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    Preliminary

    Abstract

    This book is an interrogation of African studies, its formulations and fetishes, theories and trends, possibilities and pitfalls. As a discursive formation, African studies is, of course, immersed in the contexts and configurations of the western epistemological order.

    « This is a « docu-drama » in book form. It uses both fact and fiction, and mobilizes both the computer and the muse. Paul Tiyambe Zeleza reinterprets the African condition and examines those who study it. Especially fascinating is his scrutiny of Africa’s most dangerous marabouts of the twentieth century - academic Africanists from Western and neo-western universities. Postmodernism and postcoloniality may still be in vogue, but this book inaugurates the new era of post-pessimism. »

    Prof. Ali A. Mazrui, Albert Schweitzer Professor in the Humanities, 
Binghamton University, Binghamton, New York

    « The Manufacturing African Studies and Crises is a provocative and stimulating book written by a brilliant angry mind. It is a challenge to the practice of African Studies and its political significance. The book is important for all Africanists. It will upset you, as it did me, and force you to re-evaluate our work and understand our predicament as students of African cultures and affairs. »

    Prof. V. Y. Mudimbe, William R. Kenan Jr. Professor of French, Comparative Literature & Classics, Stanford University, Stanford, California

    « To the student of Africa, this collection of essays offers irreverent insights of an informed outsider, at a time when the field is in great need of reflection. To some in the « African Studies » establishment, its words may prick like coming from the pen of an inside agitator. If the result has the feel of a bitter medicine, it will be no less therapeutic for those who dare read through it. In short, Zeleza’s book merits diverse audiences and has the potential of triggering a much-needed soul-searching in « African Studies ».

    Prof. Mahmood Mamdani, University of Cape Town, South Africa

    « One of the most comprehensive and effective rebuttals of the way in which Africa has been studied in much of North America and Europe. »

    Prof. Adebayo O. Olukoshi, Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, Uppsala, Sweden

    Illustrator

    Cover designed by Alla Kleekpo


    Preface

    In November 1995, I attended for the first time, within the United States, the Annual Meeting of the African Studies Association held in Orlando, Florida. It was the largest academic conference I had ever been to. I met a lot of old colleagues and friends that I had not seen for many years, put faces to names that I had read in print, and made acquaintance with people who have since become friends. It was an impressive gathering certainly to someone recently moved from Canada where our African studies conference earlier in the year, which I and a colleague had organized at Trent University, was a small, intimate affair of a couple of hundred people or so.

    What left an indelible impression on my mind, however, were not the seminars I attended, or the animated conversations with colleagues late into the night, let alone the fabled tourist attractions of Orlando, but one particular session on « Ghettoizing African Studies? : The Question of Representation in the Study of Africa » It was prompted by Philip D. Curtin’s (1995) piece « Ghettoizing African History », which appeared in the Chronicle of Higher Education in early March, 1995, in which he decried the growing numbers of Africans and African Americans teaching African history in American universities and the consequent « lowering » of scholarly standards.

    The piece ignited furore. I was still in Canada when it appeared, but I recall receiving frantic faxes from friends in the United States and burning the telephone wires with outraged conversations. Its notoriety soon crossed the Atlantic to Africa itself where it was reprinted in the Harare-based Southern African Political Economy Monthly and the Dakar-based Codesria Bulletin together with the vigorous rebuttal from dozens of African and African American historians (Black Historians Response, 1995). The hall where the session was held was packed to capacity. There must have been several hundred people in attendance. The place was palpable with anger, anguish, and anxiety. The speeches, interventions, and exchanges were sharp, sardonic, spiteful. The idea for this book began taking shape.

