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Can one do Action Research in Intellectual History? Reviving the agency of 19th century 

‘Modernisation-From-Indigenous-Roots’ intellectuals in Asia and Africa 

 

My talk has a somewhat megalomanic agenda. It concerns deeply theoretical issues, such as how to 

do justice to the ‘agency’ of those we study. But it also concerns long-term political issues, such as 

finding inspiring visions for future societal development in Africa and Asia – visions that are 

constructive and go beyond just to ‘decolonise’. Finally, it touches on highly topical political issues, 

such as contemporary activists agendas that tend to be framed around notions such as 

‘decolonisation’ and ‘Black Lives Matter’. The cartoon below epitomises my concern at this point: 

 I am quite worried that today we set counter-

productive activist agendas. Agendas that ‘over-culturalise’ the key problems at hand and forget 

matters of power and exploitation; that we fight the wrong wars, and are getting entangled even 

more in essentialising colonial stereotypes, race-thinking, and images of eternal victimhood of people 

of colour. If one reads the Dutch media one could think that the most emancipatory thing one can do 

today is to import the latest New Speak and taboos from America, imagine oneself to be on an 

absolute moral high ground, and start policing one’s fellow citizens on the words they can use, the 

images that are allowed, on street names, and how they can celebrate their popular festivals. If there 

is a faster way to produce Trump or Le Pen voters, tell me. 

The connection between these three levels of issues is a research agenda that harks back into 

intellectual histories in Africa and Asia to trace truly inspiring visions and ideas that may help to fight 

more sensible wars, to truly overcome colonial ways of thinking and speaking, and actually 

contribute something to unlocking and unblocking agency of those oppressed. This is a megalomanic 

agenda for a short talk! Even more so because I hope to present you with examples of inspiring 

historical intellectuals. 

Let me start from what connects most researchers in this room, an interest in Action Research. I take 

Action Research as a divergent way to do research, guided by at least three ideas: 1) the idea that 

unlocking the agency of actors is the key means to achieve emancipation (both at the micro social 

level and at societal level) plus that 2) such unlocking can be achieved right within the research 

process itself, and 3) that the Action Research unlocking experiment/innovation can inspire new 



courses of action in society beyond the immediate research context. Action Research thus includes 

itself a political dimension, namely to provide ammunition for self-emancipation. Especially the 

second idea is interesting because it takes actors not simply as they are at a particular moment in 

time, but as persons (or groups) evolving to more conscious agents in processes of change. In this 

way it realises one of the classical, but often forgotten, ambitions of classical Critical Theory, namely 

that Social Science should not just investigate the existing reality but also the ‘possible’. 

My question at this point is: Can one do Action Research when doing research in Intellectual History? 

Clearly, we cannot engage people long dead into an Action Research setting; we cannot unlock their 

agency. But on the other hand you may agree that very interesting and inspiring intellectuals in 

history are far ‘too much dead’, so to say. We seldom get a feel of the remarkable agency they have 

shown in their context and we hardly benefit today from their inspiring ideas. We can do much more 

to make them into inspirational ‘ammunition’ for our visions and actions today. That deficit counts 

especially for historical intellectuals in Africa, but to some degree also in Asia. I am eager to ‘preach’ 

to you on what I see as defects of emancipatory discourses today that cause this neglect of historical 

intellectual heroes, but I will leave that to the end.  

First I have to give you at least a feel of the ‘hidden treasures’ in intellectual history that I think can 

provide ammunition for alternative visions. These treasures are today hidden behind all the attention 

to nationalist political heroes that achieved independence in the form of modern nation-states: the 

Sun Yat Sens, Nkrumahs, Nassers, Lenins, Ataturks and Nyereres of the world. These were politically 

hugely important leaders, but intellectually nationalism is a quite empty story, as Ben Anderson 

already observed. In addition, these twentieth century political leaders were all di-hard modernists 

and also mostly in terms of personal and family background poorly rooted in the rich intellectual and 

cultural history of their own people. For instance, it is a curious irony that the well-known cultural 

revival agendas in the late 1970s, like Nyerere’s Ujamaa or Nkrumah’s Consciencism, were not 

concretely building upon indigenous institutions but in fact did all they could to break the power of 

indigenous kings and chiefs to achieve hegemony of their modern, centralised state-party. 

