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ani essentially a village boy; I did not see the I city unt i l  I was well over twenty. Now I am 
receiving my advanced education overseas. I t  is excit- 
ing. but i t  also involves tremendous emotional and 
cultural risks. How i t  all ends up is yet to be seen. 

One thing has always been important since the day I 
began to dream of an intellectual, academic, and politi- 
cal experience beyond the borders of Zimbabwe: A man 
like me, whose parents never saw a school door, must 
ask himself if he can really justify such a risky and 
expensive investment in education. M y  parents and my 
brothers and sisters ask the same question, and they are 
right to ask it. Moreover. I have to contend with the 
ironic realization that my illiterate parents are among the 
most sensitive, most intelligent I have ever known 
anywhere. I t  is humbling to know that at the threshold of 
the brave twenty-first century my own parents' lives still 
speak to me of almost inexhaustible revelations of 
spiritual and emotional wealth. Such wealth seems to be 
disappearing worldwide. How can their balance of indi- 
vidual distinction and communal responsibility be kept 
alive in  one who went away to be "educated"? 

The African self-exile comes to realize that the settler, 
the missionary, and the nineteenth-century foreign ob- 
server terribly underestimated both the strength and the 
value of indigenous African culture. But if this culture is 
as valuable and as relevant as I now th ink  i t  is. what in the 
world am I doing mucking around in the apparently 
crumbling labyrinth of Western culture, in which every 
seductive coniniercial appetite advertises itself like a 
howling wind at Babel? What value am I looking for that 
neither m y  parents nor ancestors have provided? Is an 
advanced overseas education for Southern African stu- 
dents a mere indulgence'? I can answer these questions 
only tentatively and only for myself. 

From the outset I justify this risky and dear investment 
of time and youthful energy because I believe in ideas. A 
truly cultured man is not afraid of those aspects of other 
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cultures that demonstrate virtue and genius; for example. 
open-minded Anierican white intellectuals admitted 
their admiration for and attraction to black American 
jazz in the 1930's. When a talented black American 
singer visited South Africa. many open-minded whites 
niade i t  clear they would feel privileged to attend the 
concert in an otherwise segregated African township. 
Both the inner world of one's own consciousness and the 
physical, external world do respond to one's use of 
ideas. For me the basic idea of spiritual freedom is seen 
through the life and teaching of Christ. I f  anyone ever 
had the courage to ask questions, if anyone ever had the 
courage to challenge an entrenched way of thinking and 
living. i t  was Christ. In so doing he renewed the purpose 
and direction of human life beyond the immediate 
concerns of his day. The saying that man cannot live by 
bread alone is as sound a theological asscrtion as i t  is a 
wise secular proverb. 

I t h ink  the chief sign o f  emotional and spiritual 
poverty is the large number of young men and women 
who do not see any exciting purpose for their lives be- 
yond the mundane strife for a rather mercenary surviv- 
al. I t  is all right to feed ourselves and raise our children 
on ambivalence so long as that ambivalence is really 
between conflicting but well-defined priorities. I admire 
my parents because every choice they made for theni- 
selves and for me was made out of spiritual and moral 
conviction. Anibivalence and doubt were cherished only 
because they made i t  possible to explore options and 
define priorities. Life niade sense. 

Any attempt to arrest ideas-racially. geographically, 
ethnically. or ideologically-must fail. Ideas are always 
breaching old barriers. They change our inner world and 
define our external choices. 

y fatherland had already hccn a British M colony for over sixty years and there had 
been many tragic encounters bctwccn the settlers and the 
indigenous people. But I had no personid experience of 
such encounters unt i l  I.was well out of adolescence. The 
spiritual depth and wealth of my parents' lives had 
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always provided a n  adequate, universal sense o f  hunian- 
ity. Under that guidance I felt I could lee1 at honie 
anyvhere on the face of the earth. Then I niet some 
missionaries and \vhite settlers. Like bloses in Egypt. I 
had this feeling of one universal humanity under one 
creator seriously challenged. These people, while claim- 
ing they \vert there solely to help me. made i t  clear that 
they knew I could never help them. They would not let 
nie. Here was a culture that not only claimed to be 
superior to my own but also declared as its mission to 
wipe mine out of existence. This gave me a chilling, 
exciting feeling of humiliation. I had to find a key to the 
sources of this culture i f  I and my own were to survive. 
While my own parents portrayed a noble calmness in the 
face o t  this challenge. they knew and I knew they could 
not provide the right keys. I would need other ideas to 
achieve the balanced sense of  disenchantment with the 
shrill claims ot'this partly disintegrating, and yet seduc- 
tive. Western culture. Every African student who comes 
to school here. if he is honest. should earn this disen- 
chantment. 

