
BACK 

TO 

AFRICA 
• 

by HAROLD R. lsAAc~ 

R.E.PR.INTE.D from THE. NE. V YOR.KE.R. 

.. 

UWI L
IBRARIES



A R.[POR. T[R. AT LAR.G[ 

IT fell to me last summer to travel 
across W est Africa to observe, 
among other things, some of the 

interaction between world politics and 
race relations, a matter on which I 
have heen making a special inquiry 
for M.I.T.'s Crnter for International 
Studies. This interaction is a pretty live­
ly affai r in \Vest Africa just now, and 
since my travels took me from Nigeria 
to Ghana and then to Guinea and Li­
heria, I saw and heard quite a hit of it 
taking place. One aspect of it in particu­
lar acquired new dimensions for me as, 
on my travels, I began to meet .-\meri­
can Negroes and to talk with them ahout 
thi:i r experiences in Africa. The mat­
te rs of which we talked were imperson­
;d, in the large, hut were also intemely 
personal, and, for that reason, in my 
account of these conversations I will use 
no names and will blur places w hile I 
t ry not to blur what these individuals 
had to say. 

ON E of the first American Negroes 
I met was a young but highly 

qualified professional who had come out 
on a three-year contract to teach in 
his special field. I asked him why he 
had taken this joh, and he said, "I came 
to Africa because I was looking for a 
place to he comfnrtahle. I thought I 
might feel easier here, feel more free, 
just settle down and do a job and he 
myself.'' He shook his head at my un­
asked question. " No," he said. "I 
haven't." 

Practically all the American Negroes 

I met in \ Vest Africa had come to the 
ancest ral continent with some form of 
the same idea in their minds. They had 
come looking for freedom from racism 
and prejudice, or at least for a racial 
situation that counted them in instead of 
out-that provided solace and a sense of 
i<lentit~· in a world where everyone was 
hlack. T hey had also looked for a chance 
to share in the new pride of achievement 
stemming from the black m.in's reasser­
tion of himself .ind his "African person­
ality." In W est Africa, in a small way 
and for a short time, the Negro pilgrim 
can find some of this. But it does not last 
long-hardly past the first flush of the 
sensation of being in a place where the 
white man is not master. Almost in­
variably, the Negro pilgrim in Africa 
soon finds himself not free at all, more 
than ever without solace and a sense 
of identity, fighting new patterns of 
prejudice, and suffering the pangs of 
a new kind of outsiderness. H e had 
thought that he was alien in America, 
hut he discovers that he is much more 
alien in Africa. Whether he likes it or 
not, he is American, and in Africa he 
hecomes an A merican-in-exile. 

The outburst by some Negroes in the 
gallery of the United Nations Secu­
rity Council, in New York, during the 
Lumumba demonstrations in February 
at least served to make more people 
aware that American Negroes are ex­
periencing their own kind of con fusion 
over the events in emergen t Africa. It 
is a peculiar and painful confusion, cut­
ting to the core of what Negroes think 
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ahout themselves and about their place 
in American society and in the world. 
Every thing is chan!!'ing in their universe, 

too-those winds blow not only across 
Africa-forcing upon them all kinds of 
new conceptions and sel f-cnnceptions, 
and among these are new ideas and 
emotions about Africa itself, the hither­
to remote and rejected ancestral home­
land. The gallery demonstrators were 
merely an extremist handful, hut at 
some point these new stirrings touch all 
kinds of people in every part of the 
American Negro community. 

The idea of going "hack to Africa" 
has a long history among American Ne­
groes. It has always been one ultimate 
option for those who felt despair over 
the prospect of achieving their full 
rights as human beings in the life of 
America. Such was the despai r that 
in the years after the First World War 
led hundreds of thousands to line up 
with their money for Marcus Garvey's 
Black Star Line. T oday there is a cer­
tain despair among many Negroes over 
the slow pace of change in America; 
the faster some changes come, the more 
intolerable become the persisting sur­
vivals of the past. But despairing Ne­
groes now can feel what Negroes could 
not feel in Garvey's time-astonish­
ment and exhilaration over the swift 
pace of change in Africa, offering them 
for the first time the basis for a proud as­
sociation with the continent of their re­
mote origins. H ence the whole new stir 
of impulses among American Negroes. 
H ence the fact that if you go to Africa 
now,. you meet American Negroes, 
workmg, travelling, and questing. 

Most of the Negroes you meet in 
West Africa nowadays are travellers, 
come, like everyone else, to have a look 
at the boiling and bubbling turmoil of 
the African emergence. Some of these 
are not~bles-guests at the frequent 
celebrations, delegates to the innumer­
able conferences, members of advisory 

rommissions-and others are more ordi­
nan· folk, such as a fast-moving, ex­
ubt:rant Chicago schoolkacher I md 
at various plact:S last summer who was 
spending hn savings on a swift tour of 
tht: continent, all hy herself, just to 
have a look, "so I can tell the childn:n 
in my classes what it is realh- like." A 
much smaller number of the l\"egroes 
have come out on particular jobs­
scholars, teachers, tl"chnical specialists 
on contract for onc, three, or five rears 
to various African institutions. Then, 
then: an: the l\"egrm·s scattered through 
thc official American establishments; 
onc, last summl"r, was an ambassador 
( Ill· has sinci: been replaced), and oth­
ers arc regular embassy staff members, 
cul tu r;il attaches, in formation officers, 
ml"mbl:rs of technical-aid missions­
perhaps a dozen in all. Besides these 
short-term expatriates, there is a small­
er group of longer-term, or even per­
manent, expatriates, who have come to 
try to make new lives for themselves in 
Africa. Leaving aside the Negroes who 
live in Liberia, with its history of special 
links with America and American N e­
groes, this is now a small number of in­
dividuals, varying great!~- in activitr and 
outlook. .-\ few of the expatriat~s are 
businessmen who have come, scored, 
and stayed. These are people who live 
as American and European expatriate 
businessmen have usually lived abroad, 
sending their children home to school 
and getting back themselves once in a 
while for a visit. Hut there arc at least 
two kinds of expatriates who have 
made rather more permanent com­
mitments. The first consists of roung 
women who have married Af~ican: 
usually as a result of ~am pus romances i:; 
America, and have come to Africa to 
live. These may number up to several 
dozen in \Vest Africa now. Finally, in 
the smallest numbers of all-I met only 
two and heard of only two or three 
others-there are migrants who left 
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America because they were no long-er 
willing nr ahle to hear life here as Ne­
groes and who are committed to seeking 
some kind of new life for themselves in 
their new setting. One of the two I met 
was a young woman who had become 
a Liberian through naturalization and 
then a Ghanaian by marriage. She was, 
incidentally, the only American Negro 
I met in vVest Africa who had given up 
her American citizenship. 

