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Note on Orthography

Throughout this book, I have used the Wolof transcription system estab-
lished by Arame Fal and the team of linguists at the Center for Applied
Linguistics of Dakar, except in cases where I quote from texts that may
contain spelling variations. Accordingly, I have preserved the spellings
found in the titles or excerpts of these works.
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INTRODUCTION

Sixties Revolutionary
Imaginaries in Modern
African Literature

“La négritude est a chier!” (Negritude is crap!) spat the young man talk-
ing to Boubacar Boris Diop.' It was the summer of 1969 in the neighbor-
hood of Médina in Dakar, Senegal. Diop was twenty-three years old, not
yet the award-winning writer he would later become. The young man he
was talking to was Omar Blondin Diop, an icon of May *68. They were
standing outside a house at the intersection of Rue 9 and Avenue Blaise
Diagne, getting ready to attend the evening gathering where Maoists from
the old guard Parti Communiste Sénégalais (pcs), who had split from
the Marxist-Leninist Parti Africain de 'Indépendance (pa1), were meet-
ing with youths from the clandestine group Mouvement de la Jeunesse
Marxiste-Léniniste (MjML).

In the post—May 68 context, government repression in Senegal had
become more stringent. Young activists saw President Léopold Sédar Sen-
ghor’s Negritude as assimilationist if not outright neocolonial and were
feeling connected to a global community of young dissidents inspired
by the Black Panther Party, Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution and the
Vietnamese, Algerian, and Cuban revolutions. Francis Kpatindé recalls
that, in Dakar, students in flared trousers and Afro hairstyles tuned in to
Radio Havana Cuba and Radio Libertacio, the station of the African Party
for the Independence of Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde, broadcasting from
Conakry. These young women and men were busy defying authorities by
organizing underground and were being routinely arrested for “seeking to
run an illegal association,” “deliberately setting fire to public buildings,”
“writing and distributing subversive leaflets” “disrupting, by illegal means,



the regular functioning of state institutions,” and other misdemeanors.” The
same students who protested by day recited poetry by David Mandessi Diop
at night, quoted Frantz Fanon, and chanted slogans from Mao’s Little Red
Book while mimeographing pamphlets and drafting cultural manifestos.
Caught in the whirlwind of the Global Sixties, African youths helped shape
it through their fight for decolonization and nation building. In Africa, as
was the case elsewhere, the tumultuous 1960s were inseparable from cultural
expression in arenas ranging from dress to literature, art, and romantic re-
lations. Armed with idealism, banned books, and revolutionary optimism,
young activists sought to imbue culture with the power to make revolution
possible, declaring that “the cultural struggle has always been a turning point
in the development of consciousness for the realization of the revolution.”

This cultural project found its way into the pages of modern African
literature. But curiously, despite these bracing decades of revolutionary
fervor, African literature of the 1970s came to be known almost exclusively
for being “heavy” or “too serious.” Reductively branded as a “literature of
disillusionment,” this standard portrayal of that era of African literature
has dogged that creative field for generations, perplexing even the very
people who were part of that cultural scene in the 1960s and 1970s. In a
2001 interview with Boubacar Boris Diop, for example, Charles Sugnet
asked the writer: “So, what’s wrong with African literature?” Diop’s re-
sponse was candid and anecdotal:

A few years ago, two Japanese journalists from a big Tokyo daily—I think
it was Asahi Shimbun—came to Dakar. . .. We talked about literature, we
talked about my work, and they said they’d help me get published in Japan.
Asithappened, they knew nothing about African literature, so they asked
me to tell them what the major themes were. I said, well, there’s the strug-
gle against the colonizer, there’s the one-party state, the dictators . . . and
then when I'd finished my list, they said, African literature would never

make it in Japan. It’s too serious.*

And Diop was inclined to agree with their dismay. “There’s a scene in
Guelwaar, the movie by Ousmane Sembene, that illustrates this,” Diop
explained. “I mean, I didn’t like that film at all, I detested it. Sembene
approaches the problems of the 1990s with a mindset and a language left
over from the 1970s, you might say.”

For Boubacar Boris Diop, the prevalent themes of African literature—
written in European languages during the second half of the twentieth
century—such as anticolonial struggle, authoritarianism, and other areas
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of political strife, failed to fully capture the dynamism and expressive
beauty of African lives in the quotidian, and he defended in the interview
the need for a literature that would do justice to the latter. Despite Diop’s
criticisms of Sembene’s Guelwaar, however, I was struck by the sense of
déjavu I felt in Diop’s charge that Sembene used “a mindset and language
left over from the 1970s”—that he had failed to move on. They reminded
me of how Diop’s own works, published in the 1980s and 1990s, were sim-
ilarly reminiscent of his own activities in the 1970s. It made me wonder if
perhaps this lingering “mindset and language” of the 1970s, complex and
layered as it was, could not be so easily dismissed as something outmoded,
and if it might be more productive to view them as remnants of a time that
we had yet to fully understand.

African literature of the 1970s is typically associated with the disillu-
sionment of the postindependence period, due to the rise of single-party
rule and autocratic regimes in many of the continent’s new nations. All
this unfolded during the age of African decolonization and the Cold War.
The period of disillusionment can also be viewed, however, through the
frame of the Global Sixties, where it corresponds to the period of African
revolutions, student movements and anticolonial cultural nationalism, all
of which took place alongside nation-building projects and the making of
modern African literature as we know it today.

What if, then, we read the 1970s and the decades that surround it
through a different lens—one that uses a larger, nonlinear temporal frame
that takes seriously the 19705 “sense of disconnection between the fail-
ures of the postcolonial present and the complex visions of postcolonial
futures”?® Sembeéne’s Guelwaar, like other works, exhibits such aesthetic
and sedimented traces of the 1970s that have unconsciously trickled down
or remained—have become what is “left over,” as Diop says—from that pe-
riod. In this book, I examine the sedimented traces of African decoloniza-
tion and its entanglement with the Cold War and Global Sixties through
what I call the Senegalese countercultural movement. 1 tell the story of
how this movement impacted African literature, cinema, and intellectual
thought by contributing to the emergence of many canonical works in
those fields, to the intellectual and political trajectories of some of their
most celebrated figures, and to prevalent motifs in their works.

The term African literature as used in this study is not synonymous
with a/l the literatures of the African continent produced across languages,
regions, and traditions. As V. Y. Mudimbe noted in the early 1980s, “Af-
rican literature as a commodity is a recent invention.”” In this context,
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Simon Gikandi offers a useful distinction between “modern African lit-
erature”—which he sees as inextricable from colonial institutions—and
the “thriving literary traditions” in African languages that were “produced
outside the institutions of colonialism.”® His framing points to the com-
plex historical conditions under which different bodies of African writ-
ing emerged. Rather than approaching “African literature” as a stable or
fixed category, then—especially in a study concerned with the very pro-
cesses through which the category’s contours were actively being negoti-
ated by writers, publishers, readers, and other cultural brokers—I draw
from Graham Huggan and Ruth Bush’s approach. Both interrogate the
term by considering how “African literature” is historically constructed,
institutionally mediated, and materially produced.’ This disciplinary and
field-specific understanding of “African literature” is central to this study,
which is concerned with the processes through which certain works come
to be canonized or become classics.

