Abstract:

Africa in the Modern World: The Case of Pan-Africanism

Seen from the angle of the rich and powerful countries (the so-called “Global North”), Africa today
seems to exist and work outside of the international world order, politically and economically as well
as culturally. But Africa is indeed an integral part of the global system, no matter how asymmetrically
integrated into worldwide capitalist structures and imperial power relations, or how peripheral her
cultural productions may seem to metropolitan entertainment industries. The roots of such uneven
integration reach as far back as to the early modern period. For almost four centuries, the
transatlantic slave trade (and the slavery practiced in the Americas and the Caribbean) shaped the
emergent global imbalances at the expense of Africans. Opportunities for certain kinds of
development were henceforth barred, and a number of degrading racist clichés were invented and
widely used in order to justify Africa’s subordination. The colonial occupation by European powers
taking place since the 1880s and lasting until the second half of the 20" century, aggravated that
uneven relationship, and in the subsequent times of decolonization only little was achieved to cut
free from universal dependency. Hence, throughout the modern period, European racism, colonial
rule and capitalist exploitation of African riches and resources played a role in justifying Western
involvements in Africa. With the onset of colonial rule, Africa’s sovereignty was lost. Henceforth
ideological justifications for the European conquest and presence in Africa considering it a duty
(“civilizing mission”) became ubiquitous; and so was the urge to challenge foreign domination and
repudiate the insulting hegemonic views. Africans consistently objected to their subordination by a
variety of means. These included distinctively “modern” ways by invoking revolutionary ideas of
freedom and liberty, equality and solidarity, thereby meeting the hegemonic Western discourse at its
own ideological level. Since the second half of the 19" century, Western educated Africans with a
Pan-African outlook were among the first in critically addressing the issues of racism and foreign rule,
and, in time, came to propose sound analyses of colonialism and capitalism. Various aspects of this
intriguing history of Pan-Africanism will be at issue in the present talk.
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