Here and there in the several coun­
tries I visited, I met individuals in each 
of these situations, and I listened long 
and hard to some of them. The forms of 
thei r experience and the details varied 
greatly, but with only one or two excep­
tions they were all moving toward 
the same conclusion. It was perhaps 
best put by a young man who had 
come to Africa to see if there was any 
relief there from the anger he carried 
in his heart against America and the 
whole world of white men: " I came to 
Africa feeling like a brother, but there 
I was, I was not a brother. I was not 
Senegalese or Nigerian or Ghanaian, I 
was American, an American Negro 
from an Anglo-Saxon culture, or as 
much of it as filtered down to me, de­
termining what I am, what I think, 
what I feel. I could come back, and 
color might not be a problem, but I 
would always be an outsider coming in. 
It would be true of any outsider, and 
true of me. It's the way anybody looks 
at a stranger." 

T HE young professional who had 
come out to teach because he was 

"looking for a place to be comfortable" 
had been very successful at home, a 
man who was among the first in his 
field and in his particular job. But he 
was weary of "being special," weary 
of always fighting, always being vigi­
lan t. In his college days, he had 
met some Nigerian students who im­
pressed him by their air of dedication 

to something larger than themselves. 
So when the chance came to him to ' 
teach in his field in Africa for a few 
years, he took it up. "I was greeted 
with 'Welcome, brother, you've been 
through a hard time'-that sort of feel­
ing," he told me. " I did not like being 
patronized this way. I also found that 
the air of dedication was deceiving. It is 
the same old rat race here that it is 
everywhere else." He also found that 
being an American did not mean, if 
you were a Negro, only that you were 
a victim of discrimination. It also meant 
that you were used to telephones that 
worked and to telephone conversations 
that worked, too; that is, appointments 
that were kept, promises that were car­
ried out, or decisions that were remem-

• bered the next day. " It's ridiculous, but 
I had never before realized how much 
of my life had nothing to do with the 
race problem at all," he said. "I mean 
just the way you do everything you do, 
what you mean when you say some­
thing, and how you understand what 
the other fellow means. I simply cannot 
function the way they do here. I like 
things put straight and got out of the 
way. Nothing is done that way here. 
Nothing is fixed. D o you realize what 
it means to hav~ to bargain about the 
price of the bread you buy every day?" 
But there was a !.harper and deeper 
edge to his feelings than mere impa­
tience with slow or inefficient African 
wavs. When he invited me to his home 
that evening to take potluck with him 
and his wife, I discovered that they were 
servantless, having fired their "steward" 
0111y the day before. - In their long re­
cital of their experience with him, it be­
came clear that they had .fired him not 
only because he was incompetent, dis­
honest, and unresponsive, and not be­
cause the unfamiliar sensation of having 
a servant made them uncomfortable or 
uncertain. The breaking point came 
when, after one of their final expostula-
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tions with him, he argued back that he 
was held in contempt by his friends and 
fellow-stewards because he was work­
ing for them and they were not white. 
This was the real reason they threw 
him out. 

The subject of relations with servant~ 
came up quite often in these encounters. 
Indeed, one of the more ironic experi­
ences that an old Shanghai resident, 
which I happen to be, can have in West 
Africa these days is to listen to mem­
bers of a new generation of American 
expatriates talking about their serv­
ants-the humor and irritations of 
dealing with them, and what there was 
to learn from them about African 
mores, habits, and character. There was 
also an echo of old China days when I 
dined one evening in the home of a 
white American who had been raised in 
China. "There is just no comparison," 
my hostess sighed. "No comparison at 
all between these African servants and 
those wonderful Chinese servants we 
had !" Thus the ironies in all the talk 
about servants cut several ways and 
made a crisscrossing design of their own 
among the swiftly changing relation­
ships of our time. It was not only that 
these were Americans, white or Negro, 
who would probably not have servants 
at home; this was largely true in the old 
days, too. Nor was it that they were 
likely to have ideas of equality and dig­
nitv that did not fit with the master­
servant relationship; this was also true 
of some in the past. But in the past it 
was possible for many expatriates to 
be drawn quite easily into conformity 
with the established order of things­
the colonial system was one big master­
servant relationship, after all-and even 
to begin taking to the habit of mastery 
with increasing relish. Today, as every­
one now knows except the Portuguese, 
colonialism is dead or dying. Some of its 
behavior patterns survive among the 
older expatriate hands and are still 

seized upon by a few of the uglier new­
comers. But, generally speaking, ev<:ry­
one nowadays is called upon to h,: as 
democratic and equal as possible, and 
Americans are more self-conscious about 
this than any other people, including the 
Russians. H ence it comes as an embar­
rassing shock-especially to the Ameri­
can determined not to be ugly-that 
the "new" democracy is for him to 
practice, while his hosts, the upper crust 
of the newly emancipated people, treat 
their own servants, and all other inferior 
orders, with remarkable contempt. In 
W est Africa, as in most of Asia, there 
are few things uglier than an upper 
bureaucrat's bearing toward a middle 
bureaucrat, or a middle bureaucrat's 
bearing toward a lower, or the bearing 
of any of them toward any menials in 
their service. "They treat them hor­
ribly!" exclaimed a dismayed young 
woman, a Negro traveller who had en­
joyed all of her journey until she stayed 
for a few days in the home of some 
African friends. "The servants need 
force, they tell you, and even say they 
are not human and ypu don't have to 
worry about them. They feed them 
scraps from the table, they yell at them 
and call them names. I would try to be 
nice to the servants, but my hosts never 
liked this." This behavior on the part 
of Africans is peculiarly shocking to 
anyone who has idealized the Afri­
can struggle for freedom, or who has 
thought that only whites treated blacks 
with disrespect, and it is especially pain­
ful to N egroes, for until just the day 
before yesterday almost the only place 
open to them in society was that of 
menial or servant. "I run into this quite 
a bit," observed an American Negro 
who is now a permanent resident in 
Africa. "In the attitude of the policemen 
toward the people, for example, and 
the customs officers at the border. There 
is the attitude toward servants and also 
the attitude among the servants--the 
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a ttitudt" of the steward toward the 'small 
hoy,' " f the cook towa rd the sttward. 
T hl' ,:ime in the government burt"auc­
racy- ohsequious to the higher, nasty 
t" thl' l"wer. This does not exist a mone: 
u,. :\ h · m"tha, at home in A merica, ; 
a dom<·,tic-,;h<" ,rill i, , ht"ctllse she I ikes 
to work. Hut ,ht" likt', tilt' people she 
work,; fo r. Sht' i, nn·c:r madt' to feel 
am·thing like rhi,; ,h<" i, an individual. 
Hut hnL·, unf"rtunatt"lr, it is verr com­
m" n ; \ ou get it righ t · thr"ugh the ,o­
cietr. " 

• flkrt' 1s an n·en more mordant as­
Jh:ct t" the matter as wdl. Hardlr anr 
,L·"rn i, m"r<" justified than that f~l t h~· 
:\"egrnl'S for whitt'S in America who sa;· 
the_1· "knnw" K egroes hl'cause ther hav·e 
had thl'm f"r ,erl':rnts or workhanJs 
all_ their liH·s. Yl't r ml't '.\cgrnes in 
\\ <"St . .\fnca who "knew" all sorts of 
things ahnut ..\ fricans- thine:s th.:r had 
gleaned almost exclusivelr ~from · their 
servants. 

