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Ladies and Gentlemen,


Sanibona sinilethela imikhonzo yobumbano nomzabalazo oqhubekayo. Let me also greet you in our language, Swahili, saying, kwa niaba ya taasisi zetu, the African American Cultural Center (Us) na the Kawaida Institute of Pan-African Studies, na kwa niaba ya mke wangu, rafiki yangu, mfanyikazi mwenza yangu na mwenzi wangu katika vitu vyote vilivyo vyema na vizuri, Tiamoyo, na kwa niaba ya mimi mwenye, tuna waletea salamu za mshikamano na jitahadi iendeleayo. Miongoni mwetu mtakuta sikuzote jamaa yenu na mahali pa amani na tunawatakia baraka bila idadi na vitu vyote vizuri bila mwisho.
 	That is to say, on behalf of our institutions, the African American Cultural Center (Us) and the Kawaida Institute of Pan-African Studies (KIPAS), and on behalf of my wife, my friend, my co-worker and companion in all things good and beautiful, Tiamoyo, and on behalf of myself, we bring you greetings of solidarity and continuing struggle. Among us you will always find your family and a peaceful place and we wish for you blessings without number and all things without end. Moreover, we bear witness, as an African people, that as our beginning was great and good, so shall our development throughout eternity be, if we dare struggle, speak truth, do justice and walk in the way of righteousness. Hotep, Ashe, Heri.
I am greatly honored and profoundly pleased to present this Inaugural Annual Mazisi Kunene Lecture and share with you some thoughts on Professor Mazisi Kunene’s extraordinary legacy and how we might draw lessons of life, work and struggle from this awesome and enduring model and mirror he has bequeathed to us. For what better way can we honor our ancestors than by living the lessons of their lives, their life’s work and struggles? I offer this inaugural address as a tambiko, an offering of sacred words and water spoken and poured in remembrance and honor, gratitude and appreciation of the great good he has given and left us. Indeed, Fannie Lou Hamer taught us the morality of remembrance saying, “there are two things we should care about, never to forget where we came from and always praise the bridges that carried us over.” And certainly, Baba Kunene is one of those sturdy bridges and keepers of the tradition that we must raise up and praise and from whom we must learn the lessons of his life.
Surely, it is written in the Husia, the sacred text of our ancestors of the Nile Valley civilization of ancient Egypt, that “to do that which is of value is for eternity; a person called forth by his work does not die for his name is raised and remembered because of it.”  And so it is with our beloved elder brother and now honored ancestor, Baba Mazisi Fakazi Mngoni Kunene, imbongi, poet-laureate, philosopher poet, professor, keeper of the tradition, freedom fighter, and beloved husband and father. For it is he who has brought us together across space and time, and with a diversity of ideas, interests and aspirations, to bear witness to his meaning to us and to explore the expansive meaning of this marvel of a man, this magnificent mind, beautiful soul and this wonderfully creative and sensitive African and human being, who like his ideal hero, Nkosi Shaka, was indeed uNodumehlezi—he who thunders while sitting. 
Let us also pay homage at this point to Mam’ Tau, Ma Mathabo Kunene, his beloved wife, widow, co-worker, comrade and confidant, his life partner in weaving the fabric of life, love and learning from which his deep fountain of creativity sprang. Our elder brother, Mtimande, tells us in his poem to you, Mam’ Tau, that he, the wandering stranger, found rest and renewal in “your pure springs with showers of rain / And reeds on the river bed, with green sunshine.” It is you, he remembers and rejoices, that called him the praise name “Pride of Our House, giraffe of my Forefathers,” and saying of his deep, expansive and exalted thinking, “his head reaches to the skies and his eyes into the stars.”
It is you, he says, who can truly and lovingly say, “I have nourished his mind. I have filled it with plants and yellow flowers.” And it is you to whom he bears witness of aiding him in “weaving the sacred knot of the rainbow, so that the generations that are to come must sing.” It is truly an honor to be a part of this magnificent work you, Mam’ Tau, continue to do to build the Mazisi Kunene Foundation as a museum, library, research center, and monument to Baba Kunene’s life, work and struggle to bring and increase good in the world.
