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Imperialism or Independence:
The Donor’s Choice

Foday Kabbah

Abstract: Western liberals glean great satisfaction froeirthaltruistic’ donations of
charity to Africa. In this article, | dismiss theelf-ascribed ‘altruism’ and argue that
western liberals exchange compensation for the iamagbn of guilt and the
eradication of ‘repugnant’ cultural practices. Tkichange lies at the heart of neo-
colonial relations between western liberals andr inemiserated subjects. Although
the goods at stake differ, with a shift from matkexploitation to guilt amelioration,
the consequences of the relationship of dominatreras harmful for Africans, and as
beneficial for their masters, as any"2gentury colonial order. In effect, Western self-
interest leaves Africa in a void of malaise betweea rival worlds. The answer is for
Africans to select one world and pursue its obijeectiion. The neo-colonial
dominance of Westerners ensures that Africans ddaee the space or resources,
psychological, political or material, to make ardualise such a decision. As with
any dominated people, the destiny of Africa lietha hands of its masters. If Western
liberals do feel concern for their subjects, thely have to decide which path Africa
will take: Western or African, imperial or indepe&amd. However, the masters are
themselves ambivalent, wishing to ameliorate guiitough charity and aid
dependency, yet claiming to oppose imperial sultjogal argue that they must be
confronted with the deleterious consequences af abnflict if Africans are ever to
escape their stagnation. If Western liberals arabley decisively, to amend their
consciences and decide in which world their subjettould live, Africans should
accept a single tenet to regulate exchanges watih thasters: any benefit gleaned by
western liberals from donations must not be todisadvantage of African peoples.
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The culture of charity towards Africa (a homogencggace) and Africans (a
homogenous group of impoverished black peoplegrsgsive in the western liberal
world. Through the latest ‘disaster’ appeal or wa-riddled celebrity campaign,
such as Live8 or ‘Make Poverty History’, westerbelials appear superficially
dedicated to alleviating the conditions of suffgrimhich afflict millions of Africans.
There are few notable critics of this apparent belence. Indeed, as an African, it
feels as if | am expected to validate, support, @xtdl the benefits of, this culture of
‘charity’ and debt ‘forgiveness’. Recently, howevehave come, heretically, to
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contradict this expectation. | am unable to suppwet culture of charity because its
surreptitious motives harm the very people it igmsed to benefit.

From beneath the deceptive (often self-deceptiwgrdayer of altruism, lies
an unchecked core of racist imperialism that isngating and subverting every
sphere of African life. Once we strip away all bétgood’ intentions, we see nothing
but the repetition of past mistakes by the ‘benent] liberal donors: the sad
perpetuation of colonial relations of subservieribeough a very modern, and
extremely ‘politically correct’, ‘white man’s burdé In detailing the malign
consequences of this order, | shall argue thas ithe imperial perpetuators — the
everyday, self-satisfied liberal donors — who wlidicide whether or not Africans are
to be condemned, eternally, to suffer. | begin tacipg this contemporary issue
against the backdrop of the most hopeful era, aost promising political concept, in
African history — ‘independence’.

Reclaiming ‘independence’ in the®2@entury was supposed to be a precursor
to the realisation of everything that colonialisadhprevented. Freed from the
deleterious control or influence of outsiders, likes of Jomo Kenyatta hoped that
independence would allow us to operate accordirautamwn principles and practices
and flourish from the seeds of our own culture.vigsn continents, it was believed
that independence would force outsiders to gramisdime respect and recognition to
the new, African governments that they granted&ir twhite counterparts. However,
despite relinquishing direct control over theiraaks, our supposed ‘equals’ in the
West continued to dash such meagre aspirationsghra plethora of cunning profit-
driven strategies.

Western entities made, and still make, a handsaofé from the sale of arms
and the means of modern warfare, enabling, in thecgss, a more bloody,
uncontrollable and destructive form of violencernth@as ever been seen between
black man and black man. Traditional warfare, witedid occur, was much less
indiscriminate and pervasive. The debt accrueduryeaders — the syntheses of tribal
chiefs and bureaucratic, western officials— fronshstransactions has been used by
the West to maintain a position of post-coloniapel®dency. The mutual greed for
quick cash made this dependency ever more comgdetiee number of items bought
on credit increased exponentially. This subsenedmas been strengthened further by
the rape, especially in Nigeria, of natural resesrdhe profits of which have been
funnelled out of the continent or into the pocketsrentier, post-colonial puppet-
governments. This misappropriation has robbedimaiserated African populace of
the means by which to live independently. It ha® &xcluded us from whole regions
of our continent, while our absentee landlords exged the concept of independence
for graft.

