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The Black Must Become Dangerous: 
Stanislas Adotevi’s Critique of Negritude and the 

Philosophy of Pan-African Revolution 
 

Norman Ajari 
 

Abstract: Born in 1934, the Beninese philosopher and politician Stanislas Spero 
Adotevi passed away on February 7, 2024. He remains famous for his radical cri-
tique of Léopold Senghor’s thought and political practice, but his ideas are often 
caricatured. This article offers the first academic assessment of Adotevi’s analysis 
of Negritude. Far from another philosophical deconstruction of ethnophilosophy, 
he elaborates a genuine critique of state power, neo-colonialism, and imperialism 
in the African postcolony. Although inspired by Marxism, Adotevi’s critical theory 
must be understood as a pan-Africanist reinvention of Black Power activism and 
philosophy. 

 

THIS ARTICLE CONTEXTUALIZES and presents the thought of 
Benin’s philosopher and former Commissioner General for Culture 
and Youth, Stanislas Spero Adotevi, focusing on his major book titled 

Négritude et négrologues.1 Originally published in 1972 in Paris by the mass-
market publisher 10/18, Adotevi’s work offers a radical critique of neo-colo-
nialism, under the guise of a full-fledged deconstruction of Léopold Sédar 
Senghor’s leadership as president of Senegal. 
      In November 1969, Adotevi’s article “The Strategy of Culture” appeared 
in the first-ever issue of the African American journal The Black Scholar, 
which represents a staple for Black Studies as a discipline. However, his work 
has fallen victim to a double erasure. First, it has been wiped out from the his-
tory of French theory. While Adotevi studied with Louis Althusser and 
Jacques Derrida as a student at the École Normale Supérieure—where he was 
a fellow student of Alain Badiou—and while Négritude et négrologues was 
published the same year as Derrida’s Marges de la philosophie and Gilles 
Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s L’Anti-Œdipe, he and his work are hardly con-
sidered to be part of the same conjuncture, if even of the same spacetime. 
      Second, accounts of African philosophy also tend to ignore Adotevi’s con-
tribution to the pressing debates of the mid-twentieth century over culturalism 
and progressivism, despite his explicit dialogue with influential Francophone 
African philosophical figures such as Marcien Towa and Paulin Hountondji. 
Perhaps because he is the one who embraced most radical and revolutionary 
political options, developing an unapologetic Pan-African approach inspired 
by North America’s Black Power movement, the transmission of Adotevi’s 
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thought has been interrupted, and his original contribution remains strangely 
absent from contemporary academic discussions. 
     This article contributes to a materialist history of African philosophy. It 
shows how historical events such as attempted revolutions and counter-rev-
olutionary reactions, as well as theoretical influences and dialogues, shaped 
Adotevi’s social and political thought. Adotevi’s work is exemplary of an 
under-researched area within both Black studies and French studies: the 
Francophone Black Radical Tradition. The aim of this article is to present 
this frequently caricatured but more often than not forgotten philosophy for 
discussion, with particular emphasis on his trenchant critique of the articu-
lation between Senghor’s thought and neo-colonial political practice in the 
late 1960s. 
 
