QUESTZ An African Journal of Philosophy / Revue Africaide Philosophie
Vol. XX, No. 1-2, 2006
special issue on African Feminisms



Editorial note Because of the special nature of this is€Jegsts stan-
dard rubrics QuesTlaboratory’ and ‘Reviews sections’ do not appear i
the present volume XX. In volumes XXI and XXII, hever, these ru-
brics will be amply represented again.



QuEsT: An African Journal of Philosophy / Revue Africaitie Philosophie
XX: 3-4

ISSN 1011-226X

> Quest

An African Journal of Philosophy/
Revue Africaine de Philosophie

Vol. XX, No. 1-2, 2006

special issueon

African feminisms

editor for thisissue: Sanya Osha

general editor: Wim van Binsbergen

Table of Contents

Articles

INTRODUCTION: AFRICAN FEMINISMS,
DY SAnya OSNa .....coieiiiice e 5

THEORIZING AFRICAN FEMINISM(S):
the ‘Colonial’ Question,
DY PINKIE MEKOWE ......cooeeiiiii e et 11

IS GENDER YET ANOTHER COLONIAL PROJECT?
A critique of Oyeronke Oyewumi’s proposal,
by Agnes Atia APUSIJaN........ccoveiiiuiiii e 23

© 2008the author(s)QUEST: An African Journal of Philosophy / Revue Africaitie Philosophie {SSN 1011-226

for reprinting, anthologising, reproduction, sulpg@ns, back issues, submission of articles, amdtibns for authors: http:/iww.quest-journal.net



Table of contents

‘CRAFTING EPICENTRES OF AGENCY’: Sarah
Bartmann and African feminist literary imaginings,

by Pumla DIN€0 GQola..........uuiiiiiiiiiiiiieee e 45
DISCURSIVE CHALLENGES FOR AFRICAN

FEMINISMS,

DY DESIFEE LEWIS ...t eeeemm et e e e e e e e eaanes 77

AFRICAN FEMINISM: RESISTANCE OR
RESENTMENT?,
by ChieloZona EzZe ..........oiiiiiiiiii e 97

THE STATE OF KNOWLEDGE ON SEXUALITY IN
SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA:

A Synthesis of Literature,

by Chi-Chi Undie and Kabwe Benaya ...........commmmeeeveeeiiiiinnnnnnn. 119

PHILOSOPHY AND FIGURES OF THE AFRICAN

FEMALE,
By Sanya OSNa ......cooiiiiicie e 155
Notes on CONtHIDULOrS...........ovoeee e, 205



QuEsT: An African Journal of Philosophy / Revue Africaitie Philosophie
XX: 5-9

Introduction: African Feminisms

by Sanya Osha

Abstract. Introduction: African Feminisms. This volume is underpinned by
the aim of reviewing the various debates, tendenarel discourses that have
marked the trajectories of the area of speciabpatand also the domain of
activity) now known as African feminisms. Most dfet contributors to the

volume are still relatively young but have nonegissl distinguished them-

selves in this particular area of discourse. Initaalg a significant number of

them are literary theorists but the sheer natucedaversity of the field neces-

sitate a multidisciplinary orientation.

Key words:. Africa, feminism, gender, philosophy, post-cokini

This volume is underpinned by the aim of reviewihg various debates,
tendencies and discourses that have marked tleetoaps of the area of
specialization (and also the domain of activitywsnknown as African
feminisms. Most of the contributors to the volunre atill relatively
young but have nonetheless distinguished themsatvdisis particular
area of discourse. In addition, a significant numislethem are literary
theorists but the sheer nature and diversity offitld necessitate a mul-
tidisciplinary orientation.

The field is one that requires different network$ iater-
disciplinary conversation since a common goal snaél scholars and
activists of feminism, namely, thmondition of the female sex. As such,
the disciplinary approaches employed in the essaysis volume draw
liberally from both the social sciences and the anmnes. In philosophi-
cal terms, questions concerning freedom and agaeneyaddressed by
many of the authors in different ways. Psycholdginaights are also
provided for injuries caused by multiple forms aeblence and trauma.
Indeed these readings of gender politics spaniatyaf situations which
the contributors address: sexuality, widowhooderitifty, polygamy etc.
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In a significant way, the volume unravels a consiie part of the si-
lence concerning the ways in which female sexualigt sexuality/ies in
Africa in general can be re-thought. In particulkane has in mind the
contribution of Chi-Chi Undiwe and Kabwe Benaya gfhseeks to ad-
dress a crucial question Molara Ogundipe-Leslieedasoncerning Afri-
can female sexualities. Ogundipe-Leslie Re-creating Ourselves:
African Women and Critical Transformatior{d994) had decried the
absence of discourse on sexualities. Another way pilesent volume
seeks to move beyond the critical impasse thataffmuch of the dis-
course on African feminisms is to applaud the mammevhich Desiree
Lewis reframes the question of African feminismshii the context of
contemporary globalization; this is turn forcestasre-consider the ef-
fects of new levels and dynamics of institutionatian and also the new
structures of power that emanate from them.

Chielozona Eze incorporates many of the concerstsnmentioned
using eastern Nigeria as a primary site of refezehle explores the con-
figuration of gender politics in the works of a ngeneration of Nigerian
female authors such as Lola Shoneyin, Seffi Atth@himamanda Ngozi
Adichie all of whom reside and work in the west.particular, she ex-
plores the feeling ofessentimentin its Nietzschean connotation- in
African forms of discourse and also the somewhablematic status of
African feminism(s). In other words, the discursslgfts in which Afri-
can feminisms travel as a subject of discourse fomhonial moorings
into contemporary times. In many ways, Eze’'s essaigarses and cri-
tigues at the same time, the clichés of victimhofminization, de-
womanization and the politics of indigenity. As paf its conceptual
anchor, the essay foregrounds the work of two pmemnti Nigerian schol-
ars of feminist discourse: Oyeronke Oyewumi andriNKNzeogwu. It
also suggests that African forms of feminism hawae grave shortcom-
Ings. It is averred that the practice of femaleigémmutilation, polyg-
amy, infertility and popular prejudices against &ensexual pleasure
erode the basis of female agency by being tiedbtaoosly anti-modern
notions of collective responsibility. In other werdthe scope for the
exercise of individuality by the female subjecttirese matters is quite
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limited. Pinkie Mekgwe also examines the issueganey and autonomy
together with the possible conceptual flexibilitis&erent in African
feminisms. Furthermore, literary theory serveshasdisciplinary grounds
from which she conducts her explorations.

The paper by Chi-Chi Undiwe and Kabwe Benaya isegfaiscinat-

ing because of its uncommon subject matter withen African context.
They do quite well in reviewing the existing literee on African sexuali-
ties and on that score conclude that the availaleMpoints on the sub-
ject are undergirded by a colonial paradigm. Thep @oint out that the
renewed interest in the question of African sexiealiis informed by the
usual considerations of Malthusian population ghoamd of course the
HIV/Aids epidemic. It is clear, as they rightly @rge, that scientific
research in this particular domain of study id sfilite scanty. In addi-
tion, the literature that exits does not demonstraffficient concern for
issues of eroticism and sexual pleasure. In atiegppo fill this vacuum,
the authors bestow attention on the form of thealenbody, the dilem-
mas of female sexual pleasure and the rare inganaghich the female
genitalia is placed in a position of prominencecuttural terms in some
African societies. In several ways, Undiwe and Banattempt to decon-
struct the prevailing sexual orthodoxies by sugggsother analytical
methods in which this grey region of inquiry candpgproached.
On more familiar grounds, Agnes Apusigah makes se against the
culturalization of gender, the fetishization of mtfity and in short, gen-
eralized essentialization via a re-reading of OgkeoOyewumi’s famous
text, The Invention of Women: Making an African Sensé&/edtern Gen-
der Discourse$1997).

Pumla Gqola’s contribution revisits - if only in ablique way- the
coloniality present in the discourse of sexualyitterrogating the vari-
ous figures of Sarah Bartmann, the unfortunate wowmbo was carried
off to Europe to be displayed naked during thequeof brute imperial-
ism. Employing history and different sites of teadity, Ggola demon-
strates how the struggles for representation argewaaround the
figure(s) of Bartmann, the dilemmas of otherndss,violence of coloni-
alism and the ambiguities of silence involved ia tharious processes of
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subject (de)construction. Ggola’s piece suggesit we have not heard
the last of Bartmann as we can expect to be indoive fresh phase of a
politics of representation within a context of eggowing scientific ac-
tivity and technologization. Sanya Osha’s contiifiutalso addresses the
colonial implications of constructions of the blagkbject; the dynamics
of representation surrounding the black subjedboth anthropological
and philosophical discourses. A recurrent questidhis regard is how is
the female subject constituted in African formst@fttuality? Or rather
what is the fate of the female presence withinrgely male-constituted
archive?

Of all the contributions, Desree Lewis’s essay adses most di-
rectly the neo-liberal co-optation of feminist derda. In this way, her
deliberations assume the broadest global dimens&irestracks the shifts
in emphasis in the meanings of patriarchy and fesmntogether with
other related concepts within the African contextickh are in turn as-
sailed by powerful global economic and institutiofarces. Lewis’s
insights on how to re-read African feminisms agathe wave of con-
temporary globalization are most instructive. Iraiéee concerns of a
post-feminist North are usually markedly differdndbm those of the
regions in the South. Finally, the professional@abf knowledge in the
domain of women’s studies in the North and the sf@mation of the
cultural capital derived from them under a postmodéetoric are quite
glaring just as new forms of global injustice thanhtinue to proliferate.

Quite a number of the essays in this volume apprtfae discourse
of African feminisms rather directly, that is, &afas been conventionally
approached. However, there are a few noteworthptpamf departure.
For instance, in addition to engaging the evergamespectre of colonial-
ism, Gqola’s essay unveils several complicitiesveen textuality, the
collective memory and the politics of representatidartmann’s figure is
not simply one that is frozen within a lost coldmpast. This is borne out
by the fact that her remains were recently brodmguk from Europe to
South Africa for re-burial. The journey back iswhe which is strictly
physical, it is indeed far more telling than thewament suggests. It
involves a re-constitution of history, a contestatibetween different



Introduction: African feminisms

forms and contexts of textuality and finally, aamlering of collective
memory. In other words, it represents many con@stuifts from a hazy
colonial past into more palpable textual forms & as forms of popular
consciousness where the struggles for represemtatioe a more imme-
diate impact.
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Theorizing African Feminism(s)

the ‘Colonial’ Question

by Pinkie Mekgwe

Abstract. Theorizing African Feminism(s): the ‘Colonial’ Quedion. This
paper has arisen from a recognition that whiledéneelopment of African Lit-
erature over the past four decades presents @se#in overt exercise in de-
colonization, adopting as it does an anti-colonatti-'father’ stance, the
development of African feminism becomes propelledards being anti-
Western feminism. This is manifested in an apprdael while it seeks dif-
ference from the West, is anti-’difference’; whaati-gender-separatism and
pro-male, yet seeks female agency and autonony.this fluid character of
African feminism that this paper seeks to expldiee paper sets out to dem-
onstrate the impact that ‘Africanity’ and the dewokation project has had in
shaping debates on African feminism firstly, byHlighting the intricate rela-
tionship enjoyed by postcolonialism and feminismAinican literature. | then
link this relationship to the paradoxical, oftentawalent stance that theories
of African feminism have adopted over time, resigtin an apparent stasis in
theorizing African Feminism. Such stasis, as | Isagjue, emanates from the
‘double bind’ lent to the meaning of ‘Africa’ agt to the colonial experience.

Key words. Africa, feminism, gender, philosophy, post-cokini

Colonialism returns at the moment of its disappearsd

Introduction

This paper has arisen from a recognition that wtike development of
African Literature over the past four decades prsséself as an overt

! Anne McClintock, ‘The Angel of Progress’, in: Hekr Williams and Laura Chris-
man, eds.Colonial Discourse and Postcolonial Theofilew York and London:
Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993) p. 293.
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exercise in decolonization, adopting as it doesaat-colonial, anti-
'father’ stance, the development of African femmi®ecomes propelled
towards being anti-Western feminism. This is mastéd in an approach
that while it seeks difference from the West, isi-atfference’; while
anti-gender-separatism and pro-male, yet seeksdemg@ncy and auton-
omy. It is this fluid character of African feministinat this paper seeks to
explore.

The paper sets out to demonstrate the impactAffratanity’ and
the decolonisation project has had in shaping @sbah African femi-
nism firstly, by highlighting the intricate relatiship enjoyed by post-
colonialism and feminism in African literature. hen link this
relationship to the paradoxical, often ambivale@ainee that theories of
African feminism have adopted over time, resultingn apparent stasis
in theorizing African Feminism. Such stasis, adhdlsargue, emanates
from the ‘double bind’ lent to the meaning of ‘Afa’ as tied to the colo-
nial experience.

Postcolonializing

Debates on theorizing ‘the postcolonial’ have baed continue to be
vigorous. Deriving from these are different espésisaf what post-
colonialism is and/or seeks to do. Such theorinag lent itself to differ-
ent formulations such as ‘post-colonialism’, ‘th@spcolonial condition’,
‘the post-colonial scene’, ‘the post-colonial iteetual’, ‘the emerging
disciplinary space of postcolonialism’, ‘postcolalizing’ (McClintock,
1993: 293; Quayson, 2000: 156). These formulatadtest to the varied
directions subsumed under ‘postcolonial studied’ e associated prob-
lematic of defining and mapping out succinct ‘postaial borders’. Each
formulation also denotes ‘multiplicity’ which, as hkrgue after
McClintock, inscribes history as the single issu@astcolonial enquiry.

2 |bid.
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Emphasizing the centrality of history for postco#l literature, the
authors ofThe Empire Writes Bacgtate thafpostcolonial literature ex-
presses ‘the rationale of the grouping in a commast’. Further, the
authors note that ‘feminist and post-colonial digses both seek to rein-
state the marginalized in the face of the dominaBuch assertions un-
derline the colonial past and its derivatives ia firesent as a defining
point for the espousal of postcolonial theorieswitte result that ‘coloni-
alism’ remains, as denoted in the epigraph toghser, an enduring force
as a perpetual reference point even as ‘postcdimngl seeks to subvert
it. In the different developments pertaining to theorizing of African
feminism(s), we are presented with a case in point.

African Feminism(s)

African women’s writing when it emerged in the 197#@ainly set out to
dispel mal-representations of African womanhood traliferated Afri-
can literature at the time. Feminist practition@nswriting and in activ-
iIsm, sought to demonstrate that they were reletatite African context
and in particular, that they did not simply seeketoulate their western
feminist counterparts.

Feminism, both as an activist movement and as @ bbdieas that
underline the need for a positive transformationsotiety such that
women are not marginalized but are treated a<itidiens in all spheres
of life, has received extensive theoretical treatimk is beyond the scope
of this paper to offer a comprehensive survey ekéhdebates, but | will
focus on those that are most pertinent to my ptojecthe past three
decades, seeking to define feminism has provere tanything but sim-
ple. In a recent enquiry into the character of eoiygorary western femi-
nism, Chris Beasley notes that:

The notion of ‘defining’ feminism is controversidh addition to problems as-

3 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffineds., The Empire Writes Back.
Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatur@ondon and New York: Routledge,
1989).

13
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sociated with a complex, shifting and sometimesagnasible field, defining
feminism also involves considering whether it isamy sense distinguishable
from ‘other’ forms of thought. [...] the issue of famsm’s ‘borders’ is a mat-
ter of debaté.

The issue of borders that pertain to the definibdrfeminism goes be-
yond distinguishing feminism from ‘other forms d¢fought’. The border
problem is discerniblewithin the general body of feminist thought.
Whereas contemporary western feminism broadly dwidto such cate-
gories as Liberal, Radical, Marxist and Socialisimihism, there is a
general tendency amongst theorists to speak ofnfsmiand western
feminism in particular, as though it were monobithThe past three dec-
ades have also been characterized by a markednpeesé those ‘femi-
nisms’ that are widely regarded as addressing #exls1 of those who
have for a long time been marginalized and unremtesl by mainstream
feminism. Such ‘feminisms’ have tended to be thmsmtiagainst what is
loosely termed western feminism.

Third World Women and the Politics of Feminismthe seminal
work of editors Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Ann Rumso Lourdes Tor-
res which engages with the issue of defining ‘dthemerging’ femi-
nisms against the canonized feminism of the ‘fivgtrld. The body of
essays delineates the problematic not only of defiterms, but also of
defining the constituency and context that are @dsg cross-cultural
studies. In her essay, Mohanty questions the agic of western femi-
nist theories onto the writings of ‘the Third wdrldoman. She argues
that such theories, which aaethoredin the West and therefore bear the
authority of the West, perpetuate the self/otheirdéi whereby discourses
of developing nations are considered ‘politicaliymature’ and ‘under-
developed® Mohanty observes that western feminist theory enes

* Chris Beasley, What Is Feminism? (London: SAGER3®. xi.

® Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Ann Russo and Lourdese3$preds. Third World
Women and the Politics of Feminis(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana Uni-
versity Press, 1991).

® Chandra Talpade Mohanty, ‘Under Western Eyes’ iwhihty, Russo and Torres,
op. cit., pp. 53 and 57.
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itself as a universal phenomenon in ways whichudsgyits profoundly
western concerns and biases.

The issue of the problematic of ‘universalizinghii@ist experi-
ence is also the focus of a recent essay by Oyer@ylewumi’ Echoing
earlier concerns about the globalization of sisied} Oyewumi interro-
gates the adoption of the term ‘sisterhood’ as aehfor feminist rela-
tions and posits that:

‘Sisterhood’, just like the term ‘feminism’ demantieorization because, al-

though its origins are very much tied to a speaifitture, its intended applica-

tion is ultimately transglobal. What meaning doéscarry as it crosses
boundaries, if indeed it ever does cross boundar@wuld it carry the same
meaning? Can it carry the same meaning, givenwoatls are informed by
specific cultural assumptions and histories? Whatty are the implications
of the cross-cultural use of ‘sisterhood’, giveattthe meaning shifts depend-
ing on a host of factors. [...] It is also pertinémiguestion whether the desired

relationship apparent in the use of ‘sisternoodibyte women is matched by
the desire of other women to relate to them andrstim that way.

In Oyewumi’s view, the notion of ‘sisterhood’ whidhe ascribes
to ‘white culture’ is alien to ‘other’ cultures, tably Chicano, African
and African-American cultures which, following Reia Collins!® she
identifies as emphasizing mothering over sisterhd@dallins’s view of
feminism is that it is predominantly a white westeed experience that
too often sidelines issues of racial differenceydeethe imperative in her
work to develop a Black feminist perspective whigbuld more accu-
rately reflect the realities and culture of Blaclomen. In my view,
Collins and Oyewumi too easily assign distinct axdt difference to the
racial categories ‘black’ and ‘white’. While bothitecs’ discourses are

" Oyeronke Oyewumi, ‘Ties that (Un)Bind: Feminisnist&rhood and Other Foreign
Relations’ inJenda: A Journal of Culture and African Women Sigdi, 1 2001.

8 These were particularly debated following the mation of Robin Morgan’s vol-
ume, See: Robin Morgan, e&isterhood is GlobaNew York: Doubleday, 1984.

® Oyewumi, op. cit., p. 3.

19 patricia Hill Collins discusses the tradition @ther Mothers’ amongst African
Americans in her workBlack Feminist Thought. Knowledge, Consciousness tlae
Politics of Empowermengl.ondon and New York: Routledge, 1991).
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engaging and offer an insight into ‘other’ femingnthey tend to sim-
plify constructs that are otherwise rather compl@yewumi’s view that
‘sisterhood’ is a marker of the white nuclear famahd that ‘mothering’
Is essentially an African concept, for instancejugstionable. In South-
ern Africa, the notion of sisterhood amongst wonemf such impor-
tance that it is carried across the extended farttilg also understood as
an important marker of friendship ties.

The issues discussed above relating to racialrdiffee, power di-
mensions between the west and ‘others’, with Afaaasumed under the
latter category, as well as the crucial issue efl&fining’ feminism to
ensure its relevance to the African context were siill are crucial to
theorizing African feminism. This is reflected inet different directions
feminist debates in Africa have taken.

In her much cited work, Filomina Chioma SteHdyefines African
feminism as emphasizing female autonomy and coatiper, nature over
culture; the centrality of children, multiple mothgy and kinshig? Afri-
can feminist literature, she posits, concernsfitagh the liberty of all
African people. Although indebted to the global feist movement,
African feminist discourse takes care to delinghtese concerns that are
peculiar to the African situation. It also questidieatures of traditional
African cultures without denigrating them, undenstiag that these might
be viewed differently by the different classes aman. One sphere that
has increasingly held the attention of theoridte Isteady has been the
guestion of the involvement of men. The rationaethat, if African
feminism is to succeed as a humane reformatiore@r,of cannot accept
separatism from the opposite sex. Eschewing mattugrwn then, be-
comes one defining feature of African feminism thiffierentiates it from
feminism as it is conceptualized in the west.

Following on Steady’s work, Boyce Davies and Grapesit that
African feminism

1 Filomina Chioma Steadj;he Black Woman Cross-Cultural¢ambridge, Massa-
chusetts: Schenkman Publishing Co., 1981).

12 Filomina Chioma Steady, op. cit., p. 28.
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‘recognizes a common struggle with African mentfag removal of the yokes

of foreign domination and European/American expliin’.*®

African feminism is not antagonistic to men butl#drages them to
be aware of those aspects of women’s subjugatiaohwdiffer from the
generalized oppression of all African people.

Although agreeing with the politics of feminism, shtowomen
writers in Africa have rejected the feminist laldiile others have vacil-
lated between endorsing the label and refutinQrtbeing asked why she
does not want to be called a feminist, acclaimegeNan London-based
writer Buchi Emecheta has asserted:

| did not start as a feminist. | do not think | @me now. Most of my readers
would take this to be the statement of a coward.itBs not. | thought before
that | would like to be one but after my recenitvig the United States, when
| talked to real ‘Feminists’ with a capital ‘F’,think we women of African

background still have a very very long way to gdobe we can really rub
shoulders with such women... So my sisters in Acaeri am not shunning
your advanced help, in fact | still think womenAidtica need your contribu-
tion, and at the same time we need our Men.

And also:

| will not be called feminist here, because it ig@pean. It is as simple as that.
| just resent that... | don't like being defined Inemn... It is just that it comes
from outside and | don't like people dictating t@.n do believe in the Afri-
can type of feminism. They call it womanism, bee&usu see, you Europe-
ans don’t worry about water, you don’t worry abscitooling, you are so well
off. Now, | buy land, and | say, ‘Okay, | can’t kdion it, | have no money, so
| give it to some women to start planting.” Thatrig brand of feminisn®

Emecheta’s answers capture the difficulties botmaming’ and contex-
tual relevance that ‘feminists’ from/in Africa af&ced with. She particu-
larly emphasizes the importance of activism for thieican woman

13 Carole Boyce Davies and Anne Graves, ebgambika. Studies of Women in
African Literature(Trenton, New Jersey: Africa World Press, 19868.p

4 Buchi Emecheta, ‘A Nigerian Writer Living in Londd In Kunapipi4 (1), 1982.
pp. 116-117.

> Buchi Emecheta in a 1989 interview. Cited in JdiaMakuchi Nfah-Abbenyi,
Gender In African Women’s Writing. Identity, Sexyeahnd DifferencgBloomington
and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1997).p
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whose problems are still largely concerned witheascto the basic
amenities of life. Organisations such as WIN (WomanNigeria),
WAND (Women’s Association for National Developmenfpierra
Leone), African National Congress Women's Leagueu{® Africa)
among others, have been established by women iougafAfrican coun-
tries to address the problems of the African wommaocial inequality in
these varied contexts.

Outlining the need for African feminists to be sadffined, African
feminist and critic Omolara Ogundipe Leslie makles assertion that the
African woman needs to be conscious not only offtot that she is a
woman but that she is both an African and a thicdladvpersor® As an
African, the woman needs to be conscious of thgextnn which her
feminist stance is made. This means that she shadide pointing out
the flaws of her culture, be careful not to be steehe aspiring to west-
ernisation at the expense of her own African custo@gundipe Leslie
offers STIWANISM (Social Transformation Including Women in Af-
rica) as a viable alternative to western feminiphacing as it does em-
phasis on social equality with men in Africa. Thedal offered by
Ogundipe Leslie is particularly attractive as aforfto redress current
economic inequality between men and women in Afrlcalso moves
away from the problem posed by the term ‘feminism’.

Whereas Emecheta is strongly against ‘being nanoad outside’,
particularly by her ‘Americans sisters’, she nekeltss endorses the
term ‘womanism’. Womanism is a term coined by AdncAmerican
writer and feminist activist Alice Walker to denot® black feminist or
feminist of color... who loves other women, sexualhd/or nonsexually.

Appreciates and prefers women’s culture... sometiloess individual men,
sexually and/or nonsexually. Committed to survigatl wholeness of entire

16 See Omolara Ogundipe-Leslie, ‘The Female Writer laer Commitment’ In Jones,
E.D., Palmer, E. and Jones, MVomen in African Literature Todayb, London and
New York: James Currey, 1987.

17 See Omolara Ogundipe-Leslige-Creating Ourselves. African Women and Criti-
cal TransformationsTrenton, New Jersey: Africa World Press, 1994.
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people, male and female... Womanist is to feminigiwaple to lavende?’

Womanism has been adopted by other ‘African fertshikke Ogun-
yemi™ in order

‘to avoid the distractions attendant with [the tefaminism].°

It is the preferable term, in Ogunyemi’s opinioechuse it addresses the
otherwise separatist nature of feminism by recaggiznen as partners
rather than foes.
The inclusive nature of womanism appears to bet mabsvant for
feminists in Africa such as Ama Ata Aidoo who hasiped that:
When people ask me rather bluntly every now and thleether | am a femi-
nist, 1 not only answer yes, but | go on to insisit every woman and every
man should be a feminist — especially if they badithat Africans should take

charge of African land, African wealth, African &g and the burden of Afri-
can developmert:

Aidoo’s stance, however, differs from that of A&ire American critic and
espouser of ‘Africana womanism’ Clenora Hudson-We&nn Hudson-

Weems’s view, ‘terminology is critical to defininb and so there is a
need to identify and ‘refine an African-centeredgaggm for women of
African descent’ as society, she argues, has ‘chtsename and define
Africana women within the constructs of a Eurocenperspective —
feminism — indeed, a reality outside of Africananamn’s historical and

18 Alice Walker,In Search of Our Mother's Gardens: Womanist PrqS&an Diego:
Harcourt, 1983) p. xii.

19 Ogunyemi discusses the implications of womanisrhenessay, ‘Womanism: The
Dynamics of black Female Writing in English’ (1985)

20 C. 0. OgunyemiAfrica Wo/man Palava: The Nigerian Novel by Wonr{@hicago
and London: The University of Chicago Press, 190d)16.

2L Ama Ata Aidoo, ‘The African Woman Today’ in ObionNnaemeka, edSister-
hood, Feminisms and Power. From Africa to the Daaap (Trenton, NJ: Africa
World Press, 1998) p. 47.

22 Clenora Hudson-Weems, Self-Naming and Self-Définit An Agenda for Sur-
vival, in Obioma Nnaemek&isterhood, Feminisms and Powep. cit., pp. 449-450.
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cultural context?® ‘Africanans’ are identified as ‘Continental Africs
and Africans in the diaspofd’ The terms Black Feminism and African
Feminism, fail to address Africanans’ plight becus her view, they
are aligned with ‘feminism’, which she identifies eooted in western
history. At the same time, womanism fails to makelear distinction
between a ‘womanist’ and a ‘feminist’. Africana wamsm, Hudson-
Weems suggests, corrects the anomalies of Blackinksam African
Womanism and African Feminism in that:
Africana womanism is an ideology created and desigor all women of Af-
rican descent. It is grounded in African culturel atherefore, it necessarily
focuses on the unique experiences, struggles, naadsthe conflict between
the mainstream feminist, the black feminist, theigsih feminist, and the Af-
ricana womanist. The conclusion is that Africananaoism and its agenda
are unique and separate from both white feministhElack feminism; more-

over to the extent of naming in particular, Afrieawwvomanism differs from
African feminism.?® [Emphasis in the original].

For Aidoo, whose belief is that feminism has beeactised by African
women for a long time ‘as part of our heritage’y aitempt to assign
feminism to the west is defeatistt is not new and | really refuse to be
told | am learning feminism from abrod®’(emphasis in the original),
she asserts. Whilst Anne McClintock, unlike Ifi Adiamée’, believes
that African women have always been subject to $oomnequality with
men in so far as ascendancy to power is concele@lintock neverthe-
less concurs with Aidoo on the notion that feminismmot alien to the

23 bid.

24 Clenora Hudson-Weems, ‘Africana Womanism’, in @hioNnaemeka, edSister-
hood, Feminisms and Power. From Africa to the Daaapop. cit., p. 149.

?® Ibid., pp. 154-155.
26 Ama Ata Aidoo, quoted in Nfah-Abbenyi, op. cit.,J9.

" See Ifi AmadiumeMale Daughters, Female Husbands. Gender and Seanin
African Society(London and New Jersey: Zed Books, 1987). Amadismerk is
based on an anthropological study of the Nnobi igieNa. One of her main findings
is that pre-colonial Nnobi society accorded men aodhen equal power opportuni-
ties and the gender construct was flexible, allgwor the possibility of having ‘male
daughters’ and ‘female husbands'’.
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African context. The importance of acknowledgingstipoint, in her
view, is that ‘denouncing all feminisms as impasial... erases from
memory the long histories of women’s resistancet¢al and imperialist
patriarchies. ... Many women’s mutinies around therldvqoredated
Western feminism or occurred without any contadhw\estern femi-
nists.?®

Post Africa(n) Feminism?

The importance of the discussion of the varied vo®mts with regard to
the origin, character and naming of African fenmn{s), | suggest, lies in
the recognition of various and varied ‘femininiti@ggere women do not
easily fall into neat categories such as ‘the oggmd’ as against ‘empow-
ered men’; ‘marginalized third world women as agaimperialist west-
ern women.” The crucial point this raises for theiag African feminism
Is the need to espouse a theoretical model tlatiesto contain the varied
positions; a model that will be fluid without beisg pluralistic as to defy
definition. In my view, for as long as theoriesAdfican feminism remain
‘reactionary’ and definable ‘against’ Western fersm, they are not
likely to go beyond ‘hinting the vision of a moriédrated future® be-
cause they are primarily tied to an elusive notba common history of
colonialism for definition. Further, what many thists of African femi-
nism have failed to identify as paradoxically bd#finer and obstacle is
the term ‘Africa(n)’ itself. An interrogation of th term as it has been
used in feminist discourse and activism pertainmghe African woman
Is salient for developing feminist theory that &ther stagnant nor paro-
chial but crucially, relevant, not to an Africa a¢ed by prepositional
time (postcolonial), but to present-day Africa. VéhAfrica still defines

8 Anne McClintock, ‘Dismantling the Master's Housg’ Imperial Leather op. cit.,
p. 384.

29 This is one of the points made by the authordtwé Empire Writes Badk the
defense for the adoption of the term post-cololiiatature. Ashcroft, Griffiths and
Tiffin, eds., op. cit., p. 24.

21



Pinkie Mekgwe

herselfagainstthe West in much the same way as the West has, e
colonial era, constructed Africa as an ‘other’,iédris still enmeshed in a
‘colonial trap’ and has not yet reached self-dé&fmi and, by implication,
total independence.

Conclusion

| have sought to demonstrate that theory pertaitonthe espousal and
development of an African Feminist model has tenmefibcus predomi-
nantly on the politics of naming associated wita term ‘feminism’. In
the process, the term Africa(n) has received vigtlg linterrogation and
has been readily adopted on the basis of geograptjor historiocity.
Such adoption, | argue, is intrinsically linkedaond centralizes colonial-
iIsm as the basis of ongoing polarities, Western¢afr, Aggres-
sor/Victim, such that colonialism keeps ‘returnirag’ the very point ‘of
its departure.’

| suggest that the development of a relevant thieatenodel that
will complement and enhance activist efforts inigdris much more
challenging. It requires that we move beyond thesi(pcolonial, but also
beyond (post) Africa as normatively inscribed ire tiebates surveyed
here. It requires that we certainly move beyond ribgon of African
victimhood within the colonial process, to recognixfrica as ‘partici-
pant’ in the different phases/faces of ‘colonialisamd not simply as
recipient.
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Is gender yet another colonial project?

A critique of Oyeronke Oyewumi’s proposal

by Agnes Atia Apusigah

Abstract: Is gender yet another colonial project? A critiqueof Oyeronke
Oyewumi’'s proposal. This paper questions Oyeronke Oyewumi's (1997)
claim in her thought-provoking work, ‘The inventiaf women: Making an
African sense of Western gender discourse,’ thatdgein African societies is
a colonial project. It interrogates Oyewumi’s patj@f contesting meanings
that lack understandings and appreciation of hyséord culture. Using con-
ceptual analysis and desk reviews interlaced widttdotal snippets, the paper
attempts a re-reading of Oyewumi interrogationsadial relationships, lin-
guistic differences and modes of knowing as welltresr implications for
meaning making and impact on conceptual creationthie West and in Af-
rica. Drawing from the works of critics such as &&1997/79), McFadden
(1994), Dei (1994) and Scott (1992), the paperalmrates Oyewumi’s asser-
tion that historical and cultural differences imgg#non and shape meanings. It
however cautions against an essentialized relaposition for its potential
dangers. These dangers include the premature dsteel of discourse, cul-
turalization of gender, caricaturization of opposeews, romanticization of
ethnic culture and the simplification of differendeargues that the threat of
colonialism is real and that historically taking @ssentialist position can deny
benefits of cultural crossings and fertilizationerde, it concludes with
McFadden (1994) that writing must be responsible.

Key words: Africa, feminism, gender, philosophy, post-colinmeaning

Introduction

The politics of identity forms a critical part obsgtcolonial discourse.
After decades of struggle, questions of identitjmae central to post-
colonial interrogations. In this era of growing neight thinking and

counter resistance to liberatory praxis, postcalists are challenged to
strengthen their politics and re/invent their atieé} tools in ways that
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can facilitate the effective contestation of thee#ts posed by anti-
liberatory forces. This is especially so in theefarf growing backlash
and resistance to women’s empowerment programsgander initia-
tives. It is against this backdrop that | find Qyske Oyewumi’'s (1997)
thought-provoking work,The invention of women: Making an African
sense of Western gender discouxgy challenging.

The main thrust of Oyewumi’s thesis is that Westliatourses are
colonizing in the ways that they unduly generaboeoss cultures, espe-
cially African cultures. This, she argues, resuitshe misrepresentation
of African cultures, whose histories are signifitardifferent from that
of the West. In this paper, | examine Oyewumi’'sgasal with the view
to investigating the plausibility of her argumeatsd the problematic in
her claims.

As an African woman and a gender worker, | find @ymi’'s the-
sis very challenging in many ways since her propossaettles uncritical
scholarship on and about African societies and s@amenues for chal-
lenging colonizing endeavors. Her interrogationsferhinist alliances,
especially, pose challenges that compel the rddtingnof questions about
space and voice. On the one hand, Oyewumi provim@s for revolu-
tionary praxis, on the other hand, and especialtygender workers, her
work is potentially threatening in the wake of gimogvbacklash.

In this paper, | invite scholars especially tho$eAfsican origin
and/or those interested in African studies to t@&keewumi’s critiques
more seriously. My invitation is predicated on aado examine the
critical questions that she raises regarding theotenization of dis-
course and benefit from the critical methodologieahdow that she
avails for analysis. | am personally drawn to hiéroal deconstructionist
approach to the investigation of social phenomena laer persistent
attempt to draw attention to the complexity of abghenomena. | am
also drawn to her relativist position. Yet | wompout her rather rigid
and static stance on the question of differencechvhargue, threatens
gender work. These threats include the prematurecifwsure of dis-
course, culturalization of gender, caricaturizatenopposed views, ro-
manticization of ethnic culture and the simplificat of difference. While
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appealing to relativism myself, | find an essemed relativist position
counter-productive.

Challenging colonialism, looking to history

In her critiques of the colonial implications ofhetarship on and about
Africa, Oyewumi (1997) invites us to return to bist by asking funda-
mental questions about African societies. Locatimgy work within
Yoruba society, she examines the pre-colonial hestoof Oyo life,
which she compares with colonial social formationsrder to unveil the
false inscriptions and constructions imposed on $oaiety. Using con-
ceptual and linguistic analysis, she embarks omasmclogical excava-
tions that enable her to problematize and rendspestt scholarship on
and about African cultures by Western and coloniaéacan scholars.
She premises her claim on the assertion that babkt&kh and colonized
Africans employ structures and frameworks thatadien to and as such
distort local realities while imposing meaningsttiait and misrepresent
African experiences.

Arguing that modern studies on and about Africaehlagen domi-
nated by Western modes of reality and knowledgelipstion, Oyewumi
(1997) argues that:

At the core of the problem is the way in which Imesis is conducted in the

knowledge-producing institutions; the way in whithhe foundational ques-

tions that inform research are generated in thetMies way in which theories
and concepts are generated from Western experieacdsthe way scholars
have to work within disciplines, many of which werenstituted to establish

dominance over Africa and all of which have logaégheir own quite distinct
from questions about the social identity of schal§p. 22)

Using materialist analysis, Oyewumi demonstratesv hmperialistic
intellectualism, research funding politics and sla#finity contribute to
the re-inscription and sustenance of dominance demendency. The
complex interrogation that she embarks on leadsdheaise arguments
and make claims, all of which | am unable to adslreghin the limits of
a paper. Hence, at the risk of simplifying her thekfocus on, what |
believe to be, the central issues she raises rnegardultural
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re/productions and their implications for the iptetation of social rela-
tionships and interactions in African societiese@fically, | examine her
claims regarding perspectival differences and whaly mean for the
conceptualization of gender.

Differing perspectives, complex meaningbe question of differ-
ence is central to Oyewumi’s (1997) analysis of ¢bnizing implica-
tions of scholarship on and about African cultusesieties. She points to
the differences that exist between African socsetird Western societies
and how those differences affect the framings a¥jgtoductions of social
systems. In particular, she points to metaphysacal linguistic differ-
ences and their implications for cultural mis/ursti@ndings. These dif-
ferences, she intimates, are central to what iseehbnd legitimate. She
argues, for instance, that in the Western schemthingis, that which
lends itself to empirical examination is more likéb pass the test of
truth and validity while that which does not is mdikely to fail. She
attributes this to the Western need to universalize attain an absolute
Truth, reflected in the blind appeal to scientisnd d@ts attendant needs
for objectivity, replicability and predictabilitylracing this to the Carte-
sian mind, which is disembodied and supposedly egari all emotions
in order to pass for being, Oyewumi asserts thattind becomes privi-
leged over other forms of knowing. In the processewing rather than
sensing, becomes the means for validating andrtegihg experiences.
Predicated on sight, Oyewumi argues, a worldviemitd the experienc-
ing of the world in its totality. She asserts that, the contrary, African
societies access the world through diverse mediaimmultiple ways.
Hence, African societies can be described as aogese world through
a world sense.

Oyewumi (1997) argues that for African societiesl apecifically
the Oyo Yoruba, there is the need to appeal toesehsyond vision to
understand the world. By so doing, varying knowkesigre generated and
experiences captured. The recognition of the needapture varying
experiences and representations of the world geatem for embracing
contradiction and conflict. This introduces a coexly that reinforces
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difference in ways that make multi-perspectivaliand plurality of ex-
periences desirable criteria of knowledge productio

World sense, according to Oyewumi, is holistic ahdalistic. It is
holistic to the extent that it draws on all sendhs, sensual and extra-
sensual, to provide interpretations that are tettllout being totalitarian
or universalizing. There is no privileging of onense over the other.
Predicated, and rightly so, on the fact that sensrat once personal and
public, and particular and universal, world senéaaes for the reaching
of multiple explanations. By extension, what padsedruth varies and
as such there can be no absolute truth in the semdied by Oyewumi
of a worldview. What constitutes legitimate knowdeddepends on both
the empirical and non-empirical. History takes omew role in the
knowledge production process.

The appeal to history, one that examines contamts subjective
positioning in addition to isolated facts and egebecomes a crucial part
of the process of validating and legitimizing claimis she explains, the
kind of historical explorations urged is not onelaking at mere indi-
vidual and isolated events but also of the uniqaening and shaping of
discourse. It is a call for the historicization gienomena as urged by
Joan Scott (1992).

Writing on experience as a valid form of knowilggott makes a
distinction between history as an event and hisesya process. The
former, she argues, lacks an appreciation of allimperatives while the
latter involves a conscious attempt to contextealknd situate events
within their specific and unique cultures. For $cdturing the historiciza-
tion process, experiences become the basis fogibgnmeaning to
events. The historicization process makes possildeuse of subjective
evidence to establish objective truths. Therefsubjective and objective
criteria have similar legitimacy.

Consistent with Scott’'s appeal, questions abdbjestive position-
ing during the processes of making meaning haverbeccritical in cul-
tural analysis in recent time. Questions have heesed regarding the
modes and motives of the viewer, the media througich the object is
viewed, the time and period of the viewing and, lewel of participation,
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as well as the implications for the viewer and \eew(Said, 1979/97,

Foucault, 1980). In his famed work that interrogatelonial framings of

the peoples of the so-called Orient, Said raisesstipns that trouble

Western constructions of the ‘Orient.” He contedtsictures of imperial-

iIsm to expose their role in distorting the reatditief histories that are

distinct from those of the West. Categorizing theft as the dominated
and the Occident as the dominator, Said shows heaet relations are
implicated in the mis/construction of the experiemof the so-called

Orient. Orientalism becomes a means ‘for dominatiegtructuring, and

having authority over the Orient’ (p. 3) as refegtin research, teachings
and writings on the ‘Orient’.

Similarly, Oyewumi (1997) associates Western megpntations
of African cultures, social systems and social pmeana to relations of
dominance. This domination is possible, Oyewumigests, because of
Western mis/readings of the world of the dominatethe rush to judg-
ment. It is also reflected in the ways that AfricGamolars, owing to their
colonial training and allegiances, fail to interatg social phenomena
critically. Rather they embrace and impose Westenstructs on African
cultural systems in their zeal to project Africatire light of the West.
She argues that such scholars fail to ask the foogmental questions
about African cultures and social formations resgltin problematic
faulty replications of Western systems.

