AN INTRODUGTION TO NEGRITUDE
A Primer of Black Awasreness Among Afyo-French Writers

In the United States, the black-consciousness movement in its activist form
is a child of the 'Sixties., It was brought to the attention of the general publie
by the black student protests and sit-ins of the first several years of that
decade, and it was the logical outcome of years of oppression and discrimination
imposed by a racist sociely, and the culmination of less spectacular resistance
and less fruitful sporadic protests that go back to slavery and the Underground
Railroad.

The success of the vevolt of Blacks in Montgomery, Alabama, against Jime
erow bus laws, a Seﬂtﬁmﬁda practice that was patenily unjust and deeply humili-
ating, under the capable and inspired leadership of the late Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr., in 1958, encouraged young, impatient, and ideslistic black students
to make an alleout attack on all forms of segregation in the South. And the
outecome of their non~violent efforts, despite the use of fire hoses, police
dogs, frequent jailings, intimidation and other forms of violence to maintain
the status quo, is too well known for detailed m‘;damtion here.

mmemumwSumuathasaum
phenomenon may be traced back to such black intellectuals as Dr. W. E. B, DuBois
(whose Souls of Black Folks had become the bible of the black militants bee
fore Frantz Fanon's wridings) and the earliest Afvo-Ameprican writers, and it
‘reached its apogde during the so-called Negro Renaissance of the 1920's, with
Claunde MacKay, m Cullen, Langston Hughes, Jean Toomer, Sterling Brown,
et al., who played an important role in the birth of black awareness among
students and writers of African origin who were emrolled as students in Paris
in the late 1920's and in the 1930's. The students in question were from
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French Africa, the French West Indies (Martinique, Ouadeloupe, and Haiti) and French
Guiana in South America. '
The pr!.neipal architects of the concept and the tern Negritude
Aimé Cesaire of Martinique, French West Indies, uﬂmummmrerw,
West Africa (new ite president), and Léon Damas of Guadeloupe, French West Indies.
Cdsaire, Dames, end Senghor were among a group of black students in Paris
who, in the late 'Twentics and early 'Thirties. became aware of their common
heritage and their cultural isolation in an ambiance which, though not hostile,
was either indifferent tc them or expected them to be black Frenchmen, rencuncing
tihms their Afyican background and blending perfectly with their Parisian cultuyal
(though, obvicusly, rot with their cthnical) enviromment. In dress, speech, and

manners, they were expected to reflect the culiture and customs of the Freunch.
Their education w=s Prench. Nistory wes teughi them with a French bias, which,
of course, meant that colonizlism wes viewed as 2 blessing and not a bane to
Blacks "fortunate" emocugh tc have the French for colonial masters, African and
West Indian Blacks under French rule were expected to develop into what some
years later Frantz Fanon was to characterize as "Black Skins, White Masks."
¥hile 2 handful of select blacks were fortunate enough to study in Paris, the
intellectual Mecca cf the West, the wretched messes of their people back home
were victims of poverty, immm, and disease largely because of colonial
exploitation, discrimination, insulte, and humilistions-conditions from which
they, u' expatyistes coternsibly accepted by the Fremch, could not excape,

" even if they had wanted to do so. It was the realisation of this unhapp)
situation whiekh brought these Afyo~French Blacks together in organized efforts
to assess their plight and teo teke scme sort of action to remedy it. They were
~ intellectuals, and as such their activism wms to be of an intellectual order.
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They founded two pspers, the short-lived L'Btudisnt Noir, around 1932, and, later
Legitime Defense to serve as organs of black student thinking and protest in
Paris--to assert the black personslity and defend African social and cultural
values, In.this, they made cause commune with a few Negro Americans who were
also students in Paris at that time and who joined them in meetings at the salon
litteraire of an interested, sympathetic Parisian, Mile Andree Nardal, where
topics of common interest and works of Afro-American writers were discussed. The
concept of Négritude thus came into being, born of that association and those
discussions, The term Nsgritude first appeared in print in an article published
by Aime Cesaive in Légitime Défense but, it did not gein widespread recognitien
until the pnblmm of Cesaire's first postic collection, Cshier d'un retour
au pays natal (written in 1937-38 but published only in 1947 by Bordas after
having appeared in Presence Africaine, an excellent and scholerly black maga-
zine that was &lso a product of black intellesctuslism and that appeared simule

