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The contribution of Achille Mbembe to the multi-disciplinary
study of Africa’

Gerard Ralphs

Introduction

The Centre for African Studies at the UniversityGz#pe Town is the site from which

| write. This is significant in that it is one dfe few scholarly spaces at the University
in which research of a multi-disciplinary natureeiscouraged and supported. It is also
of significance in the light of the core missiontbe Centre, which espouses, both
rhetorically and in its pedagogy, a commitmenthe intellectual interrogation and
critique of the “long-standing and continuing doamece of Western models and
discourses® The subject of this essay, the contribution of ikehVibembe to the
multi-disciplinary study of Africa, is guided by @hlocus of one of the Centre’s
postgraduate semester courses: Problematisingttioly 8f Africa: Interrogating the
Disciplines. The particular emphasis, in this ceuis on questions of paradigm and
position, which are framed in the context of adfetneta-level discussions about the
study of Africa — both historically and in its cemiporary forms. In class discussions,
that is, this problematic is expressed and cordesteough two central questions.
First, within what metaphoric ‘boxes’ (taken to meatellectual paradigms) has and,
indeed, is the study of Africa located? And secdmaly, in the light of the first
guestion, can researchers in and of Africa — grhtitat the (disciplinary) geometries
of the existing boxes have been or are violentnept in their representations and
approaches to Africa — ‘cut’ the boxes open or duilew boxes? The core
“reasoning® that | wish to articulate in this paper is that, respect of critical
multidisciplinary research in and of the Africanspmlony, an understanding of
Achille Mbembe’s growing body of work is vital imsuring that the paradigm of
Africa’s victimhood is indeed dismantled and diggd, rather than its scaffolding
upheld and its discursive structures replicated.

| understand two of Mbembe’s recent wo®a the postcolony2001) and his essay
“African Modes of Self-Writing” (2002) to be centravorks in thinking through
Mbembe’s core theoretical and methodological cbatrons to the multi-disciplinary
study of the Africd His approach to the hermeneutics of subjectivitst Eime thus
constitutes the primary focus of this essay. Inipalar, | ask: what does it mean for
students and scholars of African cultural, econoamd political life, as Mbembe
asserts, to interpret “subjectivity as timeFow does Mbembe formulate and develop
this idea, which acts effectively to challenge #tedent’s and scholar’s relation to
Africa; importantly, across a range of disciplinggrspectives?

A number of critiques and commentaries of both wake of course vital in pointing
out potential oversights and lapses in Mbembe’sribations and positions. | wish,
therefore, in the latter part of the essay, torrefesome of these responses to his work
in addition to my discussion and analyses of the werks in question. By way of an
overall structure, the exegesis that proceeds imatedyl examines the nature of the
intellectual paradigms that Mbembe theorisgminst in developing the particular
methodological framework he employs in thinking otigh the problematics of
contemporary postcolonial life in Africa. Followingn directly from the first, the
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second section is an attempt to map out the coatebnof Mbembe’s methodological
approach as this is articulated in b@h the postcolongnd “African Modes of Self-
Writing.”® The third section of this essay focuses on theamses to Mbembe’s
article “African Modes of Self-Writing” from withirthe journalPublic Cultureand
from without; as well as Ato Quayson’s thoughtfakponse t®n the postcolony
“Breaches in the CommonplacéThe fourth and final section of the essay addeesse
the following question: what is the core theordtaad methodological contribution
of Achille Mbembe to the multi-disciplinary study Africa?

Building the box

AFRICA THEN mrﬁsrmuu NowW W

Consider the cartoon (above) sketched by Southcairicartoonist Zapiro that was
first published in th&Sowetarin 1998° In this cartoon two almost identical scenarios
are presented to its viewer. The first, ‘Africa Thliedescribes the nature of the
relation between the imperialist and the slave ntlaster and the bondsman, in a time
past. The second, ‘Africa Now,’ is located templyrah the present but appears to
describe the same relationship of domination, alfaéing a different shape. ‘Africa
Then’ is thus equated with ‘Africa Now,” in thisrt@on, as if nothing — except the
metaphorics of the shackle and the clothing an@éssaries of the antagonists — has
altered. Africa, we come to conclude from a curggiance, has remained unmoved in
its relation to the West.