THE exper ience of ..\me~ica n girls 
who have marned . .\fncans a nd 

gone to Africa to live is a suh jeer im­
pat1c:ntlr awaiting its a uthor. It is hard 
to know just how many such marriages 
there a re now; I was told last summer 
that in the city of ..\ccra alone th ere were 
then ahout a dozen . ..\s more and more 
African students come to the United 
States, there will he more and more of 
them. In the eyes of the African, the 
educated American Negro girl is a 
g reat pnze. By marrying such a girl he is 
often making a major hid to complete 
his passage from his own traditional cul­
ture to the new world of modernism 
and change. American g irls are at­
tracted to th ese romances for diffe ren t 
reasons- Lorraine H ansberry showed 
us one of them in "A Raisin in the 
Sun"- hut one of the most poignant is 
the groping of the dark Negro girl fo r 
the regard and acceptance that are still 
so largely withheld from her in A m eri-

can '.\egro society. \ Vherever the,L· 
marriage, begin, howe,·er, ther so"n 
run in to rough g"ing, or ,o I wi1, t"ld. 
T hL· ..\mniran win·s of G hanaian,; in 
..\crra WL"rl' d,s,rihnl t" mc: hr "th" r 
~ egni n ·si<lxnts and hr two of th.L"i r own 
n umhn as a group of ;111happr and frus­
t ra ted women who SJJ<"IHI mt;ch of their 
time sharing thc:ir complaint, a nd trr-
ing to console each <lther. • 

The com plaints va rr, hut li,·ina ron­
ditions a re largl' amm\ g thl'm . \ Vhile 
some of t he hushands managl' to d" well 
wi th the professions the~· acquired 
ahroad, most nf them have tn he satis­
fied with jnhs that giv<' them a standard 
of living m iles above that nf the lowlr 
African laborer hut still not sn high f,ir 
a girl raised in modest, nr even po,;r, cir­
cumstan:es in H arlem or on Chicago's 
South Side. En:n where the re is not 
actual poverty, or w hat seem s to be pov­
erty, there are the hurdles of differences 
in habit , taste, and diet, there are the 
complexities of marketing and bargain­
ing, and there are the deeply engross­
ing proble ms of ordinary sanitation. Al­
though these are not necessarily great 
things, they are not easy to adjust to, 
either . But much more painful, it ap­
pears, are th e problems of American 
girls married to husbands who often 
have rather un-American ideas about 
the status of women. " In ..\frica," one 
of these wives told me, "even when they 
a rc Christians, ther do not understand 
tha t a wife can tafk up to her husband 
and that she has a righ t to he heard by 
he r husband. They just don 't under­
stand this 1" There was also some dis­
cussion of the peculiarly nettl ing combi­
na tion of male jealousy, resul ting in 
stric t control of t he behavior of the wife, 
and a freewheeling view of the permis­
sihlc behavior of the hushand. This is 
not uniquely African, hut in the African 
Sl'tting it is often hound up with som e 
profoundly di fferent customs and atti­
tudes. I n. certain groups, for example, 
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child-spacing is achieved hy an imposed 
continl'nrt until wel l afta tlw child is 
wtantd-s,,mttimcs a matkr of two 
}'l':trs, o r l'Vl'n more. In this paiod, the 
wifr is rl·stricted and the hushand ddi­
nitc-1~· is not . This may lead, as an~·one 
can rtadilr see, to serious prohkms in 
an . ..\nwri~an girl's marriage:. 

\ Vhat thC'Sl' girl s have to copl' with is 
the fa miliar hut alwavs difficult pa ttern 
of contradictions and amhivalenres in 
the wars of a human heing in motion 
hetwc:r ;1 two cultures. Onl~- Vl' ry rarely 
dol's surh a pl'rson succeed in slll'dding 
all tht old wars and adopting all the 
new. Howl·n·r far he dol'S go in one 
direction, hl' is still til'd hr a thousand 
honds of uphringing, lwhit, and fam ily to 
th l· r11stoms and practices of the r11lture 
in which he was raisc.'d. T hese conflicts 
can somC'times he gracdullr reconciled, 
but us11all~· tht'~- a;e not-~speciallr not 
in an intercult11ral marriag(' involving 
an American girl , with her ideas of her 
own rights and dignity. A frican cul­
tures have not assigned many rights or 
much dignity to women . They are the 
hewers and the drawers of the society; 
in fact, to put it quite bluntly, they ap­
pear to do all th e g reat volume of work 
that the men have heen ahle to avoid 
doing. African traditional culture is 
also still quite largely polygamous, and 
this is an issue about which em ergent 
African men are going to hear more and 
more from emergent African women. 
I was not told of any American girl who 
was con fronted with another wife to 
sha re her husband and her home . One 
assumes-01' hopes-that th is is one is­
sue that is settled before marriage, and 
that an African taking an American 
wife knows he is committing himself to 
a one-and-only . In any case, there a re 
other prohlems, and they are quite for­
midable enough. Often much w orse 
than _the matter of the husband's rela­
tions with other women is the m atter of 
t he wife's relations wit!-i her husband's 

fa mily. Even in m odern and Christian 
families, the girl's problem of adjust­
m ent can he overwhelming . H ere 
is pa rt of the story of a woman of great 
heauty and great force of character who 
had accompanied her hushand to Ghana 
strongly dete rmined to make a success 
of her new life. In t he heginning, it 
was simply w onderful. 

"It was even better t han I had 
thought it would he," she told m e. 
"The people were so warm and w el­
coming. It was almost a little too much, 
hoth from the family and from stran ­
gers. First, they liked me hecause I was 
d;irk. I was almost as black as my hus­
hand, and my mother-in-law thought I 
was scrumptious. I was real hlack. 'You 
hrought one of our own hack!' she cried 
to her son that first day. 'Not like the 
others, who hrought back such light 
girls.' And my hair was hushy and 
kinkr. ;Vly mother had always kept 
telling me that it was good to be black, 
but all my life I heard so many ugly 
things .. . . \ Vhen I came here, it was 
so different! H ere my blackness was my 
greatest asset. 'She's one of us,' every­
body said. 

" T hen, ahout three months after we 
came, a hrother and a cousin of my hus­
band's came to live in our house. T hey 
h ave heen in the house m ore than a year 
n ow. T hey burn out the lights, they 
n ever keep clean, t hey m ess up the kitch­
l'n and the toilets. They have dirty ha b­
its. O n e goes to college and one w orks, 
and the hrother got m arried and 
hrough t his wife to the house. They are 
rude. They don't respect me. They 
feel that they are entitled to a share of 
whatever my husband has. ;Vl y h11shand 
sees their point of view an d he sees m ine, 
hut he protects them against me. H e 
wants me to he patient. I mustn't ex­
;wct them to have my attitudes, he says. 