Out of this balancsd disenchantment I can admire and 
acquire those strategies of the aggressive culture that 
promise to serve humanity well in the future; and I can 
rcjcct. even condemn, those elements I believe to be 
irrclcvant. wasteful. or simply dehunianizing. I believe 
that in  Southern Africa this is the only way the other 
culture will bc saved. That is the irony of the whole 
iiiattcr: By taking time to understand the white nian. by 
taking time to negotiate a peaceful settlement. the 
indigcnous iiian is going to save the settler in  spite of the 
white nian's entrenched belief that he alone came to save 
and to help. Unt i l  both African and Westerner conie to 
realize t h s y  are mutual missionaries exchanging spiritual 
and intellectual wisdoni. we are not going to share the 
complexities and blessings that the twenty-first century 
offers . 

The most iniportant of such blessings are the life- 
enhancing strategies characteristic of our separate cul- 
tures. Most At'rican communities have always guided 
their priorities by a balanced sense of  communal social- 
i ty and distinct individuality. wi th  the total human and 
natural ecology defining the limits. The missionaries. 
while preaching the virtues of monogamy. did not reveal 
that the capitalistic nuclear family with which they 
confused this nionoganiy was already on the rocks back 
honie. hhnoganious marriages should not require the 
dcr!ructicin nt' the extended family. Love. however. 
came almost to he equated with monogamy in the minds 
of catechists who had no idea about the serial polygamy 
that Westerners now practice through divorce. Where 
the overall human and natural ecology used to be the 
limit for human acquisition. now artit'icially cultivated 
and loudly advertised appetites are almost the only limit. 
Most African thinkers will tell you that we do not have to 
come to all the cultural. econoniic. and political dead 
ends Westerners have come to before we learn better. 
But  I am saying we cannot learn better unless we take the 
time and effort to study the strategies already found in  
our culture and in Western culture. unless we realize that 
these cultures have always lent and borrowed from one 
another, and that some decisions. whether we like i t  or 

not, have already been niadc. 1 have decided to educate 
myself beyond what mere survival requires. I th ink I 
have partially shaped my cultural destiny, but only 
partially. Moses had to educate himself at Pharoah's 
court before he could separate the destiny of Israel from 
that of Egypt. I t  took him over forty years. 

ne of the strategies that Western thought 0 provides is the use of irony to achieve a 
perspective on human experience. In the ironic mode 
events are looked at dramatically. I n  a drama there are 
witnesses, every one of whom must be allowed to 
contribute something to the total picture. In this view, 
cultures engage in an intense dialogue, which the mis- 
sionary and the settler often missed because they were 
convinced that theirculture had nothing to gain from that 
of the African. The missionary who beat his chest about 
being called by God and obeying God's command to give 
up worldly things rarely mentioned that he was a college 
dropout who found i t  marvelous that he could live so 
cheaply and afford, like a king,  two or more native 
servants in  the mission house. The white district admin- 
istrator who told the African that i t  was his white cousin 
who discovered penicillin to save Africans from syphilis 
forgot to add that before he came Africans had no 
syphilis. Many missionaries were not failures in their 
own society seeking a cheap status elsewhere. But the 
motives of even the best were mixed. 

Present-day Africans, wishing to present an impres- 
sive picture of African self-determination, either try to 
explain Idi Aniin and Uganda by some outlandish exter- 
nal factor or  try to ignore the embarrassing issue as i f  i t  
were not part of African history. But in the ironic mode, 
Uganda is as much an aberrant result of the African 
revolution as Wounded Knee is of the American ethos. 
Neither offers a fu l l  historical account, although in  the 
American press Amin seems like the only African leader 
[here ever was. Amin and Wounded Knee are both dark, 
instructive moments. The ironic view allows for perspec- 
tive, sophistication, and complexity. Above all i t  makes 
cultural dialogue possible. 