My task in this lecture is to extract from the library of the voluminous works he has given us, some essential and defining lessons and insights that aid us in engaging the critical questions facing us as a people and the world. For through this is revealed the enduring relevance of his work and his central place in the pantheon of philosopher-poets, who self-consciously wrote in the language, image and interests of their people and yet still spoke to central concerns of humanity as a whole. I engage this task from several valuable vantage points. First, I have known Mtimande as a colleague and comrade in struggle since the late seventies when he and Mam’ Tau came to Los Angeles to teach at UCLA, organize and build relations in advancing the anti-apartheid struggle. And Tiamoyo and I along with our institution, the African American Cultural Center (Us), supported and worked with them on various initiatives. Also, Baba Kunene lectured in our forums at our Center. And I have ultimate respect for him as an activist intellectual and as one of Africa’s and the world’s greatest creative writers. Moreover, I share some of his most fundamental insights and concerns about African peoples, African culture, struggle and deep thinking.
Secondly, I have studied Zulu culture since the 1960s, embraced aspects of its cosmological and theological narratives and ethical teachings in formulating some spiritual and ethical aspects of my philosophy Kawaida. Also, I used the dedication, discipline and sacrifice principles of Zulu impi military training to build our youth movement, the Simba Wachanga, the Young Lions. Finally, I used the Zulu holiday, Umkhosi, as a major cultural framework for creating the pan-African holiday, Kwanzaa, which is a celebration of family, community and culture and is observed by millions, not only in the U.S., but also here in South Africa and other continental African countries, and throughout the world African community on every continent in the world. Furthermore, my organization Us, which emerged during the Black Power period of the Black Freedom Movement, and has played a significant role in African American political and intellectual culture since the 60s, supported in various ways, not only the South African liberation struggle, but also its exiles. In the process, we learned from them songs, dances, narratives and traditions and integrated these cultural elements into our organizational practices. Among these exiles were Professor A. C. Jordan at UCLA, Nomali and Modise Semenya, Bernard Magubane and Ken Gampu. As pan-Africanists, we sang with Nomali Semenya (Letta Mbula) “Bahlele Bonke” in support and praise of Baba Nelson Mandela, Baba Robert Subukwe, Baba Walter Sizulu, and all the other freedom fighters, adding some names from our own liberation struggle.
Also, along with Baba Kunene and following Malcolm X, Sekou Toure, Amilcar Cabral, Frantz Fanon and others, Kawaida sees recapturing and using our culture in emancipatory ways as indispensable to the liberation struggle. Indeed, our argument has been that to truly free ourselves we must be ourselves, and to truly be ourselves we must free ourselves of the dignity-denying, deculturalizing and dehumanizing thoughts and practices of our oppressor. For the oppressor cannot be our teacher, if we are to be free and flourish in our Africanness and humanity. And again, these are also central contentions in Baba Kunene’s thought.
Finally, as an African-centered ethical philosopher, I am drawn to and find highly valuable Baba Kunene’s interest in the role of the philosopher-poet which he sees himself as and reasoned he should use his craft to advance, clarify and encourage deep thinking about the ethical issues and practices of our lives as African people. And again, I find common ground with him in insisting on our thought and practice being rooted in our own culture which is more ancient than all and more rich and rewarding to us in our search and struggle for good in and for the world. This calls to mind the central definition of Afrocentricity by its founding theorist, Molefi Kete Asante, which he says, “means, literally placing African ideas at the center of any analysis that involves African culture and behavior.” Asante would certainly agree with Baba Kunene in insisting that African views and values be used also in constructing any path forward for African people in these critical times as well as for future generations.
