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Niam rigoura ^

or

Présence Africdine's
RAISON D'ÊTRE

Man, my father used to say, is first he who
creates, and only those men are brothers who
cooperate.

(Saint-Exüpä ry) .

This review is not under the bidding of any philosophical or

political ideology
It is open to the collaboration of all men of goodwill (white,

yellow and black), who are willing to help us define the Afircan's

creativity and to hasten his integration in the modern world.
« Présence Africaine » comprises three essential parts :

The first part will contain authoritative studies of the cufture
and civilization of Africa by well-known scholars. There will also
be searching examinations of the methods of integrating the black
man in western civilization.

k The second part, which is the most important in our eyes, will«
be composed of texts by Africans (novels, short stories, playS, etc.).

Finally, part three will be devoted to a review of art and

thought concerning the black world.
Later issues will give Arabic texts written by Africans and

translated into French. Also there will be a column dedicated to

informing young Africans of the diverse forms of humanistic thought'
in Europe. A few pages at the end of each number will present
significant facts of our present-day social life. Whenever codi
fions permit, we will use modest illustrations.

In establishing this magazine, our first and principal.aim is to.
make an appeal to the youth of Africa who has long hungered
for intellectual food. Few echoes of intellectual life in Europe
teach him. His adolescent ardour, abandoned to arid isolation.

(1) € Nlam neroor'a vana mpaya », a Toucouleur proverb, aaeanlnf
• Bating 1b order to lire la not eating In order to get fat »,
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PRESENCE AFRICAINE

dooms him to cultural asphyxiation and sterilization. Our hope
is that this magazine can constitute itself a window through which

young Africa can look out upon the world.

*
**

But, of course, the above is not the real point of departure for
this venture. The project for this magazine dates back to 1942-43,
when a certain number of overseas students, witnessing a stricken

'
Europe questioning herself as to the efficacy and genuineness of
her values, gathered themselves together to study that same situa
tion and to weigh the distinctive qualities of their own being.

Being neither white, yel'ow, nor black, incapable of returning
completely to our ancestral traditions or of assimi'ating ourselves

to Europe
— we had the feeling of constituting a new race, men

tally crossed, but which had not acquired an awareness of its own

originality and had not made that originality known.

Were we then uprooted beings ? To the degree that we had

not defined our position in-the world, we had abandcnned ourselves

between two societies, without a recognized meaning in either,
being strangers to both.

Such a situation could be tolerated only when ethical conside

rations are stifled. It is because of our refusal to renounce thought
that we believe in the usefulness of this review.

* *
**

It would be selfish and senseless, however, to think only of our

selves. Our purpose goes beyond that. We are but the licks in

a huge chain : the whole of mankind.

Today humankind comprises two distinct groups : on the one

hand, a minority of active, productive and creative beings, i.e

Europe ; and on the other hand, facing Europe, the much more

numerous men of overseas, who are generally less active and barely

productive (at least their productivity does not correspond to the

rhythm of modern times). They are « the white man's burden. »

The white man, creator of a militant civilization, imposes upon

the rest of the world his modes of thought, action and life. He

denies and scorns any group of humans who ignores the style of

his militant universe.

Nobody, however, can claim the privilege of "having mastered

History and Progress *,they are forces set in motion by the tireless
k
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NIAM ITGOURA

activity of the European... but whiclTsometimès escape his control.
All the more reason why, instead of a few millions of brains assu

ming it to be their business to plan, direct and enrich the world,
while undertaking to administer the destinity of hundreds of millions
of overseas people, one wishes for the transformation of these

overseas men into brains and arms fitted for modern life and sha

ring the responsability of thinking out and bettering the lot of
mankind.

Our enterprise, therefore, though limited, is inspired by preoc
cupations which suppose an unshakable faith in man.

***

Perhaps t,he most salient of the general characteristics of wèst
ern civilization is its asceticism ; but it is a heroic asceticism affec
ting all the faculties of man.

We overseas men, at the beginning of our stay in Europe, were

struck, first of all, by the manner in which the problem of will was
handled, that is, we were amazed to see that here ethics were
based not on the sacred (I), but on the faithfulness with which the
will adhered to rational principles.

