 

between the various types of African Negroes who were brought to this country, and who 

became the forefathers of the present coloured population.567 

Studied from this point of perspective, his book had a clear anti-racist agenda, even if the 

physiological methodology was somewhat dated, and was a hint of the field research yet to 

come in the 1930s. His conclusions noted that unconscious racism often ‘coloured’ historical 

and anthropological observation, and determined that  

Skin colour should be studied as an important index of differences between Negro and 

White racial groups but until a method of studying it in more objective fashion, and with 

less arbitrary classification of elements is devised, it requires careful statistical 

manipulation to compare the results of different observers.568 

As early as 1930s, Herskovits had begun to express the doubts he had concerning the 

measurement of physical and ethnic attributes, and their application to history as explanations 

for cultural and civilisational difference. In The Anthropometry of the American Negro, 

Herskovits set out to debunk pseudo-scientific claims about race and origin, and with some 

irony, particularly the idea of a ‘White Race’ which was gaining popularity in Europe. The 

idea that darkness was synonymous with slavery was also something which Herskovits 

contested in this thesis, compelling readers to think twice about convictions they held 

regarding race. 

 Many of his early articles, published during his four years of doctoral research, 

contribute to this debate. However, they are not loaded with the overtones of colonial 

encounters of his later works which build upon field trips to Ghana and other African 
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countries. ‘A Note on the Psychology of Servitude’ reflects his complex relationship with 

racism in the American South, which he had witnessed as a child and teenager. These articles 

reflect a mixture of topics that Herskovits perceived to be interconnected, and interdependent. 

Other articles such as ‘Brains and the Immigrant’ placed him at the heart of a network of 

intellectuals trying to show that racism was not scientifically based, and that migrants could 

contribute to and enrich intellectual centres and civilisations.569 His understanding of 

contemporary issues was reflected in his choice of early research topics, and he only managed 

to untangle the knots he had created in his understanding of race between the context in which 

he lived, the context which he studied, and the collective African- American experiences of 

these contexts. On an intellectual level, he was also trying to untangle the knots which 

academics had tied between Darwinist thought, historical methodology, and an objective 

portrayal of African lives. Of course, to do this objectively, he had to become aware of the 

origins of certain methodologies and their role imperial literature on Africa and African 

descendants. He also had to grapple with the pre-existing historiography and its authors, many 

of whom were impervious to his findings. 

 However, Herskovits found himself unequipped during his early research, in terms of 

original material, understanding, and academic objectivity. The political climate in which 

African-American Studies developed, cannot be ignored. Indeed, Herskovits' biographers 

argue that it was this need to negotiate the world of research funding, that impacted on 

Herskovits' interdisciplinary approach, and reformed his primary focus from conclusions to 

questions during the 1930s. Gershenhorn argues that 'the interdisciplinary nature of 

Herskovits' project- he would analyse the physical and cultural anthropology of peoples of 

African descent- undercut foundation support....His focus on culture and biology placed his 

study in a no-man's land.'570 Only private funding, in the eventuality, would save Herskovits' 

dedication to his approach. His desire to provide rationales for contemporary cultural issues 

and practises was unpopular amongst his fellow academics, and perceived as politically-

motivated, even when he disclaimed this criticism. 

 In an article entitled 'Experts Review Negro Prejudice', Herskovits reiterated with 

Alain Locke that arguments for racial superiority and inferiority based on colonialist historical 

studies of Africa and Africans were biased, politically-motivated and unfit for academic 

consideration. Gershenhorn states that Herskovits 'sought to disprove stereotypes of Black by 

                                                 
569 Melville J. Herskovits, ‘Brains and the Immigrant’, The Nation, vol. cxx, no. 3110, February 11, 1925. 
570 Jerry Gershenhorn, Melville J. Herskovits and the Racial Politics of Knowledge (Lincoln, 2004), p. 133. 



247 

 

emphasizing their resistance to slavery and the strength of African civilisations.'571 However, 

Herskovits early objectives throughout the 1930s were not so simple, and as he reiterated 

throughout his early career, his goal had not been initially to defend an ideological position, 

but to argue for greater funding into the research of Diaspora groups in the U.S., and a better-

informed historical understanding of the descendants of slaves and maroons, and their 

customs. Part of this process of understanding, as understood by Herskovits, of pursuing the 

access to and interpretation of knowledge, did not mean more political engagement by means 

of an anti-racist position, but less engagement with one's political context and more 

engagement with the historical and local contexts through field research. This was something 

the early American Pan-Africanists, like Du Bois, had failed to provide to their research, 

partially because of a lack of detachment, and in part because of funding issues created by the 

National Research Council's pressures. Gershenhorn however, argues that the production and 

dissemination of knowledge was intimately political, due to the sponsorship of academics 

being politically-influenced. Due to these academic limitations, Herskovits had to partially 

fund his own research trip in 1934 to Haiti, although it is difficult to discern whether the lack 

of full funding was due to the economic climate, or the disinterest in a new historical narrative 

about the African Diaspora.  

 His objectives did not, however, transform to meet funding requirements, and he was 

staunchly opposed to the ‘history from a distance’ approach. As he famously wrote in The 

Myth of the Negro Past, he and Frances were focused on  

The end of attaining a better understanding of the processes of culture as a whole, 

and of an attack on the social issues presented by the Negro in the United States, in 

so far as the elements of conflict in the interracial situation are sharpened by 

beliefs concerning the quality of the cultural background of the Negro.572 

Clearly Herskovits’ objective was complicated by his idea that the racism he perceived among 

his contemporaries was brought about by historical misinformation, or at least, supported by it 

in political and popular discourse. This connects his work rather dramatically to other Pan-

Africanists of his generation, although they had begun to formulate ways of dismissing 

colonial constructions of race, before even engaging with the historical narrative it was taking 

on. For Herskovits, a more informed and less Eurocentric history of civilisations and empires 

could have a dramatic effect on people’s present relatedness to each other, and their self-
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perceptions, which impacted on racial equality. Referencing ‘the quality of the cultural 

background of the Negro’ was therefore a delicate approach, and in line with the language of 

the 1940s, though it may appear proto-colonial to the modern reader.  

 For Herskovits, understanding was the goal, and knowledge was the means. His 

approach to knowledge was influenced by Frances, who studied alongside him in a similar 

Bachelor’s program, and who must be given half the credit for his field research and the 

writing-up of much of their discoveries. Frances’ interest appears to have been academic, and 

less rooted in the idea that alternative historical narratives can and should generate social 

change. Herskovits was, however, influenced academically by one other person in his life, and 

this impacted on the opportunities offered to him at Northwestern and other universities. 

 

Herskovits' Early Field Research in South America & the Caribbean: A Colonial Encounter? 

The reason why the title chosen for this chapter references 'the preservation of traditions and 

remembered history among indiginous, enslaved, marooned or colonised peoples', is due to 

the importance of Herksovits' early fieldwork and the publications which resulted from it, in 

Dutch Guiana, Suriname, and Dahomey, modern-day Nigeria and Benin, at that time a French 

colony. Herskovits’ opinions about cultural transfer vastly changed when he was forced to 

confront his indigenous subjects with his own preformed explanations for their patterns of 

behaviour. Having studied ‘Africanisms’ from afar in the libraries of Columbia University 

within the realm of his Masters dissertation, The Cattle Complex in East Africa, in 1923, he 

then re-examined the Black American cultures he had grown up with in the southern state of 

Texas. Herskovits grew steadily less and less convinced of his own conclusions, which lacked 

depth and were based on secondary material, having little funds of his own to use for a field 

trip. His concept of ‘Africanisms’ lacked clarity and wasn’t reaffirmed by examples of the 

transfer of cultural practises to the New World.  

 His first trip to Africa came in 1931, when he spent five month in the kingdom of 

Dahomey in what is present-day Nigeria, and based on his findings, published a paper entitled 

‘An Outline of Dahomean Religious Beliefs.’573 His love of Africa was reinforced on this trip, 

as were his plans to satiate his own curiosity and inform others about the traditions which had 

survived colonialism and could be compared to maroon culture in the Americas. Herskovits 

desperately wanted to pursue more field research, and on being appointed associate professor 
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of anthropology at Northwestern University, was able to approach Boas and his followers for 

advice about financial funding.  

 Elsie Parsons’ role was vital in pushing Herskovits into a deeper approach to field 

research. As an oral historian and folklorist, she understood much of why Herskovits would 

not reach a public beyond academic readers, but decided to fund his field trip to Suriname 

from a perspective of personal interest in its outcome- the cultural retentions and transfers 

found in maroon tribes of African descent in the West Indies. Herskovits dedicated Rebel 

Destiny to Parsons, acknowledging her role in making the trip possible. As has been 

mentioned, problems in funding drove both the chosen areas of research and the geographical 

location of trips, making the historian wonder to what extent the economics of academia 

impacted on Herskovits’ legacy of work. However, Frances Herskovits, who herself spoke 

several European languages, was one of the prime organisers of Herskovits funding. Indeed, 

we are told that  

Parsons clearly considered Frances to be as active a collaborator in the collection and 

publication of the stories as Melville, who indicates as much in the forewords to the 

works published under his own name. For example, a rather uncharacteristically long 

letter from Parson on 18 October 1928, just before the Herskovits’ first field trip to 

Surinam…is addressed to Mrs. Herskovits, and is full of advice about what ‘you literary 

people’ might profitably read in preparation for research aimed at contextual and 

historical information.574 

Parsons was clearly impressed with Frances’ level of education and confidence where travel to 

Africa and South America were concerned. In Surinam, where Herskovits collected the 

material for Rebel Destiny, Frances was reluctantly allowed to accompany Herskovits on 

specific missions.575 By the 1950s however, Herskovits and his team and become attuned to 

the idea that allowing her to engage with the environment and its inhabitants was 

indispensable, and by ‘protecting’ her through preventing her from leaving her hotel room, 

they lost an entire perspective and much of their primary material, which Frances collated. 

Her role in the making of the later Dahomean Narrative, based on what is now the Republic 

of Benin, is also clear.  

 Here, however, I wish to focus here on demonstrating that Herskovits' ideal approach 
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to the world in which he lived and worked was consciously detached and objective, although 

many events during his fieldwork pierced this shell of indifference through which Herskovits 

scrutinized his subjects. His legacy is not an intentionally political one, a nuance which 

deepens the context of this thesis in its entirety, and shows how academic historians became 

caught up in the debates surrounding decolonisation because of the discourse of historical 

consciousness. Looking back on his earlier fieldwork between the wars, which took place in 

areas isolated and less touched by those global tensions between America, its allies and its 

enemies, (Dutch Guiana, Suriname, Haiti, West Africa) Herskovits remarked that his 

encounters had made him look for new ways to approach history and anthropology, and the 

preservation of historical knowledge among maroon tribes.  Herskovits stated explicitly in 

1947 in Trinidad Village, that:  

As one talks to the people, and observes their ways of life, tensions of a particular 

kind soon become apparent. These tensions are manifested most clearly in 

uncertainties arising from the prevalent economic insecurity, and from frustrations 

bred of the social and legal proscriptions of culturally sanctioned traditions of family 

life and worship.'576 

Research for Trinidad Village had been carried out in much the same way as the fieldwork for 

Rebel Destiny, although the Herskovitses had learned to expect less interest at their arrival 

than mentioned previously in the latter work. They had dropped the image of ‘the white man 

and his wife’ that they had expected the villagers to inquire after. Trinidad Village was co-

published by Melville and Frances, and was very much the result of their team effort in terms 

of its oral history approach. They wrote of their intentions that 

The study of Toco life thus lays bare processes that throw light on the controversial 

problem of law in history. It suggests that the idea of the uniqueness of historical events, 

and the related concept that it is impossible to establish laws concerning human social 

life, derive from the stress that has been put on explaining the forms of particular 

institutions, to the neglect of the study of the dynamics of culture change in general. If, 

however, we assume that cultural forms are unique, but that the underlying processes 

they express are constant, a fresh attack upon the problem becomes possible.577 

At the heart of Trinidad Village was a desire to study Africanisms which had survived slavery 

and the assimilation into English Protestant culture and tradition, Herskovits’ work on the 
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island totally contrasts that of C.L.R. James, a native of Trinidad, which calls upon the 

Caribbean’s conflict between slaves and slave-owners to drive home a political point about 

the inevitability of revolution. Herskovits had no such agenda, and was more an observer than 

an ideologue.  

 Rebel Destiny: Among the Bush Negroes of Dutch Guiana, a state otherwise known as 

Surinam, was a work similar in terms of observation and focus, but looked specifically into 

maroon tribes, as compared to Trinidadian post-plantation communities. In Surinam in 1927, 

Herskovits and Frances collected material with the financial support of Parsons which would 

lead them to new discoveries about interpersonal relationships and the role they played in the 

retention of Africanisms. According to Herskovits, Surinam and Dahomey differed, as the 

experienced of a displaced, colonised people was different to that of an indigenous, colonised 

people. He wrote 

More important still than the changes wrought by European civilisations, which have 

made inroads chiefly on the material life of the Africans, are those resulting from 

intertribal wars, which followed the introduction of guns and gunpowder into Africa and 

which helped establish the great West African dynasties. The result of the conquest of 

one native people by another was constant cultural interstimulation which made for 

changes in the indigenous civilisations. 

In the Guiana bush, however, where these runaway Negroes and their descendants have 

been living, the fortunes of African kingdoms, the cultural contacts that have affected the 

Africans, have not touched their own tribal destinies. Neither has the civilisation of the 

white man nor that of the Indian introduced basic changes into their manner of living or 

thinking. 578  

His decision to focus on the cultural practises of maroon tribes shows a historiographical 

intelligence which was lacking amongst his colleagues. Even in the early 1930s, at the time of 

writing Rebel Destiny, Herskovits, an early career scholar at the time, stated that  

The importance of the Bush Negroes for the student of Negro culture, then, is that they 

live and think today as did their ancestors who established themsleves in this bush, which 

is to say that they live and think as much as did the Negroes who were brought to other 

parts of the New World, and who became the ancestors of the New World Negroes of the 

present day.579 

 In the search for cultural similarities between different groups of people descended 
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from West African, particularly Dahomean slaves, Herskovits was drawing a historical 

parallel between the continent and its Diaspora, or dispersed peoples, in a way which did not 

seek to objectify or draw conclusions about an ‘African character’ as Marcus Garvey, Cheikh 

Anta Diop, or even W.E.B. Du Bois had done. As has been previously mentioned, Herskovits’ 

treatment of Dutch Guiana also provided a stark contrast to C.L.R. James articles on labour 

history and colonialism in the region, or Marxist intellectual Walter Rodney’s A History of the 

Guyanese Working People, 1881-1905.580 Indeed, as a second generation Pan-Africanist, 

Walter Rodney had moved a step further than James by placing the ‘working class’ in the 

category of slaves, and de-centralising race and racism as defining features of African 

Diasporic history. By contrast, at the level of oral history in Herskovits’ Rebel Destiny, 

individuals and their families came into focus, which allowed for a new historical narrative 

about their behaviour, rituals and rebellions, and emotional relationship to the governing body. 

 Clearly, Herskovits’ early encounters during these long field trips in the late 1920s 

clearly shaped his career to come. These encounters not only impacted on Herskovits’ view of 

the historical origins of such customs and religious practises in post-slavery societies, but also 

their impact on what was remembered and what was forgotten after the abolition of slavery. 

Often, the memory of slavery was something which confronted Herskovits on the continent of 

Africa itself, rather than the Caribbean, where an independent Haiti was distancing itself from 

memories of the plantation. Their engagement with individuals outside of formal observation 

and interviews also impacted greatly on both Melville and Frances during their field research, 

not overriding their dedication to academic objectivity, but rather accompanying it. Sidney 

Mintz, a former colleague of Herskovits, describes one such ‘colonial encounter’ in 

significant depth in his biography of Herskovits: 

By the time the 1930 paper was published, Herskovits and his wife, Frances, had already 

made two field trips to Surinam, the results of which were beginning to appear in print. 

But they would do their next research job in Africa, before turning back to the New 

World…at least one result thereof reveals clearly the impact of that experience upon 

Herskovits’ view of the New World Negro life. In a joint paper, “A footnote to the history 

of Negro slaving” (1933), Professor and Mrs. Herskovits describe those rituals and 

remembrances in West Africa which kept memories of the slave trade, and of those stolen 

away, alive. Here we read of Felix, the Minda chauffeur in Abomey who weeps to learn 

of the descendents of Africans in the countries of the New World, symbolizing the 
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linkage which excited the interest of Melville and Frances Herskovits in their work. 

Felix’s family would offer food for the dead and invite the distant ones to come eat, but 

they never knew if those who had been enslaved and stolen had borne children and 

children’s children. The answer, of course, is that they had- and their descendants live in 

Jamaica, Haiti, Puerto Rico, and elsewhere in the Americas.581 

As this account reveals, Herskovits became emotionally involved in his research, and would 

later reappraise this phenomenon in his introduction to The Myth of the Negro Past, where he 

highlighted the importance the African-American community’s ‘value today and of its 

potentialities for the future’ as founded on historical consciousness, or a historical narrative 

which conflicted with that taught at American schools in the 1940s. It is important to see 

Herskovits both as a neutral in the colonial encounter, and as an active participant in the 

narrative surrounding indigenous people which post-war historians later challenged. 

 Long before historians of the Holocaust would learn the importance of the 

geneological level for the production of memory, and the role of the historian in the treatment 

of collective traumas, Herskovits was reuniting the African indigenous level with the 

reclaimed African-American levels of inquiry. His questions focused on the idea of the 

survival of individuals and groups, their cultures, customs and beliefs, rather than the 

destruction, suppression and loss of those things. This article and the many works that would 

follow were groundbreaking, and inspired historians of the Holocaust in the 1960s to preserve 

the voice of the survivor in the history of genocide, a more complex and politically-loaded 

undertaking than it would at first appear. His works reached a wide readership at the 

Opportunity, one of the Harlem Renaissance’s main literary publications, and survived their 

context of inter-war production. Between the Old and New Worlds, Herskovits was opening 

the field of knowledge about ‘the lost ones’ and ‘the ancestors’, which removed the image of 

Egypt and Empire from the minds of American Pan-Africanists and focused it on the more 

historical, and personal, geneaological approach to slavery, which resulted in many such 

colonial encounters on the part of Herskovits and his wife. 

 

Haiti as Postcolonial: Re-Imagining the Freed Slave as a Historical Actor 

 In Life in a Haitian Valley, a similar focus of cultural transfer and retention comes 

across in Herskovits’ observations. In terms of its contrast to James’ Black Jacobins, 
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Herskovits focuses on the early life of slaves and the transfer of traditions from West Africa 

which functioned as barriers to complete assimilation into colonial plantation culture. He also 

draws upon the idea that these customs could later be used as weapons for abolitionism and 

revolution. This conflicts with James’ historical analogy that French revolutionary ideas and 

Jacobinism were transferred during the reign of Napoleon into the Caribbean, leading to 

revolutionary thought amongst plantation owners who wanted economic freedom, and their 

slaves who desired physical freedom. Instead, Herskovits gives revolutionary credit to the 

thoughts and belief patterns in slave communities.  

