
to drag Nyerere’s ideological moderation into its own
increasingly radical current” (77). For Bjerk, if there is
a declension narrative here, it is one of a growing au-
thoritarianism of a formally liberal leader. The policies
that marked Nyerere’s turn to the left—the Arusha
Declaration’s partial nationalizations, a leadership code
to constrain elite consumption among the political
class, and a project of top-down agricultural (mis)man-
agement enforced on peasants—Bjerk writes, “faced
the same problem of planned economies everywhere:
politicized production priorities were a poor substitute
for the market signals that businesses relied upon to
gauge their growth” (86). The context of a global capi-
talist market that itself was less free than planned—
structured according to a logic that tilted the scales rad-
ically against countries like Tanzania—is largely left
out of the narrative. What receives a more detailed, and
nuanced, exploration are the turns that Nyerere’s mode
of governing took, including the increasingly dogged
persecution of political opponents.
The tendency to frame the global capitalist economy

as a neutral, free, and unstructured market against
which policies like Tanzania’s amounted to “activist
government involvement” shapes Bjerk’s presentation
of the 1980s. This decade saw Nyerere’s government
facing the grim choice between defaulting on debt and
accepting the structural adjustment austerity measures
(including wage freezes) that the International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF) was seeking to impose on as many
“developing countries” as possible. Here Edwin Mtei,
Tanzania’s Minister of Finance who would himself go
on to work for the IMF dispensing structural adjust-
ment elsewhere, emerges as the “pragmatic” voice of
reason gradually wearing down Nyerere’s “stubborn”
resistance to austerity imposed from Washington
(118–23). If the first half of the book recalled a less re-
membered side of Nyerere, this image of the president
begins to resemble the stock figure of a socialist on the

“wrong side of history” that neoliberal economists mar-
keted at the time. Nonetheless, in searching for the leg-
acy that survives this period, Bjerk returns us to Nyer-
ere’s manner of governing: a moderate, deliberative
style that led him to name a successor and voluntarily
step down from the presidency in 1985.
In the end, Nyerere was not quite as much of a so-

cialist (particularly in the first half of his career) as
many on the left want(ed), nor can we treat the Aru-
sha Declaration as having uniquely “set in motion”
Tanzania’s “economic failure” given the structural
features of the global system in which it was
launched. If Bjerk’s account reminds us of the first
part of this by complicating the common view of
Nyerere as a staunch leftist, the second half of the bi-
ography sticks to a more conventional script. Still,
what some may be more curious to assess in Bjerk’s
account is simply the basic risk true of any biography
of a head of state: the conflation of Nyerere’s history
with that of the country he led. This concern is impor-
tant, and the book does include plenty of talk of the
way Tanzania was a “very personal project” for Nyer-
ere, “the republic he had worked so hard to build”
(71, 73). This can risk marginalizing the other people,
constituencies, and forces that were central to the
country’s trajectory, or indeed the way Nyerere’s in-
fluence spilled out beyond Tanzania’s borders. In
general, though, Bjerk avoids this with robust contex-
tualization. And, perhaps precisely because he identi-
fies the state so closely with Nyerere, the biography
succeeds at being a strong blow-by-blow introduction
to Tanzania’s post–World War II war history. No
small feat, this will join Bjerk’s focus on Nyerere’s
dignity and grace in making this biography a highly
effective way to introduce students to one of Africa’s
most influential leaders.

ANDREW IVASKA
Concordia University, Montreal

PETER KARIBE MENDY. Amílcar Cabral: A Nationalist and Pan-
Africanist Revolutionary. (Ohio Short Histories of Africa.) Ath-
ens: Ohio University Press, 2019. Pp. 237. Paper $14.95.

For readers looking for an up-to-date, accessible, in-
formed account of Amílcar Cabral’s life, thought, and
work, Peter Karibe Mendy’s book is a unique and use-
ful contribution. Through ten chronological chapters,
Mendy’s narrative is clear and engaging, and the
book’s concise writing draws from a great range of
existing literature on Cabral, including most of the ma-
jor new studies over the past fifteen to twenty years (of
which Julião Soares Sousa’s 2011 Amílcar Cabral
[1924–1973] is the most detailed), as well as some pri-
mary research (including interviews).
Mendy’s main contributions are to turn that large

corpus of work into an accessible short book, and he
also contributes some new insights and background
about Cabral’s family and early life. These benefits
merit wholeheartedly recommending the book, despite
it being a bit uneven on several topics, as discussed
later in this review. The book could be a useful re-
source in courses on African history, African politics,
decolonization, critical theory, Marxist theory, global
studies, pan-Africanism, international development,
race, activism, and other topics.
Mendy begins by giving four reasons for Cabral’s