\s To conceive and apply an art of living capable of freeing one
■from selfishness, beneficial to human society in the highest degree,
trustful only in the rigour of invincible reason—such constitutes

good for western man. But reason such as this is a complex and

moving reality to which one cannot adhere once and for all. What
does the very mobility of the social order mean, as a rule, but this :
that every citizen influences the function of government with the
full weight of his participating vigilance, which is dedicated to the
service of this stern reason ?

But it is art that best reveals our personalities and translates,
better than any action, the least peculiarities which constitute the
will structure of our being. That is why artistic creation elates us
with purest joy. It lifts us to the level of the gods. Is it not
true that in Europe the highest form of moral action suggests cer
tain aesthetic tonalities ? And,'in art, do not the Titans of will

power, Beethoven, Stendhal, Baudelaire, Valéry and so many others,
enjoy the soundest fame ? As for artists of remarkable sensibility,
they are more consumers (of exceptional quality) than producers.

(1) Ethics are based on the sacred In many African societies where RoodIs Indeed appraised according to the purity of intention, but above all,according to a strict conformity of the act with a certain rule that is morehonoured than controlled by reason.
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PRESENCE AFRICAINE

It is will-power that creates. The heart can only appreciate. Art
is thus the most favourable activity through which man can reveal
and give himself to society and it confers on the creator the only
prestige which truly reflects his personality.

Finally, to know the truth is to distrust phantasy and mental

sloth, thus making the spirit feel the very outlines of what cannot
be denied by critical reason. Truth is not defined by traditional
rules ; it is not exhaustively grasped by the intellect. It must not
be looked for in the concrete or the static, but in the direction
of the laws of ever-increasing exactness which subdue the impla
cable universe (I).

If is clear that if Progress did not exist, it would have to be
invented to explain a never-ceasing activity of the hostility or

harmfulness of beings.
But does not this perpetual war against the universe, against

society and individual consciousness suppose a kind of heroic

asceticism, the one that sacrifices the blandishments of the present

to the conquest of man's safety and greatness ?

It will 'be said, however, that there are two domains in which

neither the fighting spirit nor hostile distrust is observed, namely
friendship and love. Yet is not love (which presupposes friend

ship) the best-fighting ground where two beings vie in generosity
and abnegation ? Doubtless love is accompanied by moments of

moral euphoria in which the loved one's confidence increases. But

it would behoove him not to drop off to sleep in smug passjvity.
Because a friend can live only in the fervent atmosphere of friend

ship.
Individual consciousness and will-power (that consciousness

which Valéry declared a defect in the purity of non-being) define,

therefore, by their pure activity the whole life of the citizen, the

friend, the artist, the saint and the hero.

**
* ■

We Africans rather underestimate individual will-power. What
attaches us to others is the sacred ties of parentage and kinship,
ties estab'ished by ancient institutions. Human will-power is

limited. It is Providence that governs the world. Usually, in order

(î) Including individual consciousness.
In this dornst« Nietzsche. Tenace de Loyola and Karl Marx wo«ld, •{

•ne accord, reject the humanism of Africa which la expressed ia Africa«
Uvea without Peine formulated.
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NIAM WCOURA

to be happy, it is sufficient to be trustful and respectful of the
traditional norms of authority. 1

* Howa easily we would understand Isabelle RivièreVbook—« De
la vertu d'imprévoyance »—(Of the virtue of improvidence). Like
birds of the air or lilies of the field, we worry little about the
morrow.

And etfen those barriers that sometimes oppose our desire to

live—prohibitive laws, misfortunes and religious restrictions— do
not incite us at all toward a pessimism or toward a nervous diffi

dence. These obstacles would rather be a guarantee against
diabolical individual will-power. Life is good, in its free spon
taneity. /

One can well guess that the African is not afraid of effort, for
all that. He finds such healthy joy in his work !

Effort is sacred and beneficent, and, in Africa, it is placed under
a simple and traditional ritual rather than under individual initiative.