 One of Herskovits’ central focuses, in contrast to James’, is religion and its 

significance in slave consciousness. Particularly of interest is Herskovits’ idea that ‘resistance 

to white influence’ came in the form of religion, specifically through West African priests, 

who upheld the line of descent in Haiti by oral and familial tradition, not unlike the role of the 

kohanim, and retained power and influence among the slaves before abolition and the 

revolution: 

The beginning of the West African monarchies, whose ruling dynasties eventually came 

to command great stretches of land, were in tiny principalities that continually “warred” 

against each other. Tradition had it that the most intransigent of the conquered were the 

priests of the indigenous local cults, who, because of their activities, were punished with 

what native idiom still terms “banishment.” In the New World these intractable priests 

continued their rites for their fellow slaves and instructed the next generation so their 

knowledge would not be lost to the people. Before their enslavement they had been men 

of power and influence, and this pattern, carried over in all its strength in the New World, 

continued them and their descendants as natural leaders. Hence, wherever the 

opportunity presented itself to strike for liberty, they invoked the spiritual forces to 

reinforce the power and courage of the military leaders who, like them, had been sold 

into slavery because their countries had been conquered, or because they had rebelled 

against the succession in their own lands.582 

Once again, Herskovits found a place for religion and its leaders and thinkers as an 

‘oppositional’ culture, one which replaced the revolutionary culture thought of by James, and 

the civilisational superiority as imagined by Cheikh Anta Diop. This narrative makes one 

rethink the accepted historical image of Haiti as a revolutionary colony which adopted the 

ideas of its empire and turned it against the metropole in a military swoop. Rather, Herskovits 

stated that revolution was always present because West African traditions and power 
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structures were practised and upheld until abolition, which overrode many of these pre-

existing networks.  

 After abolition, Herskovits imagined, many changes took place in the lives of the 

slaves and their relationship to the culture of the ‘motherland’. Haitians were unique, 

according to Herskovits, and although the descendants of revolutionary slaves, they were 

incomparable to the ‘Bush Negroes’ he interacted with in Surinam, who had fled the 

plantations and reconstructed indigenous communities. The latter did not establish a state with 

borders and governance according to European norms, and, according to Herskovits, remained 

politically isolated and vulnerable, but culturally unique. Haitians, however, interacted on a 

political level with other states and empires. 

 Haiti, itself an independent nation, did not religiously conform to the colonial 

standards of Protestant Trinidad, or Catholic Guadeloupe. Instead, it modelled its legal and 

moral systems after the emancipation on secular France, and relied upon wealthy ‘mulatto’ 

families to uphold newly-invented values. Yet its religious customs became the subject of 

mockery in historical and literary works throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 

particularly in English and French literature. The open mockery of non-theistic or non-

traditional religions amongst colonial historians, and Herskovits’ anger about the a-historicity 

of their comments, is something I will return to later. Mythology had replaced history, in 

Herskovits’ colonial contemporary world, and stereotypes were rampant in academia, not 

stopping short of accusations of cannibalism provided by French historians in the Napoleonic 

period.583 For example, in his introduction, Herskovits asserted that  

Haiti has fared badly at the hands of its literary interpreters. Condescension and 

caricature have been called upon, especially in recent years, to provide a short cut to an 

understanding of the people and their institutions. This has been glaringly true of 

descriptions of the religious beliefs of the peasantry, the so-called cults of “voodoo” and 

magic, for here are found the greatest distortion of fact, the most striking 

misrepresentations, and the largest measure of misplaced emphasis…for all these 

observers, the importance of the “voodoo” cult lay in the fact that it was a rallying point 

for slave revolt, and it was only with the tale of the cannibalistic “Congo bean stew” told 

by Sir Spencer St. John in 1880, that the accent on the more sensational phases of Haitian 
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religion began to be heard.584 

These tales were reused and distorted in German and French accounts of post-revolutionary 

Haitian life, which reflect colonial fears regarding freed slaves and reprisals, as one might 

imagine. Herskovits not only wished to dismiss the rhetoric as racist and uninformed, but as 

lacking curiosity about the true historical transfer of religious customs from West Africa, 

especially Senegal, to Haiti, through the French and Dutch slave trades. From his opening 

statements to his conclusion, Herskovits rallied against the colonial mythologists who had 

created such a burden for the scientific historians and anthropologists of the twentieth-century, 

who wished not to encourage stereotypes but to add to the knowledge of the development of 

human belief systems, and their consequences.  However, he did remark on the postcolonial 

‘neuroses’ and fears which drove Haitian society, telling his readers that ‘Haitian mentality 

may be the product of a racial psychosis’, hinting at untold analyses of post-slavery 

societies.585  

 One of his statements in Life in a Haitian Valley lends us some insight into his 

frustration with popular ideas about history and cultural transfers, which inspired him to 

continue his research. He wrote, quite innovatively, that  

Most important in this connection is the demonstration made in this book how cultures in 

contact influence each other. This would seem self-evident but for the fact that very 

generally when such a proposition has been stated, it rarely enters into the actual studies 

of primitive cultures in contact with European civilisations without being neutralized by 

a counter-assumption that the force of European achievement overwhelms peoples with a 

differing cultural heritage. As will be seen, the failure to recognise this fact of the 

reciprocal effects of cultural contacts has entered to a very significant degree into the 

determination of basic attitudes governing Negro-white relationships in this country at 

the present time.586 

This concept, while not new, gave credence to much of what African-American writers like 

Du Bois and Pan-Africanists in England had been saying during the 1920s. It is clear that 

Herskovits was a reader of these authors, but had evolved his own approach to indigenous 

history to embrace a new idea of cultural transfer and influence, which did not accept the 

‘coloniser civilising the native’ metanarrative. He continued: 

Haiti has experienced as long and perhaps as intensive a degree of exposure to European 
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influence as any area where non-Europeans have lived in contact with European patterns 

of life. It has, in addition, completely passed through the initial and secondary periods of 

contact into a state where the social milieu represents more than a century of 

consolidation of the original influences. Yet the Haitian Negro has by no means been 

overwhelmed by European tradition, just as he has not retained his aboriginal African 

heritage without any change. The process is seen to be one of selection, of working over, 

of revamping and recombining the elements of the contributing cultures, with the result 

that the ensuing combinations, though of recognizable derivation, differ from their 

aboriginal forms.587 

In this statement, we can see directly how much and where Herskovits contributed to the 

decolonisation of history produced by anti-colonial thought. He directly applied the idea that 

both slave and slave-owner influenced each other culturally, and changed each other’s’ 

cultures in essential ways, to both Haiti and his studies of colonised West Africa. In essence, 

Herskovits wanted to move past the idea that this cultural exchange was surprising, not by 

introducing a theory of the African origin of all civilisation, but of the commonalities between 

different civilisations which came into contact with each other through colonialism.  

 

Defying Colonialism: Religion as Cultural Rebellion in Colonial Africa and the Caribbean 

In 1934, Herskovits was elected Vice-President of the National Academy of Sciences, and was 

able to secure funding for field research with Frances in Haiti. In the same year, he published 

Rebel Destiny: Among the Bush Negroes of Dutch Guiana (New York, 1934). His research in 

Haiti culminated in the publication of Life in a Haitian Valley, which was similar to his other 

studies of cultural transfer in the Caribbean. He placed religion at the heart of his research in 

Haiti, just as he did in Rebel Destiny and Trinidad Village. These three works make up the 

greater part of his research outside of North America, and were all researched between the 

wars, as was Dahomey. Herskovits’ observations in a colonial world are worthy of further 

consideration than simply colonial encounters, but also illustrate the creeping disillusionment 

with the accepted historical narrative of civilized vs. non-civilized worlds, and their 

inhabitants. Religion was central to these debates, and it is this conflict within the academic 

discipline of colonial history on which I wish to concentrate here. 

 Herskovits’ greatest accomplishment in the history of religion, in the colonial field, 

was to dispute with colonial historians the practise of ‘vodun’, which was considered 

                                                 
587 Herskovits, Life in a Haitian Valley, p. 297. 



258 

 

‘barbaric and uncivilised’ by many of his peers. Herskovits wrestled with the idea that religion 

develops in an intellectual vacuum, and instead investigated Haitians claims and explanations 

for their religion- which combined elements of African traditional beliefs and ritual magic, 

Catholicism and native American superstitions- to historicize its development. Herskovits saw 

the retention of the tradition of ‘vodun’ not as a transfer of a religion from Africa to the 

Caribbean, but of an evolution of a belief system which incorporated European superstitions 

into its core foundation and practise. He used the example of ‘vodun’ to create this 

comparative study, of a colonial encounter, whilst taking into account many of his own 

colonial encounters. According to Johnson: 

Life in a Haitian Valley opens with a glimpse of the valley of Mirebalais in central Haiti 

and then pictures briefly the cultural ancestry, African and European, of the Haitians, 

thus setting the problem of the nature of the culture which has resulted from the impact 

of these two heritages…It is a relief to find an authoritative and a matter-of-fact 

treatment of Haitian voodoo, or more correctly, as Herskovits shows, vodun. Vodun is not 

a hopeless hodge- podge of magic, dance, serpent worship, and hysteria, but a well-

defined cult involving a pantheon of West African deities. The inheritance of family 

deities, or loa, the rituals of worship, the phenomenon of possession of a person by his 

loa- all these survive from Africa and follow definite patterns. The adjustment of vodun 

to Catholicism is an interesting story. The Haitian does not choose the one as against the 

other, but typically accepts both… The Negro in Haiti, he says, ‘has by no means been 

overwhelmed by European tradition, just as he has not retained his aboriginal African 

heritage without any change. The process is seen to be one of selection, of working over, 

of revamping and recombining the elements of the contributing cultures, with the result 

that the ensuing combinations, though of recognizable derivation, differ from their 

aboriginal forms.’588 

Herskovits’ account of the Haitians’ relationship with religion is unique in terms of 

historiography, which has traditionally focused on revolutionary Jacobinism and the figure of 

Toussaint L’Ouverture in Haiti. Herskovits however, wanted to give a voice to the ordinary 

and everyday Haitian, their traditions and rationale for their customs and beliefs; he compared 

this back to his research on West African religions, and came up with results that interested a 

readership well beyond academics and his students. 

 Both Rebel Destiny: among the bush Negroes of Dutch Guiana (1934), on the 
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Saramacca tribe of Dutch Guiana, and Trinidad Village (1947), were essentially Herskovits’ 

trial works in terms of field research and oral history, although both projects and publications 

yielded previously unheard-of material and ideas about the transfer of cultures through slave 

diasporas. Trinidad Village is also a singularly beautiful work for the portrait it carves of two 

researchers, the young Herskovitses, coming into contact with a colonial variation of 

themselves- religious, English speakers, on an island totally removed from African life and 

culture. Yet the inter-mingling of beliefs, attitudes and customs that they captured in this work 

shines a light on how they performed research, by recording events and the accounts of locals. 

Their interaction with the ‘Shouters’, a religious group among whom they searched for 

Africanisms, shows their own naivety about Protestantism, and the depth of colonial 

proselytising in the post-plantation Caribbean. Indeed, in searching for clues about ‘cultural 

relativism’, the Herskovitses found evidence for the strength of colonial moral education 

within these religious groups. For example, one Shouter told Melville of male-female 

relationships and the economics attached to them that: 

Better livin’ steady and nice with another, because marry not sustain always. That’s why 

a young man work to become a member, we ask ‘You married? Livin’ with woman? 

Intend to begin livin’? If he say ‘No’, we don’t have him. Say ‘You is gentleman in the 

day. What you doin’ at night? Same with woman. Say ‘You not old. You a human being, 

what you doing then?’589 

The illegality of marriage between slaves was something discussed by Herskovits as a 

formative feature on the island’s historical consciousness; indeed, many of the Shouters 

openly stated that marriage was a privilege long sought after. Herskovits identified these 

vocalized assumptions about male and female roles as both historically interesting and 

entertaining, and thus revolutionized the subject of focus for historians of the Caribbean. He 

saw an economic culture which had developed on the religious idealism of village 

communities, and connected this to what he had seen in Dahomey in 1931, writing of 

Trinidadians that ‘these people are deeply religious.’590  

 In contrast to Life in a Haitian Valley, where ‘vodun’ is a focus of cross-cultural 

interest, Trinidadians are depicted as anglicised, but conscious of their African heritage, which 

is much what C.L.R. James suggested in his memoirs, in which he recalled growing up in 

Trinidad as the son of a literary, Protestant ‘gentleman’. The ‘Shouters’ were perhaps a more 
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extreme, more superstitious evangelical group than James’ Anglican background would have 

allowed childhood contact with. However, Herskovits’ did not fully embrace Elsie Parson’s 

concept of superstition, instead seeing the practises and beliefs that he observed as part of a 

natural historical process of self-identification with Africa among its descendants, and contact 

with colonial moral structures. In Trinidad Village, Herskovits used religion as a lens to 

capture conflict between colonial and colonised communities, showing not only elements of 

Africanist beliefs preserved amongst descendants of slaves, but the unwillingness to wholly 

embrace Protestantism as an all-encompassing divine explanation for events, particularly 

human suffering. In a chapter entitled ‘The Role of Religion’, Herskovits managed to open a 

discussion about Caribbean religions without dismissing Afro-Caribbean customs as ‘nativist 

superstitions’. He described the Shouters, a ‘Shango cult’, and their relationship with Catholic 

traditions, for example rites of death and mourning, which had become intertwined with 

African customs, such as ‘African gods, identified by the Shango cult-group with the saints of 

the Catholic church.’591 Herskovits took a particular interest in the Shouters because of the 

legal ban under which they were placed during British colonial rule, despite being a Christian 

group, which for him was historically comparable to the banning of certain Protestant sects 

during the epoch of the Reformation in Scotland before the Act of Union placed Scotland 

under the rule of the Anglican Church. He asked  

Why the Toco Shouters are under a legal ban cannot but be a puzzling question to the 

student who is concerned with understanding the beliefs and rituals of this group, and 

particularly its place in a community such as Toco- a place that, as illustrated, is so 

disproportionate to its numbers and so striking when viewed in the light of its meagre 

resources and the humble station of its members. That the police are active in 

suppressing the cult is to be seen in the fact that in this village two charges against 

Shouters groups were lodged, and convictions were obtained, within a period of four 

months in 1939.592 

Herskovits remarked that religion acted as both a network and an place for the interchange of 

ideas. The risk placed on members by the legal ban, he wrote, was not great enough to bring 

an end to the desire for spiritual and intellectual expression, as many of the members very 

literally had ‘nothing to lose’ but their freedom, and in fact, even used the ban to draw 

attention to their ideas. He stated that  

As one comes to know Shouters, both as organised into congregations and as individuals, 

                                                 
591 Herskovits, Trinidad Village, p. 173 



261 

 

it is clear that the interdictions under which they carry on their activities give them, as a 

group, an inner cohesion, and as individuals a depth of conviction that strengthens them 

in pitting their weakness in numbers and resources against the legal sanctions of the 

State. Sharing what little they own, meeting for the crucial rites of initiation and worship 

in secret, refusing to pay fines levied against them, choosing instead to ‘go to jail for 

Jesus’, their convictions make a deep impression on their co-villagers.593 

Herskovits further showed the correlation between the Shouters’ sermons, and public politics. 

He wrote of the psychology of the Shouter preacher that: 

There are still wider associations evoked by the suppression of what, to the inhabitant of 

low socioeconomic position- ordinarily a neutral where the status of religious groups is 

involved- seems to be an honest and inoffensive mode of worship by folk of his own 

class. This, by extension, comes from the identification of the whole range of his own 

social and economic disabilities with those special restrictions that apply to the Shouters. 

Biblical citations having to do with the final triumph of the meek fall frequently and 

easily from his lips when he discusses the case of the Shouters. He moves from this to 

tell of the objectives of the Garvey movement or of the struggle of Haile Selassie against 

European powers, thus effecting a transfer to the broader, world-wide inter-racial 

situation. He hints darkly that the powers of the other church groups are derived from 

such apocryphal works as “The Book of the Maccabees” or “The Book of Moses” that 

are withheld from him, implying that with these powers the lower-class groups would be 

able to cope with the difficulties that hamper them.594 

Herskovits analyses their interpretation of world affairs, their textual analysis of the Bible, and 

their self-perception as colonially-produced, sharpening our understanding of religion as a 

means of psychological empowerment. The Shouter suggests that ‘not everyone knows God’s 

secrets’, but that the persecuted are privy to God’s thoughts, which Herskovits interprets as a 

form of micro-aggression towards the state religion and normative Christianity. The Shouter 

preacher’s mention of Garvey in passing also indicates the fame of Garvey’s movement and 

campaign objectives, even in Toco, Trinidad.  

 Trinidad and its Caribbean neighbours, including Dutch Guiana, shared less in 

common with Haiti, which had received its independence from France via revolution in 1803, 

and their religious histories and postcolonial psychologies differed as a result. Religion as an 

element in revolutionary behaviour, specifically vodun, has been consciously left out of the 
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historiography of the revolution, which looks at the role of leaders and the transfer of 

revolutionary thought to the Antilles from France,  rather than its development within pre-

existing slave cultures.595 Herskovits’ approach was not to side with either explanation for 

Haiti’s freedom, but to look at the cultures which survived slavery, colonialism, and warfare 

and pinpoint how they contributed to the making of an ‘Afro-Caribbean’ state. It was his less 

nationalistic, and objective approach that contributed to a convincing case that slave cultures 

had contributed more to the agricultural, social, religious and economic structures in the 

Caribbean than had its European discoverers. This academic ‘decolonisation’ of the accepted 

historical narrative was a slow process, and not all his colleagues were convinced by Rebel 

Destiny or Life in a Haitian Village as representative of a wider Caribbean trend. 

 Herskovits wrote that ‘the Haitian Negro has by no means been overwhelmed by 

European tradition, just as he has not retained his aboriginal African heritage without any 

change.596 Haitians, seen through the eyes of Trinidadians, Martinicans, and many others who 

have been mentioned in this thesis, were free, though the reality of its freedom may not have 

been as simple at the height of colonialism due to American and European economic 

interventionism. Both Herskovits’ work on Haiti and Trinidad were perhaps more entertaining 

and perhaps less analytical than Herskovits’ academic objective in Dutch Guiana, where he 

successfully narrated throughout Rebel Destiny the use of native cultures as a form of 

collective protection and the retention of identity amongst maroon tribes- descendants of 

runaway slaves- particularly where religion and beliefs were concerned.  