What interests me most in this illustration, howeve not its racial politics (as much
as that may warrant a commentary in and of itsetj;the politics of neo-imperialism
— slavery or Africa’s financial debts to the Wdstit rather, the fact of thiglindness
of the West to Africa’s physiognomy: his lips, lears and his nose; his rudimentary,
tattered clothing and ways in which they come 81 om his muscular body; his angry
eyes and the lines which lie beneath them; anchsalboth frames the West holds
and controls the body of Africa, he negotiates bayains with Africa’s presence in
the world, as if Africa were not able to do so hatfisas if Africa were not a human
being at all Africa is, thus, not only reduced from the huniemng he is to the mere
condition of an enchained, an enslaved animalaath®He is reduced to a graver set
of conditions, which, on the one hand, is the cboowliof a non-human being in his
own eyes; and on the other hand, the conditionterfal darkness and blackness — of
“nothingness®™ — in the eyes of the West. The future we imagirié we think in
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Zapiro’s trajectory of a third frame entitled ‘Ada’s in 50 Years’ — does not look
particularly different, colourful, or bright.

Zapiro’s ‘Africa Then, Africa Now’ cartoon is insictive for two reasons. First,
because it speaks both cleverly and laconically the way that a well-humoured and
provocative politico-historical cartoon ought to doto the nature of the reality it
undertakes to represent. And second, becausdeattsetritically on the complicated
nature of a relationship — which is one of the,ndt the central relationship
postcolonial theory (as a diverse body of ideasstatéments, a discursive formation
in itself) undertakes to deconstruct, denature, aeddesign — which is the
relationship between “the West and the R&Stri these two ways Zapiro’s cartoon is
both intelligent and incisive in its reflections tre relationships between Africa and
the West. However, Zapiro’'s image also sets upsnal terms (and perhaps therefore
with more accuracy and precision) the nature of itftellectual paradigm Achille
Mbembe undertakes to critique and to ultimatelyassemble, as it is figured in the
“discourse of our times'® In other words, by placing Africa and thereforeigdins at
the mere whims of the West, by writing Africansthe (angry) victims in the dual
games of racial colonialism and global capitali@spectively, Zapiro denies Africans
— as human beings first and foremost — their stibjges, their desires and
imaginations and, perhaps most importantly, thentities. To use an important and
recurring trope deeply embedded in imagery of Mbe&mbwork, Zapiro writes
African “history as sorcery™*

The obvious response to this critique of Zapirthet Africa is indeed entangled in a
web of relations of subjection to the West. As aulg it is problematical, if not
impossible, to talk of such African agency andlsaiid, not least in the light of the
violence of slavery, colonialism, and apartheidj #meir systemic manifestations and
vicissitudes that play out in the present. | woliké to take up this critique later in
this essay in my discussion of some of the respotss®bembe’s work. Suffice it to
say that the question dow exactly to comprehend and tackle African ‘problems
poverty, war, environmental change, and the likemains a blind spot in Mbembe’s
writing: a murky, politicised space into which heems to prefer not to gesture too far
or too deep. If we were to begin to build the bbrwever, the paradigm against
which Mbembe begins to write Africa into the worlde might begin by connecting
the sides with a “nativist® conception of African history — of Africa and Addns
“lamenting the loss of purity® because of the West's invasion into its lands.

Faced with malaise resulting from the encountewbeh the West and the
indigenous worlds, nativism proposes a return atological and mythical
“Africanness” in which the African subject might @n again say “I” and
express him- or herself in his or her own ndrhe.

The roof and the floor of the box, if we are to twone along this process of
construction according to the architecture of Mbemivould be constituted by an
“Afro-radicalist™® view of Africa’s history. Rooted in Marxist politl economy, the
philosophy of nationalism, and struggles for naglcsutonomy, the Afro-radicals are
those imaginary figures in Zapiro’s cartoon whoseppse is to break the chains of
Africa’s subjection with the West’'s gun, or withetiWest’s clipboard; in short, with
the physical and intellectual tools of the Weste TAfro-radicals are those figures
whose “revolutionary politics® speak the language of the West about Africa, but
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whose discourse, in the very act of its utterancgdjcate the West's domination. In
present discourse, they are those whose reflecion#\frica might indeed have
originated from within or from outside of the corgnt itself, but which never-the-less
falls into what Mbembe calls an “instrumentalistrgsigm.” The instrumentalist

paradigm, figured most prominently in the discipbnof economics and political
science, is “too reductionist to throw intelligibleght on fundamental problems
touching on the nature of social reality in Afrid. The instrumentalist paradigm is
increasingly characterised by and concerned withthemaatical and statistical
abstractions — growth percentages, GDP figures,tladsini co-efficient, and then,
the peculiar hypotheses and conclusions derivedrasult — than it is about Africa in
its lived realities.

