BOOK REVIEW

Chinweizu, The West and the Rest of Us: White Predators, Black Slavers and the
African Elite. New York: Random House, 1975. 540 pp. $65.00. Paper. ISBN:
9780394715223.

Chinweizu, an essayist, poet, and journalist, has navigated the worlds of
literature and politics with a unique blend of passion and intellectual rigor.
His magnum opus, The West and the Rest of Us, emerges not just as a historical
critique but as a testament to his profound engagement with global geopol-
itics and cultural dynamics.

Chinweizu embarks on an ambitious journey, chronicling five centuries
of Western imperialism and its effects on non-Western civilizations, particu-
larly Africa. One of the book’s strengths is its unequivocal critique of Africa’s
political and ruling elites. With scathing precision, Chinweizu argues against
their infatuation with Western models, which has often led to the thoughtless
adoption of policies detrimental to African societies.

Furthermore, Chinweizu dedicates a significant portion of his work to
the promise of Africa’s future. Drawing lessons from Russia, Japan, and
China—nations that successfully resisted or rebounded from Western dom-
ination—he emphasizes the need for “autonomous development,” shifting
from externally-driven goals to intrinsically-motivated productivity. His asser-
tion that Africa, after half a millennium of interaction with Europe, has
become “a ravaged satellite of Europe” (221) encapsulates the essence of
colonial plunder. Africa’s cultural centrality was decimated, replaced by an
“eccentric” existence focused on European ideals, values, and systems. This
devastating orbit has perpetuated post-colonial challenges which include a
fragmented social fabric, arrested agrarian technology, and the encum-
brance of a colonial mentality. By emphasizing the “diseased vehicles for
maldevelopment” introduced in the twentieth century, Chinweizu reinforces
the notion of a continent struggling to heal from the wounds of the past,
perpetually limping under the weight of imposed, non-indigenous systems.

Chinweizu offers a detailed exposition of Western Europe’s unyielding
expansionist inclinations. With evocative precision, he characterizes the
European onslaught, armed with innovations sourced from ancient civiliza-
tions, and propelled by a potent mix of avarice and religious zeal. A
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compelling nuance in his account is the irony of the West’s acclaimed
Renaissance and Enlightenment eras, which borrowed copiously from other
civilizations. However, instead of expressing gratitude or mutual apprecia-
tion, the West wielded these borrowed tools and knowledge as instruments of
domination and exploitation.

While the book compellingly underlines the vast global inequalities in
resource utilization and the destabilizing nature of a world order predicated
on such disparities, there exists a point of contention. Chinweizu appears to
paint a dichotomy between the West and the East, characterizing the former,
especially the US, as inherently expansionistic, while perceiving Eastern
powers such as China and Russia as non-expansionistic. This binary view,
potentially informed by ideological leanings, risks oversimplifying global
geopolitics. Given the historical and contemporary experiences of nations
under Russian or Chinese influence, one might argue that power dynamics
and imperialistic tendencies are not exclusive to Western nations. The real
challenge for Africa, and indeed other nations, is not just breaking free from
one dominant force but at the same time ensuring they don’t fall prey to
another.

In the vast realm of African Studies, Chinweizu’s The West and the Rest of
Us stands as a paragon of keen intellectual discernment and rigorous
examination. The work not merely chronicles history but also launches
an intensive probe into the multifaceted systems, both from within and
outside, that have ceaselessly endeavored to distort Africa’s genuine identity
and its path forward.

What sets this work in relief is Chinweizu’s dedication to reframing the
narratives that have historically been colored by colonial viewpoints. His
immersion into the interconnected tales of Europe and Africa offers a fresh
perspective, firmly rooted in the indigenous experiences and interpretations
of the continent. While many have tried the path of critiquing the colonial
past, Chinweizu courageously ventures into the realm of introspection,
offering a hard-hitting critique of Africa’s elite. His observations are far from
being mere academic musings; they emerge as a resounding summons for
accountability. He challenges conventional thought, beckoning us to intro-
spect and interrogate the roles and responsibilities of Africa’s own leadership
in the myriad challenges that persistently plague the continent.

Beyond being a scholarly endeavor, Chinweizu’s work presents itself as
a roadmap for tangible insights. He furnishes a blueprint for scholars
passionate about interpreting Africa’s history and present through an
indigenous lens, ensuring these narratives remain unblemished by external
influences. His approach, which seamlessly interweaves history, politics,
sociology, and cultural studies, accentuates the indispensability of an inter-
disciplinary approach in grasping the intricate mosaic that is Africa. The
book’s essence, however, lies in its urging for proactive engagement.
Understanding Africa’s historical tapestry is just one facet; Chinweizu’s
magnum opus drives scholars to critically engage with the present dynamics,
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making African Studies a catalytic agent of change rather than a mere
observational discipline.

To conclude, Chinweizu’s The West and the Rest of Us is not merely a
scholarly recommendation for those in African Studies but an essential
compass for understanding the intricate dynamics between Africa and the
West. This monumental work not only steers attention toward crucial facets
that demand scrutiny and dialogue but also embodies a rich amalgamation of
analytical depth and impassioned advocacy. Although it was originally pub-
lished over forty years ago, the observations and conclusions are still appli-
cable today. While some of his stances might spark debate, his work is an
indispensable lens for anyone keen on understanding the multifarious rela-
tionship between the West and Africa.
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