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Poetry is the place of transcendence.
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Introduction

The Mountain

In a far and distant time, there was once an explorer who heard legends of a nearby mountain with natural riches so vast that it could make his town the wealthiest in the world. With his townspeople’s encouragement, he took off to search for the mountain but returned months later with the disappointing news that although he found the mountain, it was arid.

Everyone forgot about the mountain eventually—all but one person who, led by a nagging feeling that there must be some truth to the legend, left the town in search of the great mountain. When this second explorer returned, she stunned everyone by reporting that the mountain was, after all, covered in lush vegetation, towering trees, and at least a few hundred species of plants.

In confusion, the townspeople began to incriminate one another. They accused the first explorer of plotting with neighboring towns. The second explorer’s integrity was also called into question. However, both explorers were telling the truth; they had just viewed the mountain from different positions.

Working as a black, African-heritage woman in the white- and male-dominated world of ideas, I am like the second explorer who has navigated the other side of the metaphorical mountain. If the universal concepts—knowledge, power, beauty—in this book represent the mountain, I have written about them from the second explorer’s perspective, in this case, an Africa-centered black feminist angle rather than the Eurocentric and patriarchal—what I shall refer to throughout the book as Europatriarchal—perspective from which we are accustomed to viewing them.

My primary motivation in writing from an Africa-centered black feminist perspective is, however, not to battle with the Europatriarchal view. It is not my aim to convince the first explorer that he’s wrong about the mountain. That would place him, yet again, at the center of the narrative. What is important to me is the second explorer’s hidden narrative, to put her world at the center.

I emphasize the word hidden because it is also not the point of Sensuous Knowledge to provide a “new” or “alternative” perspective to the Europatriarchal one. That would also center whiteness and maleness by implying that they are the axis around which everything else must turn. My blackness and femaleness are not “new” or “alternative” angles to me. They are the only angles that I know as far as race and gender are concerned.

Also, while blackness and womanhood are qualities that make me intrinsically understand oppression and prejudice, they do not automatically put me in the position of the victim, just as every white- and male-born person is not automatically an oppressor.

Ethnicity, gender, and race are chance factors that nonetheless, thanks to the narratives that shape society, greatly affect how we view the world and how the world views us.

I would not swap a comprehension of how reality is connected to these narratives for an illusion that I live in a color-blind, postfeminist, postracial, and meritocratic fantasy world. As the irreplaceable Toni Morrison once wrote when addressing the naivete that white women have historically been afforded by virtue of being looked after by women of other ethnic backgrounds, “Black women have always considered themselves superior to white women. Not racially superior, just superior in terms of their ability to function healthily in the world.”

What she meant with these provocative words is that even if black womanhood can make life more challenging, to be a black woman is nevertheless a blessing, not least because it reduces the risk of a naive and ambivalent attitude to reality.

And so what is important about the explorer’s hidden view is that it disrupts one-dimensional thinking and contributes to a more vibrant understanding of the world. Black feminists have always stressed that feminist discourses need to be anticapitalist and anti-imperialist, capitalism being a profit-centered system and imperialism the means through which the obsession with growth and profit is satisfied. There is no point in “smashing the patriarchy,” as many Western feminisms claim to do, without fighting imperialism and capitalism. After all, there are no diamonds in European soil. There is no coltan in the USA. The resources that strengthen Western patriarchies are mostly unethically sourced from the Global South.

Fundamentally, patriarchal rule has also modeled systems of oppression on the violation of the environment. Developing a view of feminism as one in which humanity and nature live in a reciprocal relationship is a pressing task in the twenty-first century.

The Western feminist movement is, however, not monolithic, and Sensuous Knowledge draws inspiration from the international women’s movement including figures such as the socialist revolutionary Rosa Luxemburg, ecofeminist Marie Mies, and the many Western activist groups from the Suffragettes to Women’s Liberation to Me Too.

Although rooted in black feminism, Sensuous Knowledge speaks to the disaffected mood of the present time and is relevant to anyone who believes that the current Europatriarchal ruling systems are toxic and that we must develop paradigms of thought that instead are enlivening.