Senghor, or neo-colonialism with Senegalese characteristics 
Numerous studies of Negritude make note of Adotevi’s critique of Senghor’s 
metaphysical and political thought.2 However, scholars never report ade-
quately the depth and aim of his arguments. Contemporary scholarship on 
Senghor often alludes to Adotevi’s ideas, but always summarizes it as a com-
monplace attack on Senghor’s culturalism. Such an approach erases the social 
and political dimension of Adotevi’s discourse. He does not criticize Negri-
tude for its own sake, but as it relates symbiotically to the specific mode of 
government that prevails in Francophone post-colonial Africa. The dispute is 
not primarily an intellectual disagreement regarding the nature of the African 
personality or identity, but rather the effect of a conflict regarding neo-
colonialism in Africa. 
      Like other French philosophical texts of the 1970s, such as Deleuze and 
Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus or Jacques Rancière’s Althusser’s Lesson, Adotevi’s 
Négritude et négrologues reads as a consequence and theoretical response to 
the unprecedented political uprisings of May 1968. However, its context of 
interest is not so much the Paris Quartier Latin and suburban car factories as 
the lesser-known revolutionary events that occurred at the same time in Sene-
gal. I argue that this anti-colonial eruption constitutes the key to understand-
ing the motivation behind the critique of Senghor that Adotevi articulates in 
the book. It follows almost a decade of neo-colonialism in Senegal following 
its ‘independence,’ against which May ’68 was a massive protest. If the coun-
try is sometimes regarded as a rather exemplary democracy compared with 
other regimes in the West African region at the same period, it was neverthe-
less an integral part of the system of unequal trade, bribery, and dependency 
known as “Françafrique.”3 It exhibited very common authoritarian and anti-
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democratic tendencies that put it at the service of France-based multinational 
firms and French diplomacy. 
      A short overview of the beginnings of Senghor’s presidency—missing 
from all rebuttals of Adotevi’s take on Negritude—offers an adequate portrayal 
of the very nature of his political and social project. An important starting point 
is the law of December 22, 1961, that established the High Court of Justice of 
Senegal. Senghor’s ambition in creating this institution had less to do with 
criminal justice than with political issues. The main purpose of this court was 
to resist hypothetical attacks on the state’s internal security. The president tai-
lored it as a tool to repress dissident voices. “This court diminishes the rights 
of the defense and judges in a hurry. It is entirely political as it is made up of 
eleven members of the parliament from the ruling party: six are judges, four 
are members of the investigating committee and one is the public prosecutor.”4 
This political tribunal, composed of Senghor’s vassals, was one of his weapons 
to ensure the prevalence of French interests in Senegal. 
      Senghor’s disregard of economic matters is almost as well-known as his 
passion for cultural affairs. At the independence, power was meant to be split 
between the President of the Republic (competent in particular in diplomatic 
matters) and the Président du Conseil, or Prime Minister, his old friend 
Mamadou Dia (competent in economic and internal affairs). However, the 
arrangement was short-lived. Dia was taking seriously those who called for a 
‘socialist’ project for Senegal. A partisan of farmers’ co-operatives and labor 
self-management, he envisioned a planned exit from the peanut monoculture 
inherited from colonial times, which ensured the country’s dependency on 
France. The socialist program worried both French elites and rural religious 
leaders who benefited from the agrarian status quo.5 While careful not to 
attack France and its government explicitly so shortly after independence, Dia 
disapproved of the way Western countries conducted their cooperation with 
the new African nations. In his view, the former colonial métropole treated 
official public assistance as part of a global strategy of influence reminiscent 
of the 1884 Berlin conference and the scramble for Africa.6 The assistance 
was fashioned after Western countries’ conjunctural needs rather than with an 
eye for the structural necessities of underdeveloped nations. When this assis-
tance is used to dispose of the excess production of a commodity, the conse-
quence is that the African country receiving the aid will not have to buy it 
from one of its neighbors. A negative externality of this case is to disrupt local 
trade relations between countries with fragile economies. In the medium term, 
the disastrous strategy weakens African economies and creates a vicious 
circle of dependency upon Europe. As Adotevi points out, aid is designed to 
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benefit the country that sends it more than the country that receives it (Négri-
tude 151). 
      Such an analysis of so-called French cooperation combined with Seng-
hor’s economic program centered on the region’s development and autonomy 
had everything to displease the former colonial authorities, who successfully 
incentivized Senghor to take action against his right-hand man. First, Senghor 