The Senegalese countercultural movement was a diffuse and grassroots
movement whose active years spanned the 1960s to the 1980s with roots
that reach back to the 1940s. Its main goal was to usher in a cultural revolu-
tion, and the movement reached its height in the 1970s with the birth of the
Senegalese New Left and a cultural ferment of the debates, congresses, and
Pan-African festivals of the previous decades. The movement, best described
as a cultural experiment, consisted of a diverse set of anti-imperial cultural
and educational initiatives whose common goal was the shaping of new
Senegalese citizens. And importantly, the main actors of this movement
did not group themselves under the banner “countercultural movement”;
rather, they more commonly used the label “revolutionary movement,” while
the Maoist activists involved in these efforts simultaneously used the terms
“patriotic movement” and “cultural patriotic movement” to refer to their
desired political and cultural transformation. These latter terms, in my
view, obscure the countercultural ways in which they enacted their political
endeavors and engaged in dialogue with their global historical context. By
naming their political and cultural actions a “countercultural movement”
and periodizing their activities within the longue durée of the larger context
of the Cold War, Global Sixties, and decolonization, I seek to make visible
these global entanglements and their cultural valence.

As the following discussion will show, my use of the modifier coun-
tercultural maintains a distance from the substantive “counterculture” as
understood in the framework of the Euro-American 1960s, which typi-
cally refers to movements opposing conservative and bourgeois values. In
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its initial phases, the Senegalese countercultural movement was framed
in opposition to Léopold Sédar Senghor’s nation-building project. This
project was based on Senghor’s vision of national unity through a “uni-
fied” state party and his guiding philosophies of Negritude and African
socialism, both of which underpinned his policies and his ideal of the
homo senegalensis.® Both political and cultural actors of the revolutionary
movement sought to challenge the charismatic and erudite poet-president
on his terrain of predilection—culture—and strove to shape an alterna-
tive model of the nation that would give birth to their own versions of the
Senegalese “New Man.”

These antiestablishment, cultural nation-building activities of the time
are a dimension of the political activities of the 1960s and 1970s seldom
explored in studies of the period. Materializing Imaginaries brings to the
fore this cultural dimension of the revolutionary movement, which in its
style, mode of organizing, contextual language, and transnational connec-
tions can be more fully captured by the label countercultural movement.
Ibrahima Wane rightly noted that what Maoist activists called the “cultural
patriotic movement” was composed of the cultural and creative initiatives
of the Front Culturel Sénégalais (Senegalese Cultural Front; ¥cs), As-
sociation des Erudiants Sénégalais de France (Association of Senegalese
Students in France; AESF), and Senegalese associations sportive et cul-
turelle (youth sports and cultural organizations; Ascs). Examining these
organizations in the longue durée shows, however, that they were formal
and structured expressions that evolved from earlier cultural activities and
intellectual debates and events that dated back to the late 1940s. Specifi-
cally, these organizations’ ideas, writings, activities, styles, and behaviors
were materializations of political and cultural decolonizing efforts pre-
mised on theories and a praxis of decolonization through revolution. Lit-
erary critic Lilyan Kesteloot saw African and Afro-diasporic writers as the
“spiritual guide to a political revolution of major global significance—the
African revolution,” for which, she argues, writers “had been prophetically
preparing the way” since the beginning of the twentieth century.”" Her ar-
gument that writers cultivated a certain mystique around revolution that
would spread among intellectual circles is central to understanding the
kinds of imaginaries mobilized during decolonization and how different
actors sought to materialize them.

When taking the Jongue durée approach, then, one begins to see the
crucial links between the African student movements at home and abroad
and modern African literature. An important contribution of this book
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is its emphasis on the entanglement between African literature and the
Global Sixties. The Global Sixties, as many have noted, stretches back-
ward to the previous decade and continues through the 1970s. Although
the relationship between African literature and the Cold War has been
explored in rich and groundbreaking ways, this book foregrounds the stu-
dent movement as it coalesced into the landmark events of the Global
Sixties (such as the May ’68 protests). It calls attention to the fact that the
African writers and filmmakers whose works I explore in this book came
of age during the decolonization period, when they were students. They
authored some of their most radical texts during those years, influencing
younger generation of students in ways that challenged imperialism in the
hopes of not only shaping their new nations but also transforming the
world.” Engaging both nationalism and worldmaking under one project
of radical reimagining, their dual focus resonated with Vijay Prashad’s
qualification of the formerly colonized nation’s political project of the
time as “internationalist nationalism.”"

Importantly, given Senegalese writers), artists, and intellectuals’
important presence and productions during this unprecedented time of
international cultural events, exchanges, and development, the movement
recounted here is not only a national story but also an international and
Pan-African one. This book’s core contention is that the Senegalese coun-
tercultural movement impacted African literature and critical thought in
ways that have been overlooked. In particular, I argue that the Senegalese
countercultural movement offers an alternative narrative to that of Af-
rican postindependence disillusionment for interpreting African literary
and intellectual work." This alternative narrative shows how both cultural
worldmaking and national culture making coconstitute the emergence of
the field of African literature and intellectual thought within the larger
framework of the Cold War, decolonization, and the Global Sixties, and
how, during this period, understudied countercultural endeavors emerged
through both legal and clandestine channels. This gap in African literary
and intellectual histories is significant because it has generated incomplete
readings of the natures and forms of both canonical and lesser-known
works, as well as of the aesthetic sensibilities of their authors. Boubacar
Boris Diop’s reaction to Sembene’s Guelwaar points to the significance
of this very “mindset and language left over from the 1970s,” gesturing
toward a historical period that, as I have now suggested, may be described
as the “long 1960s” or the “Global Sixties,” the quintessential revolution-
ary period of the twentieth century on the African continent.
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The Senegalese countercultural movement led to the emergence of
literary, cinematic, and intellectual works that have been reductively dis-
missed as too political; however, these works not only inform these fields
of study but also function as a creative force within the political and cul-
tural imaginaries of the time. Many classics of African literature, cinema,
and political thought, some of which were authored by important figures
of the movement, emerged from and contributed to this countercultural
context. Among them are Cheikh Anta Diop’s Nations négres et culture
(1954), which underpinned the movement’s project of linguistic renewal,
and Ousmane Sembene’s Mandabi (1968), recognized as the first feature-
length film from West Africa in an African language. Foundational texts
of African feminism, like Awa Thiam’s La parole anx négresses (1978), were
controversial and debated for clashing with some of the movement’s ideals,
while other works, such as Lamine Senghor’s La violation d'un pays (1927)
were republished and celebrated for their internationalist and anticolo-
nial stance. In 1974, Djibril Diop Mambety cofounded the Laboratoire
Agit’Art. Its rejection of the modernist aesthetics of the Ecole de Dakar—
an institution associated with Senghor’s state patronage and therefore
with Negritude as a cultural policy—led to the development of the types
of experimental art, improvisation, and performance that suffused Mam-
bety’s cinematic work in the 1990s.” Similarly, Ken Bugul's proximity with
Agit’Art through her close friendship with Mambety has produced works
that bear traces of the countercultural movement while offering fictional
representations of this unprecedented time. Other experimental forms of
expression, such as the underground combat poetry of the Fcs, emerged,
while future award-winning writers, such as Boubacar Boris Diop, began
to develop the distinctive features of his work that were simultaneously
critical of the Fcs and shaped by its influence.