taneously in Daker, Semegal, and Paris). Morsover, Rene Maran's Gonecourt
Prize-winning novel of protest, Batoula (1921) exercised a great impact on

the glan toward the black solidarity out of which the concept of Negritude was to
emerge. Thus was awakened the conscisence of young French-speaking Afvricans
and West Indiane (ineluding Haitians), who grouped themselves under the leadere
ship of Senghor, Cesaire, and Damas.

The use of the term Negritude in Cahier (whose full title we translate as
 Notebook of a Return to the Native Country), veceurs when Cesaire tells of an
experience in Paris which was a turning-point in his way of thinking about his
blackness--his Negritude, if you will. |

Cesaire was on a Paris street car one evening when a homely, ridiculously
dressed Negro was seated facing him. This hapless black, an obvious mis-fit in
this urbane setting, became instantly the object of derision on the part of
other (white, of course) passengers. His clothes were too big for him, and in




(ms nose seemed like a peninsula carried out to
sea, mmm{mw@nmmmaawmmwamm
whitening action).® | |

Purther described, the Negro who was the subject of general derision was,
ding to Césaire, "as tall as a pogo-stiek® but he tried to meke himself small
on that dirty tremey bensh...and to "abandon® (hide) Ma gigantis Logs and Ms
“tpembling hands” 1dks thoss of a "starving boxer,dnusgainly Negro withouti
rhythn or mecsure, a Wesro mdioss ayes rolled a blood-stained lassitude,” "whom
an wnepeakable wretchodnass had driven itself wad %o (had kooeked 1tus1f out, as

ormally) %o parfect, leaving him unshaven, &

AMmittedly a victim of cowardice, Cesaive tells us that he tmrned his eyes
away, "proclaiming that I had nothing in common with that monkey.* The ultimate

effect on the poet wme, however, this: 1t served to meke him ve-examine his posie
tion 28 a black man in 2 vhite culture, to re-assess his whole racial philosoply
and outlook. The remilt was that he came to reslize that his fate and that of the
ridieulous Black on the Paris tremmy veve inexticably linked to one-anotheres
 that, in spite of his Prench exterior, he was 2lso a Black and basically no dife
fevent from the humblest, most ignorant, most ridiculows Black, This realization
was & turning point in his 1ife and led Odsaive %o declave, as if in a professior
of num faith,  J'accepte, J'accepte tout cal
‘aceept, T acoapt all that...all that ndgridude).
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‘Since the publication of Cahler, the term negritude has been widely used and
variously defined, commoting different things to different peoples but 1t has
remained largely an esoteric term, used and understood by a relatively limited
segment of humenity: those interested in Afro-Fyench writers from 1930 to the
present, especially the protest writers (Senghor, Cesaire, Damss, et al.) who,
unlike the white proletariat, use poetry as their literary medium. And these
uriters are not second-rate rhymsters but top-flight artisans of the medium, men
who have mastered all the tools of the trade and who are recognized even in France
um&dﬂamtplwuhmm%mtaumm
one of them, Leopold Senghor, having been swarded the Intemational Postry Prise
in 1963, |

Tt was Senghor who gave us the best definition of Negritude, which he char-
Mummmmm,lnm&mve@;ﬂmmm
sation Negro-Africaine" (the cultural patwimony, the walues and especially the
spirit of blask-Afwican eivilizmation). Flsewhere, he calls it "1l'ensembls des
valeurs et des eivilisationsnoires” (the sum-total of black values and elvilizae
tions). |

As we assess the use of the concept and the term Negritude in the works the
writers under consideration here, we are inclined to define it, in a lavrser con.
text, which includes the above definitions, as the totality of the black experience,
_into it.

Bach of the mem nreviously charascterized as "awchitects of the coneent and
term Negritude, expresses his Negritude and his reastion to it in accordance with
‘his personal experisnces and his philosophy of human and interracial relations,
Ve shall treat first Senghor, who is perhaps the most eloquent and restrained




spokesman for negritude.

