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CHAPTER 16: POSTCOLONIAL THOUGHT
Main Points
1. Postcolonial thinkers Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., Fidel Castro, Malcolm X, and Desmond Tutu, do their work in recollection of deep cultural traumas that have occurred in the histories of their respective peoples.
2. Postcolonial thought takes up problems of cultural dissolution and questioning previously unquestioned worldviews. It challenges an uncritical acceptance of the notion of progress. The writing of history itself has become an issue for philosophical investigation (historiography).
3. Direct appeals for justice are not sufficiently compelling to bring about change; thus, raising consciousness through philosophy has become an important undertaking.
4. Perspectivism has become an accepted part of postcolonial writing; in the twentieth century, some form of Marxism has been the overwhelming theoretical choice among Third World writers.
5. Among the topics most intensively developed in postcolonial studies of history and justice has been the matter of domination.
Historical Background
6. Models of colonization: in the fifteenth century, the Iberian powers (Spain and Portugal) extracted valuable metals and other commodities from the areas under their control for shipment back to the mother country; British colonies in the eighteenth century were developed to be markets for manufactured goods; in Southeast Asia the French instituted a colonial model midway between the Spanish and British systems.
7. Whatever the model, colonization entailed (a) violent physical subjugation of indigenous peoples and (b) the introduction of the colonizers’ values and beliefs into traditional societies.
8. Postcolonial thought tries in various ways to come to terms with a history of subjugation and revolutionary impulses; in the colonial and former colonial powers postcolonial thought has been marginalized or dismissed altogether, though among subjugated and formerly subjugated populations postcolonialist thinkers have become social and political leaders (Mahatma Gandhi in India, Kwame Nkrumah in Ghana, Léopold Senghor in Senegal, Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam, Vaclav Havel in the Czech Republic).
9. The shared experience of domination has helped to structure a general revolutionary consciousness among subjugated peoples of the Third World.
10. Though postcolonial thinkers frequently disagree with others from within their own traditions about interpretations of events and situations, postcolonial thought is distinctive in self- consciously dealing with the dislocations brought on by encounters with conquerors whose imperialism aimed at near-total domination.
11. Thus, the commonalities of postcolonial thought are not so much derived from the conceptual similarities among local traditions as from similarities among experiences of invasion and foreign domination.
Africa
12. Pan-African philosophy is a cultural categorization of philosophical activity that includes the work of African thinkers and thinkers of African descent wherever they are located.
13. After centuries of contact between African and non-African cultures, it is difficult to isolate a set of purely traditional African philosophical positions.
14. The most promising question to guide an inquiry into Pan-African philosophy is not what a purely African philosophy is but how philosophy has been done in Africa and in the places outside Africa where Africans have resettled, whether voluntarily or by force.
15. Oral and traditional philosophy. Although continuing indigenous written traditions in philosophy exist only in the lineages of the Asian and Indo-European civilizations, all cultures possess continuous oral and folk traditions in which complex value systems and their rationales are expressed.

16. Person: What a person is is a metaphysical question; that is, it is more an invention of human beings than an inherent fact of nature, and thus the idea of person varies from culture to culture.
17. Historiography: Léopold Sédar Senghor outlined a distinctive African epistemology to explain the claim that there was an African way of knowing that was different from the European. His doctrine of negritude, widely misunderstood, arose from his phenomenological method and claimed that African cultures evaluate metaphors differently from European ones.
18. The nature of philosophy: Paulin Hountondji focuses on the task of deconstructing texts that, in his analysis, perpetuate a colonial mentality. He has been most concerned with two problem influences: Ethnophilosophy and the advocacy of the concept of negritude.
19. He argues that practitioners of ethnophilosophy (which seeks to describe traditional beliefs) impose external categorizations on those they study but justify their work in terms of its usefulness to those who would control African consciousness by manipulation of symbols and concepts.
20. The same problem, says Hountondji, afflicts the adherents of the negritude position, which in effect valorizes the African soul at the expense of the African intellect and ironically perpetuates colonialist thought.
21. The good life: Over time, the consciousness of people brutalized by colonial regulations, which tend to benefit only a few, may become distorted, and traditional values may fall into obscurity. Countering the tendency requires vigilance and discipline; some recommend socialism, some democracy, some religion. All recommend justice.

