Okot p’Bitek and the Poetics of Being

Sadeem El Nahhas

Born in Gulu, Uganda, in 1931, Okot p’Bitek would later become one of the major contributors to both African Literature and Philosophy. P’Bitek was born to parents that were strong proponents of the Acholi culture and was provided with a Western education in universities such as Bristol University, the University of Wales at Aberystwyth, and Oxford. This would make p’Bitek very well-suited for presenting the world with an opportunity to deeply understand the cultural dilemma of postcolonial Africa; “to be or not to be westernized?” His poem, Song of Lawino (1966), presents what p’Bitek believed to be a true and authentic African perspective and voice. Song of Lawino is the voice of p’Bitek’s revolution against western scholars writing about Africa and against African apologists. The other perspective presented by the poem Song of Ocol (1970) is that of a westernized African who severs all ties with his African origins and considers African people to be primitive and indigenous.  

In his book Oral Traditions as Philosophy, Samuel Oluoch Imbo, Associate Professor of Philosophy and Director of the African American Studies program at Hamline University, says “Okot p’Bitek’s songs and writings about Acholi philosophies of life have a single-minded purpose: to counter Western ethnography and to put Africans at the center of the discourse.” This is especially evident in works such as Hare and Hornbill (1978), which is a collection of translated Acholi folktales and other critical works such as Africa’s Cultural Revolution (1973) and African Religions in Western Scholarship (1971). 

This paper will attempt to explore and critique p’Bitek’s works and their contribution to African Literature and Philosophy. It will also ask questions about the implications of p’Bitek’s works for the image of Africa; what exactly is authentically African for p’Bitek?
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Fanon and Cabral on National Culture and Liberation

Abstract by Hanin Hanafi

Frantz Fanon (1925-61) and Amilcar Cabral (1924-73) are two influential theorists and revolutionary activists who had a direct influence on African history and world-wide resistance theory. They were both the product of colonization, post-colonization and resistance movements. They both joined the resistance and contributed theoretically to its role. Cabral was the leader and organizer of the revolution in Guinea-Bissau (Portuguese Guinea), and Fanon (born in Martinique) joined the resistance in Algeria (FLN). 

The role of revolutionary culture is crucial for a successful resistance movement and for national liberation in the third world, particularly in Africa. Both revolutionaries were aware that there is a difference between national independence and liberation. National independence or destruction of colonialism is only a stage towards liberation. Liberation is the total reconstruction of the society, and the national identity of free men and women. 


Although Cabral was known more as an organizer and leader of a party, nevertheless he theorized for “National Liberation and Culture” (1970) and not only independence. Cabral believed that national liberation is about the regaining of “the historical personality of the people” through the deconstruction of imperialist domination. Resistance culture is greatly linked to having a historical self (a memory, a narrative, an undisturbed developing history) and the ability to resist any attempts to silence or eliminate it.  

Fanon formulated further the idea of national liberation and the construction of a new culture. In his seminal book, The Wretched of the Earth (1961), Fanon saw the centrality of culture, not only for the colonized but also for the colonizers. Fanon knew that colonizers understood the power of culture to control the voice of the people, their past and accordingly their future. Imperialism for Fanon “turns to the past of the oppressed people, and distorts, disfigures and destroys it." For Fanon fighting for a national culture is fighting for national liberation.
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Wangari Maathai: Planting Trees, Building Communities, Altering Lives 

Farah Channaa
The contribution of Kenyan Nobel Laureate, Wangari Muta Maathai (1940- ) to sustainable development and ecology in Kenya will be the focus of my paper. Maathai’s greatest contribution to ecology and sustainable development is her initiation of the Green Belt Movement (GBM) in 1977--a non-profit grassroots non-governmental organization based in Kenya. Inspired by the model of this movement a Pan African GBM developed. A thorough exploration of GBM’s approach to environmental conservation and community building will be highlighted by presenting Maathai’s work The Green Belt Movement: Sharing the Approach and the Experience (2003). Also, the political and personal reasons which urged Maathai to establish GBM will be exposed through her memoir, Unbowed (2006). GBM focuses on expanding tree-planting programs in Kenya, which are carried out mainly by Kenyan women to face the challenges of soil erosion and deforestation. GBM develops the skills and knowledge of women by teaching them the income-generating activity of tree-planting in order for them to create opportunities for themselves and their families and to live more productive lives. Thus, the means by which Maathai involves and, by extension, empowers Kenyan women through the programs of the GBM will also be described. In particular, the way in which Maathai managed to combine her ecological views with her gender concerns will be analyzed. Maathai’s method of adopting a holistic approach to battle environmental dangers by taking into consideration the entire community could become a model for gendered green studies in other parts of the world. 
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The Contribution of Africa to World Culture

African Music as a Weapon of Resistance

Gala El Hadidi

“Exploitation and exile, censorship and state control are just few of the many obstacles confronted by some of the most creative musicians in Africa."

                                                                                                         -- Ronnie Graham

In Africa, music is hardly ever recognized as a pure art standing on its own. It has a function that goes beyond aesthetic pleasure. African music in the last century, apart from accompanying sacred occasions such as ritual dancing and secular events such as social celebrations, has left its mark as an agent articulating African political stances. Through exploring the life and work of African musicians, I intend to show the intimate relationship between music and the development of the struggle against injustices--whether caused by Apartheid (in South Africa) or by colonial and civil war (in Zimbabwe). The development of African music, witnessed in both national and international record production, will be my guide, as it mirrors the struggle of the Black continent against oppressors of all kinds.

Bearing this continent’s history of colonialism, exile and censorship, I shall focus on the role played by South African and Zimbabwean music in the liberation struggle. Artists such as Paul Simon, Miriam Makeba and Mapfumo, as well as lyricists and composers, will be highlighted. Their modes of mobilizing their fellow citizens against injustice will be analyzed. Records, films and books such as

The Da Capo Guide to Contemporary African Music, Shoot the Singer! Music censorship Today, Music, Modernity and the Global Imagination and Sound of Africa, will be used to demonstrate the use of music in collective movements and its strong effect on people in Africa and in the world at large -- offering a model of an art form where the beautiful joins the political for a better world.
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