Assuredly, Europe sometimes offers us the spectacle of a patho

logical belief in action, and of what we feel to be aberrations of

will-power (I) ; on the other hand, no one can, without peril, under

value the sense of individual adventure—nor forget the positive,
inescapable solidarity which links and assimilates human beings in

front of the unknown future.

But does not the finest point of heroism consist in enlightening
and emancipating one's fellowman, so that one is bound to

approach him only in the strictest and highest conception of his

liberty and lucidity ? — in order that each can derive from these

shared virtues the obligation to create in communion with others
a universal order with universal values ?

Such is truly, it seems to us, the originality of Europe as seen

through African eyes (I).
Now the domain occupied by such a civilization already

expands beyond the boundaries of the western world and wherever
it spreads, order cannot be preserved, prosperity cannot be assured

except in the degree that the same means of critical vigilance arid

productivity are extended tg all.

(1) As witnessed by Erostrate's example and these verses of Baude
laire's Heautontimoroumcnds, as well as other verses in Hamlet and Faust.
Am I not-a faulty chord Of my heart J am the vampire,
In the symphony divine. One of those great forsaken.
Thanks to insatiable xrony To laughfer eternal condemned,
Which shakes and bites me. And who can smile no more.

(1) We are certainly referring to an ideal Europe Just as we hav*
abready referred to an abstract Africa. We are dearllng with general tenden
cies of the wiii rather than with permanent characteristics of Europe.
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PRESENCE AFRICAINE

As to France, whose people, by certain features of its history,
thought and art, realizes best this heroic ideal, she has the misiion
of promoting all relationships likely to liberate the individual's
will-power»— the mission to make the individual aw^re of the

*

will's harmfulness and fruitfulness — and leave him free to fulfil

his destiny in a rational world.

Consequently, our review is pleased with being French, with

living in the air of French thought, although it appeals, we repeat
it again, to all men of goodwill.

Reaching beyond the confines of French colonization, it intends
to raise and study the general problem of Europe's relations with

the rest of the wörld, taking Africa as an example, especially since
her black mankind finds itself to be the most disinherited. Enclosed
for thousands of years in a kind of cosmic silence, considered by
many as being useless to the progress of the world, arrested in

a state of vain and animal vitality -— all the same, Africa I'ves

according to her wisdom and a vision of existence not lacking in

originality. A fresh sensibility, a "long and singular history have
endowed her people with a rich experience which it would.be pro
fitable, from,many points of view, to make known (I).

The style in which the voice of Africa will express itself in our

review, will not fail to depict new, picturesque and moral topics and

original forms of sensibility. Would it be rash to suggest that it

can even enrich European civilization ? Such, however, is our

opinion, for one of "the characteristic features of modern life is the

belief in the possibility of the intercommunication of consciences.

The black African, so far as he is concerned, does not think so.

Thus love and friendship with him are not lacking in pleasure, but

are seemingly deficient in intimacy. In Europe, on the con

trary, some people go so far as to think that a man is real only in

the degree that his humanity is or can be expressed. The social

institutions, at least, take him into account only within these limits.

And literature itself becomes an institutions as useful as Parliament.

In fact, the social framework evolves, becomes supple and more

humane proportionally as art and thought, expressing themselves

through human lives, developing new dimensions in those lives, make

(1) The coloured writers of America have already demonstrated the
productive power of their spiritual vitality and it? necessity to Jhe world,
and yet, although they "have realized greater progress than Africans, the
social institutions under which they live, constrained and limited by the
doctrine of white supremacy, are backward and deficient in humanity, a
fact which explains the sympathy which coloured Americans show for
Prance.

In the near future we shall devote a special number to coloured non
African writers.
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NIAM N'COURA

them recognized and respectgd. But precisely in this- militent

society where each person fully assumés his own destiny, where
each is solely attentive to the laws and facts revealed by science

end thought, every human being who does not manifest his person

ality is disavowed. In contrast, to express one's peculiar soul is
to contribute to the guiding of pub'ic opinion and to the steering
of institutions in a more humane direction.

The black man, conspicuous by his absence in the building up
of the modern city, will be able to signify his presence little by
little by contributing to the recreating of a humanism reflecting the
true measure of man.