 Seen through the eyes of Herskovits, religion found its place as a form of surreptitious 

rebellion and resistance to colonial moral and interpersonal rule. At the local level Herskovits 

brought into focus, new details came to the fore, which overturned the previous depiction in 

British literature of Caribbean evangelism as ‘psychologically uncivilised’ or involving 

unguarded emotion. To C.L.R. James, and his Marxist contemporaries, however, religion was 

the opium of the people, unworthy of comment or historical analysis. They had no interest in 

what Herskovits and Franz Fanon imagined to be the subconscious rebellion against 

colonialism through the retention of pre-existing belief systems. James and other Pan-

Africanists concentrated their efforts on adding Black revolutionaries to history, and 

intentionally overlooked aspects of what they perceived was cultural assimilation during 

colonialism such as adherence to Christianity.  
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 Herskovits, however, saw the nuances in how Christianity was adapted, much like it 

had been during the Reformation, to become a moral protest against political and colonial 

injustice, especially in the case of the Shouters of Trinidad, something CLR James, a 

Trinidadian native, considered irrelevant and backwards. As previously mentioned, 

Herskovits’ frustration with his colleagues’ attitudes towards alternative religions- ‘vodun’ 

and other customs which they dismissed as ‘uncivilized’ or ‘primitive’- appeared in much of 

his work. One of his main achievements was the ‘decolonisation’ of how religion was 

portrayed by historians of his generation, who either adhered to the imperial narrative, or 

adopted the socialist alternative, both of which portrayed native religions as barriers to 

modernity and change. 

 What is also striking however, is that while on research on the continent of Africa, he 

also maintained the same position, in a work which he co-edited with historian and Africanist 

William. In his introduction, ‘The problem of stability and change in African culture’, 

Herskovits claimed 

Despite the intensity of Christian missionary effort and the thousand years of Muslim 

proselytising which have marked the history of various part of Africa, African religions 

continue to manifest vitality everywhere. This is to be seen in the worship of African 

deities, the homage to the ancestors, and the recourse to African divination, magic, and 

other rituals. A growing number of Africans, to be sure, have been taught to regard the 

religion of their forefathers as superstition, and to reject other beliefs and customs as 

outmoded. But there is no evidence which supports the assumption that so often 

underlies thinking about Africa’s future, that African culture, whether in its religious or 

other aspects, will shortly and inevitably disappear.597 

Clearly, religion was a key factor in maintaining indigenous identity during and after 

colonialism, and this was a point that both Herskovits and Cheikh Anta Diop agreed on, if 

with somewhat different objectives in mind. While Continuity and Change was arguably a 

later achievement, it did reflect Herskovits’ need to bring together an overview of how 

colonialism, war and decolonisation had left their mark upon the continent, but how unique 

religion was in terms of its cultural survival. In the same work, he reiterated all his findings in 

his studies of Afro-Caribbean religions, stating firmly that ‘despite the harsh conditions of 

acculturation under slavery in the New World, African religions, for example, have been able 
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to flourish under conditions of industrialized, cosmopolitan, urban life.’598 Herskovits 

concerns linked the continent with its descendants in the diaspora as did James, Césaire, and 

Diop, but his contribution was unique in that his work arguably had a wider readership, and 

impacted more broadly, on academic understandings of cultural transfers through slave 

diasporas. 

 

White Woman, Native Women: Locating Gender in Colonial History  

It is natural to move from the question of religion in Herskovits’ analysis, to how he treated 

gender, and specifically women, in his works and field research. Religion, he perceived, 

structured the relationships between men and women, regularised family life, and defined 

power distribution in indigenous society. As is shown in Dahomean Narrative, particularly the 

chapter ‘Tales of Women: Love, Intrigue and Betrayal’, religion and superstition play a part in 

the empowerment or punishment of women, how they were expected to behave, and whom 

they were expected to serve. This African analysis narrates the stories of women who were 

accused of being unfaithful, of breaking ritual purity laws, of causing their miscarriages, 

among other perceived misdeeds. How they vocalised their reactions is captured brilliantly by 

Herskovits, and was in a sense the first time such an interaction, between an indigenous 

woman and her accusers or village court, had been caught in such detail by a historian.  

Herskovits’ experience of oral history was completely at odds with what his 

contemporaries were doing- re-imagining Egypt, writing the histories of ‘great men’ such as 

Toussaint- while Herskovits caught the everyday quarrels, and found the cultural significance 

of each interaction at close quarters. This work on African customs, which gathered together 

his observations in West Africa in 1931, was in many ways an echo of Rebel Destiny, which 

was based on a 1928 field trip to Dutch Guiana. In this work, Herskovits challenged his own 

and Frances’ ideas about indigenous women, rituals and the entire historicity of the concept of 

superstitions when applied to his theory of cultural relativism. In Rebel Destiny, religion was 

depicted as something which governs communities and shapes roles according to gender in 

particular. Herskovits’ account of women’s fertility, purity and birthing rituals, where the gods 

were concerned, allowed the indigenous voice to appear in the colonial narrative. He recorded 

that: 

When a woman conceived, her husband made her many obias, and especially a Black 
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sack obia with four cowries sewed on it, to keep her safe on the paths which led from 

village to village, and from village to her field.599 

This source shows how women’s access to physical protection was linked to their value as 

mothers, something that did not go unnoticed by Herskovits. Frances also recorded the 

nuances they observed in Dutch Guiana, and allowed the women to explain their customs to 

an un-intimidating inquirer. Frances is referenced throughout Rebel Destiny as 'the white 

woman', both an observer and useful in terms of their oral history approach. Her gender 

allowed indigenous women to connect to an outsider without fearing repercussions.600 

Giving native women agency was not a historiographical norm in the 1930s and 1940s. 

Women appeared in their relatedness to their male counterparts, as wives, daughters, 

employees, and various other forms. Herskovits' means of making a difference in the historical 

understanding of Africans, however, was to dedicate chapters in most of his works to women 

and gender relations. Through his approach, native women were used to measure the 

knowledge of a tribe about its biology, through their explanations for the female physical 

experience and rituals surrounding labour, which Herskovits did not brand 'superstitions', but 

recorded them as historically important components.  

  

Photo of Trinidadian woman taken by Herskovits on a research trip in 1939. © NYPL  
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 Women, in his works, were arguably both historical agents and biological objects. 

They appeared when Herskovits needed to relate some historical observance of religious 

ritual, and in particular to relate the sense of security that their ideas or 'explanations' lent 

them when approaching childbirth, mourning a child, or a husband. Herskovits captured in 

Rebel Destiny a partial contact between South American maroon tribes and West Africans 

based on superstition: a cultural transfer which was identifiable through the oral history 

methods that he used to establish how maroon tribes retained information about their origins 

and ancestral practises. Women were inevitably a part of this, as Herskovits attempted to show 

the historical origin of purity laws in African practise through their own words, and 

descriptions of the rites they used during childbirth, menstruation, and child-rearing. 

 As in Rebel Destiny, Herskovits’ analysis of the intercrossing between religion and 

gender also appeared throughout Trinidad Village. For example, on divination as a platform 

for voicing social anxieties about gender and social security, Herskovits recorded that: 

A mother, anxious for her daughter to marry an acceptable young man, would go to a 

diviner. She would wish to discover, first of all, whether this would be a “good marriage” 

for her daughter, unopposed by ancestors; at the same time she would seek to provide 

herself with special aids to ensure its consummation…A woman would consult a diviner 

on how to keep her husband, if he had shown unduly wayward tendencies. She would 

also ask advice of a diviner if her husband had been taken away from her by another 

woman. In such a case she would seek means either to compel him to return to her, or to 

revenge herself against her rival. A man jilted by a woman in favour of a more 

prosperous rival, and knowing that the step was taken not because of loss of affection for 

him, would go to a diviner and ask for revenge against the man and the faithless girl.601 

Aside from the question of religion, Herskovits studied other entanglements between the 

coloniser and colonised’s cultural norms. Like his colleagues, Herskovits also brought up the 

question of polygamy and women’s experiences of marriage in the indigenous context, 

comparing Toco to West Africa by suggesting that widowers could only ‘take’ one of their 

wive’s sisters if the ‘original mating produced no offspring.’602  

 Both Rebel Destiny and Trinidad Village provide a foundation of gender analysis from 

which to move on to Herskovits’ other related work on the topic, The Economic Life of 

Primitive Peoples. It is clear that Herskovits was motivated by his desire to show the nuances 
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in African rites, laws and moral systems, and to challenge previously-held imperial ideas 

about women’s place in African society. Many of his accounts do betray his own Western filter 

through which he viewed their superstitions in religious matters, but he nonetheless found it 

important to record what he saw and heard. When it came to an economic analysis of the 

place of women in society, however, Herskovits’ tone and indeed formulation of questions 

was much more serious, as economics was what tied the past to the proposed postcolonial 

future. It is this factor in his anti-colonial approach which I will now address. 

 

African Economics: Wives, Slaves, and Property in Precolonial and Colonial Societies 

Herskovits completed two studies during his career on what might be considered a case for 

economic history and its role in both policy making and cultural interchange on a historical 

level. These works were inspired by his previous plans in The Myth of the Negro Past for a 

new historiography that took culture and economics into account as primary and 

interdependent driving forces behind historical change, a rational approach which left no 

room for previously racist theories about the backwardness and forwardness of civilisations. 

His focus on economics, as previously mentioned, was controversial but timely- Herskovits 

had finally turned his attention during decolonisation to the possibility of historical research 

holding the answers for newly-created states which were devastated by wars of national 

liberation and the trauma of early economic self-reliance. He argued in 1940 that ‘like any 

phenomenon that exists in time, the development of the wants of a people is irreversible.’603 

His move to economics was an important and subtle acknowledgement that historical research 

must have some social purpose, something which he had previously rejected, and highlights 

the impact of colonial field research on American academics, where they saw the economic 

injustices. 

 In 1940, he published Economic Anthropology: The Economic Life of Primitive 

Peoples, a work which drew into question the alternative economic histories of peoples 

without a literary or written legacy of trade, such as the culture which shaped labour systems. 

Herskovits stated that 

Under present conventions of field-work, no anthropologist of competence takes as 

synonymous the technology of a people with their economics, or considers it sufficient if 

he only studies the canons of ownership, where problems of differentials in wealth and 
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position are shown.604 

Essentially this work drew upon his frustrations with the anthropological world’s 

mismanagement of cultural economics, particularly gender-based structures, and the Marxist 

intellectual world’s hegemony on economic studies of ‘third world’ societies. Herskovits 

accused historians of ‘the teaching of utterly false and misleading economics’, referring to the 

teachers who relied upon the information handed to them by governmental organisations, 

particularly colonialist patterns in teaching.605 In Herskovits’ view, misinformation was 

always deliberate and served a political agenda, an idea which he equally applied to 

Afrocentrism in the early 1960s. 

 Herskovits, unlike Walter Rodney, George Padmore, C.L.R. James and other 

contemporary Pan-Africanist Marxists, saw culture as the primary force in creating economic 

patterns of behaviour, and wanted to use his fieldwork to identify what he understood as 

‘primitive’ sustainable economies. Under the umbrella of culture, he recognized familial 

relationships as being primarily responsible for land ownership, alongside war, in precolonial 

Africa. He recognized the controversialist nature of the use of the word ‘primitive’ in a 

slowly-transitioning imperial world, and its contemporary unpopularity, but stated that there 

was no alternative to describe non-industrialized societies which were devoid of a written 

language. Although he did not want to brand societies ‘primitive’ which were dissimilar on 

closer evaluation, he stated that this was one of the problems with the economic approach- 

that it lacked sympathy for the cultural nuances which influenced its path. In this work 

Herskovits defended primitive economies and the beliefs, laws and rituals which upheld them, 

even arguing that when it came to food provisions, ‘there is no question of lack of foresight, 

for it is well established that these peoples are aware of the alternate possibility. It is rather a 

question of the economic choice dictated by the drive to maximise satisfactions in terms of the 

traditional values of the culture.’606 

 In 1952, Herskovits reasserted the same ideas in Economic Anthropology: A Study in 

Comparative Economics (New York: A.A. Knopf, Inc., 1952) (a re-writing of the 1940 work) 

which demonstrated how his theory could be used to compare the economic development of 

these neighbouring societies. He also contributed an introduction to the volume which he 

collected with Mitchell Harwitz and the Committee on Economic Growth, entitled Economic 

Transition in Africa, which focused on African postcolonial infrastructure and ownership of 

                                                 
604 Herskovits, The Economic Life of Primitive Peoples, p. vi. 
605 Ibid., p. 517. 



269 

 

land and property. His concerns, laid out in this article, reflect his fidelity to the idea that 

culture creates economics, rather than the reverse.607 Herskovits understood economics as the 

patterns of social mobility resulting from culture, both that created and experienced by 

individuals and communities. Something which appears repeatedly in The Economic Life of 

Primitive Peoples, and which is held in common with Herskovits’ other first-hand material 

based works, is his interest in gender as a context for organisation in what he termed 

‘primitive societies.’608  

 Herskovits raised the question of ‘the sex division of labour’ early in the work, 

perhaps due to the influence Frances exerted in the work and her interest in this question 

during their field mission.609 He suggested that in some primitive societies the man takes on 

greater importance because ‘the women, being childbearers, are at times prevented from doing 

heavy work, or that the task of those who must care for children confines them more closely 

to the home than those who do not have this duty.’610 This seems at odds with life in 

precolonial societies, in which children worked at an early age, infants were brought to the 

place of work, and ‘the home’ as defined in the European sense did not provide such a 

foundation for economic stability. However, Herskovits insisted that  

We must be constantly aware that the lines along which sex division of labour are drawn 

are so variable that it is well-nigh impossible to enunciate any principle that does not 

present numerous exceptions. We can say, for instance, that in general women do not care 

for the animals of herding peoples; but this by no means holds among the Hottentots. 

Among agricultural tribes it is understandable that the men should clear the fields and the 

women tend the growing crops, but while the first part of this statement holds for most 

peoples, the second does not. It seems that women almost never do wood-working, 

though why this generalization regarding the sex division of labour should have a wider 

applicability than others is harder to account for.’611 

Herskovits came to the conclusion that ‘it does not follow that the lines of sex division of 

labour laid down among a given people are always adhered to with anything like the rigidity 

often attributed to prescribed conduct among presumably “primitive” folk.’612 Although he 

was challenging imperial propaganda about the treatment of women in indigenous societies, 
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he was also in many ways adding fuel to their fire. 

However, for the first time, the daily life of indigenous women and how they fared 

under colonialism was being put forward as an academic question. Herskovits’ comments 

above compare to other brief reflections in his early works on Caribbean colonial life. As early 

as 1923, Herskovits published his first article in the American Anthropologist on “Some 

Property Concepts and Marriage Customs of the Vandau.”613 This signified that even before 

his first field trip, he was already aware of the importance of gender and property rights to the 

historical image of colonial societies across the Caribbean. In Life in a Haitian Valley, he had 

remarked that ‘sex division of labour cuts across these categories. Thus, the baking of bread is 

in the lands of women, some of whom operate ovens of considerable capacity, and women are 

dressmakers and laundresses.’614 Herskovits compared women’s roles and expectations across 

class and gender lines in postcolonial Haitian life, particularly in the villages where the 

religion ‘vodun’ structured class and privilege. Herskovits was interested in comparisons with 

traditional European medieval societies, in which superstitionism also structured class 

boundaries, and where religion tied women to a particular role or identity. This, in Herskovits’ 

view, was the underlying foundation of social economics, and shaped people’s economic 

relationship to each other in terms of both gender and religion. However, he would also argue 

that judgements on African marriage laws, slavery and property were intertwined with 

imperial misconceptions about economic cultures on the continent. He suggested a move 

away from missionary histories on practises on the continent, which he stated were bound 

with agendas far removed from the desire for economic equality. 

Gender divisions in economics, according to Herskovits, were subject to women’s 

relationship to men through marriage and family ties. The economics of marriage, dowries, 

and the evaluation of a woman were of particular interest to him, as he believed these to be 

integral to primitive economies. On his observations of marital economics in Peru and 

Mexico, Herskovits wrote 

Polygyny was permitted, but only men of high positions could support plural wives, 

since, again in the words of an observer, “having the right to oblige the people to 

cultivate their fields for them without giving them any wages, the number of their wives 

is no expense to them.” Yet the prestige obtained from thus having a large establishment 
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understandable reinforced their position in the minds of their subjects.615 

Herskovits’ commentary on the ownership and symbolism of wives as indicative of status in 

the pre-colonial world is one which informs his personal judgement on the advantages and 

disadvantages of what he termed ‘primitive economics.’  

Following his approach of comparative analysis, which significantly sparked most 

of the criticism of his ideas concerning the ‘Africanism’ of Black Americans, Herskovits 

then compared the treatment of women in South America to Dahomey, West Africa. He 

observed that 

Control over the collection of taxes and other revenues was maintained through the 

operation of a unique system, whereby a female bureaucracy within the royal compound 

duplicated the hierarchy of male officials who actually administered the affairs of the 

kingdom outside those walls and served as checks upon the reports of these men. For 

each officer there was a “mother”, a titular wife of the king who lived in the royal 

compound and was always present whenever the official gave any report.616 

Herskovits dismissed the idea that the role of women was akin to that of slaves, and wrote that 

they often bought and sold their own slaves within the kingdom, who operated as a means of 

income.617 According to Herskovits, the treatment of women in precolonial Africa was much 

more bound by legal and traditional obligations, and less exploitative than the marital 

structure in indigenous and African-American communities in Mexico. He remarked that the 

‘system of social stratification’ depended on both these wives and slaves, whose role he 

compared to the serfs of Eastern Europe.618 For Herskovits, the economic intrigue of marriage 

and its religious ties were clear. He argued that in precolonial West Africa, the concept of 

owning a wife meant both authority over and responsibility for her, arguing that women were 

not property, but that the ownership of slaves too, was bound by laws and rituals.619 

Herskovits’s commentary on the role of slavery and its impact in precolonial Africa is 

incredibly important, given his stance on the trans-Atlantic slave trade and plantation slavery 

in America in The Myth of a Negro Past. In this work, he wrote of Dahomey that  

A system of social stratification similar to that just described among the Ashanti to the 

west was marked by sharper delineation and greater rigidity of structure. At the base of 

the pyramid were the slaves, the majority of whom laboured on the royal plantations or 
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on those of the great chiefs. Next came a group roughly comparable to European serfs; 

the children of slaves who, born in Dahomey, might not be sold outside the country, yet 

did not enjoy such liberties as were accorded free Dahomeans.620 

Not unlike Europe, Herskovits described the priests, military and ruling monarchies who held 

power over the labouring classes. It is important to question whether his description was 

limited by Western understandings of certain roles. He further remarked that  

Slaves produced little more than they consumed and were rarely discriminated against in 

terms of the tribal standard of living. Profit did accrue from slavery where there was a 

large market for slaves, as in West Africa while the New World slave-trade flourished, or 

in East Africa while Arabia was an available market, but these conditions were in no way 

typical…Slavery permitted the necessary social leisure to enable others to develop the 

finer arts of life, yet this is one of the few instances on record in the nonliterature world 

where such an attitude, reminiscent of the point of view of the Greeks of classical Athens 

toward slavery, has been noted. In other exceptional nonliterature cultures, such as 

Dahomey, where mass slavery obtained and the master profited from slave labour on the 

plantations, an economic advantage is clearly to be seen, but in the majority of non-

literate societies, the economic gains from slavery must have been slight indeed.621 

Herskovits provided an account of slavery which he equated with serfdom, as being part of a 

cultural norm, and not comparable to slave-breeding in the U.S.  