Countercultural actors were unapologetically militant; possessed a
keen awareness of the power of the arts in their struggle against imperial-
ism, particularly in developing an anti-imperial consciousness; and dem-
onstrated a steadfast commitment to aesthetic experimentation. We will
meet many of these countercultural actors over the course of this book,
first as colonial students in the 1940s and 1950s, and later as authors and in-
tellectuals at international conferences and festivals and other venues. We
will journey with them before they became renowned scholars, thinkers,
writers, and filmmakers—when they were militants in clandestine political
parties, street wanderers who took the pulse of the country and its ordinary
denizens, and underground artists creating avant-garde movements.
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This book draws from an archive of decolonization from below that
offers a critical look at Léopold Sédar Senghor, while recognizing that he
was a complex figure whose legacy cannot be reduced to his time as the
first president of Senegal. A cofounder of Negritude, Senghor is also argu-
ably the figure who has engaged with the concept the most and has contin-
ued to do so well beyond the interwar period. While acknowledging that
the works of Souleymane Bachir Diagne, Donna Jones, Gary Wilder, and
Cheikh Thiam, among others, signal a shift in contemporary academic
responses to Senghorian Negritude, this book takes the debate in yet a dif-
ferent direction by looking at Negritude during the era of nation building
in Senegal from the perspective of Senghor’s detractors, who were mainly
in conflict with Senghor the statesman rather than Senghor the poet.”® I
see such an approach as generative insofar as it expands understandings of
Negritude through its negative reception.

The countercultural movement was not only anti-Negritude, however;
it was a full-fledged transnational movement that emphasized cultural
nationalism and revolutionary decolonization and was rooted in anti-
imperialism and internationalism. Encompassing an astute mix of clan-
destine and official activities, it used the languages, styles, codes, ideas,
and values of diverse movements and ideologies. These influences ranged
from Pan-African nationalism and the Black Panther movement to Mao-
ism, Trotskyism, situationism, and Guevarism, among others. During
the period of Senghor’s single-party rule, youth cultural clubs as well as
neighborhood sports and culture organizations (ascs), particularly in the
urban periphery, became, as Mamadou Diouf had noted, “sites of political
and ideological competition in the neighborhoods.”” Clandestine and
opposition periodicals emerged to challenge the dominant party’s media
hegemony. And while scholars, writers, and artists promoted the use of
African languages in education and in literature; Ousmane Sembéne and
Pathé Diagne took the lead by publishing Kaddu, the first Senegalese
magazine written entirely in African languages. Activists led literacy cam-
paigns among rural and factory workers and wrote poems, recorded cas-
sette tapes, and published tracts, pamphlets, manifestos, and brochures,
attempting to sensitize the masses to the anticolonial struggle and rewrite
national history. They published, translated, and circulated texts deemed
seditious, smuggled subversive literature into the country, and dissemi-
nated them through their mobile library. The countercultural movement’s
sites of struggle were wide-ranging, encompassing language, representa-
tion, aesthetics, literature, memory, history, gender, moral values, and
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I.1 Ousmane Sembéne, Pathé Diagne, and members of the Kaddu team at

Sembéne’s residence, working on an issue of Kaddu. Ousmane Sembéne Mss,
courtesy of the Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington.

the politics of education. Although this book focuses on countercultural
struggles in the mediums of literature and cinema, many forms of cultural
expression—especially in the realm of music—contributed to the ideo-
logical and sociocultural transformations engendered during this period.”

The history of revolutionary movements in Africa remains incom-
pletely documented due to the clandestine nature of much of their activ-
ity. Many of their efforts have been reduced to proxy battles of Cold War
superpowers or mere importations of their ideologies.”” Nonetheless, re-
cent scholarship has made strides in bridging this historical gap.* In Sen-
egal, the meticulous work of Pascal Bianchini, who collected oral histories
from veterans of the “revolutionary left enables a more comprehensive
map of the political dimension of the movement, especially the part that
unfolded clandestinely, to be drawn. Others have sought to make visible
the wave of student protests and left-wing activism of the 1960s and 1970s
that sparked fear in Senghor’s government, bringing about a heightened
set of repressive state measures that included surveillance, arrests, torture,
and persecution. It is only in relatively recent years that witnesses and vic-
tims from this period of repression have begun to come forward to tell
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their stories.”! Aside from the seminal works of Ibrahima Wane and Ndi-
ouga Benga, however, the history of revolutionary movements in Senegal
has predominantly been approached through a political lens.?* This book
takes on the task of reconstructing the cultural dimension of this history
by offering both an intellectual and literary history of the Senegalese Left.

While I have chosen to call the political dimension of the counter-
cultural movement a “revolutionary movement,” I do not mean to imply
that a revolution did indeed take place. Rather, revolution was a goal that
functioned for the movement as a motivating and possible horizon. It fit
into the middle decades of the Left’s political trajectory from the 1940s to
the 1980s, which was far from monolithic. In the 1940s and 1950s, for in-
stance, Pan-Africanism or “African unity,” as many called it—envisioned as
afederal political project—was central to the movement. By the postinde-
pendence period of the 1960s and 1970s, however, when federalist dreams
had been thwarted, the word revolutionary, which had been floated in the
previous decades, became the prevalent denomination. Later, following
Senghor’s departure and the liberalization of the political landscape under
Abdou Diouf’s introduction of multipartyism, both the goals and rhe-
toric of leftist politics changed yet again.”

An important revolutionary goal of the countercultural movement
was to bridge the gap between the intelligentsia and the people, and a
running thread in this book examines their fraught attempts at this. In-
deed, the movement’s biggest shortcoming was its inability to fully engage
with its desired audience: “the people” or the “popular masses,” a polyva-
lent and overdetermined category used to refer to the vast majority of the
population who were not part of the religious and governing elites or the
intelligentsia. Senegalese countercultural actors especially sought to influ-
ence “the people” or “the masses” and engage them as agents of change,
but they had limited success in influencing the minds and political actions
of the small number of working-class people and the large peasantry of
Senegal. Rather than telling a story of a failed revolutionary movement,
however, this book follows its sedimented traces—residues of unresolved
aspirations, dissident thinking, and counterhegemonic praxis—and the
ways they were reactivated in political movements and cultural produc-
tion in later decades. Although the political aspirations of the revolution-
ary movement to replace the Senghorian regime with a new and more
radical left-wing ruling body never materialized, the countercultural move-
ment was nonetheless able to carve out a discursive and expressive space
through which ideas circulated and texts were produced. As I argue in this
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book, these texts and ideas, in conjunction with other factors, gradually
influenced sociocultural transformation. As such, just as the revolution-
ary movement impacted Senegal’s democratic transition to independence
and, to a larger extent, the history of democracy in Africa, the cultural di-
mension of that movement—the countercultural movement—impacted
African literary imagination and intellectual history.

The Countercultural Movement
and African Literature

The revolutionary movement, or the political dimension of the coun-
tercultural movement, was a movement where student organizations,
unionists, political parties, social activists, writers, and artists located fur-
ther left of the dominant state party sought to challenge its hegemony.**
Actors of the revolutionary movement were mainly left-wing petty bour-
geois intellectuals who formed part of the French educated elite of the
country and understood their political action as part of the global rev-
olutionary movement. Although the movement took root in the 1940s
with the creation of the Rassemblement Démocratique Africain (African
Democratic Rally; RpA), it was only after independence, especially with
the May "68 events, that the movement came to be squarely in the public
eye. The period between the late 1960s and the mid-1970s was the height
of the movement, when opposition toward Senghor’s single-party rule was
at its most vehement. In the cultural realm, students, scholars, and writ-
ers had started a movement against cultural imperialism through which
they reclaimed African history and worked toward the modernization of
vernacular languages as languages of education and literature. They cre-
ated cultural clubs, clandestine periodicals, independent magazines, and
bookstores as textual and physical spaces for discussion of African history,
internationalist solidarity, and Marxist, Pan-Africanist, and African liter-
ary works. The cultural ethos of the 1970s continued to shape literary and
cinematic creation in the next decades with works infused with the ideals
championed during the height of the movement. More antiestablishment
periodicals emerged, the satirical press was born, and writers and artists
started to critically examine the shortcomings of the movement.