Oyewumi (1997) asserts:

Different modes of apprehending knowledge yieldsidislar emphasis on

types and the nature of evidence for making knogdetlaims. Indeed, this

also has implications for the organization of sbstaucture, particularly the
social hierarchy that undergirds who knows and ates not know (p. 30).

By extension, subjective positioning is very impmoit to the meaning
making process. Indeed, one’s position as viewardn or the viewed
(the gazed) makes a difference in what is brouglthé¢ epistemic proc-
ess. Drawing from metaphysical and linguistic asigly Oyewumi ex-
plains how such differences in positioning affdat tonceptualizations
of phenomena and the implication for meaning makihg against this
backdrop that she argues that gender is a Wesbgwsition.
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Making sense of gendein her struggle to make sense of gender
among the Oyo-Yoruba, Oyewumi (1997) argues thatcthncept and its
manifestations in diverse forms in Yoruba societ@fay, is a result of
Western imperialism. She argues that gender waseristent in pre-
colonial Yoruba society. Her analysis leads hecdaclude that gender
and all its ‘discontents’, to borrow from Said, amg@orted and therefore
alien. She makes this assertion in many placeslanotes her analysis to
establishing this claim. For instance, she pointstioat:

The way in which dissimilar constructions of theisbworld in other cultures

are used as ‘evidence’ for the constructednessmder and the insistence that

these cross-cultural constructions are gender gag=gas they operate in the

West nullify the alternatives offered by the nonad/eultures and undermine
the claim that gender is a social construction.

Western ideas are imposed when non-Western soaiebaries are assimi-
lated into the gender framework that emerged frospexcific socio-historical
and philosophical tradition. (p. 11)

For Oyewumi, history is very important for re/diseoing the true nature
of the Yoruba social world. In fact, it will be hggritical to ignore his-
tory and treat the new realities of African so@stas part of the timeless
universal order of things. Whether this historylwiake any significant
difference in addressing today’s gendered realibesiow far such an
endeavor can help in addressing gender-based prspl@yewumi does
not say. Rather, what she offers is an appreciatidnstory and possibly
a means for reclaiming that history.

While dismissing the suggestion that gender isipresent, Oye-
wumi (1997) inadvertently admits that other fornidscrimination did
exist in pre-colonial society by asserting that (ma society was organ-
ized hierarchically according to age (seniorityhea than sex. For her,
guestions of lineage and kinship were more imporitarthe framing of
the Yoruba social world than sex. Although shesfail raise issue with
age-based discrimination or of the possible impibces for males and
females, consistent to her own dismissive posistie, acknowledges that
class, race and ethnicity play significant rolessoctial relations. This
undermines her efforts to engage with the questidhe intersectionality
of social phenomena in the framing of social warlds
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The question of intersectionality is critical fappreciating the
fluidity of subjective positioning and of the exparce of realities. Yet,
somehow, Oyewumi’'s analyses end, sometimes, iata giosition. For
instance, rather than acknowledging that there veepaally important
forms of organizing principles beside gender, sheoses to dismiss
gender and in its place supplants sex as if the weoe diametrically
opposed. This line of criticism also weakens thelaxations she ad-
vances regarding her ambivalence over imposed thokmus relations,
binary oppositionalism and dualized analyses. gedmg difference and
engaging in the politics of identity, an embracethdd fluidity of spaces
and the multiplicity of impinging forces is pos®bllt is in light of this
that Dei’'s (1994) analysis, which reflects Africalomen as occupying
shifting, often contradictory, often conflicting gibons, becomes more
tenable.

Like Oyewumi, Dei finds cultural analyses susp#wt fail to
appreciate complexity and/or capture intersectignaf social position-
ing. However, Dei's analysis does not end in th@asement of gender
with some other force or oppression/subjugationhwempowerment.
Instead, he recognizes that African women occusitipos, which are
multi-layered and complex reflecting contradicti@amsl conflicts.

Contesting the reductionism in feminist analydisacial phenom-
ena, Oyewumi argues that the gendered relatiortsetkiat in African
societies today are Western inventions. She atessuch reductionism
to the mistranslation and imposition of the conagpiman on the African
feminine. She finds problematic the tendency ofatigg females with
women as if the two concepts mean the same thingk contexts. Draw-
ing attention to differences in cosmology, sheawisritical questions
with serious consequences for knowledge product&pecifically, she
shows how differences in Western and Yoruba cosgnedoare reflected
in epistemic productions in ways that result in ¢eederization or not of
social relations. She explains that in the Yorulzasd world:

The wordobinrin does not derive etymologically frookunrin, as ‘wo-man’

does from ‘man.Rin, the common suffix obkunrin andobinrin, suggests a

common humanity; the prefixexin andokun specify which variety of anat-
omy. There is no conception here of an originaetggainst which other vari-
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ety had to be measured. Enyiyan is the non-genukaHsc word for humans.

In contrast, ‘man,” the word labeling humans in gah in English that sup-
posedly encompasses both males and females, gqiuaileges males. ... In
Yoruba conceptionpkunrinis not posited as the norm, the essence of human-
ity, against which is the other. Noragunrin a category of privilegeObinrin

is not ranked in relation tokunriry it does not have negative connotations of
subordination and powerlessness, and above allpas not in and of itself
constitute any social ranking (p. 33).

Oyewumi (1997) demonstrates that trapped in the t&vesbio-logic
feminists have not been able to separate succhlsbfalogical determi-
nants from social constructs. Due to that entrapnsdie suggests, femi-
nists are unable to imagine a non-oppositional andrdered society
where relations and interactions are equitable. &gees that, in con-
trast, in the Yoruba scheme of things, it is pdssib separate biological
factors from social ones and as well bodies canmcearied and multi-
ple positions without being necessarily opposedaddred.

Oyewumi (1997) makes clear the radical differennegéoruba and
Western (English) framings of females and malese Stows, without
doubt, that in the Yoruba world sense, femininigs ldifferent connota-
tions from that of the Western worldview. The vepoting of sexual
differences in Judeo-Christian logic, where thedknspecies is a deriva-
tive of the male species warrants a cultural lognere females are sub-
sumed under the male species. Hence, the possibilit the use of
concepts such as ‘man,” ‘human, ‘mankind’ and *reyen when it is
obvious that both female and male are in audieficee traditional Oyo-
Yoruba society did not share in that cultural logat least not before
contact, it becomes possible for Oyewumi to clamattthe concepts
gender, patriarchy and women, were non-existetitahsociety.

However, | argue, that the explanations that Oyaiv{1997) ad-
vances to warrant her doubts about gender are dugf® instance, al-
though she doubts its timeless origins she doesprmtide sufficient
justification. She also uses very problematic exaleons to dismiss
claims that bridewealth and dowry are marks of germppression. She
argues, for instance, that bridewealth and dowsygassexual rights to
males over wives as well as fatherhood rights chédren. The implica-
tions of the sexual and fatherhood rights for wiges hardly of any con-
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cern to her. Also, she draws on evidence of a fawale chiefs and reli-
gious leaders as sufficient justification for camthg that pre-colonial
Yoruba society was non-gendered. While Oyewumi migghjustified in
her assertion of differences in cultural repredenta this does not war-
rant the kinds of conclusions that she draws regarsbcial relations and
interactions among African societies.

If the argument that gender is a social constuacts anything to
go by, it will be consistent to argue that the ¢nngions of gender
among Western and Yoruba societies are differéns. therefore unpar-
donable for some feminists to ignore the differenttet their own theo-
rizing of gender as a social construction included precludes. At the
same time, it is worth acknowledging that some \Wwasteminists have
been at the forefront of the discourse of diffeeericrraine Code, Judith
Butler, Linda Alcoff, Mary O’ Brien and even Virga Woolf all spoke
with the voice of difference although in ways thdiffer from Oye-
wumi’'s. Elizabeth Ellsworth (1989), a white Westdeminist, raises
similar concerns when she asks: Why doesn’t thed &mpowering?
Ellsworth is concerned about how purported libesatcauses fail to
acknowledge differences in the subjective positignof the oppressed.
Indeed, it has been a long struggle on both sideheo globe. Useful
lessons can be learned from both sides.

Back home in Africa we can learn from Patricia Mdé&an who
learns from Toni Morrison. Wary of the challengels amdrocentric
knowledge framings of the cultural ‘other,” McFadd@994) learns to
write response-able from Morrison (1992). She idiestfour dimensions
of response-able writing. These include writingnfrdhe personal as
political, using writing as a site for challengirgdrocentric notions,
initiating efforts to uncover culture’s hidden agarand recognizing and
using the power of the written word to re/claimaailt is to the taking of
such responsibility that Oyewumi admonishes ferhsasolars. | agree!

The foregone demonstrates that uncritical schiolarand unequal
alliances can be and have been colonizing. Theg baen colonizing to
the extent that they have been framed and shapedniexts that differ
significantly from African societies and yet havigea been unduly gen-
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eralized across cultures. Such generalizations restdted in the denying
and dismissing of difference and diversity andrtimaplication for mak-
ing meanings. The call, then, is for scholarshigbéodecolonized and
replaced by processes that result in multi-layeirgdrpretations and
enriched meanings as unique cultural identitiebjesiive realities and
multiple positions become central to knowledge paidhn processes. By
so doing, a relativist position becomes tenable thrat allows for the
embracing of difference rather than the discountfgt. In this era of
postcolonial critique and doubt of imperialist epteses and appeal to
diversity and complexity, the relativist argumesntenable.

In fact, a relativist position that embraces d#fece and diversity
Is critical for decolonizing and liberating not gntliscourses but also
entire peoples from the snares and shackles otoleoialism. However,
| argue in the following section that even the miatided relativist posi-
tion is not without its own challenges. Indeedigidrappeal to relativism
as evidenced in many places in Oyewumi’s analyamsreturn us, unwit-
tingly, to essentialism and nihilism.

The challenges of uncritical relativism

Although some of Oyewumi’s critiques and claims andightening and
valid, | suggest in this section that there arept&l dangers of adopting
an uncritical relativist position. This is more sden questions about
gender are at issue. | talk about gender herecogretion of the fact that
it has and will continue to be a fact in Africancst systems. Indeed,
African cultures have grown from what they usedbéobefore and since
contact. African societies like all other societs@s dynamic and as such
are ever evolving. Through cross-cultural learrang borrowing, as well
as through learning from within, African societleave and will continue
to grow by hatching new ideas, taking on new eldmamd shedding
those considered moribund as they carve and shapadentities. In the
process, barriers become fluid, murky and indistisigable and, may
even disappear. We can not, therefore, afford tatimoe to hold on,
rigidly, to the view that cross-cultural contacte anherently colonizing.
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It might well be the case that contact is neces&arthe very survival of
minority cultures in an ever-evolving world. In $ua case, it becomes
necessary to heed to calls to acknowledge anccipeate in the struggles
to challenge these new realities rather than tkenidsive stance often
taken.

It is in light of this that | draw attention todlpotential dangers of
an uncritical embrace of a cultural revivalist piosi by some relativists.
These dangers include premature closure of disepuordturalization of
gender, caricaturization of the meaning of gendemanticization of
indigenous cultures and the simplification of diéfiece.

Premature fore/closure of discours&he danger of premature
foreclosure arises when in discussions about geisdaes difference is
treated as static resulting in the closing off o$gbility for dialogue and
negotiations. Proponents of relavitism who falloirthis trap deny all
evidence of gender-based discrimination and argaeany exercise that
seeks to explain differences in the relative larsiof females and males
in society is misleading and as such constitutésnaaism. For them, to
try to explain or even claim that females suffexcdmination is to neces-
sarily talk Western. Proponents are quick to disndslogue or critical
interrogations. Choosing denial over dialogue ttexnd to minimize and
dismiss any form of gender oppression as a culiakadsion. They are
quick to appeal to the argumetttat is how things have always beds
to how it could have been done differently, theg aot prepared to de-
bate. It is also obvious that such persons hav@pat investments in the
existing oppressive system, which they guard jesyjolAny invitation to
critical dialogue is viewed as a threat and diedttont to cultural sur-
vival.

It might seem that as far as gender is concernalésmmight be
offering such resistance. While this might be tmgoart, it is also the
case that some females participate actively in seslstance. For in-
stance, in my society (in Ghana), excised womentlaeefirst to tease
those who refuse to participate in the practicsoAmore often than not
women are the ones who perform the harmful widowhates that com-
promise the human rights of fellow women. The didion however
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needs to be made between acting as a custodiamsaadbeneficiary.
Beneficiaries have direct stakes in the systemthen actions and inac-
tions serve to maintain vested interests. Howeugstodians act because
they are required to do so. Their actions/inacfi@astions might stem
from a need to be trusted gatekeepers and not sadgsout of convic-
tion. In the case of excision (female genital natiin (FGM)), in spite of
the massive campaigns and criminalization of ttesame females con-
tinue to offer themselves for the practice. Suchdies are often quick to
complain about their suffering. Yet, will readiljffer themselves for such
brutalities to be visited on them. They have beaderto believe that it is
the only way of preparing themselves in readiness thusband in future.
| wonder what future husbands have to prepareadiness for wives!

The culturalization of gende©ne evident backlash that confronts
gender workers, when gender and culture clasharfdabe of racism, is
what Sherene Razack (1998) has called the cultatadn of gender. In
her book titledLooking White people in the eyghe discusses how the
cultural relativist argument is employed in ra@surt rooms and class-
rooms to dismiss obvious questions of gender-bagddnce in ethnic
communities.

The culturalization of gender is manifested, whaaists in their
false need to be politically correct, appeal to asd difference in cultural
identities and meanings to explain their actiond/@ninactions. The case
Is often made, falsely, of how ethnic cultures muestespected and their
value systems preserved when handling issues watheh affecting so-
called ethnic communities. By taking this stanceédatomes possible to
suspend action and delay justice, as alternatiamrgtls are supposedly
explored. Oftentimes, the case is subtly thrown @futourt under the
pretext of seeking redress at the community leMéimately, justice is
denied due to the delays and denials. The relsthvigh levels of gender-
based violence among ethnic communities have btehused, in part,
to the false appeal to this argument (Aryeetey &elyehia, 1998;
Razack, 1998; Williams, 1991).

As argued by Razack, the issue at stake is nobbnet respecting
cultures but one of the racist genderization oFdr, while similar cases
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among dominant communities are treated as humatsrigsues, similar

cases occurring among minorities are often throutnas they are treated
as cultural issues. Razack suggests that in the afagender-based vio-
lence, also Williams (1991), universal principlescome more tenable.
She posits the case of the blurring of universdl@articular principles in

matters of gender-based violence. A related casectlls for a reconsid-
eration of the relativist argument is the issuéuoflamentalism.

Oyewumi (1997) entreats us to ask basic and fued#ah ques-
tions. Within the context of a research projecg thndamentalist argu-
ment might be tenable. However, in today’s worldgodwing religious
fundamentalism, where cultural revivalists invoke telativist argument
In order to visit pain and suffering on unsuspegieoples, the danger is
more obvious. What should the comity of nationgelgarding the many
cases of inter/ethnic brutalities that are goingromany parts of Africa?
When is it an internal case and when does it ceabe one? When fun-
damentalism becomes the instrument for perpetuatmginance over
women, the relativist position becomes suspect.ifstance, when the
Sharia law is invoked to castigate a woman witremut mention of her
partner, should the nation or world look on withaefaction? Also,
should our law courts dismiss evidence of gendsetarutalities such
as wife beating, rape, kidnapping and FGM becahsg have cultural
implications? Should the Christian man be left tatélize his family
because the biblical tradition gives him the pratog? Should the plight
of majority of the human species, women, espectalbge living in rural
and or ‘Third World’ conditions, be dismissed irethame of cultural
autonomy? Specifically, should the thousands of emmondemned to
servitude in various shrines in some regions of fahbe left unsanc-
tioned, as is the case, because culture/religiomadds such services as
reparations for the sins of their families?

The Trokosi and Workoye systems, practiced amongessections
of some ethnic groups in Ghana have become thecuts strong criti-
cism by human rights and gender activists for tlagamthat they devalue
women and subject them to perpetual servitude itisgd shrines (Attu,
1997; Aryeetey & Kuenyehia, 1998). In spite of argtor its historiciza-
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tion, there can be no justification for enslavemefdgt, these practices
persist. So far, the national government has fdbeldsue a policy state-
ment condemning and/or criminalizing the practitlke inaction by the
Ghanaian Government has warranted the perpetrafosich acts to
parade their victims as culturally liberated ‘qu&€esnd ‘princesses’ who
have escaped the snares of cultural imperialismvera have chosen to
practice their indigenous religion and customdfaity?

These questions yearn for answers and must besssd if what
we call cultural relativism is not to end in theogfication of gender-
based violence.

The caricaturization of opposed positiors a zealous attempt to
re/claim voice and establish identities, some caltgritics have fallen
into the same traps that they often attribute twversalizing discourses.
This has taken the form of the undue generalizagiot/or minimaliza-
tion of opposed positions. In the case of feminrgiques, for instance,
this has taken the form of what | call the caridaation of feminist posi-
tions. Evidence of such caricaturization is impliedhe work of Florence
Dolphynne (1991) who tends to equate feminism tdicedism. She
equates feminism to the uncompromising stance @fwbmen’s libera-
tion movement, radical feminist discourse and gueaerinist politics.
Writing about some of the disagreements that cleniaed deliberations
during the Beijing Conference, Dolphynne pointsd aightly so, to the
cultural differences in the framing and understagdiof women’s con-
cerns. Agreeing that there were obvious areas tefgactions, she still
attributes the areas of disjuncture to the rachoal queer stance of West-
ern feminists.

While it might be true that some of the disagresimi@rise from
some radical perspectives, it will be misleadingigue as if all feminists
hold one position. Indeed, queer theory today leeeime a driving force
propelling the re/engagement of the meanings ofcthrecepts, women
and gender. | am thinking of the works of Judithtl&u(Gender Troublg
and Ellizabeth Ellsworth and Janet MillaN¢rking Differencke among
others. Also, Western feminists, who are also etlminorities such as
Gloria Anzaldua, bell hooks and Audre Lorde, to raarfew, have writ-
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ten extensively about the complexity of subjectsitioning in discur-
sive formations. Their works, among others, hawk @mtinue to compel
universalists’ mainstream feminists to re/consitheir positions and to
re/engage discourse from multi-faceted perspectives

In the case of Oyewumi (1997), her dismissive axation of
gender results in her equation of its essence trriiques or antecedents.
By this, | refer to her explanation of gender as tndering of society
according to sex, which | believe, is one of theaynquestions that gen-
der critics raise. On a personal note, my undedsgtgnof gender as refer-
ring to relations between females and males anddumb relations affect
their locations in society does not lead me to m&san essential hierar-
chy. Yet, | know that by the very positioning ofrfales and males, hier-
archies can easily emerge. The hierarchies emeoge the analysis and
not in the meaning of gender as suggested by Oyewilmt is to say,
the analysis of gender relations by critics or fa@sis can result in the
hierarchization of the locations of males and fasahs empowering /
disempowering, oppressor/oppressed, and dominapigated. This
ordering or framing of positions in itself does nminstitute gender.
Rather, they are antecedents of the feminist atificoject. It will there-
fore not be very accurate to equate the term taurtecedents. Also,
Oyewumi does injustice to feminism by failing tokaowledge critical
feminists’ interrogations of universal theories abbwomen.

Perhaps Oyewumi is more accurate when she chabediegninists’
assumptions about gender oppression as the faall sbcieties orthe
essential determinant of social relationships artdractions. Yet, when
the issue is pressed further, it becomes clearsihiaie feminists, espe-
cially critical feminists challenge the very basiswomen’s oppression.
For instance, some feminists express ambivalenee the use of the
concept due to its patriarchal history while othespecially Third World
feminists, contesting the claim that women haveagsroccupied oppres-
sive positions, argue that even in those sitesleesiements of empow-
erment. | am reminded of the works of Lorraine Godiedith Butler,
Elizabeth Ellsworth and Magda Lewis, among others.
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Perhaps Changu Manathoko’'s (1999) explanatioreofirfism is
worth citing here. Manathoko, writing about femmignd gender issues
in Southern Africa explains that,

Feminism is a broad term for a variety of concapgiof the relations between

men and women in society. Feminists question aradlestge the origins of

oppressive gender relations and attempt to deveelogriety of strategies that
might change these relations for the better. Alhifesm pivots round the rec-
ognition of existing women’s oppression and addregske prevailing unjust
and discriminatory gender relations. Feminism doaisjust deal with issues

of justice and equality but also offers a critiqpienale-dominated institutions,
values and social practices that are oppressivelestiuctive (p. 33).

The explanation offered by Mannathoko helps shgit lon the meaning
of the feminist project. It shows that there arenynaersions of feminism
and diversity in project orientation. To therefgoesk one view and assert
it astheview is misleading and constitutes an injusticéetuinist causes.
The simplification of differencé&nother danger that can arise from
taking an uncompromising position on cultural dsigris the simplifica-
tion of difference. This danger is manifested ilatreist debates that fail
completely to acknowledge any possibility for cudtlucrossings. As a
result, the assertion of difference becomes a sinspke of setting up
dualities or oppositionalities, which Oyewumi ssadut resisting vehe-
mently. Yet, there are instances, where she takathar dualized stance.
For instance, she rightly points out that Africeminists can learn from
the methods of feminists scholarship and ‘do meress work detailing
and describing indigenous African culture from theide out, not from
the outside in’ (p. 21). Her preference for theside out’ approach leads
to the closing off of possibilities offered by avutside in’ approach. Yet,
this does not need to be the case. In fact, theplexity that difference
discourse offers requires that negotiations beagmtred holistically. bell
hooks (1994) does a better job explaining the pdass of taking a
holistic approach. She asserts:
The sense of wholeness, impressed upon our coss&ssl by the structure of
our [marginalized] daily lives, provided us an oppional world view - a
mode of seeing unknown to most of our oppressbas,dustained us, aided us
in our struggles to transcend poverty and despagngthen our sense of self

and our solidarity. The willingness to explore pdissibilities has character-
ized my perspective in writinfeminist Theory from the margins to the cen-
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ter. Much feminist theory emerges from privileged womeho live at the
center, whose perspectives on reality rarely inelkiowledge and awareness
of the lives of women and men who live in the marghs a consequence,
feminist theory lacks wholeness, lacks the broaalysis that could encom-
pass a variety of human experiences (p. ix -X, esighn original).

The scenario that hooks sets up is one of borroviroigp both sides -
margins and center, inside and outside. Positiohergelf in the margins,
hooks shares her privileges and challenges as ss-crgtural traveler.
She explains:
To be in the margins is to be part of the whole duiside the main body. ...
Living as we did - on the edge - we developed &éiqdar way of seeing. We
looked both from outside in and from the inside. Wie focused our attention
on the center as well as on the margin. We undaaldboth. This mode of see-

ing reminded us of the existence of a whole une/easmain body made up of
both margin and center (p. ix).

In spite of her entrapment in the logic of a worddv, to say with Oye-
wumi, hooks is able to experience the world in mplét ways. Gloria
Anzaldua (1997/87) corroborates hooks work in hegarding living
at/on the edge. In her work on occupying the barderd living at the
intersections of diverse cultures Anzaldua writes:
In fact, the Borderlands are physically presentreter two or more cultures
edge each other, where people of different racesipycthe same territory,

where under, lower, middle and upper classes taubbre the space between
two individuals shrinks with intimacy.

| am a border woman. ... It's not a comfortable teryi to live in, this place
of contradictions. ...

However, there have been compensations forntestiza and certain joys.
Living on the borders and in the margins, keepimgadt one’s shifting and
multiple identity and integrity, is like trying tewim in a new element, an
‘alien’ element (p. vii, emphasis in original).
In today’s world of continually eroding borderstasced by technology,
globalization and developmentalism, Anzaldua’s atof the border as
fluid and immaterial is very real. Physical bordars ceasing to exist, as
boundaries are becoming thinner and more blurrys Toes not, how-
ever, mean that difference or diversity ceaseshd®ait suggests that
guestions of difference are becoming even more t@mpeeding very
sophisticated tools for comprehension. It is imiigf this that Anzaldua
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proposes the use of the metaphor: kneading, fétingcdifference. To
knead is to work with difference at all angles amdas. We need to en-
gage in the constant processing of issues andfirardgof identities as
we re/shape our relations among ourselves as ABiead with peoples
of other cultures even in our shared and/or diffgtocations.

The basic reality is that cultures will continwe d¢ollide and as
such will need re/composing. A complex rather taaimplified framing
of difference becomes a more plausible optiondckling the challenges
that will emerge. To this end, the analyses of lsoakd Anzaldua be-
come appealing as the complexity that they posieigid of the kind of
fragmentation that emerges from Oyewumi’s analysifier zeal to chal-
lenge the disembodiment that characterizes Weslietogic, Oyewumi
ends up fragmenting the body resulting in the cetepseparation of the
social from biological. Neither a fragmented oresiibodied representa-
tion of cultures or bodies can capture the compfettiat characterizes
difference.

The romantization of ethnic cultureBhe danger of the romantici-
zation of cultures arises when cultural revivalest®pt an overly protec-
tive stance and ignore obvious cases of contestalibe agenda for
taking such a radical stance is to deny the pdsggilior the sharing of
values and practices among cultures. When comp&tieatknowledge
commonalties, these are often exceptionalized @issed in order to
give prominence to the differences that the rongssttives to protect and
project resulting in unnecessary exaggerations glodfication. The
defended culture is held up high as pure and hasmiesulting in the
denial of any evidence of negative and/or evemgeéssive elements.

The romantic imagines a past that is marked bynitwve inno-
cence;’ one that is perfect by all estimations gedis threatened by the
snares of ‘modernity.” This protectionist stanceses from a feeling of
annihilation and an almost puritanical appeal tst Iterritory, real or
iImagined. Filled with a feeling of nostalgia, theantic yearns for a
return to an unadulterated past. Seeking to detgmbnquered spaces
and reclaim lost territory, the romantic dwells wrturning to and re-
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claiming of an uncorrupted identity. The resultiajuggles could be
antagonistic or even fatalistic.

Taken together, the five issues examined abovepoae real dan-
ger to gender work and liberatory struggles if 13seey precautions are
not taken. Such a development could contribute érefausly to the ero-
sion of the successes obtained so far. In factebglting backlash could
constitute a big blow to the project of de/colotima The struggle to
re/define identities, which requires ongoing negfgins, contestations
and confrontations, could be marred by the reftsalcknowledge fluid-
ity. Also, the process of the re/clamation andns&frtion of voice, perti-
nent to the project of decolonization, could be parad by the non-
recognition, denial and dismissal of clear evideoicdomination. Above
all, such rigid and uncritical stance could retursito ‘new’ forms of
colonization rather than the desired liberation.

A response to Oyewumi’s proposal?

It would be naive to assume that there can beaaghbtforward and/or an
outright response to the question, is gender analgroject? For, to
expect such a response is to believe that ther&eanconclusion and/or
end to the struggle against colonialism. It shduddome clear by now
that critical postcolonial interrogation of the &srooted in a politic of
identity is a never-ending endeavor that is charatd by constant
struggles. These struggles are sustained throwghadhtinual emergence
of critiques, development of counter projects amel ¢ollision of posi-
tions. The complex interactions and negotiatiorag dtcur make it pos-
sible for conflicting and contradictory perspectvéo emerge. For
Instance, on the one hand, it can be argued th@atres vary no matter
their location and origins. On the other handart be said that even these
varying cultures possess shared values. Also, erotie hand, it can be
argued that minority cultures have been miscondteue misrepresented
to the point of annihilation by dominant cultur€n the other hand, it
can also be argued that out of the need to surgwigyral minorities have
recreated themselves in ways that have strengthiemrdls. In addition,
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while it might be true to argue that gender is @l imposition from
the West in some instances, in others, it might aks possible to claim
that gendered practices have deep roots in traditEocieties.

As a response to the question, therefore, | willreturn us to the
relativist position. | will say that it depends wat is at issue as well as
subjective positioning. It depends on whether aapleasis is on issues of
the history of discourse, realities of African wamer purely academic
engagement. | will argue, with Oyewumi and othefrdilkee mind, that
gender has cultural specific framings and multgfgifications, and as
such its meanings differ from culture to culturtewlll therefore be mis-
leading and indeed colonizing to impose meanings dine oblivious of
cultural diversity and its shaping and framing o€ial relationships and
interactions. However, | will be quick to add thattoday’s world, the
fact of women’s subjugation is real and we can mat this solely on
colonialism. As | argue elsewhere, our own pathatcsocial systems
have provided and continue to serve as fertile mpledor the sowing and
nurturing of the seeds of Western paternalism lintimperialistic and
patriarchal manifestations (Apusigah, 2002). Hericamn motivated to
say with McFadden (1994), who learns from Toni Nsmn (1992) that it
is imperative to write response-ably. | believestis what Oyewumi set
out to do. Indeed, scholars must be responsiblenigtin their writing
but also researching!
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‘Crafting epicentres of agency’

Sarah Bartmann and African feminist literary imaginings'

by Pumla Dineo Ggola

Abstract. ‘Crafting epicentres of agency’: Sarah Bartmann andAfrican
feminist literary imaginings. The story of Sarah Bartmann has been one of
the fascinations of academic writing on ‘race’, feiIIm and post-
structuralism in the late twentieth and early tvethtfirst century. An en-
slaved Khoi woman, she was transported to Europerevbhe was displayed
for the amusement, and later scientific inquisitiees of various public and
private collectives in London and Paris. Her parachl hypervisibility has
meant that although volumes have been written abeuytvery little is recov-
erable from these records about her subjectiuitythis paper | am less inter-
ested in tracing and engaging with some of the tésbangendered by this
paradox and difficulty more broadly. Rather, | wamtread and analyse how
African feminist literary projects have approacHgartmann’s absent pres-
ence. My paper then tasks itself with exploring plessibility of writing about
Sarah Bartmann in ways unlike those traditions éwdedge-making that
dubbed her ‘the Hottentot Venus'. It analyzes aefgrof texts that position
themselves in relation to her as a way of arrivab@n African feminist crea-
tive and literary engagement with histories whichrépresentations of Afri-
can women'’s bodies, via Bartmann in colonialissggmes.

Key words:. Africa, feminism, gender, philosophy, post-colinpoetics
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Steatopygous sky

Steatopygous sea

Steatopygous waves

Steatopygous me

Oh how I long to place my foot

on the head of anthropology. (Grace Nichols (1954,

As the casket left the embassy, | wondered if Sarah
Baartman was looking down from heaven and having a
chuckle. The empire had indeed struck back, heplpeo
had come to claim her, and the ‘savages’ were ngnni
the show (Gail Smith 2004, 4).

The quotation at the beginning of this paper isnfra poem by Grace
Nichols, a celebrated Guyanese/Black British pltets an attempt to
recast the world in a manner that is friendly tosd who inhabit subjec-
tivities inscribed with histories of white suprensi@nd patriarchal epis-
temes about African women'’s bodies. In other woidsg a worldview

that places African women at the centre in affignuways. Such an en-
deavour imagines a world with sky, sea, and wavkglwreflects the

pathologised African woman’s body as the norm.Jérgthing in the

world Nichols’ persona imagines, reflects the sipggjia that the Black-
woman subject lying in the bath and thinking, fartas about, then this
could not be a world which casts her as a freakhdls’ poem is part of
that writer's poetimeuvré which challenges the stereotypes and various
demanding historic representations of women of Afacan world

throughout history. It would be a world within whishe is comfortable
and the norm. She would not be a ‘freak’ or a spEet or solely corpo-
real. Nichols’ speaker continues to express ange¢hea traditions that
have led to the necessity of the ‘fat black womdm@aming in this way:
various violent epistemic traditions housed in theciplines of anthro-
pology, history, theology as well as contemporaayriprchal capitalist

% In the rest of the collectiohhe Fat Black Woman’s Poerf\éirago 1984), as ifis

a long memoried womafiKarnak 1983) and.azy thoughts of a lazy wom#&t989)
various constructions of Black women are exploredm slavery, slave revolts,
colonialism, anti-colonial imaginaries, nationalisiovements, to twentieth century
‘global’ culture.
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industries which take advantage of such racistevioé. The stress in
Nichols’ poem is on the ‘fat black woman’ thinkingyagining, and feel-
ing anger; in other words, with the expression ef will. Part of the
activity of her will, through the juxtapositioningf herself with the ob-
jects of her fantasy, is to draw attention to themner in which a ‘Stea-
topygious me’ is the product of the imagination ethiseeks to assert
itself as natural. Her act of the imagination isréfore a willed act which
is used as sharp contrast to the overdeterminafigkfrican women as
excessively corporeal. This representation of tkedusively and hyper-
embodied African, also known as objectification sveanecessary facet of
the justification of slavery. It was also one fohiegh Sarah Bartmann’s
history of display and dehumanisation has been @sedhorthand to
illustrate. Indeed, the use and recognisabilitytlod medico-scientific
term ‘steatopygia’ echoes Bartmann’s display asdetition.

To the extent that most traditions, either raorspatriarchal, or a
combination, do not represethinking African women subjects, Nichols’
‘fat black woman’ fantasizing about a better wasldile lying in the bath
Is powerful and necessary. Its importance is nahgoh because it charts
a counter-narrative, but rather because it siguifily alters the terms of
the debate altogether.

The story of Sarah Bartmann has been one of t@nf@ions of
academic writing on ‘race’, feminism and post-stoualism in the late
twentieth and early twentieth-first century. An kewed Khoi woman, she
was transported to Europe where she was displayethé amusement,
and later scientific inquisitiveness of various luland private collec-
tives in London and Paris. Yvette Abrahams (19902 2004, Abra-
hams and Clayton 2004), Jean Young (1997) and Miagubane (2001,
2004) have written on the contradictions that cti@régse her story. Her
paradoxical hypervisibility has meant that althougilumes have been
written about her, very little is recoverable frahese records about her
subjectivity. This is because for most of those Whwe written about her
over the centuries, she has been the body usdtlstrate some other
academic point that has little to do with her palsmwod. Magubane has
noted that for much colonial thought in the eightbeand nineteenth
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centuries the black body offered ‘the meeting ad wontrary impulses —
of a suffering that could not be denied but thahatbeless had an in-
credibly fungible character’ (2004: 103).

In this paper | am less interested in tracing amgaging with some
of the debates engendered by this paradox andwyiifi more broadly.
Rather, | want to read and analyse how African feshiliterary projects
have approached Bartmann’s absent presence. Indfedte general
hegemonic status of the black bodies has been exdagpe, ‘made to
function less as flesh and blood entities thaneasld discursive sites to
be mined for images and metaphors’ (Magubane 2008), what hap-
pens when the most famously embodied black suigaatagined crea-
tively in ways that do not foreground her corpoitg@l This failure to
reify Bartmann as body, emerges as the most gfrikimilarity in how
feminists of the African worflhave chosen to engage with Sarah Bart-
mann’s legacy as the ‘Hottentot Venus'. This legaayd the power of its
accompanying scientific knowledge, is such thaesgwenturies later, in
the twentieth century, many feminists would congina write against the
felt effects of the gaze which fixes them/us as overedeviant object.
My paper then tasks itself with exploring the pbay of writing about
Sarah Bartmann in ways unlike those traditions mdvidedge-making
that dubbed her ‘the Hottentot Venus'. It analyaegriety of texts that
position themselves in relation to her as a wagrolving at an African
feminist creative and literary engagement withdrists which fix repre-
sentations of African women’s bodies, via Bartmammolonialist epis-
temes.

® Feminists of the African world is used here toerefo writing and creative
theorisation that | see permeating the works ofifiests beyond the continent and
into the diaspora. | wish to explore this in therkvof some Caribbean feminists here,
and although 1 find the use of ‘African feminist tescribe them equally useful, for
the sake of clarity, | defer to the more converdlonnderstanding of who is an
African feminist, even if this is also sometimesntasted. The essays Agenda
issues 50, 54, 58 which were special issues labefsiously African Feminisms
Volumes 1 (2001), 2 (2002), and 3(2003) explores¢heontestations. See also the
essays in Nnaemeka, Obioma. 199terhood, feminism and power: From Africa to
the DiasporaTrenton, NJ: Africa World Press.
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This writing, as | will show, proceeds far beyosichply writing
back to histories of the hyper-corporealisatiortted African as played
out in colonialism, slavery and other white supreistavoundings. Faced
with the slew of creative writing on Sarah Bartmdynfeminists in the
African diaspora and beyond, | remain uninterestatharting, reviewing
and analysing the varied ways in which she has lmbamnacterised in
literature. My concern here is with the emergencettmat | see as a very
specific idiom which emerges in literature of th&idan feminist world,
and which, as | will show, offers radical departufeom conventional
representations of her as only embodied (objeethglogised (deviant),
evidence (knowable) and/or singular (‘freak’, mytfihis work draws
from the insights gleaned from African feminist woin non-literary
genre, and recognises thisrpa as invaluable. Still, the three central
creative texts which will be used in addition tochbls’ are Zoé
Wicomb’s David’s Story Dianne Ferrus’ poem ‘| Have Come to Take
you Home’ and Gail Smith’s ‘Fetching Saartje’, besa they offer re-
freshing narrative possibilities which are more gmative than

‘the science, literature and art [which have] adikely worked to produce

Baartmann as an example of sexual and racial diifax [which also] offered

exemplary proof that racial and sexual alterity soeial construction rather
than biological essences’ (Magubane 2001, 817).

These traditions, Zine Magubane demonstratesnéwemed by a variety
of ideologies on race, gender and class positibnshave nonetheless
been strengthened in their ahistorical usage tdagxmow Sara Bart-
mann became the icon for sexual alterity in thetviplara Ogundipe’s
invitation to African feminists is that

‘[w]e should think from our epicentres of agenayoking for what is mean-

ingful, progressive and useful to us as Africarsswe enrich ourselves with
ideas from all over the world’ (in: Lewis 2002).

The texts analysed here embark on and approactopieat hand from
various angles, but will be read, nonetheless aaicppating in the same
larger African feminist project. In other words, hsvill demonstrate,
while the specific structures of the narrativededif there are ways in
which all three are activities along the same cantm. All grapple with
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the (im)possibility of representing Sarah Bartmdnynprobing the ways
in which the silences of history are more interggfior what they refuse
to tell us about her, than the volumes of overemitharratives while she
was alive, or the body critiqued by Magubane (2001)

My choice of technique is motivated, firstly, by monviction that
creative spaces offer an ability to theorise, anagine spaces of freedom
In ways unavailable to genres more preoccupied vidarity and exact-
ness. | have become increasingly intrigued (cf.12@D05) by the crea-
tive theorisation in the arena of African feminighagination. By
‘creative theorisation’, | intend the series andfs of conjecture, specu-
lative possibilities opened up in literary and otheeative genres. Theo-
retical or epistemological projects do not only p@p in those sites
officially designated as such, but emerge from otireatively textured
sites outside of these.

Secondly, read against the texts | will discusnd Nthabiseng
Motsemme’s thinking on silences and African womesigjectivities
compelling. Motsemme asserts that ‘the mute alwspesaks’, and her
work suggests that a key African feminist tool asbe our thinking
about how to hear the mute, and what that heariigéptnook like. Like
her,

My aim is not to romanticise silence and thus unidee the power of giving

voice and exposing oppression. It is rather to neimis that under conditions

of scarcity and imposed limits, those who are opged often generate new
meanings for themselves around silences. Instedtiofj absent and voice-

less, silences in circumstances of violence asspresence and speak vol-
umes (Motsemme 2004a: 5).

Crafting epicentres of agency

Zoé Wicomb’s novelDavid’'s Story(2000) confronts the dilemma of
positioning, which is to say historicising, dirgctln her novel, Wicomb
approaches the trickiness of historical locatioa wariety of ways. In all
these, there are intimations of the connectiorthedistorically concrete
subject that was Sara Bartmann. Her novel is tttefial biography of
David, an activist, who decides to have his lifengtrecorded in the post-
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apartheid moment. David’s sense of how lives ad sind rooted in past
lives’ trajectories differs substantially from hBlackwoman fictional
biographer’s idea of how to record life storieseTtovel and the fictional
biography it encapsulates is both David’'s story aatd He takes no joy
in the private ownership of it that the biographmeagines should deter-
mine his relationship to the story. He choosestoatiaim it. Rather, he
Insists that his story is one that starts with k@i women, Sara Bart-
mann, and Krotoa, the latter of whom is also kn@srEva. Both these
women are positioned as ‘firsts’ or symbolic begngs in some ways:
Krotoa, as the first indigenous translator betwienKhoi and the Dutch,
and Bartmann the beginning of many narratives ¢adriggng. However,
Wicomb writes David so that he does not simply rotiwally root him-
self through these women, or even position thenplsiras his forepar-
ents. He repeatedly refuses the psychic safety woatld flow from
simply claiming and embracing them; they are pdradifficult and
necessary identitary project aligned to both menaony the imagination,
a project he cannot completely preside over. Istergly, his fictional
biographer is at pains to steer him in the direcbbstability. For David,
who does not imagine himself participating in adiwidual project he
needs to police, the disquiet centres around whahissing from his
narrative, what is elusive. His resistance to raria tidiness leads his
fictional biographer to muse that ‘promiscuous mgmapiralling into
the past, mates with new disclosures to produdbdumoments of terri-
ble surprise’ David’'s Storyl94-5) because she has long noticed how:
[h]is fragments betray the desire to distance hiirfsem his own story; the
many beginnings, invariably flights into historyth@ugh he is no historian,
show uncertainty about whether to begin at allhde made some basic errors
with dates, miscalculating more than a hundredsyeahich no doubt is due

to the confusing system of naming centuries; bantras | delighted in the
anachronism, he was happy to keepa\id’'s Storyl).