Senghor was born in 1906, at_ntm well-to-do parents, in the Senegalese
town of Joal, which he immortalizes in a poem, "A Joal," of his first collection,
intitled Chants d'ombre (Songs of Bsrknoss)‘. He did his elementary studies
(Studes primaives) at Ngasobie and Dakar, the latter city being the modern and
attractive capital of his native Senegal. He belongs to the Sérére tribe. Young
Senghor was sent to Paris for his secondary and higher education, the former having
been done at the Iyede Louis-le-Grand, an old and prestigious school that boasts
such distinguished graduates as the seventeenthegemtury playwright Molisre and
France's current President, CGeorges Pompidoun, a contemporary and friend of Seaghor
(one of his poems is dedicated to M. Pompidon); and the latter having been sbtained
at the Sorbonne, snd the Eec nerienre, France's highest teaching-traine

78 do grammaire (2 highly competitive
degree of scholastic mmwata a lpooialmm in French grammar- required
of candidates for positions as teachers in the Fremch lycdes). In 1935, Senghor
was appointed » professor in the lyces of Tours, France, being the first African
to teach in a French lyeds, He studied African languages, which he later taught
in Ecole des Hautes Etudes Coloniales in Paris.

In 1939, as a French subject, Senghor saw service in the French Army and was
taken prisoner by the Germans and placed in a consentration camp, fyom which he

in the concentration camp, After the war (World War II), Senghor was appointed
Députe from Senegal to the National Constituant Assembly (L'Assemblée Nationale
Constituante), which drew up the Constitution for the Fourth Republic in France,
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vhich lasted fyom 1946 to 1958, (This writer, who met Senghor in 1935-36 through
a common friend, Aime Cesaire, observed Senghor in action at a session of the
Assemblée Constituante which he was invited to attend by Messrs. Cesaire and
Senghor). In the assembly, Senghor was spoointed chairmanoof the committee
charged with the responsibility of seeing that the new Constitution was drawn
up in impeccable French-.a tribute to his command of the language and a recog-
nition of his authority as an agrege de grammsire. Semghor's political phile
and orientation lined him up with the French Socialist Party in the Assembly (he
was later to write a trestise on African Socialish, published around 196l and
translated into English by Howard University Professor, and former U. S. Anbese
sador to the Niger and Senegal, Mercer Cook).

Senghor founded, in 1546, a magasine ealled Condition Humaine; and in 1947,
he became editor of Présence Africaine, a scholarly review dedicated to Black
African letters and culture, Tn 1948, he founded the Senegalese politicsl party
known as lg Bloc Démocratieque Sendealais and left the French Socialist Party,
And, in 1951, he becams the head of the faction of the Indépendants d'Cutremer

(overseas Indopendants) in the French Chamber of Deputles, the lower legislative
House under the Fourth Republic. In 1956, he was elected Mayor of the Senegalese
city of Thies; and, in 1958, he founded the Bloc Senégalais Progressiste (Pro-
gressive Senegalese Bloc). The following year (1959), he became Fresident of
the Federal Assembly of Mali (the former French Sudan).
mommmamamwmmrmmmm,lﬁmh
mgaametfwm.mmmua. Senegal was among them. In August of
1960, Léopold Sédar Senghor was elected the first President of the Republie of
Senegal, and today, ten years later, he still serves as the chief executive of




-8

His beloved fatherland, It is ironic that the former official residence of the
Governor General of French West Africa, a stately mamsion overlooking the Dakar
waterfront, now serves as the official residence of the President of the Republic
of Senegal and is occupied by a black man who dwarfs all previous occupants in
intellectual, literary, and political stature. (A1l of colonial French West
Africa was aduinistered fvom Dakar).,

The distinguished scholar, who is a once poet, President and politician,
has published the following collections of poetry: Uhants d'oubre, Hosties
Neires, Ethivpiques, and josturnss, the latter having siingled him out for the
¢ International de roesie in 19ud.

M. Senghor has to his credit, also, an impressive mumber of prose works and
articles.
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