The cultural effervescence of the period from the mid-1960s to 1981 is
what I refer to in this book as the Senegalese countercultural movement.
Sociologist Mamadou “Mao” Wane, himself a figure of the Senegalese
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New Left and the May ’68 generation, labels the cultural transformations
that emerged in Senegal during that period a “national cultural revolu-
tion” rather than a counterculture. Indeed, we typically associate coun-
tercultures of the 1960s with the Beat generation, civil rights movements,
protests against the Vietnam War, sexual liberation, women’s movements,
gay liberation movements, psychedelics, the rise of the New Left, and the
May ’68 protests.

The politically leftist cultural activities in Senegal during this era were
similar in many ways, but there were also significant differences. Crucially,
in Senegal’s postcolonial context, the “dominant culture” that counter-
cultural activists opposed was not singular but dual. As Wane recounts,
countercultural youth rejected the French icons of the 1960s, whom they
associated with “cultural alienation.”® At the same time, however, they
also rejected Negritude, which was seen by many in postindependence
Senegal as the dominant discourse that prevented true cultural decoloni-
zation from taking place. Promoted by the state, Negritude underpinned
Senghor’s cultural policies, and was largely scorned by countercultural
intelligentsia as little more than an avatar of neocolonialism. To challenge
these dual hegemonies, they looked for inspiration in movements such
as the Black Panthers and Maoism, as well as in globally renowned revo-
lutionary figures who hailed largely from what was then called the Third
World—figures such as Ho Chi Minh, Frantz Fanon, Amilcar Cabral, and
Che Guevara, among others.*

The dual antiestablishment stance that motivated the Senegalese coun-
tercultural movement was its first distinctive feature; the second was that
its two-pronged rejection of the postcolonial Senegalese establishment
was interwoven with the movement’s search for and rehabilitation of
national culture by drawing from “traditions” and folk cultures essential-
ized as markers of authenticity. This appeal to tradition, as Gikandi notes,
“served as a bulwark against the disenchantment generated by colonial
modernity.”” The political hope raised by the Senegalese countercultural
movement was premised on the preservation, rediscovery, and romantici-
zation of cultures destroyed by colonialism. Countercultural actors there-
fore sought to combine “tradition” with a revolutionary spirit in order to
produce a shared sense of national culture that would unite the diverse
communities that constituted the new nation.

Importantly, this project of producing a communally shared sense of
national culture entailed reducing the schism between the elite and the
masses largely caused by the latter’s limited access to education. Thus,
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the movement’s efforts included their championing and creation of lit-
erature in national languages; their own efforts at archival research; their
creation of educational histories that they distributed in both written and
recorded oral forms; live performances of poetry, plays, and other spoken-
word genres; and literacy initiatives that they implemented in factories
and in rural areas of Senegal. As part of their cultural excavation project,
they often also looked for cultural precedents for their own antiestablish-
ment stance in Senegalese history. This formed the third and final distinc-
tive feature of the Senegalese countercultural movement, which was that
it made concerted efforts to craft a new national culture out of materials
it generated from its historical research, preservation, and rehabilitation
projects. Significantly, the seeds of national culture they sought to unearth
were not just for Senegal but also for rehabilitating a revolutionary spirit
in African cultures more generally that stretched back into the centuries
before and during colonial rule.

In their definition of revolution, scholars have often invoked two di-
vergent meanings of the word. The first refers to the “restoration” of an
older political order, while the second denotes a complete “reversal” of
the existing system and its ensuing transformations.”® While the former
meaning is said to have prevailed before the Enlightenment, the latter,
which is associated with the Enlightenment, epitomizes the concept’s con-
temporary understanding and usage.” This clear division, however, has
been challenged by historians such as Dan Edelstein and Keith Michael
Baker, who caution against “the erroncousness of the long-accepted. . .
assumption that ‘revolution’ derived its initial sense as a political concept
from the more traditional notion of a return to a status quo.” They have
argued instead that while the outcome of a given revolution may have
been the restoration of older norms and values, the initial intent was the
reversal of a prevailing order of some kind.*’

Interestingly, the Senegalese countercultural movement enacted its
“cultural revolution” as both reversal and restoration in the senses de-
scribed above—the former in the movement’s initial intent to destroy
and reverse established colonial structures, and the latter in its efforts to
recuperate what had been lost through the restoration of older norms
that would pave the way for formerly colonized subjects to reconstitute a
lost “authenticity.” As a result, although the countercultural movement’s
use of the two revolutionary modes overlapped in their looking to the past,
they did so in ways that were complex to the point of sceming contra-
dictory, being both about destroying (in order to revers to the past) and
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building (in order to restore the past in the present and the future) at
the same time. While an account of only the overtly political acts of the
revolutionary movement might note especially its determination to reverse
and destroy colonial structures, the account this book provides of its cul-
tural dimension—the countercultural movement—brings to the fore its
double-edged project of restoring older forms while also building or creaz-
ing a national culture rooted in values and practices of the past. Crucially,
the countercultural movement was about more than just being antihege-
monic; it was also a targeted project of social engineering and moral re-
forming—a project of nation building from below, through which artists,
writers, and activists proceeded to “a work of reacculturation, reinvention
of references, genealogical reconstruction.” Besides struggling against
the state’s vision of national culture, the countercultural movement’s
members also struggled among themselves to understand their own di-
verse, emerging views of national culture and to balance the contradictory
dynamics of restoration and reversal in their own stances and activities.

The most prominent of the various means by which the countercultural
movement sought to materialize its reimaginings of society was literature.
The student movement, which was central to the Senegalese countercul-
tural movement, is not readily associated with scholarship about African
literature and the Cold War. Yet, even as a generation of African writ-
ers and scholars were establishing the contours of their field and assert-
ing their autonomy vis-a-vis Cold War aesthetic dictates, African students
were also debating the role of literature in African decolonizing efforts.
Less drawn to the nonalignment movement of the Bandung generation,
these students, some of whom were future writers and political leaders,
were inspired by revolutionary models from Vietnam, Algeria, and Cuba
and attracted to socialist aesthetics, and these influences showed in the vi-
sions that these students articulated of decolonized African cultures and
literatures.

In At Penpoint: African Literatures, Postcolonial Studies, and the Cold
War, Monica Popescu suggests “revisiting the history of African liter-
ature and postcolonial studies through a Cold War lens.”* Along with
Bakhti Shringarpure, Peter Kalliney, Rossen Djagalov, Duncan Yoon, and
others, Popescu has studied Cold War superpowers’ cultural interven-
tions in what was then the Third World, paying attention to how writers
and intellectuals of colonized and newly independent nations reframed
and responded creatively to these interventions as they shaped the field
of African literature and its place in university curricula. Together, the
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work of these scholars has been field-redefining, remapping the histories
of African, postcolonial, and world literatures by putting “decoloniza-
tion and the Cold War in the same frame.” As they point out, Cold War
superpowers used culture as a site of struggle, deploying official cultural
diplomacy initiatives to shape artistic sensibilities and influence writers
in the Global South.?* At the same time, this cultural arm of the Cold
War covertly funded cultural initiatives that led to the creation of what
Andrew Rubin has described as “transnational literary spaces at war.”®
In their attempts to influence aesthetic tastes in the decolonizing world,
Cold War superpowers promoted certain kinds of writers over others by
awarding them prizes, providing funds for literary magazines and plat-
forms for their debates, and more. At the same time, however, these schol-
ars have noted that the impact of Cold War cultural diplomacy initiatives
on African literature should not be overemphasized. As Kalliney suggests,
African writers, publishers, and scholars were not passive receptacles of
these influences; rather, they contended with them in many ways that
meant that Cold War interventions did not automatically translate into
direct and unfiltered cultural influence.?