So I propose to hark back to intellectuals operating at a time before national liberation was on the 

agenda, so a situation where indigenous systems were operational, but the violent overwhelming of 

their cultural and political systems by European powers was looming. The long nineteenth century 

was one where all over the world centuries or even millennia old systems were going down under 

the onslaught of aggressive European nation-states and the forced inclusion into the emerging 

capitalist world system. China suffered a long chain of humiliating defeats from the opium wars up to 

the 1911 republican revolution and the occupation by Japan. Similarly, the once huge and wealthy 

Ottoman empire and the whole Muslim world shrank and crumbled, India became a powerless victim 

of British intrusions, the Sokoto and Ashanti empires were under threat etc. etc..  

The standard story about intellectual development in these endangered political/cultural worlds is 

that there were ‘conservatives’ who stubbornly continued believing in their own cultural superiority, 

and ‘westernisers’ who wanted to replace their system with that of the West – the ‘Black 

Englishmen’, the ‘westernised elite’. But when you really take the trouble of reading the works of 

intellectuals in those days a much more interesting picture emerges, because there was a third 

approach, namely that of ‘modernisation-from-indigenous-roots’. It was a highly creative time 

intellectually because such intellectuals, in China, Muslim, Africa and other areas, greatly believed in 

the essential superiority (even universal value) of their own traditions but saw the acute danger of 

being overpowered by technologically and militarily advanced but otherwise barbaric European 

nation-states. Their response was to call for a radical renewal of their own traditions in order to be 

able to compete in the Darwinian international world. So these were internal reformers taking good 

note of the emerging power of Europe; they were not simple western-style modernisers.  



For instance, the father of the radical cultural renewal movement in China in the 1890s, Kang Yowei 

has been called ‘the Martin Luther of China’ and developed a new and radical rereading of Confucius, 

now not as the philosopher of conservative obedience, but as the critical and wise innovator-sage. 

His famous pupil Liang Qichao 

 

saw the basis of the power of Europe not just in technology, science or military power, but more 

fundamentally in the link between political leadership and people, together forming a civic ‘nation’ 

that could act collectively and effectively in war, administration and technological innovation. In 

Liang’s view the Chinese system had degenerated into an all-powerful emperor versus a totally 

neglected, uneducated and unorganised population, like ‘loose sand’ as we say in Dutch. Thus Liang 

tried to creatively rethink the basic parameters of the Chinese order: the emperor, the sage, the 

literati, and the people in order to design a vision of a specifically Chinese constitutional monarchy 

based upon constitutionalism and ‘public spirit’. Liang developed a kind of Civil Society conception of 

a reconfigured Chinese system. Note that this is still highly relevant today where the Chinese are torn 

between extreme self-centred careerism and imposed nationalist collectivism, whereas a public-

spirited civil society is slow to develop or even suppressed. One could say: “Xi Jinping read Liang 

Qichao if you want to make China strong!” 

Similar discourses on cultural and political radical internal reform can be found in the Muslim world 

where the Ottoman empire was the greatest, but highly threatened, force in the nineteenth century. 

There was a central dilemma for reformers: will Pan-Islamism make us strong again or should we 

become diehard nationalists and create ethnically cohesive separate nation-states. Ziya Gökalp, like 

Liang Qichao, saw that a strong nation was a requirement for survival in the world of his days, but he 

also saw the dangers of forcing a mono-ethnic Turkish nation upon the multicultural Ottoman world. 