This anachronism is deliberate on Wicomb’s part poihts to the rela-
tionship between different modes of telling storiesys more nuanced
than timelines. It also exposes the challengessbbiicising experiences
when there is no dependable narrative, only thenigérs’ in written

form, plotted along a dateline which is not in litdegical, even as it is
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paraded as neutral. David's interest in historyggsts that he has reshuf-
fled the events to highlight the desired assoamatiwith other herstories,
to display more clearly, in Prins’ words,

Because even though | do not know when my ancelstecs

| know that each one of their lives
Left a mark on my life

I[é.\./]en though | do not know (‘Timelines’ |. 18-25).
Such a desire is highlighted in his insistence giaample, on the anchor-
ing of his story through Krotoa and Sarah Bartmawen though he
makes little attempt to mythologise them. He igains to avoid their
erasure, as well as their iconicisation, becauds aAe/are that a wealth of
highly problematic writing exists on them alreaHlys response,

‘[o]ne cannot write nowadays (...) without a littleomograph on Bartmann; it
would be like excluding history itself’,

can mean in this wayD@avid’'s Storyl). As his biographer suggests, ‘the
many beginnings, invariably flights into historyth@ugh he is no histo-
rian, show uncertainty about whether to begin #t (a). Wicomb’s
David is convinced of their importance to his naves but need not
dwell in the precise manner in which their narragivntersect with his, a
detail which frustrates his biographer to no endth@r than wanting to
control the narrative, David is content to testibya collective history
which self-consciously points to its constructednesucceeding in this
venture makes it clear that his narrative doescoatain everything. For
Wicomb’s project, the task of writing history regs that the imagina-
tion perform differently, chaotically, in a manntiat messes up centu-
ries. Irritated by his logic, his biographer askshh'what on earth has
Baartman to do with your history?’; to which helreg,

But it's not a personal history as such that | dm@ranot biography or autobi-

ography. | know we’re supposed to write that kifidhing, but | have no de-

sire to cast myself as hero, he sneers. Nothingngvreith including a
historical figure David’'s Storyl135).

When in further response to her, ‘She may not énaere been a Griqua’,
David says, ‘Baartman belongs to all of uBafid’s Storyl35), this is
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particularly telling. Sara Bartmann is important fireater reasons than
the mere accident of a possibly shared ethnicigyi® seems to be say-
ing. His claim to her is not because they both imaye Griqua, or more
generally Khoi, ancestry. Rather, David’s recogmtof Sara Bartmann
as important is linked to another project whichasabout the ‘recovery’
of indigenity. It is akin to Diana Ferrus’ acknowtgment in her poem ‘A
Tribute to Sarah Bartmann’ (1998). David and hisgbapher both note
the extent of his outrage at the mere mention ofi€ls name. This
indignation finds accompaniment in Ferrus’ persenamotions, ex-
pressed in the second stanza:

| have come to wrench you away —

away from the poking eyes of the man-made monster

who lives in the dark with his racist clutches mpierialism,

who dissects your body bit by bit,

who likens your soul to that of satan
and declares himself the ultimate God! (Il. 10-15)

Ferrus’ poem, written in Holland in June 1998, wbelventually be re-
sponsible for the release of Sara Bartmann'’s resriaynthe French gov-
ernment, facilitating her return for burial in Sbuffrica nearly two
centuries after she left South Africa for Englamdl &rance as a slave.
While African feminist historian, Yvette Abrahamarote the first full-
length study on Sarah Bartmann after noting theerat®s of academic
material which sought to make sense of Sara Barnnaansubject rather
than object, human rather than symbol or spect&¢iepmb and Ferrus
provide two imaginative texts in which it becomegpossible to view
Sarah Bartmann as anything but a concrete hist®sidgect. However,
even an investment in humanising her is a thorrly fix creative repre-
sentations of Bartmann. Both Wicomb’s and Ferrusjgzts engage with
this pointed issue. Through highly varied mediutige acts of self-
definition for both narrating subjects in WicombdaFkerrus are thor-
oughly historicised, and acutely mindful of theeirgction between the
present and various possible pasts. For David, thénstoricising of his
experience, although necessary, is not easy. ld@gmition, and indeed
acceptance of its inevitability, translates intoamlity to leave his life-
story unpoliced. It facilitates his surrender odriice it is written down.
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A similar impulse hides in the narrative uncertia® that are left
unresolved by Ferrus in her poem as laid bare enlittks between the
desire of the speaker to use peace as the emotanancy that clears
space for her conversation with Bartmann. Althotlghmanner in which
the persona treats Bartmann is illuminated as af@mone of her own,
and therefore bringing her peace as part of takemgback home, it re-
mains rather enigmatic how Bartmann has manageadlrto bring the
speaker peace. Lines 21-22 and 29-30, respectiwaty,

and | will sing for you
for | have come to bring you peace.

and

where | will sing for you,
for you have brought me peace.

Within the context of the poem, where the readgrositioned as listen-
Ing in on a private conversation between two pegpheed by a relation-
ship s/he is excluded from, there is no room fqlaxation of what may
already be understandable to the two subjects exgegconversation.
This absence from a poem, which, in its writtemfas always accompa-
nied by a glossary, can only be read as part ottmeext of how mean-
ings and knowledge is circulated within the intéroadering of the
conversation. It is therefore not a failure, anyrenthan David’s bungling
narrative is a fault.

Although this reading is suggested by the strurmfuof, and selec-
tive translation of exchanges in both texts, itn@ an interpretation
which enjoys wide recognition. Writing on represgians of Krotoa and
Sara Bartmann, Kai Easton (2002) has commentedréadtvo are

‘very allusive and elusive characters who figurgDavid’'s Story, only to
slip out of the story

Further, Easton continues,

‘[d]espite their fleeting presence in Wicomb’s nhueoth of these women, |
would argue, are integral to a book that refusemntgage them wholeheartedly
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in its plot’*

For Easton then, the fact that Krotoa and Bartnaemot represented is
seen as a lack in the novel’s material and treatmwietne historical posi-
tioning of these women. In order to discover thenng in which they are
integral then, Easton needs to read specific mganimo the ‘refusal to
engage them wholeheartedly’. While this readingtlod absences of
Wicomb’s (and Ferrus’) text is commendable, and atdorms my own
reading of these texts, it falls short of recogmasihat this refusal ipart
of the plot, rather than an unresolved anxiety. iAgfathe overwhelming
discourses and regimes of knowledge that write aloese African
women as known, and yet reveal little about theimban-ness, African
feminist imaginative projects such as Wicomb’s &®drus’ draw atten-
tion to the need to write about Krotoa, Bartmand ather historic Afri-
can women differently.

That Sara Bartmann and Krotoa are not portrayeshyndetail save
for their importance in understanding David’s sttegtifies to the valid-
ity of Easton’s argument. However, to the exteat Wicomb’s reader is
not allowed to forget their presence, through thgous narrative tech-
niques discussed below, | think it inaccurate tarahbterise the novel as
‘a book that refuses to engage them wholeheariadlg plot’. This de-
liberate re-presentaion, especially of Bartmannjciwhdoes not offer
comfortable or reliable characterisation is exaeattyunreserved engage-
ment with these two women that Easton misses inoWXs novel. In
Wicomb’s novel, the silence is a very loud one véheshoes the reader is
constantly mindful of.

Further, the ‘as told to’ structure of the novehees eighteenth
and nineteenth century slave narratives, and tieeereces to Krotoa and
Sara Bartmann reinforce this connection. Althoughcimis revealed,
there is no possibility of narrative completion.vidbs beginnings, he
thus seems to insist, lie in slavery and colomalihey also linger in
multiple discursive and linguistic registers, amdjuire meticulous and
constant translation. It is not coincidental thabtéa was a translator

4 Easton 2002, p. 237.
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who spoke English and Dutch in addition to her raottongue; or that
Bartmann spoke English and Dutch, and had leameserench by the
time she died at the age of twenty eight. The nes&lévited to con-
stantly translate first between the biographer #ral protagonist and
between tangible presences and implied ones. Ndrascidental that
both women are rendered homeless: one transpari@aother continent,
and the other banished to an island off the cobephomeland. They
are both exiled, and therefore separated from a&amges of ‘authentic’
rooting through various tropes. A tale that begith them, therefore,
cannot be one with narrative certainty. Requirethefreader is the con-
stant mediation between the various worlds of nreanncovered and re-
covered in the pages of Wicomb’s novel. Here, thWéitomb’s reader is
invited to participate in the contact zone as tiseor by Susan Bassnett
and Harish Trivedi. This contact zone is ‘a pladeere cultures met on
unequal terms, the contact zone is now a spacasthatiefining itself, a
space of multiplicity, exchange, renegotiation amtontinuities’ (1999:
14). This space foregrounds the reality that ‘laaggs articulate reality in
different ways’ (Bassnett 2002: 13).

Inattentive to this, David’s biographer is plagumda divergent set
of practical concerns. Given that there are nunsnattten texts on
Bartmann, would it not make more sense to use achoand simply
guote these here, she asks. What she cannot umtrsin aspect
Wicomb’s reader may not miss, is that rooting hasrative with Bart-
mann has little to do with a linear historical amtogy which she criti-
cises him for ‘bungling up’. Having established &arBartmann as
starting point, although Wicomb occludes what iSerah Bartmann can
anchor, there are few more references in the textte latter. These do
not yield concrete information about her. All ok#e entail writings by
David, or sketches, or a combination. Each timebibgrapher is stunned
by their significance. They illustrate nothing toer, except the impossi-
bility of excavating their relevancBavid’s Storydoes not mention Sarah
Bartmann again at any lengtbr in any explicit manner, which is to say

® See brief references to her on pages 33, 134-5.
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there is no new material except the constant assdhat she will not be
inserted into this narrative in the usual way. Witodoes not allow us to
forget her presence, but at the same time willwaate (about) her in
ways that mythologise or fix her. The challenges doreader of this
novel, perhaps in search of Sarah Bartmann, butdelbtlessly has also
read about this woman at great length, is to makeses of the ways in
which Wicomb chooses to engage with her legacy tangpresent her
physical absence from the text. Clearly, to speakrfame is to invoke
more than associations with the concrete histosahbject that she was, it
Is also to awaken a litany of images and narratbess to be easily asso-
ciated with her. As David reminds his biographer,

‘[tlhere’ve always been other worlds; there alwayt be many, all struggling
for survival’ (David’s Storyl197).

The reader is to participate in the contact zooetd interpret is no less
than to act’ David’'s Story89).

When Wicomb writes a novel that begins with Sa@ahtmann but
does not participate in the project though whicé Bhs been the subject
and object of myth, she is in conversation withlitezary and theoretical
lives of Sarah Bartmann. Bartmann’'s treatment i$ isolated, so
Wicomb scripts a fictional world peopled with elsiBlackwomen char-
acters that ‘appear’ subservient only to turn autreévolutionaries. Be-
cause Sarah Bartmann’s specific resistance camnpigeonholed, it can
be rendered imaginatively as the participation afious young African
women whose bodies may mask this subjectivity. pilegponderance of
names like Saartje, Sarah and Sally as a continmbere at times the
same character moves back and forth, again loteentost famous
‘Saartje’ or ‘Sarah’ within a context that normaksher, like Nichols’
poem where the world reflects and centres ‘thebfatk woman’. The
insertion, but not definitive description, of theSarah/Saartje/Sally fig-
ures’ interiority signals that their histories begyith and link indefinitely
with Sara Bartmann and Krotoa'’s in as much as Dsddes.

Similarly, the activist Dulcie, whose name pepptrs narrative
because of her association with David’'s own aativiproves as illusive
as Sarah Bartmann, or Krotoa. Although her namasfits way into the
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various explanations and self-narrations offeredbhyid, little is known

about her at the end of the story. The biograplo@sdo great pains to
extract specific details about her, but in the badails. That the revolu-
tionary Dulcie often appears shortly after the nmmof Sarah Bartmann,
or rather David’'s attempt to speak his anxiety mooberently about
these women, links them in Wicomb’s novel quitec&ully. It under-

lines the delicacy of ways of seeing, and emphasiBe necessity of
translation activity in the contact zone. This bees quite important in
light of the connections between Sarah Bartmann Rnidie (Septem-

ber), both elusive women from the records, one ftbennineteenth cen-
tury and the second from the twentieth.

Their separate, and joint, elusiveness, as wedheis immersion in
various narratives of masking and unmasking, andnafratives by
Blackwomen are significant. They suggest the evesgnce of a multi-
tude of ways of seeing, and the simplicity of engggnly the surface
meanings. Bartmann’s resistance, like Dulcie’s #rad of the numerous
other women in Wicomb’s text, points to the acyivif alternate story-
ing, and suggests the pervasiveness of sublimagtdries of struggle
which reside in spaces that do not easily give wammg. Wicomb’s
project makes the imagining of these sites possibldcie is central to
David’s life, yet few details about her are provde

In her ‘Fetching Saralf' Gail Smith notes a rare moment of relaxa-
tion for those South African officials responsilfte the particulars of
Bartmann’s repatriation. After Bartmann'’s coffinshiaeen loaded onto a
plane headed for South Africa, the Deputy MinigieArts and Culture,

® There are two versions of this essay. One, shovies published as ‘Fetching
Saartje’ in theMail and Guardian 2 May 2002. Another, longer, is as yet
unpublished, and is under the title ‘Fetching Sadathoose to read Smith’s pieces as
literary even though its publication in the abowwepaper framed it as an opinion
piece because closer examination of the piece le@aith’s reliance on a range of
literary, ‘fictional’, and creative techniques. Serof these include the suspension of
disbelief which is invited by Smith when she imagrSarah Bartmann laughing, the
splitting of the narrating voice into different ge$, the play with the fiction/faction
and autobiography genres, and so forth. The pagebers refer to the longer,
unpublished version.
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one of these officials, seems calmer. Smith ndtatih her relief, Deputy
Minister Mabandla reminisced about ‘exile travelrgs, and a rare mo-
ment of poignant remembering of Dulcie Septembeotlzer great South
African woman who had died a horrible death in $&fFetching’ 4).
Dulcie September was assassinated by agents &oild African apart-
heid state in March 1988, outside the ANC office®aris, and the highly
visible, if convoluted, gathering of information quossible assassins
notwithstanding, nobody has ever been chargedivathmurder.

To the extent that Dulcie September’'s name is-t@dwn, it is
she who is hinted at when the trajectory is unedarih Wicomb’s novel,
Dulcie, the character, then suggests Septembesth@rs whose names
are less known to chart along with the numerousy§abaartjies and
Sarahs in Wicomb’s narrative, varieties of partatipn in anti-colonial
struggle. Wicomb’s text charts a pattern of Blackvwem’'s presences
which has been inarticulable in the conventiongemeonic languages of
white supremacy or African nationalism. It pays

‘broad attention to [how] voice, communication agency enlarge conven-

tional understandings of women’s agency and trartstiee ‘resistance’ mod-

els that have often constrained understandingsavhem’s roles as political
and historical actors’ (Lewis 2002a, 1).

David’s Storyinvites us to question to what, and whose, ends sto
ries work and, more specifically to make these ingsi in relation to the
various discursive constructions of Sarah Bartmamicomb’s novel
bravely defies and resists closure. Unlike muchhef writing on Sarah
Bartmann, it at once acknowledges that she is rtiae object and/or
icon, and registers some of the ways in which &isests closure. There
can be no disclosure which brings us closer taahdrthis acknowledge-
ment is a crucial precursor to any project whickslnot re-objectify her
and continue to erase her subjectivity and the @garinose demonstra-
tions are lost to us. Writing on her which does mreatast her as a ‘freak’,
reading her in ways that parade her as the ultincate of alterity, can
only draw attention to the reality that we knowmnog about her. Yet her
presences continue to haunt us in Wicomb’s text.
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Remembering home

| have lived in so many places, | think | have &fanyself to find home in
smaller things.

Making a home has become a critical instinct inligihg creatures, and for
humans who claim that they are above all othertgres in terms of intelli-
gence and the ability to survive, home is the magker of having arrived, of
being there and having lived ( 1999, n. p.).

The above quotations seem to speak to two antagomgulses in the
naming and definition of homespaces. In the longtation, Patricia
McFadden points to the sociability of home. It gtt space which, al-
though usually physical, bears the mark of relahgm to human-
selfhood. This relationship to self is always malrke tandem with other
creatures, and a stamp which apparently shows hairaaperiority over
other living beings by the level of sophisticatimman abodes represent.
Human homes are evidence of people’s existence,aansuch are of
enormous importance. For African feminist poetsiti@sHorn, home is
mobile, and more conducive to carrying within agsgchic space. It is
not so much proof of having being here, or thet#,acondition which
responds to obligation or necessity. Like McFadsgei’is a relationship
to the human-self.

Both Horn and McFadden underscore the negotiaieaent of
home, its choices, its locations and its necesbkioyn makes it smaller,
but still needs to ‘find home’; McFadden definessta ‘critical instinct’
at the same time as she underscores its socia.valbboth cases home is
necessary.

Sitting in Holland, in June 1998, Diana Ferrus terone of the
most famous pieces on Sarah Bartmann. It might des rmappropriate to
describe it as a poeta her. In its very title, ‘Tribute to Sarah Bartmann’
the poem unsettles expectation and marks itselpaascipating in an
undertaking markedly different from many of thoseowhave scripted
Bartmann. A tribute is an acknowledgement, a mdrkespect. It is the

" Poet and feminist activist, Jessica Horn in aarinew by Christopher Simpson for
the BBC Radio 4 shov)ther, 20 July 2003.
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opposite of the degradation Sarah Bartmann endarétk last years of
her life. However, the relationship Ferrus’ persdegails with Bartmann
need not be mediated through colonialist, and atblated mythologisa-
tions, of Bartmann. The poem is not a celebratibSarah Bartmann in
the sense of recovering her from the many wayshithvshe has been
objectified. Ferrus does not offer her reader,isteher, for she often
performs her poetry, a straightforward represematf Bartmann. Her
persona is concerned with the comfort of Bartmaimigr workings, her
emotional and psychic health. Bartmann is beingridiome.

In an interview, Ferrus has noted how she camaite the poem:

| was doing a course that included a segment oonadigx in the colonies, so

my mind went to Sara Bartmann and how she was g&gl¢...] But more

than that, the really big thing was how acutely keitk | was. [...] My heart

went out to Sara, and | thought, ‘Oh, God, she diedeartbreak. She longed

for her country. What did she feel? That's why fingt line of the poem was
I've come to take you home (in Setshwaelo 2002) n.p

Further, Ferrus’ refrain ‘I have come to take yame’ (I. 1, rpt. as 24
and 29) addresses Bartmann directly as one wha Inasne. Taking her
home is a gesture of intense emotional salience Meanings which
attach to home challenge the status of Sara Bartraarobject, position-
ing her instead as a loved one. Home is a plageuicular importance
for the exiled and enslaved; it is a space whiaviges the possibilities
of belonging, of acceptance and special signifieafitie love suggested
in the act is further intensified given the specifieanings which attach
to the act of taking her home. Taking somebody h@v@ways an inti-

mate act of rescue given that only specific pecple participate. Ferrus’
interview underscores this when she speaks of dssilplity of dying

from heartbreak when going home is foreclosed.intportance is so
emphasised that ‘going home’ in some (African) laages is conceptu-
ally and linguistically different from going back the place where you
live®. Further, home is a space where one is alwaysoweca sanctuary

8 This intimacy is emphasised when we imagine tipausge, moréntimateverb that
‘going home’ has in some African languages, likedgample, the isiXhosa language
in southern Africa, which uses ‘ukugoduka’, as ctetely separate from the act of
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to which one always has access. To be away fromehexiled, and in
need of being brought home speaks powerfully todienation of the
one away from home. The late Edward W Said, whowrasen mov-
ingly about exile, and the condition of homelessnagyreat detail, called
it the feeling of being ‘out of place’, the titlé¢ bis memoir. When Ferrus’
persona offers to take Sara Bartmann home, itlscéaration of immense
affection.

| have come to take you home —

Home! Remember the veld?

The lush green grass beneath the big oak trees?

| have made your bed at the foot of the hill,

your blankets are covered in buchu and mint,

the proteas stand in yellow and white

and the water in the stream chuckles sing-songs
as it hobbles over little stones. (ll. 1-9)

The tone of the poem, which stresses connectitensifies the relation-
ship between the speaker and the addressee. Therypnefrhome is one
that is shared, gesturing to a common past andthlegt have the same
home. Ferrus’ persona has, through effort, enstiradupon her return
home, Sara Bartmann will be comfortable. Home isentban the physi-
cal dwelling inside which people live. It represetite psychic familiar
which brings peace. The evocation of proteas, amiat buchu along with
the use of ‘veld’, clarifies where this home isdted geographically.
However, it also captures the presence of smakise$ and other feelings
which do not correspond to how Bartmann feels iteeX hese familiar
things are also put in the position of being desbbecause they represent,
and are from, home. The memory that is evoked &redsed is one of
familiarity through which Bartmann knows how to B&e herself from
the elements. It is one that entails Bartmann’edoen to roam about in
the veld, unlike her enslaved position in Europemid offers pleasures
by way of beautiful proteas to behold, and musigater flowing over
little stones.

going anywhere else. ‘Home’ is the location of yparents and birth family, and is
never the abode (also ‘home’ in English) you setih your life partner (and off-

spring).
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Further, the speaker is also committed to theeptopf restoring
Bartmann to herself, which is to say, bringing heme, to allow her to
be and feel at home. Ferrus’ persona is thus, akin to the famwilthe
addressee, and ‘I have come to take you hometis¢hbal equivalent of
an embrace that cannot be refused. Because homeligce that one
voluntarily goes to, the fetching marks the evemtsamewhat urgent,
bearing as it does strong overtones of rescue.entaional prominence
of home is further complicated as the persona imbueith additional
layers of meaning.

Home is signalled here by everything that the esle’s current
location is not; it has fragrant buchu to soothe ¢ffects of the humilia-
tion from being displayed as well as to countetsat objectification as
slave, freak/specimen and her dissection for furtxamination after her
death. Home in Ferrus’ poem has open spaces (Jvalill protection
(‘shade’) which are contrast to the confinemenBaftmann in Europe.
She is not peered and poked at there. The prateasvhich are missing
from the Europe she remained enslaved in, represenéthing particular
to home. The speaker appeals to an emotional measowell as a mem-
ory of the senses. Home is cool, and she can liedrshade unexposed.
She can see the breadth of the veld, and the csolfuthe proteas. It is
her eyes, and the eyes of the persona from her hloatere privileged
here. The smell of buchu, and mint, as well as thealing possibilities
are also foregrounded. To complete the image ofehdtarrus offers the
playful sounds of water flowing freely and singing.

In the writings of late eighteenth-century Europeyarious public
debates and court cases, it became clear colonialess being explained
in a variety of intertwined ways. First, the colesil space tempted the
coloniser to subordinate it, and the very diffeenéfered and embodied
by the territory and peoples invaded propelledablenising mission into
a justification of an increasing spiral of violenicean effort to make it
knowable, and thereby controllable (Kitson 1998)ithi this violent
regime of knowing, or making knowable, was the bodythe slave or
colonised. Clearly, then, this was a quest whiahmaillusions about the
coupling of material and epistemic violence. Tokbewn, the colonised
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and enslaved had to be brutalised, and their hoimeéaimentally altered.
Further, this violation of the subjected was aregnal part of the colo-
niser's own self-definition and constitution asmbte power, and exclu-
sively authoritative (Kitson 1998). This patternewitably affects the
ways in which (previously) colonised subjects theteract with each
other, which is not to say that Africans are dedinéholly by the experi-
ence of having being brutalised.

However, this history does have implications fo framing of an
African feminist project addressing itself to theeative imagining of
Sara Bartmann by addressing the kind of language agpolitics of rep-
resentation that can be used in its service. foismall matter that the
feminist texts analysed here make no attempt taew-Bartmann since
gaping at her has become the standard way in wéhehfeatures in a
variety of discourses. The literary texts examihede are informed by a
politics which resists the oppressive gaze. Theeef8artmann, when
represented here, is not discernible via a sefiggygsical descriptions,
as she is in Cuvier's notes for example. Part efsting the dominant
tropes through which Bartmann has become ‘famiig@ disavowal of
linguistic systems which represent her primarilotigh her corporeality.

Wicomb leaves her reader with an elusive Saraniarh. Ferrus
allows her persona anger and gentleness dependimgho is being ad-
dressed. Bartmann is the beloved, she is treatedraan with feelings of
sadness, homesickness, and so forth. Ferrus, howsteps short of ro-
manticising Bartmann. She does not make Bartmamesoe we merely
look at, or a subject in need of all our embraceé sscue. Rather, she
invests her with commonplace, in other words huntaernal workings.
The simplicity of this move serves to highlight thier brutality of the
systems that put Bartmann on display.

When Wicomb resists showing Bartmann as knowatnid, Ferrus
speaks to a Sarah Bartmann whose interiority igileged, this stems
from a refusal by both writers to describe Bartmatanoffer her as a
known and knowable subject. It is enough that shieuman, and to ex-
plore the obvious things that accompany that reitiogn Among these
are that she must have experienced emotions,defiations, and recog-
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nised the humiliation she was subjected to. It agsobvious that she
must have resisted it. Both texts participate mew politics of represen-
tation, crafting a new language through which teadpto the creative
imagination at hand. This is based on the recagnitiat
[o]ne difficulty with the assumption that languaggn be overturned in favour
of an entirely new lexicon and world outlook is theblematic assumption
that words and their meanings can be neatly segghfedm a globalised cul-

tural repertoire pervasively underwritten by cei@sirof western discursive
dominance (Lewis 2000a, 3).

It is important that Ferrus offers descriptionstiod landscape as part of
her reminder to Sara Bartmann’s imagined self spase of the alienation
of colonialism is the separation of ‘native’ fromrerhland. And, in Bart-
mann’s case, as well as that of many other slalrsglacement from this
home. It was important, as the Dutch became Afekanthat the same
land(scape) be emptied of its indigenous occupdnt® of the conse-
guences of this pertains, more recently, to thecipawf landscape in
Black South African literature, as opposed to estaality in the Afri-
kaner novel, especially th@laasroman. That Ferrus’ speaker, who in-
tends to take Sara Bartmann home, has accessitdaiing she prepares
for Bartmann’s return charts a different locatianland in the literary
imagination. Part of her return, part of the muteethange of peace, has
to do with being at home, and having part of oreimanity restored. It
Is noteworthy that while the anger expressed aehiesponsible for Sara
Bartmann'’s fate in unflinching, it does not detriiom the purpose of the
speaker’s trip and therefore is confined to six @iuthe total thirty lines
which make up the poem. In this manner the speadsasts complicity
with the colonial mistreatment of Bartmann by coricating on the sci-
entific and colonial quests to which she fell victiRather, the focus is
shifted and altered significantly in addressing &gra beloved, as ordi-
narily human.

° Literally translated into ‘farm novel’, a widelyuscribed to genre in Afrikaans
literature. For a lengthy discussion, see J.M. Bxei(1988)White Writing: On the
Culture of Letters in South Africdlew Haven: Yale University Press.
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The third stanza further challenges conventioaptesentations of
Sara Bartmann by showing her as one who is lovealdsirable and
aesthetically pleasing; in other words, she is misgl since all human
beings are these things to someone. Line 20’sllifeast my eyes on the
beauty of you’ highlights a different way of lookirat her than fills the
volumes penned about her in the last two hundredsyd¢iere again Fer-
rus’ project intersects with Wicomb’s, who, with@apgecific reference to
Bartmann each time, nonetheless installs the inwgsteatopygia as
normal for all the women in her novel, and latempoto its valuation in
another context as beautiful. It is also a locaudmch welcomes her, like
the world of Nichols’ poem above. It is a worldvievhich is not hostile
to Bartmann; it is a literary homing. All four fenmist writers examined
here choose not to reinscribe Sara Bartmann's dis@ hyper-
corporeality; at the same time they do not preteatishe is unembodied.
She is not invisible physically or metaphoricalbyt in the imaginations
of feminists of the African world, her body is likeany others: recognis-
able, and therefore cannot be the spectacular fafcaisention.

Smith’s title puns on her ‘fetching’ of Sara Baamnm to bring her
home. A member of team responsible for repatriatiaga Bartmann’s
remains for burial, and the scriptwriter on a sec8&ara Bartmann docu-
mentary collaboration with the director Zola MasgelSmith’'s speaker
also echoes Ferrus’ more figurative home-bringiffie act of ‘fetching’
signifies more than mere collection since one fescthings and people
one claims ownership of. Additionally, to fetch seimody suggests that
you will ultimately return with that person homeydathat the fetched is
currently misplaced. This is why for Smith’s naimgt voice the act of
fetching is linked so closely to the ability to ioleSara Bartmann back.

Like Ferrus’ speaker’s tone in the second stathzzave come to
wrench you away’ (1.10), there is indignation ini81is piece at the deg-
radation Sara Bartmann had to suffer. Smith lashesn an acidic man-
ner at the trajectory of scientific racism, andhet celebrated anatomists
who took pleasure in such depravity. However, shanisurprised by the
rise of rightwing sentiment in present-day Franeeause, for her, events
in history are linked. Thus her troubled stancelss recognises the pat-
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tern is exacerbated by the surprise she finds egpckin the French me-
dia. There are no shocks for her in the politiccaftemporary France,
with the threat of Le Penn taking leadership as whies. Historical
narrative is portrayed as a series of complex fiekarather than sporadic
moments. Consequently, Le Penn, the exhibitionatrBann and the lies
which aimed to keep her remains in the Musee ar@mmnnected. They
occupy moments apart in time, but are all parhefdame logic.

Smith’s confrontational stance, like Ferrus’, iwever, modu-
lated by another gentler voice. Ferus’ and Smithiaginative projects
centre on Sara Bartmann. As such, then, the butkeiarrative space
needs to be dedicated to concern with her. Thevident in the propor-
tions of time between the expression of anger tdev&ara Bartmann’s
exhibitors on the one hand, and acknowledgemeimeofinteriority, on
the other hand. The confrontational stance anchémsh tone when dis-
cussing the monster she needs to be rescued frgmesghwith the out-
rage that the same monster, Cuvier, evokes in WitoDavid.

Gail Smith’s, unlike the other writers discusseds first published
after Bartmann’s return, reflecting on the procegdetching her from
Paris. Wicomb’s novel was finished long before, guoidblished prior to
Bartmann’s return. Although Ferrus’ poem would d@uetly bring about
the return of Bartmann, to do this it had to betteni long before the
actual event. Ferrus’ tribute, then, is in som@eets prophetic.

In her piece, Smith eschews the distance prizeddnyentional
academia between the knowledge-maker and the subjetbject’, of
her text. Instead her narrative voice plays on pbétics that decide
which meanings can be made about the past, on hevkriower and
dispenser of knowledge participates in this, ad aglon the violence
involved in epistemic projects. In this text, shxpleres these issues spe-
cifically in relation to the history and science $ara Bartmann. For both
Smith’s essay and Ferrus’ poem, it is more thamthaee fetching of Sara
Bartmann’s remains that matters; it matters wHetishing her.

It is an emotional act of bringing back, clear eglo when her
narrator comments, ‘My spirit self was reclaiming ancestor’, making
Sarah Bartmann part of her past, and herself Diaeid too in Wicomb'’s
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novel), part of Bartmann’s future. The narratoriposs herself in rela-
tion to Sarah Bartmann as more than object, as @oen@hose relation-
ship is also circumscribed by a subjective histodo pretence at
objectivity is made by either speaking persondalitieis poles apart from
the allegedly objective, unemotional treatment Wwhgaw Sarah Bart-
mann used so violently and degradingly. Smith, keerus’ speaker, does
not shy away from the contradictions that this pdset rather acknowl-
edges the split between the self who is claimin@rcestor and the other
one, the ‘earth self making a film about the ratwf Sarah Bartmann.
There is no need to mask such a conflict, and Ssnithrrating splitting
undulating voice makes no attempt at this. Thisosa narrative that this
African feminist writer chooses to tell from a d@iste, coldly. Bart-
mann’s life and hers are influenced by similar digses, even if not to
the same extent. Sylvia Tamale has underlined‘tlzaAfrican woman
can shield herself from the broad negative and ged legacies left
behind by forces such as colonialism, imperialismd aglobalisa-
tion’'(Tamale 2002, 7). Given this recognition, st possible to see con-
temporary (Blackwomen’s) lives as being shapedhayhistories which
so demonised Sarah Bartmann, to the same extdrithth&rench cannot
be free of histories of men like Cuvier. This issh&mith’s concept of
shame works. It is the brutalisers, in the legatcZovier and the later,
curators at the Musée who lied about having logstrBann’s skeleton,
genitalia and brains, who should be ashamed.

The split-spirit persona Smith constructs disavdies objective
distance that is valued by science, and later mpiece, she points to
some of the reasons why this is both important@ossible. Her stance is
different from that of Cuvier, who felt greatly hmured to present Sarah
Bartmann’s corpse after he had dissected’h8mith, instead, recounts
how ‘unremarkable’ the bottles containing SarahtfBann’s body parts
are to her, and wonders about ‘what treasuresieftsiic discovery they

19| have chosen not to reproduce Cuvier's readirdyranies on Sarah Bartmann here.
Yvette Abrahams has analysed them in some desaiiaae | in less detail than Abra-
hams, in our respective doctoral dissertations.Awahams 2000 and Gqola 2004.
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could possibly have yielded’. Unlike Cuviet al, however, she reflects
on the implications of trying to ascertain someghspectacular in the
parts of Bartmann’'s body that lie pickled in thesjaRepulsed by re-
sponding in a manner that may be seen to mirronecsy she remarks
that she stopped trying to ascertain what was s@aneable about Bart-
mann’s brain and genitals. The writer is equallpckt by the contexts
within which she was kept at the Musee del’HommalRivig through

the Musee del’lHomme she is struck by the many Isodieticulously

catalogued in the name of science. The neatne8wafataloguing sys-
tem leaves her feeling ‘horrified’, ‘appalled’ afdisgusted’ by the rows
of cupboards each with a page that

‘listed the contents (...) skeletons, skulls and pthies of indigenous people

from every corner of the earth, but mostly Afriddorth & South Amer-

ica’(‘Fetching’ 2).

Cuvier’s science that legitimates a feeling of hanat the display and
dissection of human beings and animals contradfs the spirit Smith
speaks about: both her own that comes to claimnaassior and make a
film about the return, as well as Sarah Bartmawows which must have
‘cried out again and again to be taken home, andines have reverber-
ated through the centuries, and her name hasdine@Fetching’ 3).

As ‘the ancient mountains shout [Bartmann’s] namme’Ferrus’
poem, so in Smith’s literary essay Bartmann’s spaliearly cried out
again and again to be taken home, and her cries hewerberated
through the centuries, and her name has lived ‘&@tching’ 3). The
Director of the museum, Andre Langenay, had lieoualhow Sara Bart-
mann’s remains had been destroyed in a fire lorfgréehe was em-
ployed by the institution (captured on tape in aawawsation and
incorporated into Smith’s and Maseko’s earlier jilibout this incident,
Smith remarks in retrospect,

Sarah Baartman was not simply a powerful symbataéntific racism, but

she clearly has magical powers. She could bring &t own genitals and

force the modern day representatives of the men dibgected her into a
shame-faced apology at being caught out in a vebjiplie (‘Fetching’ 2).
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Smith’s speaker makes connections between the @dies at the core

of the French scientists, curators and directorsds claims to knowl-

edge, which she sets up against the more comptsexo$eelationships

and relationality between herstories of knowledgeaton. She and

Bartmann have spirits that find expression in wtnst need no forced
linear narrative of lies, but through routes timatex a more creative rela-
tionship to time. Interestingly, in her choice ahgjuage, Smith rejects the
Eurandrocentric violent heritage of lies, takingks instead with com-

plexity that cannot be flattened out as her owrceaplits and Sarah
Bartmann works her magic beyond the grave.

Turning the circle

Representations of Sarah Bartmann have incensadis¢snof colour the
world over due to the manner in which she has bestnumentalised as
part of inscribing Blackwomen’s bodies in white seipacist colonial
culture as oversexualised, deviant and spectadal&wer ‘Thoughts drift-
ing through the fat black woman’s head while havanfylll bubble bath’,
the poem on which this paper opened, Grace Niaem®ims and sub-
verts dominant representations of African womerodibs. Her speaking
subject lies in her bath, thinking about a worldttreflects her in differ-
ent ways from those that have historically pos#wrher in terms of a
deviant body that requires explanation. It is véatiger that the ‘fat black
woman’ in the bath responds to both the multiplessof this inscription,
as well as to the combined authority it continuegxert. As she lies in
the bath, then, she allows for the possibility njoging her own body,
her own mind, of being more than she is to the @vhitpremacist capital-
Ist epistemic systems that she must continue tarend’hese epistemic
systems continue to exert power over her. Impdstasie links her posi-
tioning as a contemporary Blackwoman to the his&brconstructions of
that subject category, whether these take the fofmanthropological
discourse, historiographic inscription, theologythe diet industry.
Nichols’s narrator locates her reality in tandemhwhe violence
with which Sarah Bartmann was inscribed. Like Spiiithols refuses to
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pretend that the volumes penned to make senseagkBbmen’s bodies
are removed from her own persona’s lived experieiite vision she
immerses herself in, like the full bubble bathaifantasy that she needs
to create for herself, where steatopygia is thempowxrhere the world
reflects her. It is not a distant reality, but avigch intersects in a variety
of ways with her own imagined home.

Further, Wicomb’s text asserts the necessity stohicising Bart-
mann and Krotoa, which is to say, the need to ntlaken human, and at
the same time demonstrates that this project afesgmtation and her-
storicisation is not one which offers wholeness atwsure. Indeed,
Wicomb’s text both structurally and metaphoricalfsists offering de-
finitive answers, or seeking refuge in explanatoayrative. The reality
we are faced with, after volumes of ink outlinifgcts’ have been spilt
about Sarah Bartmann, is that:

Dismembered, isolated, decontextualisethe body in the glass case epito-

mises the way white men were trying to see Khoisamen at the time, as

unresisting objects open to exploitation. [...]Afteams of measurements and
autopsy notes, we do not know the simplest thirguaSarah Bartmann. We

do not know how she laughed, her favourite flowersven whom she prayed
to. We cannot even know with certainty how she &mbkAbrahams 1997, 45).

And,

Very little is known of Baartman’s experience inriBaNo one can say for
sure where she lived, if she had friends, whattebk for menstrual cramps,
what she thought of French food, or the cold (SrB@82, 3).

Given the near total absence of information abeutgerson, how then is
she representable? And what available tropes are fbr this representa-
tion in ways unlike those systems that mythologiee? Wicomb chooses
to weave traces of Bartmann’s ghost into her naw@ler allowing her to
be a known character. In this way she ensuresS3heah Bartmann is
seen as relevant to the larger picture in a myofagiays. Similarly, that

Sarah Bartmann is found in echoes throughout Wiceraxt highlights

the difficulty of representing her in refreshing ysa Wicomb’s novel,

like Smith’s essay and Ferrus’ remarkable poemagas in the project
of remembering, connecting, contextualisiBgrtmann and Krotoa. For
Smith, Sarah Bartmann’s history is linked to henpand is not one from
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which she feigns emotional distance. It is linkedDulcie September’s.
Equally, it is intersects with the struggles ovelentity and self-
positioning which accompany the readings of Blackeao’s bodies in
ways that trap them/us in discourses of hypersesatain. It is this circu-
lation of ‘white supremacist, Eurocentric beliefsoat knowledge and its
production’” which perpetuates ‘practices that ibise black women’
(Matlanyane Sexwale 1994, 6%hat is unsettled by the writers whose
work on Sarah Bartmann | have analysed here. Iin todlective resis-
tance to cast Bartmann as spectacle, to forcedhder to look at her
physical being these writers recognise, as Gabelo®®on has pointed
out, that:

Black people live amid the visual precipitate ofissn. How does one engage

with this legacy of images of which Black peopleséadoeen not only the sub-

ject but also the audience? Should we prohibit th@&uoes showing them re-
peat their initial impact? (Baderoon 2000, n.d.)

The writers here examined seem to answer the dihBladeroon’s ques-
tions in a qualified affirmative. They suggest ttlagre is necessarily a
variety of lenses brought to bear in representifagiBvoman subjectiv-
ities, and also that these are linked to Bartmasnpne of the women
most conspicuously subjected to the violence & ¢faze. Homi Bhabha
writes:
The Other is cited, quoted, framed, illuminatedcam®d in the shot/reverse-
shot strategy of a serial enlightenment. [...] Thtéer loses its power to sig-
nify, to negate, to initiate its historic desire, dstablish its own institutional
and oppositional discourse. However impeccablyctirgent of an ‘other’ cul-
ture may be known, however anti-ethnocentricallis itepresented, it is [...]

the demand that [...] it be always the good obgcknowledge, the docile
body of difference, that reproduces a relationahthation (1994, p. 31).

In these texts, Sara Bartmann does not remaindibhalé body of differ-
ence’. The main question all these texts addredaips to the difficulty
in speaking about how Blackwomen’s subjectivitgagstituted. Indeed,

‘[wlhere does agency lie when the body in questiaa been defined and ma-
nipulated by Eurocentric, and hegemonic culturéSaw 2003, 2)

Like Smith, Wicomb, Ferrus and Nichols refuse #nbitrary dis-
tance which is constructed as a necessary posibamwhich to theorise,

72



‘Crafting epicentres of agency’

to make knowledge. The thinking subject lying ie thath is ‘Steatopy-
gous me’. The literary texts here discussed umsétt Eurandrocentric
perspective as norm by imaginatively illustratihg tnescapable marry-
ing of perspective and discursive construction. sThibhe logic and aes-
thetics of colonial valuation, biased in the ingtref white-supremacist
patriarchy, are unravelled in the refusal of linemrrative strategies
(timelines). Collectively the literary texts imagim revision of prevalent
literary representations of the past. Bartmanrotsused as an illustration
for some alternative ideology. Rather, her nareaisr engaged with in
ways that are irredeemably contaminated by theqddstr violation. One
of the most obvious ways is her positioning as e, as excessively
corporeal. To the extent that all three represemsitof Bartmann in the
texts analysed in this chapter avoid resting tlagle€s gaze on the spec-
tacle of her body, this is not a viable form of gmaatively rendering her.
The stance taken by the writers above problematisesrepetition of
certain oppressive positionings. In this regar@ythnk up with Abra-
ham’s (1997) earlier rejection of Sander Gilmamseissant repetition of
the sketches made when Sarah Bartmann was exhils@ah Bart-
mann’s representation becomes a matter of balatcindpat extent repe-
tition of colonialist and misogynist material caonk to subvert original
intention. For the writers analysed here, as welloa the scholars Abra-
hams and Magubane, this is an unworkable option.