In pursuing this line of thought, I will use my philosophy Kawaida as a framework, a philosophy of life and struggle that defines itself as an ongoing synthesis of the best of African thought and practice in constant exchange with the world. Also, I will use this philosophical framework to bring Baba Kunene in dialog with other greats of the continental and global African community. For Kawaida uses these thinkers in developing its own intellectual and social project. Indeed, many of these activist intellectuals and social theorists thought along similar lines in waging their liberation struggles and pursuing initiatives to build nations of free people who were to be decolonized not only politically, but also psychologically. This is the meaning of Frantz Fanon’s statement that in a real process of liberation “after the struggle there is not only the disappearance of colonialism, but also the disappearance of the colonized person.” And it also reveals the centrality of the psychological and intellectual battle for the hearts and minds of our people as Baba Kunene taught. Indeed, as I’ve argued since the 60s, the central battle we fight is the battle to win the hearts and minds of our people, and if we lose that battle we cannot hope to win any other in our struggle for liberation.
Baba Kunene’s work is clearly, by all critical and honest measures, complex, comprehensive, culturally grounded, and world-encompassing. He states that his writing is, of necessity, drawn from the wealth and weight of his own Zulu culture, but lessons, insights and intellectual challenges can be drawn from it which have meaning for various persons and peoples and humanity as a whole. He writes in the Zulu language as a Zulu, a South African, an African and a human being. And he is critically conscious of these interrelated identities, and the intersecting and overlapping obligations these realities bring. But he rightly begins with his own ethnicity, Zulu, and argues cogently that his primary culture has both specific and universal messages. Indeed, as I’ve argued elsewhere, each person, people and culture is a unique and equally valid and valuable way of being human in the world. And each people has both the right and responsibility to speak its own special cultural truth and make its own unique contribution to the forward flow of human history.  Indeed, in both a generational and transgenerational sense, each people has both the right and responsibility to use its own culture as the foundation and framework for contributing meaningfully to the ongoing task of reconceiving and remaking the world.
Prof. Kunene is constantly concerned with memories and mountains. He is insistent on our remembering who we were, what we thought and did before the barbaric brutality of colonialism, imperialism, the Holocaust of enslavement and systems of White supremacist savagery such as racism, apartheid and Jim Crowism. In his work, memories and mountains are both linked to the ancestors, and he urges us to go to the sacred mountain which is the site of wisdom, worship, remembrance, recovery and renewal. Moreover, it is a site of life and learning, of festival and reinforcement, and of the origins and epics of a people. It is the home of the wise ones from whom we descend and we must think deeply and carefully about the meanings and obligations of this identity and heritage. As Malcolm told the African American youth and people, “one of the most important things you can do today is to think for yourself,” think deep, think independently, and think in what Kawaida calls liberated and liberating ways. For only then can we appreciate and practice the ancestral wisdom with all its insights, challenges and promise.
Thus, Baba urges Africans, especially the youth, to learn and honor their identity as “offspring of the wise ones. Hermits of the mountain, who look with wide eyes, who stripped the maize cob bare, as the Zulu expression puts it, searching for truth and the hidden meanings, ideas of depth.” Baba Kunene was deeply concerned and apprehensive about what he saw as tendencies of this time and generation toward “eradicating this tradition of deep independent thought.” And he wants the people to avoid the widespread tendency to seek the quick and superficial in life and knowledge. For it is an illusory sense of fulfillment. Such quick and superficial approaches, he states, is like “feeding on popcorn, giving (one) the impression of eating a roasted cob of maize.” But in reality, “it remains (simply) a fulfilling illusion.”
This stress on remembrance and deep thinking and the need to return to the source is expressed in the much referenced concept of sankofa, in the Twi language of Ghana. It means to reach back and retrieve it and is rooted in the proverbial teaching that it is not wrong to return for that which you have forgotten. Indeed, it is not only not wrong, but also morally imperative to return and retrieve what one has forgotten, bring it forth and use to ground and orient ourselves and direct our lives toward good and expansive ends,
Baba clearly intends to stress this point when he tells us in the opening of his magisterial epic uNodumehlezi kaMenzi or in English, Emperor Shaka the Great, saying: “After the night has covered the earth / Rouse us from the nightmare of forgetfulness / so that we narrate the tale.” That is to say, so we can tell narratives of the great ones in our history and the greatness of our history. He thus urges us to take our history seriously, searching in it, for in it are the secrets of greatness, struggle, the ethical life and the path to a liberated future.
