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This edition of Africa Report focuses on
East Africa, beginning with an analysis of
American strategic policy in the area
under the Carter and Reagan administra-
tions, by Larry W. Bowman and Jeffrey A.
Lefebvre. From Nairobi, Rick Wells ana-
lyzes the September elections and Presi-
dent Moi’s efforts to put his own stamp on
the Kenyan political scene. John Dimsdale
assesses how successful President Nye-
rere’s recent crackdown on ‘‘economic
exploiters” has been and whether there
has been any improvement in the Tanza-
nian economy. Matt Mann takes a look at
the gains of the Ethiopian revolution 10
years later, and Guy Arnold examines the
American-Somali alliance in terms of big-
power politics in the Horn. Arthur Gavshon
speculates on whether recent moves by
the Seychellois government indicate a tilt
toward the West. And Kimani Gecau, for-
merly associated with the Kamiriithu the-
ater group in Kenya, explains the Zim-
babwe government’s approach to theater
as a development tool.

From West Africa, we provide an inter-
view with Cape Verde President Aristides

" Pereira, who discusses his country’s eco-

nomic and political position, as well as his
role as current president of the Interstate
Committee for Drought Control in the
Sahel. Léopold Sédar Senghor, former
president of Senegal, is interviewed by
Stephen H. Grant on his views on the im-
portance of African culture, and Larry
Diamond analyzes the controversies sur-
rounding the recent landslide victory by
President Shehu Shagari’s National Party
of Nigeria.
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CULTURE INTERVIEW

Leopold Sédar Senghor,

Former President of Senegal

INTERVIEWED BY STEPHEN H. GRANT

When he voluntarily stepped down from the Senegalese
presidency in 1980, Léopold Sédar Senghor did not retire.
He decided to devote the rest of his life to improving the
dialogue between cultures. At 77, Senghor cuts an impres-
sive figure. He rises at 6 a.m. and performs a half-hour of
physical exercise. He writes from 8 a.m. to noon, and in the
afternoons he receives visitors. In his villa in Dakar, he re-
sponded to questions put to him by Africa Report corre-
spondent Stephen H. Grant.

AFRICA REPORT: It is said, Mr. President, that you do
not miss being in power; you prepare lectures, you write,
you travel extensively. One can imagine that relieved of
many constraints, you are occupied with projects that you
had placed on the back burner during your presidency. Is
this an accurate portrait?

SENGHOR: Your portrait is indeed an accurate one. After
my studies at the Sorbonne and after receiving my doctorate
in grammar in 1935, I succeeded in being appointed to teach
in France rather than in Senegal, precisely to avoid getting
involved in politics. I was very ambitious, but not to enter
the political arena. My greatest ambition from 1935 to 1945
was to become a professor in black African languages and
civilization at the College de France. In order to do that, 1
had to obtain a *‘state doctorate.”” Consequently, I returned
to Senegal in 1945 during my vacation to gather data for my
thesis, the subject of which was Sérere folk poetry.

A foreign service officer with the United States Agency for Inter-
national Development, Stephen H. Grant has lived most of the
last 20 years in West Africa. He is currently serving with AID in
Cairo. The views expressed in this interview do not necessarily
reflect those of the U.S. State Department.
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Former President Léopold Senghor: “I have returned
happily to my vocation of professor and writer”’

My trip happened to coincide with an election campaign
for the French constituent assembly, the creation of which
had been decreed by General de Gaulle. The Socialist Fed-
eration party in Senegal pursued me for a month, insisting
that I become its candidate. I finally gave in. In a 1946 in-
terview later published in Liberté II, 1 stated my goal—to
obtain for Senegal independence from France without sac-
rificing friendship. And I was the first one to obtain inde-
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a lacadémie fran(;ai‘se
UN HONNEUR
POUR LE

PEUPLE NOIR

Nous consacrons aujourd’hui
un dossier a Senghor, qui vient
d:‘e;ma élu membre de I'Académie
Frangaise. C'est en effet un événe-
ment important, non seulement
pour P'Afrique mais aussi pour le
peuple noir tout entier, consacrant
pour la premiére fois 'admission
gi'un Negre sous la coupole,
institution créée en 5 par
Louis X1l pour défendre la langue
francaise.

i g .
Abidjan newspaper headline: Senghor’s election to
the French Academy was an ‘“honor bestowed on
black Africa”
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pendence from de Gaulle. So, in 1960 I was elected the first
president of the Republic of Senegal. As early as 1962 I had
made a pact with my wife not to become a candidate for re-
election in 1965. But in 1962 my prime minister, Mamadou
Dia, attempted a coup d’état. It was only in 1970 that I
found someone else capable of becoming a prime minister
and eventually my successor. In 1978 I resolved not to ac-
cept reelection, but Senegal was going through an abso-
lutely devastating drought, so I remained. Finally, in 1980,
I could leave. So now, I have returned happily to my voca-
tion, that of a professor and writer.