Mbembe does indeed acknowledge his debt to Westseral and critical theory.
This, | think, is the starting point of a potentiaitique that may be elsewhere
formulated against Mbembe’s conceptualisation @& &fro-radicalist position in
“African Modes of Self-Writing.” For example, “Thaesthetics of Vulgarity”, first
published as “Provisional Notes on the Postcolony’1992, employs Mikhalil
Bakhtin’s notion of the carnivalesque to exploreuss of power, the body, and
subjectivity in Cameroof? However, as Mbembe argues, we cannot approach the
historicity of African societies without taking ammt of Africa’s profound
connections to Europe, as initiated from the fiftbecentury onwards.

[D]ealing with African societies’ “historicity” regjres more than simply giving
an account of what occurs on the continent itsetha interface between the
working of internal forces and the working of imtational actors. It also
presupposes a critical delving into Western historgt the theories that claim to
interpret it2®

At this stage the box stands complete. The natmet shape of its four sides
(nativism), its roof and bottom (Afro-radicalisngct in unison to fold neatly around
its contents: the tumultuous African past and pres€he question is: what of the
African future?

In order to begin the box’s dismantling, | undemstathe heart of Mbembe’s
intellectual project to be a search for a metaaise, other than those which
structure present reflections on Africa (nativiafyo-radicalist), from which Africa
might begin to write itself into the world, from wh Africa might begin to recover
its pasts and therefore its futures. For Mbembe thieta-narrative would be
analogous to a German transcendentalism, whiclontfiLuther to Heidegger”
expressed “the will to transgress the boundary eéetwthe human and the diviré.”
Or, indeed, a “Jewish Messianism, which, combindegire and dream, confronted
almost without mediation the problem of the absolamd its promises, pursuing the
latter to its most extreme consequences in tragedydespair, while at the same time
treating the uniqueness of Jewish suffering asesiaat the risk of making it tabo8>”
The nativist and Afro-radicalist understandings tbé African past and present,
Mbembe asserts, have prevented the “full developwieronceptions that might have
explained the meaning of the African past and miebg reference to the futuré®
They have lead reflections on Africa into a “dead.&’ As such, Mbembe posits the
idea of interpreting time as subjectivity the postcolonyand the notion of identity
self-fashioning, as a means to explore the themaiica new meta-narrative of
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contemporary African postcolonial life, which woub@ able to come to terms with
Africa’s violence and suffering, which would be alib “situate human misfortune
and wrongdoing in a singular theoretical framewtfk.

Time as subjectivity in the postcolony

A pendulum-like motion is the action from which Mbke compels us to understand
and interpret the nature of time in the postcoloimythis conception of time the
present is constantly in the process of becominf) biwe past and the future: it is
dynamic; the present is ‘moving’; it is swingingtbdorward and backward at the
pace of time. For example, Mbembe writes of “tinmetbe move,” “emerging time,”
“time of existence and experiericghis time that is appearing, this passing tithe.
For Mbembe the new hermeneutics of time in the qubshy — “time of
entanglement” — must discard “conventional view$’time because “these only
perceive time as current that carries individuald societies from a background to a
foreground, with the future emerging necessariyrfithe past3® He writes:

Social theory has failed to account fiome as lived not synchronically or
diachronically, but in its multiplicity and simuhaities, its presences and
absences, beyond the categories of permanenceéhandgecbeloved of so many
historians®*