Western governments have, understandably, beectaitito challenge such a
profitable arrangement. Only after years of pressumillions of ‘unpalatable’ or
‘damaging’ pictures of the starving, and the praspd anti-imperialist ‘terrorism’
engendered by the decrepit neo-colonial conditibase leaders finally been forced
to accept, at least rhetorically or symbolicallg @ the G8 meeting at Gleneagles
2005), that this situation has created unprecedegydeerty and suffering.

A proportion of the western populace have oftennbat odds with their
leaders in recognising this sad truth. Certainréilseand ‘radicals’ have, for some
time rejected, through various boycotts (of, foample, Nestlé and Barclays) and
donations, the greed-ridden stubbornness of tkanldrs and welcomed a ‘culture of
charity’. However, liberals do not deserve the ggaand gratitude they often allow
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themselves for what they incorrectly hold to beaahof ‘altruism’. Western liberals
can afford — in their words, ‘altruistically’ — tionate because their colonial and neo-
colonial exploitation, abuse and oppression of white peoples has propelled them
into the ‘First-World’, and relegated Africans, articular, into the ‘Third-World'.
When we expound the psychological imperatives ofation from the peoples of the
‘First-World’ to those of the ‘Third’, we see thtlte return of a portion of the wealth
gleaned from exploitation approximates, more clpgel compensation than ‘charity’.

Compensation is an apt term to describe such dmstnot simply because of
what is given but, also, because of what is takerturn. To compensate someone is
to make amends for an error. However, it is alsassuage the guilt of the perpetrator
and to receive permission from the victim to com#in with some degree of
confidence, to live. Everyday, middle-class, lib&@nors are unable, psychologically
in comfort, to live their affluent lives whilst bdened by the knowledge of past,
imperial crimes and the contemporary consequerie®s \tisit on the impoverished.
In order, peacefully, to continue their lives, thewst buy permission from their
victims. Their donations are, to a greater or legs¢ent, determined by their guilt.
Their lives, still funded collectively by the matdrexploitation of the ‘Third World’
are inhibited only by the cyclical repetition ofighexchange as the accumulation of
guilt reaches a critical threshold.

Favouring pragmatism, | would be reluctant, asrst Btep, to proscribe this
relationship of trade between western liberals Africans, were it limited to the
exchange of — potentially beneficial — compensafienthe amelioration of guilt.
However, exposing their — perhaps unconscious -comial motives, liberals seem
to expect more for their money.

Most donors, including the ‘anti-imperialist’” orri-globalisation’ activists,
seem to believe that they are entitled to attatimagtentric conditions to their so-
called ‘charity’. The most prevalent examples igeihe demand that Africans abide
by ‘universal’ human rights, govern through demogrand eradicate tribal customs
such as female circumcision. They proclaim, righstp ‘you can’t give my money
to country X because it has a bad “human rightsbré and is corrupt’, ‘you can’t
give my money to tribe Y because they have comahitar crimes’ and ‘you can’t
give my money to people Z because they perpetdatedle genital mutilation” and
keep women as “chattels™. Despite incessantly raffig the ‘vibrancy’ and
exoticism of African cultural practice, such liblsrademand, not merely, the
amelioration of guilt but, also, the decommissigniof culture, in return for their
donations. They seek to buy for the purposes diitisation’ or eradication those
aspects of African culture which contravene théimecentric ‘ethical’ boundaries.
This attitude dominates the entire discourse ofighéor Africa. It is exemplified by
the likes of Geldof and the ‘Commission for Africaho seldom recognise fully the
destructive force of their efforts. However, thepyrhave reason to reconsider this
ignorance, as the deleterious consequences of tokaritable’, neo-colonial
interventions are manifest and follow in the lonmgelof colonial harms. For reasons
of clarity, | shall describe briefly some of theswes.