tried to pass an illegal vote of no confidence to push Dia out of power, but Dia 
resorted to the police to occupy the national assembly building, preventing the 
vote from taking place. No matter, the vote was to be held elsewhere, at the 
personal residence of the President of the Assembly, Lamine Guèye. Simulta-
neously, a reform transferred all the powers previously vested in the Prime 
Minister to the President of the Republic. In the aftermath, Senghor undertook 
to ‘unify’ his party, the Union Progressiste Sénégalaise (UPS), by transition-
ing to a one-party system by absorbing opposing political organizations. Sen-
ghor was then the sole master of the country. This change led to the arrest of 
Dia, as well as that of four ministers accused of being his accomplices. “In 
May 1963, the Senegalese High Court of Justice sentenced Mamadou Dia to 
life imprisonment for attempted coup d’état, and the four ministers to twenty 
years’ imprisonment. They served their sentences in the special detention 
center of Kédougou until Senghor finally agreed to pardon them in 1974” 
(Tchuisseu 292). The conditions of imprisonment were so harsh that, due to 
lack of medical care, Dia became blind during his detention (Bertho 110).  
      With the liquidation of its prime minister, Senegal locked itself into an 
economic model dictated by French interests in defiance of the country’s 
development strategy. However, its first major crisis occurred in May 1968, 
beginning with the discontent of the University of Dakar students who were 
facing a drastic diminution of their scholarships. This starting point is not sur-
prising because the UPS had become the only party in the country, which 
made the university into the last major forum of expression for political dis-
sent. Two major student unions took action against the government’s plan. 
The Union des Étudiants Sénégalais (UDES) represented Senegalese nation-
als, while the Union des Étudiants de Dakar (UED) represented other African 
students from neighboring countries attracted by Francophone West Africa’s 
flagship university. If both organizations existed de facto, they lacked any de 
jure existence, as the state had never legally recognized them.7 On the evening 
of May 24, a general assembly convened on the initiative of the UDES 
declared the unlimited general strike and the boycott of exams. The president 
of the UDES, M’Baye Diack, was also a former member of the Parti Africain 
de l’Indépendance, a Pan-Africanist Marxist political organization outlawed 
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in Senegal in 1960. To him and numerous other radical leaders, the current 
discontent with scholarships served as a catalyst for all major social and polit-
ical grievances in the student population and beyond. Past the one-issue 
movement that had mobilized a considerable number of protesters, the unions 
actually aimed at a regime change. 
      In Dakar, the young protesters benefited from the support of most of the 
population. One witnessed a convergence between the intellectuals and the 
urban sub-proletariat, and for good reason: a vast urban renewal plan initiated 
by the President threatened many residents with eviction. In addition, the 
Union Nationale des Travailleurs Sénégalais (UNTS)—which, unlike the stu-
dents’ organizations, was recognized by the state—supported and joined the 
movement based on its own requests. It demanded replacing the numerous 
European executives inherited from colonization and cooperation with 
African executives. The discontent spread beyond the capital city, gaining 
other regions. This massive convergence of dissatisfactions and political 
demands shook the state to its foundations. Protesters were storming the 
homes of the Minister of Education, the Mayor of Dakar, the Director of Secu-
rity, and the country’s main radio host (Blum 162). 
     Faced with the revolutionary conjunction of the intellectuals, the prole-
tariat, and the urban sub-proletariat, Senghor called upon other forces to 
defend his power. First, the Senegalese military, led by General Jean-Alfred 
Diallo, remained unshakably legitimist. Second, the same marabouts and 
other rural religious elites that had campaigned against Mamadou Dia seven 
years earlier were ready to use their militias against the protesters at Seng-
hor’s demand.8 In sum, the country’s most reactionary groups all stood 
united in support of Senghor. At first, it was only by resorting to the police 
and the army that he managed to stifle the movement. On May 29, 1968, the 
police stormed the university campus. Official sources reported one person 
dead and sixty-nine injured—but there were certainly many more—as well 
as thousands of arrests. More than 1,300 foreign African students were 
deported from the country by plane (Gueye 163). On the 31st, there were two 
dead and 900 arrests. 
      However, Senghor acted as a clever strategist. Once the army and the 
police restored civil order, he reorganized his government and agreed to some 
of the demonstrators’ demands, for example concerning scholarships. Under 
diplomatic pressure from neighboring countries, he eventually reinstated 
many expelled foreign students. He took the opportunity to offer special 
scholarships to opponents of the socialist Pan-African president of Guinea-
Conakry Ahmed Sékou Touré, a notorious adversary of France’s African pol-

