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A cent ra l  ambit ion i n  t r a v e l l i n g  t o  West A f r i c a  was t o  make 

some connections between A f r i can  cu l tu res  and se t t ings ,  and 

t h e i r  f i c t i o n a l i z e d  representat ions as presented i n  the Af r ican 

novels we are teaching i n  the core course. As a  comparatist I 

have studied and taught German, Spanish, Portuguese, and B r i t i s h  
r 

l i t e r a t u r e s .  Spending t ime l i v i n g  and studying i n  Europe and 

L a t i n  America has been an essent ia l  p a r t  o f  my t r a i n i n g  i n  those 

l i t e r a t u r e s ,  not  merely t o  become f a m i l i a r  w i t h  the l i t e r a r y  

re ferents  involved, but  t o  have a  k ind  o f  c r e d i b i l i t y  t h a t  only 

comes o f  investment beyond the armchair. I have no i l l u s i o n s  

about the degree o f  authent ic  immersion t h a t  i s  possib le i n  three 

weeks o r  even three years, but I t h i n k  the contact and e f f o r t  

involved are a t  l eas t  an add i t i ona l  vantage p o i n t  from which t o  

probe the meaning o f  a l i t e r a r y  t e x t  and the issues i t  t rea t s .  

One o f  the f i r s t  important reve la t ions about A f r i c a  came from 

our exposure t o  the two A f r i can  nat ions we v i s i t e d ,  Ghana and 

Senegal, and t h a t  i s  the need t o  speak o f  Af r ican c u l t u r e  i n  the 

p l u r a l .  Any A f r i c a n i s t  knows there  i s  no t  AN A f r i can  cu l tu re ,  

and I was aware a t  an i n t e l l e c t u a l  l eve l  o f  t h a t  f a l l a c y ,  but  the 

p rac t i ce  o f  t r e a t i n g  Europe and Asia i n  terms o f  independent 

countr ies ra ther  than i n  the c o l l e c t i v e ,  wh i le  A f r i c a  i s  more 

commonly re fe r red  t o  and discussed as a  s i ng le  u n i t ,  has l e f t  I 

t h i nk  a  pers is ten t  impression o f  i t s  being a  monol i th ic  e n t i t y .  



Inso fa r  as one may generalize, f o r  example, the d i f fe rence  i n  

temperament between Ghanaian and Senegalese people s t ruck  me as 

every b i t  as d i s s i m i l a r  as B raz i l i ans  are from Germans. So 

simple and perhaps almost se l f- ev ident  an i n s i g h t  as t h a t  w i l l  go 

f a r  i n  strengthening our e f f o r t s  as teachers t o  convey an 

appreciat ion f o r  the complexity and d i v e r s i t y  o f  A f r i can  

cu l tures ,  beyond what a  narrowly se lec t i ve  group o f  Af r ican 

novels might. 

On the other  hand, c e r t a i n  important commonalities o f  the 

Af r ican experience emerged, such as the one which seems t o  be 

paradigmatic o f  the whole post-Colonial se t  o f  dilemmas: the 

problem o f  language. Some i n  Ghana expressed resentment a t  the 

enduring legacy o f  co lon ia l ism i m p l i c i t  i n  the cont inuing 

preeminence o f  English, and expressed the b e l i e f  t h a t  T w i  w i l l  

come t o  replace Engl ish as the nat iona l  tongue. A t  o ther  times, 

we heard expressed res ignat ion t o  the dominance o f  Engl ish o r  

French, together w i t h  the lament t h a t  the na t i ve  tongues seem t o  

be dying out  and sure ly  cannot surv ive  i n d e f i n i t e l y .  I came t o  

appreciate the dilemma o f  w r i t e r s  who f i n d  i t hard t o  speak i n  an 

authent ic  voice when the language i s  not  a  mother tongue. The 

choice between fragmented au then t i c i t y  and a r t i f i c i a l  

universal ism i s  no t  an easy one. 

