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Éditorial  

 

Écrire en temps de crise, c’est se réinterroger sur soi. Puisque crise et critique sont de la même 
racine. Alors s’interroger en temps de crise, c’est porter le regard sur ce qui a pu germer de la 
racine commune. Ce regard critique est difficile quand le tronc commun est menacé par un mal 
qui s’étend jusqu’aux diverses branches et feuilles de l’arbre généalogique commune. Et c’est 
une telle crise qu’a vécue et vit encore la grande famille humaine depuis que sévit le/la Covid 19. 
Déjà, la difficulté de pouvoir en donner un genre précis dit la difficulté qu’éprouve l’humanité 
pour cerner et contrer ce mal qui la menace depuis fin 2019 !  Et cette difficulté de définition du 
mal qu’est le/la covid 19 amène l’humanité à redéfinir ses actions. En vue de pouvoir faire face à 
cette pandémie qui la menace dans ses fondements. Et ce, avec l’espérance qui caractérise les 
vivants que nous sommes. Puisque, comme le dit le poète allemand F. Hoelderlin : « Là où se 
manifeste la menace, là croit aussi ce qui sauve » (« Wo aber die Gefahr ist,  waechst das 
Rettende  auch »).   

Mais comment les enseignants-chercheurs que nous sommes sont-ils censés participer à la quête 
de ce qui sauve dans cette situation de Covid 19 ? Tout simplement en se confrontant à leur 
personne intérieure au sein des bibliothèques ou des centres de recherches. Pour en faire lever des 
petits soleils qui, mis en ensemble, pourraient aider à trouver, explorer et exploiter bien des pistes 
pour vaincre cet obscur virus qu’est le Corona-virus. Et ce sont des portions de cette 
confrontation avec sa personne intérieure qui se matérialisent, un tant soit peu, dans les 
contributions qui se trouvent rassemblées ici, dans ce numéro de Germivoire.  

Attention, nous ne disons pas que les contributions ici réunies traitent du Covid 19. Mais plutôt, 
nous attirons le regard sur le fait que cet ensemble d’articles ici proposés est, d’une manière ou 
d’une autre, le résultat du retour en soi et sur soi au temps d’une crise, celle de la/du Covid 19. Ce 
résultat en tant que récolte est si riche ou fertile que nous sommes dans l’obligation d’en publier 
les fruits en deux saisons, rien que pour ce mois décembre 2020, dont voici le premier tome ! 
Alors, à la bonne dégustation intellectuelle ! 

 

 

Brahima Diaby   
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Globalization and Identity Negotiation in Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous 

Condition 

 
d’ALMEIDA Kokouvi Mawulé 

almeidajules@yahoo.fr 
Université de Lomé 

 

Abstract 

Drawing on Tsitsi Dangarembga’s fiction, Nervous Condition, this paper reveals the 

devastating effects of the ‘neo-contact’ of Africa with western culture on the preservation of 

African good manners and, criticizes at the same time Africans who consider globalization as 

a westernization of the globe at the detriment of African cultural values. In other words, this 

paper explores from the lenses of postcolonial theories of identity, the cultural impact of 

globalization on Africa and suggests to Africans a better way of coping with the phenomenon 

without denying their cultural diversities. A critical assessment of the phenomenon from a 

cultural perspective gives the impression that there is a kind of hegemony in the 

interconnectivity of cultures in the global village to which, this paper argues, Africans should 

not yield.  

Keywords:  Globalization, Cultural Values, Africa, Westernization, Identity Negotiation  

 

Résumé 

S'inspirant de la fiction de Tsitsi Dangarembga, cet article révèle les effets 

dévastateurs du « néo contact » de l'Afrique avec la culture occidentale sur la préservation des 

bonnes mœurs africaines et, critique en même temps les Africains qui considèrent la 

mondialisation comme une occidentalisation du monde au détriment de valeurs culturelles 

africaines. En d'autres termes, cet article explore, à l’aide des théories postcoloniales de 

l’identité, l'impact culturel de la mondialisation sur l'Afrique et suggère une meilleure attitude 

pour faire face au phénomène sans renoncer à ses diversités culturelles. Une évaluation 

critique du phénomène de la mondialisation, d'un point de vue culturel, donne l'impression 

qu'il existe une sorte d'hégémonie culturelle  dans le village planétaire à laquelle les Africains 

ne devraient pas céder. 