The centrality of a retrieved, reconceived and applied history is central to other African revolutionary thinkers and leaders. Frantz Fanon tells us as Baba Kunene does that suppression of our history was central to the oppressor, a calculated strategy of domination and degradation. He states that “Colonialism is not satisfied with holding the people tightly in its grip and emptying the colonized people’s brain of all its forms and content. By a kind of perverted logic, it turns to the past of the oppressed people and distorts, disfigures and destroys it.” It is this thrust to falsify and destroy African history that Cheikh Anta Diop, Malcolm X, Marcus Garvey, Baba Kunene, and others take up and counter by rescuing, rereading and reinterpreting our history and stressing the need to return to our history and culture and using it in liberating and uplifting ways. Indeed, Mary McLeod Bethune reminded us that “We are custodians and heirs of a great legacy” and that we must bear the burden and glory of this legacy with strength, dignity and determination. And Amilcar Cabral tells us that the liberation struggle was in fact a struggle not only to break the back of colonialism, but also to return to our own history and culture and use it to push our lives forward and contribute, as Fanon envisioned, to a new history of Africa and humankind. And finally, Malcolm X argues that culture is an indispensable weapon in the freedom struggle.
This leads us back to Baba Kunene’s emphasis on respect for and learning from the ancestors. And again, he places this cultural and ethical advice at the very beginning of his signature epic uNodumehlezi kaMenzi. He begins his epic saying:
Uyakulubona ndwendwekazi lwabo bengena entabeni / 
Ingoma yabo yaphakade  iyakumemfuka / 
Singathin’ukuval’ imilomo ilanga liphuma? / 
Isimangalizo esingephikiswe! / 
Lapho sihuba amahubo apakade obabamkhulu? /
Ngezinkondlo amandulo siqhakasi s’okwezinkanyezi. / 
Amabululu angesithinte, kepha akhoth’izinthuli zezinyawo zethu, / 
Siyobe-ke sesibuyiselwe isithunzi sethu, / 
Namawa ayowakazela amaculo ethu.
You will see their great processions as they enter the mountains! /
Eternally their anthems emerge. /
How then can we be silent before the rising sun? /
How wonderful! We can sing the sacred songs of our Forefathers! /
By the ancient epic, we are made beautiful. /
The puff adders come and lick our feet. /
Our pride shall be restored then /
And the wilderness shall echo our songs. 
Again, he says of the ancestors, “Those chosen before us showed us the way. / They led us silently to the sacred mountains. There we listened to the great epics / We heard the voices of the ancient poets / We were basking in the legends of our forefathers, / Certain the child on our back shall grow without fear. And all things great and beautiful shall follow him.” And in this is contained Baba’s respect for the ancestors and promise of a life of  greatness and beauty for those who walk in the ways of the ancestors.
Rightfully respecting the Ancestors means paying reverent and rightful honor to their life and legacy by learning their lessons and using them to ground and orient ourselves and direct our lives toward good and expansive ends. In other words, it is to extract and apply their instructive lessons in the way we live our lives, do our work and wage our struggles. It is necessary and right that we remember and raise up in profound respect those who lived, worked and struggled to bring good into the world before us. We honor them as the way openers and way-makers, those who lifted up the light that lasts, the light of our highest and most treasured values. They are values that teach us to seek and speak truth, to do and demand justice, to honor our ancestors and elders, to cherish and challenge our children, to care for the poor and vulnerable among us, to have a rightful relationship with the environment, to constantly resist evil, injustice and oppression and always raise up, pursue and practice the Good.