I am writing an essay that will be entitled ‘‘From Neg-
ritude to Universal Civilization.”” Next I plan to write an
essay on Maurice Béjart and the Dance. Finally, I intend to
write a new collection of poems, which I will entitle Oc-
tober Poems .

AFRICA REPORT: You have recently been elected to the
French Academy, a high honor by which France has recog-
nized your personal merit. Through it, you as well the Afri-
can continent and black Francophone literature are honored.
What contribution do you hope to make to this institution?

SENGHOR: First, how should one interpret my election?
My enemies—for I have some—were the first to carp,
spreading the word that this election confirmed that I was
more French than black! However, the French press focused
more on the negritude aspect than on the Francophone as-
pect. An article written about me by a poet, by the way, in
the major French rightist newspaper, Le Figaro, was enti-
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tled ‘“The Poet of Negritude.”’ In the major leftist paper, Le
Monde, the article bore the title ‘‘Negritude on Top.”” Afri-
cans reacted to the election in the same way. The telegrams
I received from heads of state, in particular from those of
Ivory Coast, Morocco, Mali, Comoros, and Zaire, all point
out the honor bestowed on black Africa.

What do I intend to do as a member of the French

Academy? I am going to work on what I call the
““‘crossbreeding’’ of the French language. As a result of col-
onization in each Francophone territory, be it Quebec,
Senegal, or Madagascar, we invented new words and new
expressions with which to enrich the French language. That
is why I hope to introduce into the French Academy’s dic-
tionary words like ‘‘negritude’’ and expressions that devel-
oped as Senegalisms, Ivorianisms, Canadianisms, etc. A
few years ago we published a lexicon of Senegalese French.
The words and expressions we invented are more concrete,
more vivid, more symbolic. The French language is a lan-
guage of logic and precision, but also a language with im-
ages. I consider English poetry, both British and American,
some of the greatest in the world. Compared to French, the
language of abstraction, English and German are concrete
languages built on and built for their vividness. This is the
personality that I hope the French language can adopt, to
add to its own genius, so that the result will constitute a
cultural symbiosis among Europe, Africa, and Asia.
AFRICA REPORT: You have said that the greatest civili-
zations are ‘‘crossbred.”’ Can you provide concrete exam-
ples of what you mean by this term?
SENGHOR: I always say that if you clearly define a
problem, you have half solved it. In the 1930s, after my
studies at the Sorbonne, I decided to take courses at the
Paris Institute of Ethnology and Miss Homburger’s courses
at the Practical School of Advanced Social Studies, where
she held a chair in the Department of Black African Lan-
guages. At the Ethnology Institute, the professor who im-
pressed me the most was Paul Rivet, who really founded
French anthropology. Rivet was a very cultivated person.
He would point to a map of the Mediterranean and say, ‘It
is at this latitude all around the earth where the first and
greatest civilizations flourished. Here developed the
crossbreeding of whites and blacks from the Straits of Gib-
raltar to East India and the crossbreeding of black and yel-
low peoples from Burma to Japan and beyond.’

The first civilization and the first writings developed in
Egypt and Sumer. And it is reported that Egyptians and
Sumerians were more black than white. In the second book
of his History, Herodotus writes that Egyptians have black
skin and tightly coiled hair. Today, reputed biologists such
as Jean Bernard and Jacques Ruffié are saying much the
same. Neither skin color nor scalp shape, one must under-
stand, is an indication of the degree of crossbreeding. The
determining factor is the frequency table of blood groups.
Today, Egyptians and Senegalese are only one or two points
different in their blood group frequency. And the Sene-
galese are often considered model blacks: they are tall, with
an average height of 1 meter, 76 centimeters [5’-9"]. like
Americans, and they are very black. As my professor Pau!
Rivet used to explain, all those civilizations—Egyptian.
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Sumerian, Latin, Greek, Arabic, Indian, Aztec, and
Mayan—are on the latitude of the Mediterranean and all
have crossbred.