Mots clés: mondialisation, valeurs culturelles, Afrique, occidentalisation, négociation 
identitaire 
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Introduction   

According to John Ohiorhenuam (1998), Globalization is the “universal 

homogenization of ideas, cultures, values and even life styles across the globe” (p. 

6). Anthony	 Giddens	 conceptualizes	 it	 as	 “an	 intensification	 of	 global	 social	 interrelations	 by	
which	distant	 localities	are	connected	to	one	another”	(p.	83). African communities which, to 

some extent, were once kept from the dictate and influences of western cultures, are now 

easily affected due to the cultural flows made possible by the advance of information 

technology. Advances in new information and communication technology including, the 

internet, and the social media, greatly contribute to the establishment of this phenomenon by 

bringing together various areas of the globe. 

Even though some positive aspects of the world becoming a single entity cannot be denied in 

Africa, it is crucially important to look into what Africa loses in this game of globalized 

village. Drawing on Tsitsi Dangarembga’s fiction, this paper reveals the devastating effects of 

the “neo-contact” of Africa with western culture on the preservation of African good manners 

and, criticizes proportionally Africans who consider globalization as a westernization of the 

globe to the detriment of African cultural values. In other words, this paper explores from the 

lenses of postcolonial theories of identity, the cultural impact of globalization on Africa and 

suggests a better way of coping with the phenomenon without denying one’s cultural heritage.  

The first part of this study explores the negative effects of globalization on African cultural 

values whereas, the second and last part discusses the need for Africans to negotiate new 

hybrid identity in a global context where it is impossible to avoid cultural dispossession.  

	

1. Side-effects of Globalization on African Cultural Values.  

As in the case of colonialism, one of the major side-effects of the “neo-contact” of 

Africans with western values is the problem of cultural alienation. This denotes the 

dispossession of an individual’s native culture in the course of their contact with a foreign and 

dominant culture. According to Frantz Fanon (1967), “culture is the combination of motor 

and mental behavior patterns arising from the contact of man with his fellow-man” (p.32). 

Culture can evolve and can be modified when men interact with people of other cultural 

values.  
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In Nervous Condition, the possibility of cultural change is embodied by four 

characters in Dagarembga’s fiction, namely: Babamukuru, his wife Maiguru, and their two 

children, Nyasha and Chido. The authoress makes them travel to England for five years. Upon 

their return to their homeland, Zimbabwe, the children can no longer be Africans in their 

manners.  Nyasha and her brother’s contact with the western world and culture has modified 

their African life style. Worse, they begin to deny their cultural values. Some evidences of 

cultural dispossession can be noted in the fact that they can no longer speak Shona, their 

mother tongue.  

Chinua Achebe (1997) in "English and The African Writer," addresses the issue of 

contempt for one’s mother tongue for the benefit of the colonial language and calls it 

“dreadful betrayal”: "Is it right that a man should abandon his mother tongue for someone 

else's? It looks like a dreadful betrayal and produces a guilty feeling." (p. 348). African 

languages should never be abandoned because “language embodies cultural realities” 

(Kramsch, 1998, p. 5). Through the spoken language one identifies him/herself with a social 

group. Refusing to speak one’s language equates with rejecting one’s social group and 

culture. In Nervous Condition, the character Nyasha represents young Africans, either in the 

West or in Africa, who consider their mother tongue an inferior language and are therefore 

ashamed of speaking it. They would rather identify themselves with the West than their root. 

One of the major problems Africa faces in these days of globalization is the loss of cultures. 