VOL. 64, NO. 1 15

NORMAN AJARI

[1
72

.7
1.

25
5.

13
1]

   
P

ro
je

ct
 M

U
S

E
 (

20
25

-0
4-

05
 0

0:
05

 G
M

T
)



itics and a repeated target of destabilization attempts since the late 1950s. In 
essence, everything had to change for everything to remain the same. 
      A reminder of the authoritarian and pro-French nature of Senghor’s polit-
ical regime is essential if we are to understand the motivations behind 
Adotevi’s criticism. As we shall now see, he seeks to show the links between 
this governance and the theory of Negritude. 
 
Negritude as neo-colonial method of government: from Towa to Adotevi 
The political context makes clear that radical arguments against Senghor’s 
Negritude relate to how the President’s discourse legitimized authoritarianism 
and counter-revolution in the idiom of his own philosophy. In Négritude et 
négrologues, Adotevi writes, “Today’s Negritude is the current discourse of 
neo-colonialism. Negritude is the black way of being white.”9 The accusation 
does not simply concern theories and ideas but relates to social and political 
matters as well. In other words, we should not interpret the notion of neo-
colonialism used here in metaphorical or mere cultural terms, but rather in a 
very material fashion. On June 1, 1968, the daily newspaper Dakar-Matin 
reproduced a statement by Senghor in which he dismissed the students’ moti-
vations and political relevance, vindicating his own anti-colonial legitimacy 
as an originator of the Negritude movement: 
 

It is odd how [the students of Dakar] waited for the revolt of the Paris students to do “same 
thing toubabs,” to ape French students without the slightest change. That is because our stu-
dents wanted to demonstrate in the streets, to attack people and property. This is how they 
intended to prove their “intellectual independence” towards France. When we initiated the 
theory of Negritude while attending the Lycée Louis-le-Grand and the Sorbonne, we did not 
ask French imperialism for permission.10 

 
The articulation between Negritude and counter-revolutionary politics evi-
denced by Senghor’s handling of the 1968 crisis is the key to understanding 
the rejection of the movement among Black radical francophone intellectuals 
of the late 1960s and beyond. 
      In a 1965 review of Senghor’s first major collection of essays entitled Lib-
erté I, the Cameroonian philosopher Marcien Towa presents arguments that 
will profoundly influence Adotevi’s views. As Adotevi put it, Marcien Towa 
was the first to suspect that “the timeless character of Senghor’s Black is not 
a mere metaphysical approach but a method of government.”11 At the core of 
Senghor’s worldview stands an anthropology of Black people that conflates 
the biological and the cultural. According to Towa, Senghor theorizes the 
“Black soul” as an existential reality whose sole inscription in history is by 
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way of its biological character, which predetermines one’s social function, 
aptitude, and taste. Both European and African bloods are marked with such 
naturalistic determinism. A rational demeanor defines the former, while the 
latter is more prone to emotion, imagination, and intuition. For Adotevi, the 
outcome is a philosophy of history that is not strictly speaking a fixist one, 
since it takes into account many scientific and geopolitical upheavals. How-
ever, history develops only through its white side, which represents the pole 
of change. Time is not motionless according to Senghor, but Black subjects 
virtually are. More accurately, they transform at the same speed as their genet-
ics alters itself. European blood determines whites as innovators, while 
African blood induces cyclical repetition, hence the disorientation of Blacks 
facing the white-induced modernization of their world. Towa writes: 
 

Forced to adapt to the techno-scientific universe that Europe is creating around him, the 
Black would not find in his biological heritage any resource enabling him to take up the chal-
lenge, either immediately or in the long term. Senghor sees no way out except in the accept-
ance of white tutelage, while waiting for the biological specificity of the Black to be diluted 
and vanish through interbreeding in a humanity without races. The Civilization of the Uni-
versal of which he dreams “can only be mixed-race,” a synthesis of “reconciled beauties of 
all races”12 

 