"I fi nally asked them to leave. They 
Wl·nt to my hushand, and he put the 
whole thing off. They insisted, and he 
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agreed they could stay, but he did not 
tell me that this was what he had agreed. 
Then, one night, he said to me, 'Put 
locks on the door and then they'll see 
you mean it.' So I put locks on the door, 
but his brother just pulled them off. We 

had a big scene. My husband began to 
speak in Twito my sister-in-law. I de­
manded that he speak English, so I 
could understand what was going on. 
But he didn't. He just left the room. 
My sister-in-law smiled, and her hus­
band said, 'We'll show you how we 
treat strangers!' That's what I really 
was, a stranger. I went after my hus­
band and tried to get it straight with 
him. 'You've left me to fight them,' I 
said. 'You've let your sister-in-law feel 
triumphant over me, you don't know 
where to stand, you don't know where 
your loyalties are!' My sister-in-law 
had gone to her room and locked herself 
in. I wanted my husband to face her. 
But she wouldn't come out. I was real­
ly wild. I tried to break down the door. 
I demanded a showdown . I wanted to 
force him to tell them that he stood on 
my side. 'You must have known I 
wouldn't stand for this!' I said . 'If 
you wanted someone to take this sort 
of thing, then you should have picked 
someone else, not me! ' I really went 
way up and began to th row dishes. 
Then I began to pack. I told him I 
could go, I could get out and make my 
way by myself, and right here in 
Ghana, too, if I wanted to.'' 

"Would you?" I asked. 
She smiled and shook her head. 

"No," she said. "I don't want to break 
this marriage. I love him intensely. I 
can't believe he will fall back into the 
old pattern. Why should he have picked 
someone like me and then just fallen 
back ? No, it will work, you'll see, just 
the way I want it." 

ON first arriving almost anywhere in 
West Africa now, an American 

Negro visitor feels a tingling thrill to sec 
black men everywhere, black men do­
ing all the jobs, lowly and high, right 
up to the black men who now sit in the 
seats of power, occupy the palaces, and 
whiz through town in their limousines. 
It is like a dream he_never thought could 
come true except up in the sky where 
that pie is. He feels a great relieving 
pleasure wash over him at the loss of 
conspicuousness in a black crowd. "It 
gave me a sort of joy," said a young man 
from the Midwest. "On the streets, the 
billboards with black faces, and, most 
of all that great sea of black faces the 

' ,, y 1 day I went to the stadium., et _a -
most at once this young man s sensation 
became mixed. H e did not want to get 
that lost, and, more particularly, he did 
not want anybody to mistake him for an 
African. 

"I will confess that sometimes I re­
sented the fact that I was mistaken for 
an African," he told me. "Like going 
into a bank and not getting received 
there like an American-I mean some­
times getting special atte~tion. ~his 
would just come as a flash 111 the mm~. 
When you were mistaken for an Afri­
can, you did not get that kind of service, 
even from Africans. W al king the street 
as a black man, I was just part of the 
crowd. But never once did I want to 
be an African. Why was this? I would 
ask myself. It was a pleasure to me not 
to stand out in a place, the way you do 
whenever you walk into a room full_ of 
white people. You don't want that kmd 
of special attention drawn to you. In 
Africa I enjoyed not having this special 
place. But I didn't want to be mista_ken 
for an African. When I walked mto 
that bank, I wanted special service as 
an American. I put on a robe once, and 
sa.ndals, but I really wanted to be seen 
not as an African but as an American 
wearing this apparel. I wanted to be 
understood to be an American. I can't 
explain this contradiction. As a Negro, 
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you are always pushing so many things 
away. Maybe I have never really faced 
up to it. In Africa, I wanted to get lost 
in that black sea as a black man, but I 
did not want to get lost as an American 
in an African culture. In America the 
Negro is conspicuous but also is not seen 
as an individual. I am not me, I'm 
some kind of 'Negro.' In Africa I was 
not conspicuous, and could he taken 
more as an individual, hut I wanted to 
be taken as an American individual, not 
an African." 

There was another reaction some of 
the Negro visitors had as they _moved 
among these busy masses of black men 
so newly free of their white masters. 
It was a certain stab: H ere were these 
Africans, who one had always thought 
were so far behind, now running so far 
ahead. Thereafter, the reactions would 
divide; some of the visitors would go on 
feeling left behind by the Africans, and 
would bow their heads lower and lower 
as they ran into African views on this 
subject; others would begin to discover 
virtues in their own American identity 
that they had never suspected were 
there. After a while, some actually 
would come to the point of saying, as 
one man said to me, "Please don't mis­
understand, but I find myself thinking: 
Thank G od for slavery! It got me out 
of this and made me what I am in­
stead!" 

In most places, the Negro visitor is 
still likely to get a hearty first greeting: 
"Welcome, brother! When will all our 
brothers come home?" There is a lot 
of this, but the subject of that original 
departure remains oddly guarded. I 
was told that Africans do not much like 
to talk about it. Few N egroes seem to 
have given much thought to the fact 
that black Africans had a goo.d deal to 
do with the capture and sale of the 
slaves. Eight years ago, when the late 
Richard Wright first came to that coast, 
he bridled at the first African he met, 

seeing him as the great-great-great­
grandson of that so-and-so who sold 
his great-great-g reat-grandfather into 
slavery. The Negro pilgrim today can 
visit some of the places where such sales 
were made. Until recently, Kwame 
Nkrumah occupied one of them as his 
official residence-Christiansborg Cas­
tle, right on the sea at Ac_cra. But 
the old slave dungeons and passages 
here have long since heen sealed off. 
When I visited it-Nkrumah having 
just moved out to take over the G over­
nor-General's residence in town- I 
came by accident on a room, now a 
workshop, through whose walls some 
workmen were tunnelling in an ef­
fort to find those dark corners of the 
past. Ninety miles up the Ghanaian 
coast, at Elmina Castle, there is more to 
see. To be sure, the descriptive leaflet 
they hand you there studiously omits any 
mention of the castle's role as an entre­
pot in the slave trade. You are given 
its dates, an account of its successive 
Portuguese, D utch, and British occu­
pants, and a description of its present use 
as a police-training barracks. But here 
you can walk into the dungeons and 
crouch your way through the passages, 
look through the slits where the chiefs 
watched their "catch" being sold to the 
white traders, and follow the stone path 
to the slithering rocks from which the 
slaves were· run out to the ships beyond 
the breakers. The pilg rim looks out 
over the water and into the dimness of 
that past and thinks his thoughts. The 
African policeman who acts as guide 
gives no sign of appreciating the emo-. 
tions involved. He even seems to think 
the visitor has come to see the police 
barracks, and not a place that his ances­
tors may have passed through as naked 
slaves so long ago. I must confess that 
when I stood at that spot, bleakly pon­
dering the problem of faith in the spirit 
of man, I had the small but faintly con­
soling thought that my ancestors, what-
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ver other sins they might have been . 
ommitting at the time, were seques­
ered in some Eastern European ghetto, 
nd could not have been among the 
!avers who waited out there on those 
hips. The Neg ro pilgrim who stands 
1ere, on the other hand, can think with 
,ride and wonder of the strength and 
·esilience that his ancestors must have 
1ad to survive thei r ordeal, and the great 
>ower to endure, to sorrow, and to 
vin that has been handed , on down 
o him. I have one friend who stood 
1ere and felt the g reat burden of shame 
:or her slave past finally lift from her 
,houlders. She realized that it was to 
1er black ancestors that she owed her 
>owerful instinct to fight for life against 
111 adversities, and with this she at last 
>ut to rest the obscure shame she had 
:elt all her life in the belief that as a 
iescendant of slaves she was somehow 
ess than other people. 