22. Archbishop Desmond Tutu is one of the architects of South Africa’s revolutionary transition from apartheid to representative democracy; his opposition to economic exploitation and official brutality has been heard around the world.
The Americas
23. Native Americans from the Toltecs to the Onondagas engaged in vigorous campaigns of empire-building, but with the coming of the Europeans, imperial ambitions in the Americas were pursued from a position of technological superiority that the colonized native peoples could not match and with a sustained, single-minded acquisitiveness outside the experience of most tribes.
24. With first-person accounts of genocidal aggression still part of the experience of many Native Americans, the postcolonial philosophical response has only begun to enter the literature.
25. African American postcolonial thinking occurs not only in self-identified philosophical texts but also in story and song, wherever propositions are presented and explicitly considered or justified.
26. The introduction of Marxism to Latin America, which occurred mostly outside the traditional academic circles, provided the first serious challenge to the hegemony of Roman Catholic metaphysics. By the middle of the twentieth century, a major part of Latin American philosophical discourse had taken on a heavily religious cast.
27. Except where Marxist materialism has been consciously adopted, religiously metaphysical claims regularly serve as points of departure or elements of the presuppositional structures of postcolonial texts.
African American Thought
28. Social justice: Martin Luther King Jr., was strongly influenced by the example and the writings of Mahatma Gandhi in seeking a world where his children “one day soon... will no longer be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character.”
29. Feminism: In the African American community, awareness of the successes of the civil rights movement and the rise of feminism in the white middle class combined with firsthand knowledge of a mostly unwritten history of the particular difficulties of black women, including a high incidence of domestic violence, to produce a variant of feminism that is especially sensitive to the social–ethical questions of marginalization. Middle-class feminism, bell hooks argues, was liable to be co-opted by the existing power structure to perpetuate a culture of competition and individualism.
30. Afrocentrism: Chaikh Anta Diop, an Africanist, argued that among other things black Africa was the origin of Egyptian civilization and that Europeans who were not purely Nordic traced their ancestry back to Africa. The matter is still very controversial.
31. Molefi Kete Asante: Afrocentrism’s chief architect.

32. Social activism: Addressed by Cornel West, now at Princeton University.
Latin American Thought
33. One feature that distinguishes Latin American thought from most European philosophy is the sustained effort to explore the relevance of philosophy to problems of social justice.
34. Ontology: The branch of philosophy that concerns itself with the question of being.
35. Recent writings of Latin American philosophers demonstrate the possibility of interpreting the work of Heidegger and Sartre in ontology in new ways. For example, Argentinian philosopher Carlos Astrada takes Heidegger’s thinking as evidence of the collapse of the bourgeois mentality that determined much of the course of colonial activity, especially in the perpetuation of unequal distributions of wealth inherited from colonial times.
36. Recent history and the pace of technological change plant doubt about the stability of existence, so it is no surprise that a school of philosophy, existentialism, should arise that sees the fundamental fact of existence as one of becoming.
37. For postcolonialist thinkers, it is not surprising that the wealthy would project the instability of their own power structures onto the existence of humanity itself; Astrada shows that works of existentialist ontology can be read as political–economic texts.
38. Metaphysics of the human. No claims of philosophic foundationalism have stood the tests of time; but the moral and metaphysical claims of the ruling elites (past and present) demand constant vigilance and persistent critique. Marx called these foundational claims ideology (a kind of self- interested delusion that infected the bourgeoisie and was half-consciously passed on to the proletariat).
39. Though Marx believed the proletariat would eventually realize that the ideological claims of the bourgeoisie were without merit and that such ideology could be contradicted, Peruvian philosopher Francisco Miró Quesada, however, suggests that contradicting the claims of one group with the claims of an alternative theory of reality creates conflict and thus suffering. Instead, humanity itself must be reimagined.
40. Quesada: (a) Theories cannot reliably deliver the truth and (b) much suffering is caused when people take theories too seriously. He proposes to divide the human race into those who are willing to exploit people and those who are willing to defend them from exploitation.
41. Gender issues. Mainstream feminism, as a movement of middle-class European and American women, appears not to speak well to the conditions of marginalized peoples. Two major expansions of feminism have been suggested by voices outside the mainstream: (a) Feminism ought to pay more attention to issues of class and (b) abandon a black–white racial dichotomy (which excludes the majority of women in the world who are neither).
South Asia
42. According to a majority of contemporary analysts, colonialism has been economically and socially destructive in the former South Asian colonies, such as Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos. Some analysts claim the colonialist introduction of modern political infrastructure and value systems have helped former colonies succeed in a technologically sophisticated world.
43. Unlike the cultures of sub-Saharan Africa, the nations of Asia have traditions of written philosophy stretching back longer than in the West by at least a thousand years.
44. The shock of colonialism to Asia was deep but not so comprehensive for these cultures that their philosophers have felt impelled to the kind of sustained reflection and cultural recon- struction that has been prominent in Africa. Instead, outside ideas and techniques, from British aesthetics to Marxist political–historiographical philosophy, were appropriated and reworked to conform to indigenous values.
45. India endured two centuries of economic despoilment at the hands of the mercantilist–capitalist forces of Britain. Ironically, the introduction of British values into India created the conceptual resources that Indians would use to remake their society (after expelling the British).
46. Asian writers often couch their discussions in terms of the abstract principles and linear inferences typical of Western philosophy, though this stylistic similarity is not a borrowing from Western thought but a continuation of local traditions of discourse.
47. Satyagraha. The concept, closely identified by the social and political thinking of Mohandas (Mahatma) Gandhi, means “clinging to truth” or the force of what is inadequately translated as “passive resistance.”