We must begin by noting the appallingly ignoranmiposition of alien
territorial boundaries, governments and legal systeand the egocentric
individualism which facilitate their operation. Cbmed with the machinery of
industrial misery, these elements have proveddhadations for a decrepit continent
filled with desperate, malnourished individualsotar this disastrous post-colonial
beginning, the condition of ‘independent’ Africashdeteriorated gradually in relation
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to the development of neo-imperialist tools of dabd resource extraction. Recently,
the exchange of aid for culture has acceleratesdfgfocess, with more wars, famines
and human misery resulting from the introductiofusfiversal’, and loss of African,
standards of governance. People bereft of meanimggfvernance, and with almost
none of the continent’'s wealth, have been burddmnestates which monopolise the
vast majority of resources but which are berefsdbstantial cultural foundation and
the accompanying responsibilities to distributerlyai Africa has been left in a
degenerative void between two worlds — African ams$tern — in which the benefits
of either are subsumed by the rampant disadvant#ddesth. Whether or not we wish
to utilise the terms of value pluralism invokedthg likes of John Gray, it seems that
the values of the two civilisations are destructiveompatible rivals engaged in a
zero sum battle to an end of stagnation or eveerdagtion. The dominance of one
value leads to the diminution of the other and thsion of both leads to the
diminution and loss of the best parts of both. his tprofligate condition, the vast
majority of Africans have suffered, whilst westdiiperals have gleaned profit and
satisfaction from their ‘ethical’ life of exploitan accompanied by compensatory
donation.

Western liberals will object to my cynical and pesstic attitude. They will
argue that they seek, sincerely, to remedy thimsdn, wish the best solution for the
indigenous peoples of the continent and desirdysnely, to account for the views of
Africans. Africans, will respond that they wouldefer to resolve independently their
problems but are at present prevented by the depemdimposed upon them by
westerners. Westerners are unable, because ok#dtketa exchange charity for guilt
and cultural amelioration, to afford Africans inéepence. Accordingly, it is the
western master who must face, both, the genuingisot available to end the current
malaise and, because of their inclusive impulsewtiti of the ‘vibrant’ ‘natives’. | do
not believe that they will enjoy this confrontatianth reality, as it challenges their
‘ethical’ neo-imperialism of compensation. Howevier, the sake of lives they claim
to cherish, they must make a choice between theeptenisery, and two ‘repugnant’
pathways which seek its resolution.

The pathways, and the rationale for them, are cmbple. As Africa is caught
between two worlds, it follows that it must objégtcompletely one of them in order
to emerge from its void and gain, genuinely, thedbiés of one, rather than the
disadvantages of both. Western liberals must chedssther to pursue the path of
western, neo-imperialism to its logical conclusmmto allow Africa the freedom to
overcome its malaise independently.

The first option proposes institutionalising exjthic an imperial system, in
which westerners introduce the western systemswémgance and capitalist forms of
exploitation needed to replicate the West in Afri¢ae creation of a westernised
Africa would depend upon the eradication of moknat all, of the cultural assets
which Africans hold dear. This would include theagtices, dances and lifestyles
which western liberals describe as ‘vibrant’ in iidd, of course, to the unpalatable
ones they denounce as ‘repugnant’. This projectldvquovide egocentrism and
‘universal’ human rights with the forum to whichethare naturally suited, and allow
Africans the ‘goods’ enjoyed by westerners — theedloms and rights which are
incessantly invoked as evidence of the superiofityestern civilisation.

| do not doubt that some middle-class, ‘cosmopolitafricans would
appreciate the ends, if not the means, of suchogeqir However, the majority of
Africans value their traditions too highly. Thege ¢he things which gave and still, to
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a lesser extent, give, their life substance andnmgaThey would oppose, militantly,
any new direct imperial project, meaning that tmperialists would have to employ
the fiercest forms of coercion to ensure their ¢geeration’. Whilst the examples of
insurgency in Malaysia and, until recently, Afglsian, demonstrate the West's
technical capacity for absolutism, it is the psyohaestern liberals which appears, at
present, to preclude its most ‘effective’ employmdrhis psychological impediment
amounts to a contemporary ‘white man’s burden’.