 

So he reflected deeply upon issues of community, culture and religion and developed a highly 

original idea of a Turkish nation built upon a hybrid and dynamic ‘societal culture’. Again, one could 

say today: “Erdogan, read Gökalp and do not see minorities automatically as a threat to a strong 

Turkish nation!”  

Interestingly between the 1860s and the early twentieth century such modernisation-from-

indigenous-roots was also on the agenda in West Africa, and even more interesting: as far as I can 

see from the Gold Coast discussions between 1860 and 1910, these came decades earlier and were 

in some respects more advanced than in the big empires in other parts of the world. But this African 

intellectual production is largely unknown or misrepresented by later generations and by historians 

up to today, who depict the key intellectuals as Westernisers simply importing European 

Enlightenment ideas, a ‘broker class’ that takes benefits from being an intermediary for the colonial 



administration and Christian mission. The Nigerian historian Anyanwu even spoke of ‘deserters of the 

fatherland’.  

But if you take the trouble to actually read their books, newspaper articles, and speeches, and if you 

really try to reconstruct their cultural and political agendas, then a highly interesting African 

intellectual production appears. Modernity was not brought to Africa by the colonials, there were 

interesting initiatives of kings and intellectuals for ‘modernisation-from-indigenous-roots – trying to 

build in a very concrete way upon renovated indigenous institutions and conceptions. Yes, it all failed 

in Africa, or was supressed at an early stage, but all over the world these ‘internal reformers’ lost: in 

China the 1911 republican revolution of the diehard modernists landed the country in civil war 

(exactly what Liang Qichao had feared), the Turkish revolution created an ethnic Turkish nation (what 

Gökalp was against). Maybe one can say that only in Japan, through the Meiji restauration of 1867, a 

self-styled modernisation was successful. 

 

J.E. Casely Hayford (1866-1930) 

For Africa, I studied especially the Gold Coast intellectuals and movements between the 1860s (when 

colonial power was not yet established) and the early 1900s. There are a range of interesting 

examples in the Gold Coast, but I present here just one case that I studied in detail: the Fanti 

Confederation, an initiative to federate kingdoms in the Gold Coast between 1868 and 1874 to resist 

both the intrusion of the British and of the powerful Ashanti empire to the north. Careful reading of 

the primary texts and analysing the politics at the time shows two remarkable things. First, the 

progressive Fanti Confederation policy aims were not authored by a few westernised elites but were 

fully part of  Gold Coast politics led by the kings and their entourage. The ‘educated elite’ were at 

that time not at all a separate force, divorced from this indigenous politics. Firstly, the intellectuals 

published detailed factual studies of Akan systems of governance upon which to rebuild a Gold Coast 

future. Secondly - an almost totally neglected fact – a study of their family histories show that all the 

major ‘educated’ actors derived from royal households or households of key indigenous office 

holders such as that of the central figure in indigenous politics, the ‘linguist’ / ‘Kiiame’. (In fact the 

divide between an urban, educated elite and the kings and chiefs developed only later, mainly 

because the British effectively co-opted the kings in the framework of ‘indirect rule’ and at the same 

time actively marginalised the educated ‘troublemakers’).  

 



My second remarkable finding is the freshness and innovative character of thought about 

governance and society in the framework of the Fanti Confederacy. In fact, the constitution of the 

Confederation of 1871 was at key points more innovative than political discourses in Europe in those 

days. It stipulated e.g. a state-organised national school system and obligatory school attendance for 

all between 8 and 14 years, including girls education; it also advocated a leading role of government 

in economic and infrastructural development, and stipulated that leaders should be elected. This 

cannot have been copying from Europe because no constitution proposal in Europe included such 

points and obligatory schooling under a national schooling system was hardly on the agenda 

anywhere in Europe! As the Nigerian scholar Olufemi Taiwo also argues: modernisation was not 

brought to Africa by colonialism, there was indigenous modernisation – but it was effectively 

suppressed. Even today the agenda of the modernising from indigenous roots, of harnessing and 

innovating institutional forms of collaboration, can be of interest, if only to avoid to return, every 

time again, to the Big Man politics and neo-patrimonial networking that we see today. An example of 

such ‘alternative thinking’ can be an analysis by our contemporary Ghanaian philosopher Kwasi 

Wiredu who analysed the value of ‘consensus’ as a regulative norm central to the Akan idea of good 

politics. He sophistically argued that, as a background ideal for political communication, such a value 

is in fact a prerequisite for democratic processes anywhere, if politics is not to be reduced to a simple 

fight for dominance. 