Because of the internet, social media and television, young people are prone to change and 

prefer Western values to African ways. They no longer identify themselves with their “values, 

beliefs, multiple daily practices, the variety of experiences that capture Africans’ way of life” 

(Falola, 2003, p.1). Nevertheless, as Stuart H. Surlin (1988) stresses, “if the people of (Africa) 

do not own anything else, they own their culture. It is this culture that brings meaning and 

purpose to their life.”(p.233) 

In the same vein, Wole Soyinka (2012) argues that “the continent of Africa possesses 

something that the rest -or a greater part- of the globe does not have already in 

superabundance. These, obviously, cannot be limited to material or inter possessions… There 

also exist dynamic possessions – ways of perceiving, responding, adapting or simply doings 

that vary from people to people” (p.vii). In this statement, Soyinka praises African cultures, 

visions, and practices. The distinctive values of Africa’s cultural values exist, and Soyinka 

suggests that Africans should be proud of them.  
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Unfortunately, people like Dangarembga’s characters Nyasha and Chido, after their 

contact with the white cultural values, are no longer proud of their continent. They want to 

appear “white” in their behaviors. This attitude has caused Nyasha a great deal of contempt on 

the part of her schoolmates who still believe in their local cultural values. For her classmates, 

Nyasha’s attitude is “as ugly as a curse” (Dangarembga, 2010, p.79); even though she claims 

to have forgotten everything about her native land as evidenced in her statement: "You know, 

it's easy to forget when you're that young. We had forgotten what home was like. Really 

forgotten - what it looked like, what it smelt like, all the things to do and say and not to do 

and say. It was all strange and new. Not like anything we were [are] used to. It was a real 

shock!" (Dangarembga, 2004, p.79). 

As a matter of fact, an investigation into the psyche of the young Nyasha, makes me 

say she is just a victim of her new environment with a dominant culture. Television and the 

social networks do the same thing to African children and young people. Consequently, they 

are more and more reluctant to identify themselves with their culture. In Dangarembga’s 

work, the characters have traveled from Africa to England before they get influenced by the 

western cultural values. Nevertheless, in this globalized world, ideas, meanings, values and 

beliefs are transmitted rapidly through media, internet and new information technology 

without even any travelling of persons. Nyasha’s experience is similar to what any African 

who has access to the internet and the social media is likely to experience. Through the 

statement, "I cannot help getting there and not grow into the me that has been there. 

(Dangarembga, 2004, p.79), Nyasha clearly shows how vulnerable the Africans are before the 

hegemony of western culture. However, if one is not careful, they would see this as an 

unwillingness on the part of Nyasha to negotiate a new identity. It is my contention that her 

cultural alienation would never have happened if the forces at play in the western 

environment had not captured all her senses. Back to Zimbabwe, Nyasha and her brother 

Chido experience what Homi Bhabba (1992) calls “unhomeliness – that is the condition of the 

extraterritorial and cross-cultural initiations” (p.141). Nyasha is therefore just a victim of the 

western environment. To make us appreciate the impact of the environment on Nyasha’s 

behavior the authoress has her say:  

'We should not have gone,' Nyasha was saying, looking disheartened. The parents 
ought to have packed us off home. They should have, you know. Lots of people did 
that. Maybe that would have been better. For them at least, because now they're stuck 
with hybrids for children and they do not like it; they do not like it at all. It offends 
them. They think we do it on purpose, so it offends them. And I do not know what to 
do about it, Tambu, really I do not. (Dangarembga, 2004, 79) 
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From the above excerpt, the blame of Nyasha’s alienation can be put on her trip to England. 

Likewise, many people today put the blame of their denial of African identity on the fact that 

they have had contact with the western world through TV, social networks etc. Such people 

consider globalization as the westernization of the globe. Nyasha is influenced by a dominant 

culture; nonetheless, her own choice proves also important to note. That is why, the authoress 

makes Nyasha’s friend and cousin, Tambu, utters: "Even if you have been to England, you 

should respect your mother… I would not speak to my mother in the way I have heard you 

speak to Maiguru"(Dangarembga, 2004, 79). Through her statement, Tambu wants her cousin 

to realize the importance of choice in order not to fall into the trap of alienation, following her 

contact with other cultures. Tambu therefore, condemns all those who put forward pretexts to 

justify their alienation. Achebe (1989) recommends that we behave like Tambu toward all 

those who are disposed of their culture by educating them. He says: “I think it is part of my 

business to teach… to help my society regain belief in itself and put away the complexes of 

the years of denigration and self-abasement. And it is essentially a question of education… 

ration that must be done” (p.44 – 45). 