To rethink ideas that are central to the human mind with an Africa-centered black feminist sensibility is not to essentialize the ways that African, black, or female identities have been “othered” by a Europatriarchal value system. Instead, it is to unearth the subjectivity in these identities because, constructed as they may be, they shape our lives and so it is important to develop language and knowledge that works for and not against those excluded from the privileges of the status quo.

We may speak about knowledge as though it were a neutral term—as though the male perspective on beauty were the same as the female perspective. Or as though power could possibly mean the same thing to black people as a group as it does to white people as a group. And sure, knowledge itself is neither female nor male, black nor white. But because we typically interpret knowledge production with a white and male bias, women and men and people of different races and ethnicities relate to it differently. To quote Morrison again, “Narrative is one of the ways in which knowledge is organized.”

The narrative through which we view knowledge is both the seed and the fruit of the culture it produces. To produce nourishing fruit, we need to plant sublime seeds.

And yet we typically try to cultivate a richer harvest with the same old weeds. We impose male norms on women’s lives and the American Dream on every society. We raise girls so that they will grow up to become more like men but not boys to become more like women. We have to wonder why, despite all the feminist work, womanhood is still so devalued. Why do women still become annoyed when they are told (usually by men) that they are behaving like women? Conversely, why do they take pride in being told that they are behaving “like men”? Striving to become like men and adopt notions of masculinity is, frankly, setting a low bar. Men are just as enslaved by the social system—one that they hesitate to criticize because it amplifies an illusion about who they are. In fact, men are troubled with frustrated desires; they are caught up in the competitiveness of the rat race; they are sexually needy; they suffer from suicidal inclinations in disturbing numbers; and they possess an insatiable urge for power. Both women and men ought to reject the imprisoning definition of masculinity.

I’m not saying that men aren’t privileged by these illusions of power. Precisely because of how power is defined, to be born male is to be born into a system that sees one’s biological sex as superior to any other. But men are victims of what we can call the Superman syndrome, which is a cognitive dissonance that makes them erroneously believe that because the bars of their prison cell are golden, it is no longer a prison. The golden prison of masculinity sentences men to a life of conformity.

Nor am I suggesting that gender equality is not worth fighting for. But equality should not come at the cost of women’s lived experience or what feminist philosopher Sandra Harding refers to as “socially situated knowledge,” which means developing ways of looking at the world with women’s lives and preoccupations at the center and where womanhood is consequently the norm.

There is no single “women’s way of knowing,” but one thing is for sure—knowing that is socially situated in womanhood is antipatriarchal. And so, obviously, grappling with the impact of dominance is unavoidable in writing about black-, female-, and Africa-centered worlds.

This grappling has not led to writer’s block but to an equivalent sentiment that I refer to as writer’s grievance. Writer’s grievance is when you become starkly aware of the constant, howling objection in your words. It is when you wish that you could write about trivialities in the way that white male writers can. Or that you could be cool and impartial in writing about gender, as black male writers are. One cannot even single-mindedly write about a classic feminist issue such as the gender pay gap, as white feminists do, without that other issue spilling its Rs and As and Cs and Es onto the pages.

Writer’s grievance is similar to what the African American writer W. E. B. Du Bois referred to as “double consciousness” when speaking of racial issues in the United States. He wrote that double consciousness is “a sense of always looking at oneself through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity.” Because of institutional sexism and racism, so many of us come to look at the world in this way. We become a figure in the background of our lives, never really looking at the world with our point of view. Yet never placing myself (however constructed that self is) at the center of my worldview is the most harmful way for a black woman to live. I remain the “other” even to myself.

The result of such a displacement is that black women in the world of ideas feel like intruders. Entering conversations about the world’s most significant discussions can feel like starting to watch a film halfway through. You may eventually piece together the plot, but you remain confused about the decisions the characters make. Why did the woman have an affair? Why did the cops blow up the building? Who the hell was that guy with the superpowers that appeared in the end? The truth is that many social conversations were not designed to be inclusive. As the brilliant and prodigious feminist writer bell hooks says, in a 2006 interview on the now-defunct Back Academics Platform, “Any woman who wishes to be an intellectual, to write nonfiction, to deal with theory, faces a lot of discrimination coming her way and perhaps even self-doubt because there aren’t that many who’ve gone before you. And I think that the most powerful tool we can have is to be clear about our intent. To know what it is we want to do rather than going into institutions thinking that the institution is going to frame for us.”