importance as a leader: the armed liberation struggle,
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mobilizing “ethnic groups into a united binationalist
cause,” the “united front against Portuguese colonial-
ism,” and influential essays and books (23). Mendy
draws on his familiarity from his book on Guinea Bis-
sau (Colonialismo Português em Africa: A Tradiçăo
da Resistência na Guiné-Bissau, 1879–1959 [1994])
and some useful background about Cape Verde. The
early context setting in chapters 2 and 3 connects in
clear and convincing ways Cabral’s life with the turbu-
lent political and social dynamics (including colonial
conquest and protests, land relations, racial and ethnic
dynamics, food crises, etc.) that shaped Cabral’s
parents and hence his early influences.
Mendy excels here at often seamlessly situating key

events and places in their historical and geographical
contexts, often with illustrative quotes and key statis-
tics pulled from nooks of a wide array of studies, con-
vincingly giving a sense of patterns rather than decon-
textualized anecdotes (a few places should have in-
cluded endnotes pointing readers to sources). In some
sections, the context stretches out to broader issues in
Africa and the world, which help make the book quite
useful for engaging in more general classes beyond
specialized topics (e.g., 77–78). This knowledge and
skill seem to be the result of many years of study,
work, and, certainly not least, political engagement and
inspiration, and makes for some great passages that are
a delight to read. This approach is also apparent in
chapters 6 and 7 where Mendy guides readers through
what might otherwise be dizzying shifting mosaics of
actors and events during the liberation war and pan-
Africanist mobilizations.
There are however also some areas where the text is

uneven, namely on agronomy, dialectics, and charisma.
The first regards Cabral’s many formative years of
work as an agronomist (including his time in Angola),
thoughMendy’s book is certainly not alone in skipping
over that period. Mendy downplays some of the techni-
cal and institutional agrarian changes in Guinea Bissau
associated with the colonial period and commercial
production of groundnuts for export (86), and ought to
have drawn on important recent work (Philip Havik,
Alexander Keese, andMaciel Santos, eds., Administration
and Taxation in Former Portuguese Africa: 1900–1945
[2015]).
In addition, it was here that Cabral makes the abso-

lutely key move in applying dialectics as a fundamental
method of political economy to one of the—if not the—
most important technique of tropical agriculture, shift-
ing cultivation (what Cabral calls “itinerant,” and is
sometimes termed in English “swidden,” or, more pejo-
ratively, “slash and burn”). Likewise, around chapters 4
and 5, Cabral’s work in Angola from 1955–59 gets
only a brief general description (93–101). Granted,
much of Cabral’s work in Angola is mostly unpub-
lished, though some parts are accessible in Portugal.
Mendy does not discuss Cabral’s dialectical analy-

sis, which some commentators have mentioned in
passing, but none have detailed yet, so Mendy cannot
be faulted for not having that analysis to draw on. Ca-
bral avoided the recognizably radical term “dialec-
tics”—keenly aware of fascist colonial Portuguese
repression—and instead hewed closer to the original
“reciprocal action” terminology (gegenseitige bezie-
hungen). Mendy (73–74) glosses over a bit of Cabral’s
formative period as a university student in Lisbon
where Cabral starts developing this fundamental
praxis of unorthodox dialectics that shape so much of
his subsequent analysis and action, writing simply that
Cabral “imbibed the ideology of Marxism-Leninism”
(70), which recalls Patrick Chabal’s prematurely dis-
missive interpretation of Cabral (see Chabal, Amilcar
Cabral: Revolutionary Leadership and People’s War
[1983], 51).
That lacunae ends up lending Mendy’s narrative a

bit of fragmentation, as different pieces of Cabral’s
subsequent actions and writings are described without
the benefit of seeing how they are related through
Cabral’s underlying framework of dialectics (cf. Ato
Sekyi-Otu, Fanon’s Dialectic of Experience [1997];
George Ciccariello-Maher, Decolonizing Dialectics
[2007]). Although extensive discussion of dialectics
may be off-putting to some readers, especially for an
introductory text, unorthodox dialectical analysis is
one of Cabral’s unique achievements in the history of
critical theory and deserved at the very least a brief
mention. Other related, potentially difficult issues also
deserving scrutiny include Cabral’s use of the gendered
language and modernist positivism of his time.
Attention especially to dialectics also could have

helped account for Cabral’s effectiveness beyond the
label of “charisma” and the notion of a preformed “po-
litical agenda” to be “implemented” (81, 89). Perhaps
contrary to Mendy’s purpose of a broader informed, in-
spired, and engaged readership then, the text risks iso-
lating Cabral’s effectiveness as an inherent personal
trait rather than also a theoretically informed deliberate
and practiced approach. Cabral from early on as a stu-
dent was popular and theatrical, but he almost immedi-
ately paired this with an astute use of dialectics.
Mendy notes, for example, “his true genius was his

ability to mobilize and inspire his fellow compatriots to
take life-threatening risks. He was also adept at persuad-
ing skeptical international opinion” (21). He empha-
sizes that Cabral was “a realist and a pragmatist” (205)
and “was grounded in materialist theory” but “neverthe-
less, he eschewed dogmatism and avoided abstractions
devoid of concrete empirical substantiation. He was ad-
amant about contextual specificity” (202). This is all
well and true, but these aspects were also all connected
through a deliberate, consciously theorized tactic rooted
in his novel approach to dialectics.
Charisma is an analytic that past biographers have