In the twentieth century, the United States represents a
model of both biological and cultural crossbreeding. The
American people are a crossbreeding of Europeans
(Teutons, Latins, Slavs, etc.), black Africans, and Amer-
Indians. You know what blacks have contributed to Ameri-
can civilization in the fields of dance, poetry, and song. I
remember a talent show when I was a student in Paris where
everyone performed something from his culture. The
American students sang spirituals, which just astounded us.
At any rate, together what have North America and Europe
(which I call Eur-America) brought to the universal civili-
zation? They have brought a genius for organization and for
methodicalness, especially in the fields of science and tech-
nology. Not that I agree with the Americans in their political
stance or economic policies; for instance, the United States
is criticized for having brought about the failure of the last
meeting of the United Nations Conference on Trade and
Development through its intransigence. Nevertheless, I
have always said that in culture, the United States is a
model, for it accepts its biological and cultural crossbreed-
ing.

Compared to those fertile contributions that Eur-America
has brought to be assimilated by the Third World, what do
we bring? We bring, among other things, black aesthetics.
Interestingly enough, these black aesthetics were introduced
by the French into Eur-American civilization in the twen-
tieth century. This introduction took place after what I call
“‘the Revolution of 1889.”” This year was marked in France
by three literary milestones: Henri Bergson’s essay ‘‘Time
and Free Will; Paul Claudel’s first play, Golden Head; and
Arthur Rimbaud’s Season In Hell, where he defines a new
aesthetic, which was introduced at the School of Paris.

I remember when Pablo Picasso accompanied me to the
door and looking me straight in the eyes said, ‘“You should
keep on being savages!’” The black African aesthetic put its
stamp on German expressionism. And if you are interested
in the influence of black art on surrealistic poetry, I suggest
you read the book The Black Model, by Jean-Claude Blan-
chere, a French professor at the University of Dakar.

Or take the Japanese. The reason they constitute a model
in a wide variety of endeavors is that they represent a bal-
anced crossbreeding of three cultures. The first inhabitants
of Japan were blacks who migrated from Melanesia. They
spoke an agglutinative language similar to African lan-
guages. Then the white Ainus came from the north; yel-
low-skinned people arrived only in third place. When I was
received into the Rouen Academy, I delivered an address on
the “‘lessons from Japan.’’ I explained that Japan had taught
the whole world lessons, first of all in economy and finance,
but also in the cultural field owing to its biological and cul-
tural crossbreeding.

Let me give you some other examples of what I mean by
biological and cultural crossbreeding. In the fifth century
B.C., the Greeks took the torch of civilization from the
hands of the Egyptians. Who were the Greeks who had gone
to Egypt to study? My compatriot Cheik Anta Diop tells us
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that the philosophers Plato and Pythagoras, the scientist
Thales, the mathematician Eudoxus, and the father of his-
tory, Herodotus, all studied in Egypt, in an Egypt where the
population was black.

Even today, the frequency table of blood groups for
Greece, unlike that of any other European country, presents
distinct similarities to the frequency table of blood groups

The Senghor residence: ‘““We are creating a new
architecture, of which my house is a model”’

for Africa, where the major blood group is “‘O.’” In Europe,
in general, group ‘‘A’’ is predominant.

If 1 had the time, I would prove to you that the choral
odes and stage dances of ancient Greek theater, which come
from the Eleusinian Mysteries, in reality have their origins
in the worship of Osiris, which was carried out in Egypt
through processions with choral and choreographed accom-
paniment.

Let’s move on to France. The French are composed, first,
of pre-Indo-Europeans. Before the arrival of the Hellenic
Europeans, the stock was Negroid (the Grimaldi family in
Monaco is an example). The French are made up of
Mediterranean Negroids, Celts, and Teutons. The French
government today officially recognizes the French culture
as being a result of crossbreeding. You will see this state-
ment in the report published in 1963 by the French minister
Jeanneney. In this report, French culture is defined as a
symbiotic force that has exposed itself to fertile contribu-
tions from foreign civilizations in order to form a new cul-
ture, the principal characteristic of which is a creative force.