Hooks’s quote points to why I didn’t, however, suffer from writer’s grievance while writing this book. My intention was clear: I did not want to write a protest book; I wanted to write a progress book. By progress, I refer to all three meanings of the word: first, something unfinished; second, onward movement; and third, raising consciousness higher.

The difference between protest and progress in this context is more subtle than it may first appear. However, there is one key distinction. Whereas a protest book would center on a fight to receive a leading role in the film—to continue the example above—a progress book is more interested in envisioning a movie that is inclusive and exciting from the very beginning. In essence, what principally motivated me to write this book was the desire to explore how concepts that shape what we perceive as knowledge change when you think about them with women’s ways of knowing, black feminist theory, and African knowledge systems at the center.

In Of Africa, Nobel laureate Wole Soyinka wrote that Africa as we know it today “remains the monumental fiction of European creativity.” But “if there is one offering that passively awaits to irradiate the world with a seminal humanism it is the ‘invisible’ religion in the African continent.” The time to irradiate the world with the depth of insight from Africa’s knowledge systems and the black diasporic culture derived from it is now. This insight has been devalued by a Europatriarchal worldview that has called it every possible name that would diminish it—primitive, tribal, urban, street, slang, third-world, you name it—for too long.

Women, by contrast, “see ourselves diminished or softened by the falsely benign accusations of childishness, of nonuniversality, of changeability, of sensuality,” as the black feminist lesbian poet Audre Lorde wrote in Sister Outsider. We have been brainwashed to mistrust our ways of knowing that could be classified as feminine because the word feminine has been so abused. In her writing Lorde often referred to the “Black Mother” as an embodied feminine wisdom, a source of “that dark and true depth which understanding serves, waits upon, and makes accessible through language to ourselves and others.”

African feminist knowledge systems imbue feminism with the knowledge of the metaphoric Black Mother. They bring in a love for spirit, as the author Alice Walker said in defining her influential theory, Womanism. Spirit means different things to different people. I use it to imply an individual and collective internal essence that makes our character, moods, beliefs, memories, and attitudes. To imbue knowledge with spirit is thus to view the arts, dance, proverbs, ritual texts, epic poems, musical traditions, creation myths, life histories, women’s traditions, and utopias—all things you could say have to do with spirit––as sources of insight.

By interweaving the feminine and the masculine, the measurable and the immeasurable, nature and technology, history and futurism, the local and the global, the intimacy of poetry with the impassivity of science, the thrust of political reality with the tenderness of the arts, the innate knowledge of mythology and the critical thinking of intellectualism in an interdisciplinary fashion that draws from a range of traditions, ideologies, and streams of thought, I offer Sensuous Knowledge as a humble attempt to plant a seed that may blossom into what I hope is an invigorating Africa-centered, woman-centered, and black feminist synthesis in the harvest of universal ideas.

When the second explorer returned from her visit to the mountain, her version of accounts excited the townspeople. Their eyes glinted with love when they spoke about this lush and bristling mountain. They became protective of the mountain as it became a part of their collective identity. Centuries later, when rises in carbon emissions threatened the mountain’s flora, the townspeople did not hesitate to prioritize its preservation. Whatever divisions had cracked open between them were petty as they united in their commitment to rescue their beloved mountain. Because they had seen the mountain wholly, from all angles, they understood that discrepant views, however challenging, produced a richer understanding of the world.

The chapters that follow are portrayals from the other side of the mountain. As such, they are not meant to be definitive statements about the topics they address. Instead, they are intended to provide an investigation of ideas that, I hope, will inspire readers to reflect and formulate their own views.