However, this has been much criticized by historians such as Basil Davidson who 

provide a third school of thought, in which African slavery in the precolonial world is 

considered as devastating to those who lost their freedom and identity to it, as the trans-

Atlantic slave trade. Herskovits termed it ‘household slavery’ and held that it was 

‘characteristic of most forms of human ownership among nonliterate peoples.’622 He did 

however add that the system was not racial, and often had a religious connection which served 

to bind the power element of the structure to a mystical element, stating that ‘inability to pay 

debts was cause for selling a man…slaves might be sacrificed at the funeral of a powerful 

slaveholder. They served as conspicuous evidence of wealth and were at times dedicated to the 

service of a deity.’623 He argued that slaves might even have their own slaves, but could be 

placed in dangerous suddenly by the death of their master which would require a sacrificial 

ritual. 
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Herskovits’ account was both controversial, yet typical, of post-imperialist thought 

emanating from French and American humanities departments at that time. He focused on 

evaluating ‘the economic advantage that accrued from slavery of this kind’, looking 

detachedly at the system with a Marxian view of individuals as property. 624 Yet Herskovits 

did not go so far as to suggest it was a system to the benefit of all, stating 

Considered as a property, then, a survey of slavery in these non-industrial cultures 

indicates that whatever the manner of acquisition of slaves, and whatever the work 

required of them, their status as human beings invaded to a considerable extent their 

status as property. As a result, some limitations on free use and on unrestricted right of 

disposal were always present, and in many communities this operated eventually to take 

slaves out of the category of property, or at least to mark them off from other forms of 

property.625 

Herskovits’ approach to the idea of slave-hood bears a striking resemblance to the Marxist 

language of property, and although he did not identify with that approach quantitively, his 

style of description was very much a product of his generation and that of early socialists in 

the U.S. 

 However, he did try to address the question of the individual as a form of property and 

marriage laws with a cultural-economic approach, which signified his awareness of gender in 

the debates on precolonial societies. He wrote that 

The slave could not marry a free person, nor could he become free by his own efforts; 

and he was without any of the civil rights accorded free Ibo…The children born to a 

female slave might take the social position of the free father…In some instances, as in 

certain Amazonian tribes, a male slave was eventually accorded full membership in this 

tribe, except that the chief would consider that he had a lien of sorts on such a man, and 

this would be commuted by payment of perhaps half his shooting bag, probably until the 

time that he married.626 

 Furthermore, the female slaves’ experiences were different from those of their male peers: 

On the payment of the usual dowry the enslaved girl is given in marriage by her captor, 

who stands in the place of a parent to her, and her only disability is that in the event of 

continued conflict with her husband she has no family to summon to her aid. Male slaves 

are usually adopted by their owners; they marry Lango wives and are in no way 
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discriminated against.627 

Herskovits tried in this analysis to balance his instinctive dismissal of imperialist histories 

with his own moral judgement of economic systems, often giving counter-claims to both 

colonialist and anti-colonialist views, depending on the sources he engaged with.  

Herskovits was also keen to show that religion underpinned the economic structure of 

society in the precolonial ‘non-industrialised’ world, which was part of his move away from 

missionary historians’ analysis of non-Christian rituals. This applied to both the laws of 

slavery and marriage, particularly the ritual importance of a dowry, which transferred ‘the 

reproductive power of a women from her own family into that of her husband.’628 Herskovits’ 

observations are particularly important because his terminology conflicted with that of other 

historians of precolonial traditions such as Cheikh Anta Diop, with the usage of ‘nonliterate 

societies’ widely applied across time and space. Furthermore, he also controversially 

suggested that accounts of the purchase of women described as a transaction by missionary 

field workers was ‘altogether wrong’, and was merely the insurance of setting forth provisions 

for the wife and her family during the marriage. 629 He termed the ritual a ‘network of 

obligations’ but did not proceed to an analysis of the effects on individuals whose will was not 

reflected in the desires of their families, or how the system produced an economic culture 

based on the evaluation of individuals. He did, however, come to the conclusion that  

At the core of the festivals that constitute the marriage rite is the fact that what we pay if 

for the women’s genitals. That is, the passage of these goods conveys the right to her 

body for procreation of children and for the satisfaction of the husband, though a woman 

acquired as wife as distinct from a woman in her capacity as individual is not thereby 

prevented from being a person with any rights of her own.630 

Herskovits, like other Pan-Africanists, was echoing the idea that marriages in this society left 

women with more legal and economic manoeuvrability, and was less emotionally restrictive 

than the European traditional religious marriage. Polygamy was one of missionary historians’ 

main targets in the nineteenth-century tradition of fieldwork, and was therefore one of the first 

aspects of marriage and property that Herskovits analysed from a revisionist mindset. This 

body of work often conflicted with what Pan-Africanist women writers tried to convey in their 

concerns about social science and an ‘inhuman’ analysis of social practises.  
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The question is whether all of his comments and theories in this work, as revealing as 

they are about postcolonial views of precolonial societies, make up a general defence of the 

idea that those structures were better for the individuals in those societies than the colonial 

system. It is clear that Herskovits set out to address the misinformation and misconceptions 

surrounding pre-industrial life in ‘the Bush’, but this intersection between gender, slavery and 

religion is unparalleled in his other works. It very much forms a particular narrative in which 

the macro explanations for such structures impede the visibility of the individuals, rather than 

giving them historical agency. This is a particular failing of his strategy to highlight the 

diversity of ritual in precolonial societies. By focusing on the richness of culture, individual 

will in the process of buying slaves, wives, or property becomes merely an extension of the 

‘historical tradition’ Herskovits tried to portray. Herskovits’ withdrawal from ‘the myth of the 

Negro past’ narrative was therefore not absolute. It is unclear whether he focused on cultural 

economics in Africa as a less conflictual way of confronting historical inequalities than the 

trans-Atlantic history of slavery, but it certainly reflected American desires during the 1950s 

for new information and analysis of precolonial practises and their perceived ‘advantages’ to 

society. 

 

From the Caribbean to Africa: A Theory of Culture in Dahomean Narrative 

‘Culture’ itself was such a central concept in Herskovits’ studies of human behaviour and 

historical agency, that it is almost necessary to dedicate this entire chapter to an explanation of 

its significance for the part it played in denying colonial ideology one of its central tenets- the 

presumed cultural superiority of the coloniser. Herskovits used the concept of ‘culture’ to 

decolonise history in an extraordinary way; to unpack rituals and practises previously 

stereotyped or dismissed as primitive by colonial historians, or what he playfully called ‘the 

imponderables in African tradition.’631 In Continuity and Change in African Cultures, he 

wrote that 

The diversity of African cultures and of African reactions to European culture presents a 

major obstacle to understanding contemporary Africa, even for inexperienced observers. 

It makes the task of describing Africa to those who have never seen it the more difficult 

because of the temptation to draw generalizations that are valid only for specific African 

groups and particular African regions…It is not only Americans but Europeans as well 

who are having to reconcile the stereotype of the naked savage, perpetuated by 
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Hollywood (with necessary modifications in clothing), with the impressions gained 

through personal acquaintances with African students who in increasing numbers are 

attending European and American universities.632 

This account of Herskovits’ own intellectual ‘colonial encounter’ is entertaining and suggests 

that these stereotypes had permeated university life more than we understand. However, it 

certainly demanded that academics find new mechanisms to separate personal opinions from 

their academic objective 

 Because of his focus on culture as a driving force of historical change and influence, 

Herskovits was able to bring visibility into areas stereotyped by colonial historians, and 

dismissed by Marxist historians. This was true for his analysis of religion as a form of cultural 

rebellion among colonised peoples, and a mode of retaining historical consciousness and 

identification with African rituals and beliefs, despite the adoption of Christianity amongst 

slaves. Systematic slavery demanded that individuals suppress all sense of identity, including 

historical and genealogical consciousness, but Herskovits’ argument was that ‘Africanisms’ 

survived the experience of slavery, in both beliefs and behaviour, in the Caribbean and the 

Americas. As Herskovits pointed out, slavery involved removing all traces of an individual’s 

archival historical existence, such as birth and marriage records. His recourse to oral history 

study among the descendants of slaves was therefore a natural step in mending the shattered 

‘historicity’ of individual and communal existence. Indeed, he wrote very critically about the 

‘theories of myth which deny validity to oral history.’633 It was therefore this ‘oral’ approach 

which best suited his concept of culture and his theory that ‘Africanisms’ were imperative to 

the historical narrative of descendants of enslaved and colonised peoples in Africa and the 

Diaspora, as a symbol of survival. Oral history allowed Herskovits to respond to his own 

surprise at his discoveries on field trips, and historicize his own positions ‘relative’ to the 

culture that he observed. 

  One of the main devices which the combination of cultural history and an oral history 

approach afforded Herskovits was the ability to analyse relationships in colonial and 

indigenous societies, particularly those based on contemporary standards of race and gender 

identities. The work in which this becomes most evident is Dahomean Narrative, based solely 

on oral history, inquiry, and surveillance during fieldwork. Dahomean Narrative, researched 
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in the 1930s, was a later work, and was the culmination of much trial and error which had 

been tested in Rebel Destiny and Trinidad Village. It was also the edited version (much of the 

work was carried out by Frances) of Dahomey: An Ancient West African Kingdom (New York, 

1937) which had been based upon field research in West Africa in February-June 1931. It was 

essentially the product of twenty years of rumination after field work had been carried out, 

and after certain other hypotheses had been dropped due to later observation in other West 

African countries. Herskovits had just been appointed associate professor at Northwestern 

University, and received substantial funding for this field trip, his first visit to Africa. In 1933, 

he published ‘An Outline of Dahomean Religious Belief’ with Frances, and it was this 

continued focus on religion that shone through in his later monograph and edited version, in 

which he presented the West African Kingdom as a continental hub of culture and mythology.  

 Dahomean Narrative was a completely innovative work however, in how it was laid 

out, to reflect the focus of the observers, Frances and Melville, in the Republic of Benin, then 

the Kingdom of Dahomey. Chapters entitled ‘Tale of Women: Love, Intrigue and Betrayal’ 

mark Herskovits’ journey into new oral history territory- the relationships between individuals 

and families in colonised societies, and the conflicts therein. What was unique about this work 

is that Herskovits’ collected these stories and refused to allow them to be rearticulated in his 

own words; instead, he allowed the format of the monograph to organise the stories so that the 

agency of his historical actors would shine through. After extensive reading of the other works 

of the historians selected for this thesis, it could be said that Herskovits was unique in this 

approach. Even C.L.R. James, who wished to hand over agency to the slaves or ‘Black 

Jacobins’, failed to do so in this work because his personal politics overtook the narrative he 

was trying to weave. 

 Dahomean Narrative was Herskovits’ greatest achievement in his own eyes; to gather 

stories which indigenous people communicated to him in their languages, in order to tell their 

own history, without the factor of moral judgement that remained a barrier between them and 

early colonial or missionary scholars. Herskovits may have had some colonial encounters 

during his field trips, but somehow always managed to remain detached in his published 

works, before decolonisation. His commentary on decolonisation and the future of African 

statehood is an important factor which I will return to later.  
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The Myth of the Negro Past: Challenging American Racism 

The Myth of the Negro Past, first published in 1941, could in the greater sphere of Herskovits’ 

work be considered a diversion from much of his other research in anthropological field 

studies. Although the most famous, and most politicized of his works due to the climate of 

racism in which it was produced, it bears little resemblance to the detached, and uninvolved 

tones of his other historical and anthropological studies. Herskovits is an excellent example of 

a renaissance thinker, who often combined the tools of a historian and the approach of an 

anthropologist to suggest cultural continuities in the Diaspora. The Myth of the Negro Past is 

undoubtedly a work of intellectual history, which engages with imperial historians and 

American intellectuals whose views about African-American history were less informed by 

historical facts than they were by contemporary politics.  

It is perhaps most similar to Life in a Haitian Village in its objective to portray an 

alternative picture of African-Americans, and debunk old stereotypes and caricatures of a 

‘history-less’ people. Herskovits’ aim in Life in a Haitian Village was to establish facts about 

the West African origins of cultural practises and the rituals that shaped Haitians daily life, in 

order to counter the racism which limited historical understanding about the island, 

particularly from British and American perspectives. In 1940, in The Economic Life of 

Primitive Peoples, he observed that ‘the presence or absence of a written language, of power 

machinery, of least common denominators of value- these are objectively obtainable facts that 

have bearing on the study of many problems where cultures of differing historical 

backgrounds, institutional organization, and psychological orientations are to be compared.’634 

Essentially, he wanted to provide alternatives to the historical approach of analysing the 

literature produced by any given literate peoples, and also challenge the idea of ‘primitive’ 

societies by showing how alternative ways of communication and evaluation developed. The 

lack of written material to analyse, he asserted, did not make a people ‘ahistorical.’ These 

three works share an argument for an alternative approach to history which did not rely on 

written sources, not necessarily anthropology, but a history which took culture into 

consideration. In terms of early cultural history, they are valuable sources which indicate that 

the genre developed out of an inter-disciplinary conversation between historians and 

anthropologists who wished to historicize non-literate communities. 

 In The Myth of the Negro Past, Herskovits’ objective was clearly stated. He objected to 
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both the ideas of Africa as ahistorical, and African-Americans as a people without cultural 

definition, with no firm knowledge of genealogy and an inherited ‘rite’ or cultural system. 

Herskovits argued that African-Americans did indeed have a system of cultural behaviour and 

values that was passed from generation to generation, and a system of memory which allowed 

them to remember their origins in a non-textual way. Published during a time when the 

majority of Americans felt the opposite of these statements was true, the book stirred 

controversy among academics who were not in the immediate sphere of influence of W.E.B. 

Du Bois and his circle. Herskovits dedicated it to ‘the men and women who, in Africa and the 

New World, helped me understand their ways of life.’635 Herskovits’ focus on religion 

reappears, with particular emphasis on how colonial governance influenced and shaped its 

practise in the Caribbean, South America and African states that he had visited over the course 

of his early career. He wrote, for example, that ‘in Paramaribo, however, regulations of the 

colonial government have made difficulties for the followers of non-Christian cults. African-

like ceremonies are to be witnessed, though this is permitted with some reluctance and is 

possible only at certain seasons.’636  

A ‘New History’ of Africa and Africans outside the continent, based on data, 

psyschological analysis, and oral history, was Herskovits’ primary motivation for writing this 

work. It brought together his other works focused across the Caribbean, Americas and Africa. 

Indeed, Herskovits’ comparative study of how Dutch Guiana, the Gold Coast, and Haiti are 

portrayed in secondary literature reflects many Pan-Africanist concerns about the way that 

African peoples and their descendents were viewed and written about historically. He gave 

specific instructions about how the stereotypes that fed misinformation and racist ideologies 

could be met with theoretical and practical approaches to understanding the continent of 

Africa and its inhabitants, which he believed would also counter the extension of the 

‘primitive’ stereotype in the Diaspora. Herskovits demanded that historians and other experts 

carry out field research in Africa rather than writing from afar, or, at the very least, ‘in New 

World communities representing varying degrees of cultural assimilation.’637 Not only would 

historians and anthropologists need extensive field research and linguistic skills, they would 

also bring new approaches and new focuses to historiography, including behavioural patterns, 

and sub-Saharan etymology. According to Herskovits 
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In the economic field, field-workers would pay attention to various forms of cooperative 

institutions, and detail the manner in which they function. They would gather data 

concerning the manner of preparing food, and other aspects of the food quest and 

consumption complex so as to throw light on the cuisine that was introduced into the 

various parts of the New World by the Negroes. The role of the ancestral cult in term of 

the social sanction it employs; the drives underlying associations of one kind and another 

to be encountered in West Africa, whether secret or not, and the functions of theses 

societies; the attitudes between folk and the world at large; friendship in its various 

manifestations- all these would receive particular attention on the basis of preliminary 

findings which, in Africa as in the New World, have indicated their importance. The 

manner in which children are trained, and the resulting attitudes toward parents and other 

relatives, or the relationships existing within compounds; social stratification in West 

Africa and the role of status in conditioning attitudes and behaviour; the forms of 

recreation and the manner of work and attitudes towards labour- these, again, would take 

a prominent place along with the more customary pursuits.638 

Herskovits wanted to bring in a history of labour which allowed for the agency of indigenous 

peoples throughout the narrative of precolonial-colonial-postcolonial chronologies. Herskovits 

recognised the territorial changes wrought on the continent in the form of shifting borders of 

precolonial kingdoms, postcolonial land grabs, the colonial scramble for Africa itself, and the 

creation of states by distant imperial powers based on their relationships or conflicts with each 

other. Despite this, he believed a cultural and social history of the continent as a whole was 

possible, if told at a local level, one that would include indigenous voices. Historians such as 

Jewsiewicki went on to write exactly that, and more, a generation after Herskovits passed 

away. 

Throughout The Myth of the Negro Past, the idea that ‘the deviants from white 

behaviour found in the habits of the New World Negroes’ were facts that were essential to 

understanding how Diasporas identified themselves and survived, culturally and economically, 

held strong as the historical argument of this work.639 His most succint argument for the need 

of this information in a post-war, multicultural but misinformed society appears in his chapter 

on ‘Africanisms in Religious Life’, where he argued against the image of ‘the Negro as a 

naked savage.’640 Herskovits took issue with one particular historians who described the 

‘hysteria in Negro cult groups’ as African, primitive and non-Christian, arguing that historians 
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in of the descendants of Africans in the diaspora had a ‘positive disregard for the materials 

from Africa itself, to say nothing of materials from other Negro communities in the New 

World.’641 Herskovits argued that the portrayal of African religious life in the diaspora was a 

key element in racist understandings of differing belief systems and ‘primitive reason’, and 

argued strongly that the religious emotionalism observed by his contemporary was merely the 

imitation of fanatical Christian behaviour amongst white Americans. His account for the 

episode seems at odds with the work’s metanarrative of African agency within American 

cultural history, and displays what some would perceive as the early contradictions of 

liberalist historical approaches in American historiography. However, Herskovits was argueing 

strongly against  

The familiar theme- the Negro as a naked savage, whose exposure to European patterns 

desotryed what little endowment of culture he had brought with him; the Negro as a 

cultureless man, with his entire traditional baggage limited to the fragments he has been 

able to pick up from his white masters and, because of innate tempermental qualities, to 

“exaggerate” them into exuberant and exotic counterparts.642 

It is clear in The Myth of the Negro Past that Herskovits was entirely capable of playing 

colonialist thinkers at their own game, and mocking their pretense to academic assertions 

while undermining their arguments. According to Herksovits’ portrayal, not only were 

imperialist historians in Europe, and their counterparts in the U.S., entirely culpable for their 

academic mistakes due to their lack of primary evidence, they were also responsible for 

misinterpreting the few firsthand sources that they had within their reach. This to Herskovits, 

from an academic viewpoint, was not only inacceptable, it was akin to academic malpractise. 