One o f  the deepest impressions l e f t  was o f  a  harangue f u l l  

o f  anger and resentment t h a t  was de l ivered t o  f ou r  o f  us when we 

met i n  Senegal w i t h  a  group o f  j o u r n a l i s t s  a t  the s t a t e  run 



newspaper. The e d i t o r  re fe r red  t o  the appa l l ing  condi t ions i n  

which he and h i s  countrymen had been born and l i ved ,  the lack o f  

any rhyme o r  reason t o  h i s  poverty and our af f luence,  the h i s t o r y  

o f  e x p l o i t a t i o n  t o  which he f e l t  A f r i c a  had been subjected a t  

Western hands, and f i n a l l y  ended w i t h  h i s  b i t t e r  ins is tence t h a t  

we owe i t t o  A f r i c a  t o  redress the i n j u s t i c e  o f  i t  a l l .  I th ink  

a t  t h a t  moment the i r r a t i ona l i sm ,  the p o l i t i c s  o f  r e t r i b u t i o n  and 

hatred evident  i n  a work l i k e  Fanon's Wretched o f  the Earth (on 

the  Core Course sy l labus) ,  suddenly became i f  no t  more 

reasonable, a t  l e a s t  less  remote, less  incomprehensible than 

before. 

Throughout Senegal, p o l i t i c s  were much more f requent ly  and 

passionately discussed than i n  Ghana ( w i t h  the exception o f  the  

p o l i t i c a l  science professor a t  U o f  Accra). The d isgust  w i t h  

which opposi t ion p o l i t i c i a n s  and c r i t i c s  o f  the government 

dismiss t h e i r  reputa t ion as being the premiere democracy i n  

A f r i ca ,  suggested the  dangers o f  making assumptions about western 

p o l i t i c a l  l abe ls  used i n  t h i r d  world contexts. The Ghanaians, by 

contrast ,  general ly  had l i t t l e  t o  c r i t i c i z e  i n  t h e i r  government. 

It was on ly  w i t h  r e f l e c t i o n  t h a t  I rea l i zed  t h a t  i n  the approach 

t o  f u l l  democracy, f r e e  debate creates an impression o f  

d iscontent  much higher than t h a t  ev ident  i n  more repressive, ana 

thus seemingly sa t i s f ac to ry  regimes. One can see how, from both 

the Senegalese and Ghanaian perspectives, a l i t t l e  learn ing can 

be a dangerous t h i n g  where American t o u r i s t s  are concerned. 

Given the ra ther  appa l l ing  l i v i n g  condi t ions throughout 



~ f r i ' c a ,  i t  was r e a l l y  no surpr ise  t o  hear some express the 

sentiment t h a t  u n t i l  economic problems f i n d  some so lu t ion ,  

p o l i t i c a l  debates are a luxury many Afr icans are not  much 

in teres ted i n .  

Ghana was by f a r  the more hospi table o f  the two countr ies.  

I found i t s t rong ly  reminiscent o f  B r a z i l ,  where I l i v e d  f o r  two 

years, i n  terms o f  t e r r a i n ,  t r o p i c a l  surroundings, and a 

disarming openness and f r i end l i ness  o f  the  people. The 

f requent ly  expressed pro-American f ee l i ngs  o f  the people were 

espec ia l ly  surpr is ing,  seeming t o  belong t o  a past era. 

Everywhere we went, the stunningly v i b ran t  and v i v i d  co lo rs  o f  

the open a i r  markets w i t h  t h e i r  f r u i t  and wares, the b laz ing reds 

and oranges o f  the t a x i  cabs, and the resplendent co lo rs  o f  the 

na t i ve  apparel, seemed a stubborn p ro tes t  against the barrenness 

o f  l i v i n g  condit ions. 

The changed environment we found i n  Senegal was a subject  o f  

f requent and sometimes heated debate among ourselves. Though 

outwardly the countr ies share much, the recept ion we received was 

markedly d i f f e r e n t .  It i s  hard t o  form judgments based only on 

anecdotal evidence, but  t h a t  i s  a l l  such a t r i p  provides. M y  

f i r s t  morning i n  Senegal, I was t r i c k e d  aut  o f  twenty d o l l a r s  by 

the smoothest, most charming con a r t i s t  I hope t o  ever meet. The 

" t ou r "  o f  the c i t y  we pa id  f o r  was a r i d i c u l o u s  bus t r i p  through 

town w i t h  three o r  fou r  "photo-ops" f o r  which we were d u t i f u l l y  

herded i n  and ou t  by the o f f i c i o u s  Adam, and then a stop a t  an 

" a r t i s t  center ,"  where a couple o f  young men were drawing 



ou t l i nes  o f  A f r i c a  and bosomy Afr icans w i t h  glue, and applying 

sand. The canned nature o f  the tou r ,  together w i t h  the k i t schy  

t o u r i s t  t rap ,  revealed perhaps more about A f r i can  expectations o f  