Indeed, it is our ancestors on whose tall shoulders we stand and in whose long and sheltering shadows we live our lives, do our work and wage our struggle for good in the world. And it is they on whose tall shoulders we stand to look back into the past, deep into the present and forward into the future using the lessons of their lives to conceive and create a good world we all want and deserve. So let us continue to pay rightful homage to our ancestors—extraordinary and ordinary, those who gave grounding, meaning and richness to our lives, and of whom it can be said in uplifting praise—They were those who when they stood up, they were the heights of mountains and when they lay down they were the length of rivers. And clearly, Baba Mazisi Fakazi Kunene is one of those tall ones who is now sitting in the sacred circle of the ancestors, among the doers of good, the righteous and the rightfully rewarded.
In developing his project, Baba Kunene also puts forth the fundamental position that a new liberated consciousness of our Africanness and our responsibility to our people and the world must be developed and cultivated. Thus, he says: 
“A new national awareness is needed—a deep sense of self-pride, a new form of definitions, and a reassessment of the strategies and meaning of development within the African World.”
This concern with definitions and redefinition of both the terms of literature and life is key here. For he sees original African literature and life inseparably linked.
	Indeed, as early as 1969, he had written that “the Black man must find a new definition of man,” that is to say, a new definition of a human being. Continuing, he says, the African “must redefine reality in his own terms rather than in the role allocated by the white man,” that is to say, the oppressor. Here Baba reaffirms the fundamental Kawaida understanding that the oppressor cannot be our teacher. As Malcolm taught, “the logic of the oppressed cannot be the logic of the oppressor,” if they seek liberation. For as Kawaida contends, one of the greatest powers of a society or dominant group is the power to define reality and make others accept it even when it’s to their disadvantage. Thus, Baba Kunene argues rightly, we must keep the power of definition in our own hands and minds. In fact, one of the clear expressions of a free people is to define themselves and their world in their own image and interest.
	This is a call for the activist intellectual to realize knowledge is not simply knowledge for knowledge sake, but knowledge for human sake. Here Baba sees a critical role for the intellectual in general and the philosopher-poet which he understands as his own identity. He says that the function of literature is not simply for “entertainment but primarily to teach social values and serious philosophical concepts.” Moreover, he states that “A writer . . . . should avoid the temporary attraction of cheap popularity and make a contribution to the community that gave birth to his genius.” Indeed, he continues saying that in “this way he/she is able to grasp its deepest traditions. Such literature can then be translated both literally and philosophically into various languages and cultures of the world.” And this, he reasons, will “stimulate thought and some understanding of African thought and literature.”
But especially does he want literature to play a role in the ongoing liberation struggle which is not achieved if there is only a changing of the guard and the masses do not enjoy the fruits of the freedom claimed. Thus, he says, “though the physical battle is brutal, it is limited” to the body. But “the intellectual battle is most profound, most serious, most challenging.” For it has to do with the heart and mind of the people who may have what Molefi Kete Asante calls “a victorious consciousness” or a defeated one, an independent consciousness or a dependent consciousness. Baba says that this consciousness can be either focused on “the quick and superficial” or as the ancient Egyptians say, focused on and rooted in “that which endures in the midst of that which is overthrown.” And thus, they and Baba Kunene contend that these are our moral and spiritual values that are rooted in our own history and culture.
It is the ethics of heroism, he teaches, not a heroism of physical and military feats, but one of moral character and courage. He states that “in Zulu society, the highest degree of excellence can only be attained by engaging in social action that involves generosity, consideration and a willingness to sacrifice for the sake of others.” And it is his literature, with its poetic philosophy and philosophical poetry that he seeks to impart these values, teaching respect, remembrance and practical engagement. He states that African societies represent “a communal organization which has its own ethics, its own philosophical system, its own forms of projecting its realities and experiences.” And we must learn them, practice them and pass them on to future generations.
Thus, as a poet philosopher, he writes appealing to his poem to conduct this transformative work. In the poem, “Babonise Wena Nkondlo Yami,” He asks it “May you show them the way, my poem.” And he tells his poem, “You my poem, enter into their houses / and find them sitting and talking and loudly disagreeing. / Then calm them down / and bring them back together in one place / So that they may humble themselves to listen to you / listen to the greatness of your (and their) days. For it’s known worldwide and is eternal. And by this they wake up and do not fall asleep at the fireside.”