The African feminist writers whose literary workhhve analysed
above suggests that representing Sarah Bartmanmile complicated
than appears to be the case when at first encaaghbsr her prominence
in the academic imaginary. All gesture towards wisahot knowable,
invite us as readers to

‘wrestle with ways of unifying concepts which [wiegd come to believe were

polarised opposites, or could be placed into néatafchies, such as is the
case with speech/silence’ (Motsemme 2004a, 4).

What has emerged is the manner in which re-preggi&arah Bartmann
within an African feminist imagination has to beoab making her

speak/visible through drawing attention to histergilences/blanks about
her. All three literary texts suggest that ratheant speaking about her
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obliquely, it is possible to gesture to Sarah Barinis absent presence,
contextualise and humanise her imaginatively. Titezary texts exam-
ined herein participate in this project of

creating spaces which facilitate the telling of targes as connected as possi-
ble to [our own African feminist] centres of meagpirthen we will have to
take the risk of leaping into places which havedbee unfamiliar for many of
us fed on the restricted diet of the power of atdtton and the text (Mot-
semme 2004a, 5).
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Discursive Challenges for African
Feminisms
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Abstract. Discursive Challenges for African Feminismsin what follows, |
draw attention to the necessity for connectingamati and continental feminist
challenges to those that confront feminisms glgballwo main discursive
manifestations of the neo-liberal co-optation omiesm are explored: the
growth of moderate rights-based discourses; anohsiy, the co-optation and
adulteration of gender research and teaching. VWhdee are important differ-
ences in the way that these trends have evolvedamdntly function in dif-
ferent parts of the world, | stress that they awétipally connected. In the
third and final section, | focus on ways in whidmnee feminist commentators
are invigorating the language and practice of fesninto contest our present
context of hegemonised knowledge and information.

key words: Africa, feminism, gender, philosophy, post-coldnglobalization

Introduction

It is sometimes assumed that the ‘indulgence’ afodstructing dis-
courses should be undertaken mainly in Northernest® and that ‘prac-
tical' and ‘material’ struggles must be paramountthe South. The
fallaciousness of this assumption is revealed invd# el Sadaawi’s
comments on the universal use of language agapytessed peoples.
‘We need’, she writes, ‘to unveil the words usedgbybal and local gov-
ernments, by their media and education’ (2004:.32@scribing one of
the most potent weapons in the attack on womegfdsj she argues:
Language is often used against women and the poevery country, espe-
cially in our countries, the so-called South’. Tgddhe word ‘liberation’
means military and economic occupation in Irag Afghanistan. The word
‘peace’ means war, and ‘terror’ means the mass#dpalestinian women and

children under Israeli occupation. The word ‘depel@nt’ means neo-
colonialism, robbing people’s economic and intéliat riches in Africa, Asia
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and Latin America. (2004: 5).

Our present context of limitless information, glibbed power relations,
transnational media oligarchies, and commoditisssblamic knowledge
mystifies patriarchal and neo-imperial injusticeotigh the rhetoric of
liberalisation’ and ‘legitimate’ paternalist praton and patriotism.
Radical struggles have become increasingly chahendpecause the
exercise of domination has become progressivelyenomerwhelming.
The deluge of information that routinely bombardshas contributed to
and ensured this. Those who wield power in thegmieage also wield
control over and access to knowledge: knowledgeulated via the
World Wide Web, information - promulgated in instibns of higher
learning - that often only appears progressivebligiinformation osten-
sibly aimed at marginalised groups, yet concereadtl with their inter-
ests and most with profit-making.

Critigues of neo-liberal challenges to African den struggles
have increased in recent years. Ruth Meena (1982Marjorie Mblinyi
(1992) writing on Tanzania, Pat McFadden (2001)lidgawith Zim-
babwe and Dodzi Tsikata (1997) focusing on Ghanee ladl critically
examined ways in which ‘good governance’, strudtatgustment, patri-
archal state building, and elite consolidation h#s@ to neo-imperial
states acting in collusion with the donor commuratyd international
capital to orchestrate token policymaking for gertdensformation. Such
manoeuvring addresses the proviso made by donomoaities that
third-world countries should liberalise in orderdbtain foreign funding.
They also seek to placate women’s movements intaeanwhere such
movements have battled for substantive genderftranation.

But a relatively neglected facet of the neo-libenavironment is
the upsurge of what could be termed a gender indost the continent,
and the extent to which this, ultimately, has bsleaped by the develop-
mentalist paradigms that entrenched neo-imperiaisich economic de-
pendency. Ranging from the growth of duplicitouscdurses on rights to
the mushrooming of technocratic and conservatieeds in tertiary edu-
cation, the industry has set in place technologies of geddsigned to
reconstitute what is substantively transformateseg to institutionalise a
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bureaucratic ethos of top-down engineering andipally correct rheto-
ric.

The neo-liberal co-optation of feminist demandsias, of course
unique to third-world contexts. It is an overwhealgifeature of contem-
porary ostensibly ‘postfeminist’ liberal-democrasiacieties. The hegem-
ony of global imperialism is increasingly erodingnfinism and radical
cultural expression and discourses in civil sociatyan international
level. What takes the place of these are industsfemformation and
knowledge production that often work to consolidaliée interests, ex-
ploitative patterns of consumption and distributiand long-established
global economic and political inequalities.

In what follows, | draw attention to the necesdity connecting
national and continental feminist challenges tasséhthat confront femi-
nisms globally. Two main discursive manifestatiofshe neo-liberal co-
optation of feminism are explored: the growth ofdaate rights-based
discourses; and secondly, the co-optation and exdtibn of gender re-
search and teaching. While there are importanewdiffces in the way that
these trends have evolved and currently functiodifferent parts of the
world, | stress that they are politically connectedthe third and final
section, | focus on ways in which some feminist owntators are in-
vigorating the language and practice of feminisnta@atest our present
context of hegemonised knowledge and information.

The pitfalls of rights discourse

In analysing the politics of contemporary womengiits discourses, it is
Instructive to examine the development of gendscalirses in South
Africa. This is because South Africa during thet ldscade exemplifies
the way mainstreaming progressively dilutes geratgivism and dis-
courses. This trend has been a rapid one: in theespf a decade, South
Africa has come to be viewed as one of the mostdgesensitive’ coun-
tries in the world because of the centrality of veors rights and gender
equity to an official narrative of nation-buildinghe ambiguity of this
language of gender equality is the focus of thet hialf of this section.
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The eighties marked a high point for integratirgder into public
and political discourses on human rights in SouthcA. Various com-
munity, regional and national organisatibnsrovided structures for
working women, students and activists to play dyiaroles in anti-
apartheid politics. From the early nineties, by tinee of the release of
political prisoners and the national preparationdiemantling apartheid,
the ground had therefore been laid for systemdticanfronting both
gender and racial injustices, since women’s orgdiimiss and civil soci-
ety activism had effectively prioritised feministrdands in the struggle
for South African democracy.

A crucial event marking the shift away from theicaation of
gender struggles in civil society activism was tfogmation of a
Women’s National Coalition four years before thstfidemocratic elec-
tion. As the culmination of years of activism, lgiilig and organisation,
the Coalition’s primary objective was to ensure weors equality in the
constitutional dispensation being negotiated byed#nt parties and or-
ganisations at the time. Its role has been destiib¢he following way:
‘In creating the WNC, all of the major women’s ongaations allowed
something larger and more representative to commaanduthority that
none of them could achieve alone, making the WN@etbing that they
could not avoid affiliating to as well as someththgt could not be con-
trolled by any one organization’ (Kemp, Madala, Mty and Salo,
1995: 1531

The Coalition, of course, was distinctive not obicause it drew
together different groupings, but also becausedhalgamation marked
a process of sidelining political differences tdiage consensus around
nation-building and ‘democracy’. It indicated hdwet'mainstreaming’ of
gender concerns into the national democratisingh@gesntailed com-
promise, arbitration and regulation as myriad oiggtions and individu-
als focused on negotiated legal and formal righite taking up of gender

! These included the Natal Organisation of Womee, Whited Women’s Congress,
the Federation of Transvaal Women and other orgtarss aligned to the United
Democratic Front.
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into the nation-building agenda, or what Shireegdita has identified as
the ‘gender pact’ (2003) entailed an arbitrationgass through which
particular gender concerns were identified as thlegaeshould be institu-
tionalised in the discursive construction of denaogr It could be argued,
then, that the Coalition signalled the displacenwdrihe nature of gender
activism as earlier preoccupations with women’snageand interests
were jettisoned in favour of pursuing consensuglts-oriented lobbying
and policy-making that postulated common rights entiklements moni-
tored or granted by the state.

The transformation of the nature of gender aativigas accompa-
nied by a concomitant displacement of tbeus of gender struggles -
away from civil society and into the state bureaagr This was associ-
ated, for example, with the committee work afaaicus of Parliamentari-
ans; the Women’s Budget in 1966, which focused oflicy areas
specifically concerning the needs of women; thad®fbf the Status of
Women in the office of the President, regional Genidesks and a na-
tional Gender Commission.

It is indisputable that women’s movements and @daurrents
within civil society prompted mainstreaming in thst place. It is also
clear that gender mainstreaming is a desirable gb&n defined as a
systematic and holistic process for introducingigyoimplementation,
institutional restructuring, educational transfotima and planning in
ways that rectify persistent gender inequalitiesfalct, the belief in this
structural change motivated the concerted involvemé radical organi-
sations and individuals in mainstreaming proceds@sg the nineties. In
recent years, however, there has been growingisiseptabout the effec-
tiveness of state structures. In particular, mamgifhist writers and activ-
Ists have raised questions about the disparity dxtvpolicy and practice.

Generally, the argument is that blueprints fordgntransforma-
tion in South Africa are in place, but there hasegeally been a failure on
the part of policy-makers, actors within the statexisting structures and
institutions to realise the goals pblicies. A special issue of South Af-
rica’s leading feminist journalAgenda entitled ‘Realising Rights’, made
this argument very clearly in 2001, with the ed#bstating that: ‘While
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our Constitution is regarded as one of the mosgnessive in the world,
‘Realising Rights?’ questions the extent to whiatnven are able to real-
ise the rights enshrined therein. The passing miiraber of progressive
laws and the amendment of certain pieces of lggslatheoretically

implies the improvement of women’s positions inisbc— yet the reality
Is that the majority of women continue to face nraafisation and dis-
crimination in their homes, workplaces and commasit(Moolman,

2001: 2).

A persuasive explanation of the gap between SAtriba’s gen-
der-oriented theory and practice is provided by AdaaGouws (2004).
Gouws draws attention to how different voices dweags already in-
scribed in legislation, and to ‘different discumesivnputs being made
within different sites’ (2004: 43). Her discussisnsuggestive in its Fou-
cauldian attention to the way that power is plagadt through a ‘multi-
plicity of discursive elements that can come intlaypin various
strategies’ (2004: 43). The analysis of policy-nmgkcan be taken further
if we bear in mind how much discursive power is quadly distributed.
Negotiation processes in South Africa have not Binemtailed various
voices in dialogue with each other. They have imgdldomination, cov-
ert censorship and hegemonisation, with differemtes having hugely
disparate access to sites for articulating knowdedgformation and
goals.

The uneven allocation of discursive authority lekto the evolu-
tion of a levelled, mediated and compromised notibwhat the interests
and goals of a generalised group of women arefa@ttte circumscribing
of terms around who is included and who is excludetiscussions about
justice. The emphasis in public discourses of get@dasformation has
therefore shifted dramatically from a bottom-upcatation of the inter-
ests of women’s organisations, to the top-downfaation of negotiated
rights and entitlements that are believed to hat®nal relevance.

The discursive terrain has changed in remarkalhft svays.
Where the language of gender transformation wasddy marked by a
climate in which the class, regional and racialitpall interests of par-
ticular women drove them to struggle for distingeadas for social trans-

82



Discursive Challenges for African Feminisms

formation, our current rights-based discourse assuimat melioristic and
state-engineered transformation can grant righdsestitiements in terms
of generalised notions of what ‘women’ of Southiédrneed and want.
These abrupt changes in the first decade of demmyptrave gone hand in
glove with a veering away from the notion of ‘justi, towards a venera-
tion of ‘rights’. ‘Rights’ have levelling and univgalised legal meaning.
‘Justice’, on the other hand, is far broader, anglies a holistic under-
standing of ways in which certain groups and io8bhs can prevent
others from realising their different liberties. eégfiing for ‘rights’ can

occur within the framework of formal procedurestteasure the nominal
access of all to certain platforms or resourcethout comprehensively
considering whether all relationships and strucure society actually
guarantee this access.

The emphasis on women'’s rights in policymakingjdetion and
the language of transformation has generated a distinctive national
mythology about gender transformation in post-dypadt South Africa. A
rhetorical climate shaped by circumstances inclydime constitutional
emphasis on gender equality; policies on sexuadsanent and employ-
ment equity in the workplace; and legislation sashthe Domestic Vio-
lence Act of 1998, has set in place a persuase®rie, and has charged
certain words and expressions with a sense of teBécting a new real-
ity. Phrases such as ‘gender equality’, ‘women’spewerment’, and
‘gender transformation’ therefore permeate pubbkcalurses in ways that
are both remarkably authoritative and also deeppedicial and compla-
cent. First, it is as though rhetorical force wbetng substituted for any
real reflection on actual gender relations and dgerfor change. Sec-
ondly, the terminology in place consistently stessshe technical and
formal dimensions of social dynamics, rather thhairt political and
socially transformative repercussions.

The persuasiveness of the current language revalwasiderably
around the fact that it often refers to conditionsituations that are fun-
damentally in accord with neo-liberal developmemi gatriarchal anxie-
ties around changing the gendered status quo. hotsworthy, for
example, that ‘women’s empowerment’, ‘women’s edval ‘gender
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parity’ or ‘gender equity’ are often used in polidpcuments or public
discourses, rather than phrases such as ‘womeasesldms’ or ‘feminist

liberation’. The former expressions point fairlyasghtforwardly to the

idea of power within the status quo, to women’siraspns to the status
and privileges that men have, while the latter darapedly opens up the
possibility of situations and conditions that maybeyond existing class
and gender models of material achievement and pabtcess.

Many other terms that have become current undethe gradual
shift towards moderacy. The term ‘gender’ in itded acquired growing
influence in defining interest groups, social charamnd political goals.
Consequently, where it used to be legitimate ta@riat the voices and
interests ofvomenwere paramount in identifying how patriarchal domi
nation marginalised a group on the basis of genther,current ascen-
dancy of ‘gender’ neutralises power relations amabat implies that the
social categorisation and identity of women as wom ed of men as men
Is not of key importance. Revealing too is the Wt ‘gender activism'’
has successively displaced the term ‘feminismasitthough the radical-
ism signalled by the latter term were being anatstised and patriarchal
anxieties about change were being appeased. Qdterthie jettisoning
of ‘feminism’ is made in relation to claims abot# being westerncentric.
But this argument disguises a deep-seated consaswatthinly mas-
guerading as a healthy populism. The avoidancdenfihism’ placates
the unease of patriarchal nationalism which rolim@vokes the charge
of spiralling ‘westernisation’ to attack African wn’s radicalism.

The need to placate anxieties about change isiNustirated in the
consistent avoidance of ‘patriarchy’, and its siibbn with phrases
such as ‘male dominance’ or ‘gender inequality’ p&atedly, the ten-
dency is to underplay politics and power relatioasgd to construct a
view of hierarchies and inequalities which turnenthinto ‘anomolies’
easily corrected through moderate, melioristic forchal rights-oriented
strategies for change.

As the rapid transformation of the political temraround gender
struggles in South Africa reveals, mainstreaming @en borne out of a
process of negotiation in which the language ofitegooth reflects and

84



Discursive Challenges for African Feminisms

regulates the accommodative incorporation of malitagendas into the
state bureaucracy and official narratives of nabaiiding. The effects of
mainstreaming in an environment characterised byutiequal distribu-
tion of discursive power must lead us to ask hardstons about how
and why ostensibly progressive agendas can soy dsesivatered down.
By turning to the ways in which co-optation and @oomise occur
through language, we can become more vigilant ath@utvays in which
double standards and duplicity deflect progressiggon. Rather than
simply positing a gap between language and goakcton, it may be
more useful to explore as well the ambiguities pathdoxes embedded
in discourse itself, as well as the range of insbns, texts and discourses
that rewrite messages of freedom.

The impetus behind mainstreaming in South Afries been the
women’s movement and progressive forces in socatlipugh the dis-
cursive and political context in which gender astiv is now located
dilutes its political focus. A similar situation guails globally. Interna-
tionally, what became known as ‘gender mainstreghpeaked from the
early nineties, and, through the Beijing Platform1B95, was identified
as aradical strategy for guaranteeing state, intersectoraliednational
collaboration in alleviating women'’s structural sutiination (see True
and Mintrom, 2001).

The visibility of this global diffusion, howevengeds to be consid-
ered in the light of how international instrumeatsl policies function as
discourses. Transnational instruments set in péadanguage of rights
which targets universal and transhistorical subjast clients or benefici-
aries who ‘receive’ what has been conceptualisegisismainly by oth-
ers. Apart from the projection of individuals aspglicants, the main
problem here is that rights discourse assumes nhensality of social
subjects. In other words, rights discourses pméaleertain forms of free-
dom and justice over others; they fallaciously assgeneralised access
to measures and mechanisms that are set in plagsgfdguard individu-
als. There are related practical problems assatiaitt the universalistic
model. When we consider CEDAW, for example, itlesac that there are
no actual mechanisms by which states can be h&duatable to the
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United Nations. While the UN may insist on certeneasures to protect
women’s freedoms across the world, legislation palicy-making that
directly affects women is undertaken and regulaedhe level of the
nation-state. Through rights discourses, gendemstr@aming conse-
guently constructs universal subjects as passuipieats, shuts down on
their agencies in driving change to foreclose pmi#ses for them to
drive alternative gender transformation in sociedapd privileges the
subject positions of globally and regionally donmhaubjects.

While the pitfalls of the global dispersal of gendransformation
in the nineties may seem obvious, it is alarming mapidly such diffu-
sion has taken place. The language of rights mslyirentrenched in lob-
bying, planning and policy-making around gendertiggs while the
radical activism that formerly drove feminist tréorsnation is now, ac-
cording to popular wisdom, dismissed as passé,aigohor obsolete. By
a deft slight of hand, the discourse of rights, alihso evidently sets in
place passive, de-historicised and politically dipewered subjects, has
achieved ascendancy as the language of sociafdraration.

It is noteworthy how the language of rights hasrs@lace a model
for ‘dealing with gender’ which mirrors the moddlat — over the last
decade — has been entrenched in South Africa.dinall wonder, then,
that the idea that many women in the North todes in a ‘postfeminist’
age, namely, an age where feminist struggle hasnbembsolete, has
gained currency. When paradigms of progress amdiéra are shaped by
a language that identifies universally agreed ugmhmeasurable success
and achievement, and when such models are institoye states, or
through international agreements, it is difficwit insist that there is a
need to struggle for change within civil societytbrough women’s ac-
tions; change appears to be guaranteed both byg#meler-sensitive’
paradigms that exist, and by the language inscrinethese models.
Naomi Wolf's (1993) writings have gone some way &oths critiquing
this situation. By condemning the salience of whkla¢ terms ‘victim
feminism’, she accurately describes the presentdnadogender aware-
ness in the North: ‘over the last twenty years,dliebelief in a tolerant
assertiveness, a claim to human participation amdam rights - power
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feminism - was embattled by the rise of a set d¢iefsethat cast women
as beleagured, fragile, intuitive angels: victinmieism’ (1993: 147).

Wolf identifies the construct of women as supplisam relation to the
state and policymakers, of women positioned aspietis rather than
agents; of generalised notions about women’s usalareeds and enti-
tlements. And as Elizabeth Schneider (1991) hasieakgthe pre-

eminence of rights discourse turns women into paskirgets and vic-
tims who become dependent on the state and otls¢ruimments and
sources of power both for articulating and grantimgyr freedoms.

Gender teaching and research

The manoeuvring around language in relation to [@ponyth-making
and public discourses is reflected in gender temchnd research. This
has been the case nationally and globally. In SAtfrilsa, 1994 marked a
stage when the state and state-recognised secttmn wivil society
created a new mood around gender research, nesynmtif funding and
support for it, and also a new public awarenestsaklevance to emerg-
ing agendas for democratisation. One effect of ¢jailvanising of gov-
ernmental support for ‘gender’ was a trend towatetshnocratic and
functionalist developmentalism. This was buttredsgdhe shift towards
market-driven and career-oriented teaching in Sédtitan higher edu-
cational institutions.

Nationally, over five women’s and gender studiestsuoffering
postgraduate programmes in gender studies wereHadnin different
provinces. And the climate of institutionalised denresearch quickly
encouraged technocratisation. Teaching increasibglyame less con-
cerned with feminism in the academy, with studeptditical and per-
sonal growth or with making women visible in resdaand writing, and
progressively more preoccupied with how genderyamalshould equip
students with applied or analytical sKills

2| am referring here mainly to the packaging of sesrwithin universities, which
have become more and more concerned with markdéggee programmes. Whether
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The mid-nineties therefore ushered in a phase méaaation and
marketisation around women'’s and gender studidh, thMis ‘mainstream-
ing’ being geared towards teaching gender ‘expErtd ‘skills’ to
promote the efficiency of state structures, pohegking and commerce.
Bureaucracy, professionalisation and technocraawlsim this context,
alongside a prominent group of ‘experts’ whose will tools, method-
ologies and concepts often directly shape planand)policymaking. Pat
McFadden astutely points to this trend at a contalelevel in her po-
lemical ‘Why Feminist Autonomy Now?’:

Our staid matrons (the continent’'s ‘experts’ on dgntraining and main-

streaming) also serve as the link between the wameavement and the state

in almost every country on the continent. They canthe flow of resources
between the state and donor communities...They direfaad the thin lines

drawn by Northern donors on issues of reprodudieath and sexuality, cau-
tiously referring to difficult issues like aborti@nd sexual orientation only in

moderate tones, and rarely, if ever, rocking thgonal or international boat
(seefito, www.fito.co.za).

Spaces and discourses that seem progressive hawecbeopted into
national efforts to mainstream and market technekgf gender, and to
situate gender concerns within neo-liberal statédimg and ‘good gov-

ernance’. This is starkly reflected in the renamiigvomen’s studies as
gender studies, for example. Or in the painstalaeffgrts to market

women'’s studies courses as being of ‘use’ to stisdenthe demand for
skilled human resource persons in government aadwbrkplace. No

longer is there an assumption that women’s studiatiers because it
prompts the broad personal and political transféionaof human beings.
Gender studies is seen as serviceable becausgeitusely written into a
moderate template for state consolidation and ibesvdl development
under the aegis of ‘mainstreaming’.

or not individual lectures and researchers havistezbthe depoliticisation of gender
teaching, courses, within the broader frameworkirafersity policies, are marketed
and defined according to the logic of their praadtigsefulness for the job market. The
effect of this has often been to underplay the mities and arts, and privilege
disciplines like psychology and the social sciendew a further discussion of this,
see Lewis, 2002, especially Appendix, ‘InstitutibRaview’.
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A mainstreaming trend that has been growing irstnggy promi-
nent in Africa is one in which ‘women’s studies§ the title of a disci-
pline, or of departments, is being viewed with tgeawkwardness and
anxiety. ‘Women’s studies’ is rapidly giving way ‘@ender studies’, and
the new term is embraced for its inclusiveness icejection of ghet-
toisation. Many courses have been revamped, cawtdmes rewritten,
and the general culture of departments alteredrtothem from suppor-
tive spaces aimed primarily at empowering wometugents, into spaces
where men and women are believed to grapple cabiiely with issues
to do with gender.

The intellectual usefulness of ‘gender’ here @isputable: ‘gender
studies’ correctly captures the extent to whichifests need to engage
with identities and processes that mould relatibesnveen men and
women, in other words, gender dynamics. Clearly tgender studies’
captures the fact that the subject of study cabhadtvomen’ in isolation,
but women in relation to men, as well as proceasésrelationships that
are gendered. What remains revealing, howeveheisvay in which the
new labeling of a field of study has modified thalitics of the field of
study, and in many ways butressed a broader cliaratend mainstream-
ing.

The emphasis on opening up the field and makimgclusive for
women and men occurs alongside the underplayinigrgf-entrenched
power relationships, a neglect, for example, offtw that today there is
still an absurdly preponderant focus in knowledgedpction on men as
subjects. The question that this situation theeefoegs is why there
should be a concern within women'’s studies witHa&baing out’, when
this is one of the fevgpaces where the privileging of men’s knowledge
production is directly contested. Overall, therefahere are huge prob-
lems with the ‘commonsensical’ idea that mainstiegngender studies
corrects a passé emphasis on the compensatorytamisiic focus on
women. Distinct institutional needs and contexts @gxample, the fact
that rape is a regular occurrence in many univessit South Africa and
more generally throughout Africa) make separate awm studies de-
partments important and strategic. Separate wonguties departments
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have the potential to provide invaluably supportordtural pockets of
focused feminist support, research and teachiniginihstitutions which

remain, overall, extremely fraught spaces for wormeademics and stu-
dents to negotiate.

The skewing of feminist research and educationdiss occurred
in the North. In a powerful critique focusing oretmeanings and fate of
‘theory’, Barbara Christian (1990) identifies thveot connected trends of
commoditisation and professionalisation that - otte® years - have
worked to depoliticize feminist scholarship. In #$eventies and eighties,
a collective identity of women in academia - supgodrand influenced by
the resurgence of feminism in the sixties - formadcuses and associa-
tions, or engaged in lobbying, or spearheadedisary innovations in
contesting the exclusiveness of the patriarchatl@mg. Their interven-
tions were deeply political and radical, and thayggled to challenge
injustice, silencing and domination on various fson

By the nineties, as Christian notes, much leftgracademic theory
had

‘become a commodity which help[ed] to determine thbe we are hired or
promoted in academic institutions’ (1990: 37-8).

Most importantly, this theory grew more and morerkad by what is
monolithic and monotheistic, by what is elitist agxtlusive. Profession-
alism, through which feminist academics and dissesilare absorbed into
the canon by echoing its exclusivist and monolifaliguage and proce-
dures, became the goal of feminist academia. As Jaatt (1991) there-
fore concludes, the elevation of ‘professionalisiminly replaced the
preoccupation with ‘politics’ as many feminist aeadcs capitulated to
notions of mastery and excellence, and so sanditme exclusion and
silencing that an earlier generation of feministd Bquarely denounced.
In the North, the ‘success story’ of feminist s@rehip revolves
largely around its progressive shift away from diage ‘marginality’
towards a mastering of the theoretical tools amatesgjies of the main-
stream. Women'’s studies, as the site in which guage for speaking
about women’s agendas was inaugurated, can betseleave moved
from the disparaged margins to the triumphant eerithe centrist desti-
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nation has been linked to a fixation with high tregiwal rigour and a
recuperation of the idea, formerly anathema for yn&minists, of

knowledge as science, of knowledge as that which'stand up firmly

by itself’. The professionalisation of gender resbhaand education in
Africa has revolved mainly around the growing coicipl between a
gender industry and the state’s ideological apparatreating a situation
in which much gender education and research temdsetvice main-
streaming and neo-liberal development. In the Natith professionali-
sation has mainly involved the commoditisation ekaarch and the
elevation of knowledge as cultural capital. This ed to the growing
alienation of academics and knowledge producti@mfrcivil society

activism and women'’s organisations.

This trend is clearly reflected in the turn towsardn uncritical
poststructuralist deftness. Here there has beeoveirgy de-politicization
of language as the site of revolutionary practiogards a preoccupation
with language as that which must capture the ‘cemipt of things’. The
consequence of this has been astutely explainedabgui Alexander:
‘Postmodernist theory, in its haste to disassodta&df from all forms of
essentialism, has generated a series of episteroal@pnfusions regard-
ing the interconnections between location, iderditg the construction of
knowledge... Postmodernist discourse attempts terbeyond essential-
ism by pluralizing and dissolving the stability aadalytic unity of the
categories of race, class, gender, and sexualitis Strategy often fore-
closes any valid recuperation of these categoniethe social relations
through which they are constituted (1997: XVII). @ intellectual left,
therefore, discourses have spawned such deft ghrasenegotiating
identity’ or ‘negotiating freedom’ which often far®se any systematic
attention to power.

Many poststructuralist concepts are aimed at Oéisiag a fixed
notion of struggle, and drawing attention to theltiplicity of agencies
and social identities. They seek to stress howasacitors make sense of
their experiences from their point of view and tophasise their agency
in the face of those who presume to speak andoadhém. They have
been invaluable in dislodging doctrinaire notiorissbuggle associated
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with leftist orthodoxy. This includes the leftisttimodoxy of Marxism and

western-centric feminism. Poststructuralism intemge here because it
allows one to think about processes, consciousardsagency beyond
hegemonic notions of what impossibly ‘universaliggersons must want.
In particular, they allow us to take into accoum extent to which cer-
tain social actors are circumscribed by particoddations and practices.
They also encourage us to consider how certain wnstruggles make

sense on their terms and to respect the fact @diicplar groups have
distinctive legacies of resistance.

But the concepts and methods of poststructurafitsn hold out
the possibility of disarticulating relations of pew In short, they can
provide ideological cover for proliferating divisie and injustices in the
contemporary world, and especially for shiftingeatton away from
iIdentifying power and its effects. Bell hooks, amanany other feminist
commentators, shows how this language has develapetkrtain aca-
demics seek legitimation and access to academienagltectual canons.
She writes:

While academic legitimation was crucial to the awbement of feminist

thought, it created a new set of difficulties. Semlg the feminist thinking that

had emerged directly from theory and practice kexkiless attention than
theory that was metalinguistic, creating exclugargon; it was written solely
for an academic audience. It was as if a large lmbdgminist thinkers banded
together to form an elite group writing theory thatild be understood only by

an ‘in’ crowd (2000: 22).

What should be stressed here is not — as | hopprageding discussion
has demonstrated — the belief that African andratied-world and so-
cially engaged feminists should concern themsetwdy with ‘bread-
and-butter’ issues, rather than with theory, witkcdurses and with de-
constructive and postmodern theories. The langaagepractice of de-
construction can contribute enormously to shapiregical and
revolutionary social and intellectual activism asituggles for gender
justice. What | am concerned about here is thenéxte which certain
applications of postmodern feminism can feed intistang relations of
power and function purely or mainly as symbolicitaor individuals
and groups who use intellectual currency to gagess to the centre.
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Imagination and the public sphere

Today, an unprecedented circulation of informatisnguaranteed by
apparently limitless knowledge production, the masgrowth of print
technologies, global flows of information and kneddie, cyberspace and
the Internet. At the same time, intellectual knalge production is
uniquely registering the intricacy of social id¢ies, the complexity of
individual and social behaviour, the nuances ofitutsonal and social
processes. The deluge of information, knowledgelanguage that per-
sistently overdetermines the political has led MaAr@astells to coin the
term, ‘information politics’ (1997: 310). Althoug@astells is referring
mainly to the burgeoning electronic media as the peivileged space of
politics’, it is important to acknowledge the comafily of pervasive pro-
fessionalisation and commoditisation within thedsray, and the steady
process through which ostensibly subversive knogdedas been adul-
terated and depoliticized. At the same time, timguage of ‘rights from
above’ dominates public debates about gender tamstion at the
communal, national and international level, andosisty constrains civil
society activism and independent debates. Thetre$uhis hegemony
has been silencing. When we consider the evolutfodiscussion and
debate in the public sphere, and the current apattiyn civil society,
we must ask what all these apparently liberating) é@mocratising dis-
cursive processes really mean. Somehow, the proafiseely public
discourses and civil society activism has rapidiyidished in recent
years.

This stasis should encourage us to re-assesstinhatw forms of
wielding power in our current information age aBpecifically, they
must lead us also to reconsider, for example, Wiegisorship’ means in
our present age. To what extent can we think aladical feminist
knowledge as being ‘censored’ despite the fact tthat allowed, for-
mally, to exist. To what extent do the proceduned walue systems for
elevating certain kinds of expert knowledge functas forms of repres-
sion, surveillance and silencing? And how do curferms of gatekeep-
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ing curtail the circulation of radical knowledgeeavin spaces that seem
amenable to the free flow of information and ideas?

It is no coincidence that many radical feminisiters today are
searching restlessly for terms that powerfully ke&dransgression, the
guest for new ways of thinking and speaking, ardhrsuit for what is
‘visionary’ and ‘imaginative’ (see for example, Matfden, 2004; hooks,
2000; and Pereira, 2002). Posing a challenge trafrfeminists to tran-
scend neo-imperial and patriarchal frontiers, Pareaises imperatives
that have both cognitive and practical implications

There is no way of creating knowledge that is natuenscribed by the op-

pressions of our times if we cannot imagine a bétteire... Without imagi-

nation, we cannot search for the kind of knowletlygt allows us to fully
understand our divided realities in order to tramscthem. It is the imagina-
tion that allows us to move from where we are temhwe would like to be
even before we get there. We must learn to libéhet@magination, to unleash
the energy that so many of us dissipate, oftenawitiealising, in upholding
the intellectual barriers that divide us not onlyrh one another, but also from

ourselves and from other ways of knowing (2002:
www.feministafrica.org/fa%201/2level.html2002).

One of the primary challenges that face feministiay is the challenge
of re-imagining our goals, of insisting on the posvef the imagination to
articulate our desires in ways that transcend thntimg visions be-
gueathed by neo-liberal globalisation. In an arguntieat the struggle for
democracy needs to take new forms, Alan Touraieatifled the slip-
periness of discursive control in neo-liberal deraog and called for the
need to re-think ‘activism’:
Power used to be in the hands of princes, oligaschind ruling elites; it was
defined as the capacity to impose one’s will oreathmodifying their behav-
iour. This image of power does not fit with our llgaany longer. Power is
everywhere and nowhere; it is in mass productiorfinancial flows, in life-
styles, in the hospital, in the school, in telemsiin images, in messages, in
technologies...The fundamental matter is not seiziager, but to recreate
society, to invent politics anew, to avoid the tliconflict between open mar-
kets and closed communities, to overcome the hmgakbwn of societies

where the distance increases between the includédh& excluded, those in
and those out (quoted in Castells, 1997: 309).

Touraine describes our present age of globalisedimperial domina-
tion, a phase following the independence of manycAh countries, the
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disintegration of soviet societies and the attagKeft-wing movements
in the North. These processes occur against thkdb@e of a global
diffusion of coercive control and ‘manufactured sent’. The situation
that currently faces feminists is far more insidgi@nd multifaceted. And
as we confront our current discursive landscapemust squarely face
the need ‘to recreate society, to invent politice\a.
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African Feminism:

Resistance or Resentment?

Chielozona Eze

Abstract. African Feminism: Resistance or Resentment®sing specific ex-
amples from Nigeria, this paper analyzes the pbpbgal underpinnings of
African feminism. | argue that African feminism lsrgely flawed by being
couched in the discourse of African anti-coloniadwament. By so doing it
inevitably inherited parts of the cultural setbaokshe movement. My take on
African postcolonial discourse is that the linevistn resistance to the evil of
colonization and resentment of the cultural worldhe colonizer was largely
blurred. There was therefore an overabundanceagfiomary impulses. While
in agreement with the discourse about the conagrmemen’s human rights,
| suggest that African feminism or rather feminias articulated by African
women thinkers must free itself of ressentimenbrider to focus on creating
flourishing communities in Africa. | analyze two tife most recent Nigerian
narratives — Purple Hibiscus and Everything Goodl ®bme — as examples
of works that seek the flourishing of communitieghwthe liberation of
women in the background.

key words: Africa, feminism, gender, philosophy, post-coldnglobalization

The moral claims of African resistance

Analyzing the phenomenon of African self-represeota Achille
Mbembe, observes that the African postcolonial alisse switches be-
tween voluntarism and victimhood. On the one ha&idcans see them-
selves overwhelmingly as victims of history, andcsl the continent is a
victim of slavery, apartheid and all imaginable age isms ‘Africa is
said not to be responsible for the catastrophe #mnat befalling it’
(Mbembe 243). On the other hand, however, Africdasn some agency
in the remodeling of their shattered world. Thigie by a pronounced
reference to some glorious past, to tradition ahentic Africanness.
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There is, according to Mbembe, ‘a narrative ofrgb®n built around the
dual temporality of a glorious — albeit fallen —spéradition) and a re-
deemed future (nationalism)’ (249-250). These twlep, victimhood and
voluntarism, indeed, go hand in hand. The claimiaimhood allows in
the victim the ease of conscience to appeal not tmlan essence that
excludes the victimizer, but also to develop a wdrpense of moral edge
or some degree of inculpability in the manner etigeaof Cartesian
phrase: | am hurt therefore | am right. Or you hus, therefore | am
good while you are bad. There arises a feeling hvNietzsche identified
as that of ressentiment, which, he argued, gavk torChristian moral-
ity. | have discussed elsewhere the phenomenoassentiment in Afri-
can socio-political discourseFor purposes of enhancing my argument in
this paper, | would like to sum the core argumentessentiment as a
source of morality. A victim of oppression feelg thurt of injustice done
to him. He wants to avenge but he cannot beca@sefilrer is stronger
than him. He sulks and reserves vengeance forutueef Reliving the
feeling of hurt and at the same time realizingviisakness allows him to
evolve a new standard of evaluation of realitystm: (1) the mind is
negatively tuned on account of the experience of. {8) There is the
need to avenge, and because the injured cannog@v¥enfear of after-
math, he or she invents a force that would do iithion or her: God,
nemesis, heaven and hell. (3) Summarily, the atheondemned to hell.
The person of ressentiment claims moral superiowtyich according to
Max Scheler implies some ‘blindness’ to [otherslatjties’ (58). The
most important point here is that the morality t&su upon the feeling of
hurt is essentially reactionary. The victim no lendases his idea of
good and evil on any standard beyond the factohhaving been hurt, his
being the historical victim.

As long as the victimizer, y, lives, he is evil amg, the victim, X,
does well to keep reminding the other of his eatiune by different forms

! See Eze, Chielozona, ‘AfricaRessentimerdand the Task of Nation Building: Some
Reflections.” Gefame:Journal of African StudiesVol. 1, No. 1 (2004)
http://www.hti.umich.edu/g/gefame/ for a somewhateeger discussion of
ressentiment and how it plays out in African pokto@l discourse.
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of blame. And — important in his moral arsenal Hagy as the victim-
izer, y, is evil, he the victim, x, cannot be ad,alierefore, he, X, is good.
Any time the victim blames the victimizer either tgllecting the wrongs
of the past in passable concepts: colonialismsnacsexism etc the vic-
tim rehashes this moral power taxonomy. That bleven expression of
helplessness which is at the same time an affiomatif a presumed
strength. Every attempt is made to establish anthtana essentialist
difference between both; the victim is preservednfiall reference to the
victimizer because it is in this difference thas mhoral superiority is
established. There is a form of reverse racism ussa&f reference to
perceived essentialist differences. This, to my dnirs what Achille
Mbembe refers to when he points to ‘dual temporadit a glorious —
albeit fallen — past (tradition) and a redeemedriinationalism).” The
return to tradition is only a consequence of reaetry moral partitioning
of the world, and of course, the failure to cededme weakness or fault
in the humiliating act of defeat. The valorizatiminthe victim — his inimi-
table past, his innocent present — leads to aglasslusory painting of
the future. In the end, however, the future whgmo® more than a grad-
ual unfolding of the present remains a shade dityea

African feminism partakes of the illusory moral edgesultant
upon the reliving of the feeling of hurt and thelden but impotent wish
to wreak vengeance.

African feminism and anti-colonial struggle

African feminism is often defined by identifying @ahit is not; it is not
European feminism. This definition via negativas loh course, historical
justification given the degree of animosity with et it was greeted by
the African menfolk. Glo Chukukere documents theidsin feminist
conundrum with examples from Nigeria. On the onadhaAfrican
women express the need for them and their conditidre better. On the

2| discussed this at length in my already citechgss

99



Chielozona Eze

other hand, most of them react rather aggressiwégign feminism is
mentioned. According to Chukukere, one gets vagigaessions such as:

The word liberation doesn’t arise here at all beeawe were never in any
form of bondage.’

‘Please don’t confuse Nigerian women with that emse.’

‘Feminism is for developed countries like AmericadaGreat Britain. Our
women here are all right... no problem (Chukuke34)1

And while people shy away from feminism and Womeéritseration, the
theoretically more troubling issue, however, isteaboin larger concern of
the society. There cannot be global sisterhood,ish@® say, global femi-
nism because women in the West and in Africa haverse experiences.
The reason as Glo Chukukere formulates is thus:
the liberation of women in Africa is linked to thaitthe entire continent from
colonial and neocolonial structures. Western schasl feminism, such as
Marxist, Socialist, and radical are part of thedmg of those countries’ politi-
cal development and reflect their concerns witlscleontradictions. This sce-

nario is not exactly the case in Africa, in geneeadd Nigeria, in particular.
For Nigerian women, ours is an anti-colonial, neparatist movement (137).

Strictly speaking there is nothing wrong in the doatured, motherly
instinct exhibited by the African woman in her akathat she cannot be
free unless the ‘Mama Africa’ is free from the dklas of colonialism
and imperialism. It is to be understood in linehithie proverb: no mother
is healthy when her child is sick. | think, howewiat this is flawed. The
implication of the above adopted approach is that African woman
should bear the excruciating pain of fracturedterise and its injustices
while standing by the side of the African man iritHight against impe-
rialism. Rigorously considered, nothing prevents Afirican woman from
demanding respect from her husband or brothers whda they all fight
against imperialism. In that regard therefore, #dtérn concepts such as
Marxism, Capitalism or Socialism could help imprdkie standard of life
for the African woman, then why would she avoigiecisely because
Africans did not make such experience? Yet, thengtth of African
feminism, as | pointed out, seems to be pouredtypa of choral repu-
diation of Western negative isms. Besides this degiion, however,
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there does not seem to be an articulate visiomefAfrican woman be-
yond mere reiteration of the traditional roles wonpéay albeit in glossy,
celebratory language. There is sadly the case @it lufemi Taiwo

identified as the poverty of theory. ‘Every timerisan scholars are
forced into these sterile but needed efforts teraghat we are or we
think,” he argues, ‘the urgent tasks of identifysngd explicating what we
are or what we think remain undone or only partne (Taiwo 45).