Finally, I come to my own country, Senegal. Since inde-
pendence in 1960, we have made every effort to create a
new literature—using the French language, I admit—a new
plastic art, a new dance form, and a new music. In 1980 to
1981, you will recall the success of an exhibition of con-
temporary Senegalese art that traveled to many major
American cities. My election to the French Academy is, in
part, recognition of the fact that we are creating a new liter-
ature. The Mudra Dance School is helping us develop a new
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dance form. The director of the dance school is Maurice
Béjart, whose father, Gaston Berger, was a crossbreed of
French and Senegalese origin. Béjart is redefining classical
ballet by concentrating on its Asian and African influences.
We are creating a new architecture, of which my house is a
model. This architecture is marked by asymmetric paral-
lelisms. My eldest son, Francis, is helping us to create a

LIBERTES
EGRITUDE ET CI
R INIVERSEL

A selection of Léopold Senghor’s books: ‘I have always
accorded a higher priority to culture than to politics”’

new music. After studying at the Berkeley College of Music
in Boston, he returned to Senegal and over a 10-year period
composed 20 orchestral works. Those are a few examples of
cultural crossbreeding. I wrote an article entitled ‘‘A Black
African Aesthetic’’ for the journal Diogenes, in which I de-
fine the black African aesthetic as a collection of symbolic,
melodic, and rhythmic images. When Pierre Soulages, one
of the greatest living painters, read my article, he
exclaimed, ‘‘That definition could apply to aesthetics of the
twentieth century in general.”’

AFRICA REPORT: Adopting biological and cultural
crossbreeding as an intellectual theory is one thing, but are
there also practical political applications? For instance, do
you believe that understanding and appreciating other civili-
zations can increase the chances for conflict resolution
among nations?

SENGHOR: I think so. When I led a mediation team twice
to Jerusalem and to Cairo, in responding to a toast by Presi-
dent Anwar Sadat, for whom I had the highest admiration, I
noted that the Arab-Israeli conflict was nothing but frat-
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ricide. I said, ‘“You, Arabs and Jews, represent the two
great branches of the Semitic stem that contributed so much
to the world, and in particular the three great monotheistic
religions, Christianity, Islam, and Judaism.’’ The last time I
went to Amman, Jordan, and gave a lecture on negritude
and Arabity, I developed the same thesis—the civilizations
of the Near East represent an ideal cultural crossbreeding of
Indo-European, Semitic, and Arabic civilizations.
AFRICA REPORT: Besides your writings, are there other
channels through which you can promote cultural
crossbreeding as a means of approaching the ‘‘universal
civilization?”’

SENGHOR: 1 have always accorded a higher priority to
culture than to politics. Currently as president of the So-
cialist Inter-African, I place emphasis not so much on so-
cialism, or even on social justice, but on democratization. 1
recently addressed a letter to King Hassan 11 of Morocco to
congratulate him on progress in democratization registered
in the last municipal elections. With Prince Hassan of Jor-
dan, I am co-president of the Afro-Arab Cultural Forum of-
Asilah. Soon we will name representatives from Latin
American, Caribbean, and Asian countries to add to the Af-
ricans and Arabs in the forum’s governing board. My ob-
jective is to achieve, in a concrete fashion, cultural
crossbreeding between Arab-Berbers and black Africans,
and then to extend the crossbreeding to Asia and Latin
America. [ am also president of the Friends of Miguel Angel
Asturias, the Nobel Prize winner. This organization in-
cludes Latin American, Caribbean, and African intellectu-
als. We held a colloquium in Paris in May and next year will
hold one in Central Africa.

I presided over a colloquium at the Sorbonne in February.
Entitled “‘Creation and Development,”’ this colloquium was
attended by 400 scientists, including Nobel Prize winners,
artists, and writers. The colloquium brought out a new defi-
nition of culture. I have defined culture as ‘‘the spirit of a
civilization.’’ President Frangois Mitterrand, however, pro-
posed to colloquium participants a new definition. Viewing
culture as a dynamic, not static, phenomenon, he defined it
as a ‘‘force of creation.”’ 1 think France is to be honored for
being in the avant-garde in the definition of culture as a
force of creation and of a new civilization of the universal.
AFRICA REPORT: What influence would you like to
exert on the younger generation?

SENGHOR: 1 would hope that today’s youth realize two
things—first, the importance of cultural identity. Each per-
son should first of all become deeply rooted in his culture.
For us, this means in the values of negritude. Then, to be a
whole person, one should expose himself to the fertile as-
pects of other cultures. For instance, one should be open to
the spirituality of the Near East, where three major religions
were revealed, but also be open to the organizational abili-
ties and methodicalness that have typified the development
of the Eur-Americans. It is not a question for us blacks of
simply reliving the negritude of our ancestors. That attitude
does not represent progress. What is important, however, is
to create a new negritude, a negritude that brings about a
symbiosis among European, Near Eastern, and African
cultures. That is what I have spent my life trying to achieve.
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