    A few years before I had published a short story, which opens this book, on the growing antagonisms and gulf between Africans and Africanists in the study of Africa. There were some uncanny similarities between the story, which had been provoked by unpleasant personal and African colleagues’ encounters with some Canadian Africanists, and what was unfolding before my eyes in that heated hall. In the days and weeks that followed the ASA conference the « Curtin debate » continued on the Internet and doubtlessly in myriad phone conversations and personal meetings. I decided to revisit and revise some of the essays I had written on the paradigms and practices in African studies, to unravel the discursive practices and political processes behind the widening chasm. Several friends, especially Thandika Mkandawire and Mamood Mamdani had been urging me to do this for some time. Over the years, first as a graduate student in England and Canada in the late 1970s and early 1980s, and later as a teacher in Jamaica, Kenya, and Canada in the 1980s and 1990s I had become struck by a number of disconcerting tendencies in Africanist scholarship.

    Much of the Africanist literature was self-referential : few paid attention to works by African scholars, at least going by their citations and analytical preoccupations which swung with every fad passing through the western academies. Many seemed anxious to play out Claude Mackay’s poetic indictment of Gertrude Stein : « eternal faddists who exist like vampires on new phenomena » (Echeruo 1996 : 175). Each generation produced its Livingstones who rediscovered Africa through the prevailing epistemological fad. Thus, Africa always appeared as nothing more than a testing site for theories manufactured in the western academies. In the 1960s, modernization was all the rage, then it was dependency theory at the turn of the 1970s, soon followed by modes of production, and since the mid-1980s Africa has been analyzed through the unrelieved gloom of « Afropessimism » or the depoliticized posturings of post-structuralism, post-modernism, post-coloniality, and other post- prisons. Except for a brief moment in the late 1960s and early 1970s when « radical » Africanists were looking for revolutions abroad following the failures of 1968 and read Fanon, Cabral and Nyerere, none of the subsequent theoretical fads were derived from an engagement with African social thought1. Indeed, from the 1980s as the Right gained ascendancy in one western capital after another, and following the end of the Cold War in the 1990s, discussions of African leaders, states, and societies were increasingly saturated with epithets, and there seemed to be a reputational lottery for those who could coin the most demeaning defamations of Africa and its peoples. This was one source of the growing rupture between Africans and Africanists in the study of Africa. Africans did not have the moral luxury of cursing their mothers, or dismissing their children’s future.

    A close reading of western writings on Africa clearly demonstrates that the regimes of representation are suffused with Africa’s implacable « otherness » and pathology. As we come to the end of the twentieth century Africa remains a deeply contested intellectual and ideological terrain; a continent that is perhaps still as misrepresented and misunderstood as it was at the beginning of the century. Ever since Africa’s tragic encounter with Europe in modern times, each generation’s social imaginary of Africa, especially in the outside world, but sometimes within Africa as well, has been dominated by powerful metaphors and images through which Africa is constructed and consumed, its histories and futures confiscated and condemned. To be sure, the stereotypes that structure discourses about Africa mutate, but each mutation carries with it past discursive genes, and the prevailing social rhetoric always sets Africa up against the current conceptions of western modernity. In the days of the slave trade, African « paganism » and « primitivity » condemned millions of Africans to slavery. Later African « backwardness » and « laziness » rationalized colonial conquest and exploitation. After independence « development » became the conduit for neo-colonial interventions. Most recently, « democratization » has been added to the ideological repertoire, with the West presenting itself as Prospero to Africa’s Caliban. Almost invariably, then, Africa is constructed or reconstructed as a representation of the West’s negative image, a discourse that, simultaneously, valorizes and affirms Western superiority and absolves it from its existential and epistemological violence against Africa2. The arrogant mobilization and deployment of this discursive power in recent years in Africanist scholarship has widened the rupture between Africans and Africanists.