African cultural heritage must be preserved even if the continent has contact with 

other cultural materials in these days of globalization. Nevertheless, the way Nyasha’s 

classmates and her own father treat her calls upon our sympathy and pity for all the victims of 

cultural alienation that results from the process of homogenization of cultures in a globalized 

context. As the narrator remarks: “Nyasba did not have many friends. The girls did not like 

the way she spoke.” (Dangarembga, 2004, 95). As a result, Nyasha begins to avoid people 

because she has the feeling that all of them condemn her and that nobody understands her 

confusion. The narrator stresses: “Nyasha liked to avoid her parents and their friends at these 

times because they were bound to say something offensive, like complaining that her gym-

slip was too short or grumbling that in three years she had still not learnt the correct way of 

greeting her elders.” (Dangarembga, 2004, 100) 

It is my contention that Dangarembga has been too harsh with Nyasha because, not only is the 

character seriously humiliated by her father who spits on her face during their fight, she also 

ends up in a psychiatric hospital. Even though this may appear as an aesthetic to deter 

Africans who negate their values because of Western fashions, I contend that Nyasha should 

be viewed as a victim of her social milieu.  If her people want her to feel at home with her 

own values once again, they should treat her with care. Their harshness and brutality prove 
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not to be the convenient solution. Nyasha should be helped to navigate between the adopted 

cultures and her cultural heritage.  

 

2. Negotiating a Hybrid Identity in a Global Context   

Pondering on the repercussions of globalization on Africa culture, Mbye Cham in an 

unpublished essay provides several provocative interrogations: 

Is globalization per se a bad thing? Is it something to be avoided and rejected, 
especially by people historically brutalized by the prevailing world systems and 
technologies? Should Africans opt for disengagement and concentrate on forging 
regional and sub-regional linkages and groupings? Is it possible to disengage from 
global systems and reject new technologies in this era of global connectivity? Does the 
use of current technologies imply capitulation to western/global systems and 
structures? Is the local incompatible with the global? (Cham, 2000, Unpublished) 
 

While many people despise African culture after their contact with western culture, 

those who are balanced and mature rather embrace part of the western culture and preserve at 

the same time their root. This tallies with the notion of “identity fluidity” (Kalua, 2009, p.25). 

However, some culturally radical Africans reject this idea of identity fluidity because they 

contend that Africans should cleave to their culture without accepting anything from the 

West. As Fetson Kalua (2009) asserts “the concept of the fluid nature of identity has not yet 

penetrated the social, political or popular consciousness of the Africans who inhabit the 

geographical landmass called Africa. Thus, for many people, a true and pure African identity 

is not only possible but realizable, even in today’s globalized and globalizing world.”(p. 25) 

Nevertheless, this argument of cultural purity appears absurd to me for it impossible to avoid 

cultural interference in a situation where two or more cultures get into contact.  The inevitable 

scenario, in a global context is hybridization. Cultural hybridity implies not only coexistence 

between different cultures but also a mutual fusion of their practices. In postcolonial and 

global contexts, hybridity is viewed as the process of regeneration following cultural mix. It 

also suggests a process of mutual and voluntary borrowing in an environment where cultures 

meet, intersect, mix, and are transformed to produce an 'in-between' and a third space between 

poles that merge. According to Homi Bhabha (2009), quoted by Bressler (2011), hybridity is 

when "two cultures commingle.”(p. 205) Evan Mwangi adds that “hybridity manifests itself 

and accentuates an in-between space, where cultures seen as opposite and antagonistic overlap 
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to negotiate a new identity.” (p. 205). In other words, it is when cultures are different that 

negotiation between them becomes of interest and advantageous.  

Hybridity in Tsitsi Dangarembga’s fiction resides not only in the lexical mix of 

English and the indigenous Shona language in her fiction, but also in the creation and 

problematizing of some of her characters with a double identity. Babamukuru and his wife 

Maiguru well embody this notion. Although Babamukuru and Maiguru have had contact with 

Western culture, they allow this contact to enrich their experiences instead of being alienated. 

