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Reflections on Linguistic and Literary 
Colonization and Decolonization in Africa 

Eric Se llin 
Temple University 

A colleague, lecturing to my seminar on major avant-garde 
movements, declared that "the most important concept, one that 
characterizes modern art movements, is break-up and reconstruc- 
tion." To be sure, the idea of fragmenting and re-ordering is seminal to 
major trends in modern art and culture. Long ago, in his important 
definition of imagination in Chapter XIII of Biographia Literaria, 
Coleridge laid down the terms for the new vision: "[The secondary, or 
creative imagination] dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to 
recreate; or where this process is rendered impossible, yet still at all 
events it struggles to idealize and to unify." 

Certain periods in the 19th and 20th centuries have placed at a 
premium such notions as "art for art's sake" or such buzzwords as 
"engagement" (reflecting a current ethic like the existentialism of the 
1950s) or "decolonization" (suggesting a vast social and political 
dynamics). However, the idea of separation, rebellion, confronta- 
tion, followed by a new re-ordering, a new "becoming," lies behind all 
these words and concepts. 

Colonization and decolonization constitute-on the social and 
political level-a showcase of sorts of my colleague's proposed flu 
conducteur of "break-up and reconstruction." Within the period 
during which much of recent world history has been shaped by the 
forces of colonization and decolonization, namely since the mid- 
nineteenth century, the evolution of break-up and reconstruction has 
displayed its most intense activity during the years since World War 
II. One of the indicators of the cultural winds of change has been the 
literature written in French, English, and Portuguese. I propose, in 
this essay, to examine a few of the more important characteristics of 
the literature in European languages-and, in particular, the 
francophone literature in Africa. 
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The literature and other intellectual and cultural activities in 
Africa reflect several prime traits: the overall psychology attendant 
upon establishment of a colonial relationship between colonizer and 
colonized; differences from one area to the next according to racial 
and administrative policies imposed by the metropolitan (or 
European homeland's) regimes; the perhaps poisoned gift of having 
been given one language by birthright and another by political and 
pedagogical design in which one finds oneself constrained to express 
feelings that might more naturally find expression in the first lan- 
guage. Let us consider these factors seriatim. And lest one feel that 
discussing European-language literature in Africa is arbitrary, let us 
remember that in the period since the Industrial Revolution and, espe- 
cially, in the first half of the twentieth century, when colonialism was 
in high gear, we have had a eurocentric view of history, a period domi- 
nated by what some critics (for example, Hans Freyer, in Albertini 4) 
have called "European World History." Indeed, as Rudolf von 
Albertini has averred, "[o]ne can say that the historical function of 
colonialism was to integrate Asian and African peoples into the world 
economic system controlled by Europe." Albertini goes on to point 
out that, even after decolonization, due to the nature of this colonial 
integration which has remained vigorous, "the former colonies are 
still peripheral areas within that system, even though they have 
achieved the status of independent states" (xxiv). The condition was 
inevitable, for the colonial forces against which independence move- 
ments fought were not just military, but also social, psychological and 
linguistic-that is, forces that do not quit the territory with the 
departing colonial armies. 

But let us turn to our three main colonial givens mentioned ear- 
lier, namely the colonizer-colonized relationship, differences in 
colonial input, and the element of having been formed intellectually in 
a language other than one's maternal language spoken in the home 
during childhood. 

Colonizer-Colonized 

There have been a good many essays and books written on the 
psychology of the relationship between the colonizer and the 
colonized, the most frequently cited books being those by Frantz 
F anon, Albert Memmi, and 0. Mannoni.' As with any studies reflect- 
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ing a new cultural paradigm, these look for antecedents, finding them 
in such disparate examples as the relationship between Prospero and 
Caliban in Shakespeare's The Tempest and Nietzsche's reflections on 
the Master-Slave relationship. Any detailed analysis of 
dependency-Albert Memmi's latest preoccupation-tends to lean 
toward caricature, for dependency-which may, as Memmi main- 
tains, be a natural and necessary part of the individual psyche and, 
therefore, of the human condition-brings out the foibles in the indi- 
vidual and in society. We are inclined to describe dependency nega- 
tively in terms reminiscent of Strindberg's emasculated, mummified 
men in The Ghost Sonata or two of Samuel Beckett's characters in 
Waiting for Godot, Pozzo leading Lucky around by a rope tied around 
the latter's neck. 

All the major psychological explorations of this colonizer- 
colonized relationship trace the same evolution from exploitation of 
the supine continent to inculcation in the colonized-incidentally, as 
well as by design-of a sense of inferiority and self-hatred and to the 
angry rejection of that self-hatred, a rejection that finds expression in 
revolt. 

Let me indulge in an anecdotal illustration of the fundamental 
nature of the egocentric and eurocentric quality of the we-they rela- 
tionship consequent to the "fatal impact," to use Morehead's term, 
between European culture and other cultures. 