Three ideas are important in further augmenting itiea of time as emerging. First,
time in the postcolony is not only swinging. Itakso entangled. (Time is now oddly
shaped). It becomes problematic therefore to spéatime as series, sincémes
intersect, mingle, and overlap. Time in the postoyg] Mbembe writes, is “an
interlocking of presents, pasts, and futures, ta&tin their depths of other presents,
pasts, and futures®Second, time is bound to history and its actarshé postcolony
these categories of experience work as a compléxisturbances, of a bundle of
unforeseen events, of more or less regular fluictngatand oscillations® which are
an indication that the postcolony is as rationat aimprovised (see “The Aesthetics
of Vulgarity”). For Mbembe the vicissitudes of lasf in the postcolony, the ways in
which the past plays out in the present, are netyd signs that the postcolony is
completely disordered, although they may be. Thirde in the postcolony is not the
modular time so-called Western modernity. In all @6 connections and
disconnections to the West, it is its own time.

African social formations are not necessarily cagiey toward a single point,
trend or, cycle. They harbor the possibility of @rigty of trajectories neither
convergent nor divergent but interlocked, paradalXit

The link between time and the socio-historicalitgalf the postcolony — the age, the
durée the epoch within which the postcolony exists tsdgured in the relationship

between what Mbembe ternemitanglemenand displacementEntanglement relates
directly to the notion of time as | have describédabove. The condition of

displacement refers to the position of the subjed¢he African — in postcolonial

society and his or her experience of entangled .tiMbembe explains that in

theorising this relationship he began by thinkifghe way in which entanglement
and displacement were, in fact, two sides of tmeeseoin.
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| started from the idea that there is a close pgbihical relation between
temporality and subjectivity — that, in some wageaan envisage subjectivity
itself as temporality. The intuition behind thisawas that, for each time and
each age, there exists something distinctive amicpkar — or, to use the term,
a “spirit” (Zeitgeis}). These distinctive and particular things are ttuted by
set of material practices, signs, figures, sugess, images, and fictions that,
because they are available to the individuals’ imaigpn and intelligence and
actually experienced, form what might be callechjaages of life 3

For Mbembe, the ways in which Africans write thekperience of the postcolony
through these languages of life are precisely tlayswin which Africans create
meaning for themselves in the world. In this disive sense Mbembe challenges
nativist and Afro-radical models of African selfituing. This challenge is given
substance when Mbembe asserts that “the Africajesuls like any other human
being: he or she engagesneaningful act$*® In this vein, Mbembe sees the creation
of meaning as constituted through both the praaickanguage and through bodily
practices; the latter, which include reflexive piees like “doing, seeing, hearing,
tasting, feeling, and touching”™

Methodologically-speaking, the importance of untlerding and interpreting
subjectivity as time in the postcolony is as followlf we are to challenge the
discourse of victimhood, the single episteme thapth historically and
contemporaneously, seems to characterise Africa/dridans® if we are to write
Africa into the world on its own terms, as a “uoftanalysis,®® then it is crucial that
Africans are seen as human beings like other hulmeings, who experience
subjecthood and personhood, and who are autonomotiseir dealings with the
world. This condition of a common humanity and ffem, then, is the starting point
for thinking through the kinds of actions, gestumesvements, flows, and vibrations
that constitute the African subject in local-glolsplace-time; that is, the time of the
postcolony. As Mbembe writes:

In Africa today the subject whaccomplishes the agand validates it, who lives
and espouses his/her contemporaneousness — thalhas,is “distinctive” or
“particular” to his/her present real world — isstira subject who has an
experienceof “living in the concrete world.” She/he is a gedi of experience
and a validating subject, not only in the sensd #f@/he is a conscious
existence or has a perceptive consciousness ofsthibut to the extent that
his/her “living in the concrete world” involves, és evaluated by, his/her eyes,
ears, mouth — in short, his/her flesh, his/her 58dy

The methodological ‘tool’ — that is, the word, tldea, the notion — Mbembe enacts to
articulate the African subjects experience in afthe world he calls “self-styling**
This can be explained as follows: in order to camderms with the fluidity, the
multiplicity, the simultaneity, of identities in Ata, its students and scholars need to
examine the manners in which Africans fashion afdshion (write) their modes of
self in relation to their life worlds. A nativistgject to recover any essential African
identity is “doomed” Mbembe writes, because “thadiwe live in is fundamentally
fractured.** Moreover, the instrumentalist paradigm “is too uetibnist to throw
intelligible light on fundamental problems touchiag the nature of social reality in
Africa.”® Thus, it is “[o]nly the disparate, and often irscting, practices through
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which Africansstylizetheir conduct and life can account for the thideef which
the African present is madé&*