If remembrance is the point of departure for the thought, writing and work of Baba Kunene, resistance is of necessity the second dimension and directive. For in the final analysis, practice proves and makes possible everything. Indeed, both remembrance and resistance are self-conscious practices. Here I use resistance as a synonym for a liberation struggle. It is a struggle for freedom from oppression and a struggle for freedom to live a good, meaningful and productive life and come into the fullness of ourselves. During the South African liberation struggle, a central question to the people, which was turned into a song, was “Libhaliwe na igama lakho kuloMqulu weNkululeko? and “Vuma silibhale kuloMqulu weNkululeko.” Baba Kunene constantly questioned us in this way, asking us to become self-conscious agents of our own liberation. He did this in the freedom struggle in organizing and in writing. And even when he returned from exile, he continued to see the struggle for a return to the best of African values and practice as essential, even indispensable to any real claim or practice of freedom.
Discussing as writing as resistance, Baba notes that he learned early to see that his mastery of language and literature could be used as a weapon in the liberation struggle “against the occupying foreigners” who “lived by a selfish code” and were called “untukazana”. He saw language and the literature it produced as “an instrument for the reassertion of African values, African history against ‘their world’.” Moreover, he saw it as “a sacred trust requiring (him) to regard its usage with a deep sense of reverence.”
And when he had demonstrated an early mastery of the language in writing literarature, his father saw it as a divine blessing, declaring “the Ancestors have visited our House.” He thus became an honored “keeper of the sacred word”. Here he also wants us to realize it’s not the language itself that is most significant; it is, he says, the values and philosophies that the language contains and communicates. “In other words,” he says, “the issue is not language at all, but the philosophies and values that characterize the African world.” 
The struggle is thus focused on resisting the impositions of the oppressor, his values and philosophies contained and communicated in his language. It is a language and philosophy, Baba tells us, of greed, selfishness, consumerism and a worship of technology which he calls “reverence for the tool.” Indeed, speaking to the personal and collective addiction to technology, we are witnessing now which impinges on the quality of human relations, intellectual learning and the human future, he tells us, we must not simply develop a technological knowledge and philosophy, but equally and at one point, most important, develop an ethical and philosophical knowledge. Again, here he turns to the ancestors who stressed the ethical, the quality of humans’ relations, not only with each other, but also with the earth. And he states that “It is crucial that the present generation and all subsequent generations revere the Ancestors, for the alternatives is reverence for the tool as a measure of human progress.” Moreover, he asserts that there is a clear imbalance in humans’ technological development and their moral development. The problem of this imbalance between moral and scientific and technological progress was raised by Martin Luther King as “modern man’s chief dilemma.” And Dr. King noted that our survival depends upon solving this problem and the problems it creates. Moreover, he states that “the solution of these problems is in turn dependent on man squaring his moral progress with his scientific progress, and learning the practical act of living in harmony.” And Baba’s thoughts concur with this observation.
Thus, there is a struggle to engage that speaks to confrontation with the issues both politically and intellectually. He wants the people and especially the youth to take up the challenge and to do so effectively, remembering their history of struggle and continuing it. In his poem, “A Heritage of Liberation,” he offers this prayer saying:
“Since it was you who in all these thin seasons / Gave to our minds the visions of life / Take these weapons for our children. They were ours. They broke the enemies’ encirclement.”
Here he reaffirms the importance of the struggle for a good life, the importance of remembering what was achieved and passing it on as a spirit and promise of victory. Thus again, he wants the youth to keep the faith and continue the struggle and says, “To the generations hereafter / May these inherit our dream of the festival / . . . We bequeath to you the rays of morning.”