American i n t e r e s t  and tas te ,  than about A f r i c a  i t s e l f .  The next 

day, we had another tou r  o f  two residences which we took t o  be 

compensatory f o r  the f i r s t  day's disappointment, but  i t turned 

ou t  t o  be ra ther  more expensive than ant ic ipated.  I n  the moving 

tour  o f  the Slave House on Goree Is land,  such p e t t y  deceptions 

were soon forgot ten,  as we l i s t ened  t o  a poignant account o f  one 

of h i s t o r y ' s  most harrowing pract ices.  When, a few days, l a t e r ,  

we learned t h a t  the Slave House was i t s e l f  another 

entrepreneur ia l  c rea t ion  ra ther  than h i s t o r i c a l  reconstruct ion,  

we could only laugh h y s t e r i c a l l y  a t  the pa t te rn  which had once 

again surfaced, and wonder i f  i n  r e a l i t y  we had only c i r c l e d  

Richmond f o r  n ine hours, and were somewhere i n  Goochland being - 
l ed  around by canny exp lo i t e r s  o f  Miss Quested- like American 

t o u r i s t s .  

A s  I al ternated between resentment o f  a k ind  o f  

c r a f t y  salesmanship t h a t  seemed t o  grease the whole economy and 

c u l t u r e  o f  Senegal, and a desi re t o  recognize and appreciate one 

more va r i e t y  o f  d i f fe rence,  I remembered how the same dilemma had 

ar isen i n  teaching the epics o f  ancient Greece t o  students. 

Odysseus, greatest  hero o f  the Hellenes, was known as w i l y  

Odysseus, t e l l e r  o f  t a l es ,  deceiver o f  men and womanizer t o  boot. 

How many values are universal ,  and how many c u l t u r a l l y  var iable--  

o r  a t  l eas t  subject  t o  var ied c u l t u r a l  i n te rp re ta t i on .  Madison 

Avenue, a f t e r  a l l ,  i s  c e r t a i n l y  more e x p l o i t a t i v e  than any s t r e e t  



hawker i n  Dakar, but  i t  operates i n  c u l t u r a l l y  sanctioned 

adornment and i s  there fore  "respectable." 

7 
Probably a l l  who pa r t i c i pa ted  i n  the t r i p  would agree t h a t  

among the greatest  bene f i t s  o f  the seminhr were the enhanced 

appreciat ion we developed f o r  each other ,  both as professional 

colleagues and as f r iends.  L i f e  i n  the u n i v e r s i t y  community w i l l  

be more comfortable as a r e s u l t ,  and because o f  the f r iendsh ips  

t h a t  were forged, there  w i l l  be more exchange both personal and 

i n t e l l e c t u a l .  How e lse  would I have entered i n t o  discussion 

about r a c i a l  p o l i t i c s  w i t h  a Black member o f  the Law facu l t y ,  

ta l ked  about abort ion,  cap i t a l  punishment, and gender issues w i t h  

a se l f - s t y l ed  l e f t i s t  from the p o l i t i c a l  science department, o r  

had a f r u i t f u l  exchange about Formalism i n  a r t  and l i t e r a t u r e  

w i t h  a pa in te r  from the A r t  department (not  t o  mention discussing 

Mormonism w i th  a Quaker provost and a d i r e c t o r  o f  i n te rna t iona l  

s tud ies)?  

Since re turn ing,  these f r iendsh ips  have continued t o  

develop. M y  experiences have already found t h e i r  way i n t o  c lass  

discussions i n  the sect ion o f  the Core Course I am now teaching. 

The r i c h  personal encounter I had w i t h  f e l l ow  Mormons i n  Ghana 

provided the background f o r  a s l i d e  presentat ion and lec tu re  I 

gave t o  a loca l  church group here i n  Richmond. And I am i n  

correspondence w i t h  some o f  the people I met whi le  i n  A f r i ca .  I 

am conf ident  the bene f i t s  o f  the f a c u l t y  seminar w i l l  continue t o  

inform my personal and professional  l i f e  f o r  a long time. 