An uncanny breach in the commonplaces of thought*®

The critiques of both “African Modes of Self-Wrigh and On the postcolonyre
varied, complex, and originate and are developethfa range of perspectives. In
terms of a potential line of investigation, therefd chose to read as thoughtfully and
strategically as possible. That is, rather thamnl fea those responses addressing, for
example, the empirical, structural, or stylistierakbnts of the works, | searched for
those responses which dealt directly with Mbembegésadigmatic positiorand
methodological approach to the study of the Afripaist and present. What follows,
then, is an attempt to map out some of the criscqued commentaries of his work as
they relate to the focus of this essay.

If Mbembe undertakes to point out the weaknesdesramt in the two meta-narratives
that have led reflections about Africa into a “desndl,” Francois Verges’ “The Power
of Words” argues that this very line of attack isv@akness in and of itself. What is
needed, Verges suggests, is a kind of genealogivaktigation of precisely why

nativism and Afro-radicalism have and continue dorg such explanatory weight as
discursive formations in African analyses. Accogdito Verges, this genealogical
approach might indeed be instructive in asking andwering a series of critical
guestions, such as:

When did they [nativism and Afro-radicalism] stda capture the African
intellectual imagination? How do they differ frommsar discourses in Asia
and Latin America? Beyond their limits and weakesssvhat do they say about
African imaginaries? Why has political economy spottency in Africa? What
are the intimate connections between political eooyn and nativism in
Africa?*®

To an extent, Dirlik’s critique “Historical Colorliam in Contemporary Perspective”
echoes Verges, when he argues that in finding faittt the assumptions upon which
the Afro-radicalist and nativist narratives are wgrded, Mbembe “bypasses the
question of historicity*” That is, Mbembe does not necessarily account tioe
circumstances...that rendered those assumptionsilpliauand also made it possible
to overlook their limitations and contradictiorf§.1n what appears to be a recurring
critique, Ato Quayson’s “Obverse Denominations:iédt” also takes up the question
of the pervasiveness of interpretations of Africhistory as sorcery, although
Quayson makes the point in a slightly different wayen he asks: “Why does this
explanatory impulse persist in African modes of-s&lting up to the present time?
Are Africans somehow so compulsive in their drearha pure and nativist identity
that they fail to conceptualize the issue in anyentway? Why this obsessiofi%”
Quayson offers his own polemical formulationFhére are no blacks in Afri¢a- to
augment Mbembe’s assertion that, in order for tiseadirse of victimisation to be
displaced, we need to embark on a project of destog new and creative ways of
thinking through the complexities of the Africanspand presenif. He writes:

[W]e must be prepared in our own thought to contetepthe total negation of

whatAfrica means — before we can put it to good use posestavcolonialism,
and —apartheid. And this negation has to be assiedilinto our own thought,
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not as an internalization of absolute victimhoodt &s a productive means by
which we simultaneously let go of and assert oeniities®

Although it was not a commentary published in thecsal edition ofPublic Culture
Godwin Murungu’'s “Mbembe’s “African Modes of Selffng and the Critics in
Public Culture” takes issue with Mbembe’s easy disal of the Afro-radicalist and
nativist positions. Writing from within the polisc of intellectual leadership at
CODESRIA (Council for the Development of Social 8ae Research in Africa),
Murungu ardently defends those whose researchosgtso “change the world, to
address the pressing issues of out timédri this light, Murungu suggests that
Mbembe’s call for a new discourse on Africa ascattited in “African Modes of
Self-Writing” is narcissistic and self-involved. dm, to an extent, skeptical of
Murungu’s response largely because it appears tectdia personal attack at
Mbembe’s leadership style and intellectual intexesdther than present a critique of
the matters at hand in the essay under review. Menvé appears that there is indeed
a point of tension here. A tension which, on the band, speaks to the very real need
to address the social malaise — the turmoil —aktacks Africa from a multiplicity of
directions; and, on the other hand, which speaksh& need for developing a
grounded philosophical mode of thought for Afri¢eatt does not work to further
complicate the malaise, but rather seeks to reihdetvable.