To be sure, Taiwo points out the ‘imperialisticogance’ (52),
present in Western feminists theorizing about Afnicwvomen so that
African women were beasts of burden; they did ladl work at home
while the men did nothing. This also constitutes@dn women’s burden
of self redefinition and their need to free themeslfrom others’ image
of themselves, and, in the words of Oyeronke Oyewvdmfeminism on
their own terms. But are they really doing it oritrown terms?

African women and the production of glossy past

In Achille Mbembe’s above cited text, the fact ofriéa privileging of
victimization indeed ultimately reveals itself aslaim of voluntarism
albeit through the backdoor. He writes:
Philosophically, the Hegelian thematics of identityd difference, as classi-
cally exemplified in the master-bondsman relatignsis surreptitiously reap-
propriated by the ex-colonized. In the move thailicates an unreflexive
ethnographic practice, the ex-colonized assignet afspseudohistorical fea-

tures to a geographical entity which is itself subed under a racial name
(244)

In her address to the first Conference on WomeAfiita & the African
Diaspora (WAAD I), ‘Zulu Sofola takes time to rerdirher largely
women audience how African people ‘have been suibdeculturally,
psychologically, materially, and intellectually’ ¢f®la 51). Describing
the processes and implications of what she termsléhwomanization of
the African woman, she claims that the African wama

assailed by Western and Arab cultures, [...] has Isté@pped bare of all that

made her central and relevant in the traditionaic&h socio-political domain.
Even though both male and female children of Mo#fkfeica were assailed by
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the invasion of the male-centered and male-donmih&teopean and Arab cul-
tures, the female suffered the greater damage. (52)

She concludes her exegesis on victimhood by asgettie helplessness
of the present African woman. ‘Demotion of Africamomanhood,” she
writes ‘has produced the contemporary African wonwhio are to a large
extent disoriented, weakened, and rendered inafée@nd irrelevant’
(52). This, at the risk of sounding redundant, éfjteadenying agency to
the African woman of today. Certainly this is faorh her intention.
Rather this is done to allow her room to dwell ba past achievements
of African women, the dignity of tradition. Party ber address is gar-
nished with reference to uplifting aspects of higtbeautifully rendered
in the rest of her historical essay, in the follogviphrases: ‘monarchical
co-rulership’ of women (55); ‘female line of powand authority’ (56) in
traditional Africa. She concludes in a somewhatdmtable way: ‘One
would have expected nothing less from women irdieepora who them-
selves were undoubtedly descendants of warrior regjeenonarchs,
women intelligence spies, economic magnates, aneibol daughters of
the land’ (60). Her argument is organized in thiboWing sequence: a)
establish the disruption of great past b) dismiesever brought it about
c) be the harbinger of a strong future.

It is understandable that all this is aimed toilinséw life into the
African woman of today. To my mind however, it doed do any ana-
lytical job of elucidating the condition of the Adan woman. Ama Ata
Aidoo in her essay ‘The African Woman Today,” ewakes some steps
further to claim that the present poor African wonmneno is shown to be
beyond her years with drooped, withered breaststi$ar from the cliché
of Western photojournalism. There is no doubt that Western media
are hungry for exotic sensationalism, and mosthorenews of famine
and poverty and disease about Africa. Ama Ata Aidgbtly observes
that it is a sorry pass on the daughters of Afridat. in her bid to redress
that image she tells her listeners that these dargybf Africa are all

descended from some of the bravest, most indepgnaleth most innovative

women this world has ever known. We speak of tlog Ay of Nubia (ca.

1415-1340 B.C.E.), the wife of Amenhotep Il an@ tmother of Akhenaton
and Tutenkhamen, who is credited, among other aehients, with leading
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the women of her court to discover makeup and dikauty-enhancing proc-
esses. Her daughter-in-law was the incomparablerbtef a black beauty
whose complexion was far superior to the alabastdr which she is now
willfully painted. (39-40)

Preceding the above glorification of African womemputative ancestry
according to Aidoo, is the belief that the Africaloman of today is a
‘media creation.” She does not exist because imossible for her to
exist given the glorious past. However, even if does exist, Aidoo’s
thought goes on, the reason must be the ‘resulefraumas of the last
five hundred years’ encounter with the West, tts¢ éme hundred years
of colonial repression, the current neocolonialilldsonment, and a
natural environment that is not behaving like aplanable enemy’ (41-
42).

The confusion apparent in the above thought haslaesy noth-
ing to do with the thinker’s inability to recognizample contradictions.
Rather it is one of the results of existential atigical denials which in
turn are the obvious consequence of ressentimehtdalusions or cul-
tural relativism. | talk of ethical denial becauses obvious that the indi-
vidual women are not challenged to look inwardefap to the difficult
situations of the African woman, this real humamngeout there, my
mother, sister, my neighbor. Existential denialomporates the negation
of the wishes of this single human being beginrinogn the affirmation
of simple pleasure to the right to avoid pain. Befb discuss this in a
somewhat greater depth, | wish to consider somefdeas of two of
the most vigorous theoreticians of Nigerian fenmms Oyeronke Oye-
wumi and Nkiru Nzegwu.

Feminism as an anti-racist ideology

In the introduction to her edited collection of &gs Oyeronke Oyewumi
declares that African women have taken steps toe@&hemselves, their
interests and concerns. This, she claims, is donetur own terms, and
can put behind us once and for all a culture ofrepiesentation and
marginalization which absorbs so much of our cveaénergy. We will
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continue to define ourselves and our concerns orowou terms’ (Oye-
wumi 22). This is no doubt a dignified goal, and @kifemi Taiwo
pointed out in the already cited paper, the worilevigoal of self-
definition must be carried on by Africans. Oyewwsrgssay, ‘The White
Woman’s Burden: African Woman in Western Feminissdourse,’ to
my mind achieves less than the stated goal ofdsdlhition. Rather it
falls into the same old quicksand of ideologicaaek of the West. She
declares: ‘It is the discursive domination of thedtthat I call into ques-
tion’ (27). Perhaps it would have been better taweea solidarity among
African women to interrogate the African patriarcBgstem rather than
attack the West by sandwiching their theories, @®ihted out in the
introduction, in the cracks of the wall of Westemmperialism. | cite her
in full in order to demonstrate in clear terms whai concerned about.
The historical context within which Africanist dmarse was produced was a
period of unprecedented European expansion andnadiom of non-European
peoples. In Africa, it was the period during whitdte Atlantic slave trade
flourished, imperialism thrived, and the framewdid eventual colonial
domination was put in place. Nor surprisingly, tbae, content, and form of
this literature were imperialistic and racist, desd to justify and rationalize

European plunder and domination. Africans were qutgJd as inferior to
prove their need for the ‘guiding hand’ of Europeai26)

It is a surprise that this type of mental dispositwould practically carry
African feminism into the Z1century especially considering the ravages
of ethnic-related conflicts in the preceding centur

Nearly in the same frame of mind, Nkiru Nzegwu eksas in her
essay, ‘Oh Africa: Gender Imperialisms in Acadentiae ‘varied forms
of gender imperialism that arise from the denidlsme’s cultural rights
and cultural personhood’ (99). | have to point that her goals in the
essay are in no way divergent to the plight of, dorthey further the
cause of the African woman. Strictly speaking,asmothing to do with
African feminism broadly conceived as the betterimeihthe African
woman’s life. When Nkiru Nzegwu declares that helitigal struggle
was to disrupt imperialism, guard against its exatmn of her experi-
ence and ‘resist its racist erasure’ of her persodrand because of that
she had to be alert to ‘its multiple sites and icwally changing forms,’
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she, it could be argued, uses her personal exgesdn fight the cause of
the African women. Thus she constantly questioastisis on which she
was being invited to participate in events. Shécally evaluates ‘the
convener’'s agenda as well as the operative maekalfor selecting the
speakers’ (101). Effectively using her experiencethe academia, she
examines ‘how that relationship influences autHopaoduction of
knowledge and what tacit gender images and expaesatule in that
setting, many of which | am expected to uphold’ AjL0nvited for a
panel discussion, she had to think through whaemapsm had done to
her in North America. Adressing an predominantlyiteltaudience, she
argues:
Many things are still painfully difficult in your ite system. The pain derives
from the forced mutilations, identity destructioregpressive psychological
manipulations that take place each time one funstino your system. Even in
this mundane public act of sharing my experiencgs you, | still undergo
innumerable metamorphosis and translation. [...Meh® suppress large parts
of myself and familiar ways of speaking [...] Thehdve to switch languages
and translate my visceral thoughts into cold fareigprds that leave out the
spirit of my talk (still I hear: oh, you have ancaat. Where are you from?).
[...] | have to swallow my anger, and valiantly fisdme lessons that | could

offer the sea of white faces to let you know thatalue you, that you are
blameless. (104)

In establishing the pervasive racism/imperialidme, African women also
implicitly declare their impotence, victimhood. Neonder then that
Olufemi Taiwo bemoans the absence of theory amaig the European
women writing about Africa and the African womespending to these
writings. And while we effectively sympathize witikiru Nzegwu, we
fail to glimpse what she thinks of herself as a \womShe is presented
here merely as a victim of a faceless form of itiges The African
woman, for sure, is not one who asks for pity, Nigiru Nzegwu’s pres-
entation, it appears to me, seeks nothing more tinan But behind this
seeming appeal to pity, as | pointed out in thdieafon of ressentiment,
Is a hidden dogged will to establish some kindugfesiority — that of the
conquered. Every blame, as Mbembe explained eariea claim for
power albeit through the backdoor.
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In the same vein that the African woman blames Whest, she
makes conciliatory gestures to the African manhie nhame of woman-
ism.2 But neither the critique or racism, nor the warstgres of woman-
ism ever makes demands on the African woman. Siistaled, it fails to
show the African woman as one who possesses aahimel own. In fact
the African mode of feminism discussed so far dumsaim to elucidate
or solve any problem; it merely provides alternaegito Western femi-
nism with the flawed goal of vindication of the A&fan world. In this, it
tows the path of anti-imperialist struggle and doething to explore the
African woman’s personhood. All explanations teagbtotect the endan-
gered African community. In sum, African femini$ésl to give a robust
image of the African woman that the African mabasind to respect.

Woman, where art thou?

In the face of the above conundrum, in the jundlassertions and deni-
als, one searches in vain for the African womane @nleft to wonder
what good there is in the African amorphous warawism and imperial-
ism with regard to the issues facing the Africamvan.

While the African women were busy challenging tm®raymous
evil of imperialism, it took the American, Alice War to plumb in her
literary works the fate of individual human beingfsfemale gender in
Africa. In her novelPossessing the Secret of Jsiie highlights among
other issues the devastations that the old praofiéemale circumcision
leaves on the body and soul of individual womenvhich it was done. A
number of African women saw in it a false repregsgomn of Africanness,
and promptly subsumed it under the general neo+iastic patronizing
by the West? The issue of concern here is much more the reecfiom

3 See Chikwenye Okonjo-Ogunyemi’s African Wo/Man &®af for a an in-depth
discussion of Womanism — an idea whose goal isstabéish healthy relationships
among people, despite ethnic or gender differences.

* See Nontsasa Nako ‘Possessing the Voice of therOgtfrican Women and the
“Crisis of Representation” in Alice Walker's?ossessing the Secret of Jo&
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African women which, to my mind, underscore theng wish to deny
and rationalize the poor condition of the Africamman and thereby
evade direct confrontation with issues of inter@siswering the question
about female circumcision, Buchi Emecheta declares:
| did not treat it in any of my books because in area it is not all that impor-
tant. | was in Nigeria for three months and | saMydoys being circumcised.
Like I said when people have left Africa for a lotige, they get excited over
irrelevant things. Reading some of her books [rafgrto Alice Walker] you
would think that as soon as you get to Africa, gwgrl is snatched and cir-
cumcised. That is the type of picture she is paghand we are very offended
about it here in London because it is not that irtgrd. [...] You see, Africa is

so vulnerable. So she wants to write about somgtsemsational to bring Af-
ricans down. (Ogundele, 454)

We observe Emecheta’s use of the first person Iplliree offended peo-
ple are probably the African community in Londomdaperhaps more
particularly the women. Her declaration that Afrisaszulnerable puts her
in a defensive position. The defense of Africa asolective becomes
more important than the discourse of issues pantaito the flourishing
of human beings considered as individuals with higefeelings and
wishes. Buchi Emecheta’s answer is surprising mb¢ because it is an
outright misrepresentation of the stark realitiesnany African women,
but more so because it comes from a person whberrfictions repre-
sented the African man and African culture in hasthherms ever imag-
inable. She qualified the African person as lazlyicAn culture decadent
and used adjectives such as beast, apelike toiloe$ar fellow African.
This took place in the time when such could havaedom sworn rac-
ists. She writes in her novegecond Class CitizerAll that Francis
needed to be taken for a gorilla was simply to bieiscknees’ (86)Sec-
ond Class Citizenit is argued, is a fictional biography of Buchi
Emecheta, and the novel was written shortly afeeranrival in London.

Oyeronke Oyewumi, ‘Alice in Motherland: Reading @&di Walker on Africa and
Screening the Color ‘Black’ in Oyeronke OyewurAfrican Women and Feminism:
Reflecting on the Politics of Sisterhood.

® This, of course, negates such narrative of livepegence as Waris DiriBesert
Flower and her current UN-supported campaign to eradieaale genital mutilation
in Africa.
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The idea | am trying to convey is that contrarywbat Buchi
Emecheta said about the negative views and sersrt@mards Africa by
Africans who have been far removed from the contirfer a long time,
that is, those who begin to see Africa the waylest see it, | argue that
it is exactly the Africans who have stayed longha West, who feel the
pressing need to protect the ‘vulnerable’ Africard aherefore evolve
glossy images of the continent. These glossy imagesde outright
denials of the flaws of some of the cultural preesi such as female geni-
tal mutilation. However, the fact that Emecheta nlod see girls circum-
cised in her three months stay in her country dussmean that such
practices were not done. And if it was still dorvere on 1% population
of Nigerian women, then it is worth writing about.

In an attempt to answer the question, ‘Woman wheréhou?’ it is
expedient to examine some of the pictures of thec&f woman. For
this, | rely onThings Fall Apartregarded by many as nearly authentic as
possible in the fictional depiction of the pre-aukd African society.
Things Fall Apart while giving a realistic depiction of African &f part
of which is the place of women in society, undegtak rather impersonal
deification of women. The earth goddess is seerepesenting the re-
spect accorded to women. Chielo is a priestessgblka (75), a profes-
sion which places her above men in that culturé.vihat does it all say
to the concrete African woman? Adewale Maja-Peptis it succinctly:

It is not enough to say, as Achebe does in ThiradsApart, that pre-colonial

African societies recognised the importance offémeale principle in terms of

the society’s pantheon, or that Okonkwo’s punishm®eim part explained by

his offence against Ani, the earth goddess; itasaven enough to say that

Ani ‘played a greater part in the life of the pempthan any other deity’, if the

position of women as human beings is then denidretehe extent that Ok-

onkwo’s crime is not so much that he beats ondafives, but that he does
SO at an unpropitious time. (24-24)

Recognizing the role of goddesses as controllimglitres of people has
no existential relevance. It is comparable to wgllAfrica ‘Mother Af-
rica’ and thereby giving African women the impressithat they were
taken seriously by the continent.
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In Things Fall Apart the image of the woman as Rose Ure Mezu
has argued, is nothing to write home aboAtscene that speaks much
about the place of women in that society runs thus:

‘Who killed this banana tree?’ he asked.
A hush fell on the compound immediately.
‘Who killed this tree? Or are you all deaf and d@mb

As a matter of fact the tree was very much alivieortxwo’s second wife had
merely cut a few leaves off it to wrap some foan ahe said so. Without fur-
ther argument Okonkwo gave her a sound beatinglefhdher and her only
daughter weeping. (27)
The beating took place during the feast of New Yfstival. It is not
difficult to understand the pain and humiliation ddkwo’s wife must
have undergone. The situation has not changed dst families in that
culture even in the Z4century. While in the West women have achieved
some degree of right to sue their abusive husbaralas after years of
fight for liberation — some African women appeantemted to first of all
destroy Western imperialism before a woman coublkhae right to be

happy.

Female genital mutilation: What it is not

When Osman Conteh, Sierra Leonean writer was askgdhe chose to
write about female genital mutilation in his coyngven though he is
man and he answered that a happy woman was an hesebuld not
have expressed a greater and deeper tritippy, fulfiled woman, in-
deed, fulfilled individuals are assets to theiristies and if we could help
remove what impedes one’s happiness or life foifghht then it would be

® See Mezu, Ure Rose. ‘Women in Achebe’s World,’
http://www.uga.edu/~womanist/1995/mezu.html.

At his reading during the Conference of Europeaso&iation of Commonwealth
Literature in Malta, March 21-26. He won the Madanil Writer's Prize for Africa
(2002) for his children’s novelUnanswered Cries

109



Chielozona Eze

a mistake to sacrifice such individuals on theratifaperceived societal
dignity. Reading Waris Dirie’s mem8iabout her genital mutilation, and
the ordeal she underwent to escape being sold toage, puts all argu-
ments for or against female genital mutilation ititeir right perspective.
Discussions about female genital mutilation is abbut ridiculing the
vulnerable Africa in the West. It is not part oforenperial evil machina-
tion against Africa and it is not even about a pemhaking a cheap name
for herself by approaching such a sensational iskus all about the
dignity of the individual. And while Buchi Emechetn Igbo, denied that
female genital mutilation was still practiced, drtIgbo, Okumephuna
Chinwe Celestine born in 1977, and who still InnesNigeria and does
not have the perceived burden of being apologébtgAfrica writes:
Reasons for that include; custom and traditiongicis demand, protection of
virginity, prevention of promiscuity, increasingxsal pleasure for the hus-
band, family honour, aesthetic reasons, purificgatenhancing fertility, giving

a sense of belonging to a group and increasingimmtial opportunities.
(Okumephuna Chinwe Celestine)

She writes further that unlike in most other paitshe country, the Igbo
of Eastern Nigeria circumcise their girls at anlyeage. It would appear
to be a belaboring of the obvious to hint that itinplication of female
genital mutilation or female circumcision as itaen euphemistically
called is simply the objectifying of women. Womemosld be guarded
against promiscuity; they should not experienceaglee. This seems
hardly a revelation against the background of cafun which women
have meaning as human beings only to the degreehich they give
birth to boys. It is male issues that give meanim@ woman in Africa.
Reasons range from the fact of having someone whadasometime
challenge the bullying husband, to having a pertswough whom the
woman could have a share in the husband’s propértike in the West
where a bereaved spouse inherits the deceaseepaproperty, women
in most African societies cannot inherit unlessythave sons. It is not
even they who inherit, but their sons. It shouleréiore not be a surprise

8 See Waris DirieDesert Flower London: Virago, 2001.
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that the majority of Nigerian women writers areheatobsessed with the
theme of barrenness as Flora Nwapa rightly observes

African women writers have been accused of dweltmg much on barren-

ness. They were told by male critics to write omeot‘more important’

themes. What are these other important themes?A.wjfe is more often
than not betrayed and abandoned by her husbahe ifices not have a child.

(96)

Barrenness therefore appears to be the point aroumdh African
women’s discourse rotates. This will understandabiyate literature
lovers outside the culture, and perhaps if sumglgi even men within.
In clinging to the issue of barrenness, the Afrizemman wants to be
seen, heard and taken seriously as a human beidg)a as objects or
means to an end. In the face of this constellatimrefore, why then
should an African woman claim to wage war agaimgidrialism or colo-
nialism while the African man never sees her apisal. It is compara-
ble to some African soldiers fighting side by swi¢éh French and British
soldiers against the Nazi army, yet these Africaldiers would return to
the colony to once more address their former felkmAdiers asnassa
(master).

African feminists allowed themselves to be dragoed believing
that imperialism attacked African essence. Theistakie, however, is
falling into the delusion of defense of African Wwbias though it were
infallible. As | said elsewhere, the most far-raaghconsequence of
forms of delusion on African cultural discoursethst age-old cultural
practices gain halos of impeccability once they jaeeceived as being
attacked from without. Like in the case of satigbie in India, the cri-
tigue of human rights abuse in Africa promptly atts defiant, ‘No-
Saying’ attitude from most African defenders oftatg. Esther M. Kisa-
akye demonstrates that the predominant argumenhéojustification of
practice of polygamy in Africa is cultural:

polygamy is natural to Africa and is deeply entlettin African society. Un-

derlying this argument is the notion that monogasng Western value and its

‘imposition’ on Africa would be an attempt to imgothose values on the Af-
rican community. (277-278)
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The same holds of the defense of female genitalation. ‘In any of the
communities practicing FGM,” she writes, ‘proporgehaive argued that
the practice is so deeply imbedded in the valuéeesy®f the communi-
ties that its abolition is likely to be seen asattack on the age-old re-
spected cultural practices and beliefs of the comtias’ (272). Corinne
Packer quotes one Somali woman thus: ‘If Somali emhange, it will
be a change done by us. When they order us toisiemffensive to the
black person or Muslim person who believes in gircision’ (Parker
346).

In this largely reactionary attitude to realityist evident that the
will to live lacks. The African woman is made tdibee that her desires,
dreams, feeling of pleasure and pain are inextiydadd to the collective.
On the one hand, it is true that she cannot ttasra member of a particu-
lar community without that community. Neverthelegspeed be stated
that the feeling of pain or pleasure is not a gfthe individual by the
community. It is the duty of the community to seattthat the individual
experiences the least amount of pain and the giteamteount of pleasure,
for it is around these two principles that life obxes. At the risk of
sounding paternalistic, it seems rather more ap@t@pto demand of the
African woman to forget about allusions to goddsss&efertiti or queens
and warriors of the past and demand respect fobbdy and mind. And
as an African woman, her primary audience is thecAh man, her im-
mediate community. That, to my mind, is the begugrand goal of femi-
nism whether radical or conciliatory. It does setmme however, that
this is exactly what the new generation of Nigemamen writers is out
to do. Lola Shoneyin’s poem ‘She Tried,’ catches mecomen are pushed
to inferior status in a typical patriarchal societych as Nigeria. The
persona tells about how society would not allowanan to be doctor,
lawyer, teacher and writer. ‘So, she tried to heoaan//They pat her on
the back//And showed her the kitchen, the gardeard.the bed’ (13). In
the same vein, Unoma Azua compares herself witinda &#d not want-
ing to be a singing caged bird, she declares:

‘I need no cage

| need air
And more air.
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In the next stanza she compares herself to a fish.

‘I am a fish

| need no poo

Not just rivers

But oceans to ride on tides’ (15)

While there are many young female poets such aseio and
Azuah, | am particularly interested in the narratorks of Sefi Atta and
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, especially their novél: Good Things
Will ComeandPurple Hibiscus

Conclusion: Young generation of Nigerian women in s earch
of self

Purple Hibiscusis a tightly woven narrative about a family abulsat
that which, according Obi Nwakanma, in Vanguardawev
goes further and beyond, into the realm of the lpstyc, of dispossession, of
young erotic awakening, of the clash of worlds, ake African world in final
transition, and the new evangelized unconsciokgtirno its powerful psycho-

logical sources, and its forms of alienation préserthe pathology of self-
hate. (Obi Nwakanma)

It is in the interstice of the paterfamilias’s pBgsis, his brachial exercise
of power and the young girl, the narrator’s eratweakening that we lo-
cate the finely nuanced feminist thrust of the a@are. The narrative
achieves its power largely through what it doesallotv its characters to
do. We are brought closer to the family and arevwad to see how
Eugene beats his wife to the degree that she hesamiges; then how
he, in the belief that he’'s keeping his daughtemfrsin, practically de-
stroys her; beats her, pours hot water on her(f€gt). We are made to
challenge the wife to do something: run away, saydo anything to free
yourself from that man. And in her annoying lethyargge begin to wish
she had heard about the worth of women, or feminider daughter
Kambili, falls in love with a man who possessesédkact opposite of her
father's qualities: Father Amadi. ‘| wished | weadone with him. |
wished | could tell him how warm | felt that he waere, how my favor-
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ite color was now the same fire-clay shade of kis’9221). Father
Amadi successfully foils the ugly image of the &&n man created by
Eugene. Eventually Eugene’s wife poisons him. Qfrse the goal of
feminism is not to poison men, and we would havehed that she made
clear her wish. Nevertheless, this wish is traeslan her daughter’s
appreciation of another man who had affirmed herwlay she was. In
falling in love with him, she tells us about evényig her mother’s gen-
eration would have wished for from their husbark@sminism understood
within Kambili’'s world is perhaps nothing more th#re wish to be af-
firmed as a regular human being. That is indeedt wha saw in Father
Amadi’s skin color. Fire-clay shade! The mentionctdy reminds us of
mud, humus from which humanity is derived. In Chimaada, African
women have one specific demand from their men, tarmldemand is
wrapped in their appreciation of men, their bochesl minds, their hu-
manity. Can the men ever give this affirmation bckwomen? It is not a
complicated demand, | think. The flower, purpleistis, the narrator
tells us, does not need too much care. Just a gttantity of water. Not
too much and not too little.

Seffi Atta’s Everything Good Will Comalso explores intricate
family issues in which women are forced to takeiglens for them-
selves.

Enitan Taiwo and Sheri Bakare are friends broughinudifferent
family setups. While Sheri is a biracial child whoRther brought her
home from London and who was then raised in a @ohaus, Moslem
family, Enitan is raised in a Christian, ostensiphpgressive family; her
father taught her to articulate her opinions andtemd by what she be-
lieves in. While one learns to avoid the strictuogégradition, the other
confronts them headlong with the belief that haration, that of women
and the nation in general can never get bettersarifeese issues are con-
fronted, and the system fixed.

That would, however, demand sacrifices. Enitan, nhegator, is
well aware of that, and she is dead determined aoalgead with a
Nietzschean conviction that freedom is not justeéfifom from’ but ‘free-
dom to,” freedom to assume responsibility. Withsthbefi Atta sets a
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broad canvas upon which she, produces a strongtivarthat is particu-
lar in its detailed Nigerian experience and unigem the ethical issues
that inform it. Sheri is gang raped as a teendgfee. never fully recovers
from the trauma. Enitan’s mother has a mental lwleak because of her
husband’s philandering. Enitan, herself, has har beartbreak from her
otherwise trusted friend, Mike whom she visits alag only to find an-
other girl lying half naked on the sofa where theg made love not quite
a week before. But she finally finds a man whotisnphilanderer, but
who had his own share of idiosyncrasy, which Enitas to deal with till
she takes a profound decision that would salvagsdmaty. Here lies the
future of African feminism: the ability of the Afian woman to take her
life in her own hands. It is being proactive rattiean reactionary.
Everything Good Will Comsubtly redefines African feminism by
presenting us with a woman character who knows wshatwants. Enitan
never bases her happiness on what others thinkeRahe is ethically
informed and, armed with her fierce intelligence dielieves whoever
has a voice must use it ‘to bring about changed)2knitan believes that
the ability to make a change in society begins whtt to affect a change
in the family; the ability for a woman to simplyesgk out as she does: ‘|
can'’t tell a lie-you’re hurting me. I've tried myebt.” (256) In this utter-
ance she appeals to the humanity of the man. Slseoraall to learn to
care. ‘We have all played a part in this mess, aasing enough about
other people, how they live. It comes back to y@28).
With this, Sefi Atta seems to suggest that feminisnall about caring
about the other as a human being. This goal igamakethrone man or
enthrone woman on the seat of power. Rather @ @é¢ate a community
in which human beings flourish.
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Abstract. The State of Knowledge on Sexuality in Sub-SaharaAfrica: A
Synthesis of Literature. The study of sexuality is largely underdeveloped in
sub-Saharan Africa and few scholars have demonestraterest and focus in
this area. Yet, sexuality is at the core of ourstnce and is central to the
socio-economic and development challenges confoimesub-Saharan Af-
rica. The lack of professional research capacit$A has become more evi-
dent with the escalating HIV/AIDS epidemic. Theldee to deal with the
disease has highlighted limitations of the extemsiocial science research be-
ing carried out on the continent to strengthen ot that advocate change
in sexual behavior. The near exclusive focus oraben change (mainly in
terms of number and type of sexual partners andlaonuse) has limited
fuller understanding of sexuality and how it is ceptualized and applied in
various societies in sub-Saharan Africa. Our pugpasthis paper is, thus, to
examine the state of knowledge regarding sexualispb-Saharan Africa.

key words: Africa, feminism, sexuality, conceptualisationcm-cultural insti-
tutions

Introduction 1

The study of sexuality is largely underdevelopedsiu-Saharan Africa
and few scholars have demonstrable interest angsfocthis area. Yet,
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sexuality is at the core of our existence and istreé to the socio-

economic and development challenges confrontedbrSaharan Africa.
The lack of professional research capacity in S84 lecome more evi-
dent with the escalating HIV/AIDS epidemic. Thddas to deal with the
disease has highlighted limitations of the extemsiocial science re-
search being carried out on the continent to sthemg programs that
advocate change in sexual behavior. The near exelfiscus on behav-
lor change (mainly in terms of number and type efusl partners and
condom use) has limited fuller understanding ofusdity and how it is

conceptualized and applied in various societiesuh-Saharan Africa.
Our purpose in this paper is, thus, to examinestiage of knowledge
regarding sexuality in sub-Saharan Africa.

The African Gender Institute’s (AGI) curriculum vkogroup meet-
ing report for the year 2003 gives an indicationsofme of the realities
involved in undertaking a review such as ours. fidmort discusses the
challenges faced during the preparation of a revaegay and a bibliog-
raphy focusing on sexuality, culture, and identityAfrica. The report
indicates that the difficulties encountered durthgs first attempt were
partly due to an overlooked need to map out whatosable’ within a
review paper’'s scope, thus

‘provid[ing] a framework for navigating through thigerature.” Furthermore,

it concludes that ‘base-line thinking needs to mugded in existing African
thought regarding sexuality’ (AGI, 2003).

It is in this spirit that the current review hasbheonducted, taking
the aforementioned recommendations as its poidepérture.

Review Methodology

The World Health organization has recently defieeguality as:

a central aspect of being human throughout life eamcbmpasses sex, gender
identities and roles, sexual orientation, erotigigieasure, intimacy and re-
production. Sexuality is experienced and expressedoughts, fantasies, de-
sires, beliefs, attitudes, values, behaviors, mest roles and relationships.
While sexuality can include all of these dimensjarat all of them are always
experienced or expressed. Sexuality is influencgedhlk interaction of bio-
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logical, psychological, social, economic, politicalltural, ethical, legal, his-
torical and religious and spiritual factors (WHOaRrworking definition, Oc-
tober 2002).

Whether the above well-cited definition of sexyaéhcapsulates, or even
properly identifies, the different aspects of sdityidor the SSA region is
debatablé. Nonetheless, one might consider it as more retet@mhe
setting we are concerned with here than severdiegaless complex
iterations. This paper, thus, relies on the ab@fendion of sexuality and
attempts to address several of its facets.

The literature examined for this review was largeérived from
articles available on JSTOR (Journal Storage: Thkeolarly Journal
Archive)’. Using the key words ‘sexuality and sub-Saharancaf we
conducted a search that generated close to 7@earfrom a wide array
of journals, in disciplines such as population ssdanthropology, and
feminist studies. Our literature search also ex¢dnd the HINARI data-
base, as well as to the World Wide Web. Usingtafikey words related
to the subject of sexuality (including sexual bebgvsexual orientation,
sexual identity, and sexuality), coupled with tleent ‘sub-Saharan Af-
rica,” we located several articles that were ndilable on JSTOR. The
vast majority of the articles retrieved from HINARNhd the Web re-
volved around reproductive health issues in suta@ah Africa’ This
was also the case for JSTOR, although the latt@rpdovide several
multi-disciplinary articles which examined sexualissues in SSA out-
side the realm of reproductive health.

2 Another comprehensive definition of sexuality isyided by Dixon-Mueller (1993:
273), who views sexuality as a ‘comprehensive cphtteat encompasses the physical
capacity for sexual arousal and pleasure (libidowall as personalized and shared
social meanings attached to sexual behavior andothgation of sexual and gender
identities. As a biological concept transposed blyuce, sexuality becomes a social
product.’

% We readily acknowledge the biased selection oepapvailable through a source
like JSTOR, useful as it is. We did note somewlia lbias in favor of natural science
and US/European publications.

* As a result, we deliberately chose to focus oremtless-studied aspects of sexuality
in this review.
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Our search was opportunistic, an additional wayeeessarily so,
in our opinion. As scholars resident in sub-Sahakémca, access to
sexuality-related literature posed intermittentliemayes’ Thus, any read-
ily available books on sexuality, as well as retevgrey’ literature also
formed a part of our review. Drawing on sexualigtadfrom our respec-
tive fields of expertise (in Language, Literacydadulture, and Demog-
raphy, respectively), we also included texts we ewaware of that
examined our topic of interest. Lastly, this revieas benefited from a
small number of important books (ranging from teeently published to
the very old).

To facilitate our navigation through the literaume have relied
upon the World Health Organization’s definitionssxuality, attempting
to address each of its segments (as well as atpastrelevant to SSA).
We examined over one hundred articles relatedesetisegments.

Our examination revealed an undeniable tensiothenemergent
body of sexuality literature — an opposition betwésmpirical data gath-
ering and hypothesis testing and postmodern, psisiyast construction-
Ist scholarship/science’ (Okami & Pendleton 199d). I'he essentialist
approach is regarded as limited in its ability twravel the social logic
and realities in which sexuality is deeply embeddmdwhat Treichler
(1991, p. 51) describes as the ‘complicated sigmifysystems where
language, behavioral practices, cultural institgicand self identification
regularly produce contradictions.” A social constionist view has been
increasingly upheld (see, for example, Populati@ur€il, 2001; Kim-
Puri, 2005; Heald, 2003) in a bid to redress whatseen as imbalances

®> As an example of this, a major African source eruslity issues to which we did
not have access (apart from the one article whiobné&ributing author made available
online) is the South African feminist journ@genda— a publication that has been
participating in this discussion years ahead ofyr@her African sources.

® Our JSTOR search using the key words ‘sexualityl asub-Saharan Africa’
generated over 700 articles, some of which wereemellevant to our purposes than
others. We selected various articles that touchrethe key segments we address in
this paper. Our review is, thus, by no means exhes
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caused by the theoretical assumption of homogeoiz#tat has histori-
cally informed understandings of sexuality in A&ic

Social constructionismhowever, faces its own limitations as well.
In their fight against ethnocentrism, its proposenave been known to
occasionally perpetuate the latter, ‘treating aeHlspecific categories as
though they were shared cross-culturally’ (Okanffé&ndleton 1994: 87).
Ideally, a social constructionist approach wouldbgyond a mere focus
on cultural influence to situate local beliefs withtheir appropriate his-
torical, social, and cultural contexibi@l.). An additional challenge arises
with this approach, which embodies anthropologroathods. Much of
the research bordering on sexuality has been lgghcg-sponsored and
short-term — an urgent response to HIV/AIDS (He&@d03) and other
reproductive health problems. The ‘thick descriptihich derives from
long-term participant-observation and the contdxtung of the ‘insider’
perspective, iIs hampered by the domination of steonh evaluations
(ibid.). But, as Healdilfid.) concedes, anthropologists are more adept at
the dissection of policy failures than at contribgttoward the universal-
izing exigencies of policy planning. What we knowoat sexuality in
African contexts is explored here amid this ‘wdrtloe approaches.

Sexuality in sub-Saharan Africa: The roots of our k  nowledge

Historically, there have been a myriad of sterewipmyths regarding
the sexualities of ‘Third World’ peoples. The radtess of the investiga-
tion of sexuality in the Victorian age explains maof these legends
(Leclerc-Madlala, 2004). Unflattering portraits séxuality in the devel-
oping world are legion, constructing this phenonmeas either ‘exotic,
mysterious, [and] uncivilized’ (Jolly 2003: 5), as hypersexual (Geshek-
ter, 1995; Mama 1996; Elliston, 2005). Several arglobserve that the

" Rosenblum & Travis (2000: 1) define constructiomiss ‘the perspective that reality
cannot be separated from the way a culture makesess it — that meaning is ‘con-
structed’ through social, political, legal, scidieti and other practices. From this
perspective, differences among people are crehteddh social processes.’
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beginnings of our knowledge about sexuality in S&&e shaped within
conceptual schemes derived from colonial legacies thought (e.g.:
Mama, 1996; Osha, 2004). Indeed, others (e.g.:rédnf2004; Leclerc-
Madlala, 2004) have indicated that contemporaryceptualizations of
‘African sexuality’ continue to be informed by aarlcolonial and West-
ern, Victorian-era imaginations. Within this conttey framing, the por-
trait of sexuality in SSA that emerges often refieithe unbridled black
female sexuality, excessive, threatening and caomiagcarrying a deadly
disease’ (Arnfred 2004: 67). Men are not left outhis picture. Standing
back from medical discourses often collected arasades such as male
circumcision and HIV/AIDS, their depiction as sehyarresponsible
beings, who

‘would not use condoms if they did not have to, tuauld rather practice
promiscuous sex without any interest in [their]tpar's health’

equally feeds in to colonial notions of the Africamale (Jungar & Oinas,
2004: 107).

In current research on sub-Saharan Africa — ‘oftenor-driven,’
as Arnfred (2004: 59) notes, not to mention progcaiven — the concep-
tualization of sexuality has privileged a severéipited number of
themes, including disease and reproduction. Th@ulshcome as no
shock, as much of what we have learned about sexuralSSA has been
stimulated by the HIV/AIDS epidemic. The contenttiois knowledge —
drawn primarily from quantitative data in the pogtidn and public
health fields — has not remained unquestioned, hemwgsee, for exam-
ple, Watkins, 1993). In the words of Dixon-Muel(@©93: 270), ‘A visi-
tor from another planet would be mystified abouxus¢ behavior if
she/he/it were to depend on demographic and fgptalyning journals for
information.” While quantitative research (from ey to biomedical
research, epidemiology to computer modeling) hdsred undeniably
useful portraits of sexuality in the region, by vesy nature, it has at the
same time employed a limited framework for exangngexuality as a
social construct (Watkins, 1993; Dixon-Mueller, 39%mpofo, 2004;
Poulin, 2005). Consequently, as Watkins (1993: ¥5®)ains, ‘to a sur-
prising degree, our research draws on what we fakgranted about
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women, men, and the relations between them in dalgrose our re-
search questions, to collect our data, and to pnéerour results.” She
continues:

‘[O]ur theoretical frameworks are built on maintagh hypotheses, the as-

sumed stories we tell about human behavior thatlevaot test. These tell us
not only what to ‘see,” but also what to ignore’gtkins 1993: 567).

It would be erroneous to view quantitative appheacas ‘flawed,’
however. Demographers and public health practitgner instance, do
not claim to study sexuality as a broad concepeirTinterests are neces-
sarily in specific aspects of sexuality that ofteave critical health out-
comes for the populations concerned. But in thesates of sufficient
research from other domains, the assumptions inh@redemographic /
public health approaches lead to the formulatiorirafted theoretical
framings that may constrain (and thereby distant)understanding of, or
what we know about, sexuality in sub-Saharan Afridae assumptions
have largely been that the motivation behind husexuality is repro-
duction — which unwittingly obscures ‘alternativeéxualities. While
procreation is of importance in any culture (adedly some less than
others), an exclusive focus on issues such asigkeof pregnancy and
disease oversimplifies the complex nature of seyudle it in SSA or
elsewhere.

Another theme that has informed the conceptuadizaif sexuality
iIn SSA has to do with violence, often in the forinfemale circumci-
sion/excision, now commonly known (although notvensally accepted)
as female genital mutilation. The debates aroumsl ghenomenon are
numerous, provoked initially by the potential hattmat some forms of
female circumcision hold for young girls and wom&he need to protect
female sexual rights in SSA, including the rightsexual pleasure, has
also featured in these debates, as the practiéen@dle circumcision in
some societies had/has the aim of moderating thsuséty of women.
But several recent interrogations of this mattereheevealed the multi-
faceted nature of female circumcision and its meganvithin practicing
societies. What is clear from such studies is thatprinciple of female
sexual pleasure can paradoxically exist in a cantdrere female circum-
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cision is meant to regulate women’s sensuality I{®i&2004); that the
motivations behind female circumcision sometimegehidtle to do with
sexuality (Dellenborg, 2004); and that female amcision can be desir-
able and voluntarily sought-after — indeed, peregias ‘beautiful’ (Leo-
nard, 2000), for instance.

In Diallo’s (2004) description of societal dealngvith female
sexuality in Mali, practices that simultaneouslyripeer and enhance the
sexuality of women are shown to co-exist. On the band, female cir-
cumcision is performed for a variety of reasongluding moderating
women'’s level of eroticism. Conversely, nuptial sdvs — whose job it is
to train new brides, ensuring that have a pleasairsdx life — form an
important part of wedding ceremonies, and contitu@rovide advice
and instruction on sexual and reproductive healditters long after the
wedding ceremony.

Dellenborg’s findings regarding excision in south&enegal dem-
onstrate the spiritual motivations behind the pcacin this particular
milieu, often completely overlooked in common asptioms about the
rationale for excision: ‘The practice is carried so that a girl can pray
and be part of the women’s secret society, to aeghie practical, theo-
retical, and corporeally ‘magical’ knowledge thasentially transforms
the girl into a real person, into a human beindeafale gender’ (Dellen-
borg 2004: 90-91).