This work was not entirely unique in its approach, and certianly built on the ideas of  W.E.B. 

Du Bois and others, yet Herskovits’ pronouncements were read by a wider academic audience, 

and intimidated many of his contemporaries who had previously been funded by colonial or 

missionary socieities for research. 

 

The University as a Space of Contention: Racism and Antisemitism in the U.S. 

 In a sense, Herskovits' career does not parallel those of Pan-Africanists' 

chronologically, as he was not a political activist at the height of his career. Rather he 

dedicated himself to the university during the sixties at the height of decolonisation, a 
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veritable pressure cooker  and breeding ground for racism and antisemitism in the U.S. 

However, Herskovits' academic experiences are something which Gershenhorn has covered 

adequately in his study, and do not reflect anything surprising about the academic politics of 

his generation. Antisemitism in academia forced Jewish scholars to confront their own 

identities, and the racism of the ‘New World’, including that which legally enforced 

separation by colour or origin. Their participation in the Civil Rights’ movement during the 

1950s and 1960s was merely a next step in their contribution to the way in which discourses 

about race were formed in this period, indeed an heir to Herskovits’ African-American Studies 

field of research- it was a move to make space for, and include, those who had been excluded.  

 Boas and Herskovits opened up an academic space which later gave credence to the 

multiplicity of voices that created historical narratives about exile and migration, through an 

oral history approach. Yet as one historian notes, ‘both Melville Herskovits and Franz Boas 

distinguished between American-Jewish and African-American experiences of 

migration…both of them denied the existence of Jewish particularism (because of the 

Diaspora) while valorising African American difference (in spite of a Diaspora)…Herskovits 

could write The Myth of the Negro Past but could not imagine a comparable Myth of the 

Jewish Past, or rather, the task was to demonstrate that there was a Negro past and to question 

claims of a Jewish past.’643 This account of Herskovits’ relationship to his Jewishness is both 

complex and accusatory, and does not wholly reveal the encounters he had with his own 

identity while on field trips. It is true that early in his career, Herskovits denied Jewish 

particularism. But as in tracking changes in the history of ideas, and indeed, opinions, timing 

is the key. In 1927, before Jewish migration to America rose to its peak, Herskovits wrote in 

‘When is a Jew a Jew?’ that ‘a Jew is a person who calls himself a Jew, or is seen as Jewish 

by others…I fail to see anything unique in the Jew as the Jew.’644 Herskovits’ cosmopolitan 

outlook on life and education in Hebrew Union College, America’s primary reform Jewish 

institute, and his studies in Paris had left him as a graduate in the 1920s with little feelings of 

exclusion or experience of antisemitism. 

 After the Holocaust, however, Boas encouraged Herskovits to think about Jewishness 

as an ethnic question, and in 1944 he presented ‘The American Race Problem’ at the Chicago 

Jewish Forum, comparing the Jewish experience in Europe to trans-Atlantic slavery.645 

                                                 
643 Adam Zachary Newton, ‘Incognito Ergo Sum: 'Ex' Marks the Spot’, in Cahan, Johnson, Larsen, and Yezierska’ 
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Throughout the Holocaust, which he experienced from a colonial perspective in Africa due to 

his field trips, Herskovits was aware of himself as an extension of many things- Empire, 

scholarship, Europe and its modes of thinking- and viewed himself as such when on a 

research trip. It seemed during his generation to deny a Jewish particularism, although indeed 

ironic, and countered what he was arguing for African-Americans. The fear of racism often 

drove academic opinions, as much as the original material collected on field trips did. 

Herskovits later changed his ideas on the particularism of the Jewish historical experience, 

and in 1960, in an article entitled ‘Who are the Jews’, he contributed to the debate on it, 

further arguing that the American-Jewish experience was incomparable to Jewish experiences 

in Europe and the Middle East.646 This debate was an important backdrop to that on 

decolonisation and self-determination, for reasons I will now attempt to contextualise. 

 

Wartime Reflections on the Holocaust, Self-Determination, and Zionism: Decolonising  

Herskovits rarely, if ever, remarked on the phenomenon of Zionism, the creation of a Jewish 

state through resettlement in the Americas, and the process it underwent during his lifetime. It 

seems that it neither interested him as a subject for analysis, nor a historical phenomenon. 

Weisbord's study of Herzl's earlier campaign to create a British-owned Jewish settlement in 

Uganda, then the East African Protectorate, refers to the dozens of Jewish intellectuals in 

American and the United Kingdom who distanced themselves from the phenomenon during 

the inter-war period. Their successors, Herskovits in particular, whose careers developed in 

the 'autumn' of European imperialism, focused themselves instead on their topics of interest; 

Africa, its diaspora, colonialism, cultural transfers, maroons and tribal or settler societies in 

South America, origins and indigeneity, without ever colliding into the politicized debate 

around Zionism or what Weisbord called the ‘storm over an African Zion raging in 

England.’647 More importantly, they were careful not to show any affiliation towards the 

developing Jewish struggle in Palestine throughout the war, noting the growing inclination 

towards anti-colonialism within academia, and the overtones of anti-Semitism that often 

accompanied it, as mentioned in my chapters on Diop and James. This intercrossing between 

anti-colonialism and anti-Semitism is one which was abandoned after touched upon by Sartre, 

but affected how academics thought about the legitimacy of self-determination, and self-
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identified nations, including Herskovits.  

The context of intellectual and political conflict over the legitimacy of postcolonial 

states, new and pre-colonial, real or imagined, was an important setting for Herskovits’ 

formulation of his own ideas. Adam Rovner takes the issue of 'Promised Land Movements' 

further historiographically than Kenya and the East African scheme, to the settlement projects 

in Angola, Madagascar, Suriname and Tasmania.648 During the 1930s, when Herskovits first 

ventured onto the continent, European Empires were less willing to part with land to Zionist 

cooperatives, and, in the aftermath of the war, Africans were campaigning for decolonisation. 

Jewish colonialism on the continent existed only on a fleeting political and theoretical level, 

as a solution to the Jewish question of statelessness, particularly at the height of Nazism. This 

phenomenon did not attract the attention of Herksovits during his field trip in the 1930s. 

However, Herskovits was aware of the unique relationship between Israel and postcolonial 

Uganda as a result of the public disclosure of these plans, and remarked on them at a 

conference in the DRC, noting that the conflict for power during decolonisation had made the 

state unsafe for academic visitors. Remarkably, the scheme for a Jewish settlement outside of 

mandatory Palestine was revived in 1945 at the UN council, where Suriname was proposed, 

just fifteen years after Herskovits had conducted his research there. Herskovits remained silent 

on the subject, and furthermore showed little interest in the ideological phenomeno of ‘Black 

Zionist' mass movements in American cities like Chicago, which he considered little more 

than a progression of Garveyism. 

This is a significant side-story within this chapter, which demonstrates the 

cosmopolitanism of the intellectual elite of North American Jewry, and what often appears as 

their lack of interest in the question of European Jewish exiles before and during the Second 

World War. Herskovits’ focus shows the limitations of the definition of 'liberalism' in the 

intellectual world of which he was a participant, and perhaps gives more credence to 

Newton’s opinion that Herskovits’ promoted the idea of a specific African-American 

experience of exile, whilst denying the Jewish historical narrative which was developing all 

around him as he worked. This is a particularly sensitive subject, but just as the objectivity 

and detachment of the other historians and writers has been questioned throughout this thesis, 

it is important to contextualise Herskovits’ as an agent of decolonisation, and certainly of anti-
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colonial ideas. Diop, James, Césaire and Nardal each had their own preformed ideas about 

how History should read, based on their own historical experience. They suspected their 

contemporaries of introverting concepts and abusing history as a discipline to reach their own 

ends. 

Herskovits’ had his own experiences of racism, which impacted on how he viewed 

history. The Holocaust certainly affected Herskovits’ ability to travel as an anthropologist 

during his fieldwork in the 1930s and 1940s. Furthermore, how he experienced his Jewishness 

is often alluded to by his biographers, who captured the divisiveness of the academic world in 

the 1930s, for both Black and Jewish students. For example, Eaton’s biography records that  

According to some who were close to the Herskovitses, Mrs. Herskovits tended to be 

more concerned about matters affecting Mel's career than he was. She objected to what 

she thought was injustice to his work, mainly to lack of recognition of his contributions. 

For example, the Wenner-Gren Foundation Conference, which resulted in a book under 

Alfred Kroeber's editorship called Anthropology Today, did not include a contribution by 

Herskovits. Those who were familiar with his work shared the indignation of the 

Herskovitses at that glaring omission. Melville and Frances Herskovits resented anti-

semitism in the United States, and both felt he was not given his share of recognition in 

part because of prejudice.649 

Frances was both a keen promoter of Herskovits’ work, but was also quick to recognise 

prejudice where her husband did not. Yet is it appropriate to ask ‘how did being Jewish shape 

how he viewed, theorized and experienced race?’ This takes Herskovits’ own theory of 

relativism and reading environments to another level- a level in which all narratives are 

subject to the writer’s own social, culturally-constructed identity. There are certainly two 

conflicting elements that arise; that being Jewish was inescapable no matter his prominence in 

the academic world; secondly, that defining him as a Jewish historian or anthropologist is 

problematic, and casts doubt on his objectivity or ability to theorize race from an academic 

viewpoint, as suggested by biographers in the film Herskovits at the Heart of Darkness. 

Herskovits' personal silence on the Holocaust and Roosevelt's Committee on Political 

Refugees was remarkable, and could be interpreted as an antagonistic attitude towards 

contemporary Jewish resettlement schemes in Africa and South America, before and during 

the war. It could just as equally be viewed as an unwillingness to be seen as having Jewish 

nationalist sympathies, including those branded as 'colonial' by the National Association for 
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the Advancement of Coloured People, of which he and Frances were members. The delicate 

relationship between Jewish intellectuals and their African-American colleagues has been 

recounted by Maurianne Adams and John H. Bracey in Strangers & Neighbours: Relations 

Between Blacks & Jews in the United States.650 This work shows the delicate boundaries 

observed by Jewish academics when dealing with the issue of race, and mentions the 

antagonism towards historians like Herskovits from the post-Garveyist Black Nationalist 

community, who rejected what was perceived as his ‘monopoly’ over the academic discourse 

on the continent. This work also stresses the role of the Herskovitses in bringing more 

intellectuals into the network of the NAACP, led by Du Bois, which would become the 

foundation for the Civil Rights’ movement.651 However, few of the other historians mentioned 

in this work had Pan-Africanist or globalist approaches to history, though active in local 

politics.  

In the post-war period, it is clear that both Melville and Frances Herskovits were 

influenced by their various trips to Africa, experiences of racism and anti-Semitism in the 

United States, and individual concerns about where the Black nationalist movement was 

heading in Chicago and New York, where Melville spent most of his later career. Herksovits’ 

address to the newly-created Ghanaian nation in 1962, and the correlating request that he 

serve on the Council of African Affairs for the U.S. State Department, was one instance in 

which he found himself warmly received by Ghanaians, but criticised by his African-

American contemporaries for his ‘neo-colonial’ involvement in American-African foreign 

affairs. While others. such as Du Bois, were applauded for the stance they took on African 

self-determination, Herskovits’ involvement was sadly met with suspicion and accusations of 

‘neo-colonialism’ back in America. It suffices to say that Herskovits’ intentions were anything 

but ‘neo-colonial’, and that he had a depth of understanding of the economics of survival on 

the continent that many of his American colleagues were not privileged to have, given that 

funding for field trips was a rare occasion. However, Herskovits’ opinions on the economics 

of the postcolonial transition, and indeed precolonial economic systems on the continent, were 

controversial among Garveyites and Afro-centrists, who wished to portray a blameless image 
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of precolonial governance. Under the focus of economics, Herskovits became interested in the 

way in which historical research could lend policymakers an idea of what had not worked in 

the past, and what could work in a responsible postcolonial future.  

 

Confronting Colonialism: The Impact of Decolonisation on Herskovits' Histories 

Herskovits’ work on the economics of precolonial and colonial African societies deepened 

his appreciation for the need for a non-violent approach to decolonisation. The complexities 

of ‘what kind of future’ to build in a postcolonial world, and whether historians could 

propose a template for it, can be found throughout his works on African economics. His 

concerns are not dissimilar to the anxieties of Suzanne Césaire, who feared ‘a backwards 

return’, or the confrontation which James had with his peers about the need for socialism in 

postcolonial states. For many intellectuals, decolonisation was not enough. States needed to 

be founded on something other than the European nation-state model. Both James and Diop 

called for the involvement of the historian in the decolonising process, as part of the knife 

which would peel away the skin of colonising ideology, and reveal the rotten root of the 

colonial metanarrative, which claimed to advance progress and civilisation, but which did so 

only at the expense of, and rarely for the benefit of, colonised peoples. However, unlike his 

Pan-Africanist peers, Herskovits always insisted that structures of exploitation, even those 

that were racially based, could be overcome without the use of force or racial cleansing 

during the creation of a postcolonial state.  

 Herskovits' revelation about his experience of wartime colonialism and the post-

WW2 anti-colonial revolution are revealed in one work, The Human Factor in Changing 

Africa, which neither mirrors the generic manifestos published by C.L.R. James or Cheikh 

Anta Diop. Herskovits, unlike other Pan-Africanists, had long considered revolutionary 

tradition key to African indigenous politics. He attempted to show agency where historians 

previously found none, stating ‘political expediency dictated that those to whom power was 

entrusted be of humble origins so that attempts at rebellion would not find potential leaders 

of royal blood in strategic positions.’652 As Herskovits understood it, Africa at a local level 

was itself prepared for an anticolonial revolution, as its traditions dictated that local tyrants 

must be overthrown if militarily possible. 

 However, In The Human Factor in Changing Africa, Herskovits located himself 

inside the intellectual and physical reality of decolonisation, wavering between the criticism 
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of the bird's eye view of Western academics and journalists, and his own conscious 

dedication to academic objectivity as a historian. The work was based on journal entries he 

had made while in Africa, which reflect the turmoil and exhilaration experienced by Africans 

during decolonisation. In 1957, the Herskovitses made an extended trans-Africa journey, 

from Dakar to Durban, arriving in time for Ghana's Independence celebrations, an event 

which Herskovits’ recalled in his 1957 testimony before the Committee on Foreign Relations 

of the U.S. Senate. The Human Factor in Changing Africa was published in 1962, and 

outlined Herskovits' eyewitness account of colonial encounters, both psychological, physical 

and economic, during his field research in Lagos, Nigeria, and rural Kenya. Herskovits' 

experience of the riots for independence in Nigeria and the Mau Mau rebellion in Kenya, 

during a previous trip in 1953, was once again to shift his previous position on the state of 

colonialism in Africa. Just as he had shifted on his position on African cultural retentions in 

the Diaspora when he was a graduate student on his first field research trip to Suriname in 

1928, Herskovits' experience as an actor as well as an observer in Kenya transformed his 

previous detachment to the politics of the colonial and anti-colonial battlefield.  

 

Herskovits (4th from left) with Kenyan colleagues Canady, Johnson, Fujita, Chen, 

Chitambart, Woodson, and Thomas c.1940 © NYPL 

 

Of decolonisation, Herskovits wrote: 

As an anthropologist, my interest has centered on people. My researches in Africa 

brought me into the kind of relationship with Africans that revealed the underside of 

the colonial situation. This relationship sensitized me to the frustrations and 

resentments that result when any people live under a system where freedom of action, 
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as defined by the values and ends of their culture, is denied them. These reactions 

occur whether the denials are enforced by those among their own people who have 

seized power, or are imposed by foreign peoples: but they are especially acute, as the 

world has found to its cost, when the factor of racial differences enters. 653 

Herskovits felt so strongly about colonialism, after his experiences in Africa and the 

Caribbean, that it shaped his perception of academia and the problem with history as a 

Western product, detached from its local origin or root. More importantly, he had come to 

realise at the end of his career that, like antisemitism in American universities which 

revolved around suspicions about the 'multiculturalist Jew' which he and Frances 

experienced, colonialist myths (i.e. the 'myth of the negro past' as he coined it) had been the 

unchallenged lens through which pre-war historians had viewed Africa. This lens had limited 

and indeed falsified the local complexities of African history, according to Herskovits.  

 Herskovits' historical observations also led him to envisage a postcolonial African 

future, just as Diop, James and Césaire had done, although he made less concrete 

propositions about the nature of postcolonial statehood and citizenship. He remarked that 

decolonisation was a natural historical development, colonialism not fulfilling the promise it 

had claimed to. Herskovits claimed that 'in the case of Africa, the strength of the reaction, 

when it came, was surprising only because of the way in which the capabilities and 

determination of the Africans had been misjudged by their rulers.'654 Indeed, he included 

military and revolutionary cooperation in this sense, but also worried about how the violence 

would affect the transition to peacetime in the case of states which were not decolonised 

peacefully, such as Ghana and Senegal. In the case of many states, power was handed over 

peacefully to the intellectual elite whom had already created ties in inter-war Europe within 

specific political networks, which the British and French authorities considered carefully in 

their imperial cabinets.  

 Many of Herskovits' findings about the psychology of the colonial-postcolonial 

transition differ from those of his Pan-Africanist contemporaries, and demonstrate the 

divisions between academic scholars and activists in that period. Although Herskovits had no 

'stake', so to speak, in a liberated Africa, it was something he stood for strongly in his lectures 

and publications. Undoubtedly, Herskovits' trepidation about the vacuum of power in the 

postcolonial space was a product of his deep historical understanding of the continent, which 
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lent him a depth of foresight about its future. In relation to his academic peers, Herskovits' 

concerns were very similar to those of Suzanne Césaire's in 'The Great Camouflage', in 

which she dismissed colonialism yet doubted postcolonialism.655 Herskovits commented on 

the lack of trust in postcolonial states and the ability of a ruling elite to exploit the memory-

based trauma of a people through propaganda, just as Communist states such as the U.S.S.R. 

had done, in The Human Factor in Changing Africa. He wrote that: 

As we have seen, suspicions of the ex-colonial powers made the new African 

states wary of continuing economic dependence upon them. In practise, however, 

ties of this kind were not readily broken. With the notable exception of Guinea, 

economic relations that had existed continued much as before. But many African 

governments were particularly on their guard against entering into economic 

commitments with groupings that included former colonial states. The cry of neo-

colonialism warned against such organizations as the EEC, whose proposals to 

extend aid to African countries were scrutinized closely, and debated as initial 

moves to replace political with financial controls. There began to be heard 

overtones of a growing African economic isolationism, and views were exressed 

on how African peoples could best serve their economic objectives by pooling 

resources and themselves developing productive capacity and distributive 

mechanisms, in order to substantially reduce their need for assistance from the 

outside.656 

Here, Herskovits was not only referring to the 'African' peoples but the intellectual 

community who had helped fasten decolonisation to an ideological anchor. He was referring 

to James, Diop, Rodney, and many of their friends, whose militant anti-colonialism shaped 

their relationship with Europe and the European economic community for the entirety of the 

Cold War. Their break with European academia and the institution of African universities 

also led them to look to the U.S.S.R. for answers that the United Nations could not provide 

to war-torn African postcolonial states.  