At an ethical level of analysis, Candice VoglerSotial Imaginary, Ethics, and
Methodological Individualism” is a cutting critiquef “African Modes of Self-
Writing,” as Vogler undertakes to question the vehjlosophical formulation of
subjectivity — an important notion Mbembe emplogsdescribe and conceptualise
new African imaginaries of the self. In particudogler ponders the assumptions
Mbembe uses in his philosophy of subjectivity wiskie suggests that a rejection of
Marxist collectivism in favour of a new African iividualism will not necessarily
entail a shift or an improvement in the collectAfeican situation>® In a similar vein,
Bogumil Jewsiewicki “The Subject in Africa: In Foadt's Footsteps” contests
Mbembe’s formulation of subjectivity as time by airgg that identity be differently
conceptualised — that is, spatially and in relatorthe Other — the latter, the Other,
who is interpreted as “the one whom the subjecteshthe spaces of a village, a city,
a diaspora® Jewsiewicki writes:

Subjectivity must be conceived in terms of its tielaal and transverse
enactment in the world among Others. This relaigngo the Other is
indispensable for theorizing the enunciation angeeence of identity as a
modality of being’”

By way of return to Verges’ response: what | peshfipd most compelling is the
following comment regarding Mbembe’s parting thoisgin “African Modes of Self-
Writing”.

In his conclusion, Mbembe proposes to turn to tthe “‘disparate, and often
intersecting, practices through which Africastglizetheir conduct and life” in
order to grasp something of the “African presetmes, and | may add that no
practices of the self can be understood outsidbeiveb of connections, debts,
filiations, fantasies, practices, and politics aeéhdship, through which the self
constructs his or her sense of existetice
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Kimberly Wedeven Segall's “Postcolonial Performasvof Victimization” takes
issue with Mbembe on the thematics of victimisatiaich the latter is intent on
distancing from interpretations of Africa but whjcBegall argues, has not yet been
exhausted.

What remains unexplained by Achille Mbembe’s diegimo of postcolonial

victimization is the paradigm’s reliance on a coabus dialectic of

interpellation and resistance. How has the languwdgactimization continued

to invade Africa? How has the meaning of the vicsmgnifier changed with

translation and adaptation? How have quotidian antidtic acts resisted this
victim paradigm?

To a degree sociologist Benedetta Jules-Roseti&ts on “African Modes of Self-
Writing” in “Afro-pessimism’s Many Guises” shadov&egall’s position. She contests
Mbembe’s easy dismissal of the Afro-radicalists #mel nativists, as their theory and
praxis manifested at grassroots level in such ayspbf resistance to colonialism and
apartheid as in theégritudemovement, in philosophies of Pan-Africanism, amthie
anti-apartheid struggle. She also critiques Mbembapparent disinterestness in
matters of gender, and the place of women in Afrisaciety, as a “lacun®’in his
approach.

Finally, in his review ofOn the postcolonyAto Quayson views the work as a
“landmark text®® in the field of African postcolonial studies. Inig regard Quayson
placesOn the postcolonyn an emerging ‘canon’ of African scholarship, goming
authors like Manthia Diawara, Kwame Anthony Appiahd Valentin Mudimbe. For
Quayson, On the postcolonyis “an uncanny breach in the commonplaces of
thought®® because, at its very heart, it proposes a negafitme very discourses that
claim to interpret and represent the African “nighte”: in order to begin to displace
them, in order to begin to “transcend the detaflthe nightmare® Overall, the
traces of the critiques and commentaries that eharesented in this section are, |
think, indeed an indication that Mbembe’s projecby no means complete but is, in
fact, a project which is just beginnifig.