Finally, in Leonard’s (2000) argument for a plitsabf accounts of
female circumcision, she examines this practicébayé, a village in
southern Chad. Mbaye is a village in which femateutncision was not
practiced historically, and in which young girlsga@ to independently
seek out circumcision (to the consternation ofdhief of the village) in
the 1980s. The reasons for this are not completelgr, but Leonard’s
data suggest that there might be several: yourg ey perceive female
circumcision as a mark of ‘modernism,” they may @ynbe imitating
their friends (those who do not get circumcised rhayteased by their
peers, and excluded from participating in certaamaks), or may view
the colorful ceremonies that now accompany theteaas highly desir-
able. As some Western scholars have indicatedsdtietal pressures that
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perpetuate the practice of female circumcision may be too far re-
moved from pressures faced by some women in thet YWdeandergo
tattooing, plastic surgery, liposuction, and otpetentially harmful prac-
tices which are becoming increasingly prevalenthie Western world
(see, for instance, Gunning, 1992; Leonard, 2000).

The above examples give an indication of the diteiof experi-
ences that exist around female circumcision. Glednle various aspects
of sexuality are much more challenging to unraant one might ini-
tially imagine.

The much-cited ‘African sexuality’ theory positby Caldwell and
colleagues (1989) was, in fact, driven by a dewmrenravel or ‘under-
stand sub-Saharan African society and the roleex@ia relations within
it" (Caldwell et al, 1989: 1). Their contention is that in Africa, ratiy
(which they seem to equate with female chastity)) retigion are tangen-
tial to sexual relations, which are, thus, charame by a lack of guilt
and a relatively higher level of commercial exchegirtgan found in other
societies. They conclude by linking this mentalijd the consequent
patterns of sexual behavior, to a bleak futureéSIBA in the context of the
AIDS pandemic. The essentialisipproach and totalizing perspective
reflected in the quest by Caldwell al.for a

‘distinct and internally coherent African systenf $exuality]’ (ibid., p. 187)

Is one that has often been relied upon for engatiiegoncept of sexual-
ity in African societies. The consequence of similassentialist) ap-
proaches, coupled with the HIV/AIDS scourge, hasnbiine constriction
of the discussion of sexuality in SSA to a few asole spheres. Refer-
ring to development discourses, for instance, JA0P3: 5) indicates that
the latter have engaged sexuality by either ov&nhmpit completely, or

8 The notion of ‘commercial exchange’ raises certpiastions and is, thus, problema-
tized on p. 14.

® Essentialism may be defined as ‘the perspectiaerétmlity exists independently of
our perception of it, that we perceive the mearmhthe world rather than construct
that meaning. From this perspective, there are amdl important (essential) differ-
ences among categories of people’ (Rosenblum &i312000: 1).
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limiting it to the examination of ‘(over) populaticor disease and vio-
lence’ (bid.). Citing Gosine (1998), Jolly points to a
‘racialization of sex’ in both development discaiend western popular cul-
ture, where positive sensual and emotional aspdciex are represented for

white people in the north, but denied for peopl¢hie south where population
and disease are taken to be the primary concebnd’)(

Although not particularly well-received, the Caldirarticle is a helpful
point of departure for the conceptualization of miedf sexuality in SSA
that might be more befitting. Moreover, the mangpanses to this article
(e.g.: Le Blaneet al, 1991; Ahlberg, 1994; Heald, 1999; Arnfred, 2Q04)
devoted to highlighting its theoretical gaps andkveesses, are useful in
granting us a fruitful starting point for theoryiloling around the subject
of sexuality in sub-Saharan Africa.

In this review, we deliberately de-amplify essdidiaperspectives in
order to redress some of the imbalance that exidtse literature. In the
subsequent sections of this paper, we addressugaagpects of sexuality,
using the WHO sexuality definition as our primanjde.

Gender identities and roles

The issue of gender identities and roles, one fatsexuality, has been
theorized and chronicled extensively from an Afnicgntered viewpoint
over the past two decades. Here again, in spitth@fhomogenizing
around categories of men and women that is s@lgent in the litera-
ture, much has been written to demonstrate the lexps and contra-
dictions in gender construction within many non-Y&es contexts
(Lebeuf, 1963; Sacks, 1982; Mohanty, 1991; Amadiub887; Pereira,
2003). Weedon (1999: 184) describes the concepai@mn of gender in
Western thought as a ‘set of polarized binary opiipos’ in which the
privileged male is the normative standard agairfstkvthe subordinate
female is measured. But can this conceptual masl@piplied to the reali-
ties of all Africans across all spatial and timarsg? To what extent can it
be used to analyze cultural issues in sub-Sahaft@éca” These questions
have been raised and debated at great length -ttadiyiin some (e.qg.:
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indigenous West African) contexts much more thame Evidence
from Southeastern Nigeria, for example, indicates tdual nature of
women’s identities, encompassing that of a daugdelrr that of a wife,
with the former remaining pre-eminent and occupyarg undisputed
place of privilege and power, unlike the latfgAmadiume, 1987; Oye-
wumi, 1997; Uchendu, 2003). Some matrilineal seesetsuch as can be
found in Mozambique (see Arnfred, 2001; 2004), ifstance, also as-
cribe an undeniable level of power to women. Ingégerarchical subor-
dination may be seen as phenomenon from which eomexempt in
some African societies. In her examination of tgbol case, Nzegwu
(2001: 15) notes that

[e]very social role and social interaction comeshwioth a subordinate and

superordinate pole that is never constant. Not andythere no fixed or per-

manent locations of subordination, the subordisaf@rordinate feature of

roles ensures that no sex group or age group Isctiokly and permanently
privileged or subordinate.

In Pereira’s rebuttal to McFadden’s (2003) treatsethe relationship
between sexual pleasure and power, she cautionesaddcFadden’s
generalization that African women — regardlesshaf diversity of cul-
tures within the continent, and in spite of age alads differences — are
sexually repressed (Pereira 2003). While acknowtfedghat this may
indeed be the case ‘to some extent [for] many ceieg of women’
(ibid., p. 1), Pereira reminds us that the nuances afnsistencies and
convolutions that gender provokes in the Africamteat should not be
overlooked.

Sexual pleasure and intimacy

The very notion of sexual pleasure has faced oetip terms of whether
it is a social or biological construct (see OkamP&ndleton, 1994). As
many have noted, there is a paucity of engagemihtoeancepts such as

191t should be noted that the ‘mother’/'wife’ duglis also central to the arguments of
Amadiume (1987) and Oyewumi (1997) in regard to woi®s identities.
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sexual pleasure, the erotic, love, and desire enliterature. These phe-
nomena are usually only referred to in a bid to d&éewheir glaring ab-

sence. Nonetheless, Moyer & Mbelwa (2003) unvesl hiidden ways in

which notions of sexuality, pleasure, and moradity framed in the Tan-
zanian context. Women in particular are noted heirtinnovative means
of interlacing ideas of sexuality and pleasure oitah design, music, and
nuptial ceremonies, for example.

Spronk’s (2005) findings among young female prefasals in
Nairobi, Kenya suggest that the quest for sexuahgire became an
increasingly important objective, as well as a gigant ‘modern’ iden-
tity marker, shaping the lifestyles of the studytiggpants’, as they pro-
gressed in age. Sexual pleasure as an objectiasasdemonstrated in
Brownet al’s (1993) study of men and women in central Zaiteo both
perceive a ‘dry, tight’ vagina as offering immendeasure, with women
going to great (and potentially hazardous) lenghechieve this effect.

Nzegwu’s (forthcoming) philosophical analysis betindigenous
Igbo conception of sexuality centers on

‘uncover[ing] a range of formerly concealed prassi@as well as a subset of

sexual behavior and sexual desire that is rootgueasure and the attainment
of pleasure, and that are not necessarily tieddorpation’ (p. 5).

The portrait that emerges from this analysis i®@aception of sexuality
that positively affirms women, with the vagina tadipre-eminence over
the penis as a dominant sexual organ. Furthermeight' kinds of
transmaritdf relationships that occur in this indigenous contme de-
lineated — three of which are rooted in sexual sulea it was/is not un-
common for women to develop transmarital relatigoshvhen, for work
reasons, their spouses are obligatorily abserbfay durations; when an
aged spouse cannot fulfill his young wife’'s sexoeéds; or in instances
where ‘there is a physical trait that a wife or tdoeiple sees in some man

1 Nzegwu is careful to note that the list of eightds of transmarital relationships
she describes are not meant to be exhaustive.

12 Defined by the author as ‘a relationship that & necessarily ‘extra,’ but tran-
scends or goes beyond the marital union’ (Nzegwab2tbotnote 5).
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and wants to bring into their conjugal unitbi¢l., p 11J° All other in-
stances the author pinpoints as leading to trantshaelationships are
rooted in reproductive concerns. In the articlendée sexual autonomy
emerges as a characteristic of sexuality withinigte cultural scheme.

Sex and money

The image presented by Nzegwu stands in stark aginio much of the
literature, which, with gender inequality featuriag a key contributor to
the spread of HIV in SSA, has invariably focusedtbe poverty and
vulnerability of women and young girls (Poulin, Z)0Studies abound
on the need for African women and young girls, amtigular, to have sex
for money (rather than for pleasure or to estabhimacy) in order meet
their basic needs (Maticka-Tyndad¢ al, 2005; Mufune, 2003; Nzyuko
et al, 1997). This theme has particularly shaped ouerstdnding of the
sexuality of young people in SSA. There can be muraent with
Poulin’s (2005: 2) assertion that

‘[p]overty in sub-Saharan Africa is indeed gendenedmen are poorer than

men [although this does not necessarily apply adios board (see, for exam-
ple, Silberschmidt, 1999, 2004)]

and their economic independence translates intmwsarhealth conse-
guences,” and that ‘[yJoung people are often careid to be at particu-
larly grave risk.” There is, in fact, evidence tagygest that gift giving has
an insidious impact on the sexual behavior and tretgan ability of girls,

and, to a lesser degree, boys (Kaufman & Stavr6Q4y although, ar-
guably, this problem is not pertinent to Africarcisties alone. It may be
argued that gift-giving (monetary or not) is usyathlued and expected
in relationships in most societies. Research inAfrecan region, how-

ever, tends to ignore the normalcy of this practiod the possibility that
it is not always necessarily linked to sexual favdtielle-Valle’s (2004)

interrogation of the purported ‘transactional sesue is both refreshing

13 See also Uchendu (1965) for a detailed descrimtfdhis practice.
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and informative, providing insight into perceiveiffetences by some in

‘the West’ between ‘Western’ and ‘African’ sexugliGays he:
Many Africanists with a ‘Western’ background, inding myself, feel that
there are significant differences between sexualityhe West’' and in Africa.
Perhaps it is not so much a question of Africanrgsiveness, or people’s
preoccupation with it — we certainly find similaiaits in certain social groups
in ‘the West.” The regional difference is maybe marquestion of sexual mo-
res than sexual practice. Perhaps the most signifitifference is the Western
strictness about sex and motivations: romantic laweé/or personal pleasure
(physical and psychological) are the ‘proper’ mesivfor engaging in sex,
while strategic, materially oriented uses of sexyare strictly tabooed — be-
ing forcefully embodied in our image of ‘the progte’ (ibid., pp. 205-206).

But Poulin (2005) goes beyond the reality of poywednstraints and risk
behavior issues to examine the social meaning ofetaoy exchange in
the sexual encounters of young people in Malawi.aiMmerges is a
highly nuanced picture in which money transfergnsas both symboli-
cally meaningful and instrumental, take place imogomally-committed

relationships. Furthermore, the sexual autonomyoohg Malawian girls

at different phases of their intimate relationshipsunveiled. Spronk
(2005: 273) provides a similar interpretation oflatenships in urban
Kenya. Her perspective about the receipt of giffsybung women in

sexual relationships is summarized as follows: sT$hould not be inter-
preted as material reciprocity, instead appreaiatias symbolized mate-
rially. Since women learn that men are financiabvmters, notions

regarding a loving and supportive boyfriend ardlpatefined by finan-

cial support.’

Although much of the literature alerts us to thet that the sexual
encounters of young people in SSA occur in riskgterts (e.g.: lzug-
bara, 2001; Arowojolet al, 2002; Erulkar, 2004), there are some emerg-
ing studies which, while addressing risk, also eemin the primacy of
intimacy in young people’s construction of sexyalotably, there is a
paucity of similar research on older adults in SSA.
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Issues of modernity

Smith (2000) describes Igbo adolescent and youndt agxuality as
more distant from biological and social reproduttioday than it was in
the past. Nevertheless, reticence toward contraeefinainly condom)
use in this context is paradoxically rooted in abeeproduction con-
cerns:
‘Though few young people actually desire a prerabhptegnancy, conscious
efforts to block fertility are often viewed as umahning trust and intimacy

that is ultimately measured in a willingness togoeate together’ilfid., p.
116; see Kaufman & Stavrou, 2004; and Parikh, 2@@4similar sentiments).

Thus, while sexual intimacy and romance are seegdmyg people in
this setting as a means of creating a desirableleémo identity, these
concepts are simultaneously in competition with entraditional’ mod-
els of sexuality received from parents.

In a similar vein, Parikh (2003) highlights thendered ways in
which love letters are used to establish and natgointimate relation-
ships between Ugandan youth. Young people are showemrpress their
intimate emotions through letters written in a Mygkophisticated man-
ner. The emerging sexual identities evident in ¢hlesters are clearly
informed by popular culture and the ubiquitous pubkalth discourse in
Uganda. The exigency of reproductive concerns, sagrHIV/AIDS,
which has provoked this discourse, has also parealtk heightened a
sense of shame and secrecy surrounding the sexulafaion of youth.
The unfortunate consequence, similar to Smith’®Q2@escription of the
Igbo case, is a widened gap between authoritatuéisaand youth during
their critical period of sexual maturation.

But gaps between elders and young people shotldenconstrued
as a total rift between generations. For instadespite the conflict be-
tween their desired ‘modern’ forms of sexuality ahd expectations of
elders regarding marriage and childbearing, Igbatty@ppear to simul-
taneously support these exigencies (Smith, 2000hel examination of
the childbearing views of Guinean women acrosslitaecourse, Levin
(2000) observes an intergenerational consensugdiagareasons for
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emerging childbearing patterns. Importantly, thei¢auldian perspective
regarding the intersection of sexuality, knowledg®] power in the West
Is not completely validated by African examplesiRe 2000). The sub-
tle negotiation evident in the senior/junior redas described above is not
accounted for in Foucault’'s (1978) history of sdiuan the West. In
Renne’s words, ‘there is common ground as well @aflict between
elders and juniors, and women and men in mattéating to sexuality. It
Is through careful ethnographic studies ... thatahwiguities of inter-
generational and gendered relationships associaittdsexuality, past
and present, may be more deeply understood’ (R200@: xi-Xii).

Sex initiation rites

Evidence of indigenous mechanisms for the transomss sexual educa-
tion exists in various SSA contexts (Richards, 19B6Iberg, 1994;
Tumbo-Masabo & Liljestrom, 1994; Mufune, 2003; Btaan Ikpe,
2004). Elders are cited as playing/having playeshmnent roles in the
regulation of young people’s sexuality. Changethepolitical economy,
however, have led to shifts in the moral authoofyelders in SSA
(Renne, 2000). This phenomenon has had its impattesexual behav-
ior of young people, as well as on their socialamaprocess in the realm
of sexuality. In earlier times, initiation ritesteh served as the medium
for conveying sexual information, seen as imporfanthe transition to
adulthood. Although there is evidence that som¢hese rites continue
(often in a modified form), others are no longeexistence.

Recently, much of the literature devoted to saiaimon rites in
SSA has focused on the experiences of females.ig,iperhaps, due to a
seemingly pervasive interest in more recent timmefhe extent of repro-
ductive health knowledge generated by these ritestorically, female
sex initiation rites have also been of interesegearchers. Raum (1939),
for instance, describes initiation among Chaga gif Tanzania as being
closely determined by individual sexual maturatiang therefore more
private, unlike the case of boys, whose initiate@memonies are public,
communal affairs. According to Raum, female initiatin Chaga society
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involves a night devoted to instruction in sexualtt@rs. The importance
of, and societal rewards for, virginity and propyie@re stressed by a
teacher of female initiates. Nonetheless, otharesgeof sexual life shared
by the teacher, such as the option of intrafemiottakcourse (or ‘thigh’
sex) and traditional contraceptive measures, ibelitaat there is room
for compromise regarding this ideal.

Van de Walle & Franklin (1996) suggest that seation rites
among the Kaguru, also of Tanzania, involve ingtoncin the form of
sex act miming and linking intercourse with pregrnancoupled with
socialization into wifehood roles. But in her stuoly the Shinyanga re-
gion of Tanzania, Roth Allen’s (2000) findings iodie that structured
puberty initiation rituals were not necessarily coam to all Tanzanian
contexts. Roth Allen suggests that in the Shinyameggon, these rituals
have no history of pervasiveness. Rather, young emom this part of
Tanzania have continued to learn about sexuality mon-uniform man-
ner, through informal networks with one another dndl and error.
These studies (among others) conducted in oneAfasan country give
an indication of the kind of diversity dealt with African settings, where
even initiation rituals within the same region nrayt necessarily be de-
scribed as ethnically specific (Roth Allen, 2000).

There are other contexts in which sexuality infation was passed
down in a more practical manner. Ahlberg (1994:)230r example,
describes sex initiation in the indigenous Kikusttieg, saying,

‘[IInstead of lectures, individuals are presentathwoncrete situations which
serve as a case for ethical analysis of themsae®thers.’

Male and female initiates were given an opportunitysleep together
provided sexual penetration was not achieved. Burenthis, girls were
required to tie a cloth between their thighs, ardesal couples slept
together in a common room, acting as regulatorsttferproper sexual
behavior of one another. This education was algaplemented with

instruction that socialized initiates into commymtalues and expecta-
tions for adult conduct. Importantly, Ahlberg notee public, collective

nature in which sexuality was addressed duringatnin and ritual cere-
monies, creating a public discourse around seyualiich stands in stark
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contrast to the silence surrounding the subjectrgbe Kikuyu in con-
temporary times.

An account of the unique form of initiation praetd among the
Rukuba of Nigeria is provided by Muller (1972). $iphenomenon, like
others previously described, involves instructisnt@ community values
and proper behavior. In addition, sexual instructis provided via a
pregnant woman (to whom the initiate is joined intaal marriage) who
must eventually give birth to a live child for thatiation process to be
complete. This male initiate may be aged anywhema #4 to 14 years of
age. Muller explains that

although being so small at the time of the inidafimany Rukuba men later

recall with laughter the one night spent with tlegmant woman. They insist

on their bewilderment and inability to cope witre thituation, the initiative

resting with the woman who, apparently, means lassihowever small the
initiand might be (Muller 1972: 294).

As Muller interprets it, the symbolism of the hustand father roles that
this ceremony evokes are a necessity in the Ru&ulbare, ensuring that
the initiate (now a ‘husband’ and ‘father’ in thiéual sense) can now
technically entertain premarital sexual encountersiuller’'s words,

After everything is in order, i.e., after [the ini] is already a father and a
husband, then and only then can he have his rewdtithg at home without
the trouble of marriage and children, enjoying gheasant company of his
girl-friend. This state of affairs is however, glasheresy which has to be neu-
tralized by setting things to rights in a symbaliay before the sin is commit-
ted' So Rukuba initiation states bluntly that in thierd social duty’ (here

4 The ‘sin’ referred to here is that of premaritabgnancy as a consequence of pre-
marital sex. As Muller explains, in times paststhiould result in abortion or infanti-
cide, illegitimate children being regarded as ad'béhing. Interestingly, premarital
sexual relationships were institutionalized, buegmancy as a result of them was
considered reprehensible.

5 This assertion concerning social duty is reminmiscef Uchendu’s (1965: 193)
description of the Igbo case in which ‘family’-onedness (as opposed to mere
spousal orientation) is seen as a critical soaal ghrough which sexual behavior
may be understood. Thus, ‘[t]here is no emphasisngnthe Igbo on sexual services
being exclusive and confined to husband and wifethat the culture demands is that
sex be institutionalized.” And so institutionalizéds — within the confines of mar-
riage and concubinage (through which husbands,symmed the unmarried alike may
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fulfilled, albeit minimally, by ritual marriage ansymbolic fatherhood) must
in some sense precede unmitigated pleasure (MLOIE2: 295).

In contemporary times, it is common for young peopl SSA to obtain
their sexuality information from the media (Smi2000), government
school teachers (Stewart, 2000; Prazak, 2000)ttheairkers (Stewart,
2000), and from their peers (Roth Allen, 2000), dsample. While this
gulf between generations has raised calls for ¢hé@alization of indige-

nous forms of sex education (e.g. Ahlberg, 1994thRAllen’s (2000)

study of the Shinyanga region of Tanzania givepaisse, reminding us
that formal instruction about the facts of life wast necessarily a univer-
sal practice in indigenous societies. MoreoverAagred (2004) points

out, the dynamic nature of customs necessitat@sdbetinual location in

present-day realities.

Sexuality and religion

The rituals described thus far in this paper (palérly around sex initia-
tion rites) are invariably embedded in the indigendfrican religions
concerned. Thus, separating traditional rites frefigion in SSA con-
texts poses a challenge. In contemporary timesghery the intersection
between religion (primarily Christianity) and sektyahas been docu-
mented. It is noteworthy that this documentatiardgeto occur, again, in
the contexts of risk and disease. For instanceth@&m{2004) study of
young migrants in Nigeria demonstrates the profoafidct that evan-
gelical/Pentecostal Christianity has upon the yopegple, shaping their
perceptions of HIV/AIDS risk in ways that exposeerth to potential
harm. The study suggests that moralistic understgadf sexuality and
the AIDS pandemic hold dangers of their own:

On the one hand, relationships are legitimizedsksfree and decisions not to

use condoms are rationalized, for example, ‘bothpagner and | are moral

and Christian, therefore we are protected.” Ondtier hand, behavior that
flouts shared religious moralities is thought abasitsin (rather than in terms

enjoy non-marital relationships), with sex outsafethese institutions being catego-
rized as ‘prostitution.’
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of health risk) and dealt with through denial. Amgoyoung people who are
sexually active, religious interpretations of theedise and moral assessments
of personal sexual behavior create obstacles toraisdy evaluating risk for
both those in ‘moral partnerships’ and those pigiking in more stigmatized
sexual relationships. Christianity provides exptames for who is at risk and
who is not, creating contexts where individualsoignor deny their own risk
(Smith 2004: 433).

Conversely, religious commitment has been showdetay sexual debuts
among young South Africans, and to moderate thaetery to engage in
sexual intercourse (Nicholas & Durrheim, 1995).tRermore, Garner’'s
(2000) South African-based study of members of owei Christian
church types suggests that Pentecostal churcraafiil alone diminishes
pre- and extra-marital sex levels, through seemnjirggtiingent cultural
practices.
Where Islam is concerned, Imam (1997) alerts uthéodangers of the
endemic essentializing of Muslim peoples and smgedcross time and
space, and the consequent implications for the rstateding of sexuality
in Muslim contexts. Outlining the plurality of expences in Muslim
settings across Africa, Asia, and the Middle Eaegm notes, for exam-
ple, that unremarkable phenomena in Nigerian Mustommunities,
such as divorce and polygyny, are cause for hutmfiain India and
Bangladesh. The seclusion of women ubiquitouslyetpred in Bangla-
desh and northern Nigeria, for instance, is almostexistent in Senegal,
Burkina Faso, and the Gambia.
In her discussion of the Muslim discourses of séify Imam
(1997: 3) explains:
There is a dominant discourse and stereotype dlstarnic sexuality’ which
presents Muslim women as always both submissiventbtightly controlled
by men who have the capacity to marry four wivesxuality in this discourse
is, of itself, neither good nor bad, but an elerakm@ind natural force that
should however be suitably channelled in societythBnen’s and women'’s
sexuality are seen as naturally active, and whée’'marousal pattern is faster,
‘foreplay’ is enjoined as a religious duty on menveomen also have a desire
for and right to sexual pleasure and satisfactdomen are thought to have a
greater potential for sexual desire and pleasune times that of men. How-
ever, it is women’s passive exudation of sexuatitwhich men are vulnerable
which provokes men who then deliberately arousefalfitl desire in women.

Thus women’s sexuality is seen as naturally botraigr and more passive
than that of men. The idea of natural sexualityehiemot solely reproductive,
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but it is definitely heterosexual with masturbatibomosexuality and bestial-
ity condemned as unnatural.

On the other hand, the author describes Muslingioels right discourses
as typically centering on female sexuality as d oanise of immorality.

Discourses are dynamic, however, and as sexuaulises change,
their effect upon the sexuality of men and womelh aaintinue to evolve.
Imam (bid.), for instance, explains how, over time, instdnglized pre-
marital sex play (reminiscent of what Ahlberg (1p8éscribes concern-
ing the Kikuyu) among Hausa Muslims has come todgarded as unis-
lamic.

Sexuality and the political economy

Economic and political processes clearly have thaiect on sexuality in
different locales. Changes in the economy can teah increased com-
modification of sexuality, while political realmg cegimes regulate the
expression of sexuality (Altman, 1999).

Foucault’'s (1978) stance that ‘the state (or stat@tutions) con-
trols individuals through the production of sciéntiknowledge about
individual subjects who, incorporating this knowgedabout themselves,
perpetuate this form of power (Renne 2000: xiwisll-noted. Renne
(2000), however, postulates that the economic caings of many SSA
states have often posed a challenge for their imglthe kind of power
Foucault describes (see also Vaughan, 1991). Buogaic power (or the
lack thereof) may not be as all-encompassing at@ns in SSA as
Renne would have us believe. African states haea kaown to control
the media and, thus, the information available t@ens (Makungu,
2004). As Kipps (n.d.) notes, ‘The African statesfationship with me-
dia, and particularly independent media, has alvieesn an uneasy one.
Sexuality-related information or discourse can,sthpotentially be re-
stricted. The ‘Vagina Monologues’, for instancespimed by U.S. play-
wright, Eve Ensler, was banned by the media coumail of Uganda’s
government (Sheikh, 2005). The play is said tolwele women’s sexu-
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ality, examining the joys and pitfalls of the lattdhe Ugandan govern-
ment’s resistance to having it performed lay inpley/’s

‘glorifying what [the government] describes as umna sex — masturbation,
lesbianism and homosexualityb(d.).

This issue is reminiscent of Gatter’s (2001) wornkglobal theories
and sexuality. Drawing on Altman’s (1999) politicatonomy perspec-
tive, he underscores globalization’s influence oan®mic, political, and
cultural factors, and, consequently, on contempgorsexualities. In
Altman’s words:

[Nt is clear that globalization impacts on sextyaln all three ways. Economic

changes mean that sexuality is increasingly comfieakliwhether through

advertising or prostitution ... Cultural changes mé#aat certain ideas about
behaviour and identity are widely dispersed, so tieav ways of understand-
ing oneself became available that often conflitieblly with traditional mores

... And the political realm will determine what formage available for sexual

expression, so that there is a far more overt ‘gayld in Manila than in Sin-

gapore, despite the considerable gap in wealtparhbecause of different po-
litical regimes ipid., p. 563).

Like Altman, the Tanzania Gender Networking Prograan(TNGP) also
takes a political economy stance on sexuality asdliscontents — spe-
cifically, the reproductive health concern of HIVIXS in the African
region. While the norm has been to address HIV/AIDSAfrica as a
problem solely related to individual sexual praesiq‘promiscuous sex
with many partners, sex with someone already iefiscséex without the
use of a condom’ (TGNP 2004: 1)), TGNP’s (2004) kvdraws our
attention to the linkages between a glaring lackbakic resources
(brought on by imperial and global capitalist stawes) and the rapid
spread of the disease. In the light of these afjapred realities, the
conceptual framings that shape the conventionalusie focus on sex-
ual behavior change as the solution to the AIDSIpamc become overly
simplistic at best.
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Sexuality and the legal system

The legal system’s impact upon sexuality in SSAncdrbe overlooked.
Like the political sphere, the legal domain playsgmificant role in shap-
ing the sexuality of men and women. In her recaicsion of the history
of Kenya'’s short-lived Affiliation Act, for instam; Thomas (2000) ex-
amines how struggles over sexuality and fertilriypiostcolonial Kenya,
were actually reflected contests over changing gemad generational
relations, as well as over material concerns. Passd959, the Affilia-
tion Act was a law that sought to address the isfudlegitimacy by
guaranteeing the right of single women to patersutyport.

As single mothers in Kenya (some, along with tifeemilies) began
to benefit from this law, the elimination of the tAmecame the goal of
many men, who were obligated to pay high financaats for the upkeep
of their children born out of wedlock. By employiaghetorical strategy
pitting the ‘traditional’ against the ‘modern’ atide ‘customary’ against
the ‘civil,” politicians, officials, and citizendlie, preserved men’s privi-
leged legal position, to the disempowerment of wom@ the law. By
1969, Kenya's Affiliation Act was finally repealed.

Since 1999, there have been efforts in some Nigestates to
extend Islamic (or ‘Sharia’) laws beyond their centronal boundaries of
family and personal status law. This reform has tpah legal implica-
tions for Nigerian women. Where extra-marital pragey is concerned,
for instance, some schools of Muslim thought see skate as an ade-
guate confirmation of adultery. Thus, accordingnbam (in HRD, 2003),

[W]omen are being held to a different standardwdence in having to prove

their innocence instead of the state proving theilt. In defense of this patent

unfairness, Islamist conservatives have tried gu@rthat stoning to death for
adultery is divine punishment. That's not true: @er'an does not mention

stoning for adultery. Indeed, the Qur'an has ae¢hat refers to adulterous
women and men marrying each other—clearly impossilihey were dead!

The plight of Amina Lawal comes to mind here. Qraly sentenced to
death by stoning in Nigeria in 2002 for bearinghddcout of wedlock (a
recent amendment to the Sharia law), the young iMudivorcee’s fate
was overturned on the technicality that she comckbefore the modifi-
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cation of the law. This process gives weight to Eea’s (2003) argu-
ment that a myriad of avenues — including trainfog judges, social
reform, and basic, empowering education for girlsnust be pursued
alongside the court system if the war of violengaiast African women
Is to be won.

The constraining of sexual expression in the S&text is further
exemplified by Tamale’s (2003) treatise on homoséuin contempo-
rary Uganda. Like many African countries, homosdxuan the Ugan-
dan legal sphere is a criminal offense, punishhpla maximum sentence
of life imprisonment. Gay and lesbian organizatiamdJganda tend to
maintain a low profile for this reason. Tamale peiout (bid., p. 2) that
references to same-sex relations between womemaireeably absent
from the Ugandan Penal Code — indicative, perhaips,'dominant phal-
locentric culture,” but also reminiscent (and, cgimably, reflective) of
Kendall’s (1998) ‘no penis, no sex’ thedfy.

‘Alternative’ sexualities

The term ‘alternative sexualitié§’as it is used in the literature refers to
the various forms of sexuality that are not styittéterosexual. There has
been much debate over the very existence of ‘@tmei sexualities on
the African continent (often addressed in the ditere as same-sex sexu-
ality in this context). Consequently, studies hagen carried out with the
aim of demonstrating that non-heterosexuality rsffam a Western im-
port (e.g.: Murray & Roscoe, 1998). Declarationghi contrary by some

' This theory is discussed further on pg. 28 offttessent paper.

17 C.0. Izugbara (personal communication, May 4, 20485 highlighted the prob-
lematic legitimacy which the label ‘alternative’ amts to heteronormativity. The
challenges associated with the inadequate langtagelking about sexuality are
brought to light by this example, and are addredatst in this paper. For the pur-
poses of simplicity, however, we have chosen tothseprevalent term here, albeit
with the inclusion of quotes for the word ‘alteriwat as an acknowledgement of the
problems the expression evokes.
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African heads of state have sparked further intare¢his subject, pro-
voking a number of studies examining the accurddiiese assertions.
Murray and Roscoe’s (1998) seminal inventory ahesex pat-
terns in Africa concludes by contrasting thesegmat with those that
dominate the Western model of homosexuality, hggtting a fundamen-
tal difference:
[T]he dominant Western model of homosexuality ...ires individuals solely
on the basis of sexual object choice. In Africavbeer, heterosexual marriage
and procreation — but not necessarily heterosedesite, orientation, or mo-
nogamy — are universal expectations ... In contashé homophobia West-
ern homosexuals confront, the social pressure oitakfs who desire same-
sex relations is not concerned with their masciylior femininity, their men-
tal health, their sexual object preference andatsses, or the moral status of
their preference — but primarily with their prodoct of children, especially

eligible heirs, and the maintenance of a conveatiamage of married life
(Murray & Roscoe, 1998, pp. 272-273).

The authors note the politically bankrupt naturdho$ ‘African’ model,
which, while preventing stigmatization, simultansiyuhampers the con-
struction of homosexual identity and subculturet, Yeis increasingly
clear that in our contemporary African societiesn4meterosexuality as
an identity is a fact (Tamale 2003), albeit ond thany African scholars
appear reticent about addressing. The reasonsd#hsiseeming reser-
vation may have more to do with a resistance ofirtiosition of West-
ern categories and ‘naming’ (see, for example, Qyeis (2003)
argument regarding the ‘culture of misrepresentdtior Ajen (1998))
than with a mere denial of reality. For instancgprnan marriages’, a
non-sexual institution in African societies, haweb misinterpreted and
labeled lesbian relationships (see Lorde, 1983memterpretations of
close female friendships among the Efik/Ibibio am-meterosexuality
have been refuted by African scholars (see, formgte, Amadiume,
1987; Blankson Ikpe, 2004). Blankson Ikpe, a celiearer of the region
in question makes the following observation:

[B]onding between same sex as close friends shaatidbe confused with ho-

mosexuality or lesbianism. Douglas seemed to haagenthat mistake when

she assessed the oral evidence collected by Lovdedn Efik-Ibibio woman

as a confession to lesbianism. According to the ammurh had a woman friend
to whom | revealed my secrets. She was very fokédeping secrets to herself.
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We acted as husband and wife. We always movedihagldve and my hus-
band and hers knew about our relationship. Theagérs nicknamed us twin
sisters(Lorde 1984: 49-50, quoted in Douglas 1999: 99).al European a
confession of going hand in glove and acting apang and wife is a clear
indication of lesbianism. But this sort of behaviginormal in these parts be-
tween ‘bosom friends.” Although there is an expi@sf love it does not
necessarily connote sex. Indeed if they were erjagkesbianism, the villag-
ers would have found another name for them instéanlvin sisters’ (Blank-
son Ikpe, 2004: 29-30)!

Kendall’'s (1998) description of what would qualdg same-sex sexuality
under the Western gaze, is thoughtfully interpredsdnon-sexual from
the emic perspective. Her investigation takes plaosong Basotho
women of Lesotho in southern Africa. The authorcdégs the intimate,
erotic relationships enjoyed amongst women witlamyt illusion of these
liaisons being sexual. In other words, within thesotho context, ‘sex’ in
the absence of a male organ is regarded as a nesntins noteworthy
that these relationships do not serve as an atieen® marriage. Rather,
they appear to complement the marital relationshipBasotho women.
It is, perhaps, the privileging of inapplicable #pmic standpoints to the
neglect of context-specific, African conceptual esties, that provokes
the silence of African scholars (Mama, 1996).

Herdt's (1987) research on same-sex behaviors @@ Sambia
of New Guinea, gives further insight into some ¢ tomplexities and
contradictions of non-heterosexuality found in gad sub-Saharan Afri-
can contexts. He, in fact, deliberately neglectsrtploy the term ‘homo-
sexual’ in his review of this ritualized same-sexhavior among the
Sambia of New Guinea (Okami & Pendleton, 1994)nfog out the
potential the term has for misrepresenting whatialst obtains in this
particular culture. During initiation ceremoniestamarily performed for
Sambian boys, the latter are required to fellatieoimen, as the ingestion
of semen is considered critical for the major trams to adulthood.
Rather than universalize the experience of the &ambthis context of
ritual as ‘homosexuality,” or divorce it completédhpm Western notions
of the same, Herdt defines same sex-behaviorseirSmbia context as
‘the fusing of a set of desires with an emphasigmwth and socializa-
tion of the young, a practice distinct to time gndce’ (bid., p. 90),
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leaving room for comparison of this phenomenon wvather cultures,
provided cognizance of the limitations of such cangons is main-
tained:
Because this behavior, founded as it is on theb#iat insemination is essen-
tial for the boy’s sexual growth and passage imtolthood and heterosexual
marriage, emphasizes symbolic or biological repctidn, use of the term
‘homosexual’ to describe it may distort the mearshghe term as a categori-

cal construct. Nevertheless, ... pleasure, lewdraegs$Jasciviousness are also
involved in this ritual ipid.).

Similarly, Gatter (2000: 8) points out that

[w]hat the African examples [of same-sex sexualiagk is an identity and
lifestyle in which homosexual relationships aremary andnot based on gen-
der difference. In other words, the African systetasiot define people solely
on the basis of sexual object choice. They do, keweuniversally expect
heterosexual marriage and procreation, though eoessarily heterosexual
desire, orientation or monogamy.

Questioning the centrality of sexual orientationAfsican models, he
concludes by suggesting the de-centering this phenon as an organiz-
ing concept.

Nevertheless, the debates around sexual oriemta&ti&SA are far
from over. The emergence of a distinct non-hetetwseidentity in con-
temporary African societies cannot be ignored. Reteon homosexual-
ity in Uganda (Tamale, 2003) and Kenya (Onyango-®eimal, 2005)
suggests that self-identifying homosexuals, or mé&m have sex with
men (MSM) are often compelled to hide behind hestexaal relation-
ships in order to avoid discrimination. But as $nffed (personal com-
munication, May 4, 2005) proposes, marriage inNI&M context may
not always necessarily be a cover-up. The podyiliiat some MSM
may develop and maintain marital relationships bseahey simply want
to and, perhaps, enjoy being in both kinds of r@hships simultaneously
should not be ignored. Nonetheless, the asserfian rmn-heterosexual
identity appears to be taking on increasing impuangain SSA. For in-
stance, the large majority of the MSM interviewaddnyango-Oumat
al.’s (2005) study, identified themselves as eithary;§‘homosexual,’ or
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‘bisexual.” Whether the increasing importance antity is due to exter-
nal influences, as Gatter (2000) sugg&stemains debatable. Homo-
sexuals in Tamale’s (2003) study, many of whomdascribed as having
minimal exposure to external influences, are alsscdbed as proud of
their ‘straightkuchu identity, and as regarding bisexuals as ‘sellsbot
sorts.

Interestingly, Kendall suggests that the lack dlisginct identity —
and, indeed, of a distinct homosexual categoryrveseas a protective
factor for Basotho women’s same-sex relationshgisce lesbianism is
not a social construct in the Basotho society,igtheither pathologized,
nor stigmatized. Says she:

The freedom, enjoyment, and mutual respect of Basetomen’s ways of
loving each other, occurring in a context in whichat women do together is
not defined as ‘sexual,’ suggests a need to loekhfy at the way Western
constructions of sexuality and of homophobia aredu® limit and oppress
women. Having a (sexualized) ‘lesbian option’ mayt be as liberating as
many of us have thought (Kendall, 1998: 241).

Sexuality and language

Clearly, the issue of language is one that neebie taken into account in
investigations of sexuality. Manderson goes s@fato assert that ‘sexu-

18 According to Gatter (2001: 6), ‘Sexuality becaméhame within globalization
theory largely because of AIDS. Here was an epideavhiglobal proportions which
linked infection (largely) with sexual behaviour.ally of the influential early cam-
paigns for prevention and care, in the West, dgpaglovia community based groups
often premised on shared

sexual identification (the epidemic was first neticin gay men in San Fran-
cisco and New York - subsequent AIDS services atidiam in America and
Europe have retained large contributions by gay muh lesbians). Experi-
ence from the West has been taken up in sexuahhemhpaigning elsewhere
in the world, whether under the aegis of governsment donor AID pro-
grammes. Members of Western sexual minorities th@esn involved in these
campaigns in non-Western countries. They have takém them their own
concerns and identities, which some analysts

now clearly see as contributing to the procesdalfajizing identities.’
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ality is primarily a linguistic problem’ (in Okand Pendleton, 1994: 88).
This contention finds echoes in Leclerc-Madlalaeflaxive discussion
regarding the limited linguistic repertoire for eggng sexuality in SSA.
As she puts it:

‘[W]e are greatly hampered by limited and inappraig vocabulary that is the
product of Victorian-era sexology’ (Leclerc-Madl&@04: 6).

While Manderson points to the importance of factprthe question of
‘who’ employs certain lexical items and ‘how’ thelyp so into our as-
sessment of the meaning and effects of these itematerc-Madlala calls
specifically for African-centered conceptual framefnhance our under-
standing of sexuality in SSA, as well as to ensha¢ we remain cultur-
ally sensitive.

Furthermore, while the literature gives an indmatof how ‘Oth-
ers’ label or ‘name’ sex and sexuality in sub-SahaAfrica, far less
attention has been given to how Africans themsebtadls about these
Issues. Moto (2004) does suggest that the Malawauiety relies on
indirect expressions, euphemisms, and idioms th #fbout sex and
HIV/AIDS. Regarding male and female genitalia speaily, Machera’s
(2004) findings in the urban Kenyan context areilain{see also Diallo
(2004), for the Malian case). Her findings actuaty further to suggest
that while feelings of ‘'shame’ are associated wihbal references to the
vagina, this is much less so when the penis isudgsd. The need for
positive discourses around on women’s sexual desine were noted to
have rarely expressed their desire for, or enjoyreénsexuality, is un-
derscored by Shefer & Foster's (2001) South Afribased study. Prazak
(2000) notes connections between older men’s netadmmasculinity in
rural Kenya’'s Kuria District and the view that s&xould simply not be
discussed. A clearer sense of what these findiegkyrmean, in the di-
verse societies of SSA, is needed.
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Conclusions

Gatter (2000: 7) calls our attention to the gap Hréses in our under-
standing of sexuality as a result of having eithether unanchored theo-
retical accounts [of sexuality] or ‘detailed [ettgraphic] description
which isn’'t really theorized.” Although his ensuiraygument centers
specifically on globalization and sexuality, wedin useful for our pur-
poses here. According to Gattebid., p. 9), ‘Theories which assume
homogenization ... are not borne out by empiricakeoiation.” Based on
our review, we come to the same conclusion reggrtiaories of sexual-
ity in sub-Saharan Africa. We nonetheless acknogde(hnd, indeed,
underscore) the critical need to enhance (rathan tmove beyond’)
theory and the accumulation of ethnographic accownth action and
concerted efforts to address the perpetual impremenof sexuality-
related well-being in SSA. In our deconstruction vafrious sexuality
concepts, it is critical not to ignore or oversiifpkeal, concrete prob-
lems pertinent to the sub-Saharan African regioe. &nclude this re-
view by highlighting this important point. Issuesch as gender-based
violence (notably an under-researched area (Erulk@94)), women’s
disadvantaged economic position, and reproducteadtih concerns are
very real in different SSA contexts. Resistances$sentializing views
should not constitute an impediment to rigorougaesh into these areas.
A major criticism of the social constructionism atslvariants is, in fact,
their often politically bankrupt response to caficissues (Weedon,
1999).