 The postcolonial experience as a whole was viewed by Herskovits to be an 

anthropological shift as well as a political one, and deeply divisive, limiting the idea of an 

independent Africa to 'memory' rather than possibility. The psychological trauma of the 

transition, and the search for identity in security states, shaped the debate on African identity 

in the first two postcolonial decades around an obsession with memory, truth, historical 
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origin and civilisation. While the intellectual elite failed to solve problems on the local level 

between conflicting ethnic and religious groups, they memorialised the greatness of 

precolonial Africa. In the case of Senegal, the state was modelled on its empire nation-state 

and adopted the rhetoric of citizenship and sacrifice to apply modern memory to the 

contradiction of independence from colonialism; essentially, reaching the end of the 

civilizing process. Leaders like Léopold Senghor did not embrace militant rhetorics which 

would alienate them from European patronage and political alliance, further radicalising 

those who had doubts about the postcolonial leadership, particularly in Pan-Africanist 

circles. 

 This trend in postcolonial discourse was strongly turned against and ever-conscious of 

Western influence, particularly economically. Herskovits wrote that 

Torn between the political ideal of neutralism and the indispensability of economic 

aid, obtainable only from the major powers involved in the world struggle, 

Africans came to be attracted by a kind of vague idea of national autarchy, even 

while realizing the practical difficulties of such a policy. The ideal was reinforced 

by memories of the colonial experience, which imposed the classical system of 

colonial areas as sources of raw materials for processing in the Metropole. For aid, 

African leaders turned, wherever possible, to international organizations in which 

they had a voice, such as the various organs of the United Nations, or to 

multilateral partnerships agreements with nationals of a number of countries.657 

Herskovits’ notes on the United Nation above reflect the American Anthropological 

Association’s concerns with foreign policy, and the lack of new academic information on 

Africa to drive the policy. The UN may have had good intentions, they believed, but were 

misdirected and uneducated about the needs of indigenous peoples. The Association chose 

Herskovits in 1947 to prepare their Statement on Human Rights for the UN, which he was to 

submit to Eleanor Roosevelt, then chair of the UN’s Commission on Human Rights.658 

Herskovits had an influence and an ability to access top policymakers which was 

unparalleled at that time among his fellow historians; even C.L.R. James struggled to make 

him voice heard uniquely from the British Left in the 1940s. It is difficult to ascertain 

whether this was due to Herskovits’ dedication to academia, his relationship with Boas (a 

respected figure among American Democrats) or the search in post-war American for 

globalist tendencies amongst academics, previously more colonialist and provincial figures, 
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outside of Boas’ influence. Certainly, it makes Herskovits’ relationship with the American 

Pan-Africanist community a much more interesting subject for study, in terms of whom he 

represented and whom he petitioned politically after the Second World War.  

 

Herskovits’ Role in American Foreign Relations during Decolonisation and the Cold War  

 Herskovits’ commentary on colonialism and its effects on African indigenous peoples 

was not one which was a culmination of his studies; rather it took place throughout his 

career, and occurred parallel to the works of the other historians studied in this thesis. This is 

clear from his writings produced on field trips to Africa during the war, and the political 

tendencies of journals to which he contributed, such as Du Bois’ The Crisis, New Republic, 

and others which featured Francophone and Anglophone anti-colonialists. It is true that the 

discourse on race was much more complex and developed during this period in America than 

it was in France; the imperial language of inclusion in civilisation in the latter was a barrier 

to pointing the finger at the nuances of colonial racism. Scholars like Franz Fanon tried, and 

failed, to find alternatives to physical confrontation when it came to French insistence about 

the role of empire in the civilizing process.  

 Herskovits, however, had no problem pinpointing the problems he observed on his 

trips, and less trouble in publicizing them. In ‘Africa and the Colonial Problem’, he remarked 

that during his field trips he had witnessed European racism and the bureaucratic treatment of 

indigenous peoples first-hand, a fact that had shaped his opinion about the role of colonial 

system in the wake of the Second World War.659 In this article, Herskovits explicitly supports 

decolonisation and the construction of postcolonial states. He went on to write about the 

economic ramifications of racism in ‘The Future of the Colonial System’, arguably one of the 

first articles in which he took an ostensibly political viewpoint from a historian’s perspective, 

arguing against the systematic economic exploitation which fed the European empires before 

the war.660 In this shift from historian and anthropologist to political commentator, 

Herskovits shone as a scholar with intimate experience of empire and its discontents. His 

dramatic condemnation of the colonial system came from personal observation, and he had 

nothing personally to gain from decolonisation. Therefore, ironically, his words were taken 
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more seriously than statements by Du Bois and Césaire during the same year. His case for 

African self-determination was unlike Walter Rodney of Cheikh Anta Diop’s, both of whom 

supported a federalized Pan-African state with intercontinental cooperation to protect against 

economic dependency on former empires. Herskovits did not write a serious proposal for a 

postcolonial future until 1960 (The Human Factor in Changing Africa), after the greater part 

of Africa had been decolonised and was in a reconstruction period. Instead, he watched the 

continent slowly reach its goal of self-determination, and tried to bridge the gap between 

Marxist anti-colonialists and American political democrats who were in favour of peaceful 

self-determination. 

 His outspokenness and his first-hand knowledge of the continent caught the eye of the 

American Senate, which held a congressional hearing of the Committee of Foreign Relations 

during the first three months of 1960s, to which Herskovits was invited to testify. The record 

of Herskovits’ hearing is an incredibly important source for this chapter, and shows to what 

extent his historical analysis supported him in his political objective to win the postcolonial 

African states favour at the Committee on Foreign Relations. The Committee’s objective was 

to discern the ‘worldwide and domestic economic problems and their impact on the foreign 

policy of the United States.’661 Herskovits’ following statement outlined his concerns and his 

proposals for the American role in stabilising those postcolonial states, yet does not recognise 

the American interest in securing these states as allies against the U.S.S.R. at the height of 

the McCarthyist period. He critiqued the position of America on colonialism at the United 

Nations, among many other political matters. He did not specifically mention the African 

Union, but did refer to the federalist intentions of Pan-Africanists during that decade on the 

continent. His testimony signified a powerful change in his original intention to remain 

inside the four walls of academia and be politically detached. Instead he found himself 

talking about his observations, personal opinions and about his concern for the welfare of the 

African continent, on many different scales, including the individual and the political. 

 Herskovits stated to the committee that 

The rapidity of change, particularly in political developments looking forward to the 

attainment of self-government, demonstrates how important it is that U.S. policies be 

‘guided by expectation of the primacy of Africans in all sub-Saharan Africa.’ If, as is 

commonly said, 1960 is a year of destiny for Africa, we must be ready to cope with the 
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shifts in its power structures with wisdom, understanding, and generosity.662 

Herskovits brought into question the violence of the Mau Mau, the riots between factions in 

the Belgian Congo, and the urgent need for the colonial handover of power to responsible 

and educated democratic, rather than autocrats.  

 Herskovits denied that ‘five year plans’ by the Belgian and British empires were 

useful to stabilising the process of the handover of power, and suggested that they caused 

rioting and divisions by encouraging competing factions to deepen their control over the 

uneducated masses. He asked  

How is responsible African government to function in a country in which, for more than 

half a century, Africans were permitted access only to the lower levels of administration, 

managerial and technological skills, and where university education is so recent that the 

first of its two institutions of higher learning graduated its first class only a few months 

ago? In the light of the close economic ties between Belgium and the Congo, what will 

happen in the field of investment. To what extent will continuing aid to expand the 

established infrastructure, particularly in the fields of management and administration, be 

given by the metropole? In a country so vast and heterogeneous, how will present unities 

be maintained? If a federal system is established, can an effective form of centralised 

government continue to weave these many different strands into a cloth of national 

unity?663 

Herskovits was also concerned about how to approach the diplomatic chaos caused by 

decolonisation, and stated 

Given the nature of our historic associations with both Belgium and the Congo, the 

importance of maintaining good relations with both countries must see us ready to 

mobilise our resources to meet contingencies arising out of these happenings. Recent 

moves indicate that serious attention is being given this problem. Of particular 

importance is the program of inviting Congolese leaders to visit the United States. What 

must be envisaged in the coming years- more particularly, in the next few months- is a 

readiness to respond to such calls for advice, particularly in matters of economic and 

technical cooperation, as may be directed toward us by this new state.664 

Herskovits’ personal concerns about the power vacuums opening up and their impact on 

ordinary people comes across throughout his testimony. On the subject of the ‘possible 

totalitarian orientation of African governments’, he argued that ‘we do not want to change 
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one form of discrimination for another.’665 He told the senators that African thinking 

Can be interpreted as expressing a determination not to exchange European domination 

for control in what in each instance is seen as an alien indigenous group. At this stage, 

this development is not a matter of direct concern of U.S. policy. It is, however, an 

increasingly relevant aspect of the changing African scene that must be held in mind in 

interpreting the events that guide the framing of policies.666 

This source highlights the nuances in American thinking during decolonisation, and shows to 

what extent Herskovits was able to open up the minds of American senators who were 

concerned about the role Africa would play in the Cold War and forming the power balance 

to come. Many of his audience had concerns about what they called ‘Soviet imperialism’ and 

their duty to protect democracy across the developing world, by creating a model which they 

could follow. Herskovits reassured them that ‘African socialism’ was a concept referring to 

the enhancement of the welfare of society, rather than a political allegiance with the 

U.S.S.R., and that Africans were not willing to take Soviet aid in exchange for a protectionist 

political alliance. He rejected the idea that Africans were constantly ‘asking for aid’ which 

the senator argued, and instead proposed that Africans naturally wanted the infrastructure and 

industries which their former rulers had created at their expense. 

 One senator had different concerns, and responded by addressing the issue of 

‘Americanising’ Africa: 

I am not a believer in attempting to impress our system on some other group, I am not 

so sure our system would be best for certain other peoples who have different 

backgrounds, traditions, and history. However, I think there are certain basic rights that 

ought to run through different social system.667 

Herskovits responded by agreeing that there was ‘retention of the old in the face of the 

requirements of the new.’668 His response seems surprising, but in line with what many 

Western-educated intellectuals who had ground knowledge of colonialism were saying, 

including Suzanne Césaire- that the ‘retention of the old’ was not a favourable, equal system 

to all individuals in postcolonial society. He also addressed the issue of ‘African attitudes 

towards economic aid’ and tried to highlight how postcolonial fears of neo-colonialism could 

misdirect the economic future of the continent, and, ironically, provide a barrier to free, 

                                                                                                                                                         
664 Herskovits, Statement to the Committee on Foreign Relations, p. 107. 
665 Ibid., p. 118. 
666 Ibid., p. 108. 
667 Ibid., p. 117. 
668 Ibid, p. 118. 



296 

 

stable states by means of totalitarianism. Throughout his testimony he both recognised the 

concerns of the senators and many of their grievances which were based on misinformation, 

instead pacifying and informing them of African attitudes towards the outside world, after the 

trauma of decolonisation.  

 Herskovits was the only intelletual addressed in this study to involve himself in 

politics on such a public level. He used his intimate encounters in Africa and indeed personal 

friendships with the African-American community to shape his presentation on colonialism 

and the benefits of racial equality in any society. C.L.R. James often presented his findings in 

America during the 1950s, but was found guilty of sympathising with communism publicly 

and imprisoned on Ellis Island during his American stay. Race indeed was a deciding factor 

in whom reached the Senate, and whom was labelled an illegal or dangerous alien, at the 

height of the Cold War. Herskovits continued his journey into politics throughout the 1960s, 

and received mixed responses for this decision. Rodney and James considered the Committee 

to have neo-colonial intentions, whereas Herskovits dreamed of an Africa in which the 

retention of customs and traditions did not clash with the need for a sound economic policy. 

Herskovits privately agreed that ‘Africa’ as a state was, as a concept, impossible because of 

the difference of opinions in its pioneers. The lack of uniformity in a plan for the continent, 

and the turmoil between Marxist and Pan-Africanist federalists, post-imperialists such as 

Senghor, and potential future dictators supported by groups like the Mau Mau, did not give 

Herskovits hope for cooperation between east and west, north and south. Furthermore, 

Herskovits was not afraid to admit the chaos of the decolonising process, and held up 

countries like Ghana as a model postcolonial state.669 It is important to note that he was one 

of the only anti-colonial intellectuals to address these problems as a crisis in leadership, 

rather than a crisis of ‘neo-colonial intervention’ claimed by Pan-Africanists such as Walter 

Rodney. 

In 1962, following his hearing at the Senate and his trip to Ghana, Herskovits was 

invited to serve on the Council of African Affairs for the U.S. State Department, showing his 

influence in America as an Africanist, and his influence in foreign affairs in Washington. 

Gershenhorn remarks that Herskovits played a key role in influencing American policy on 

apartheid in South Africa, pushing for trade sanctions, and testifying before Senate on the 

violence of the regime. Based on his evidence, the State Department condemned apartheid and 

the South African government’s violence towards protestors, but as Gershenhorn notes, 
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Herskovits’ ‘policy recommendations on South Africa were not implemented.’670 While the 

U.S. openly denounced apartheid, it was struggling to defend its own policies of racial 

segregation at the turn of the decade, and did not want to delegitimise its own ideology which 

meant that non-white Americans were forced to attend separate schools. After the Civil 

Rights’ movement gained momentum during the Montgomery bus boycott in 1955, the U.S.’s 

position on race and equality in foreign affairs reflected the enforced silence over domestic 

racism. Herskovits had warned in his 1960 testimony before the Senate that African 

nationalism would eventually collide violently with any regime which enforced segregation or 

prioritised white settlers. He went on to rigorously oppose apartheid in The Human Factor in 

Changing Africa, a work which I will return to for Herskovits’ postcolonial proposals. 

However, in his 1962 testimony, Herskovits spoke more positively about the 

consequences of the democratization of Africa after its decolonisation, and the role America 

could play in aiding this process. Herskovits openly stated that Africa should remain neutral 

towards Russia and the concept of communism, and suggested that it was not to the benefit of 

postcolonial states to align themselves with a dictator.671 He compared Russian influence on 

the continent to that of the European empires, and revealed himself in favour of the American 

policy on democracy, rather than focusing on the economic benefits of federalism and 

communism as Rodney had done. His political discourses during the Cold War years were 

both sympathetic to American values, and anti-colonial, and unlike Rodney he did not engage 

in the belief that African states would be better off under the protection of the U.S.S.R. than 

European empires, nor did he hold up the U.S.S.R. as a model for what a Pan-African state 

could look like. Rather, he was committed to the idea that the U.S.S.R. legalized inequalities 

and suppressed protesters, yet hid behind the banner of ‘anti-imperialism’ when it came to its 

foreign policy. 

 

Postcolonial Wars and their Academic Commentators in the Postwar Period 

Much has been mentioned in this thesis about the academic responses to anti-colonial 

movements in Africa, the recourse to violence, the limitations of freedom and security and the 

prioritization of either in postcolonial African states. From Hannah Arendt’s critique of 

violence as a method for nation state-building, to Franz Fanon’s discourse of the necessity of 
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violence for personal and national decolonisation, to Walter Rodney’s call for the overthrow 

of economic systems of debt via revolution, the debate on decolonisation and its ‘hows and 

whens’ amongst academics has featured throughout my thesis. However, it is important to 

mention in closing this chapter that Herskovits had a unique perspective to all of these 

questions. As a Western, indeed American, intellectual, who was committed to the Civil 

Rights’ Movement in America, and in favour of decolonisation, his writings on the outcomes 

of such a process were unique. His field research in Africa taught him that the continent was 

unpredictable, and that war and peace could not be predicted based on economic change, or 

even attitudes towards old empires.  

Resistance to colonialism is a topic which appears as a cultural question in Herskovits’ 

early work, but this sharply changed in 1959 with the publication of Continuity and Change in 

African Cultures, which broached the issued posed by anti-colonial conflict on the continent, 

and its impact on how postcolonial states defined themselves, their statehood, and the 

limitations they placed on the freedom of their citizens.672 From a postcolonial perspective, 

Herskovits may have agreed with Karp and Masolo, who wrote that 

The obsessive focus on ethnicity in Africa and in accounts of African nations that are 

both in favor of its promotion or for its suppression- both dimensions of tribalism- 

undermines the legitimacy and authority of the state and places this legitimacy and 

authority in the fragmentary ethnic components of society. This focus creates the kind of 

state-society tensions in the form of tribalism and corruption.673 

However, Herskovits believed in the significance of micro-historical developments, especially 

the cultures which drove postcolonial politics, and may not have made such a sweeping 

statement. 

The reactions to postcolonial violence of Francophone intellectuals such as Sartre, and 

Négritude writer Patrick Chamoiseau, are widely analyzed in Lorna Milne’s volume of 

Postcolonial Violence, Culture and Identity in Francophone Africa and the Antilles.674 This 

work covers the depiction of postcolonial warfare in literature by intellectuals who had 

supported or been actively involved in decolonising African and Caribbean states. However, 

there is certainly a silence surrounding American and British intellectuals’ responses in the 
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historical literature. CLR James, Walter Rodney, and many others, wrote extensively on ‘neo-

colonialism’, but did not address the actual violence between warring factions in states such as 

the Congo, where tribes like the Tutsis, that Herskovits had once studied for their cultural 

diversity, were at war with their neighbours. The rush to fill the vacuum of power in spaces 

where violent decolonisation processes had taken place, such as Kenya, often led to the long-

term tyranny of a dictatorship. Although James had been vocal about his distaste for Stalinism 

in the 1930s, he remained silent on these issues, and the connections between dictatorships 

and the use of violence in building new states.  

Herskovits, however, on the question of decolonisation, took a very specific line when 

writing about violence and its impact. He wrote ‘in Kenya the Kikuyu were so eager to adopt 

European ways that, when frustrated in their desires, many resorted to the violence of Mau 

Mau.’675 Herskovits’ view of violence was one shaped by personal experience- a childhood in 

the American South, where peace was marked by the racial threat of lynching and violence, 

and extensive fieldwork during the Holocaust in Africa, where new, devastating modes of 

warfare were being tested. He was unwilling to address the issue of pre-colonial inter-tribal 

warfare, and the impact it may have had on decolonisation and the postcolonial state. Rather, 

‘European ways’ were blamed for the recourse to violence. In Rebel Destiny, Herskovits had 

also referenced the ‘the introduction of guns and gunpowder into Africa…which helped 

establish the great West African dynasties’ as part of the European exploration and conquering 

of the continent which predated the Scramble for Africa.676 Indeed, his approach to African 

inter-tribal warfare was complex, and often generated by his view of Europe as a concrete 

whole made up of roughly five great empires, whose governance in Africa was exploitative 

and destructive.  