Thus, Babamukuru continues to behave as a typical African, while he borrows from the 

western culture elements such as, Christianity, monogamy, education and openness to the 

world. For example, at the end of each year, he goes to the village and organizes festivities 

that bring together the extended family members. Likewise, his wife makes provisions for the 

whole family	(Dangarembga,	2004,	123).This shows their devotion to their culture and how they 

prove that it is part of their identity.  

 Babamukuru and his wife are the Africans who “view culture as their richest heritage, 

without which they have no roots, history or soul” (Barlow, 2001, p. 32).That is why they 

prove to be more balanced by taking just what they need from the foreign culture. According 

to George Ritzer (2010), in the context of globalization, “external and internal flows interact 

to create a unique cultural hybrid that encompasses components of the two” (p. 255). 

Babamukuru and his wife Maiguru, have constructed to embody such reality. Thus, despite 

her contact with Western culture, Maiguru still maintains the traditional way of serving her 

husband first and making sure he has had a good meal before serving herself, as indicated by 

the narrator: “Maiguru said that Babamukuru's old meal was no longer fresh. She said she 

would eat it herself, that Babamukuru should serve himself another portion of food. 

Babamukuru thought his wife was making a fuss about nothing, but she insisted, so the ritual 

dishing out of my uncle's food was performed again.” (Dangarembga, 2004, p. 82) 

In this sequence of the story, Maiguru acts like an African woman who keeps her ties 

to her cultural values, and proves to love her husband. She thinks when the food is cold, she 

must not offer it to her husband. She prefers to eat it to the extent that traditional rules 

prescribe not to throw away the food. She demonstrates humility and simplicity as required by 

African culture. Maiguru’s attitude confirms the thesis of cultural hybridization which is “the 

continuous process of mixing or blending of cultures, the integration of both the global and 

local” (Kingfisher, 2002, p. 52).  



	
	

89	

Moreover, it should be emphasized that most African literatures portray hybridity as a 

process by which Africans adapt to Western practices without renouncing their roots. But in 

the novel Nervous Condition, hybridity is not just the Westernization of Africans, but also the 

Africanization of the West, in that some white missionaries in the fiction have voluntarily 

taken from the local cultural material. The following extract eloquently points out this case of 

Western people adopting African ways: 

(…) some of the missionaries were definitely strange, strange in the way that 
Nyasha and Chido were strange when they came back from England. These 
missionaries, the strange ones, liked to speak Shona much more than they liked 
to speak English.  (Dangarembga, 004, p.106) 
 

By Westernizing Africans and Africanizing Westerners, Tsitsi Dangarembga’s fiction 

envisions a global village in which cultures meet to enrich each other and form a strong in-

between. Although the western world plays a dominant role in the process of cultural 

globalization, it is important to note that this is not an entirely ‘one-way street’.	 White 

missionaries who learn to speak Shona in Dangarembga’s fiction, prove that they are aware of 

the complementarity of different cultures and that they are prepared not only to tolerate other 

groups and individuals with their practices but also to include elements of other cultures into 

their own. That is how globalization should be perceived. It is not just for Africans to adopt 

the cultural material of the Western people, they too should be ready to adopt the African 

cultural materials as well.  

 

Conclusion 

This work has sought to prove that the identity of Africans and Whites will inevitably 

change when the two cultures meet, as exemplified by the different characters in 

Dangarembga’s Nervous Condition. However, the narrative voice skillfully condemns cultural 

alienation, the same way it castigates the idea of cultural purity in a context of globalization. 

The novel suggests hybridity because it is unavoidable. It equally develops the idea that it is 

useless to fight for cultural exclusivity in a world where cultures comingle. Definitely, 

hybridity is not a submission to a dominant culture. It is, on the contrary, a way by which 

Africans and Westerners negotiate their differences in a global context. The novel 

conclusively suggests that African people must never cease to exhibit their African identities, 

regardless of the influence of Western culture on them.  
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