Now , in any case, the returning Ne­
~ro pilgrim is greeted like a long-lost 
>rother. Sometimes-usually in the re­
:noter areas or among the less sophisti­
:ated people-this is a genuine, open­
hearted welcome, full of admiring 
wonderment at the strange brother who 
has been far away and has become some­
thing remarkable, different, educated, 
,uccessful; aod, like all Americans, rich. 
Among the more sophisticated Afri­
cans and in the main centers, the Negro 
pilgrim also finds a welcome, up to acer­
tain point. A good part of his feeling of 
welcome has simply to do with the fact 
that he finds himself at last in a place 
where he can go anywhere, anywhere 
at all, and feel blessedly free of that 
everlasting fear of humiliation, restric­
tion, and exclusion. This is no small 
thing, and the enjoyment of the sensa­
tion can last "a long, long time. Some 
visitors never get beyond it, and they 
cherish the experience. ("Two whole 
months," said one. "For the first time in 
my life, two whole months without 

incidents or insults.") On occasion, 
the welcome is more active. K wame 
Nkrumah and other African politicians 
are willing to exploit whatever capital 
there may be in the link with a political­
ly important A merican minority, and 
both in Accra and in the United States, 
whenever he has come here, Nkrumah 
has made much of the relationship. On 
his first return to the United States as 
Ghana's Prime Minister, Nkrumah 
shook a crowd at the armory in Harlem 
with a passionate appeal to race brother­
hood and kinship. He hails successful 
Negro athletes and performers. Negro 
notables who come to Accra can be sure 
of high-level hospitality on the cocktail­
and-dinner-party circuit. 

But it does not take long for the Ne­
gro pilgrim who stays on for a little and 
gets past the first friendly greetings to 
discover that he is much more of a 
stranger than he is a brother. As Rich­
ard Wright learned on his journey in 
1953, the stranger among Africans 
finds his path studded with difficulty, 
pain, and sometimes even danger. 
Wright was accused of blundering, of 
not knowing how to appreciate and get 
along with Africans, of probing too hard 
in the wrong places. It is certainly true 
that some N egro Americans have man­
aged to get along better in W est Africa 
than Wright did, but it is also true that 
they have done this by settling for much 
less than he was ready to settle for, and 
by not asking the questions he insistently 
asked. The truth is that the Negro 
American in W est Africa today is much 
m ore like Wright's stranger than like 
Nkrumah's brother. H e finds this out 
in a host of ways-some that barely 
pierce the surface of his feelings, some 
that cut deep. 

IT is painful for a black American to 
be rejected by black Africans, but 

it is both painful and unbearably ironic 
for him to be rejected, along with 
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white Americans, br, black Europeans. 
Among the new men of power in West 
Africa are a great many black Africans 
who are more British than the British, 
more French than the French. Indeed, 
long before they dreamed of becoming 
free Africans-that happened only re­
cently-many of these men aspired 
mainly to become black Englishmen or 
black Frenchmen. They took from 
thei r masters not only their language 
hut also their systems of thought, their 
vil'ws of history, and their ways of 
buying, selling, worshipping, running 
schools, and operating a bureaucracy. 
They also took all their little and big 
snobbisms. Mixed with their hate of 
the British and French colonialists was 
( an d is) an intense desi re to he as like 
them as possible-a familiar phenome­
non in the endless complexities of the 
struggle between higher and lower 
orders-so when they moved on at last 
to the greater joys of sovereignty, they 
carried their legacy from their ex-mas­
ters with them into the places of power. 

. H ence the American who Loes to Africa 
still not uncommonly meets in Africans 
a kind of low-grade copy of a variety of 
low~grade prejudice he used to meet 
in certain types of Englisr.men and 
Frenchmen. According to this view, 
"Americans" are brash, loLd, pushy, 
vulgar, materialistic, without culture or 
sophistica tion, wit or knowledge. The 
W est African who is so disposed applies 
this prejudice to all Americans, without 
regard to race, creed, or color. No mat­
ter how alienated he may feel from his 
own society at home, the Negro Ameri­
can in Africa usually finds it no easier 
than the white American to keep his 
hackles down when this sort of thing 
comes up. 

A well-known Negro social scientist 
in a visiting post at a West African uni­
versity was not invited to the home of 
a single one of his African colleagues 
during his first nine months there, and 

in two years he was invited out in this 
circle only two or three times. \ Vhc:n I 
saw him, near the end of his stay, he was 
still pondering the matter in some: per­
plexity, unable to decide what kind of 
snobbism had been at work-British, 
academic, conservative, or plain Afri­
can. Another Negro, serving on the 
staff of a United States embassy, re­
called with some retrospective amuse­
ment how, on his first contacts with local 
government officials, he had had to face 
down remarks like "You gross Ameri­
cans ... " A young Negro in Senegal 
spent a whole summer finding his way 
through the personal, political, racial, 
and cultural haze of his relations with 
some Senegalese students. "At bottom, 
I think they felt I was a barbarian be­
cause I wasn't French," he told me. 
"It was a ·schizophrenic sort of thing. 
They were African Frenchmen look­
ing down on m e, an American, just as 
they looked down on any English-speak­
ing African. They were always talk­
ing about culture, and I finally realized 
that by culture they meant French cul­
ture I " 

Besides being amusing or annoying, 
this snobbism is sometimes damaging. 
Entrenched British and French attitudes 
about American education still govern in 
much of \ .Vest Africa-attitudes that 
were built up in the past partly out of 
real (if deluded) convictions held by 
the Europeans, partly out of the wish to 
keep young Africans from being in­
fected by American ideas. Until quite 
recently, Africans who managed to 
get to America and earn degrees, even 
as medical doctors, had a hard time 
getting posts from African superiors 

1 trained by the British or the French. 
Americans have met with the same kind 
of rebuff. An American Negro girl 
who is a trained nurse was not accepted 
at a hospital in Accra and is still working 
in the city as a secretary. Another Ne­
gro, a man who has left America for 

UWI L
IBRARIES



good, was refused a teaching job be­
cause the local authorities would not 
recognize his degree. This pattern is 
breaking down, of course. Nkrumah 
himself was educated in America· 

• ' 
thousands of African students are fl ock-
ing to American colleges, or trying to, 
much to the dismay of the somewhat 
older group of European-trained offi­
cials; and American teachers and other 
specialists are making it hard for the old 
prejudices to survive. But meanwhile 
the Negro American is not likely to be 
overcome with warmth toward those 
of his African kin who th row European 
aspersions on his hard-won American 
education . It is often an odd sensation 
for him to feel defensively American, 
but he comes to it, and in matters that 
go still deeper. 