 However, Herskovits also condemned the racism that underpinned the measures this 

colonial elite used to control a population they did not understand, and was convinced this 

was the main cause of postcolonial violence and power struggle. He stated that  

Deep-rooted convictions…on the ways of life and capabilities of “civilized” versus 

“savage” people provided ample ideological justification for any measures they might 

take to establish their controls. If the cultural shock to Africans resulted from an attack 

on the sanctions and values that had made for social stability and personal bewilderment 

that the presumably self-evident propositions of a superior civilisation were not always 
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self-evident to the recipients and potential beneficiaries of their application. A later 

parallel was the bewilderment of the technicians and other specialists who came to Africa 

from eastern Europe at the end of colonial times and, without any background of African 

experience, attempted to fit their Marxian model to the actualities of the newly 

independent African states.677 

However, his later comments on the experiences of the European colonial minority in West 

Africa during decolonisation show that his views of this period were marked by personal 

visits, and by relationships. He wrote that  

Though there was no permanent European settlement in the west, and there had been no 

mass importations of non-Africans as labourers there, both Europeans and the middle 

group, however small in proportion to the total population, had since the Second World 

War become increasingly more conscious that the control of affairs by the African 

majority was imminent. The total situation of the middle group thus proved to be no more 

assured than it was on the other side of the continent. Looked on with suspicion by the 

African majority, barely tolerated by the Europeans, they were in both regions deprived 

of certainty as to their future, except for the certainty that any future they might have in 

Africa would be at the pleasure of a racial majority with which they would not be 

permitted to identify themselves, and at whose suffrance they could continue only as a 

minority under scrutiny.678 

The fears and anxieties of settlers and white or other minorities in Africa on the eve of 

decolonisation is an interesting topic of discussion which is totally absent from other work 

and the concerns of Herskovits’ contemporaries, so we do not know how much it impacted 

on decolonisation and postcolonial inter-state relations and governance. However, 

Herskovits’ remarks here originate from a work produced during decolonisation, which I will 

now address.  

 

Reinventing Africa: How Academics Shaped the Image of a Postcolonial Continent 

In 1960, Herskovits returned to Africa to address the First International Conference of 

Africanists at Accra, Ghana, where he not only presented his views but also heard from other 

academics in Africa about the local experience of decolonisation and its accompanying 

anxieties. Based on this experience, he published The Human Factor in Changing Africa 

(New York: A.A. Knopf, Inc. 1962), which outlined his conclusions about decolonisation. It 
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is this work that I will turn to now as concluding evidence of Herskovits’ role in anti-colonial 

thought during the period 1928-1964. Within it in Herskovits laid out the need for peaceful 

cooperation between states to ensure the productive use of natural resources across the 

continent; it was a work that condensed many of his testimonies to the Senate throughout 

decolonisation, and publicized his personal positions on communism, self-government and 

economic renewal. One aspect of the imperial legacy in the aftermath of decolonisation was 

Europe’s dependency on some of these resources, and their intervention in African local and 

national affairs to ensure the continuation of their provision, something which Herskovits 

condemned in this work, echoing his Pan-Africanist colleagues.679 

 This work placed emphasis on the human or local level of agency in reconstructing 

the continent after decolonisation, and the need for a new economic awareness and 

education. It was a move forward from Africa in the Modern World, presented in 1952 with 

Eduardo Mondlane and Edwin Munger. This conversation marked a step away from 

anthropology and observations about cultural transfers, and placed more significance on the 

contributions that a self-governed Africa could make to the world. Yet, like his 

contemporaries, Herskovits also fell into the trap of speaking about Africa in the singular 

sense, while also denying the possibility of a single Pan-African state. In The Human Factor 

in Changing Africa, however, Herskovits generated an image of a new Africa, which would 

develop its service industries, its infrastructure, and focus more on economic cooperation 

than re-structuring borders and tightening state security within dictatorships.680 After 

observing how decolonised states had performed throughout the 1950s, Herskovits was able 

to redefine what he expected of the future of the continent as a whole. However problematic 

it may seem to address the continent as a unit, it was the defining approach of Pan-

Africanists and even Africanists as a unit, during that period. 

 Herskovits unavoidably addressed ‘the people and their past’ in his introduction, and 

concluded with ‘the search for values’, suggesting that colonialism had prevented Africans 

from achieving moral and cultural, not only economic and political, self-determination. This 

conclusion suggestion a conflict with his earlier work on West Africa, in which he suggested 

that African cultural mores had survived colonialism. In essence, Herskovits believed it was 

ideas and stereotypes, and a lack of mutual acceptance between former settlers and 

indigenous peoples, that was holding back South Africa, and indeed, countries like Zambia 
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and Zimbabwe, from moving forward with the reconstruction after decolonisation. 

Herskovits was vehemently opposed to the stereotypes underpinned colonial ideology that 

had been applied to ‘Africa and Africans’ and their consequences, and tried to move away 

from that term in this work, which suggests it was becoming a less useful concept at that 

time amongst Western intellectuals. His chapter on ‘the search for values’ contains a critique 

of Marxism within his theory of how it fed into colonial ideology as a ‘civilizing 

discourse.’681 This critique was founded upon his findings on culture as a ‘survivor’ of 

colonialism: 

The facts about African response to culture contact make it difficult to understand how 

the idea of the African as a passive recipient of European culture could have gained such 

wide currency. Yet, as we have seen, this point of view was held almost as an article of 

faith by perhaps a majority of non-Africans who lived and worked in Africa, and was the 

stated objective of early colonial policy. It provided the ideological base for the 

nineteenth-century concepts of the white man’s burden and the mission civilatrice. To an 

unrecognised extent, it was also implicit in the interpretation of the Marxist doctrine of 

social progress as relevant to the African scene. Since this doctrine predicates a series of 

predetermined evolutionary stages through which all societies must pass, the Africans, 

whose cultures are from the Marxist point of view on a ‘primitive’ or ‘feudal’ level, must 

move through this series of stages to reach the higher status of the industrialized 

communist states. To positions such as these, as to the one which seeks a return to pre-

European ways, cultural theory has long provided an essential corrective.682  

Herskovits believed that cultural analysis and understanding provided the alternative to 

Marxist and pro-European-cooperationist positions taken by the African intellectual elite, such 

as Léopold Senghor and Cheikh Anta Diop. While many did not believe the Soviet Union’s 

intentions were wholly devoid of self-interest, other scholars maintained that the idea of 

communism was still essential to a continent which was slowly industrialising, and new 

power structures emerging. As mentioned, Herskovits was deeply critical of Marxist 

intellectuals who also had a certain image of the third world, and its role in the ‘revolution.’ 

Herskovits referred to them as the academics ‘who came to Africa from eastern Europe at the 

end of colonial times and, without any background of African experience, attempted to fit 

their Marxian model to the actualities of the newly independent African states.’ 683 

 Herskovits was adamant that Marxism had nothing to offer the already destabilised 
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continent, and proposed an alternative framework for renewal in this work, one which began 

with democratic self-government based on the Franco-American structure, and continued 

with cultural and moral renewal at a local level, including the cultural integration of people 

of differing origins into their states of habitation. Integration did not mean assimilation, 

Herskovits notes, but rather a means to ensure inter-tribal warfare based on colonial-era 

competitions did not break out. Education was vital in bringing competing minorities 

together, as he outlined in chapter eight, noting that ‘the human factor’ in the title of this 

work connoted young Africans, not the Diasporic elite who had organised Pan-Africanist 

Congresses or the Francophone intellectuals who took over the running of West and North 

African governments, as in the case of Senegal. Herskovits favoured an approach which 

would educate young Africans to see the importance of their village, province, state, and 

continent, in world politics and economics. However European this may have appeared, his 

plans were never implemented. Postcolonial politics were power-based, and had less 

foresight than the historians who supported the building of these states. 

 Herskovits also favoured an integrated school system with a Pan-African education 

which gave an overview of the continent’s history and its role in the world, but also treated 

local diversity, including linguistic diversity, with sensitivity. The question of the Bantu 

language in South Africa was held to be the rationale for an apartheid school system. As 

Herskovits describes, 

The entire plan was marked by consistent adherence to the philosophy of apartheid. The 

exposure of Africans to another way of life than their own, it was held, had created 

problems of personal and social adjustment. Education cast in terms of their aboriginal 

cultures, and a return to tribal patterns, would solve these problems, so that in areas 

specially reserved for them they could develop along their own lines, under European 

supervision, until they reached some remote future point when they could function 

without direction from outside.684 

Here, apartheid’s supporters had used the ideas of Pan-Africanists and exploited them to 

argue that Africans would be better suited to recreating pre-colonial systems through 

education, which of course segregated and excluded them from reaching any position of 

governance, or teaching at a ‘white’ school. Herskovits portrays apartheid as a proposal that 

went wrong, a future of a functioning system imagined by individuals who could see 

segregation as the only possibility to protect their children from being ‘Africanized.’ This 
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again links into fears of a ‘de-civilising process’ among former white settlers in Africa after 

decolonisation.  

 The case of South African and the commentary surrounding it is very specific, 

particularly where Herskovits was concerned. Intellectuals were forced to meet the demands 

of the ideology they adhered to during the Cold War- freedom or dictatorships- and often the 

boundaries were blurred when it came to commenting on local warfare in Africa. However, 

Herskovits was determined that an alternative proposal for a future Africa, one that was not 

Pan-Africanist and did not encourage revolutionary ideals, but that upheld the idea of 

economic stability, should be written. Herskovits stated that ‘despite the importance of this 

movement as a catalyst of anti-colonial sentiment and as a prime move in the drive toward 

African self-government, it should be kept in mind that it was oriented toward British 

Africa.’685 He noted the limits of Pan-Africanism in addressing problems at ground level, as 

it was of course a Diasporic-oriented discourse, even when it directed itself against 

colonialism in Africa. When targeting the latter, the Pan-Africanists tended ‘to orient their 

arguments toward British colonial issues rather than toward those of the French, Belgian, or 

Portuguese possessions.’686 The limits of the Congresses and the movement itself, according 

to Herskovits, was that it was linguist-centric, and largely dominated by an intellectual elite 

which did not have first-hand experience or knowledge of indigenous cultures in Africa or 

the Caribbean.  

 However, Herskovits shared many of the sentiments of his Pan-Africanist colleagues, 

if not all of the motivations and objectives in his vision for a peaceful, postcolonial Africa. 

This fact can be seen when comparing The Human Factor in Changing Africa, published in 

1962, with works published by Cheikh Anta Diop and translated in the same period, 

particularly Les Fondements culturels, techniques et industriels d’un futur état fédéral 

d’Afrique noire (Paris, 1960).687 This comparison shows the similarity of concerns, but the 

contrast in terms of ‘cures’ which historians applied to their vision for a postcolonial future. 

Herskovits’ personal interest in Diop lay more in Diop’s work on meriotic languages, and the 

transfer of languages from the base of the Nile to West Africa and into the Americas, 

something he used to reconsider the transfer of peoples and cultures across precolonial 
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borders.688 Historiographically, he did not consider Diop’s radiocarbon approach to the 

ethnicity of Ancient Egyptians a priority, being more interested in the cultural practises and 

rituals which shaped the continent’s history, but recognised the colonial context from where 

the question of eugenics, ethnicity and empires had sprung up, and permeated all questions of 

Pan-Africanist anti-colonialism. Herskovits’ and Diop’s treatment of indigenous voices tries 

to overcome the orientalist and exoticist approaches of the past. Both intellectuals shared a 

dislike for Négritude’s caricaturising take on créole and Afro-Caribbean languages, and a 

tendency towards more serious application of the idea for the ‘unity’ of all African languages. 

This and other inclinations showed that while Herskovits did not identify with a political 

Pan-African group, he was aware of how Pan-Africanist theories could change how Africa-

past was understood, and Africa-future envisioned.  

 It is unclear, yet possible, that Herskovits had read Diop’s work on the possibility of a 

‘federalised state in Black Africa’, which was published two years before his own work on 

The Human Factor in Changing Africa, but it is certain that he read Diop’s series of articles 

written for Présence Africaine between 1946 and 1960, to which he had a subscription.689 

These articles dealt with many of the questions in Diop’s Black Africa, which defended the 

idea of an African federation with an integrated economy, similar to the European Economic 

Community. Herskovits doubted the possibility for an economic community on this level on 

a continent as diverse and large as Africa, and certainly not a single state. In his introduction 

to Economic Transition in Africa, he laid out his concerns with the effect of Marxism on 

analyses of the postcolonial economic situation in Africa, which reflected deep 

misunderstandings about the cultural complexity of precolonial kingdoms and empires on the 

continent, and their economic systems. He stated 

In West Africa, it is held that money incentives reinforced by tax liabilities have been 

effective in encouraging agricultural production for export. Are we dealing with 

phenomena here that can be explained exclusively in terms of macroscopic economic 

forces? To what extent has the mode of adjustment of the individual African to a money 

economy, or to a new kind of medium of exchange, affected the broader social 

adjustments? The ‘why’ questions continue to nag at us.690 
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690 Melville J. Herskovits and Mitchell Harwitz, eds., Economic Transition in Africa (London, 1964), p. 13. 
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As before, Herskovits rested uneasily with the explanations for economic stagnancy and 

inequality in urban areas that depended on the idea that colonialism and decolonisation were 

responsible for reshaping and crippling the continent’s ‘natural’ economic systems.  

 Herskovits wished to explore the idea that precolonial Africa was not so different 

from the Europe that had conquered it, nor did he wish to project the image of a ‘Afrotopia’ 

as longed for by Diop and other historians of precolonial kingdoms. Herskovits understood 

that these kingdoms, their alliances, economic systems of the division of labour, slavery and 

land, were comparable to other developing parts of the world, indeed in Europe, and had 

given rise to their own patterns of inequality and stagnation. He questioned ‘how applicable 

the concepts and methods employed by economists in the study of Euroamerican economics 

might be when considered in the light of cross-cultural analysis.’691 As always, he was 

seeking to complicate simplistic or external examinations of African postcolonial crises, 

particularly where policy was underpinned by historically inaccurate views. 

 

Conclusion: The Anthropological Approach as an Alternative to Anti-Colonial Histories 

As I have previously mentioned, I have treated Herskovits in this chapter, as an intersection 

between ‘old and new’ generations of historians of Africa and African-Americans, from the 

Boasian school to the Diopian Afrocentrist school of thought. I have tried to compare his 

ideas and political outlooks to the other anti-colonial thinkers studied in this thesis. In many 

ways, this chapter is both a study of Herskovits, and a way of engaging with all of these 

writers and the different aspects of their concerns at once, concluding with the decolonisation 

of Africa as a continent and a historical concept. 

 As an eyewitness of colonialism but an outsider to the system, Herskovits’ place in 

this thesis is distinct compared to the others. He did not have the dual concerns of racism and 

sexism as experienced by Césaire and Nardal, nor did he face returning to his postcolonial 

state and playing a role in its politics of education system, like James and Diop. In many 

ways, he lies at an intersection between these colonial-era concerns, and postcolonial 

challenges of governance. Politically, he saw himself outside these debates, and able to 

represent them on a higher level to the American Senate, and the Committee for Foreign 

Affairs. However, Historiographically, he existed on the same level as his fellow anti-

colonial historians, and had a similar urge to use his publications to put forward the case for 

self-determination. Through the medium of historical analysis, Herskovits pushed the idea 
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that every tribe had a history and a means of memory which was not necessarily synonymous 

with the European understanding of either quality. But the quality of having a history was 

very much something circulated in Pan-Africanist discourses, in which self-determination 

was based on a common identity, and therefore, common origins. Ahistorical Africa, was not, 

Herskovits admonished, a reasonable idea in light of objective and detached analysis about 

the passing-down of rituals, laws, and belief systems in precolonial societies. 

 This straightforward concept was one shared by Cheikh Anta Diop, and his 

predecessors, including British authors Edward Blyden, and C.L.R. James.692 However, Diop 

and Herskovits took their analyses further by focusing on gender as a primary tool for 

investigating precolonial societies. The similarities resonate particularly in Diop’s Cultural 

Unity of Black Africa, which applauded matriarchy as a symbol of precolonial power 

structures, and in Herskovits’ The Economic Life of Primitive Peoples, which portrayed the 

various roles of women in societies from the court to the slave quarters.693 People as 

property, and gender’s function in supporting this system, is notably absent from Diop’s 

work, as he wished to present a utopian image of Africa-past in order to drive home his anti-

colonial thesis. Nardal and Césaire did not share his approach, and voiced many concerns 

about the historicity of idealising precolonial Africa without proper investigation, although 

they both showed a desire for more information on the subject of ‘cultural transfers’ from 

Africa to Caribbean. This is, indeed, where Herskovits’ work came in; Life in a Haitian 

Valley portrayed the rituals which Herskovits interpreted as Africanisms with a colourful 

approach to oral fieldwork, backed with a serious question of cultural retention in the 

African, indeed all, diasporas. It is difficult to illuminate where James and Herskovits 

intersected Historiographically, because, although James was aware of Herskovits’ work, he 

did not respond to many historians whose work did not fit with his social analysis and 

Marxist belief system. As Herskovits publicly dismissed Marxist historiography as 

‘implicitly’ applying the same civilising mission ideology to the continent as imperialists had 

done, he lost favour with those who remained on the far left well into the postcolonial 

period.694 

 But how do all of these historiographical factors come together to demonstrate the 
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decolonisation of history as a present process occurring in Herskovits’ work, and indeed his 

political life? How do they demonstrate indeed, that Herskovits as an individual was a 

historical actor in this process, and that he interacted with his academic peers and subjects of 

study in a way which ‘decolonised’ previous approaches to the history of empires, their 

colonies, their economics, and in some cases, their slaves?  

 I hope that I have answered my historical question (how did Herskovits’ treatment of 

cultural practises as a form of memory provide a foundation for rejecting the idea that 

colonised and indigenous peoples were without a history?) using the sources available to me, 

alongside a comparative analysis with the other authors I have studied. Herskovits not only 

confronted imperial imagery which was based on the historical misrepresentation of an 

uncivilised, ahistorical, and primitive continent, he provided narratives and theories of his 

own to demonstrate that Africa’s history was rich with nuance, meaning, and cultural 

exchange. Where the imperialist historian’s interpretation would pinpoint polygamy, for 

example, as a major form of exploitation and injustice rampant among uncivilised societies, 

Herskovits suggested that polygamy was an economic practise synonymous with wealth and 

power, and practised only by the very elite sector of a population or tribe. Where imperialist 

historians saw only the disorganisation of cultural practises and behaviour among 

descendants of African slaves in the Americas, Herskovits argued for the miraculous 

‘retention’ and handing-down of traditions from generation to generation. He traced what he 

believed were Africanisms across Trinidad, Surinam, and Haiti, eventually taking his 

argument further to Dahomey and West Africa, where most West Indians originated. 