What tracing these Cold War influences makes visible is that reading
these geopolitical events and this cultural production together reveals
how certain aesthetic sensibilities emerged and why they occupy such
prominent places in the field of African literature. In this book, I build on
this Cold War-related work to better illuminate how they participated in
the creation of new geographies that shaped the literary internationalism
of the Senegalese countercultural movement. From the pages of Présence
Africaine, which in its first issues proclaimed its nonalignment vis & vis
the Cold War, to other literary networks spearheaded by internationalist
organizations that did not proclaim nonalignment, the movement’s influ-
ences stretched beyond the nation state. For instance, as will be discussed
in chapter 1, the countercultural movement was connected to the Afro-
Asian movement through the activities of Senegalese writers and intel-
lectuals such as Ousmane Sembéne and leader of the Marxist-Leninist
PAI, Mahjemout Diop, who both attended the first Afro-Asian Writers’
Conference in 1958 in Tashkent, Uzbekistan.

In the early 1960s, other landmark events, covertly funded by the
CI4, took place. These included the 1962 Conference of African Writers
of English Expression at Makerere University in Kampala, Uganda; the
Dakar Conference on French African Literature at held at the Univer-
sity of Dakar in 1963; and the Freetown Conference on African Literature
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1.2 Ousmane Sembene, Efua Sutherland, Majhemout Diop, Nazim Hikmet,

and unidentified delegate at the First Afro-Asian Writers’ Conference in
Tashkent in 1958. Ousmane Sembéne mss, courtesy of the Lilly Library,
Indiana University, Bloomington.

and the University Curriculum held at Fourah Bay University in the same
year. At these events, which were attended by established and soon-to-be-
canonized writers such as Wole Soyinka, Chinua Achebe, Senghor, Ous-
mane Sembene, Camara Laye, Tchicaya U Tam’si, and others, key topics
were discussed that sought to determine what constituted African litera-
ture. Notable topics of discussion that resonated with the countercultural
movement were the languages in which African literature should be writ-
ten, African literature curriculum, Negritude, representation and aesthetics,
cultural authenticity, and the autonomy of African universities.”

Counterculture, National Culture,
and Competing Modernities

As the foregoing pages suggest, an examination of the countercultural
movement in the Senegalese context expands traditional definitions of the
term counterculture, and in doing so becomes part of ongoing scholarly
efforts to globalize and decolonize the 1960s.%® The term counterculture
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is thought to have emerged in the second half of the twentieth century
in the American context within the social sciences, in relation to subcul-
ture.”” Theodore Roszak, who popularized the term counterculture, con-
ceived of it as “youthful protest” in industrial societies, operating within
a context of economic prosperity.*’ This plays out differently in the parts
of the world where decolonization was creating new political and social
structures. In these contexts, youths responded to a distinct set of con-
cerns that remained nonetheless connected to the international outcry for
social change and liberation. The Fcs, for instance, a major movement
within the countercultural movement featured in chapter 4 of this book,
criticized in its manifesto other movements generally associated with the
counterculture of the 1960s—the “hippie, yéyé and rasta” movements—
for being “decadent” and “bourgeois.”*

More generally, historian Omar Gueye has investigated whether the
Senegalese counterculture of the May "68 generation constituted a form
of “assimilation,” in that it was mainly composed of French-educated stu-
dents who represented a privileged part of the population, who benefited
from scholarships from the Senegalese government, and who articulated
their protest using mainly foreign slogans and ideas mixed with local style
and sensibilities that did not resonate with the vast majority of their fel-
low citizens whom they sought to address.” While tempting, such a read-
ing obscures the communicability of what Robert Frank has described
as a symbolic “hyphen” (#rait d’union) that created “signs of recognition
between youth,” signs such as revolutionary figures of the time and—as
I demonstrate in this book—Marxist lexemes, anti-imperial sensibilities,
internationalist solidarity, and literary cosmopolitanism, among other
shared and competing visions, ideologies, styles, and practices.*> More-
over, Timothy S. Brown cautions against “the use of Europe (especially
France) and the United States as normative models” in analyses of Global
Sixties movements.** He suggests instead that “an ‘international counter-
culture’ to which theoretically anyone could belong” was a part of the
manifold “commitments” of the sixties that “produced local effects that
intensified political conflicts within respective national settings.”* In-
deed, there is no singular way to be “countercultural” in the 1960s. The
Senegalese movement was neither isolated nor derivative, but should be
understood as part of the fabric of that historical moment and therefore
integral to any genuinely global understanding of the 1960s.

The actors of the Senegalese countercultural movement were not a ho-
mogencous group with a united vision of what Senegalese national culture
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from the margins should look like. They more generally agreed on what
it should be constructed against, and there were competing views among
the revolutionary youth about the very nature of an idea of national cul-
ture in light of the plural countercultures of the time. Importantly, then,
in Senegal’s case, using the term countercultural rather than the counter-
culture to describe the varied antihegemonic actions and processes ex-
amined in this book seems more fitting. As Arthur Marwick points out,
using the adjective rather than the noun implies that “there was no uni-
fied, integrated counter-culture, totally and consistently in opposition
to mainstream culture.” Indeed, he suggests that, more generally, “what
is called the counter-culture was in reality made up of a large number of
very varied subcultures.”* The May ’68 generation, for instance, articu-
lated their antihegemonic stance using a bricolage of subcultures, a qual-
ity that often misled commentators, including Senghor, into seeing their
varied cultural references as mere imitation or cultural assimilation. Thus,
as Martin Kimkle and Mary Nolan observe, the globalization of the social
and cultural changes that pertained to the long 1960s did not mean their
uniformization; rather, the activities of the long 1960s continue to defy
simple categorization, and could “alternately be classified as anti-colonial,
anti-imperial, anti-authoritarian, countercultural, utopian, or reform-
ist”* The Senegalese countercultural movement can be said to have fit
almost all these epithets at different points in its history.

The struggle between the Senegalese countercultural movement and
Senghor’s cultural philosophy and the policies it produced also reveals
competing projects of modernity. Andrew M. Ivaska uses the term “cultured
states” to describe both the ideology behind 1960s Tanzania’s national cul-
ture project and its concrete expressions in urban cultural politics.*® In
the Senegalese context, Ndiouga Benga similarly distinguishes between
two aspects of national culture: the state’s public measures concerning cul-
tural and artistic activities and its broader ideological project to transform
society.”” On one hand, Ivaska emphasizes how national culture served
as a “vehicle for negotiating anxieties about urban order, gender chaos,
and undisciplined youth ... as a tool for overcoming a colonial past”;
on the other, Benga focuses on how Senegal’s project provoked artistic
responses.’’ According to Benga, artists, filmmakers, and young activists
made “an attempt” to shape an “alternative culture of the people” (culture
populaire) from within or in response to this state framework.” Benga’s
and Ivaska’s accounts both demonstrate how these states and their oppo-
nents used national cultural projects to advance competing definitions of
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modernity in a postcolonial context. These works underscore the strug-
gle to make any vision of national culture—whether imposed from above
or generated from below—take root. It is this contested terrain that this
book explores.