N egroes come questing to Africa for 
something they call "acceptance." What 
they seek may not be findable by any­
one anywhere: certainly they. do not 
find it in Africa. "The Negro who comes 
here has to have the right attitude " 
said one of the older hands among the 
American Negroes in West Africa. 
"He has to know he is not going to 
be able to run for President here ei­
ther. He won't get into the podtical 
arena, or even in to the educational 
arena, until they shake off the Brit­
ish heritage, while in business it will 
depend on how he operates." In other 
words, in Africa, as in certain other 
parts of the world that N egroes are ac­
q_uaint_ed with, they can get along all 
nght 1f they know their place. As for 
business, it is true that there were a 
few Negro sharpshooters who came to 
Africa to make a killing among the 
brothers. Some of the people who knew 
Nkrumah when he was a student in 
America came rushing over, and one 
or two of them had to be rushed out. 
Africans--some of whom are becoming 
pretty good sharpshooters themselves­
keep saying they will welcome Negro 

entrepreneurs and specialists, and a few 
of those who have come have made 
places for themselves, hut the way is 
not open or easy or free to all comers. 
"They have no intention of seeing peo­
ple with better backgrounds and educa­
tion come in here and take over," said a 
young man who regards himself as a 
"permanent settler" in Africa. "They 
don't want to let any outsider get ahead 
faster than Africans do." But it is not 
often as aspiring politicians or ambitious 
money-makers that the pilgrims come· 
th " " h • ' e acceptance t ey want 1s accept-
ance as human beings-something to do 
with full freedom to be what they are 
and become what they can. H ere, 
among those who come to Africa seek­
ing this, we begin to encounter the more 
truly wounding discoveries of their 
strangerhood. 

_For a first thing, Africans scornfully 
reJect the term "Negro." T he great 
confusion among American Negroes 
about who and what they are has long 
been illust rated by the angers and con­
troversies that have arisen over the ele­
mentary matter of a name to go by. At 
one time or another, the names in use 
have included "black " "African " 
' ' ' 'colored," "Negro," " Afro-Ameri-
can," and " mulatto" and its various sub­
divisions, based on quarterings of color. 
On each of these hangs a complicated 
history of color caste, group preju­
dices, irrationalities, and complexes. By 
now the term "Negro" is most widely 
accepted, although there is a large fac­
tion of conservative or older people who 
still insist on "colored" and a much 
smaller group, younger or more chau­
vinistic, who self-consciously champion 
"Afro-American." Visitors to Africa if 
they are of the latter group, may suffer 
an even worse confusion of identity, be­
cause, whill' they may be glad that Afri­
ca~s do not accept "Negro," either, this 
attitude does not bring them any closer 
to defining what they are. If they are 
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Negroes content to be called N egro, it is 
not a happy thing to find that Africans 
want no part of the term, think of it as 
representing something lowly c,r un­
worthy, and, worst of all, associate it 
with the history of America and with 
slavery-that in A frica a "Negro" is 
someone with a stigma. African rejec­
tion of the term "Negro" is part of the 
assertion of African superiority over 
Negroes. A person who only yesterday 
still thought himself superior to Afri­
cans, and whose ego is fragile at best, 
does not take this blow lightly. 

Another blow is hidden in still an­
other kind of terminological confusion. 
L angston H ughes, in "The Big Sea," 
was probably the .first A merican Negro 
writer to report the startling experi­
ence of being called "white" by Afri­
cans. That ha~pened nearly forty years 
ago, and H ughes said he was told that 
the designation was based not so much 
on color as on identification, in dress, 
language, and background , with the 
European. In the Twi language, for 
example, the word "oburoni" appar­
ently is used for both "stranger" and 
"white," and even my scrumptiously 
black friend, whose marriage experi­
ence I described earlier, was, to her 
bewilderment, called "white lady" by 
the market women. It sounds simple 
enough, but there is a confusion here 
that, followed far enough, can take us 
into some of the deepest inwardnesses of 
this enrnunter. When an American 
Negro, of whatever color, hears himself 
called "white," it not only startles him 
but stirs up anew all the mixed ingredi­
ents of his sense of himself. I will men­
tion only three of these, which indicate 
how critical they are: his feeling about 
blackness and being black; his own mix-

ture of ;111cestr ies (black, white, Amer­
indian, or whatever ) ; and his sha re of 
the yearning to be white, the cancer that 
has been eating away for so long at the 
Negro's ability to accept himself. These 

arc matters that cannot he wrappt d 11p 
in a word or two. L l't the details ,11~­

gest themselv..-s in ,1 f..-w g limps'",: 
The light-skinncJ t,;egrm·s wlt11 had 

trouble convincing: A fr icam that titer 
were Negroes. O ne .r11ung man, n,·a r­
lr desperate, said he wanted t11 hang a 
sign a round his neck proclaiming: his 
identity. 

T he tan American girl in Guilll:a 
whn found tha t G uineans believe in race 
purity, that you have to he hla.:k to lw­
long to the accepted group, and that 
" some hold the mulatto to he in f..-rior, 
lower than the black." 

The dark-skinned .-\merican whn 
was asked, "Are a ll American Negroes 
as lig ht as you? " This "shocked me 1Try 
much , because I've always thought of 
m yself as fairly dark." 

The very dark American girl who 
found that for a summer .-\frica was 
" one place I could be accepted with­
out condjtions." As she P.xµlained it, 
"American Negroes never think of 
themselves as black, always think of 
themselves in terms of white people­
this or that is what is most 'white' about 
me, my features or color or wh:itel'er. 
Now f think of myself as hlnck. It's 
given me more respect for myself." 

" \ Vh_r do you Negroes want to be 
whitri" demanded a group of Sene­
galese students as they bore down on 
two young American N egroes. " But 
we don't," the Negroes replied. " T hen 
why do Negroes put g rease on their 
hair! \ Vhr do ther sell skin bleach­
ing/" T h~ young Negroes tried to ex­
pl;iin-to tell who did this sort of th ing 
and who didn't, and how it came 
about-but it was hard; it was ha rd to 
explain the whole business of being a 
Negro in Americ-o. 

T HERE is a deep pool of mutual 
prejudice between Africans and 

American Negroes, and it is easily 
stirred up. Some of these stirrings come 
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fnnn a long way down. l1 ntil the 
day hdore _restenbr, .-\meric:1n Nc:­
groc·s g:ennallr considered themselves 
supnior to Africans. Ther rejected the 
thought of their kinship with .-\fricans, 
wanted no association with them, even 
used the word "African" as an expletive 
to suggest wild or harbarous or ignorant 
or wicked ways. The sources of this 
feeling lar in the great, ohscure tangle 
of the Negro's struggle for acceptance 
in .-\merica, his lack of footing in any 
non-American past, his racial mixture, 
his effort to escape the lowliness univer­
sally associated in the dominant white 
world with blacknes~, Negroidness­
with, in short, being African. Thus, 
Negroes usually saw Africans only as 
benighted and backward creatures who 
had never been able to come out of the 
jungle. Some Negro missionaries went 
to Africa to "save" them, but efforts 
made by benevolent or malevolent 
whites for more than a hundred years 
to send American Negroes back to Afri­
ca as colonists had little success. All but 
a few Negroes scornfully rejected the 
idea. Those who did go hack and 
founded the Republic of Liberia did not 
exactly make a record calculated to 
arouse pride and a feeling of association 
among many Negroes in America. The 
small sprinkling of Africans who began 
to come to American schools-especially 
American Negro schools-were looked 
upon either as barbarians or as <::x-bar­
barians who had become snobbish Euro­
peans. At Negro schools, they were 
made to feel this prejudice most ex­
plicitly and painfully; they were iso­
lated, made the butt of harsh jokes, and 
generally left to huddle among them­
selves and nurse their counter-contempt 
and counter-prejudice against their 
American "brothers." They found that, 
as foreigners en joying different accents 
and British passports ( no Africans came 
from French territories until quite re­
cently), they could often gain admission 

to places where Negroes were forbidden 
to go-movies, restaurants, and the like, 
even in the South-and they often did 
so, sneering hack at the Negro for his 
lack of status in his own country. Some 
of Africa's new leaders went through 
this American experience-Nkrumah; 
Nnamdi Azikiwe, now Governor-Gen­
eral of Nigeria; and others, less well 
known. It is against a background of 
such memories that they now proffer 
their "Welcome, brother!," and obvi­
ously their enthusiasm must have its 
limits. Once the American Negro in 
Africa gets past the surface ameniti.es, 
he is often made to feel the back of an 
African hand. 