We will begin our exploration by traveling from the old Yoruba civilization in Ife to Silicon Valley and back in search of a new interpretation of knowledge. We’ll then explore liberation with the help of artists, mystics, and revolutionaries. We will steer toward shores of decolonization with oars made of ancestral feminist knowledge. We’ll think of identity as a compass and as a commons. We’ll welcome griots, scholars, and goddesses who travel from past epochs to tell us stories about blackness and womanhood. We will move around geographically, searching for the “blues” in the Futa Jallon Highlands, ancient Egypt, South Africa, and Yorubaland, and we’ll return with new meaning for the feminist principle “Sisterhood is Powerful.” We’ll sail along three rivers—the Yangtze, the Thames, and the River Niger—to discover an empowering understanding of power and to learn how historical encounters along rivers have shaped power relations today. And we’ll end our journey by cross-regionally and intergenerationally exploring the notion of beauty.

Yes, we will challenge Europatriarchal biases of knowledge, but not at the cost of spirit—that is, wonder, joy, embodiment, poesy, and play, or what we may call the sensuous.





Of Knowledge

To which poetry would be made subsequent, or, indeed, rather precedent, as being less subtile and fine, but more simple, sensuous, and passionate.

—John Milton

The true focus of revolutionary change is never merely the oppressive situations which we seek to escape, but that piece of the oppressor which is planted deep within each of us, and which knows only the oppressors’ tactics, the oppressors’ relationships.

—Audre Lorde

In the beginning, there was only the sky, the sea, and the gods. Olokun was the Sea Goddess, and Olorun was the Sky God. One day, Obatala, the god of creativity, asked the Sky God if he could create land and living creatures to alleviate his boredom. Olorun approved, and Obatala created Ife, the great city that remains the cradle of Yoruba civilization. However, when Olokun found out that Obatala created earth and land in her territory without consulting her, she retaliated with a great flood that inundated the first city of humankind.

Eventually Ife was rebuilt, and it became the “ondaiye (the place of creation), orirun (the source of life), and ibi oju ti nmo wa (the place from where the sun, or enlightenment, rises),” as the eminent professor Banji Akintoye describes Ife in “A History of the Yoruba people.” But the luminous strength of feminine wisdom was out of balance in the new Ife, and the genders were locked in an eternal power struggle.

To prosper, the people received ogbon, which refers to knowledge, or phronesis (practical wisdom). However, the gods knew that ogbon had to affect both the minds and hearts of the people. So they divided ogbon into ogbon-ori and ogbon-inu, concepts that literally translated mean “knowledge of the head” and “knowledge of the gut” but that respectively refer to intellectual intelligence and emotional intelligence. To have only one type of knowledge, according to the Yoruba epos, was to be only partly wise.

Just as ogbon-ori and ogbon-inu together form ogbon, so too are intellectual and emotional intelligence two sides of the same coin of knowledge. But throughout modern history, the dominant belief is that all worthy knowledge is rational and logical. The prevailing dogma is that all valid ways of knowing are strictly assessed by the cognitive skills of reasoning, quantification, and deductive inquiry. And so, from a young age, those with the best grades in subjects involving rationality and logic—mathematics, science, chemistry, and so forth—are graded the most intelligent. In fact, the mere tradition of ranking children is a result of this mode of thinking. As adults, we continue to evaluate intelligence according to ratable and hierarchical processes.

We do not view knowledge as something that can be accessed, and assessed, through the arts and their connection to the emotions, senses, and embodied experience. We associate talent with the arts but not knowledge. Yet art is also suited to explaining reality because art captures reality from the inside out. Art explains who we are because our existence is artful. We are not simply rational and mental beings, we are also emotional and physical beings. Art is a way to understand and change reality just as much as quanitifable information is. This is why ogbon had to speak to both the intellect and the emotions.

* * *

Stories turn into knowledge, and knowledge transforms into matter. The dualist worldview separates matter from story, but narrative is the matter from which we build our worldview, which in turn becomes physical objects: books, buildings, borders, and so on. In our bodies, knowledge also transforms into matter. Just as the first structure that forms in the human embryo is the spinal cord, so too is knowledge the spine of all other ideas that shape our lives. How we move and feel in the world, the air we breathe, the health of our trees, the food we eat, the ideologies we support, the way we dance and make love are all reflections of what we know.