48. For traditional Indian philosophy, the discipline needed in the search for truth was not simply a matter of acquiring the tools of scientific investigation; one also had to practice such virtues as giving, nonattachment, and noninjury in order to develop mental purity. Gandhi is a part of   this tradition in his adoption of its rigorous demands for personal integrity.
49. But Gandhi was also a student of Thoreau and Tolstoy; he repudiated the claims of human inequality by circumstances of birth that underlay the caste system.
50. Metaphysics. Once Western cultures entered the Indian sphere of consciousness, they were evaluated to see not only how they met the standards of indigenous tradition but also how they might be recast to fit into the Hindu framework.
51. For Rabindranath Tagore, who developed his sense of a possible modern Indian consciousness in poetry and essays, such a consciousness can come only if the true nature of human beings is acknowledged and actions carried out accordingly. Indian tradition provides a guide to the complexities of human nature and the behaviors needed for a harmonious and enlightening life. This understanding is developed throughout one’s life, so human beings must devote themselves to living the examined life.
Boxes
Profile: Desmond Tutu
(Stressed “humaneness”)
Colonialism and the Church
(An ambiguous legacy)
Liberation Theology
(Christian social activism in Latin America, with philosophical roots in Continental philosophy)
Profile: Martin Luther King Jr.
(Assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee, in 1968)
Profile: bell hooks (Gloria Watkins)
(Writes under the name of her unlettered great-grandmother to symbolize the suppression of the voices of black women)
Profile: Cornel West
(What it takes for a more compassionate society)
Profile: Mohandas (Mahatma) Gandhi
(“Clinging to the truth”)
Profile: Rabindranath Tagore
(Awarded the Nobel Prize for literature in 1913)
Readings
16.1 Léopold Sédar Senghor, from On African Socialism
An African “way of knowing” that is different from the European.
16.2 Martin Luther King Jr., from “The Sword That Heals”
The courage and discipline of nonviolent resistance.
16.3 Carlos Astrada, from Existentialism and the Crisis of Philosophy
Explains the death of the concept of modern man that has dominated since the Renaissance.
16.4 Francisco Miró Quesada, from “Man Without Theory”
Quesada reviews many of the pitfalls in trying to frame a theory as to what constitutes a human being.
16.5 Sonia Saldívar-Hull, from “Feminism on the Border: From Gender Politics to Geo- politics”
The separation between First and Third World feminists.
16.6 Mohandas K. Gandhi, from “Satyagraha”
The meaning and sociopolitical implications of “clinging to truth.”
16.7 Rabindranath Tagore, from Towards Universal Man
Tagore seeks an alternative view of the human being to the Western notion of the survival of the fittest. In its place he would put the notion that human life is a spiritual journey toward self- emancipation and a rebirth into the infinite.

Philosophers

• Carlos Astrada is an Argentinian philosopher whose early work in existential phenomenology transitioned into a deeply felt commitment to Marxist politics. 531

• Chaikh Anta Diop was an important Africanist who argued that black Africa was the origin of Egyptian civilization. 529

• Mohandas (Mahatma) Gandhi was the twentieth century’s greatest theorist of nonviolence and the architect of India’s independence from Great Britain. 534

• bell hooks is a contemporary American essayist known for, among other things, her critical analysis of types of feminism that fail to do justice to the needs of minority women. 529

• Paulin Hountondji attacked ethnophilosophy and the concept of negritude, and proposal a rigorous program for African philosophy. 522

• Martin Luther King Jr. led the African American drive for equal civil rights. His nonviolent methods were influenced by the teachings of Mohandas Gandhi and were embraced by a majority of his constituents. 527

• Francisco Miró Quesada, a Peruvian philosopher with degrees in mathematics, philosophy, and law, is noted for his work in theory of knowledge and political theory, which avoids metaphysical solutions to problems. 531

• Léopold Sédar Senghor was president of Senegal, a poet, and a philosopher. He formulated the concept of negritude, which asserts an essential uniqueness in African cultures that explains certain historical phenomena and determines an African way of understanding. 522

• Rabindranath Tagore, an Indian poet and essayist, winner of the 1913 Nobel Prize for literature, united a sense of Indian tradition with a vision of how India might adapt to the changing conditions of the modern world. 535

• Desmond Tutu is a South African Anglican bishop who provided significant spiritual and moral leadership in the successful struggle against apartheid. 523

• Cornel West, an African American scholar active in theology and philosophy, is best known for his analysis of depth dimensions of racial issues. 530
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