This is happening even in Liberia, the 
one country in Africa where American 
Negroes have had certain ties-where 
they have been looked upon as more 
successful elder cousins, and where, as 
helpers and supporters and as doers of 
good works, they have enjoyed status 
and prestige. The descendants of the 
Negro colonists from America who 
founded Liberia, in 1822, held fast 
to their American connections. Since 
they faced hostile tribes in the interior, 
rapacious Europeans on their borders, 
and indifferent whites in America, 
American Negroes were through almost 
all their history their only friends any­
where-and, indeed, there were not 
too many of them. Only a very few 
Negroes in America appreciated either 
the regard or the dependence of the 
Liberians, the rest being generally em. 
barrassed by the Liberian performance. 
Nevertheless, those Negroes, mainly in 
the churches, who did interest them­
selves in Liberia's problems maintained 
the thin bonds through the years, help­
ing to establish and staff churches and 
schools. The Americo-Liberians sent 
their sons and daughters to American 
Negro schools and, whenever they 
could, married them to Americans. An 
American Negro whom I met in Mon-
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rovia described the pos1t1on in these 
words: "Psychologically, they feel here 
that they are a part of the American Ne­
gro group. They use the word 'home' 
in this way. One speaks of a ship coming 
from 'home.' They have always looked 
for their American hrothers to join 
them here. The churches are all closely 
connected to fellow-churches in the 
United States. In this society, girls born 
and raised in the United States are the 
highest prestige group, higher on the 
marriage scale than Liberian women. 
Girls born here of parents who came 
from the United States are the second­
best group as marriage partners. No 
president of Liberia has been the son of 
two parents born in Africa; at least one 
has always been American-born." 

This is almost enough in itself­
without going into the complex history 
of Negro-Liberian relationships-to 
suggest the simmering jealousies and the 
rancors of dependence that must lie 
deep in the Liberians' feelings about 
American Negroes. Now, suddenly, 
great events are conspiring to free them 
of th is dependence. Africa is waking up. 
White America wants African friends, 
and is beginning to spend money in 
Liberia-real money, not the dribble of 
dimes and quarters that could come 
from earnest but poor American Negro 
churchgoers. And beyond white Ameri­
ca lies white Russia, which might be 
interested in helping Liberia, too, if 
America should not move fast enough. 
There is now, indeed, a faction of grow­
ing power in the Liberian government 
that wants to open negotiations with 
Moscow and begin to derive the advan­
tages to be gained by "neutrality" in a 
world of contending benefactors. There 
is no place in this big time for the small­
time American Negro benefactor who 
has beeri around all these "years to serve 

as the Liberian's only rich uncle. "Now 
there has been a reaction of feeling 
against Negroes," said- the Negro ob-

server in Monrovia whom I have al­
ready quoted. "People here feel that 
Liberia has been. in the backwash of 
Africa, and some of them think this is 
because they have allowed the United 
States to be represented here all this time 
by American Negroes. Now they want 
roads and harbors, they want what the 
other countries are getting, and they 
think the answer is to get American 
whites and Europeans in here.'' 

This change in the Liberian climate 
was signalled by the rumors that flew 
about in mid-1959, when the post of 
American Ambassador to Liberia was 
filled for the first time by a white diplo­
mat. Traditionally, this had been the 
one post in the world reserved for some 
politically deserving or otherwise dis­
tinguished Negro. But now, it was re­
ported, the Liberians were seeing this 
as a sign of their second-classness, and 
had demanded that Monrovia be graced 
by a representative of the United States 
who was white. These reports were 
denied by Liberians, but a white ambas­
sador, a regular Foreign Service officer, 
was duly named to the.post. (This mat­
ter of diplomatic appointments for Ne­
groes in Africa is disputed from various 
points of view. Nkrumah was widely 
reported in 195 7 to have intimated to 
Washington that he preferred a white 
to a Negro as the American ambassador 
to Ghana. Some ten years earlier, in a 
similar situation, Premier U Nu, of the 
new state of Burma, was said to have 
told the American government, "\Vhen 
you have sent Negroes to London, 
Paris, and Rome, then send them to 
us." Nkrumah was credited with similar 
sentiments; it was said that he wanted 
Ghana to have full first-class recogni­
tion, which had to come in a white skin. 
Many Negroes have differing and 
mixed feelings on the matter. They 
partly agree that Negroes should, of 
course, be appointed to more of all the 
available johs, wherever they may be, 
but they are also nettled by the clear 
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African implication of Negro second­
classness. President Eisenhower did 
appoint a Negro to be ambassador to 
Guinea, but he has since been replaced 
by a white. President Kennedy has 
appointed Clifton Wharton, the only 
high-ranking Negro in the F oreign 
Service, to be ambassador to Norway. 
Other top Negro appointments are be­
ing urged on· the President, while at the 
other end of the scale more young Ne­
groes are entering the F oreign Service 
and starting up the ladder, appearing in 
more and more junior posts in various 

parts of the world. H ere, as in many 
other areas of discrimination, it is a mat­
ter of a little more time-time that 
seems so short to whites who do not 
know how late it is, and so unconscion­
ably long to Negroes.) 

The most direct assauit on the Amer­
ican Negro pilgrim in Africa, however, 
hits him where right now he often feels 
weakest-in his sense of himself, and 
of his place and his future in Ameri­
can society. The African nationalist, 
in his new freedom from white con­
trol, now feels himself to be his own 
man in his own land, and is full of 
self-pride. The American N egro, on 
the other hand, is still struggling to 
achieve equality of status within a plural 
but white-dominated society, and that 
struggle goes slowly and painfully, is 
punctuated by Little R ocks and snarl­
ing N ew Orleans women, by unpun­
ished murders, and is held up by seem­
ingly immovable white supremacists in 
the South and by smugly self-deceiv­
ing whites in the North. In this situa­
tion, the Negro is an embattled man, 
and the African, swelling with self-con­
~ratulation and enjoying a certain 
malice, drives his point home. E xam­
ples: 

" \ Vhy don't rou American N egroes 
stop singing spirituals and playing ban­
jos, and get out in to the streets and fight 
for your rights/ " 

"You Negroes are fools, imitating 
the white Americans. I sn't it high time 
you set out to be what you are-black 
m en, Africans/ " 