Western liberals like to proselytise their ‘progries’, ‘universal’ culture
amongst ‘misguided’ Africans. They like to guideatives’ away from the
‘repugnant’ practices which mar the ‘clean’, westtantasy of Africa as a continent
of innocent childlike tribesmen. As ‘enlightenedegples, western liberals have a
‘burden’ to eradicate these unfortunate sores aedcharity as an imperial proxy to
that end. However, they do not intend, by the eadin of ‘repugnant’ practices, to
create a wealthy, westernised Africa. Subconsgpuisé end they seek is the void of
cultural amelioration that we witness today.

On the one hand, the void is good for westernecals®e it does not require
the direct imperialism that is the historical sauf their guilt. On the other, the
perpetual misery provides them with an opportunityengage in the exchange of
charity for culture and guilt. For western liberathis condition is a source of
satisfaction for their entire way of life. Direahperialism, the project which would
truly eradicate ‘repugnant’ practices and affordiddns western goods, does not
provide the ‘burdened’ mind with such pleasures. the examples of Iraq and
Afghanistan have shown, the guilt associated wallorgalism and the open, coercive
eradication of culture is too heavy for the westesyche to bear. For a ‘burdened’
people, such acts are unwanted reminders of thatrquated’, ‘intolerant’ imperial
past. As | have already noted, western liberals aten the first to condemn
themselves for explicit imperial actions and witintinue in this vein until they cease
to live on the profits of exploitation or are, theslves, conquered. The first, imperial
option for the revival of Africa seems, therefonmublesome for both ‘natives’ and
their masters.

The second option is to move away from imperiapasition towards
independence and the rediscovery of traditionalficAh means of stability,
temperance, and governance. If we are allowed, trallbe free from the tools of neo-
imperialism, we can rebuild the powerful, distinetiand pertinent traditions which
guided us through our pre-colonial past. We cagnig@ communitarian identities
through proudly perpetuating rituals and rites aégage. We can rediscover stability
through the tribal hierarchies and punishments wbitce articulated the position and
entittement of each entity and which preventeditidésidualistic squabbling that now
dominates our continent. To re-establish such thweg will have, on occasion, to
employ warfare, coercion and violence. This isumatjue to Africa. Western liberals
seem to forget that their own affluent politicatteements are founded upon the wars
of the 19" and 28' centuries, in which more people died than have peeished in
any African war — perhaps more than in the accutimmeof every African war put
together. War is an inevitability in the struggte & new society, and if the western
financiers and suppliers of the means of warfaeepsevented from intervening and
fuelling conflicts, such affairs can today, as e past, be short, relatively bloodless
and end in sustainable compacts to which all gadan subscribe. This, | believe, is
the route with means and ends acceptable to indigepeoples. However, it is not a
path acceptable to the burdened consciences oélshe



Imperialism or Independence: The Donor’s Choice woDITRpUse

and Infemational Relations

The new ‘white man’s burden’ denies and denourteesrépugnant’ practices
integral to an independent Africa. Abstracted frather concerns, the need to
eradicate ‘repugnance’ implies a need perpetuallyirttervene to westernise,
completely, indigenous culture. This is because dulture is to be live, and not
merely a museum piece preserved on a tourist futiteedupport system, it must
exist in its evolved entirety. If the foundationalements of it are removed or
‘ameliorated’, the rest becomes superficial, sungvonly for as long as tourists
continue to visit. The people live as immiseratend acorrupted circus acts,
prostituting their culture. When the culture islbager of any meaning or attraction
to bored tourists, the people have to create thwm means of existence. Without
their western ‘Johns’ and their cultural imposititimey often rediscover the value and
necessity of their ‘repugnant’ traditions. If weastdiberals wish permanently to
eradicate such practices, they must remove, natlgngre foundations, but the whole
of indigenous culture, including the ‘vibrant’ patb which they are drawn. But their
desire for the retention of the exotic and feath& guilt accrued from intervention
render such direct imperialism undesirable, if mapossible. Within the western
psyche, therefore, an imperialist ‘white man’s lwrdand a guilt laden anti-
imperialist aesthetic conflict. The western neaahustaneously, for both imperialism
and independence leads liberals to engage in an ¢tbatde within their own
consciences. They demonstrate, normatively, spditsgnalities favouring, first,
independence, then imperialism, repeating the @gleircumstances dictate, without
ever drawing their playthings closer to a stabledgo