Reading an entertaining account of circumnavigations of the 
globe in small sailboats, I came across the following passage: 

The voyagers sailed in search of adventure, and they came back 
from their voyages with memories. There was the thrill of 
sighting the tops of a palm cluster between the troughs of blue 
Pacific waves. There was the week-long fight for life against the 
West Indies hurricane. There was the bartering with tattooed 
savages who could communicate only by signs and gestures. 
(Klein 110) 

Another reader might not have been attuned to the irony in this 
last sentence, but I had long been a student of the dynamics of 
colonialism and the sentence stopped me short. 

We need not even consider here the paternalistic vocabulary 
("savages") or the exoticism inherent in the fear of the unknown 
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("tattooed"), for what is the most revealing is the arrogance-all the 
more arrogant for the fact that there is surely no intent on the nar- 
rator's part to be arrogant-in the phrase "savages who could com- 
municate only by signs and gestures." What lesson can be learned 
from this phrase? Did the narrator expect the tattooed people to have 
learned English for the convenience of the occasional sailor? The rela- 
tionship could equally well be expressed-I dare say better-by 
reversing the terms: "savages with whom we could communicate only 
by signs and gestures." I say "better," for the narrator is, in this 
instance, the intruder. It is much the same as the egocentric urge that 
makes us say "I've enjoyed talking to you" rather than "I've enjoyed 
listening to you," escalated to an intercultural scale. 

It is this phenomenon that Sartre pinpointed when he declared in 
his epoch-making 1948 essay "Black Orpheus" that "the white man 
created the black man." He did not mean, as a superficial reading 
might suggest, that the white man came along and trained the black 
man and made him into something. He rather meant that the black 
man was not a black man, but simply man-we might say Everyman 
in his given universe-until the white man arrived and cast him into a 
role in the we-they drama, or made him aware of an impelling force 
frequently called "the Other." 

Differences in Colonial Inputs 

Africa is not-as anyone who has traveled about on that conti- 
nent knows-a monolithic culture. There are great ethnic differences 
from area to area and even from village to village. In Senegal, for 
example, the Wolof, the Toucouleur, the Mandinke, the Peul, the 
Serer, and the Diola have different temperaments or ethnic traits, if 
one generalizes their behavior. 

In addition to these differences, the administrative policies of the 
British, the Portuguese, and the French were quite different, and these 
overlays interacted with the natural temperaments of the population. 
The British tended to practice what they called "indirect rule," 
leaving intact the local systems of authority and governing through 
them, or conveniently appointed simulacra thereof (picking headmen 
to convey policy of whom the local population, however, did not 
approve, continuing instead to go to the "real" headman). The French 
practiced the policy of" assimilation," endorsing a colonial infrastruc- 
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ture which would train the Africans to become French-style jurists, 
teachers, and so forth. The Portuguese practiced a policy of inter- 
marriage as a means of minimizing the potentially volatile situation 
inherent in the colonizer-colonized relationship. None of these 
systems would stem for long the tide of the liberation movements. 

The Dynamics of Hybrid Lingua-ontology 

Just as humanity is, in a sense, one ongoing uninterrupted 
being-if we consider that were the umbilicus somehow to be left 
uncut, there would be one continuous physical being, at least on the 
female side-so language is the uninterrupted externalization of the 
human psyche, handed down from generation to generation, evolving 
much as people evolved-at least if there is no outside interference. 
Language, including body language and sound, is the only expression 
entailing solely one's own body. By this, I mean that other vehicles of 
artistic expression, such as painting and sculpture, and the playing of 
musical instruments, are inconceivable without some external accom- 
plice in the form of canvas, clay, flute, and the like whereas language 
need only use the body's innate capacities-tongue, mouth, vocal 
chords, lungs, diaphragm, etc.-for expression. To be sure, language 
has its external accomplices, too, but at the other end of the process- 
at the beginning-when language is learned. Thus language, and 
literature, which is built on language, are the enshrinement, so to 
speak, of one's cultural and personal intellectual patrimony. 

It is not then strange that language should have a privileged place 
in any given culture. It is, in a general sense, the very culture itself. 
That language should be the cause for strong feelings, political 
schisms, and violence, is not at all amazing. We all know of the 
violence that has occurred in Belgium over the question of the priority 
of the Flemish and Walloon languages: The Biennalespoetiques were 
moved from Knokke-le-Zoute to Liege a few years ago, this change 
resulting, according to one reporter, "from that unfortunate 'rift of 
tongues' which has increasingly divided Belgium in the course of these 
past years" (Brown 166). This violence inherent in "tongue-rifts" is 
seminal to the colonial system as well as to its destruction. When one 
cannot move to some equivalent of Liege, but must remain supine and 
accept the imposition of a language, the particular linguistic dynamics 
of colonialism becomes evident. Like economics, language is an 
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