"\Vhy don't you N egroes stand up 
and fight for your freedom, the way 
W(' did/" 

The American Negro who gets 
sneering questions like these thrown at 
him usually feels vulnerable-so vulner­
able that most of the time he bows his 
head and takes it. He is often too op­
pressed by anger, despair, and self­
hatred to give full, self- respecting value 
to his heritage of struggle in America. 
The truth is that his heritage of struggle 
is by far the longer, and is filled with 
more men who suffered and fought, 
and is adorned by a vastly greater num­
ber of remarkable leaders, tribunes, and 
fighters, than one can easily discover in 
the short histories of the \ Vest African 
movements _now so suddenly crowned 
with power. H e so underrates himself 
that only seldom does it occur to him to 
ask his j eering tormentor, " T ell me, my 
friend, about ,·our struggle to be free." 
No question could be more unwelcome 
to all but a few W est African national­
ists, because the fact is that the great 
bulk of the new W est A frican politics 
came into being to receive power and 

not to struggle for it. This is neither 
a popular nor a widely acknowledged 
truth among Africans nowadays. They 
are much too busy building up new 
mythologies that will forever hide it 
from their view. So they bound angrily 
away from any such threat of exposure. 
The result of all this on both sides of 
the exchange is rarely relaxing or clari­
fying. 

On the African side, what goes on is 
a reinforcement of the established pat­
tern of prejudice. This is how a young 
American woman describes the views 
of her Ghanaian husband and his 
friends: "The Ghanaians feel that 
N egroes in America are stupid to 
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keep on begging for something, while if 
they had the right frame of mind, they 
would come back here and really try 
to work for Africa. But no, they think 
the Negroes would rather go on beg­
ging favors from the white man through 
the N .A.A.C.P. and that sort of thing. 
That's what my husband says. He 
has no sympathy for American Negroes 
and doesn't want them to come here. 
I won't say he looks down on them. 
He just feels they're stupid. W ell, yes, • 
I guess that is looking down on them, 
isn't it ? All I can say is that if a Negro 
comes over here who helieves in this 
fighting for civil rights to ·hecome part 
of white America, he just won't be ac­
cepted here, that's all." 

But even if you are a Negro who has 
abandoned that struggle, even if you 
have come to Africa to make a fresh 
start among your African brothers, it 
seems that you arc not accepted very 
warmlr, either. As yet, there are not 
many such individuals. Most Negroes, 
however alienated they may feel, still 
come to Africa in a much more tenta-, 
tive, seeking way. But in Ghana I did 
meet one young man who had left 
America for good, he said, some eight 
years ago and had been struggling ever 
since to get a feeling of being "inside" 
with the Africans. He had not succeed­
ed in doing so. " When I first came," he 
said, " I couldn't get my college degree 
accepted. It almost made a patriot out 
of me, I was so mad. An American col­
lege degree is actually much hetter than 
any degree from Oxford or Cambridge 
in the things that people need here. But 
I couldn't get into the educational sys­
tem or the civil service here. I married 
an African girl and that helped, it made 
some difference. As far as jobs went, 
I certainly remained outside. But I have 
begun to get a certain superficial warm 
welcome in many circles. I'm invited 
around, though I don't have a very busy 
social life. When I first arrived here, 

an old lady said to me, '\\'hat took 

you so long to come hack /' Ordinarr 
Ghanaians do often ha\'e a sentimental 
attachment to American Kcgroes. But 
upper-class people immediately add to 
this, '\Vatch out, we don't want out­
siders coming in and taking O\'er.' Still, 
I will stay in Africa. I left the United 
States hoth rejected and rejecting. On 
the whole, I think it ma1· he more satis­
factory here for me, sin~e I grew up on 
a fence, partiallr accepted, partially re­
jected, and I know th is is the war an 
exile feels anywhere. It was the same 
in the United States. It is the same 
here." 

But most of the Negroes I met in 
\Vest Africa during the summer were 
not ready to give up their fight against 
second-classness in America simply to 
accept second-classness in Africa. Nor 
was this only a matter of being a Ne­
gro, an American, or an outsider. In 
much of \Vest Africa these days, it takes 
no profound discernment to see that 
however sweet it may be to be relieved 
of the power of the white man, the new 
power of the black man does not yet 
smell much like freedom-certainly not 
like the freedom to which the American 
has learned to aspire. So, stung by the 
African's scorn and rejection, hy his 
stubborn refusal to accept the Ameri­
can Negro's bona fides, many a visitor 
finds himself cast in an exasperat ing 
role: an alienated Negro American 
passionately defending segregationist 
America against the attacks of a nation­
al-chauvinist African. This was the sum­
mer odyssey of one young American 
who, like so many others, had come 
to find out whether in Africa he might 
have the chance he felt he would never 
get at home. His story: 

"As hard as I could ever push it, I 
could never really think of myself as an 
American, not ever. \Vhen I was in 
Japan and Korea with the Army, I al­
ways thought of myself just as Negro, 
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not even as hyphenated Negro-Ameri­
can, just Negro. But what I have found 
is that you might get rid of the color 
problem, hut you get into something 
else. You know, in the beginning I had 
exactly the same experience Richard 
Wright had in Indonesia. I got called 
up in front of a line of Europeans and 
got waited on first. This was discrim­
ination in reverse, and I have to say I 
enjoyed the sensation, even though I 
began to feel guilty about enjoying it. 
By the end of the summer, I'd thoug~t 
a lot about it, and I just wanted to get 
away from there. I had to see that I 
could never become Nigerian, or any 
other kind of African, never really be­
come part of it. I could not run away. 
Mavbe the truth is that as an American 
Negro I have no place to go at all. May­
be that is the situation. 

"When the African students talked 
about American Negroes' wanting to be 
white, I had to agree this was true. 
They also said we hadn't done enough 
to push for equality, that we should get 
guns, if necessary, and go o_ut onto the 
streets. But they hadn't done this, either, 
I reminded them. I tried to trace for 
them the development of what had been 
done. 

"There was one fellow, a most 
articulate Marxist type. He kept attack­
ing American Negroes, how American 
Negroes weren't doing any of the things 
Africans were doing in Africa. We 
finally had a real run-in one day, when 
we were tired and irritated. He said 
something, and I found myself defend­
ing America, the whole thing, in a way 
I could never have imagined myself do­
ing. I said yes, there was Little Rock on 
one side, and a lot of things on the other 
side, people pushing and fighting; all 
sorts of things can happen and do hap­
pen. As I was talking, I found myself 
being pinned against the wall. They 
kept coming back' at me with 'You 
try to be white!' And that is true. I 

realized I was defending something I 
wasn't even sure I wanted to he defend­
ing. But I think at that moment I began 
to understand. Here I was defending 
this thing. But it was because I knew 
there were other sides to it. As big a 
racist as I am-and I am a racist-I 
could see that they would only hear of 
Little Rock and New Orleans, and 
would never hear of the lunch counters 
integrated in Nashville. They wouldn't 
hear it even if you told them about it! 
I said to myself, 'All right, but I'm 
going to see that they hear all sides, hear 
our side.' I don't know if they ever be­
lieved anything I tried to tell them." 
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