Sedimented Traces in the Postcolony

By revisiting this era of Senegalese history through the young cultural ac-
tors of the time, this book responds to calls to provide “a corrective to
the gencalogy of postcolonial studies” that has tended to downplay the
impact of Cold War legacies on postcolonial history.’* In doing so, I fore-
ground texts written in French, with awareness that David Murphy and
Charles Forsdick among others have drawn attention to postcolonial
studies’ “Anglophone ‘bias’” and the tendency for there to be a “French
resistance to postcolonialism,” seeing the latter as an anglophone import.*
Like Murphy, I see the term francophone as including both France and the
larger French-speaking world, and do not recognize the divide between
the Hexagon and former French colonies that the word initially implied.>*
But although this book features the works and trajectories of authors
widely called “francophone,” it also examines materials originally pro-
duced in Wolof and is ultimately less concerned with illuminating what
Murphy and Forsdick call “the ‘Francophone dimension’ of postcolonial
studies than with understanding how the works produced in both French
and Wolof highlighted in this book became constitutive of the “politics of
literature” through which African literature was institutionalized.”

This book also attempts to bridge the materialist—postmodernist di-
vide in postcolonial studies, where postmodernist approaches to postco-
lonial texts tend to be depoliticized and skeptical of grand narratives, pit-
ting themselves against materialist critiques that concern themselves with
the economic, social, and political structures that shape the postcolonial
condition.>® The 1960s” “protest culture” is important in this paradigm
because it poses a challenge to this historical separation between liter-
ary studies and politics.”” Reading Senegal’s countercultural movement
through the prism of the social imaginary’s instituting and creative pow-
ers—as this book proposes to do—opens up a third space beyond this
dichotomy. It emphasizes the creative force of cultural products and the
role they play in social change by calling attention to a fluid understand-
ing of the relationship between culture and politics, for the story of how
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Senegal’s countercultural movement shaped African literature and Senega-
lese political life is ultimately also a story about the role that cultural work
plays in social and political change. In charting a path for the study of
revolutionary imaginaries, I examined processes of meaning making that
resonated with the Annales school’s history of mentalities, which focused
on tracing enduring collective patterns of perception. With the cultural turn
of the 1970s, however, the school’s focus on mentalities shifted to an emphasis
on representation.’® Both approaches are of interest to me because of their
entanglements with the social imaginary not as a reflection of objective real-
ity but as a historically situated structure of perceived reality.”

As Charles Taylor explains, the social imaginary is a prism through
which we make sense of the world; it denotes a “shared understanding”
of a community’s historical existence.” It is a way of knowing through
which we grasp our most basic principles, values, practices, and symbols,
usually “not expressed in theoretical terms but carried in images, stories,
and legends.”® These elements are like a language through which a shared
understanding of society is expressed, and it is by taking shape, as Mau-
rice Godelier argues, in “institutions” and “symbolic representations” and
by materializing in social relations that social imaginaries take concrete
form in reality.® Although the social imaginary can be invoked as an all-
encompassing phenomenon, this book focuses on a specific kind of imagi-
nary: the revolutionary imaginary. The concrete actions of the Senegalese
countercultural movement were driven by the revolutionary imaginaries of
the twentieth century, whose ideologies and utopias can be read, following
Paul Ricoeur, as “expressions of the social imaginary.”®® The revolutionary
imaginaries discussed in this book are therefore not merely reflected in liter-
ary texts and cultural production; rather, they are articulated through cul-
tural products and processes, which serve as the conduits through which
imaginaries are materialized, or given tangible form.

Relatedly, Kristin Ross explains in her groundbreaking study of the
French May ’68 “that memory and . .. forgetting have taken material
forms,” the history of which she charts in her work.** Expanding on Ross’s
thinking, this book explores the materialization of revolutionary imagi-
naries in two ways: First, it shows how the revolutionary imaginaries of the
countercultural movement materialize through fangible cultural objects
such as official and underground print cultures (magazines, brochures,
manifestos, poctry anthologies, etc.). Second, it shows how the ideas that
underpin these revolutionary utopias are taken up and enacted, manifest-
ing as intangible forms in society such as new social practices, informal
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gatherings, new mentalities and behaviors, and new styles of dress and
forms of interaction. These processes of materialization guide my histori-
cal account of the countercultural movement, whereby a generation of
writers, artists, and intellectuals strove to bring into being ideas, dreams,
and theories that would transform society. My account of the countercul-
tural movement is therefore not intended to be comprehensive but rather
focused on the movement’s processes of materializing its revolutionary
imaginaries.

On the opposite end of this forward-moving historical account of the
countercultural movement, I also examine literary and filmic works re-
lated to the countercultural movement to look back on how they encode
historical consciousness.® This literary account approaches history—
specifically here the history of how certain ideas and attitudes came to be
widespread in African and especially Senegalese literature and film—from
a different direction. Edouard Glissant suggests that we approach history
“through the accumulation of sediments,” using the term “sediment” in its
metaphorical sense to describe what is “deposited gradually and continu-
ously” to shape “historical consciousness.”* Illuminating how history can
be gleaned from literary interpretation, Glissant’s approach shows how
one can avoid totalizing, falsely universal conceptions of history by read-
ing the contents of literary works not as direct evidence of the past but
rather as trace sediments or deposits of a past, to be interpreted not as an
archive of the past itself but rather as an archive of past sensibilities and
shared ways of experiencing the world.¢” Crucially, such readings of liter-
ary works produce not history per se but layered accounts of historical
consciousness that, while arising from the period of the past in question,
does not necessarily remain tied to that particular era of the past and can
continue to be animated and even flourish as traces beget more traces over
time.

Importantly, of course, I do not suggest that a historical consciousness
can only grow over time. Sometimes there is a notable lack of traces in the
written record, while at other times there are observable transformations
in the traces that manifest. Glissant and other philosophers borrowed
the term sediments from the field of geology, where sediments contain-
ing information about past environments, life-forms, and climatic events
function as archives of transformations. They allow scientists to compare
climate differences between different periods of the past as well as the
present.®® Examining sediments therefore makes visible the traces of both

continuity and transformation over time, allowing for the reconstruction
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of the history of the collective consciousness itself. Applied in the present
book, this framework helps my literary account portray not just the con-
tinuities but also the changes to the countercultural revolutionary imagi-
naries as they manifested in literary works over the decades following the
movement's withdrawal from public visibility.

In a way, then, I am asserting that the countercultural movement’s
revolutionary imaginaries remain active to this day. But, in doing so, I
am suggesting not that they have been passed down continuously or un-
changed but rather that they have morphed into a collective consciousness
that, while robust, is uneven, multifaceted, and unpredictable in when or
how it reactivates the sediments of those revolutionary imaginaries. And
I chart the imaginaries’ processes of materialization in my historical ac-
count of the countercultural movement not so that I can assert that those
materializations directly become the sediments whose traces I later read
to understand the imaginaries-turned-historical-consciousness (although
some of them surely do) but rather to show that even the processes of ma-
terialization themselves, like the behavior of sedimented traces later, dem-
onstrate a dynamic and sometimes contradictory volatility. Alice Wilson
has noted that the burgeoning field of the anthropology of revolution
pays special attention to “how revolutions rework existing social forms,”
and as previously discussed, the Senegalese countercultural movement
worked to both reverse (put back) and restore (bring forward) different
aspects of Senegalese cultural and social structures.®” As Wilson observes,
this “combination of rupture and continuity constitutes a contradiction
among the many paradoxes within revolutions.””” When combined with
the variability inherent also in the processes of sedimentation and repro-
duction of historical consciousness, this revolutionary spirit of both rup-
ture and continuity can make the reemergences of their traces especially
unpredictable as to whether they will be reversing or restoring and what
they will be reversing or restoring.