It is indeed certain that a genuine universalism cannot be

attained if, in its formation, only European subjectivities are uti
lized. The world of tomorrow will be built by al men. But it is

essential that certain disinherited peoples receive from Europe,
from France in particular, the instruments necessary for the future

building.
For the moment, universalism assumes the aspect of a temple

on the facade of which perfection is read, but to the rear of which,
never exposed to sight, to admiration and criticism, one finds that
which is unfinished and absurd. The European, however, cannot

see himself from all angles either. The overseas man could,

well serve as a mirror to> his beauty, which will be perfect only by
becoming also our beauty. Else Europe runs the risk of wilting in

a kind of fruitless narcissism.

As to us Africans, we are expecting concrete results from these

cultural activities. To enable us to merge with modern society and

to identify ourselves c'early in that society, PRESENCE AFRI
CAINE, whild'e revealing us to the world, will, more than anything
else, persuade us to have faith in ideas (I). .»

It "'is in this respect, among others, that we Africans are still
different from the Europeans. While our cafes are centred in the
concrete preseijt, and essentially in the immediate, natural succul
ence of the' present, the European, in contrast, is turned tensely
toward the hazards of existence and is intent upon warding them
off, and consequently, he is bent upon knowing cosmic, social and

psychological laws. The universe is, for us Africans, limitless in

marvel, it is an undefined fruitfulness offered to our vigorous appe
tites. We worry little about knowing and mastering the world,

It Is easiy realized that, for the African, abstract ideas are still mere
words. One is therefore capable of continuing to live as though they did
not exist.
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PRESENCE AFRICAINE

but bother much about enjoying «the food with which the present
is heavy-laden. We live in'the « here and now ». In a certain sense,

we are bourgeois, whereas the European is a militant.

Now the development of the modern world will not permit
anyone or any natural civilization to escape its sway. We have no
choice. We are henceforth committed to a heroic phase of history
in which death is accepted (when one sticks obstinately to one's
individual welfare), and in which salvation and greatness can
be won.

But salvation is allotted only to those who believe in man, in

the value of human action and of science — to those who, attentive

to the rhythms of the laws that guide the world toward its cryptic
destinity, harness those laws- for the utilization of human reason and

will in place of the creative spontaneity of nature.

We Africans need to develop a relish for the elaboration of

ideas, the evolution of techniques,
— and thus to understand

western civilization which, without crushing natural civilizations,
will preserve just those portions of them that its vital impulse and

our effective presence can allow it to spare.

...Above all, we need to knew the meaning of an ideal, to be able

to choose it and believe in it freely, but out of a sense of personal

necessity, and to relate it to the life pf the world. We should

occupy ourselves with present questions of world importance, and,

in common with others, ponder upon them, in order that we might
one day find ourselves among the creators of a new order.

Such is the best way* of by-passing petty phases of racialism
that evil that gnaws away at the stature of man, embitters his

heart, stifles his'soul. The intellectual collaboration that we appeal

,for can he useful to all. Europe creates the leaven of all future

civilizations. But we men of overseas, from ancient China, from

pensive India to silent Africa, possess immense moral resources

which constitute the substance to be fecundated by Europe.

We are indispensable to each other. . '

It is first in the people of France that we put our trust : I

mean in all those men of good-will, who, faithful to the most
heroic French traditions, have dedicated their lives to the exclusive

rnl+ nf man and his nreatness.

Alioune DIOP.

(Traduction et adaptation par MM. Richard Wright et, Thomas Diop).

193

PRESENCE AFRICAINE

but bother much about enjoying «the food with which the present
is heavy-laden. We live in'the « here and now ». In a certain sense,

we are bourgeois, whereas the European is a militant.

Now the development of the modern world will not permit
anyone or any natural civilization to escape its sway. We have no
choice. We are henceforth committed to a heroic phase of history
in which death is accepted (when one sticks obstinately to one's
individual welfare), and in which salvation and greatness can
be won.

But salvation is allotted only to those who believe in man, in

the value of human action and of science — to those who, attentive

to the rhythms of the laws that guide the world toward its cryptic
destinity, harness those laws- for the utilization of human reason and

will in place of the creative spontaneity of nature.