	This image of the rays of the morning recalls his reference to the rising sun as a sign of both a new day and promised victory and celebration of a struggle well-waged and worthy of celebration. He realizes with Frederick Douglass that “Without struggle there is no progress.” And it is a challenge he poses to not only African people in general, but especially the youth, to writers like himself and the educated and creative. Here Paul Robeson’s classic call and admonition to artists, writers and academics in the midst of a decisive war against fascism, is relevant and reaffirming of Baba Kunene’s message. Robeson says to them: “the battlefront is everywhere there’s no sheltered rear.” And Baba reminds them in their struggle to be loud and assertive and to move beyond fear. “We are not the subdued and whispering type,” he states, “we have to be free, loud and expansive.” This call for audacious assertion in the interest of good in the world recalls a fellow African poet laureate, Gwen Brooks of the U.S. She tells us in a poem that we who continue the struggle will find “It is lonesome, yes. For we are the last of the loud. Nevertheless, live.” And dare “conduct your blooming in the noise and whip of the whirlwind.”
Finally, Baba Kunene wants our resistance and struggle to be directed toward remaking the world. And if we are to remake the world, we must place the human being at the center of any project with due attentiveness to the well-being of the world. Baba tells us that our values, African values, must and do teach us, “not only how to live with others, but also how to live with the environment.” In terms of living with ourselves and each other and the world, we must follow the ethical imperative of ubuntu to act justly, relate rightfully and walk gently on the earth, as we say in Kawaida philosophy. Baba Kunene’s poems are full to overflowing with scenes, signs and wonders of the natural world—skies, birds and animals, field and forest, flowing rivers and blooming flowers, plants, rocks, rising suns and always the sacred mountains rich in signs and significance. In his poem, “Umhlaba Yiwo Welapha Umuntu,” he tells us to recognize our relationship with the earth. He reminds us it is our healer and holds us in its protective hands and that we should not be angry at it and by extension, treat it badly.
Baba teaches again the values of ubuntu in cultivating and sustaining profound moral sensitivity to each other, especially the most vulnerable among us. In his poem, “Nabo Bangabalo Mhlaba”, he defines aspects and actions of a person that make them human, i.e., a reflection of ubuntu, or anti-human. He tells us first, one is not a human person who cannot relate well with other people – “Akayena umuntu lowo ongananelani nabantu.” Also, (1) is not a possessor and practitioner of ubuntu who (2) hoards what shouldn’t be hoarded, and (3) who seals themselves up behind great stone walls, counting their cars and houses.
On the contrary, “Umuntu ngumuntu ngokuba ebusebenzele ubuntu bakhe, because he or she works hard for his/her humanity or character; Ngokuba ebubekele imihla ngemihla / because he/she establishes it day by day, Waze wabenzela nalabo ababusweleyo. And they provide for those who are needy; Ngokuba nabo bangabomhlaba. Nabobangabafazi namadoda, because they are also women and men of the earth.” Thus, our humanity is a constantly developing practice and achievement. And it is developed and demonstrated in what we do and especially, in what we do and how we relate to the other.
Important here is the criticism of the inability to relate well to others and the greed and the walls of isolation and alienation these cause. Also important is the stress on providing for the needy. It is reaffirmation that reaches back in time to the world’s earliest texts and teachings on this, found in the ancient African Maatian ethical texts in the Nile Valley. These texts teach us that we measure the moral quality of any society by how it treats its most vulnerable members. And therefore, the Husia teaches that we should give food to the hungry, water to the thirsty, clothes to the naked, and a boat to those without one, that we should be a father to the orphan, a mother to the timid, a caretaker to the ill, a shelter and sanctuary for the battered, a raft for the drowning and a ladder for those trapped in the pit of despair and hopelessness.
Moreover, the Husia says we should do this because humans are in the image of the Divine, senen netcher. Thus, they are possessors of dignity and divinity and worthy of the highest respect. Indeed, it is ancient Africans who first introduced this concept of human dignity, shepesu. By this, they mean an inherent worthiness that is transcendent of all social and biological characteristics – race, class, gender, sexuality, religion, age, ability, etc.; equal in all and inalienable. Baba Kunene who read some of these ancient texts wrote a poem condemning the plunder of Egypt, raising up the great treasure and heritage it gave the world.