The only possible conclusion to such an analysis is the necessity for Africans 
to accept French tutelage, always presented as an egalitarian and consensual 
cooperation, a genuine break with colonialism. 
      Negritude, once turned into an idiom of state power, allows for subjuga-
tion and subordination to be praised as marks of Black and African growth. 
However, the events of May 1968 revealed the underside of this discourse, 
that is, its repressive dimension. Accusing the protestors of “faire même chose 
toubabs,” of aping the French militants fighting the police in the streets of 
Paris, Senghor naturalizes revolt and discontent as a foreign character, an 
infection tarnishing the docile African soul. Under the guise of Negritude, 
Senghor’s voice on the radio and his words in the newspapers dictate what the 
Black must be to remain authentic. Blacks’ duties are meant to be compatible 
with a new international division of labor with Africans at the bottom and 
whites at the top. Adotevi interprets this role of Negritude in psychoanalytical 
terms: “Negritude actually was a neurosis; it was the language of the Other, 
of the great Third; in Lacanian terms, the discourse of order: that of the uncon-
scious.”13 Negritude functions as a voice that speaks inside and through the 
Black subject, working not as a practice of rebellion but rather as a sense of 
authority. Adotevi alludes to what Lacan calls “the third listener, always pre-
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supposed” and which constitutes “the locus of the Other.”14 The concept of the 
Other terms a godlike figure of radical alterity experienced as an absolute, 
with whom any form of identification is impossible; it stands as the guardian 
of the symbolic order. It is outside of language and constitutes the condition 
of possibility for language itself. Unbeknownst to us, it dominates and deter-
mines us, defining the contours of what is sayable. 
      Senghor’s Negritude functions as a form of subjection in the Lacanian 
sense of the term, which is to say that it produces subjects.15 Negritude imposes 
its system of drives upon Senegalese society, offering Africans a way to enjoy 
their dependence as if it were the full accomplishment of their nature and per-
sonality. Confounding one’s race with a set of values and social predisposi-
tions, it coalesces into a collective destiny that Senghor claims to decipher out 
of his people’s culture and genetics. Its emphasis, placed on the necessity to be 
and to remain “Nègre,” disarms attempts at transforming people’s lives, as it 
equates what is desirable with what always-already exists. Senghor posits 
Negritude as the sole and perpetual object of the Africans’ longing, which they 
could satisfy by simply contemplating their Blackness. He believes the free 
cultural expression he gained with independence suffices to satisfy his people’s 
desire for equality and social transformation. For Adotevi, Senghor’s discourse 
gives Blacks an immaterial satisfaction that does not threaten the imperialist 
status quo; “the West does not have to be overtly racist anymore, as the trick 
of independence allows civilized men to transfer what Jaulin named ethnocidal 
responsibilities to the ones they ‘civilized.’”16 
      The French leftist ethnologist Robert Jaulin, who served as Adotevi’s doc-
toral advisor, terms “ethnocide” the European colonial process of negating 
alterity through both violence and assimilation.17 With Senghor, Negritude—
defined as social patience and political docility—becomes a new standard that 
must prevail over the foreign menacing otherness represented by revolution-
ary ideas and actions. It aims at securing collaboration between the newly 
independent state with Europe’s capitalism, which renews the colonial bond 
instead of severing it.18  
      Today’s intellectual status quo is predominantly oblivious of these 
polemics, as both Africana and Francophone studies are currently witnessing 
a revival of academic interest in Senghor’s thought. Scholars routinely herald 
him as a prominent Black anti-colonial author and politician, praise him as a 
talented poet, and picture him as a philosopher of Black dignity.19 To label his 
thought as neo-colonial ideology is considered reductive and exaggerated, as 
scholars claim a reasonable middle ground position, which neglects or carica-
tures the criticisms made by radical Black thinkers. For example, the influen-
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tial Senegalese philosopher Souleymane Bachir Diagne endeavored to defend 
Senghor against Adotevi’s criticism by simply pointing to the Beninese’s 
overlooking the complexity of his reading of Levy-Bruhl. According to 
Adotevi, Senghor takes up the idea of a Black “prelogical mentality” elabo-
rated by Levy-Bruhl but rejected in the later part of his life (Adotevi, Négri-
tude 44–45). Diagne denounces Adotevi’s “glaring approximations,” noting 
that Senghor is in fact conscious of this reorientation (Diagne, Bergson 28). 
In so doing, Diagne certainly demonstrates Senghor’s awareness of Levy-
Bruhl’s later writings, but he does not justify Levy-Bruhl’s conception of 
Negritude as being saturated with racist tropes inherited from early twentieth-
century ethnology. In addition, these fastidious philological arguments should 
not suffice to convince us that criticism of Senghor’s politics is unfounded. 
Fixation over a mere textual detail here leads to overlooking the main argu-
ment about Senghor’s repressive government and to portraying Adotevi’s 
book condescendingly as a failed “pamphlet” (Diagne, Bergson 29).  
      Although not included in the carefully edited five volumes of his collected 
essays, Senghor’s May 1968 discourse should be regarded as an integral part 
of his complete works as it stands as a testimony to his action and thought. 
Nevertheless, according to the French critic Elara Bertho, “we should reread 
Senghor from the point of view of ecology, of a sensitive relation to the world, 
of promoting the living world and anti-capitalist politics. In that way, his work 
is intensely present and alive: it is to be rediscovered” (Bertho, Léopold Sédar 
Senghor 147). If Bertho acknowledges certain flaws in Senghor’s governance, 
she does not go as far as to connect these abuses to his political thought and 
philosophical worldview. Instead of trying to imagine progressive applica-
tions of Senghor’s texts, we should acknowledge the counter-revolutionary 
application that he himself proclaimed and enforced. Contrary to what Seng-
hor would have his people believe, his youthful intellectual anti-colonialism 
was compatible with his full support of neo-colonialism as head of state. 
Adotevi shows that there is not, on the one hand, Senghor’s rich and brilliant 
thought, and on the other hand his pro-French political action, but rather the 
dynamic unity of theory and practice where Negritude serves to legitimize 
Black docility towards imperialism. 
 
