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Reviews

Alexandra Reza, Anticolonial Form: Literary Journals at the End of Empire (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2024). 304 pp. ISBN 9780198896319

Alexandra Reza’s Anticolonial Form:
Literary Journals at the End of Empire
is a compelling comparative analysis of
two African journals: Présence Africaine
(founded in Paris, in 1947) and Mensagem
(published in Lisbon, between 1948 and
1964), based on the author’s doctoral
thesis. Reza leverages a rich archive of
anti-colonial, nationalist, pan-Africanist
and Marxist thinking to reflect critically
on the relationship between literature and
politics. She also points to the important
connections between the analysed journals,
with Mirio Pinto de Andrade and Viriato
da Cruz standing as key bridges between
them.

The book makes four important
contributions. Anticolonial Form is a
valuable reference work, complete with
appendices, a substantive bibliography,
and a bulky referencing apparatus. It is a
trans-linguistic comparative analysis that
offers insights into the two case studies
through a critical engagement with
Anglo-, Franco-, and Lusophone African
sources and extant scholarship and critical
theory. On this point, analysis of the oft-
neglected contributions of Lusophone
African thinkers is welcome. The book
presents a self-reflexive examination
of knotty questions concerning the
relationship between culture, literature,
and politics and the place of the journal in
transnational histories of political struggle
in Africa. It is a methodological reflection
on comparison as a critical practice and
on the potential for the analysis of form
for the study of transnational African
liberation movements.

Central to Reza’s arguments are the
concepts of articulation, multiscalarity,
co-colonialism, and polyphony. These are

deployed variously to contend that the
very categories used to analyse African
histories and cultures — Lusophone and
Francophone, Europhone and Afrophone,
the literary and the political, content and
form, the local and the world — demand
a critical and historicizing engagement,
with critical comparative study playing a
vital role in appreciating the comparative
and translational practices that were
central to the cause of African liberation,
of which the analysed journals were
cultural arms.

The monograph is split into
two parts. The first is concerned with
what Reza calls in Chapter Four a
‘dialectics of literature and politics’. She
“the literary” and “the
political” [are] mutable, historically and

explains that

geographically contingent categories that
are in a dialectical rather than hierarchical
relationship’ (p. 101). For her, literature
constitutes a form of political theorizing
(albeit an unconventional one) that
demands modes of reading able to draw
out the varied ways in which literature
communicates: through its content, its
form and its articulations with other kinds
of discourses. Reza’s method is contextually
appropriate. Three of the figures that she
studies, Frantz Fanon, Amilcar Cabral,
and the important exegete of Cabral’s
thought, Mério Pinto de Andrade, argued
that the national liberation of African
peoples were fundamentally cultural
acts, an analysis stemming from the view,
inspired by arguments made by Aimé
Césaire in Discours sur le colonialisme, that
European colonialism was a genocidal
project bent on the destruction of the
cultures of colonized peoples and that
African cultural production could only
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be ‘unblocked’ through the seizing of the
means of production by African peoples.
Reza offers a methodology with great
potential for further application to case
studies where the line between the literary
and the political are fluid. Her analysis is
grounded in a materialist and ideological
contextualization of the challenges faced
by politically active African authors in the
context of anti-colonial struggle: political
persecution, censorship, and financial
hardship. Reza is cautious not to collapse
the literary into the political, or to suggest
that the former was a substitute for the
liberation struggles in which the figures
that she examines were involved. Rather,
a dialectics of literature and politics is
deployed to understand how literature
gave expression to political dissent in
contexts where other forms of political
activity were unavailable.

The second part teases out the
nuances of negritude (Chapter Five),
reconstructs a fragmented archive of
anticolonial African women writers
(Chapter Six), and analyses the ways in
which anticolonial African intellectuals
theorize the relationship between the
local and world in ways that could help
to rethink how space is constructed
in critical discourses (Chapter Seven).
In each case, Reza’s methodology is
attentive to polyphony, dissonances, and
absences. In Chapter Five, she proposes
that negritude be considered beyond
the totemic figures of Léopold Senghor,
Aimé Césaire, and Léon-Gontran
Damas through an appreciation of
the contributions made by Lusophone
Africans such as Francisco Tenreiro and
José Craveirinha, as well as Anglophone
African writers. Her contention is that
negritude outgrew its Francophone Afro-
Caribbean forebears: it was reinterpreted,
contested and appropriated at different
historical junctures, in different places and
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for distinct purposes. These offshoots and
outgrowths of negritude are constituent
of it and point to its function as a way
of articulating anticolonial ‘more-than-
national’ politics. In this way, Reza
proposes that we think of negritude as a
politics that was not exclusively concerned
with the ontological question of blackness,
but rather with how to draw meaningful
links between oppressed peoples from
different places and times. Chapter Six
is a highlight. In it, Reza reconstructs
and interrogates the anti-colonial archive
of women’s contributions to theorizing
and practicing radical African politics,
using a composite corpus of sources
to compensate for the lack of writing
authored by women published in Présence
Africaine and Mensagem. She deploys an
analysis of gendered divisions of labour
and attentiveness to ‘quieter voices’ from
the journals to pinpoint the contributions
made by African women and challenge
narratives of African liberation struggles
that privilege the actions of male
figureheads. This chapter is knowingly
fragmentary and, following a dominant
theme of the study, its readings are
contingent and cautious, inviting further
research and reflection into how future
scholarship into the anti-colonial archive
might be pursued.