AI1 cultures need to redefine themselves in  the context 
of  their neighbors. The overseas-trained African must 
play a leading role in  this respect. But he cannot claim to 
be defining a new identity for the masses; the masses 
have retained almost too niuch of their identity through 
the colonial era. I t  is he who is in dangerof stretching too 
far and too fast his intellectual horizons ever to achieve 
his mission. The overseas-trained has almost lost touch 
iv i th  the vitality of his heritage; he may never find i t  
again. That heritage has been thrown into sharp relief. 
like a dramatic character, through dialogue with other 
cultures that have been honestly examined and found 
wanting. We can be incapacitated by the affluence of 
Western socicty. We rnay forget that. in the healthy 
African conmiunify. when a man dies people do not ask 
if he was worth a million dollars but how much he was 
worth i n  qualities of human cxperience he both received 
and bequeathed. This is what Kunta Kinte and Alex 
Haley's grandmother were worth even while they were 
yet slaves. 



By saying that the niasses have retained their idcntitg 
intact I do not want to iinply that the culture of  the niasses 
is static. All cultures are dynamic. Some have changed 
speeds from traveling i n  Model Ts. liniousines. and 
Rolls Royces to tlying in  supersonic Concordes-the 
unhurried and less aggressive ones still ride gracefully 
and vulnerably on canicls and donkeys. 

In Rhodesia and South Africa the strength of indige- 
nous witness has been bottled up in African reserves, 
Bantustans, pass laws, and censorship regulations 
against free speech and writing. African genius is both 
arrested and underestimated. Those people who have 
been prevented from seeing countries and cultures be- 
yond their own are like boulders and pebbles dammed up 
in a river. Those who have temporarily escaped are like 
boulders and pebbles specially picked out of the dammed 
riverbed and left exposed to the loud winds and storms of 
the modern world's desert. There i t  becomes obvious 
that a global cultural revival is overdue and that, even if 
i t  flies on supersonic wings. no one culture will make i t  
alone. 

We young men and women who go overseas are the 
ones who, like Moses in  the Midian desert, have had the 
privilege of distance and perspective away from the 
paralyzing problems of an anachronistic colonial hole. 
We are not necessarily more intelligent or more humane 
than our compatriots, but, like Moses and all the boulders 
who have been to the desert, we are thirstier than those 
who stayed behind. We are thirstier for the renewing 
springs of our own culture, which the Western world has 
forced us to take for granted no longer. So while we do 
not give the masses their identity. we forge out of that 
existing identity a new consciousness to take into the 
twenty-first century a culture that has been artificially 
held at a nineteenth-century stage. 

return to things African and to self-determination is 
frightening. This is the only explanation one can give for 
the fact that men like Joshua Nkomo, Ndabaningi 
Sithole, Herbert Chitepo, and others have given up 
comfortable. lucrative jobs to risk their lives in  politics. 
The fact that some of them could spend more than ten 
years of their lives serving jail sentences without trial 
and still come out refusing to th ink  that all whites are 
murderers is testimony to their spiritual and intellectual 
freedom. 

We are so thirsty that our sizzling enthusiasm for a" 

"We are riot riecessarily inore iritelligerit 
or inore Iiuiiiarie tliaii our corripatriots, 
but . . . we are thirstier than those who 
stayed behind. '' 

I t  is quite possible. however, for these repatriated 
thirsty ones to be misunderstood, and even abused, by 
their own people. Dr. Kwame Nkruniah is our classic 
example of misunderstood genius. And renewal is ini- 
possible u n t i l  these prodigal ones and those who stayed 
to feed the children finally flow together at a coordi 
pace in the newly unleashed stream. That s t r e a x :  
allow mutual concourses and voluntary mergers with 
other cultural streams, unt i l  every culture is free to 
enrich our universal experience the way every river is. 
however indirectly, represented in the sea. But, first. the 
African thinker must declare that i t  is no longer enough 
that his culture survived colonization; he must provoke 
its arrested energies. demolish the last walls of the 
colonial village mentality. unt i l  themes African donii- 
nate all the choices in our experience the way a free river 
dominates its own valley. 

I have faith that I shall live to hail the day when, in 
Southern Africa, African thinking will inspire and guide 
in response to the needs of Africans of all races. Today 
the intellectual I have tried to picture is either in  prison in 
the country he loves or is one of the hopeful self-exiles 
still looking for a burning hush. Meanwhile, with days 
numbered, i t  is the shrill voice of the tiny but well-armed 
settler tribe, defending a pampered life, that is still heard 
the loudest, both at home and abroad. 