Moreover, in this conception, my historical account of the countercul-
tural movement does not neatly end at some point and pass the baton to
the literary account of collective consciousness; rather, the two accounts
overlap for the entire duration of the history being recounted. On the one
hand, the project of charting the countercultural movement’s materializa-
tions of its revolutionary imaginaries is brought forward in time past the
official expiry date of the movement in 1981 through the actions and atti-
tudes of lingering actors from the movement; on the other hand, the proj-
ect of reading the traces of the countercultural movement in the literary
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and filmic works of our present time moves backward in time, secking
out the origins of certain ideas, aesthetics, and mindsets that are now dif-
fuse and commonplace. As the overview of chapters will later explain, the
nexus where the two projects pass each other most clearly is chapter 4,
where the historical account hands over its dominance to the literary ac-
count going forward, and the literary hands off to the historical going

backward.

Reading the Colonial and Postcolonial
Senegalese Laboratory

Besides being a history of Senegal’s countercultural movement and its
revolutionary imaginaries in its literary traces, this book also engages with
a broader cultural history of Senegal’s role in colonial and postcolonial
Africa. Senegal’s reputation as a model of democracy in Africa has been
due to the fact that, besides never having experienced a coup d¥état, it has
counted three “peaceful” transfers of power between different parties or
coalitions since 2000. But this book is not about Senegalese exception-
alism, nor does it see the Senegalese case as sufficient for making broad
claims about African literature. Rather, it is interested in the political and
cultural processes in the second half of the twentieth century that led to
Senegal’s playing a key role in the development of African literature, and
in the implications this has for the influence of the Senegalese countercul-
tural movement beyond the nation’s borders.

The Senegalese revolutionary movement emerged before the nation’s
independence, when Senegal was still part of a federation, so although
the countercultural movement coalesced later in the 1960s, much of its
formative intellectual exchange had taken place in federative structures.
It had taken shape through Pan-African platforms such as the Fédération
des Erudiants d’Afrique Noire en France (Federation of Black African Stu-
dents in France; FEANF), the Union Générale des Erudiants d'Afrique de
I'Ouest (General Union of West African Students; UGEAO), the Univer-
sity of Dakar, and the publishing house and magazine Présence Africaine.
Scholars have noted that during the May 68 protests at the University
of Dakar, the institution had students from twenty-three nationalities.”
Many of these students, Francoise Blum recounts, took with them some of
the modes of organizing and ideas they had learned in Dakar to lead pro-
tests in their respective countries after being sent back home as a sanction
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for having partaken in the May 68 strike.”” The University of Dakar there-
fore served as a testing ground for young student militants in West Africa
and beyond. The members of FEANF in particular were inclined toward
federation and staunchly opposed Africa’s balkanization, or its gaining of
independence as broken-up territories.”

Historically and geographically, the Senegambian region has also held
a central role in the French empire. Its strategic geographical position led
to the establishment of European trading posts in the fifteenth century
and to the involvement of its coastal towns in the sixteenth-century devel-
opment of the transatlantic slave trade. The region was also the launching
point for the nineteenth-century colonial conquest of West Africa by the
French, with two Senegalese cities becoming successive capitals of French
West Africa—first Saint-Louis, then Dakar. Senegal was therefore used
as a testing ground for the French policy of assimilation. Traditions of
political representation, democracy, and multipartyism in the region date
back to the nineteenth century, as the Four Communes of Senegal (Dakar,
Saint-Louis, Rufisque, and Gorée) have had representation at the French
National Assembly since 1848. The inhabitants of the Four Communes,
known as originaires, were granted French citizenship and the right for
men to vote in 1916. Furthermore, most of the colonial educational in-
frastructure was concentrated in Senegal, which made colonial Senegal
a training ground for French-educated Africans who went on to assume
key political positions in their respective countries.” These factors, among
others, explain why many African intellectuals, writers, and influential
figures whose impact extend beyond the French-speaking world hail from
Senegal. Rather than reading them as markers of Senegal’s exceptional-
ism, it is more productive to see Senegal—following Mamadou Diouf’s
formulation—as a “laboratory,” which denotes a place that has histori-
cally served as a colonial testing ground and whose prominent role in the
empire and its ramifications have therefore been historically constructed
rather than due to any natural or inherent exceptional qualities.

In the same vein, Wolof, the most widely spoken language in Senegal,
occupies a central position in this book relative to Pulaar, Sereer, and
Jolaa—languages that countercultural actors also sought to revive. This
focus is primarily due to the prominence of Wolof within the counter-
cultural movement and the difficulty of accessing sources in the other
aforementioned languages. Much like Senegal’s historically constructed
prominence in the region, Wolof’s predominance is rooted in its role as a
transethnic and vehicular language, as well as its function as a language of
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commerce in Senegambia since the sixteenth century.” This has afforded
Wolof a hegemonic position over other national languages in Senegal, de-
spite its secondary status relative to French, the ofhcial language.

Another factor that paved the way for the impact of Senegal’s counter-
cultural movement on modern African literature is that, unlike in many
countries in the world during the Cold War, Senghor’s regime did not
actively persecute artists. Although Senghor did ban Ousmane Sembene’s
film Ceddo, he did not imprison or threaten the lives of those who criti-
cized his government through their art. In general, the Senghorian regime
did not treat artists as it did its political opponents, who, in contrast, were
jailed and sometimes tortured. In turn, this paradoxical freedom of speech
for artists and writers during the period of single-party rule provided the
space for the actors of the countercultural movement to challenge Seng-
hor. Senegal therefore came to function as a laboratory for countercultural
initiatives, where ideas were tested and debated and led to the making of
African literary and cinematic works that were later canonized.

The contradictory remnants of these experiments are what Boris Diop
commented on in Sembene’s Guelwaar in the opening anecdote to this
introduction and that I examine throughout this book in literary texts,
films, print cultures, infrastructures, and political and cultural initiatives.

My reading practice is concerned with how the literary and filmic
works under consideration bring something into being—that is, how they
actively contribute to shaping the revolutionary imaginaries themselves,
in turn helping these imaginaries shape the world after their fashion. For
Ousmane Sembéne, the filmmaker’s role within revolution was “not to
‘get it done but to ‘get it started’ "’ Kesteloot has pointed to the influence
of literary works in the context of African revolutions, suggesting that
they can “react against reality and exercise an influence that can acceler-
ate the development of social and political crises.” For Kesteloot, litera-
ture’s interplay with politics “in the midst of an ensemble of social facts”
gives literature an important role to play during times of major political
transformations.”” The literary and cinematic works under study in this
book engage in dialogue with elements both inside and outside the liter-
ary realm and are part of a broader sociocultural network that shaped the
revolutionary imaginaries that fueled the countercultural movement.

Critics have decried the tendency to approach African literary texts
as sociohistorical documents—an approach that suggests that African lit-
erary texts merely reflect what has happened rather than participating at
all in the active making of society as works of artistic creation. My dual
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historical-literary lenses of reading processes of materialization and traces
of sedimentation across the decades hope to capture how the creations
of literary and filmic works, in every decade, in the first place were at-
tempts to materialize in the world the revolutionary imaginaries that fu-
cled the countercultural movement and in the second place were traces
themselves of the impact that earlier attempts at materialization have had
on the world, at least insofar as continuing to be taken up by writers and
filmmakers of subsequent generations. This book therefore invites us to
look at these cultural texts not as a reflection but as part of a “structuring
matrix” of the revolutionary imaginaries both of and from the countercul-
tural period and as works of artistic creation that in turn have played a part
in shaping reality.”