One area where Reza’s analysis
is lacking is an engagement with the
Marxist aspects of Lusophone African
thought relating to the revolutionary role
of literature and to the imperialist nature
of colonial exploitation in Africa. Reza’s
analysis of the debates held by African
radicals over the ideological functions of
literature in part one traces a development
in the positions of Miério Pinto de
Andrade whereby Andrade ends up, by the
late 1960s, casting poetry as ‘play[ing] an
almost causal role in ensuring people arrive
ata prescribed political position’ (p. 98). For

1 See Frantz Fanon, Les damnés de la terre (Paris: La Découverte, 2002); Amilcar Cabral, Unidade e
Luta, 1 (Praia: Fundagdo Amilcar Cabral, 2013), pp. 267-98; Mario Pinto de Andrade, The Revolution
Will be a Poetic Act: African Culture and Decolonization, trans. by Lanie Millar and Fabinne Moore
(Cambridge: Polity, 2024); Aimé Césaire, Discours sur le colonialisme (Paris: Présence Africaine,

1989).
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her, this approach does not take seriously
the ‘importance of thought of the guerrillas
from a man [Andrade] who professes
commitment to their emancipation’ (p.
98). She reads Andrade’s emphasis on the
theme of certainty — common to MPLA
theorizations of combat poetry — as a
function of attempts to engender party-
political loyalty amongst readers in a bid
for legitimacy (p. 98). Reza’s claim that
literature was conceived as performing a
function of political control ignores the
extent to which Lusophone African
Marxist nationalists, and African Marxists
more broadly, conceived of ideology and its
dissemination as a material force that could
have a transformative impact on political
economy through the refashioning of
labour practices and class relations, and the
instigation of a nation-class consciousness.
In 1976, Andrade wrote that the role of the
vanguard was to ‘veicular as ideais forcas
entre as massas, orientar a espontaneidade
popular e estimular as faculdades poéticas’
[‘to disseminate idée-forces amongst the
masses, orient popular spontaneity and
stimulate poetic faculties’].> Andrade was,
moreover, aware of the perils of top-down
ideological education. In a text from 1974,
he specifically warns that the function of
ideological education is not indoctrination
— the production of a ‘mentalité de robot’
[robot mentality]. Drawing on the example
of an experimental pedagogical method
that used theatre to explain concepts such
as racism and colonialism, he argued that
it should lead to a deep understanding
of the political facts.® In the epilogue,
Reza’s discussion of how colonialism was
not a nationally or linguistically bound

phenomenon leverages postcolonial
theory — in particular, the concept of
co-colonialism — and colonial sources
to make her point, without engaging
with the analyses of the imbrication of
colonialism and capitalism developed
by Amilcar Cabral, Eduardo Mondlane,
Viriato da Cruz, and other Lusophone
African Marxists, some of whom wrote
for the journals that she studies, as part of
a broader shift amongst African radicals,
such as Kwame Nkrumah, towards
Leninist analyses of the African revolution
and forces inimical to its realization (pp.
205-10).* What does a concept such as
co-colonialism offer that the analyses of
the individuals that she studies does not?

These issues notwithstanding,
Anticolonial Form puts together a
composite methodological approach
that delivers on the book’s promise to
understand the transnational dimension
of African liberation, combining a serious
engagement with the propositions made
by the thinkers and revolutionaries that
she analyses with a consideration of the
material and ideological conditions in
which they wrote, thought, translated,
and made revolution. Reza’s contribution
is not to suggest that culture and literature
and the learned study thereof are proxies
for the political organizing of the figures
she analyses, but rather to consider how, in
the specific contexts that she examines, the
literary and the political complemented
and contested each other.

Tom Stennett
Exeter University
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