Unfortunately, this conflict located in the psycbk western liberals has a
profound and negative effect on the actual liveéficans. It affects, not merely the
condition of our continent but, also, the everydateraction between subject and
‘ethical’ neo-imperialist. It is often those whoabkt recognise their own normative
split personality and claim to defend my cultureovdlemonstrate this most evidently.
For example, | am often asked by those in ‘antbglsation/imperialism’, ‘fair-
trade’ or ‘debt-relief’ groups, ‘what distinct triéidns do you have in your country?
I’'m intrigued!” Superficially, they ask me to citte most ‘exotic’, substance giving
tradition in my community. However, whenever | resg honestly and state that it is
the circumcision rite in meandwomen, it is apparent that their question is &dHy’
bounded. The same people who moments earlier didinér heads patronisingly in
awe of my ‘pure’ ways, now declare that | am a (ohaist’ or a ‘brute’. Their new,
‘politically correct’ ‘white man’s burden’ is igred. It becomes apparent that my
freedom of speech, and my continent’s independesggmverned by their ‘universal’
criteria of palatability. The ‘universal’ nature tfis position is undermined, however,
by the ethnocentric hypocrisy of its proponentgeeglly on this issue of male and
female circumcision.

Few liberals complain about Jews or Muslims ammgamen’s foreskins
without anaesthetic, but if a woman, as part ofratmation rite that constitutes her
African identity, has her genitals altered, it edibved that she is ‘abused’, ‘exploited’,
‘tortured’, ‘mislead’ or ‘oppressed’ by her ‘chauistic’ husband and family. That
such a ritual is valued and perpetuated by manyemwrand is considered the female
equivalent of the male circumcision rite, is beydhdse ‘anti-imperialist’ donors.
Circumcision establishes boys as provider, warfathers, and women as strong,
empowered, child bearing mothers, both ready tpgiaate their culture and form of
social organisation.
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Those who claim to be ‘anti-imperialists’ or ‘agiebalisationists’ should
recognise this fact if they wish truly to eradicatgerialism and globalisation. That
is, if they value social vibrancy and are trulytiamperialist’, they should respect the
practices which form the foundations of a sociallyrant, independent society. This,
of course, entails that western liberals supprés# tcontemporary ‘white man’s
burden’ and abandon their life of neo-imperialispleitation through compensation.
If they are able to make this effort to sever ttiges of exploitation, they must also,
for the first time, develop tolerance for the vitgdéments of an independent people —
the ‘repugnant’ practices, punishments, understaysdand hierarchies which enable
an existence of decisive substance.

If they are unwilling normatively to evolve in thidirection, they must
reconsider their self-applied title of ‘anti-impalists’ and contemplate the ethics of
the actions which provide them such satisfactioth tief from guilt. They must do
so because they can not continue to glean smudno@sscontributing to Oxfam, Fair
Trade, Live8 and the other manifestations of thikuoel of charity whilst labouring
under the delusion that they are ‘anti-imperialistbey are not. They are ‘burdened’
neo-imperialists. If their ‘white man’s burden’tso strong to tolerate an independent
Africa, they must relinquish their ‘anti-imperidlishetoric and desire to preserve the
bounded ‘exotic’. For the sake of the ‘primitiveidtives’, they must engage in a
totalising imperialism to replicate the West in i8&.

If western liberals dispute the tenets of this paghesre is a principle which, if
employed, would demonstrate the reality of the o@onial relationship of
compensation and guarantee that the good of Afvas prioritised. The principle is
that, in giving, western liberals must accept itume only that which does not harm
the wellbeing of Africans. In isolation, the ame#iton of guilt costs Africa little; the
cost of the imposition of western morals and thadigation of African cultural
practices to the point of stagnation is incalcwdaliBiven a free choice, Africans
would reject all such charity as they would be dretiff without. The actions of guilt-
ridden liberals in the event of such a rejectioruldde demonstrative. If they were to
leave happily, never to return, it would be thetfistep towards the reconciliation of
both conscience and continent. If, however, theyevie decide that they are unable,
psychologically, to leave, it would demonstrate,an Hegelian manner, that the
master had, all along, been dependent on the gubjec