    This book, then, is an interrogation of African studies, its formulations and fetishes, theories and trends, possibilities and pitfalls. As a discursive formation, African studies is, of course, immersed in the contexts and configurations of the western epistemological order. The state of flux, some would say crisis, in African Studies in North America and apparently in Britain3, reflects changing cultural politics as a result of the shifting ethnic and gender composition of classrooms, transformations in the global positions of these countries, and the crisis of liberal values, which manifests itself in the academy in the savage wars over curriculum and canon, « multi-culturalism » and « political correctness », and in the wider society in battles over the moral and fiscal boundaries of the welfare state and the politics of identity and entitlement4. This explains why Curtin’s diatribe was received with dismay and indignation by African and African American scholars : here was a renowned and senior Africanist academic joining hands, whether wittingly or unwittingly, with rightwing zealots who argued that affirmative action had gone too far, that it had turned into « reverse discrimination » and should therefore be scrapped. And he was launching his attack on their competence precisely at the moment that Murray and Hernstein’s (1994) book, The Bell Curve, was proclaiming from all the mainstream best-seller lists that Blacks were genetically inferior to the other races. On the continent itself African scholars were perturbed by the analytical and prescriptive collusion between the international financial institutions and many Africanists over structural adjustment programmes, which the Africans attacked for undermining their countries’ economies and their own intellectual production and reproduction. The parallels were too close for comfort.

    These issues must be faced squarely if the study of Africa within the continent and abroad is not to diverge further and if the cultural antagonisms are to be transformed into creative agonisms. The challenges also lie on the African side. As argued in several chapters in this book, African institutions and scholars have not always been tolerant of each other, or welcoming to other African scholars, let alone African Americans. The need for academic democratization and decency, productivity and panAfricanism is compelling, indeed. Above all, there is an imperative case for public intellectual involvement, tethering theoretical paradigms and scholarly activity to actual social forces and struggles, for engagement with the burning questions of the day. African scholars cannot afford the disengaged academic recreations of faddish theorizing others seem to be able to indulge in. Their countries and communities cry out for clear and committed analyses, not the superficial travelogues they often get from foreign fly-by-night academic tourists.

    The book consists of five sections, each a cluster of a set of the epistemological issues that have dominated African studies in the last few decades as filtered through my personal and generational encounters with the field. The analysis is conducted at two levels sometimes in the same chapter or in different chapters within each section. First, it seeks to deconstruct the discursive architecture of African studies in general, and African history, development economics, political science, and literature in particular. Second, it tries to reconstruct alternative narratives, especially of the processes and crises of development and democracy. This double analytical agenda is based on a conviction that deconstruction without reconstruction is a futile intellectual exercise, that if we aspire to be organic intellectuals we must seek not only to expose what is wrong, but also the social forces that could make it right. It also underscores the several meanings in which African studies and crises are manufactured : both are concretely constituted historical processes and socially constructed discursive regimes. And just as crisis in Africa, indeed, in the world political and cultural economies, creates discourses of crisis and crisis of discourses, the latter arouse perceptions and authorize policies that, as with structural adjustment programmes, reinforce the actual crisis. This is to suggest that Africanist discourse is in crisis and sees nothing but crisis crippling its object of study. By Africanist I mean the entire intellectual enterprise of producing knowledge based on a western epistemological order in which both educated Africans and non-Africans are engaged.

    The five chapters in Part One examine the processes and practices of knowledge production in African studies within and outside the continent, while those in Part Two focus on the development of African studies paradigms. Part Three opens up with an examination of the discourse on development, tracing its inauguration and implementation in Africa. This is followed by critiques of neo-classical analyses of the continent’s agrarian and general economic crises of the 1970s and 1980s, and attempts to reconstruct the making of these crises and the emergence of the social forces that sought to unmake them. Part Four focuses on democracy, beginning with a critical assessment of conventional Africanist perspectives, and proceeds to unravel the complex, and sometimes contradictory, visions of freedom and democracy in post-independence African social thought through a reading of African fiction. The last section, Part Five, explores the contributions of African studies to the explosion and disintegration of western « metanarratives » and « metascripts », but argues that discarding Eurocentric systemic perspectives and theories should not take us into the political netherworld of post-modernism with its glib cultural hybridities and rootless subjectivities, and celebrations of ambivalences, uncertainties, and contingencies, for the structural claws of imperialism remain real; indeed, they are more powerful than ever - grabbing and penetrating all available global spaces. Struggles against imperialism and neo-colonialism, therefore, cannot be waged by atomized individuals preoccupied with reinventing their personal identities everyday. The section, and the book, ends up stating the case for re-imagining panAfricanism for the twenty-first century, for constructing transformative panAfricanist paradigms and politics.