The idea that calculable reasoning is the only worthy way to explain reality through is one of the most dangerous ideas ever proposed. Our approach to knowledge has become fundamentalistically rule-bound and rigid. Civilization thirsts for humanistic thinking as the Sahara is thirsty for water. The more robotic society becomes, the more social problems there are, which then once again encourages more surveyable diagnostics. As always, the poorest in society pay the highest price for this assessment-obsessed dynamic. In the UK, councils are increasingly using algorithms to make decisions about social welfare. Everywhere, rule-set, computable methods increasingly make key decisions about people’s complex realities leaving those who most need to be listened to in the hands of a computer’s authoritative verdict.

The incapacity to listen serves to suppress feeling, which results in toxicity because it overlooks actuality. The reason why the most violent people tend to be male is because the social education teaches men to repress their emotions. The repression of emotions always leads to violence, both physical and nonphysical—both toward oneself, and others.

We need an approach to knowledge that synthesizes the imaginative and rational, the quantifiable and immeasurable, the intellectual and the emotional. Without feeling, knowledge becomes stale; without reason, it becomes indelicate. We need an approach that measures wisdom not only by science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) or gross domestic product (GDP) but also by how ethically we develop our societies. We need knowledge that affects the interior as well as the exterior. Ogbon-inu and ogbon ori. Sensuous Knowledge.

By sensuous, I don’t mean sensual. While sensuality is related to bodily appetites and self-indulgent pleasure involving the physical senses (touch, taste, sight, smell, and hearing), sensuousness transcends the instincts. When something is sensuous, it affects not only your senses but your entire being—your mind, body, and soul. Books are sensuous, for example. You can see, touch, and smell them. You can hear them in audio format and taste their words on your tongue. Books are tangible objects of myriad textures—aged, hardback, hand stitched and so on. They are mentally stimulating, therapeutic, and they potentially transform your deepest thought patterns. They affect you entirely.

When the poet John Milton coined the term sensuous in his 1644 tractate, “Of Education,” it was precisely to avoid the sexual connotation in the word sensual. And so he described his genre—poetry—as one that was “simple, sensuous, and passionate.” Sensuous Knowledge is thus a poetic approach; it is the marriage of emotional intelligence with intellectual skill. It is perceiving knowledge as a living and breathing entity rather than as a packaged product to passively consume. It is encountering knowledge as a partner rather than a servant—or as a lord, for that matter. It means treating knowledge as precious, so that it can hone you into an embodiment of its merit. Sensuous Knowledge is knowledge that infuses the mind and body with aliveness leaving its impact behind like the wake of perfume. It is knowledge that is pliable and not hard as rocks. Sensuous Knowledge means pursuing knowledge for elevation and progress rather than out of an appetite for power.

* * *

In the bestselling book Thinking Fast and Slow by Nobel Prize–winning neuropsychologist Daniel Kahneman, the author makes an argument similar to the ancient Yoruba philosophy of ogbon. Kahneman argues that we make decisions with the aid of two internal systems, which he calls system 1 and system 2.

System 1 is an emotional, intuitive system that “has little understanding of logic and statistics” while system 2 is a reflective, deductive system that is “capable of reasoning.” You could say that system 1 is comparable to ogbon-inu, knowledge of the gut, while system 2 is comparable to ogbon-ori, knowledge of the head.

There is a crucial difference, however. In the typical binary way of Europatriarchal knowledge (if the names “system 1” and “system 2” don’t already speak volumes), Kahneman sees the two systems as involved in “a psychodrama with two characters,” with the emotional system 1 being the less intelligent character than the logical system 2. In contrast, you could say that the Yoruba mythological theory of knowledge sees the two systems in a passionate love story with two enamored characters instead.

I’m not presumptuous enough to dismiss the scientific research of a Nobel Prize–winning neuropsychologist, especially as I am not an expert on Dual Process Theory (DPT), the psychological field of which Kahneman’s systems 1 and 2 are an example.