Radicalizing Blackness 
Unlike other influential critics of Negritude such as Jean-Paul Sartre – whom 
he praises for his assessment of the unachieved character of Negritude as a 
political philosophy—Adotevi resists the temptation to embrace blindly the 
project of Marxist internationalism: “Comrades, let us quit worrying about 
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Europe’s progressives, or those of any imperialist or imperialist heir coun-
try.”20 Rather, Adotevi invites African activists to “overcome the experience 
of European proletarians dumbed down by Western provincialism” (Adotevi, 
Négritude 165). Adotevi maintains a strong sense of the political relevance of 
Blackness as a political category. Such focus on the specificity of the African 
experience combined with the desire to radicalize the socialist project antici-
pated political theorist Cedric Robinson’s criticism of the Western workers’ 
movement. According to Robinson, Western socialism turned Marxism into a 
European identity, relying on German philosophy, French socialism, and 
British political economy.21 Under such assumptive logic, a socialist project 
that is not predicated upon this Eurocentric philosophy of history was labeled 
as primitive or utopian. “Marxism, the dominant form that the critique of cap-
italism has assumed in Western thought, incorporated theoretical and ideolog-
ical weakness that stemmed from the same social forces that provided the 
bases of capitalist formation,” Robinson remarks.22 In other words, according 
to both Adotevi and Robinson, Western socialism and imperialism both 
express European provincialism. 
      Adotevi’s opposition to Senghor’s thought and political practice does not 
fully extend to the interpretation of Negritude formulated by Aimé Césaire, 
whom he describes as “the tireless warrior of Black people and the greatest 
lyric poet of the century (read Breton and Éluard): a civilization-building 
poet.”23 Césaire’s thought and poetry are haunted both with the historical 
experience of Black dehumanization and suffering, as well as the urgent 
necessity to invent a cultural, political, and social remedy to the enduring 
wrongs of colonialism. If Senghor’s Negritude rests on a diagnosis of cultural 
and spiritual plenitude, in which Blacks suffer only from a lack of recognition 
and the imposition of Western stereotypes, Césaire envisions Blackness as a 
site of radical dispossession and deprivation. It calls for a revolutionary 
upheaval of our world order by taking a different route from the Stalinist and 
chauvinist trajectory of the French Communist Party.24  
      Adotevi draws from Césaire’s darker interpretation of the Black condition. 
“What is at stake is neither Negritude as such, nor its latent or manifest, orig-
inal or hijacked content. We are denouncing its actual (and future) political 
use and the perverse will to maintain it in its original theoretical incomplete-
ness.”25 Under the guise of a theoretical attack on Senghor, Adotevi plans to 
complete Negritude: to push the analysis of Blackness to its final conse-
quences: “It is now time to be Black. Truly.”26 If present-day Negritude unde-
niably appears to him as a tool of neo-colonial control, it once was a theoret-
ical and literary step towards African renaissance: “I am not speaking of 
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deviated or perverted Negritude. I am speaking of our debt, and above all, our 
pride, in belonging to the tradition of African civilization, and in possessing 
values which distinguish the black world from that of the white men.”27 In 
sum, Adotevi’s critique of Negritude does not entail the turning away from 
any politicization of Blackness but rather coincides with a new embrace of 
what defines the Black shared condition. 
     One of Adotevi’s major issues with Senghor was his poetic overwriting 
of the African experience, which silences people’s suffering and social inter-
ests, displacing the conversation to the metaphysical or aesthetic plane. On 
the contrary, central to Adotevi’s view is Black dispossession and dehuman-
ization. “For Africans, the main question is not the recognition of a theoret-
ical particularity, as it is lived existentially in everyday practice as a con-
stant external negation of everything that would allow them to be 
themselves.”28 Since the transatlantic slave trade and the scramble for 
Africa, Blacks are the always-negated condition of possibility for other 
groups’ fortune and privilege. History is always in need of a subject, but 
Black people have been reduced to objects. Therefore, their only futurity 
lies in destroying the system that keeps denying them. “Blacks already have 
every subjective reason to rebel. All they need is revolutionary parties, con-
necting them to Africa, drawing on the Black horizon the curve and direc-
tion of independent Africa, through rehabilitation of its forever denied sons” 
(Adotevi, Négritude 171).29 
      The two main inspirations for this political orientation that derive from 
Adotevi’s writings are, on the one hand, Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah’s Pan-
African agenda and, on the other, the North American Black Power move-
ment. Like Senghor, Nkrumah was both an intellectual and a statesman—a 
published author and a political leader of the independence. As such, he pro-
vides Adotevi with a counter-model for post-colonial African governance. 
Adotevi’s point is not to oppose an abstract political ideal to reality, but rather 
to show the optional character of Senegal’s direction: its avoidable grounding 
in a deliberate project of neo-colonial collaboration. While imperfect, 
Nkrumah’s political action represents a credible project of African independ-
ence grounded on socialism (Adotevi 97). In a poignant obituary published in 
1973, Adotevi describes the first president of Ghana as follows: 
 