We Africans need to develop a relish for the elaboration of

ideas, the evolution of techniques,
— and thus to understand

western civilization which, without crushing natural civilizations,
will preserve just those portions of them that its vital impulse and

our effective presence can allow it to spare.

...Above all, we need to knew the meaning of an ideal, to be able

to choose it and believe in it freely, but out of a sense of personal

necessity, and to relate it to the life pf the world. We should

occupy ourselves with present questions of world importance, and,

in common with others, ponder upon them, in order that we might
one day find ourselves among the creators of a new order.

Such is the best way* of by-passing petty phases of racialism
that evil that gnaws away at the stature of man, embitters his

heart, stifles his'soul. The intellectual collaboration that we appeal

,for can he useful to all. Europe creates the leaven of all future

civilizations. But we men of overseas, from ancient China, from

pensive India to silent Africa, possess immense moral resources

which constitute the substance to be fecundated by Europe.

We are indispensable to each other. . '

It is first in the people of France that we put our trust : I

mean in all those men of good-will, who, faithful to the most
heroic French traditions, have dedicated their lives to the exclusive

rnl+ nf man and his nreatness.

Alioune DIOP.

(Traduction et adaptation par MM. Richard Wright et, Thomas Diop).

193

This content downloaded from
�������������81.220.52.188 on Thu, 06 Nov 2025 20:19:38 UTC�������������

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


	Contents
	p. 185
	p. 186
	p. 187
	p. 188
	p. 189
	p. 190
	p. 191
	p. 192

	Issue Table of Contents
	Présence Africaine, No. 1 (Novembre - Décembre 1947) pp. 1-192
	Front Matter
	Avant-propos [pp. 3-6]
	Niam n'goura : ou les raisons d'être de Présence Africaine [pp. 7-14]
	Étapes [pp. 15-20]
	L'inconnue noire [pp. 21-27]
	Présence noire [pp. 28-29]
	L'Afrique participante [pp. 30-30]
	Le noir est un homme [pp. 31-36]
	Lettre à un ami africain [pp. 37-43]
	« Présence africaine » [pp. 44-46]
	Textes de Blyden [pp. 47-49]
	Absence et présence [pp. 50-55]
	Chant de l'Initié [pp. 56-59]
	Puissance! [pp. 60-61]
	La mort du Damel [pp. 62-77]
	L'Aveu [pp. 78-80]
	L'Os [pp. 81-88]
	Nini (roman) [pp. 89-110]
	Ballad of Pearl May Lee / La complainte de Pearl May Lee [pp. 111-119]
	þÿ�þ�ÿ���C���l���a���i���r���e��� ���é���t���o���i���l���e��� ���d���u��� ���m���a���t�������n��� ���[���p���p���.��� ���1���2���0���-���1���3���5���]
	CHRONIQUES
	Le message philosophique et poétique de MALCOLM DE CHAZAL [pp. 137-142]
	A propos de quelques objets d'art de l'A.O.F. [pp. 143-145]
	Le mal blanc [pp. 146-148]
	Musique et pensée africaines [pp. 149-157]
	La fin d'un mythe scientifique [pp. 158-161]

	NOTES DE LECTURE
	UN ROMANCIER DE LA RACE NOIRE : RICHARD WRIGHT [pp. 163-165]
	J'IRAI CRACHER SUR VOS TOMBES [pp. 165-166]
	þÿ�þ�ÿ���B���L���U���E���S���.��� ������� ���P���O���E���S���I���E���S��� ���D���E��� ���L���'���A���M���E���R���I���Q���U���E��� ���N���O���I���R���E��� ���[���p���p���.��� ���1���6���7���-���1���6���8���]
	« JAZZ 47 » [pp. 168-172]
	L'AME DU PYGMEE D'AFRIQUE: R. P. TRILLES [pp. 172-175]
	Review: untitled [pp. 175-176]
	EPOPEES AFRICAINES [pp. 176-177]
	Review: untitled [pp. 177-178]

	La Revue des Revues [pp. 179-184]
	Niam n'goura or Présence Africaine's RAISON D'ÊTRE [pp. 185-192]
	Back Matter