It is in these ancient spiritual and ethical texts that we also have the earliest concepts of repairing, renewing and remaking the world, making it more beautiful and beneficial than we inherited it. This process and practice is called serudj ta—and calls for us to raise up that which is ruins; to repair that which is damaged; to rejoin that which is divided; to replenish that which is depleted; to set right that which is wrong; to strengthen that which is weakened; and to make flourish that which is fragile and undeveloped.
Given the vast interest Baba Kunene expressed in redefining and remaking the world in a more human image and interest and using the best of African culture to contribute to this, my sense is that he was moving toward posing Africa as a moral ideal on every level for African people. Although he doesn’t use the term, the moral ideal of Africa, his profound respect for Africa in ethical and spiritual terms points toward Africa as our moral ideal. For at the center of Baba Kunene’s work is the valuing of Africa as a paradigmatic, ancient and ongoing source of wisdom and deep knowledge – especially ethical knowledge. It is a knowledge which teaches how to relate rightfully, not only with each other, but also with others and the world itself.
	Kawaida argues that the difficult, dangerous and demanding road to liberation begins with a radical reasoning about ourselves and our culture. And at the heart of this liberating struggle was our rightfully raising Africa as a moral ideal. The term moral ideal is used here to indicate a composite of the highest standards of African peoples, including concepts of the Transcendent, the divine and the sacred; of right and wrong, good and evil, relational obligations and notions of the good society and a good world. Thus, to embrace and advance Africa as a moral ideal means setting ourselves at the center of our own history and culture and deciding and declaring that there is no people more chosen or more sacred, no history more holy or worthy of being told or taught and no culture more ancient, rich, meaningful or instructive than our own.
Finally, returning repeatedly to his foundational moral imperative, Baba Kunene tells and teaches us that we must honor the wisdom of the ancestors for “they know best, they were here at the beginning of time./ They saw the procession of elephants to the mountains.” Thus he continues, “We must do their bidding and put to stone on the cairn / We must raise the grain basket and scatter the seeds / Summer will come and envelop the earth.” He offers this insight in the context of the assassination of Nkosi Shaka, but it has a larger meaning of the recovery and renewal of the people rooted in the recapturing of their history and culture, being themselves and freeing themselves from the “nightmare of forgetfulness,” the alienation from themselves and the unawareness of the insightful wisdom of the ancestors.
Yebo, he predicts and promises that those born and rightly respectful of the remembrance, wisdom, suffering and struggles of the past will see a new world and come into their own and be able to dance, sing and celebrate themselves at the Festival of Return. “They shall fill the gourd with water / to make the sacred mark / They shall arrive at the feast at the crack of dawn / They shall listen to the epic of our Forefathers. / Because they are older than our children, they shall ask them to tell us the truth.” Indeed, “There shall be a Festival of Return,” which as I read it, is an allusion to and will to the fulfillment of the South African liberation battle cry, “Mayibuye iAfrika.” But again, as I read it, it is also about the people returning to the best of their culture, freeing themselves and being themselves in ways that represent the best of what it means to be African and human in the fullest sense. During the Festival of Return, he concludes, “You children shall dance on the ancient grounds / The earth itself shall yield opening its lakes./ People shall drink and sing the song.”
Thus, again, and in the tradition of our ancestors, we pour libation in his honor, saying to him:
Mtimande, most honored one, You shall always be for us a glorious spirit in heaven and a continuing powerful presence on earth. You are counted and honored among the ancestors. Your name shall endure as a monument and what you’ve done on earth shall never perish or pass away. Hotep. Ashe. Heri.

To make such a commitment to Baba Kunene means that we must be clear about our duty in the context of our time. And my reading of the ancestors tell us this is our duty:  to know our past and honor it; to engage our present and improve it; and to imagine a whole new future and forge it in the most ethical, effective and expansive ways. 