In fact, experts in the DPT field have challenged Kahneman’s thinking. For example, in the provocative book titled The Enigma of Reason: A New Theory of Human Understanding, where researchers Hugo Mercier and Dan Sperber argue that the intellectual capacity to reason is itself an intuition—an emotional function. They argue that intuition, like reason, plays a huge role in our ability to make sense of our environment. The renowned neuroscientist Antonio Damasio has also put forward the idea that rather than being obstructed by emotion, as is usually assumed, reason is directed by it. According to Damasio’s “somatic marker hypothesis,” emotional experiences (or somatic markers) override reason when we make decisions. In short, our emotional response to a situation is the basis for our rational choice.

There are many other important, if conflicting, theories about the fundamental question in consciousness studies known as the mind-body problem. Epiphenomenalism posits that there is no such thing as the mind at all, that there is just a body reacting to life. Pantheism, at the other end of the spectrum, argues that the mind is a collective project of sorts where everyone is impacted by everyone else’s thoughts and actions. As Baruch Spinoza, who is credited with forming pantheism, said in “Proposition Seven,” “The order and connection of the thought is identical to the order and connection of things.” But nobody has provided a satisfactory solution to what David Chalmers calls “the hard problem of consciousness,” which simply put is the question of why humans have feelings. Perhaps, considering that we are only using half of our knowledge, ogbon-ori, it’s no surprise that this remains a hard problem!

The truly hard problem is that the fragmented knowledge system in use today is unable to deal with the real issues confronting humanity because it neglects the experienced side of reality. Our educational systems are stale; they teach how to transform the brain but not the psyche; they explain how to design evolved societies but not how to be evolved citizens of them; they claim that emotions—central as they are to life—are incapable of explaining existence.

And so, despite living in the information age with an abundance of insight, we are incapable of solving pressing problems such as social injustice, sexism, racism, classism, speciesism, climate change, poverty, restlessness, mental health issues, and loneliness. Regardless of how educated or developed a society is, these same problems are causing despair and division everywhere. So we must concede that we are either approaching the wrong problems or we are approaching the problems wrongly. My stance is the latter. There is no soul to knowledge production.

The rigid, rule-bound, robotic way that dominates how we view knowledge today is what I refer to as Europatriarchal Knowledge, a hierararchy-fixated construct of knowledge that was initiated by elite European men as propaganda to solidify their worldviews on a massive scale.

The word propaganda comes from to propagate, which originally referred to the ability of plants to breed and multiply from one generation to another. It is etymologically apt, for the ability to adapt from generation to generation is precisely the magnificence of Europatriarchal Knowledge, the narrative that centers assessment and quantification as the epitome of knowing and that positions the European phenotype and male genotype as particularly gifted in the production of said knowledge.

Europatriarchal Knowledge has its roots in the Age of Discovery. It was during this period in history that European monarchs first sent explorers on voyages and expansions to world regions thought of as “the unknown.”

They were motivated by an adage—“knowledge is power.” It was the same saying that black progressives would later use as a slogan to end deception. However, whereas Civil Rights activists meant that knowledge is the power to determine “their destiny and identity,” as Ebony magazine published in a 1969 special edition titled “The Black Revolution,” the seventeenth-century British philosopher Francis Bacon, who coined the adage, meant it literally. Knowledge was a tool of control: it was man’s God-given right to know and shape nature to his intents and purposes.

Bacon’s Novum Organon (1620) helped to shift the general attitude in Europe away from the idea that knowledge was something to preserve, as it had been in medieval times, to the idea that knowledge was something to acquire, as it became in the modern world. It is typically Bacon’s method of induction that is seen as a forerunner to the paradigm of knowledge we adhere to today, but I would argue that his contribution to perceiving knowledge as something we are in a race to acquire is just as crucial. To acquire means “to gain possession of,” and this precisely is how we approach knowledge—as a quantifiable thing to be controlled and possessed in vast quantities, at all costs. Our politics, economics, laws, media, education, and policy are all formed around the fundamental position at the heart of Europatriarchal Knowledge, namely, that the purpose of amassing knowledge is ultimately to rank, compete, and dominate.

I use the phrase Europatriarchal Knowledge rather than, say, empire, superpower, or white supremacist capitalist patriarchy
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