used to frame Cabral (especially Chabal [1983]), but
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which is also a tricky and controversial concept that
warranted more explanation and discussion. Mendy
begins by describing Cabral as a “charismatic leader”
(9), and repeats this on the book’s back cover. But we
are not told much about what is meant by charisma, nor
how Cabral was charismatic.
Sometimes the genealogy of charisma is traced

through the work of German sociologist Max Weber
(also raising questions about disentangling the concept
from Weber’s racism, elitism, imperialism, sexism,
and interpretation of Rudolph Sohm). Rather differ-
ently, the late Cedric Robinson, the now influential
scholar of the Black Radical Tradition, was of course
very interested and informed by Cabral (and dialec-
tics), and also wrote at length about charisma in a quite
different way in his 1974 Stanford PhD dissertation.
For Robinson, charisma should be understood in terms
of leaders’ and followers’ “relationship of liberation,
not domination” (as Erica Edwards clarifies further in
her foreword to Cedric Robinson, The Terms of Or-
der: Political Science and the Myth of Leadership
[2016], ix–xxviii).
Weber’s key writings were translated into English

and gained popularity in the then tight knit good old
(white) boys club of Western sociology, politics, and
African studies around the first wave of post–World
War II decolonization, and charisma was soon applied
as a lens to understand African nationalist movements,
political parties (revolutionary and otherwise), and
leaders (e.g., David Apter, “The Gold Coast in Transi-
tion: A Case Study of Political Institutional Transfer,”

PhD diss., Princeton University [1954]). This led un-
fortunately to a rather personalist, culturalist top-down
view (discounting material circumstances, legitimate
grievances, women, subaltern viewpoints, etc.) which
still shapes how scholars, media, people, and Western
publics view African countries (ask Trevor Noah).
The present danger in (re-)emphasizing charismatic

leadership is that we attribute the destiny of African
countries to the political will of a few “self-serving
leaders” (205), rather than understanding the complex
messy state-society dynamics and hence strategic areas
for action, which I think was part of Cabral’s main
dialectical preoccupation.
There are a few other minor issues—for example,

there is some uncertainty and controversy about the ori-
gins of the People’s Movement for the Liberation of
Angola that goes unmentioned (21). While the book
spends some pages in the beginning giving early back-
ground on Cabral, it generally stops after his assassina-
tion (though there are a few contemporary connections
throughout the text). It would have been nice to briefly
situate Cabral in relation to the trajectory of Guinea
Bissau since the 1970s.
Nonetheless, Mendy’s concise text is unique and

is a useful way to bring wider engagement with Ca-
bral, including the three neglected dimensions just
described. For anyone who may develop an interest
in Guinea Bissau, Cape Verde, and Cabral, Mendy’s
book rewards its readers.

AHARON DE GRASSI

San José State University

ALLEN ISAACMAN and BARBARA ISAACMAN. Mozambique’s
Samora Machel: A Life Cut Short. (Ohio Short Histories of
Africa.) Athens: Ohio University Press, 2020. Pp. 258. Paper
$17.95.

Allen and Barbara Isaacman, both prolific scholars of
Mozambique, have written a fine book on Samora Moi-
sés Machel, Mozambique’s first president. The book
comes in the wake of a recent flurry of popular and
academic attention lavished on this political figure.
Samora’s—as all Mozambicans call him—revival
emerged in the 1990s with Mozambique’s abertura to
capitalism. Samora’s rebirth comes at a moment of
intellectual and political disillusionment with the collapse
of socialism as well as the recent increase of poverty and
stark social inequalities in postsocialist Mozambique.
The Isaacmans’ biography of Samora fits perfectly

into this nostalgic fever. The authors appear divided
between their old loyalty toward FRELIMO, the libera-
tion movement headed by Samora, and their disillu-
sionment with what the party represents today. This
tension makes the book interesting as it moves between

strands of “patriotic history,” a term used and criticized
by the Isaacmans, and a critical analysis of Samora’s
rule. The book is divided into nine chapters organized
chronologically, from the colonial to the postindepen-
dence period. The first two chapters provide an overview
of Samora’s childhood and early adult life working as a
nurse. At the time, life was hard for Black Mozambicans
because racism, forced labor, and professional discrimi-
nation was the norm. Samora’s formative years were
shaped not only by these colonial conditions but also by
his sense of pride in his rural ancestry and African cul-
ture. His peers knew him as a rebellious, but at other
times flamboyant, bohemian, and a womanizer (53). The
tone in these first chapters remains wedded to the teleo-
logical official history. Thus, while chapter 1 has as its
subtitle “The Making of an Insurgent,” chapter 2 is
called “TheMaking of a Freedom Fighter.”
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