Nkrumah’s waking dream, pursued with open eyes for sixty-three years, is the dream of an 
Africa liberated from the fantasies of the past and present; still nothing, but rich with all pos-
sibilities; which can and must happen. Nkrumah wanted to go very far. He wanted to assert 
the power of the African man, the Black man, through his intelligence and suffering, to 
master the blind game of colonial domination.30 
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Along with other leaders such as Congo’s Patrice Lumumba and later Burkina 
Faso’s Thomas Sankara, Nkrumah embodies the idea of African self-reliance. 
      The importance of this notion of African self-determination and autonomy 
for Adotevi leads us to the theme of Black Power, which echoes Richard 
Wright’s narration of his encounter with Nkrumah,31 and which also alludes 
to the African American radical political movement of the mid-twentieth cen-
tury initiated by Kwame Ture and Charles Hamilton.32 The core idea of the 
doctrine is that Blacks in America and abroad are oppressed on a colonial 
basis and that their liberation requires an offensive politics of autonomy and 
self-determination. Adotevi admits to admiring the movement: “Only Blacks 
in America today are able to desire the end of American wealth. Destroying 
imperialism in its most perfect form: human task!”33 From the topicality of 
African American radicalism and revolutionary thought, Adotevi draws the 
realization that Black Africans worldwide need a clear understanding of their 
shared racial interests: “It is not a new racialism but an identification. It is an 
affirmation of the plain fact that to be a Negro today is still to live through the 
violent depredations of the slave trade” (“The Strategy” 32). Adotevi notes 
that Black people are routinely subjected to mistreatment that no other group 
faces on such a massive scale. Given that situation, Black liberation requires 
both the consciousness of current-day African global wretchedness and dehu-
manization and the resolute desire to destroy the world of racism and exploita-
tion: “The carnal ardor of black hatred should have been opposed to the 
cosmic insults to which none other than the black race have been subjected” 
(“The Strategy” 31). In sum, given its focus on revolutionary activism, race 
interests, and Pan-Africanism, Adotevi’s philosophy is arguably the closest 
we have come to adapting Black Power to the French-speaking context. 
 
Conclusion 
Adotevi’s thought reads as a plea to rethink our political interpretation of 
Blackness. He criticizes Senghor’s definition of Negritude as an official state 
ideology and as a counter-revolutionary discourse used to delegitimize 
protests and social unrest, as evidenced by the May 1968 crisis in Dakar. 
However, he believes in the opportunity to maintain a strong sense of global 
solidarity between all Blacks who are continuously victims of racial slavery 
pursued by new means. At the core of Adotevi’s political diagnosis in the con-
juncture of the late 1960s and early 1970s lies the idea, shared by both Kwame 
Nkrumah’s Pan-Africanism and Kwame Ture’s Black Power Movement, that 
even if Black Americans happen to achieve civil rights, their freedom is 
doomed to remain an illusion as long as Africa does not gain its autonomy” 
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(“The Strategy” 32–33). For any African aware of these issues, the only way 
out is a revolutionary one. “The Black, Baldwin writes, has become a beauti-
ful color, not because we love it, but because we fear it. The Black is not a 
color, it is a value. The Black who betrays is not a Black. The Black who has 
no faith in the rehabilitation of his race is not a man. BLACK IS BEAUTI-
FUL. The Black must become dangerous!”  (Adotevi, Négritude 163).34 
 
The University of Edinburgh 
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