As Ato Quayson tells us, “The social world itself is the product of
referential relays that are encapsulated in discursive ensembles in which
different fragments ‘speak’ to each other across a nexus of knowledge, ide-
ology, and power.” Drawing on Quayson, my project of re-creating the
social world of the Senegalese countercultural movement accordingly uses
an array of varied sources that pertain to both “literary and nonliterary
discourses” and that “articulate both social realities and the epistemo-
logical orientations to such realities.”” As such, this book uses not only
literary texts but also oral histories, official and underground archival
documents, correspondence, interviews, and periodicals to reconstruct
the countercultural movement. This process has made me appreciate the
material aspects of revolutionary activity, as the collection of information
about strategies for purchasing printing material and other kinds of se-
crecy surrounding the publication of pamphlets has been an enlighten-
ing experience. Interviewing countercultural actors (who are now largely
in their seventies) about their revolutionary dreams and aspirations in
their twenties also had its challenges, as testimonies from this tumultu-
ous period tend to be tinted with self-censorship, fragmented informa-
tion induced by trauma, romanticization of the revolutionary period, and
differing gendered perspectives on the revolutionary struggles when nar-
rated in retrospect. In addition to probing the limits of such sources of
information—what Brahim El Guabli has called “other-archives”—this
book also highlights underground literature as a category for literary and
historical inquiry.** I reveal (when authorized) the identity and creative
processes of the pseudonymous authors behind some of the underground
works examined in this book. And while most of the archival documents
I needed that pertained to or were examples of underground literature
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were available in university or national archives, research institutes, and
cultural centers in Senegal, France, and the United States, other docu-
ments, produced as part of clandestine political activity, were found only
in personal libraries. By highlighting this material within their contexts of
production and dissemination, I read and examine seldom-studied figures
and aspects of African literary culture alongside canonized works and cel-

ebrated authors of the field.

Structure of the Book

This book is divided into two parts. The first part reconstructs the Senega-
lese countercultural movement by narrating how countercultural actors
and their predecessors attempted to materialize revolutionary imaginaries,
while the second part follows by reading sedimented traces of the move-
ment in African literary texts and films. As previously mentioned, however,
the reading of traces already begins to some extent in the first part, while
the processes of materialization also continue to some extent into the
second part.

Chapter 1 retraces the transnational, literary dimension of the Senega-
lese countercultural movement by exploring how literary form served as
an experimental space for decolonizing writers during the Cold War. The
chapter begins in the postwar period, when seeds of the movement were
planted in debates about poetic form and the function of decolonizing
writers. It continues through the 1950s and 1960s with international cul-
tural events and follows influential figures of the movement. Drawing on
Blum, I identify these influential figures as passeurs—conveyors of ideas
and knowledge—who act as contributors to and intermediaries between
these global events and the countercultural movement in Senegal

Chapter 2 examines key episodes of Senegal’s political history of decol-
onization and nation building. Organized around the major events lead-
ing to Senegal’s independence, this historical chapter centers on the com-
ing into being of the revolutionary movement and the countercultural
ideas that animated it. The first half of the chapter illuminates important
early historical developments in the revolutionary movement, such as the
birth and influence of the RDA in 1946; its role in fueling left-wing anti-
colonial activities in French West Africa and among students in France;
and the growth of the Senegalese women’s movement beginning with the
securing of suffrage for women of the Four communes in 1945. The second

SIXTIES REVOLUTIONARY IMAGINARIES 27



half of the chapter picks up after Senegal’s independence in 1960 with Sen-
ghor’s gradual move toward single-party rule and the implementation of
his nation-building project through Negritude-oriented cultural policies.

Chapter 3 revisits the main initiatives that constitute the countercultural
movement: the movement for linguistic renewal; the project to reclaim Af-
rican history; and the emergence of cultural clubs, the alternative press, and
the women’s movement. Entangled with these initiatives is the emergence of
four canonical works that exemplify how the countercultural movement in-
fluenced African literature, film, and political thought: Cheikh Anta Diop’s
Nations négres et culture; Ousmane Sembene’s Mandabi; the Fcs’s republi-
cation of Lamine Senghor’s La violation d'un pays, originally published dur-
ing the interwar period; and finally, Awa Thiam’s pioneering work La parole
aux négresses, whose reception was riddled with controversy.

Chapter 4 analyzes the underground literature of a Maoist-oriented
cultural movement, the Front Culturel Sénégalais, known as Fcs, estab-
lished in 1976 in Dakar. Inspired by the works of the passeurs/contribu-
tors of the transnational cultural movements and the debates and cultural
events presented in chapters 1 and 3, the Fcs represents the apex of the
broader countercultural movement and epitomizes the move from coun-
tercultural initiatives to a structured effort to shape national culture.
Leaning on interviews I conducted with former Fcs members, I elucidate
the main tenets of the Fcs, analyze the movement’s manifesto, and survey
three poetry anthologies published by the movement. I also demonstrate
how the pseudonymous poets in the anthologies experimented with tradi-
tional poetic song forms and genres in both Wolof and French.

Beginning to home in on the traces left behind by the intense cultural
ferment of the preceding two decades, chapter s reestablishes, both tex-
tually and historically, the lost connections between the countercultural
movement and the celebrated novelist, playwright, journalist, and Neus-
tadt Prize—winner Boubacar Boris Diop. I examine Diop’s first two novels
and his play—Le temps de Tamango (1981) and Thiaroye terre rouge (1981),
as well as Les tambours de la mémoire (1987)—to show how Diop’s early
works dialogue with the Fcs’s activities and the broader countercultural
movements nationalist historical project. Through the lens of speculative
fiction and experimental writing, Diop interrogates literature’s potential
within the context of revolution.

Chapter 6 illuminates the literary and filmic reactivation in the late
1970s to 2010s of the countercultural movement’s emphasis on “the
people” as agents of change and as key actors in their desired revolution.
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In particular, the chapter traces the creation of “the ordinary/common
people” as a motif in classics of African film and literature, such as Ous-
mane Sembene’s film Xala and Aminata Sow Fall’s novel The Beggars’
Strike. The chapter then goes on to analyze filmmaker Djibril Diop
Mambety’s unfinished trilogy, Histoire des petites gens (Tales of ordinary
people), along with Ken Bugul’s ode to artists as ordinary people in Rue
Félix-Faure (2005). Linking Mambety and Ken Bugul to the countercul-
tural movement through their involvement in Agit’Art, I show how their
works were, in their own ways, continuations of the movement’s spirit.

Over the course of the book, the broader picture that emerges from
these chapters is that the debates raised by the literary left not only per-
sistently challenged Senghorian Negritude but also sought to forge a new
cultural vision by emphasizing five central issues: First, the broad role of
literature and the arts in social transformation (chapters 1, 4, and 6); sec-
ond, the politics of language, which centered on the importance of har-
nessing African languages to bridge the gap with the masses (chapters 3
and 4); third, the project to reclaim precolonial cultures, and more specif-
ically the question of the extent to which they should serve as the founda-
tion for a national culture (chapters 1, 3, and 4); fourth, the uses of the past
in shaping a revolutionary present and decolonized futures (chapters 3
and 5); and finally, the redefinition of the relationship of the intelligentsia
(writers, artists, scholars) with “the people” (chapter 6).

Finally, musing on the outcome and social aftermath of the 2024 presi-
dential elections in Senegal, the coda revisits ways in which reading Afri-
can literature through the lens of the countercultural movement deepens
our understanding of African literary aesthetics and Senegalese political
life, and makes visible the interconnectedness of cultural and political
counterhegemonic practices in social transformation.
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