That young women in SSA are especially vulnerablellV infec-
tion seems clear (Jungar & Oinas, 2004). That tasFenanifestations of
gender-based violence in the region is apparengiéire issue of Sexual-
ity in Africa Magazine was recently (2004) devotedhis issue; see also
Tamale, 1992; Amoakohene, 2004). That strong maelvement in
sexual and reproductive health matters would bersdth men and
women is logical. Balancing these facts againstibee positive realities
of sexuality, which are equally a part of the SSferxience, is our chal-
lenge.
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Philosophy and Figures of the African
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by Sanya Osha

Abstract. Philosophy and Figures of the African Femaleln this study, the
aim is (a) to trace the figure of woman within gpecificity of African forms
of discourse and to examine how she has been latBduand disarticulated
and the ways through which she has reacted to #dsenal mechanisms of
power in both textual and existential terms; (bjri@rrogate the contours of
African feminist discourse in relation to patriaatitulture on the one hand,
and forms of Western feminist theory on the otli@rto give an indication of
how terms such as sexuality, gender and the badypeaethought in the light
of contemporary feminist theory and practice; @)rtdicate a new direction
for African philosophy from the advances made byifest discourse in gen-
eral.

key words. Africa, feminism, sexuality, conceptualisationcm-cultural insti-
tutions

Alienating Discourse and Alienated Beings

The birth of the mode of discourse known as Afriplwlosophy is quite
an interesting one. A version of this species stalirse has its origins in
a mix of racism and a specific form of its countéeourse which is
termed decolonizatiohWestern philosophy is a product of a civilization

! Acknowledgement: This essay was conceived and written during my rems a
guest of the Five College African Scholars Progrifassachusetts, USA in the fall
of 2003. | thank the organisers of the prograngfanting me this important opportu-
nity. It was also presented at the Wits Institute $ocial and Economic Research
(WISER) hosted international conference on ‘Sex 8edrecy’ in Johannesburg in
June, 2003. | thank Deborah Posel, Achille Mbentimk @raeme Reid for facilitating
my participation at the conference.

2 Kwasi Wiredu terms it conceptual decolonizatioee($isCultural Universals and
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and a disciplinary quest that is almost three tandsyears old. And in
the course of this long cultural and disciplinagvelopmentextual in-
scriptionhas been a crucial factor. African philosophy, loa dther hand,
has no such history unless the arguments and okl ofAfrocentri-
cism are accepted in totality. But given the problematiptures and
discontinuities between contemporary African resditand the undoubt-
edly impressive cultural and intellectual achievataef ancient Egypt it
Is difficult to sustain a continuous conceptuaktenship between the
two disparate contexts. However, for the sake gfigent and for a man-
ageable discursive structure let us begin the doeshe origins of Afri-
can philosophy with its encounter with post-Enlgithent modernity
which in the case of Africa and much of the thirdrld entails the reali-
ties and the histories of the following eventsyelg, apartheid, coloniza-
tion and decolonization. It is from this painfuligential matrix that one
locates the birth of African philosophy in imsodernand its contempo-
rary formation.

Unquestionably, the birth of African philosophy wasought from
highly political circumstances which have continuedhave profound
implications. The first tendency within the disan@ had to confront the
need for liberation and as such was based on aufse that emerged
from polemic and overt political rhetoric. The seddendency strived for
the discursive detachment atingoreticismof Western academic philoso-
phy2 The third tendency emerged from the sustainedhjogtof ethno-
philosophy. For our purposes, such are the circamesis from which
African philosophy in its contemporary formationobxed. However, the
origins of African philosophy are not our primamncern. Rather, in this
study, the aim is

Particulars: An African Perspectiyd8loomington and Indianapolis: Indiana Univer-
sity Press, 1996), Anthony Kwame Appiah calls @albgical decolonization (see his
In My Father's House: Africa in the Philosophy ofiltire, New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1992).

3 See Kwasi WireduConceptual Decolonization in African Philosophy:uf&Essays
by Kwasi Wiredu Ibadan: Hope Publications, 1995r Ba even more sustained
account of this discursive history see alsoCutural Universals and Particulars: An
African PerspectiveBloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana Univerdigess, 1996.
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1. to trace the figure of woman within the specifiaitfyAfrican forms of
discourse and to examine how she has been ar&dudatd disarticu-
lated and the ways through which she has reactatetse external
mechanisms of power in both textual and existeteiahs;

2. to interrogate the contours of African feministatigrse in relation to
patriarchal culture on the one hand, and forms efséfn feminist
theory on the other;

3. to give an indication of how terms such as sexyatjender and the
body can be rethought in the light of contemporf@myinist theory
and practice;

4. to indicate a new direction for African philosopfigm the advances
made by feminist discourse in general.

At this juncture, it can be claimed that moderni@dn philosophy is a
product of a patriarchal culture and hence a seqst To affirm that
colonial and postcolonial African societies areisemight not be saying
very much. Perhaps it might be more appropriateatothat African phi-
losophy inherited a heavy load of sexism in itscemter with Western
philosophy. So the female African subject has tote@od with layers of
subjugation; first, at the stark existential lesatl second, at the metadis-
cursive level. Of course, other layers of oppres®®ist and are to be
found in various ramifications.

It is perhaps not too much to claim that Africamlgsophy had to
undergo an abortion before its painful eventuahbiA series of paralyz-
ing questions dogged the birth of the disciplindhat is African phi-
losophy? ‘Does it exist?” ‘What ought to be its rhoational
methodology?’ etc. Rather thaoing philosophy, these rather paralyzing
guestions and forays into unproductive ontologwailed in the initial
attempts to define the parameters of the disciplaulin Hountondji’s
view that ‘philosophy is not a system but a histagsentially an open
process, a restless, unfinished quest, not closedlkdge® did not ap-

* Paulin Hountondji, African Philosophy: Myth and RealjtyBloomington and
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pear to have helped matters. Thie fear of birthwas an abiding prob-
lematic in the construction of African philosoplireudian and Lacanian
readings of this fear of the symbolic, of the Lakg aost certainly in-
structive herg The entry into the pantheon of White Male philasical

gods was not so smooth for the fathers of Africailogophy. Instead of
acquiring the much-valued ‘secret’ knowledge of Whkite Male Father
the African philosopher emitted-at least at firstvail of resistance. In
other words, his adoption of the canon of an atexhditerature was
marked by violence and trauma. And his adoptioramfalienating dis-
course signified the beginning of his productionaafiscourse of alien-
ation? Indeed the literature on the birth of African plibphy is vast and
quite remarkablé.Furthermore, it can be argued that due toctfiges of

deliverythat marred the progress of African philosophdiatourse from

Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1996, p. 71

® Judith Butler's psychoanalytical explanations ehder and subjectivities in general
in her text,The Psychic Life Of Powegtanford: Stanford University Press, 1997 are
undoubtedly useful.

® Paulin Hountondiji, African Philosophy: Myth and Realjty1996. Also, the
Heideggerian notion of alienation is somewhat ajablie here. So it is possible to
think in terms of ‘temptation’ and ‘contentment’ sistes that would eventually lead
to alienation, a notion Heidegger himself borrowiesim Soren Kierkegaard. For
more details, see Martin HeideggBeing and Timgtr. Joan Stambaugh, New York:
State University Press, 1996.

" Apart from Hountondji'sAfrican Philosophy: Myth and Realjtysee also, P.O.
Bodunrin ‘The Question of African Philosophy,” in. A. Wright, ed., African
Philosophy: An IntroductiorBd ed. Lanham: University Press of America, 1984;
Kwame Gyekye Tradition and Modernity: Philosophical Reflectiona the African
Experience New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, T9D.A. Masolo,
African Philosopy in Search of IdentitBloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, 1994; V.Y. Mudimb&he Invention of Africa: Gnosis, Philosophy
and the Order of KnowledgeBloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University
Press, 1984; see also Hike Idea of AfricaBloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, 1994; Oyekan Owomoyela,” Africand the Imperative of
Philosophy: A Skeptical ReconsideratioAfrican Studies Revie®0, 1; Olabiyi Yali,
‘Theory and Practice in African Philosophy: The By of Speculative Philosophy’
Second Order2, 2. 1977. Although these texts and articles lo@ mature and
foundations of African philosophy are by no mearBagistive, they give an idea of
the range of the spirited debates that have atteslgestation.
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the very beginning, its true emancipatory poteras always been lim-
ited. African philosophy was produced within thentext of an alienating
canon and from thadtructural dislocationfrom that unassimilated locus
it went on to produce, in some respects, an akehiteraturé

Speech anthscription in whatever form were an overriding quest
of African philosophy, the laborious quest to arkate presencen the
infinite void of nothingness. The humiliating exi@eces of slavery,
colonization and imperialism had eroded the selftivaf the African
subject. And so the articulation pfesencethrough philosophical dis-
course/speech (no matter how rudimentary) was a afagclaiming a
lost humanity. Also, it was a way of initiating arwversation with moder-
nity. In constructing this rudimentary mode of discse/speech the Afri-
can philosopher could only grapple with a limiteet ®f discursive
concerns most of which were derived from the Westanon. Sex, gen-
der and sexuality were the least of his concernsmFa dehumanizing
existential and epistemic void, he had to constauchodern mode of
subjecthood, he had to undertake a process of esg after which all
other things could follow. Thus the creation of lalgsophical practice
was also an effort at self-invention, the creattbrmasculine self strain-
ing against an abyss of nothingness. Thus, a nertapatience has
marked the evolution of African philosophical discge. V.Y. Mudimbe
strongly suggests that patience is a cardinaleviofua valid philosophical
practice’

8 Henry Louis Gates Jr., has produced a large bédyodk contesting the assumed
primacy and universality of the Western canon. f8eestance, higigures in Black:
Words, Signs and the ‘Racial Sefew York and Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1987, see also hisoose CanonsNew York and Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1992. Indeed a large part of his intellectual egeg has been to unearth and create a
literary and theoretical canon that is more repredae of the African-American
experience. His latest academic effoffe Bondswoman’s NarrativdNew York:
Warner, 2002 by Hannah Crafts [edited by Gated} faithin the tradition of his
established academic pattern.

® Consult hisThe Invention of Africa: Gnosis, Philosophy and tBeder of
KnowledgeBloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana Universite8s, 1988.
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This strain and this impatience are not as prontiine the Indian
philosophical tradition for instance. Nagarjunasemsingly unending
appeal within the context of Western philosophyagsevolumes? Also,
Buddhist thought and brahmanical intellectualisra &distory that spans
2500 years. African philosophical discourse on diieer hand had to
(re)discover its being within the ethos of moderr(nd its numerous
concepts and discourses) amid often violent presesé reterritorializa-
tion and deterritorialization that are redrawing theographical space of
contemporary Africa.

Bodies of writing and the uses of ambiguity

...It IS not an oeuvre but a
desoeuvre!

The notion of alienation at the beginning of Afncphilosophical writ-
ing, in fact, at the beginning of any kind of wmti that attempts to tran-
scend the masculinist/dominant canon/text, is quiteortant to the
future of that writing/text. This is because thrbug we can trace the
system(s) of exclusions, continuities and ruptushin a given text.
This notion of alienation which is also connectathvthe ordeal of birth
provides a crucial point of departure for underdtag an abiding prob-
lematic of African philosophy. How does the textpirilosophical utter-
ance find its historical/contextual moorings with@ubody of preceding
texts, without a preexisting Library? This engraogsproblematic con-
fronted a particular African philosopher, Anton-A8lm Amo, who lived
and worked in eighteenth century Europe, Germangetprecise. Anton-
Wilhelm Amo who originally came from the Gold Coastote most of

19 Richard P. Hayes, ‘Nagarjuna’s Appealgurnal of Indian Philosophy22, 1994.
See also, Jay L. Garfield&Empty Words: Buddhist Philosophy and Cross-Cultural
Interpretation New York: Oxford University Press, 2002.

1 Fred Botting and Scott Wilson, ‘Introductiomhe Bataille Reader Oxford:
Blackwell Publishers Ltd. p. 4.

160



Philosophy and Figures of the African Female

his works in Latin. Some of these works incluBéssertatio inauguralis
de jure Maurorum in Europ@The Rights of Africans Living in Europe),
1729; Dissertatio de humanae mentis apath@dn the Impassitivity of
the Human Mind), 1734; andiractatus de arte sobrie et accurate phi-
losophandi(On the Art of Philosophizing with Sobriety and dicacy),
1738.

These various philosophical texts were producedimihe context
of the European academy and obviously for a Westadience. Paulin
Hountondji comments on the status of the texts,awthoes this work
contain that can be called African? Disappointirthlgugh it may be, the
answer must be: nothing’He makes the suggestion that African phi-
losophers ought to be capable ‘of freely seizing whole existing phi-
losophical and scientific heritage, assimilating amastering it in order to
transcend it™ This is necessary in order to avoid what he teéimsllec-
tual asphyxia’. Hountondji's commentary isolateso twomplementary
and yet separate futures for the African philosoghiext. First, it ought
to strive to be ‘African’. Second, it ought to lred to avail itself of uni-
versal scientific and philosophical traditions. fss the second injunc-
tion, Amo obviously meets all the necessary ciatemd for the first, his
text, Dissertatio inauguralis de jure Maurorum in Eurgpa a way, is
concerned with an African issue. It is an atteropiormulate a discourse
to deal with a transcontinental/transnational disn@m of African identi-
ties of the time. It clearly has an Africa-centepedblematic as its focus.
In this sense, we are left with the problem of degor scale.

Nonetheless, Amo in spite of his mastery of Wesdrlosophical
traditions experienced a profound sense of alienatiithin that canon.
He eventually returned to the Gold Coast whereibé ds a hermit. Also
worthy of note is the fact that his pioneering woduld not have been
appreciated in his colonized milieu in the Gold §dar the reason that
an enabling discursive context had not been credtads, his experience
of alienation was multiple, to be precise, it hatceeé major dimensions.

12 paulin HountondjiAfrican Philosophy: Myth and Realjtp. 128.
13 paulin HountondjiAfrican Philosophy: Myth and Realjtp. 129.
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First, he encountered alienation within the Westgrihosophical canon;
second, within the existential context of Germasglf and finally within
the transitory colonial space of the Gold Coast.oAnlife and work
inaugurated the problematic of alienation that wloattend the birth of
African philosophy. In embracing thegos of the Western philosophical
text as an essential gesture of birth, that iseamning an alien mode of
philosophical utterance, Amo received #mbrace of deathiThe quest of
African philosophy in its contemporary formulatitras been to break
away from this embrace of death and fear of bimtbrder to discover its
true Father. However, it can be argued that Afriphnosophy never
discovered its true Father. Instead, it has to namkeith a simulacrum of
the real thing. It has had to create a concatamaifoimages, of false
fathers, as it were, in order to lay claims to agion. In a sense, the Afri-
can philosophical text is still saddled with a desbatic that the feminist
text (with its espousal of play le jeu— andpolysemy has been able to
transcend. Perhaps a clarification regarding threcah philosophical text
Is required. In availing itself of a multiplicityf dalse fathers and a series
of simulated births, the African philosophical tehdis a semblance of
authenticity. But what essentially conjoins thenifaine text’ and the
African philosophical text is a problematic whicancbe termed theri-
ses of deliveryThat is, the problem of creating authentic speledrs-
course from within the embrace of death, before fige figure of a
tyrannical Father. In my view, the feminine texshazeen able to over-
come this problematic admirably. And the history Wigich it accom-
plishes this is quite interesting.

In Heideggerian terms the key to authentic thigKies at the root
of language. In his view, the German languageasedt to the spirit of
the European civilization because it is the leastupted of European
languages and because it has the most unfettembsato the Greek
ethos. But the point is, in order to create a gamumode of signification,
a self-sufficient text as it were, the origins frevhich the text in question
evolves must be taken into account. The feminist tecognizes this
crucial problematic and has been able to transitend
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The patriarchal text has a number of immediatelyognizable
attributes. In other words, its preoccupationsudel ‘representation, the
unitary subject, stable meaning, linear narragpagernal authority, Truth
with a capital T Indeed it is arguable that the African philosophic
text inherited most of these attributes from thesw®n Library without a
sufficient series of problematizations regardingirthultimate usefulness
and thus the essentially masculinist feature oggstemic foundations.
To be sure, there are moments within the historyhefWestern canon
when elements that genuinely seek to underminseixsst or its hege-
monic basis are tolerated and accommodated. MovisnreiWestern art
such as Expressionism, Dadaism, Constructivism, éjectivism and
Brechtian realism may be said to fall into thisegairy. The Western text
has movements/moments that entertain ingredieatshizve a lot to do
with ‘heteroegeneity, play, marginality, transgress the unconscious,
eroticism, excess’ These are quite interesting moments in which the
emancipatory potential of the Western Text getbd¢omore boldly ex-
plored. We must not, however, be deceived for lbgghese ruptures
within the text. This is because ‘like modern calsim, modern patriar-
chy has a way of assimilating any number of poédigtsubversive ges-
tures into the mainstream, where whatever poténtalbversive energy
they may have possessed becomes neutrafizddowever, the main
point is that there are moments/movements of wiiishcould be said:

The hallmark of these movements was a collectivgept [more or less ex-

plicitly defined and often shifting over time] thitked artistic experimenta-

tion and a critique of outmoded artistic practigath an ideological critique

of bourgeois thought and a desire for social chasgé¢hat the activity of writ-
ing could also be seen as a genuine interventidhdrsocial, cultural, and the

4 Susan Rubin Suleimaubversive Intent: Gender, Politics, and the Av@atde
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990. p. 13.

15 sysan Rubin Suleimasubversive Intent: Gender, Politics, and the Av@atde
p. 13.

16 sysan Rubin SuleimaSubversive Intent: Gender, Politics, and the Av@atde,
p. 123.
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political arena’

Given these transgressive cultural conditions i waw up to the femi-
nine text to discover a language that was in agee¢mith its ideological
objectives and its being. There are indeed simigaribetween the histo-
ries of the feminist movement and African struggégminst colonial
domination. Essentially, these two historical tcépeies (in which body
and mind were forcefully appropriated) are oftetaagled with violent
processesf naming, breakingndsculpting, buildingbauer) as effected
by White Male Reason. In the same vein, we ougimotie as well, that
‘woman has been the name of the hole that thredbensonstructions of
reason, the dark continent that threatens the megi6 light.*® Similarly,
Western academic discourse denigrated the colddiiedan subject em-
ploying more or less the same classificatory pataraeAfrica was asso-
ciated with ‘darkness’, ‘the dark continent’ filladth ‘dim minds.*® By
this singular classificatory grid, the white femaled the African subject
are united under the burden of White Male oppressiod in speaking
against that singular oppression they are saddigu avlanguage that
remains in itself problematic since it carries witlts history and modes
of circulation instruments for marginalization agxtlusion.

Even within the annals of a largely phallocenWestern philoso-
phical tradition, the question of language remaiital. At moments of
exhaustion, original Western thinkers have fregyeantned to the being
of language and the question of being not onlydpnegate new philoso-
phical questions but also as a means discoveringva philosophical

17 susan Rubin Suleimasubversive Intent: Gender, Politics, and the Av@atde
p. 13.

18 Susan Rubin SuleimaSubversive Intent: Gender, Politics, and the Av@atde
p. 14.

19 See, J. L. Comaroff and Jean Comaroff Revelation and Revolution: Christianity,
Colonialism and Consciousness in South Afrial. 1, Chicago: Chicago University
Press, 1991 an®f Revelation and Revolution: The Dialectics of Eloaty on a
South African FrontierVol. 2, Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1967 d wide-
ranging account of how colonialism was not onlyogept force of aggression but also
widespread change and transformation.
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course. For Heidegger, the concept of ‘clearingicitung, is only one

of his strategies for undermining Western metapdsyand reconstructing
the entire problematic of Western philosophicalcdigse. Indeed, his
guest for the nature of being took him to divergddé of knowledge —
Pre-Socratic thought (Thales, Anaximenes and Anamder), Eastern
thought (Buddhism and Taoism) and literature (Hgm®ophocles,

Dante, Virgil, Shakespeare, Goethe, Rainer Mari(keRiand Stefan
George). Philosophy had to recover, discover, ume&w gods in order to
attend to the question of beiffy.

Feminist theory realized this important conceptuedd, the vital
connections between language, identity, authentagitl freedom. For the
female theorist, ‘in order to innovate, she hastent her own position
as subject and elaborate her own set of imageSeratit from the image
of the exposed female body’.To be sure, some male theorists were
useful in this project. For instance, Roland Bastltenceptualizes the
distinction between the readable and unreaddisiilé/illisible) text?
Thus, ‘the readable is serious, fixed, closed,cttingd, constrained, au-
thoritarian, and unitary; the writable is playfélhid, open, triumphantly
plural, and in its plurality impervious to the repsive rule of structure,
grammar, or logic?®® Needless to add, the writable is representatitbef
feminine text. The eroticization of the text andtaphor entailed what
has been termed disfiguration of language’lndeed, it has been noted
that the ‘homology between the modern text andwbman’s body was
one of the bases on which French feminist theomstse 1970s, notably

20 See Martin HeideggeExistence and Beind.ondon: Vision Press, 1949 and also
his On the Way to LanguagBlew York: Harper and Row, 1971.

21 sysan Rubin Suleimasubversive Intent: Gender, Politics, and the Av@atde
p. 26.

22 See hisThe Pleasures of the Tett. Richard Miller. New York: Hill and Wang,
1975.

23 sysan Rubin Suleimasubversive Intent: Gender, Politics, and the Av@atde
p. 37. See Also Roland Barth@$e Pleasures of the Text
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Luce Irigaray, elaborated their notion exriture feminine®* Also, while
the male text is ‘unitary, phallic, teleogically wmiog toward a single
meaning, a single story, the feminine text, by t@s$, was synonymous
with the plural, the erotic, the experimental, treav’ # In addition to all
these ingredients, the feminine text availed iteElements pertaining to
bricolage, jouissancandglissementand all these tools of transgression
paved the way for autonomy.

And how has the African philosophical text faregtguably, there
has not been a vigorous interrogation of the limitdransgressivity or
liminality. The reign of the symbolic, the Law dig Father is mostly
evident and mostly unquestioned. To leave the dsscel foundations of
African philosophy unquestioned is to shy away frtima responsibility
of its creation and the demands of philosophizingreby legitimating
paradigms whose histories are mostly hidden fromndeed, as Derrida
argues, ‘the transgression of rules of discourgdi@® the transgression
of law in general, since discourse exists only foogithe norm and value
of meaning, and meaning in turn is the foundingnelet of legality %
Major African philosophical texts (especially frothe anglophonic di-
vide) in spite of the tendency to Africanize phdphical topics merely
reinscribe the inherited hegemonies of Westerrugdity that the femi-
nine text has done a lot to contest and underfitéowever, V. Y.

24 Susan Rubin Suleimasubversive Intent: Gender, Politics, and the Av@atde
p. 39.

%> Susan Rubin SuleimaSubversive Intent: Gender, Politics, and the Av@atde
p. 40. For other theorizations see in particuldre Helen Cixous Readezd. Susan
Sellers, London and New York: Routledge, 19%94g Portable Kristevaed. Kelly
Oliver, New York: Columbia University Press, 19%fd Toril Moi Sexual/Textual
Politics: Feminist Literary TheoryLondon and New York: Routledge, 1985.

%6 Cited by Susan Rubin SuleimaSpbversive Intent: Gender, Politics, and the
Avant-Garde pp. 74-75.

2’ See for instance Kwame Gyekye®adition and Modernity: Philosophical
Reflections on the African Experiendéew York: Oxford University Press, 1997 and
Kwasi Wiredu’s Cultural Universals and Particulars: An African Pgrective,

Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana Universitye®s, 1996 which are much
influenced by the analytic tradition and which icatte virtually no concern for
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Mudimbe’s texts sometimes espouse quite remarkablaents of trans-
gressivity. Let us now attempt to Mudimbe read wmagy he is usually not
read.

Mudimbe has consistently focused on the constitutif the Afri-
can subject by dominant Eurocentric discourses luthvanthropology
remains a prime example, in other words, on traféise African subject
as articulated by secondary discourses which aenéally products of
power?® Though his preoccupation with discourses of poiweelation
to the idea of Africa has been an overriding concand is decidedly
marked by a discourse of mastery, an equally ctamgignd at the same
time paradoxical tendency toward rupture, discantynand transgression
complicates (in a favorable sense) the nature ofaxts and the ways by
which they might be read. His texts not only demeitivalent portrayals
of African subjectivities but also address the iplittity of secondary
discourses that mark these subjectivities. By eyptpelements that are
akin to bricolage, jouissancend glissement Mudimbe’s enterprise at
that level resembles the projects of Western agande movements that
strike out at bourgeois culture. Indeed, the halk®af heterogeneity,
transgression and excess are often evident inekis.tAnd yet of his
major texts,The Invention of Africgeems most unrepresentative of those
values. In his words, the text attempts ‘a sorammhaeology of African
gnosisas a system of knowledge in which major philoscaphquestions
recently have arisen: first, concerning the forne tontent, and the style
of ‘Africanizing’ knowledge; second, concerning thiatus of systems of

Heidegger’s important critique of it. This obsergatregarding Gyekye and Wiredu
also applies to D.A. MasoloAfrican Philosophy in Search of Identitgloomington
and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1994.

28 This discussion of Mudimbe does not focus on s, Tales of Faith(1997) for

two main reasons; it does not deal with issuesafigr and African subjectivities as
comprehensively as the other texts and secondigsitbeen convincingly argued that
it is a less fully realized work. See van Binsberg®/'.M.J., 2005, * “An
incomprehensible miracle” — Central African cleliéntellectualism versus African
historic religion: A close reading of Valentin Muabe’'sTales of Faith in: Kai

Kresse, ed Reading Mudimhespecial issue of th#ournal of African Cultural
Studies, 17, 1, June 2005: 11-65; also at:
http://www.shikanda.net/african_religion/mudil0.htm
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thought and their possible relation to the norneatgenre of knowl-
edge.” All the elements that give his other major textsit distinctive
character are not granted unfettered reign heret\Wh does instead is to
keep in sharp focus the construction, deconstmciod marginalization
of the African subject within context of a vastdlissive anthropological
structure. Within that oppressive structure theigain subject had not
acquired the distinction of gender as the very goesof her humanity
had not yet been resolved. Also lacking is the pavteagency since the
articulation of subjectivity was not conducted la¢ primary level but at
the secondary level; the discursive. In short,téxt is an excursion into
the Western anthropological library to discover ahgb recover the ar-
chaeological remains of the African subject. Ihat primarily concerned
(even though it deals with it) with the birth ofegeh in the African con-
sciousness but the corpse of the African subjedh@morgue of the
Western anthropological library. It is about immenges of death in
equally immense catacombs. But even the dark safgmhthese preoc-
cupations somewhat indicate the eventual directodridudimbe’s larger
project. The quest after lost and hidden mystemnayg be construed as the
furtive strike of darkness against the light ofigilenment reason, and
also as feline, feminine sorties from a lost undmrgd. Even with the
absence of urgent living speedhe Invention of Africaeveals its ulti-
mate discomfort with an unproblematized patriarchdiure and its sym-
pathies for the rites of the dead, the dark andfeh@nine where dirges
are orchestrated as lifeless symphonies.

Mudimbe’sParables and Fablesn a way, is a more evolved and
also a more transgressive text even though it mapa as widely read as
the previous book. Futhermore, in strictly discuesterms, it definitely
covers more ground in terms of attempting to recafeeliving forms of
African speech and textuality. Here, employing nojtlgical narratives,
the text, gender and the body are problematizddcatwhere they be-
come instruments of creation, agents of catharglsagso spaces of disso-

29V. Y. Mudimbe, The Invention of Africa: Gnosis, Philosophy, ane tBrder of
Knowledge Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana Univerdfness, 1988, p. x.
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lution. As heterogeneity and excess demand, theke®ps redefining the
boundaries of its own limits which include; a rigas contemplation of
the aims, legitimacies and deceptions of anthrapglthe status of deter-
ritorialized, external academic discourse on thedd®mn of the Other
(and other intimations of heterology); a metaplufgscal critique of
African philosophy; and a sustained poetics on geathd the body; and
finally, an extended meditation on Marxist anthrogy. Mudimbe ac-
complishes this and more within the space of alsitext. In describing
his existential and academic trajectory he writes; experience would
define itself somewhere between the practice abpbphy with its pos-
sible intercultural applications and the socioawdtiand intersubjective
space which made me possibf®However, the essential transgressivity
of the text and its disciplinary hybridity are amnged unambiguously;
‘What does this have to do with Africa? All or noth. Or, to refer to my
Invention of Africa(1988), it relates to the fact thabiesisis, generally,
mimesis and, specifically, to the tension between | ahd other, the
same and its negation, which belongs to metaphysicgact, in this
book, one can read my own passion and doubts amiit concepts as
identity, sameness and otherne$onsequently, the strictures of linear-
ity and systematization are not a feature of his aad this development
can be read in two distinct ways. First, by empigymimesis and poesis,
he ends up disfiguring as well as displacing théh@uty of the patriar-
chal text in unexpected ways. Second, in splingetie unity of the patri-
archal text, Mudimbe inaugurates a mode of silemdragyny. So in
many ways, his text or rather his technology ofuahty offers numerous
margins of freedom that are yet to be fully expiore

One of these margins of freedom is conceptual.iMbd employs
the most fashionable but also the most convincieghodological grids
of his time; ‘both Sartre and Levi- Strauss bedaness to the grandeur of

30v/. Y. Mudimbe,Parables and Fables: Exegesis, Textuality, andteslin Central
Africa, Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991 24-125.

31V. Y. Mudimbe,Parables and Fables: Exegesis, Textuality, andtslin Central
Africa, p. xxi.
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the | thinking about itself vis- a- vis the othémd it is from the least
phenomenological of existentialists, who happensdoalso the most
tolerant of existentialists, Simone de Beauvoigtth draw the frame
within which Sartre and Levi- Strauss can fit witkeir irreconcilable
differences and their complementary ambiguitiesceomng Descartes’
cogito. In theEthics of Ambiguityf1980), de Beauvoir demonstrates that
one’s being should be grounded within freedom alicd as the means of
constructing one’s own existence vis- a vis theeotivho is always a
mirror of one’s own significancé? Thus de Beauvoir is enlisted in re-
solving a major conceptuajporia which is quite novel for discourses on
the African subject in relation to difference ame tquestions of other-
ness” What this interesting methodological strategy deétin the
context of Mudimbe’s discourse is to reposition figeire of woman in
discursive terms, and to centralize her trace- ¢lveagh the locus is still
a delimiting one- in a locus where the quest faatgr freedom can be-
gin. To be sure, this disciplined pursuit of thact, this fidelity to its
mark, both invests his text with remarkable quadit{(on a purely mor-
phological level) and an almost limitless rangeha&ioretical possibilities.
Thus, in his discourse, the boundaries of the stilggesume more possi-
bilities than are often found in most texts of @nporary African critical
theory. And as always, the mummified figure of tAfican subject
within themorgle of Western anthropology is for him an importdrsa-
retical starting- point. At a point he focuses ooly on the figure of
African subject itself but the institution of heragtices: ‘They were part
of a languageldngug whose arbitrariness seemed absurd and, conse-
guently, pagan in both meanings of the wgaganus as marginal,
someone living on the edges of ‘civilization’ anat off from the culture
of the cities; as someone whose beliefs, opinians, behavior are un-

32V/. Y. Mudimbe,Parables and Fables: Exegesis, Textuality, andtieslin Central
Africa, p. xx.

% For another reading of de Beauvoir, see Nancy BaBinone de Beauvoir,
Philosophy, and FeminisiNew York: Columbia University Press, 2001.
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sound from the viewpoint of the dominant languadeThe project of
colonialism (nission civilisatricg sought not only to transform the con-
sciousness of the African subject but also to ubgr@ikodomé the
institutional basis of her sociocultural practiegsl in this respect, Chris-
tianity was a central instrument. For Mudimbe, #tiempt to indigenize
Christianity can also be read as ‘a political gaheation of the sign of
the other®® From this charged political and discursive siteydinbe
also traces the origins of modern African philosgpits various ideo-
logical orientations- ethnophilosophy for instanaad its articulations by
means of geography. He concludes by stating thaic#n philosophy
(which is now thought, sought, defined, and affidiy itself) is diverse
and multiple’®® On the question of the multiplicity, Mudimbe magliv
have been speaking of his own texts since the dngnés of heterogene-
ity, play, excess and heterology are central totéwsual practices. His
texts articulate the theory and practice by whidhcan philosophy can
continually interrogate and hence redefine its twandaries.

Just as he explores the boundaries of the suinjediscourse he
also traces the appearance of the body (in mythzdbgarratives) in
some of its more organic forms, that is, in the svaywhich it assumes
its own peculiar gift of agency even within the graeters of the text. An
appearance of the body: ‘The body of king incamadtee paradoxical
encounter of endogamy and exogamy. It denouncal$ as the symbolic
locus in which nature espouses culture, the disavfiéorests faces the
conventional norms of a social order, the primaichaas overflows in its
own negation® Again, he writes, ‘the ambiguous body of the ke

34V. Y. Mudimbe Parables and Fables: Exegesis, Textuality, anliti®®in Central
Africa, p. 11.

% V. Y. Mudimbe,Parables and Fables: Exegesis, Textuality, andtieslin Central
Africa, p. 14.

% V. Y. Mudimbe,Parables and Fables: Exegesis, Textuality, andtieslin Central
Africa, p. 51.

37V. Y. Mudimbe,Parables and Fables: Exegesis, Textuality, andtslin Central
Africa, p. 75.
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compasses these two poles. One, the negativekedlito the memory of
beginnings and incestuous unions. In the royalkitits activity (the
bulopwe or the sacred blood of royalty) takes place detshe inhabited
space, on the margins of the society, in ‘the hafismhappiness’; it is ‘a
suffocating environment, without communication wiitte external world
In the sociological sense, and without any opemrgyformal sense’. The
second (thebufumy or political authority) and human survival. This
passage accomplishes quite a number of things, Hineinscribes the
private/public distinction within the framework aftribal culture and the
various ways by which it can be problematized. &dcdat suggests the
ways in which the reality of gender mediates betwdwese separate
realms. Finally, it suggests that the mediatiortsvben private and pub-
lic, nature and culture, dark and light, male aschdle can only be con-
ceived in terms of flows, continuities and problémauptures and not by
a grid of rigid dualisms. In this way, we are enemed to think of the
body in terms of a diverse range of variables khatn beyond its actual
physical limits (employed as a mobile metaphomidude land and per-
haps culture), that is, the ways in which it continsly reassembles itself
within and beyond the limits of ideology. We arsakompelled to re-
think the multiple ways in which the body recupesaits organicity even
under hideous conditions that ordinarily would dis@age it. The body,
Mudimbe’s narrative suggests, is always on a pagbejuest to transcend
its physical limits. This stance is essentiallynggressive.

Before we examine how the figure of woman is aféited in his
text, it is important to note how Mudimbe pointg that the phenomenon
of gender pervades the cosmological sphere. Irsiilischapter, ‘Crea-
tion, History and the Sex of Beings’, Mudimbe destosites how the
elements — air, wind, water and earth - are alliated by dynamics of
gender. And this includes the forests, birds, tremsl animals. Beyond
wo/man, gender exists giving the universe its noyf@ms and investing
the rhythms of life with its flows, transformatiorfgetanoid and its

% V/. Y. Mudimbe,Parables and Fables: Exegesis, Textuality, andtRslin Central
Africa, p. 75.
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pulse. Thus, Maweja - the name of the Supreme Béisgimultane-
ously father and mothet®. What this means is that the Luba cosmologi-
cal scheme is marked by an elemental hermaphnogliti@an
existential/cosmological condition that Mudimbeixts are often able to
draw from as signs depicting excess, heterogeragity transgressivity.
The articulation of these issues obviously createssonance within his
discourse that we hardly find in other African pisibphical texts.
Under the Luba cosmological scheme:
A female always includes a junior male side, andade possesses in itself a
discreeter female aspect. In sum, the body of Mawejreatures is always
hermaphroditic, or simultaneously male and fem#¥kt. the male has prece-
dence over the female by virtue of its intrinsi@abiies. These are, in the tradi-
tion rendered in three categories: aggressivena$snaperiousness; fullness,
toughness, and sharpness; violence and strengghtrddiition opposes them to

the order of the female’s qualities: passivity dadundity; roundness, hol-
lowness, and welcoming; and mildness and benefic€nc

Again, Mudimbe writes, ‘man needs the woman in ptdeevolve from
primitiveness to an agriculturalist culture. Themam, on the other hand,
is from the outset depicted as dependent on the wiam appears as the
master of a history in the making. She says tothe: Vidye sent me and
told me, ‘Go and give birth’ summing up an esséntaation which is
the very condition of human survivaf Finally, Mudimbe comments on
the usual fate of a newly married woman which ifaict a poignant de-
piction of gender relations among the Luba:
She might be fourteen or fifteen years old, buthwvilie consent of the two
families, she will become automatically an aduld dnlly responsible for a
husband, his home, his tradition, and the famitiese, his children. Nobody
invites her to become a subject of a possible hjsito the making. On the

contrary, she has to promote the respectabilityesforiginal family by prac-
ticing an ordinary life which fits into a discourséobedience. A master char-

39 V. Y. Mudimbe,Parables and Fables: Exegesis, Textuality, andtieslin Central
Africa, p. 111.

“0v/. Y. Mudimbe,Parables and Fables: Exegesis, Textuality, andtslin Central
Africa, p. 112.

*1V/. Y. Mudimbe,Parables and Fables: Exegesis, Textuality, andtieslin Central
Africa, p. 131.
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ter is given to her as bride; it specifies andvidiializes her major duties and
his family and in so doing maintains the configimatof a patrilineal tradi-
tion.*?

Thus ends Mudimbe’s discussion of the place antimyeand of woman
among the Luba as revealed by constructs of mygjyol®nce situated
within the patrilineal signifying economy she isstas the junior partner
and the discourse of cosmological hermaphroditisoolmes muted if not
completely silenced. As he seems to suggest, thalibaof ordinary life
disrupts the cosmic unity of the Supreme Beingiaadribes an economy
of gender based on a monologic form of binarizatroale/femalePar-
ables and Fablegnds with an analysis of Peter Rigbi{?srsistent Pas-
toralists: Nomadic Societies in Transitigh985) which has very little to
do with Mudimbe’s previous preoccupations as songhtibe tempted to
believe. But this incursion, in a way, sits wellthvthe understanding of
writing as an engagement with rupture and transgresMudimbe fore-
grounds a very novel issue; hermaphroditism andeit®nfiguration of
gender within the African context. Hermaphroditisim,this case, is a
central motif in the myth of creation and the besirajpd organisms that
are generated through it. And in tending to theeraf woman he rup-
tures a profound silence after which the figurewoiman acquires a dis-
tinctive kind of circulatory power. This circulatomobility submerges
the subject, body and the text within a mode ofifigation that evolves
in serial and continuous forms, in terms of eddied flows.

The Idea of AfricaMudimbe’s other major text interrogates other
borders of liminality using the techniques he hathlglished in his two
previous texts. In a sense, this text reads likeoatemplation of the
tracks explored by the two other texts as a meérmstaining a kind of
synthesis. This particular discursive trajectorgludes the pursuit of the
discourse of mastery on the one hand, and the regileto and accommo-
dation of its deconstructive negative, on the otfidérese two divergent
tendencies are part of what give Mudimbe’s tex¢srtbxceedingly plural
character. In the concluding segment of the teatwhites: “To sum up

“2V/. Y. Mudimbe,Parables and Fables: Exegesis, Textuality, andtRslin Central
Africa, p. 139.
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the essentials of the book, two things appear clHae first is the com-
plexity of the idea of Africa and the multiple acdntradictory discursive
practices it has suscitated and which, | am afrard, not all well and
explicitly described, or even suggested, in thistgbution. | would like
to believe that my focus on perfectly unrepresargaexts (such as the
fable on Hercules and Burton’s treatise on melalygland on essentially
theoretical issues (as in the case of culturativedan and that of primi-
tive art), despite its limitations, shows at leaisé possible way of filter-
ing out an idea of Africa from an immense literatuand complex
debates? But the initial tone of the text is far from thencluding sense
of modesty. Indeed, it begins as a text consumeal dpyest for mastery:
In this work, | proceed from a French translatignBbaise de Vigenere [1614]
of the Greek Philostratusisonesand from the Englishman Robert Burton’s
treatise on melancholy [1621] to a synthetic surokthe Greek contacts with
the continent, to issues of relativism, to the &nearadigm and its power, and
finally to the politics of memory. | also consididre present-day reactivation
of Greek texts by black scholars and discussion&tbinological reason,’

primitivism, and colonial ‘domestication.” Finally,face a contemporary pre-
dicament: which idea of Africa does today’s sosigience offef?

And then he statesThe Idea of Africas both the product and the con-
tinuation of The Invention of Africansofar as it asserts that there are
natural features, cultural characteristics, andogity, values that con-
tribute to the reality of Africa as a continent atgdcivilizations as consti-
tuting a totality different from those of, say, Asand Europe®® These
various passages reveal the sympathies that irddutire text; sympathies
are formed by the trajectories that mark the digetgpaths of botiAhe
Invention of Africaand Parables and FablesThe discursive concerns
and constitution offhe Idea of Africaare in turn shaped by these two

“3 V. Y. Mudimbe, Theldea of Africa Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, 1994 pp. 212-213.