I now return, finally, to the question how we can explain how this imaginative ammunition provided 

by historic intellectuals is forgotten – i.e. explain why these historic intellectuals are ‘too much dead’ 

today. A first reason could be that political scientists and historian dominate in historiography. Even 

the massive, seven-volume UNESCO General History of Africa with its explicit aim of taking an African 

view at African history mentions some of the greatest intellectuals of the 19 C such as E.W. Blyden 

and John Mensah Sarbah only in passing or in a few footnotes. Just a few months ago a new book 

was published: African Political Thought, by Stephen Chan. It 

covers all political thought before 1900 with a two-page 

sketch of Edward Wilmot Blyden. What a disappointment! In 

just twenty minutes I collected from my bookshelves and 

those from the library almost 4.8 Kg or 7.000 cubic 

centimetres of highly interesting primary texts by nineteenth 

century political thinkers from the English-influenced West 

African coastal regions. What about the French writing part, 

the Arabic, East and Southern Africa, oral traditions, earlier 

ages? The most interesting and inspiring intellectual resources continue to remain invisible! 

A second reason for neglect of interesting intellectuals is the unrelenting popularity of culturalistic 

stereotyping in the form of contrasting “the West”, with “Africa”, “Asian Values”, “the Chinese way 

of thinking” etc. etc. All this stereotyping ignores the remarkable and creative intellectuals, artists 

and musicians everywhere that go against the grain of their time and society, from Lao Tse to Omar 

Khayyam, from Hountondji to Jimmy Ssentongo. It suggests statics where there is dynamics; it 

suggests unanimity where there is diversity. Even worse: when repeating these generalising 

stereotypes in terms of ‘cultures’ (or ‘races’) one uses exactly the discourse and basic oppositions 

that the European colonials introduced to divide up humanity and ’prove’ their own superiority. 

Today this colonial Apartheid view of humanity is highly popular and recycled, also by many non-

Europeans, in claims that Indians are spiritualistic, East Asians pathological hard working and 

submissive to authority, and Africans essentially communal, ‘notoriously religious’, sharing an 

Ubuntu value system etc. Even worse again, today we see a revival of an American style race-thinking 

in terms of ‘white’ and ‘black’. Of course, our new style European racist parties welcome such talk, it 

revives their old discourse of dividing up the world in different ‘races’: “if they can speak for the black 

 



‘race’, then we can also do so for the white” – and history proves that they are the best in politicising 

race. 

To end I return to my initial question: Can we do Action Research in intellectual history? Well, it can 

at least be a guide. I would argue that the Action Research aims of tracking, tracing, unlocking and 

unblocking of agency should all be on the agenda in doing Intellectual History. First of all there is the 

task of ‘Tracking’ the relevant historical intellectual innovators and movements that can inspire us 

today. Such tracking, if conducted for all parts of the world is itself a massive research agenda. Then, 

it is not sufficient to take the usual one-page simple snap shots of historic intellectuals (as if we can 

fill out a small questionnaire to list their views); we should make an effort to ‘Trace’ their developing 

agency, their changing views, their contradictions, pitfalls, and their politics. Finally: we should assess 

their agency-unlocking potential and take them as sparring partners and learn from their successes 

and failures. And hopefully this will contribute to ‘Unblocking’ emancipatory agendas that today 

continue to be imprisoned in cheap ideologies, celebrating victimhood, and in the endless recycling 

of colonial cultural or racial stereotypes so popular in both public media and in academia.  