Herskovits fully rejected any idea of the ‘primitivism’ of Africanisms as popularized by the 

Harlem Renaissance, instead adopting Suzanne Césaire and Cheikh Anta Diop’s approach by 

acknowledging the complexity of precolonial traditions and the different forms they took in 

the New World. 

 Herskovits believed that modern American racism was founded on the misconception 

that descendants of slaves in the Americas had no heritage or identity, and that colonialists 

were spurred by the idea that colonised Africans lacked a written history and were therefore 

unable to transmit heritage through their generations. The essence of being ‘ahistorical’ or 

without a history was a common accusation by French and British imperialist historians. By 

allowing the individuals with whom he interacted to narrate their own histories, Herskovits 

tried to show that cultural memory existed in Africa and the diaspora, and that Africans did 
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not rely on European to tell their history. He identified a precolonial ‘African heritage’ by 

focusing on the transmission of beliefs and morality through religion, laws and power 

structures, including the ownership of individuals and property, and the transfer of these 

practises from one area to another. Herskovits’ contribution to the decolonisation of historical 

thinking around colonies, empires, and their diasporas, was that cultural memory was indeed 

evidence of consciously ‘having a past’. This idea defied imperialist narratives about 

‘primitive natives’ who were led by emotional instinct rather than knowledge or 

consciousness of the past, and ways of their forefathers, and established a new metanarrative 

for dealing with exiled communities and indigenous peoples who had been excluded from 

institutional ‘History’. 

 Herskovits’ role in the Committee on Foreign Relations and the political playing field 

which surrounded American academics during the Cold War was a fact which mirrored his 

observations in the colonies, and demonstrated his commitment to self-determination. He 

compared the restoration process of Africa after decolonisation as similar to the rebuilding of 

Eastern Europe after the Holocaust, and expressed his concerns about the rise in 

totalitarianism. It is difficult to say whether he would have entered the realm of politics had 

he not had such determination to change the colonial impasse, which was a direct 

consequence of his field work, and his consequent realisation that indigenous peoples were 

not just objects of study, they were individuals trapped in a structure which placed legal 

limitations on their existence. His first-hand accounts of the exploitation and devastation that 

colonial restructuring was causing to the traditional tribal borders, the tribes themselves, and 

their cultural heritage, led him to not only to criticise imperialism as a fraudulent system, but 

to offer solutions to postcolonial states through The Human Factor in Changing Africa. His 

field work gave him an insight into the historical misrepresentation which underpinned 

colonialism and racism in the colonies and at home. In his own words:  

My researches in Africa have led me to enter into special relations with Africans and 

these relations have allowed me to get to know the background of the colonial situation. 

They have also given me an insight into the frustrations and resentment felt by all 

peoples when a system of government deprives them of the liberty of action for which 

their culture has shaped them.695 

In conclusion, it is important to consider how witnessing ‘frustrations and resentment’ while 
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on field research led this historian to adopt an anti-colonial approach to historical writing and 

interpretation; simultaneously rejecting imperialist misconceptions about the continent, and 

actively handing over the narrative to Africans by means of oral history, in which they 

explained their own heritage and traditions. 
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The Decolonisation of History: A Conclusion 

 

Aimé Césaire, renowned founder of the Négritude movement, was prophetic when he wrote 

that  

The desire to establish an identity begins with a concrete consciousness of what we 

are, that we are Black, and have a history, and that there have been beautiful and 

important Black civilisations.696 

Césaire pinpointed a trend in anti-colonial thought which was self-examining and deeply 

historically conscious. However, as I have shown, historical consciousness was not merely a 

passing phenomenon in Diasporic literature, but a viable tool in a political community. This 

political community encompassed intellectuals from across the colonial and imperial 

metropoles who identified with C.L.R. James’s ‘inevitable revolution’, who shared Césaire 

and Nardal’s fears of a ‘backwards return’, and who dreamed of Cheikh Anta Diop’s African 

‘history without complacency’ and idealism about the ‘African origins’ of civilisation. They 

shared James’s concerns about reparations for the economic legacy of colonialism and slavery, 

and Melville Herskovits’ argument about the indispensable role African culture played in 

shaping the New World. However, as a political community, they were divided on some 

issues, and the Cold War famously divided former anti-colonial allies. While some academics 

clung to the past or remained caught in the political dislocation created by the transition from 

colonialism to democratic freedom, others who entered politics wished to move forward and 

build economic and political alliances with their former empires. 

 At this point I would also like to highlight the importance of race, ethnicity and origins 

to the anti-colonial histories I have analysed throughout this study, and how racism impacted 

on their lives. Race was not always a topic of interest among all the intellectuals featured, but 

its presence can be detected everywhere in the search for origins and self-definition. I would 

like to reiterate that the racism experienced by the young C.L.R James in London and his 

difficult relationship with the Communist Party (an experience shared by Aimé Césaire) 

shows how race divided radical movements across empires, usually because of the ill-

informed views of the Party (in France and Britain) regarding how racism actually functioned 

as part of the colonial system. I would also like to note how, as a young Senegalese student, 

Diop defended his controversial thesis on the ethnicity of Ancient Egyptians to a roomful of 

conservative professors at the Sorbonne, whose outraged responses decried both his thesis, 
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and the right of an African colonial migrant to challenge their well-established historical 

narratives.  

 Besides racism, a lack of access to material things, income, and an uncertain 

postcolonial future did deeply affect these intellectuals. The Césaires and James identified 

with their respective Communist Parties at the beginning of their careers, and gained writing 

commissions and teaching posts as a result of these connections. Herskovits, however, relied 

very much on academic and state institutions to fund his research missions, often failing 

during the Cold War to secure approval of his grants, if the nation he wished to visit, or 

research, was deemed a threat by McCarthyites in funding institutions. These intellectuals 

struggled to economically sustain themselves, and to fund their research, and that this affected 

not only their work, but how they viewed their role in society as historians. However, the 

sources which record the intersection between race and class were some of the most profound 

and insightful I found, which highlight the role of slavery and colonialism in creating a 

racialised class. One source, discovered towards the end of my archival research, illustrates 

the profound role race played in shaping these actors lives, particularly in the islands of the 

Caribbean where they spent their formative childhood years: 

Descendants of mixed blood697 able to prove at least one hundred years and a day of 

freedom, whose great-grandfather, a legitimate son of a black father and mother or of 

coloured people freeborn or affranchi, has taken for legitimate wife a woman who was at 

minimum a free mulatto, and whose grandfather has wed in freedom a mistive, and 

whose father has wed a quadroon, will be- because of the excellence of the blood- said to 

be themselves white.698 

Slavery, and the systematic evaluation of human beings by race, while not the direct subject of 

this thesis, impacted the Caribbean and Americas to such an extent, that it is inescapably 

present in the historical works of Diop, Herskovits and James, who address it according to the 

methodologies of a historian, anthropologist and Marxist thinker. 

As for Nardal and Césaire, for whom Martinicans were ‘only yesterday slaves’, their 

preoccupation with self-autonomy in a postcolonial world can be interpreted as a challenge to 

the epigenetic experience of the trauma of slavery.699 Yet as Suzanne Césaire suggested, the 

decolonisation of history from the Caribbean to Africa, and beyond, could be defined as:  
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The mobilization of every living strength brought together upon this earth where race is 

the result of the most unremitting intermixing; it is about becoming conscious of the 

incredible story of varied energies until now locked up within us.700 

Césaire was able to grasp the collective memory of slavery, and turn it into story of survival to 

mobilize readers into thinking anti-colonially. However, a later generation of Francophone 

writers who inherited the legacy of Négritude in departmentalised Martinique, specifically 

Glissant, Soyinka, and Chamoiseau, had a more nationalised view of how slavery should be 

remembered, perhaps affected by the limits of postcolonialism in the French Caribbean. Their 

Déclaration sur la Traite négrière et l'esclavage declared 

We recall, that in the endless series of invasions, massacres, genocides that have marked 

the history of humanity, one of the most significant episodes, marked by the magnitude 

and amount of suffering, was that of the Slave Trade and Slave Trade in the Americas and 

the Indian Ocean, which affected tens of millions of people.701 

The denial of autonomous postcolonial memory, and the inability to construct a postcolonial 

future, in both the French and British Caribbean colonies, has led to a focus on memorialising 

slavery, reparations, and demands that slavery be remembered in public commemorations. The 

idea that the conflicted, and not-quite-postcolonial, Caribbean islands, must still rely on 

imperial accounts of history in their public education systems, is one of less positive 

conclusions of this thesis.   

In this thesis, I have retold this story through the biographies of historians and non-

historians, to demonstrate how they decolonised the historical narrative regarding empires, 

slavery, and colonialism. I addressed the anti-colonial concept, mentioned in my introduction, 

that two versions of the past exist: a truth and a lie, a colonial model and a remembered past, 

an African reality and a European fabrication. Measuring the historiographical impact of this 

concept has also been at the forefront of this study, a process which I have termed the 

decolonisation of history, in order to underline its significance in the twentieth-century history 

of ideas. Throughout their works, those who engaged with anti-colonial historical thinking 

played with the concept of the objectivity and authenticity of history-telling, and adapted it to 

their particular concerns or projects. Nardal and Césaire toyed with the idea that the ‘truth’ lay 

                                                 
700 Césaire, ‘The Malaise of a Civilisation’., p. 2. 
701 ‘Nous rappelons que dans l'interminable suite des invasions, des massacres, des génocides qui ont marqué 

l'histoire de l'Humanité, l'un des épisodes les plus considérables par l'ampleur et la quantité de malheurs qu'il a 

enfanté fût celui de la Traite négrière et du système servile dans les Amériques et dans l'océan indien, qui 

portèrent sur des dizaines de millions de personnes.’ Edouard Glissant, Wole Soyinka, and Patrick Chamoiseau, 

Déclaration sur la Traite négrière et l'esclavage. Speech made at the end of international symposium ‘Poetics of 

Édouard Glissant’, March 11, 1998 at the University of Sorbonne. 



314 

 

somewhere between the imperial scholarship and the anti-colonial lens, questioning the 

validity of a history disconnected with politics, without an objective. Cheikh Anta Diop, too, 

presented his claims as an alternative to nineteenth-century imperial scholarship and remains 

popular with present-day African university reading lists. However, it is important to identify 

the outcome or the impact of this phenomenon, specifically the cooperation between a group 

of historians and their anti-colonial network. Was the decolonisation of history, as retold in my 

thesis, bound to the political decolonisation of colonial Africa and the Caribbean? Did they in 

effect bring about the realisation of one another, and does historical writing reflect more of the 

world academics occupy and work in, than the previous worlds it attempts to depict? 

This is not a question easily answered, but it is vital to my conclusion. When Cheikh 

Anta Diop stated at a conference in Paris in 1956 that ‘in re-discovering our past…we have 

contrived to re-create that historical consciousness without which there can be no great 

nation,’ he was referring to the motivation behind the exercise of anti-colonial history.702 The 

objective was, indeed, to convince, persuade and uphold the project of the creation of 

postcolonial states, national or otherwise. Statehood and independence are an obvious 

conclusion, yet there are other aspects to consider here. It does not follow that decolonisation 

occurred solely at the behest of anti-colonial pressure driven by intellectual elites during the 

period 1930 to 1950. Rather wars for liberation, the Cold War, economic interests and 

migration to the imperial metropole also drove decolonisation, or, as C.L.R. James would 

argue, replaced colonialism with a more modern, more efficient and less easily-defined 

economic paternalism. Where once anti-colonialists could define an empire as having 

geographical boundaries, a metropole, and a head of state, even James struggled to define neo-

imperialism as a historical event or process. The rediscovery of the past which Diop advocated 

was therefore less useful and less popular in the postcolonial period, when socialism took over 

the approach to ‘the African question.’ 

Throughout my thesis, I have tried to go beyond the simple inquiry of looking at the 

‘usage’ of historical thinking in anti-colonial discourses. I have traced this intellectual 

phenomenon back to where it began- the academic discipline of History. While early anti-

colonialists found themselves immersed in imagery of ancient African Empires and research 

on questions of origin, ethnicity and race in the 1920s, politically-minded activists like James 

                                                 
702 Cheikh Anta Diop, ‘Apports et perspectives culturels de l'Afrique noire’, Premier Congrès des Écrivains et 

Artistes Noirs, Paris, 19-22 septembre 1956, Présence Africaine (Cultural Journal of the Negro World), n° 

spécial VIII -X, juin-novembre 1956, compte rendu complet du Congrès, p. 350. 
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and Diop stamped their own agendas on their historical literature, whether African socialism 

or self-determination, and of course, their vision for a postcolonial Africa. The first point of 

note is that they targeted the racial theories which had upheld colonialist historical myths 

which rationalised the imperial ‘underdevelopment of Africa’, as Walter Rodney called it, and 

successfully made a case of decolonisation in Africa with historical arguments. The second, 

and perhaps more interesting point of note, is that they decolonised the entire way of looking 

at ‘Africa’ as a historical product, a European concept, and during the period 1950-1970, 

integrated many of their ideas into historical studies and the field of postcolonial studies. This 

second period, which I have termed the decolonisation of history, was carried forward by 

historians who adapted themselves to the ideas presented to them by non-academic activists, 

or more often than not, by historians like Melville Herskovits, who conducted the primary 

field research which allowed him an objective insight into historical change in Africa before 

colonisation and, most importantly, despite colonisation. The second period includes most of 

the historians I have chosen to focus on in my study- those who experienced colonialism both 

as a barrier to education, but also as a challenge for their generation to overcome, if they were 

to represent the Africa that they knew historically, and to historically explain the challenges it 

would face when finally freed from the bonds of distant empires.  

Not all of these historians experienced the lack of constraint economically and 

geographically that Herskovits had when it came to sponsorship for fieldwork. It is incredibly 

important to note that economics limited the production of ideas as much as a lack of primary 

source material. Therefore, I have organised my thesis to trace the impact of grassroots anti-

colonial thought within imperial metropoles- including historians like Diop who originally 

relied on minor publications in Paris to make their work accessible to students in their 

networks- and then to consequently historicise the effects of decolonisation on historians, their 

fieldwork, monographs and engagement with political institutions on the continent. 

Answering my historical question in this way has highlighted that the decolonisation of 

history was pushed forward, in some cases less subtly than others, by individuals whom 

decolonisation impacted in personal ways- redefining their status as citizens and role as 

historians, such as Cheikh Anta Diop. 

Melville Herskovits’ role in bringing together the separate worlds of institutional 

academia and the anticolonial literary networks, was remarkable, and a significant chapter on 

which to conclude my thesis. Herskovits’ successfully delivered to both audiences his 

appraisal of the politics surrounding historical assumptions about Africa and descendants 
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about Africa. His career highlights how the recourse to historical writing among anti-

colonialists across Europe, America and Africa, led to the eventual introduction of their ideas, 

approaches and fieldwork to the disciplines of history and anthropology. While Nardal and 

Césaire attempted to capture this concept of an Africa which existed outside of the realms of 

the European imperialist studies, they did not have the funds to travel and research 

monographs so widely as their male counterparts, and were limited to writing for minor 

journals. Herskovits, however, was a scholar who traversed the boundaries of race and 

religion across Africa and the Caribbean during the Second World War and the 1950s, in order 

to ‘decolonise’ how Africa was historically understood. It is through his eyes that we finally 

see how the completion of the decolonisation of history coincided with decolonisation 

globally. 

In conclusion, I would like to point to some of my findings, and resolve whether my 

historical question was answered. In my introduction, I asked ‘why did anti-colonial activists 

seeking to find a way out of the traumatic present choose the past as a vehicle for persuasion 

rather than the future?’ Based on the findings of my research on Cheikh Anta Diop, C.L.R. 

James, Suzanne Césaire, Paulette Nardal, and Melville Herskovits, the answer seems patently 

obvious. These thinkers recognised false historical narratives as the driving force of 

intellectual imperialism, namely the denial of a past to the colonised. Their intention was to 

reverse or dismiss the imperial model of the past, yet they often undeniably confronted the 

colonial present and its censorship laws by employing the precolonial past as a model for 

‘civilisation’. The banning of Pan-Africanist literature in Vichy France and the colonies during 

the Second World War is evidence that their ideas were being received, and acted upon, and 

viewed therefore as a threat to the imperial nation state by the colonial authorities.  

When Suzanne Césaire wrote that colonialism ‘must morally, historically and 

inevitably disappear’, just as C.L.R. James had written of Haitian slavery, she sparked outrage 

among scholars who upheld the idea of colonialism as a historically necessary process, and 

even a charitable or religious venture. It was this idea of inevitability, sown into the anti-

colonial historical thinking, which led to added interest among the general public, and was in 

time applied to the inevitable anti-colonial revolution. Herskovits’ work was picked up in 

Ghana, while James was read as far afield as Cuba and the USSR. Nardal and Césaire 

maintained an audience across Frances and its colonies in the Caribbean and Africa. These 

intellectuals, in trying to ‘find a way out of the traumatic present’, decolonised the historical 

narrative that had been employed to support their colonisation. Their intentionality in 
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decolonising the historical image of a people and a continent, has been analysed in their 

writings and campaigns throughout my study. 

I have concluded, through the biographical focus of my research, that in the period 

1930-1970s, historians collaborated with anthropologists, poets, political activists and 

economists to decolonise the intellectual world of ideas and free it from the burden of anti-

scientific assumptions about race and Africa which had developed into an imperial ideology 

during the Scramble for Africa. Just as empires adopted the ideas of missionaries and 

Darwinist observers from the field of African Studies in the mid-1800s to uphold their 

political schemes, the decolonizers of the twentieth-century clung to the works of Frantz 

Fanon, W.E.B. Du Bois, Diop, James and Herskovits to support their revolution against the 

‘civilising mission.’ The sources which I have used, however, also point to a different story, 

which shows how thin the line between the ‘decolonizer’ or political activist, and historian, 

actually became during the ‘decolonisation of history.’  As Michel de Certau suggested, the 

historian cannot claim to represent a social science detached from its political contexts. The 

sources which I discovered while researching this question suggest that these writers were 

responding to political events- war, colonial territorialism, racism, economic instability- and 

personal events- divorce, imprisonment, racism, and even permanent injury during war in the 

case of Paulette Nardal. My study of Nardal and Césaire particularly outlines the 

personalisation of political and historical questions among anti-colonialists, and the social 

anxieties which found their way into even the most minor writings such as guidebooks or 

postcards. 

I would like to conclude by re-emphasizing that this was not a case of passive 

collective memory, whether of slavery, or the colonial dismantling of African civilisations. 

These intellectuals consciously chose history as a vehicle for political mobilization against 

colonialism, precisely because it was used so successfully by imperial historians in the 

nineteenth century to depict barbarism, otherness and lack of development. The adaptation of 

historical thinking into anti-colonial discourses, by the intellectuals I have presented in this 

thesis, ironically changed the metanarratives and methodology which we now apply to 

colonial history and African Studies. To conclude, I hope that I have successfully 

demonstrated, through the agency of these five anti-colonial intellectuals, the phenomenon of 

the decolonization of history as a twentieth-century process which took place during the 

physical and intellectual battle for self-determination. 
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