Achille Mbembe and the multi-disciplinary study of Africa

| would like to return briefly, in this final secf, to the point of departure from which
this essay began. The Centre for African Studieslggite course, Problematising the
Study of Africa: Interrogating the Disciplines, iotluced course participants to a
secondary literature relating to three disciplitleat have studied Africa: history,
anthropology, and literature. Common to almost dadllthe writing discussed in
relation to these disciplines was a particular emspghon a meta-level critique of the
disciplines’ relation to Africa. One facet of MahotbMamdani’s intellectual project
in Citizen and Subjed1996), for example, is a challenge to the writofgAfrican
history as a history written by analogy to Euro@éfford and Marcus’s polemical
Writing Culture (1986) introduced course participants to the molatics of
anthropology and its central methodology, nametiinegraphy’® For a discipline
that has been central in defining the West’s retato Africa, the radical critique of
anthropology initiated bWriting Cultureis indeed an important and timely one. The
contest between Ngugi wa Thiong'o and Pius Adesaaraund the place of the
English language in ostensibly African literature,also crucial in developing an
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understanding of the complex and fraught natunelationship between the so-called
epistemologies and ontologies — the languages -+thefWest, and then, those
complicated, hybridised, and creolised forms thatfiwd in Africa®*

The work of Achille Mbembe, | think, may not alwaneflect on the particular issues
at hand within each discipline, as each grappldab ws disciplinary identity in a
world which is increasingly inter-, trans-, or nmdtsciplinary. Nor is his work
especially instructive in bridging the divides beem those disciplinary disputes
which remain a ‘zero-sum game’ — for example, thee Thiong’'o and Adesanmi
debate. These are important issues that remaie tmitested by those who research
and write from within the boundaries of a particulliscipline. Where | understand
Mbembe’s work to be crucial is in the very actlwhking through, at a philosophical
level, the futures of African societies as they emake to negotiate the ills which
have befallen them, as they undertake to make am@ke their identities in spite
thereof. If what Quayson refers to as a “calcifigdcess of thought® continues to
haunt the reflections on Africa’s present — takapgcific form in what Mbembe calls
a “cult of victimization®®- then it is surely imperative to begin to work atieely
against it, “to free ourselve¥"from the paradigmatics of this cult of victimisati As

| understand it this project of liberation is aetleore of the intellectual project
Mbembe propounds: for all disciplines, for all mdiuals that study Africa, for all
Africans, and for all people.

Conclusion

Suppose we were Higagine a third frame in Zapiro’s ‘Africa Then’, fAca Now’
cartoon entitled ‘Africa in 50 years’. What woule lthe relation of Africa to the
West? What would Africa be wearing and how would face appear? Would the
West still hold Africa in his clutches? Or wouldr&fa walk autonomously, neither in
front of, neither behind, but alongside, the Wdst®ould be utopian to think that
Africa could achieve this equal status in such artsperiod of time. It would, of
course, also be utopian to think that Africa midésire to be on an equal footing with
the West, in light of their tenuous historical tedaship. Perhaps it is enough for now
to begin to think of how Africa might begin to diantle the chains which binds him
to the West, by some function of his own geniusstaye act of magic or escapology.

1| would like to extend my gratitude to Professoeida Cooper of the University of Cape Town and
Professor Anthony Bogues of Brown University, wiead and critiqued earlier drafts of this essay. My
sincere thanks are also due to the anonymous rexsent this article from whose comments | have
benefited tremendously. Generous financial assistéor this research was granted by Dr. Nick
Shepherd of the Centre for African Studies (UCTJ dre National Research Foundation, and is hereby
acknowledged. Finally, | would like to thank JoraitShapiro for generously permitting me to use his
‘Africa Then, Africa Now’ cartoon for the purposesthis essay.

2 Centre for African Studies online. See http://waficanstudies.uct.ac.za/. Last accessed on 15
August 2007. | am privileged to have been a stutetite Centre since 2005.

% | am especially grateful to Anthony Bogues for leegting this methodological tool to me during one
of our conversations in the Centre for African $gdin 2006. The notion of a “reasoning” is taken
from a Rastafarian tradition of Reasoning, in whinBmbers of the reasoning — regardless of their
professional positions in society — are understodae equal and thus speak from a position of égual

in relation to others. In opposition to the debathijch pits speakers and their arguments up against
each other, the reasoning allows for positionsecekplicated on the basis of the speaking subject’s
equality with all other speaking subjects. | untird this to be a methodological tool in so faitas
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supports one of the fundamental precepts in th&kwébrMbembe — that of the equality of human
beings in the world.
* See A. MbembeOn the postcolonyUniversity of California Press: Berkeley, 200hda“African
Modes of Self-Writing” inPublic Culture14(1) 2002; 239-273.
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