    Some of the chapters first appeared in journals or as book chapters. Except for the short stories and a couple of the chapters, the original essays have been extensively rewritten and I am grateful to the editors of the various journals and the publishers for allowing me the privilege to revisit and revise my thoughts. Among the unpublished essays is the current Chapter 23, which has been retained in the form it was first presented at Columbia University in April 1996 as a « commentary » on readings from my fiction. The book begins with a short-story and ends with excerpts from two short-stones, for I think that in the end all we try to do as intellectuals is to tell stories. That is what makes us human, the capacity to imagine. I believe we can imagine an Africa that is different from the one we encounter in many Africanist writings and the western mass media, an Africa that is not a disembodied caricature of dismal economic statistics and distressing political eruptions, but an organic world of human beings in all their bewildering complexity.

    I have shared the ideas and images contained in this book with many friends and colleagues over the years in different countries and under diverse circumstances. In Jamaica I thank Patrick Bryan for welcoming me to my first « real » academic appointment, Swithin Wilmot for being a friend, and the late George Beckford for being an inspiration; in Kenya I will always be grateful to my three « mentors » William Ochieng, Bethwell Ogot, and Kwesi Darkoh for their encouragement when I needed it so badly, and to Tabitha Kanogo for being a thoughtful colleague. In Canada I remember Jane Parpart’s generosity, and at Trent University I cherish the support of Doug McCalla and Joan Sangster, both caring and productive History Department chairs, and to Joan also for the privilege of writing a joint article on academic freedom in Canada in the face of rising rightwing intellectual intolerance; in Champaign to Ezekiel Kalipeni for bringing the sunshine of Malawi to the cornfields of the Mid-West; and to the network of old and new friends and intellectual companions scattered all over the panAfrican map : Ayesha Imam and Amina Mama for deepening my understanding of gender analysis and much else besides; Dickson Eyoh and Alamin Mazrui for being there for political and personal conversations; my Codesria « family » - Thandika Mkandawire, Mamood Mamdani, and Tade Aina for exemplary commitment to African intellectual liberation; Lynette Jackson and Pearl Robinson for shared devotion to panAfricanism; Jack Mapanje in admiration of his fine poetry and for sacrificing so much; Yvonne Vera for the love of literature and her evocative writing; and Tiyanjana Maluwa for nearly thirty years of friendship. And, as always, to my daughter, Natasha Thandile, whose exuberance gives me hope for tomorrow. It is to her and her friends that this book is dedicated : may they create a more humane world for themselves and the future.

    Paul Tiyambe Zeleza Champaign, Illinois.

    

    1  I am using the terms « social thought » in the sense that Amin (1994) uses it to encompass a much broader, liberatory and humanistic system of knowledge formation than implied in the objectivist and scientific pretensions of the term « social science. »

    2  For recent studies on western images of Africa and Africans and constructions of Africa, see Miller, (1985, 1990), Mudimbe (1988, 1994), Hawk (1992), and Pieterse (1995).

    3  The literature on African studies is growing. For earlier comparative studies see Fyfe (1976) and Jewsiewicki and Newbury (1986). For more recent studies of African studies in Britain, see Fage (1989, 1993) and Fyfe (1994); for Canada see Ray (1991); and for the United States see Guyer (1995), Issue : A Journal of Opinion (1995), and West and Martin (forthcoming).

    4  For a succinct summary on cultural politics and international studies in the US academy, see Lee (1995); and see Marable and Mullings (1994) on the effects of changes in the US political economy on African Americans.
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