* V. Y. Mudimbe, Theldea of Africa Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, p. xii.

% V. Y. Mudimbe, Theldea of Africa Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, p. Xv.
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different trajectories. In this way, the texts igatate varying degrees of
hermaphroditism as a recurrent theme T Idea of Africaexceeds the
bounds of its singularity by inviting readings lation to the two other
texts and in so doing establishes a doubling oh@snaphroditism, and
also a marked intensification of its celebratiorexfess.

In all of Mudimbe’s anthropological and philosogdli readings a
preoccupation remains central; the figure, conditamd fate of the sav-
age, the colonized and the native. And this figarasually exhumed by
an archeological operation which involves a deeménsion in the colo-
nial library. In The Idea of Africathis excavatory mode of scholarship
reaches its limits. For instance the dark AfricadiZigure of the Pygmie
Is re-presented thus;

‘the Pygmies, who are qualified as ‘children of #eath,” that is, those who

live according to the passions of the body, congbfetubservient to its pleas-

ures and passions’ and who are ‘at the bottom ehtiman scale just before
the apes®

We are constantly reminded of the entrenched Westéegllectual tradi-
tion that promoted
‘the theme and the insistent image of the Africantment as a ‘refused place
[...]: a hot piece of land on which pathetic being® lon roots, herbs, and

camel’s milk; a monstrous place and, therefore, p.glace where madness
and melancholia reign suprenfé.’

These intellectual and historical moorings are ggveor Mudimbe the
essential starting-point to begin the recoveryhef figure of the African
subject even for an analysis of contemporary tiares$ phenomena. In-
deed the entire construction of the African subjeatlation to the post-
Enlightenment project of modernity has taken shapder a looming
shadow, the figure of the savage;

‘The ‘savage’ Bilvaticug is the one living in the bush, in the forest, eed
away from thepolis, theurbs and by extension, ‘savage’ can designate any

6 V. Y. Mudimbe, Theldea of Africa Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, p. 4.

*” V. Y. Mudimbe, Theldea of Africa Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, p. 9.
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marginal being, foreigner, the unknown, whoevaetifferent and who as such
becomes the unthinkable, whose symbolic or reagmee in thgolis, or the
urbsappears in itself as a cultural evefit.’

But darkness connotes not only barbarity; it aes profound
reverberations in the fields of gender and sexualitdeed: ‘In Crete,
young men were calleskotioi because, by age-status, they belonged to
the world of women, living ‘inside’ their quarterand were thus defined
as members of an ‘inside’ world as opposed to dpen’ world of adult
citizens. The basic meaning ekotioi is ‘dark’ and the word is often
found in expressions qualifying persons who arethi@ dark’, living ‘in
secret,” in sum, ‘in the margin’ of thmoliteia or condition and rights of a
full citizen.™

By focusing on the theme of sexual inversion, Nulak reconfig-
ures the race/sex dynamic thereby introducing #eresting dimension
and by employing references from classical schbilpree broadens the
concept of darkness. The colonial body was a vallersite for colonial
power (nission civilisatricg and in this regard, it is useful to note that
‘not only was colonial toponymy a radical reorgaian of an ancient
site and of its political makeup, but, more impottegenerally, it indi-
cated thdanventionof a new site and body whose routes and movements
reflected a new political economy. There is also a crippling phobia that
lurks within the always problematic configuratioh @ce and sex as
expressed in the eighteenth century by a FrencmiCduthur de Go-
bineau, summarised by Mudimbe as follows:

‘(a) there is a connection between the degenerati@erace and the decay of

a civilization;

(b) in all mixed races, the lower race becomes dant

“8 V. Y. Mudimbe, Theldea of Africa Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, p. 15.

9 V. Y. Mudimbe, Theldea of Africa Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, p. 80.

*0 V. Y. Mudimbe, Theldea of Africa Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, p. 134.
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(c) the race of ‘princes’ of ‘Aryans’ is biologidglin danger of extinction*

Mudimbe mentions the important race/sex configaratvithout
fully developing it by exploring how it might re&ato the constitution of
the African subject and this an issue | intend weltl upon during the
later stages of this essay. But let us restatdlyorims contributions to
guestions of gender (and perhaps of sexuality).iMhbd’s texts establish
an interesting tradition away from a dominant at@lyendency within
the anglophonic divide of Africa which never fuliyterrogates the Law
of the White Male Philosophical Father in ways tpat the issue of gen-
der in focus. Within this dominant anglophonic tt&a, a number of its
characteristics - the unitary subject, linear rnarea paternal authority,
eidos, archetelosandaletheia often lead to the exclusion of a rigorous
interrogation of topics on gender and sexualityfdot, they are more
flawed than Western texts that espouse the sammaatbastics since they
are left uncritiqued by alternative / oppositiomalltural traditions /
movements. For instance, the language/consciousakd®nship which
was powerfully rearticulated by Heidegger and whishpersuasively
addressed by feminist theory and also contempdkérgan literature is
not examined comprehensively by analytic traditioh&frican philoso-
phical discours&® However, Mudimbe’s corpus signifies a break in
mainstream African thought by

1. espousing an entirely different notion of, and tieleship with
language and textuality which rupture the authaoityhe phal-
locentric text;

>L V. Y. Mudimbe, Theldea of Africa Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, p. 100.

2 For instance a recent publicatidfhe Third Way in African Philosophy: Essays in
Honour of Kwasi Wiredwed. Olusegun Oladipo, Ibadan: Hope Publications, Lt
2002, not only celebrates the work of the promirfenire of the school of logical
positivism in Africa but also does not succeed ioving beyond the founding
problematics of modern African philosophy. In shorw directions and issues are
basically lacking in a text that claims to identidy ‘third way’ in contemporary
African thought.
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2. interrogating the figure of woman (most especiallyParables
and Fablesn its interrogations of Luba myths and cosmology)
and how it contributes to processes of subjectivaitn Africa in
everyday life;

3. providing an analysis of hermaphroditism not orndyaacosmo-
logical principle but by contributing to its doufy and its con-
ceptual possibilities.

4. and finally, suggesting a historical framework byieh the
race/sex dynamic can be rearticulated.

These qualities endow Mudimbe’s texts with a tmadyolutionary aspect
that is often ignored. As suggested, his t®&drables and Fablesnot
only avails itself of elements of non-linearity kalso positions itself by
upsetting the structure of the classic patriartdvel

We can extend Mudimbe’s analyses of the sex/racplet even
further. Several arguments demonstrate that ‘tbpids provided a site
for European pornographic fantasies long beforegeest was on the
way, with lurid descriptions of sexual license, prscuity, gynecological
aberrations, and general perversion marking theei@#dss of the colo-
nized for metropolitan consumptiot.In other words, colonized spaces
in western lore, were both feminized and eroticizé&drica and the
Americas had become what can be called a porneetgdpr the Euro-
pean imagination- a fantastic magic lantern of thied onto which
Europe projected its forbidden sexual desires aadsf™ With the colo-
nial conquest, these fears and fantasies were rexplon the land and
body of the colonized. For instance, on gettingthie New World,
‘Vespucci and his crew simply indulged native worsestesires by pro-
viding as much opportunity of copulating as theyldomuster>® Thus

*3 Ann Laura StolerCarnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and thémate
in Colonial Rule Berkeley: University of California Press, 200248.

>* Anne McClintock,Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality i@ @lonial
ConquestNew York and London: Routledge, 1995, p. 22.

> Joane Nagel, Racé&thnicity, and Sexuality: Intimate Intersectiorrbidden
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colonial domination was not just political and egonc in its multiple
dimensions, the political economy of sex and ithagement was also
very crucial to the colonial quest and its funciian

In the next section, the race/sex nexus will bdaegd in more de-
tail thereby expanding the themes of blackness, fentiarzand feminin-
ity and heterology.

Anxious Moons: The Mesh of Race and Sex

Matriarchy (helukrate$ and darkness share a certain sort of metaphoric-
ity. And so do race and sex. In the GrgmMis, the Amazons existed
away from the more dominant forms of public cultarel so their mode
of existence was associated with ‘darkness’ andbdoaty’ and this con-
ceptual relationship can be traced to the blackestiusing a similar
assortment of tropes. The metaphoricity betweemianelly and darkness
becomes stronger when it is claimed that the Amaawiginated in Af-
rica’® In Africa, precolonial forms of matriarchy wereicdsao be domi-
nant until Judeo-Christian and Anglo-Saxon formsnairriage on the on
hand, and Islamic culture on the other undermitheded forms! And as
demonstrated by Count Arthur de Gobineau in hiatise, Essai sur
I'inegalite des racesa profound anxiety marks the relationship between
race and sex. For instance the Jewish progromeimild- twentieth cen-
tury is just another horrendous reflection of thistoric anxiety and pho-
bia® To return to the ancient fear that matriarchy tsedt has been

Frontiers, New York: Oxford University Press, 2003, p. 66.

% V. Y. Mudimbe, Theldea of Africa Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, p. 87.

" See Nkiru Nzeogu, ‘Questions of Identity and Iifaeice: A Critical Review of
Kwame Anthony Appiah’sn My Father's HousgHypatia Vol. 1, [Winter 1996] for
a recent exploration of the theme. See also, CDiap, The African Origin of
Civilization,[Mercer Cook trans.] Connecticut: Lawrence HilldaG@ompany, 1974
and also hisCivilization and Barbarity: An Authentic Anthropglp [Yaa-Lengi
Meema Ngemi, trans.].

%8 This anxiety and phobia continues to be refleéted wide range of ways. For
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noted that: “The rule of women constitutes a pnoblé# can only exist on
the margins of the Greek and Ronolitikon, as could a city with Dou-
loi (slaves) in power. There is well-known statemby Aristotle in his
Poetics ‘Both a woman and a slave can also be good; bubman is
perhaps an inferior being- and a slave is utterythless>® And the
patriarchal order of the period sought to undernmagriarchy by subter-
fuge: ‘The young men have been asked by their gltteencamp on the
margins of the Amazons’ area and to imitate calefuhatever the Ama-
zons did. ‘If the women pursued them, then notidatf but to flee; and
when the pursuit ceased, to come and encamp rexar’ thhe young men
have been asked to ‘feminize’ themselves, and ttnazZbns symbolize
what in thepolis is a normative ‘masculinity’ and here isheelukratesor

a women’s rule and dominiof’And then there is the classical coupling
of sex/gender/race; ‘the young mereg¢tato) are in a situation which is
structurally similar to that o$koitioi (young men not yet adult, seen as
still of the dark), theazostoi(‘those who are without arms’) or tlegdys-
menoi(‘those who have no clothes’) of Drer@5.’

Thus classical patriarchal culture devised elaleosthemes to
subvert the rule of womefthelukrate$ which it viewed as an unaccept-
able form of sociopolitical organization. Secorte young men enlisted
to undermine the culture of matriarchy were rekdiivpowerless within
the context of the public culture of the Grgaidis. Finally, matriarchy
connoted ‘darkness’ and barbarity and the young wiem are enlisted to

recent somewhat Afrocentric reflections of thes#uales see, Richard PoBlack
Spark, White FireC.A.: Prima Publishing, 1997. For an even more ifigeggnd more
recent account, see Randall Kennddsgerracial Intimacies: Sex, Marriage, Identity,
and AdoptionNew York: Pantheon Books, 2003. Of course, rgabia dates back
to ancient Greece as Herodotd$)e Histories New York: Penguin Books, 1954
demonstrates.

% V. Y. Mudimbe, Theldea of Africa Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, p. 90.

® V. Y. Mudimbe, Theldea of Africa Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, p. 84.

®L V. Y. Mudimbe, Theldea of Africa Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press. p. 84.
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subvert it were equally devalued because they loaget being initiated
into the rituals of a masculine public culture. dvdlued class of people
was deployed to undermine a feared and devaluezlibuke.

This classical coupling of sex/gender/race has lbeseried over
into contemporary times with particular virulencegimning with the
enlightenment project of modernity which markedtaer peoples of the
globe (particularly in Africa, Asia and the Amerg}aas unfit for citizen-
ship and modern existence. The denigration of laeklsubject became a
vast, systematic project within the Western intglial context; figures
such as Kant, Hegel and Hume were indeed rd¢i&st | would like to
make some conceptual linkages at this juncturéraice the rather inter-
esting relationships between colonialism (and afsperialism), race,
sexuality and gender and to suggest some of the wawhich they are
patterned after varying social mosaics and spehiBtorical conditions.
Indeed, | would like to suggest that this triadi¢rusture of
sex/gender/race is built into powerful conceptionsarratives of socio-
historical processes which only transform the caxipin of those proc-
esses without disrupting their essential dynaminsother words, as
social processes become more complex so does itthc tistructure
which has remained in plaég.

The evolution of the figure of the African womawrh the episte-
mologies of nativism and barbarity, epochs and ggses of colonialism,
through the enlightenment project and into proceséenternal colonial-
ism is quite remarkable. Also, this evolution can limked to the con-

%2 See Henry Louis Gates Jroose CanonsNew York: Oxford University Press,
1992 p. 73. See also Ngugi wa Thion§@riters in Politics Nairobi: Heinemann,
1981. Arjun Appadurai’Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globaiion,
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996 meresting accounts of how the
Indian subject was refashioned through the coertisgumentality of colonialism
and modernity.

® Indeed there interesting accounts of this strecsumch as AnnécClintock’s
Imperial Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in @wonial ConquestNew York
and London: Routledge, 1995 but we have to contiouefine our interpretations of
this lingering structure.
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struction of a global/general sexual economy. Tinigsresting history is
what | would now attempt to trace.

The figure or rather shadow of Sara Baartthisma potent source
to establish various kinds of conceptual relatigmstetween the figure
of the female African subject, race and sexuabtythe understanding of
a particular kind of sexual economy. By her figures feature known as
steatopygiabecomes instrumental in constructing a generah@oy of
sexuality as Baartman’s unusual physical attribieghis sense, stea-
topygic) situate before the Western gaze a sit@ wguich to formulate a
series of discourses pertaining to black sexualig to institute a binary
model between the black subject and the white stilmjeterms of a hu-
man/animal dichotomy. Thus, it may be argued tlaism and dis-
courses on black sexuality developed joifithSimilarly, imperialism
gained tremendous momentum within the context & tluman/animal
dichotomy and hence renewed the urge to civilizasage’ people who
were further bestialized by an unrestrained setyudtiven when black
men had gained a degree of assimilation into Bmgleiety in the nine-
teenth century, the Eurocentric discourse that lsalipace and sexuality
assumed a more potent dimension as ‘black men leet@rmembodiment
of the sexualized beast, which white, and partitplavorking-class,
women could not resist. Black women, however, waoge savage than
the men, so bestial that their men would chooséitewoman in prefer-
ence to them. This was the genesis of a proces<tfainated in the

®4:Sara Bartman was a Khoisan woman, born in thee@dpresent-day South Africa
in the early 1790s. In 1810 she was brought to ban&ngland, and there exhibited
to the general public. The reason she was exhibtteat is, the primary object of
interest to the general public was what was peetkeio be the abnormal size of her
buttocks’. See Yvette Abrahams, ‘Images of SaratrBam: Sexuality, Race and
Gender in Early Nineteenth-Century Britain’, Rutlodgh Pierson and Nurpur
Chaudhuri eds Nation, Empire, Colony: Historicizing Gender an&ace
Bloomington and Indiana: Indiana University Pr&98, p. 220.

% Yvette Abrahams, ‘Images of Sara Bartman: Sexyaitace and Gender in Early
Nineteenth-Century Britain’, Ruth Roach Pierson ahalpur Chaudhuri edNation,
Empire, Colony: Historicizing Gender and Ra&oomington and Indiana: Indiana
University Press, 1998, p. 223.
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ideal of white womanhood® More poignantly, ‘ the only alternative to
the desexualized, domesticated gender role dictateshite women was
to become the sexual savage made physical in thiigan of Sara
Baartman and the many ‘Venuses’ of color who sutegder ®’

The settler colonization that formed the basisttid American
continental empire also featured the combustivpesoof race and sex
and this conjuncture had a defining impact on @&susl economy. The
colonizers engaged in a form of cultural mediatogndealing with ‘in-
digenous women whose knowledge, prestige, skilld, sexual services
benefited the merf? But both the social structure and the sexual econ-
omy were also constructed by class which eventdelllyto the social
construction of gender roles. Thus:

Defined ideologically as the opposite of the ‘gertimer’ image of the settler

woman, white prostitutes were featured as the ipulloman, the ‘sexual-

ized” female in a sort of sexual market that valweaimen according to a

‘combination of race, ethnicity, education, sodi&pi sexual skill, and age’

and gave the greatest rewards to ‘attractive womsoially white, who

dressed well, acted like ladies, and played théspErcompanions as well as
sexual partners.” The majority, who lacked the nuestirable attributes and
who worked in shabby brothels, small cottages,ridos¢c were often defined
legally as something other than women, that isles&d and dissolute female
persons. As female outlaws, despite their ‘whitshétese women came close

to occupying the discursive position occupied fBtatk’ or ‘indigenous’
women in many colonial societi&%.

Within this general sociosexual economy, the patihial mode of signifi-
cation allocated the issues of domesticity andunarto women while

% Yvette Abrahams, ‘Images of Sara Bartman: SexydRace and Gender in Early
Nineteenth-Century Britain’, p. 229.

®7 Yvette Abrahams, ‘Images of Sara Bartman: SexydRace and Gender in Early
Nineteenth-Century Britain’, p. 230.

® Dolores E. Janiewski, ‘Gendered Colonialism: Tiéoman’ Question in Settler
Society’ Ruth Roach Pierson and Nurpur Chaudhusi &ition, Empire, Colony:
Historicizing Gender and Rac®loomington and Indiana: Indiana University Press
1998, p. 58.

% Dolores E. Janiewski, ‘Gendered Colonialism: Tiéoman’ Question in Settler
Society’ pp. 58-59.
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men dominated the spheres of politics and thelauel Also, ‘proper-
tyless men, African Americans of both sexes, antvigmericans were
excluded from the masculine prerogatives of powet aften from the
‘respect’ accorded white women as segregationmestegenation laws,
and discriminatory land-owning patterns ‘institumabzed racial-sexual
frontiers.” In this manner, the social, racial and sexual esgnwas
constructed in the American continental empire.

However, there are other nations and continemiisekperienced a
similar pattern of racial/sexual economy with etyufdr-reaching conse-
guences. In colonial Africa, the cruelty of the lthaeconomy operated
beyond the bounds of all forms of constitutionaioraality, in fact, it was
particularly distinctive for its arbitrariness, ¢gequeness and excessive
violence. Indeed:

It is through the phallus that the colonizer iseatal link up with the surround-

ing world. The lieutenant selects, among the virgins, the ones who have

the lightest skin and the straightest nose. Therpnéter orders that they be
taken to the flood plain and thoroughly cleanedua#r, especially beneath the
cache-sexeFor are they not too dirty to be eaten raw? Withe phallus, the
colonizer is nothing, has no fixed identity. Tharitksthe phallus, the colo-
nizer’s cruelty can stand quite naked: erect. #eslof flesh that dribbles end-
lessly, the colonizer’s phallus can hardly holdkis spasms, even if alleging
concern about tints and odors. Taut as a bowjffssverywhere, uncovers it-
self, strikes out, grates, knocks, and moans. yenwilts until it has left its
stream of milk, the ejaculation. To colonize iserihto, accomplish a sort of

sparky clean act of coitus, with the characteristgture of making pleasure
and horror coincide?

It is remarkable that the postcolonial state ini@srinherited thevio-
lencesof the colonial regime and ‘the poscolony is, pacedlence, a
hollow pretense, a regime of unrealitedime du simulache "? But this
total appropriation of the violence of the colornséiucture by the post-

0 Dolores E. Janiewski, ‘Gendered Colonialism: Tiéoman’ Question in Settler
Society’ p. 60.

L Achille Mbembe,On the PostcolonyBerkeley: University of California Press,
2001 p. 175.

2 Achille Mbembe,On the PostcolonyBerkeley: University of California Press, p.
108.
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colonial state is also reflected within sexualdieh which the phallic
economy becomes even more lawless, mixing its faymisrutalization
with strands from the precolonial world and devebepts from moder-
nity.” In more precise terms: ‘The male ruler's pridepssessing an
active penis has to be dramatized, through sexghtsr over subordi-
nates, the keeping of concubines, and so on. Thenaitional subordi-
nation of women to the principle of male pleasugenains one pillar
upholding the reproduction of the phallocratic syst’™* In other words,
‘pumping grease into the backsides of young gifi$fowever, as men-
tioned earlier, th&iolencesof the postcolony do not appropriate modern
forms of rationality in any systematic manner ahdse account for its
excessive theatricality, grotesqueness and Holbdsiatality. In many
respects, technologies of domination and abjeatieen in their crude
forms pervade the sexual field, and are a legadh@tolonial modes of
brutal subjectification.

There are other ways of exploring the race/sexalamy, for
instance, the nation in its recent formation asaept of twentieth cen-
tury modernity and within the context its supposstbnality employed a
form of sexual politics that legitimated the oppiea of women during
the Second World War. The case of Korean women rud@ganese op-
pression comes to mind. These women who were calbedfort’ women
were forcefully conscripted by the Japanese mylitar provide sexual
services to soldiers. In 1991, they brought a agdinst the government
seeking apologies and compensation for their ordeahg the war. This
exploitative sexual economy was not a purely farafair as it was also
encouraged at the domestic level as well so ‘wdlll@on-Japanese were

3 The demonization of Africa in discourse has mostytainly not abated; Paul
Theroux’s book,Dark Star Safari: Over land from Cairo to Cape TqwBoston:
Houghton Mifflin Company, 2003 makes an attempbtiddo Joseph Conradiéeart
of Darkness.

4 Achille Mbembe,On the PostcolonyBerkeley: University of California Press, p.
110.

> Achille Mbembe,On the PostcolonyBerkeley: University of California Press, p.
110.
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treated as ethnic/racial inferiors, Japanese wotnemselves were dis-
criminated against and sexually abus@dAnd ‘today, Japanese men
often go on ‘sex tours’ in Southeast Asian coustire order to buy sex
from prostitutes. There have been reported caseéamdnese men who
gone to the Philippines, impregnated the womenthad simply left. In
addition, there are many cases where Thai andrialiwomen have been
brought to Japan and forced into prostitutifnObviously, the plight of
the Korean women broaches an important contempasane; the dis-
course of reparations which increasingly is frameduniversalistic
terms’®

African women have had to confront all kinds ofpmssion as
well. In both traditional and modern settings, thare formidable struc-
tures of repression in place. There is to begih wite general demoniza-
tion of the female; ‘Vagabond’, ‘prostitute’, ‘waward’, ‘unruly’,
‘indecent’ and ‘immoral’ are just a few of the tesmsed to label and
stigmatize women whose behavior in some way thnsat¢her peoples
expectations of the way things ought to BeSo the levels of oppression
are what ought to be demarcated next. The crisggadifal capitalism has
in some ways resulted in what has been termedctiss' of masculinity’
which assumes quite interesting dimensions witlhia African conti-

® Sayoko Yoneda, ‘Sexual and Racial Discriminatidndistorical Inquiry into the
Japanese Military’s ‘Comfort’ Women System of Emfedl Prostitution,” Nation,
Empire, Colony: Historicizing Gender and Radeloomington and Indianapolis:
Indiana University Press, 1998 p. 239.

" Sayoko Yoneda, ‘Sexual and Racial Discriminati@nistorical Inquiry into the
Japanese Military’s ‘Comfort’ Women System of Emwfed Prostitution, p. 239.

8 The discourse on reparations and related matsegetting more sophisticated in
with the passage of time. See for instance, ElitalSpelman’s bookRepair: The
Impulse to Restore in a Fragile Worl@Boston: Beacon Press, 2002 where she
explores the question of wo/manksmo reparans

" Dorothy L. Hodgson and Sheryl A. McCurdy ed8Vicked’ and the
Reconfiguration of Gender in Africéntroduction, Portsmouth: Heinemann, 2001 p.
4,
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nent®® Sheer economic necessity is changing the arrangsméthin the
domestic space which in some cases has resulted greater economic
power for women. For instance, in the Gambia, maonynen have be-
come gardeners in order to confront harsh econmwmilitions. Thus,
‘some men, when they are asked about their wivey, will say, ‘She is
no longer my wife; she has a new husband.” Thegghr&he has gone to
her husbandNlandika a taata a ke yaused by men to indicate that their
wives were not at home, but working in their gaglbacame a shorthand
expression marking women’s neglect of marital resgulities; it de-
monized gardeners as bad wiv¥s.So in Gambia, in the semi-
rural/traditional sector, women still confront @er$ discrimination in
spite of their solid wealth gaining activities. tmore traditional/colonial
contexts, say colonial Asante, women were forceshaory often against
their wishes to stem all kinds of moral panics, egnereal disease and
the shifting of the traditional bases of social ambnomic powe? In
contemporary times, the challenge of global capitalnot only trans-
formed the character of the domestic space but giaoted women far
greater mobility in terms of seeking better meansuovival. No where is
this situation more evident than in Lesotho whexeol migration se-
verely ruptured the domestic space thereby forewognen to leave for
the shanties, towns and mines of the Free StateTaambvaaf® This

80 See Jean and John L. Comaroff, ‘Millennial Cajsital First Thoughts on a Second
Coming’, Public Culturel2, no. 2, 2000.

81 Richard A. Schroeder, ‘Gone to their Second HudbarMarital Metaphors and
Conjugal Contracts in the Gambia’s Female GardenoBeDorothy L. Hodgson and
Sheryl A. McCurdy edsWicked' and the Reconfiguration of Gender in Adrip. 88.

82 Jean Allman, ‘Rounding Up Spinsters: Gender Chams Unmarried Women in
Colonial Asante’, Dorothy L. Hodgson and SherylMcCurdy eds:Wicked’ and the
Reconfiguration of Gender in Afric&ee also Margot Lovett, ‘She thinks like a Man’:
Marriage and [De]constructing Gender Identity inld®al Buha, Western Tanzania’
Dorothy L. Hodgson and Sheryl A. McCurdy etidicked’ and the Reconfiguration
of Gender in Africafor another view of patriarchal oppression.

8 David B. Coplan, ‘You have left Wandering Aboutasdtho Women and the
Culture of Mobility’, Dorothy L. Hodgson and She&l McCurdy eds:Wicked’ and
the Reconfiguration of Gender in Africa.

188



Philosophy and Figures of the African Female

increased mobility also extended to the sexual doraad led to ‘the
virtual institutionalization of not only male butsa female adulterous
relationships®

Indeed, Africa exhibits a variety of sexist oppiea which is
defined by terms of geography, culture, econonhcstpory and religion.
But perhaps the most graphic and obviously the misstirbing of these
are related to the stereotypes of the postcolongrevione is forced to
think in terms of ‘the Ministers who explore virgion hotels beds, and
the priests who turn somersaults over the ‘deepndshof young girls
and, while digging a ‘delicious void in their beli, make them cry out
the final ho-hi-hi.” This not to mention the re&irigs of the bush’- the
prefects and sub-prefects, police officers and gands- who have prac-
tically unlimited rights over those in their chargkoits de cuissagé” In
regions of the continent plagued by war, genocidé jpoverty a most
brutal economy of violence informs and perpetudtes phallocentric
regime which reigns with an equally brutal randosmeHowever, this
disturbing situation must also be read againspthetical and intellectual
efforts of women to subvert various kinds of segigbression.

Gynocritical musings

As for gynocritical work, it began with the

necessary task of gathering informatioff...

The development of feminist thought and practiceAinica has been
guite problematic and also interesting. To be stsdistory is marked by
the usual antagonisms from patriarchal culture satts of institutional

8 David B. Coplan, ‘You have left Wandering Aboutastho Women and the
Culture of Mobility’, Dorothy L. Hodgson and She&l McCurdy eds:Wicked’ and
the Reconfiguration of Gender in Afriga. 191.

8 Achille Mbembe On the Postcolonyp. 126.

86 Susan Rubin Suleimasubversive Intent: Gender, Politics, and the Av@atede
p. 19.
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and organizational problems and the problem (witheAfrican feminist

movement itself) of relating theory to practiceislset of problematics is
the focus of this section. More specifically, hawcteate a vibrant femi-
nist discourse within a context of contradictorywwelepment? In my
view, Molara Ogundipe-Leslie’s work is symptomatit this particular

problem. The second approach relates to the probleaonstructing a
feminist discourse at the purely theoretical lev@r this approach, a
provocative essay by Nkiru Nzegwu will serve ourgamses’

87 There are quite a number of texts by feminists aadous authors dealing the
guestions of female empowerment in Africa bothhat practical and theoretical level
and they include: Ifi Amaduiméfrica: Matriarchy, Religion and CultuteLondon:
Zed books, 199MMale Daughters, Female Husbandsndon: Zed Books, 1987; C.
O. Ogunyemi,Wo/Man Palaver Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1996; O. M.
Larbi ‘New Gender Perspectives for the Millenniu@hallenges and Successful
Models of North-South CollaboratiorWwest Africa Reviewvol. 2, no. 1 (August
2000) see http://www.westafricareview.com/war/vblarbi.ntml; Nkiru Nzegwu,
‘Africa Women and the Fire DanceWest Africa Reviewvol.2 no. 1 (2000)
http://www.westafricareview.com/war/vol2.1nzegwuinh; Chasing Shadows: The
Misplaced Search for MatriarchyCanadian African Studies Association Jougnal
(Fall 1999). Republished iWest African Reviewvol. 2, no. 1 (August 2000)
http://www.westafricareview.com/war/vol2.1/nzegwhital.;  ‘Colonial  Racism:
Sweeping Out Africa with Europe’s BroonPhilosophy and Racisneds., Susan
Babbitt and Sue Campbell, Ithaca: Cornell Univgrétress, 1999; ‘Transgressive
Vision: Subverting the Power of Maculinityssues in Contemporary Areéd. Nkiru
Nzegwu, Binghamton: ISSA, 1998; ‘In Praise of Oash A Disasporic African
Spirituality,” Matriart: Contemporary Visual Artno. 3 (1997); ‘Confronting Racism:
Toward the Formation of a Female-Identified Congsiess,Canadian Journal for
Women and the Lawol. 7, no. 1 (1994); L. A. Obiora, ‘New Wine, dISkin:
(En)gaging Nationalism, Traditionalism & Gender &&ns,’ Indiana Law Review
28, 3 (Symposium Issue); Oyeronke Oyewumi, ‘DeCantbng Gender: Feminist
Theorizing and Western CultureSigns: Journal of Women in Culture and Sogiety
vol. 1, no. 1 (Fall 1997); ‘Making History, CreagirGender. Some Methodological
and Imperative Questions in the Writing of Yorulraditions,’History in Africg vol.
25 (1997); Inventing Gender. Making an African Sense of Waeaster
GenderDiscoursesMinneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 199he Role of
the Writing Class in Engendering Yoruba Discourdaternational Journal and
African Studiesvol. 1, no. 1(1997); ‘Inventing Gender: QuestraniGender in Pre-
colonial,” Problems in African Historyed. Robert O. Collins, New York: Marcus
wiener Publishing Inc. 1993; Fatou Sow, Ayesha Imad Amina Mama edshe
Social SciencgsDakar: CODESRIA, 1997; Margaret Strobel, ‘Gendeace and
Empire in Nineteenth and Twentieth Century Africald éAsia’ Becoming Visibleed.
Renate Bridenthal, Susan M. Stuard, and Merry Eiskée, Boston: Houghton

190



Philosophy and Figures of the African Female

Molara Ogundipe-Leslie states that her text is meeded in the
context of ‘African literature, women’s studiegethiary studies in general,
culture, politics, critical thought, social actitfi.And in many respects, it
recounts the issues involved in constructing aiv@acivomen’s move-
ment as part of the drive toward modernization oatcolonial setting.
As mentioned earlier, these issues and problemgrasent in entrenched
phallocentric practices and structures on the arelhand the women'’s
movement itself on the other. Oftentimes, thisatitin creates a backlash
against African feminisms. Sometimes, some Afrigazmen feel they
have to apologize for been feminists. For instand®t is one to make of
the view, ‘I have since advocated the word ‘Stigisan’ instead of
feminism, to bypass these concerns and to bypassdmbative dis-
courses that ensue whenever one raises the isemioism in Africa.*
The term is an acronymn f&ocial Transformation Including Women in
Africa. This particular effort, attempts to do many tlsngf which two
particularly stand out. First, at the intellectielel which is broader than
it seems. An effort of decolonization is requireliet will entail

1. arigorous questioning of the various phallocemngimes within
the continent
2. and an equally spirited advocacy of counter-phalhvcc alterna-
tives together with a demonstration of why they ttan out to be
viable programs.
This approach is necessarily multi-faceted. Perlitapsultidimensional-
ity vitiates its overall impact as an intellectuddcourse. Of course this
effort has to be made in relation to urgent pratteoncerns. The chal-
lenges of the African woman have been put in thesmer; ‘One might

Mifflin, 1998; Aili Tripp, ‘Rethinking Difference:Comparative Perspectives from
Africa’ Signs25 (3) 2000. Of course this is not a totally exdteue bibliography but
hopefully it gives an idea of the issues, debates@ientation that motivate feminist
discourse and practice in Africa and some of therés central in this regard.

8 Molara Ogundipe-LeslieRe-Creating Ourselves: African Women and Critical
TransformationsNew Jersey: Africa World Press, 1994, p. Xiv.

8 Molara Ogundipe-LeslieRe-Creating Ourselves: African Women and Critical
Transformationsp. 229.
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say that the African woman has six mountains orblek: one is oppres-
sion from outside (colonialism and neocolonialismBg second is from
traditional structures, feudal, slave-based, conahett., the third is her
backwardness (neo-colonialism?); the fourth is nila fifth is her color,

her race; and the sixth is herséffAgain this demanding multidimen-
sionality is reflected; the conflation of theorafienatters together with
the demands of praxis and the tensions that agse iesult are never
completely resolved. The intellectual is requireddnrelenting efforts of
social activism and the activist must find a sueaimtellectual frame

from which to act.

Ogundipe-Leslie recognizes the key problems. Bent finding
solutions for them is also a major problem. Shegezes ‘the need to
‘humanize the very language of discourse, to ‘deeubnize’ it and find
androgynous and generic terms to discuss what oomesd affects both
men and women is societ}}. However, no sustained attempt to do this is
demonstrated in the text. Indeed, as feminist theod all kinds of de-
colonization/deconstructive projects have shownglege is an impor-
tant site for the constitution of identity and alsdocus of hegemonic
power. The whole concept ekcriture feminineis a bold and inventive
response this conception of language. Ogundipad.estognizes this
but does not deal with it in a convincing and snsic way.

She also writes, ‘sexual orientation is certaiohe area that has
not been opened for research or discussion. In smuetries of Africa,
the death penalty awaits gay people; in othersstage does not perse-
cute them. The experiences of sexual orientatiotraditional arrange-
ments require discovery stifl® Again, she identifies a major problem

% Molara Ogundipe-LeslieRe-Creating Ourselves: African Women and Critical
Transformationsp. 28.

%1 Molara Ogundipe-LeslieRe-Creating Ourselves: African Women and Critical
Transformationsp. 24.

%2 Molara Ogundipe-LeslieRe-Creating Ourselves: African Women and Critical
Transformationsp. 15.
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which until the present times lingefsOgundipe-Leslie’s text identifies
many problems women face in Africa but the levecohceptualization
in relation to them is a different matter altogethEnese problems are
mentioned in a casual manner and left at that lexstéad of theorizing
them or addressing them in a sustained way. We hatezl how the issue
of sexuality in Africa, although identified as craicarea of inquiry, is left

largely unaddressed. Another important site of ingthat is unexplored
but mentioned is the female body. She writes ‘ihed misogyny that
causes African men especially, to fear women’s mgnisut a conceptu-
alization of the female reproductive system andetians and body parts
as powerful and potent. Menstrual blood is belieteetave the power to
disrupt, interfere with, or cause to happen. Thoshen’'s monthly blood

is also considered very effective in making poridfi But female bodies
have to be discussed in relation to so many otdmeerns of Ogundipe-
Leslie’s text: the patriarchal order, feminist theand cultural practices-
and they are indeed receiving all kinds of disagsattentior” In the

final analysis, some of the important ingrediengeded for a vibrant

% In fact, a recent publication, Stephen O. Murrayg &Vill Roscoe edsBoy Wives
and Female Husbands: Studies Of African HomosebesliNew York: Palgrave,
2001 may be the first major collection devoted fadan sexualities. It points out that
there is still a lot to find out about female ec#m and same-sex relationships
generally. Also it argues that sexuality among édn females is still viewed in terms
of the presence of the penis which somewhat daith& scope of sexuality generally.
See also, Signe Arnfred (edRe-thinking Sexualities in AfricaUppsala: The
Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2004 and Francis Nyanimjd=ishing in Troubled Waters:
Disquettes and Thiofsn Dakar Africa, 75 (3), 2005. However, across the
transatlantic divide, studies on same-sex erotitagycs are becoming more visible
and the trend is often related to significant aatumoments in the West where the
counterculture was able to make an impact on nra@st culture. See for instance,
Robert F. Reid- Phamlack Gay Man: EssaysNew York and London: New York
University Press, 2001.

% Molara Ogundipe-Leslie Re-Creating Ourselves: @sfni Women and Critical
Transformations, p. 214.

% For instance, seBodies out of Bound: Fatness and Transgressiama Evans
Braziel and Kathleen LeBesco eds. Berkeley andArages: University of California
Press, 2001 which the trend of discursive apprapriaof the body and its various
manifestations and possibilities.
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feminist discourse- a grounding in theory, a dissewn language and its
possible reconfigurations, the boundaries of séxyahe sites of the
body and its various appropriations and finallyoasistent interrogation
of the relationships between theory and practice- reot utilized in a
developed or in a strategic way. The text disptagsvarious difficulties
and challenges of evolving a feminist practice aoly by mentioning
them but also by its own very shortcomings.

Nkiru Nzegwu's essay, ‘Questions of Identity amdhdritance: A
Critical Review of Kwame Anthony Appiah’;y My Father’s House
needs to be read in a more theoretical way. Appigdxt has had a pro-
found influence on African philosophical discoursaltural studies and
African studies generally’. And Nzegwu’s essay can be regarded as a
feminist critique of Appiah’s text. She makes saypaeral remarks about
the overall intent of the book; ‘one of the priraigim of the project is to
articualate by means of various literary strategiésansnational, transra-
cial newidentity that is at home in the social and ecormostiuctures of
dominance of the Western cultural and intellectuadlitions.?” This is
perhaps a fairer starting-point for a critique dfawvis generally a wide
ranging text but instead, a matrilineal critiquedisected at the book.
Thus, ‘the central problem of its preferred conmapof family ignores
the matrilineal implications of his father's Asam@ture and the damag-
ing consequences of that mode of family structur@ arganization for
his assumed Asante culturé.This point of entry serves as the basis of
her critique of the text. Appiah is primarily comeed with the questions
of race, transnational identity, postcolonialisrasimodernism, ideologi-
cal decolonization and a number of other cultutatdry concerns. These

% See Kwame Anthony Appialin My father's House: Africa in the Philosophy of
Culture, New York: Oxford University Press, 1992.

9 Nkiru Nzegwu, ‘Questions of Identity and Inheriten A Critical Review of
Kwame Anthony Appiah’sn My Father's HousgHypatia, Vol. 11, No. 1, (Winter)
1996, p. 175.

% Nkiru Nzegwu, ‘Questions of Identity and Inheriten A Critical Review of
Kwame Anthony Appiah’$n My Father’'s Housgl76.
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are the central concerns of the text. Insteadd#tails of the afterword
are made to be the pivot of an extensive critiué® entire text.

In other words, an epilogue serves as the basiarfoextended
discourse on matrilineality which was never a pecepation in the main
text. But the operation by which what can hardlytdrened marginal gets
centralized as a method of reading the entire iexjuite intriguing’®
Nzegwu makes several accusations regarding Appiaktsfor instance,
‘the crack in his fagade provides valuable cluedAppiah’s less than
intimate knowledge of Asante culture, of his unessnce to the Akan
world-sense, and his determined aim to recast &saulture in the name
of ‘progress™® Again, she writes, ‘epistemologically, the valuehis
description lies in its disclosure of Appiah’s imjadist attitude toward
Asante culture and his limited knowledge of Asdataily dynamics*®*
Finally, ‘I hope to expose some of Appiah’s errofsmisrepresentation
of matriliny and show that these derive from a @ptgal bias, and an
imperialist construction of knowledge of which reems unawareé® In
view of these misrepresentations, it is her aidaémonstrate how Appiah
not only has ‘a hidden agenda’ but also a plarepdace Asante forms of
kinship with foreign ones. On that basis, she pgdseon an extended
explanation of matriliny within the Asante conteXt/hen she finally
refers to Appiah’s text, it is to fault its titldn choosing the titldn My
Father’'s Houseas if it were unproblematic, as if patriliny etnorm in
Akan culture, Appiah overwrites the explosive isstipatrineakationin
Asante society™”® Perhaps this is open to legitimate debate. Butisies

% See p. 178 of her essay, where she writes, ‘. hérepilogue, the most interesting
and revealing part of the book’.

19 Nkiru Nzegwu, ‘Questions of Identity and Inheriten A Critical Review of
Kwame Anthony Appiah’$n My Father’'s Housgp. 178.

191 Nkiru Nzegwu, ‘Questions of Identity and Inheriten A Critical Review of
Kwame Anthony Appiah’$n My Father’'s Housgp. 178- 179.

192 Nkiru Nzegwu, ‘Questions of Identity and Inheriten A Critical Review of
Kwame Anthony Appiah’$n My Father’s Housgp. 179.

193 Nkiru Nzegwu, ‘Questions of Identity and Inheritan A Critical Review to of
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not go on to demonstrate how this accusation waikisin the body of
the text. However, the accusations continue: ‘Rigghe patrineal card to
global readers through the title had enabled Apfmaucceed'®*

Nzegwu'’s discussion of nativism is also quite loagf She writes;
‘Appiah’s disregard for Akan matrilineal ethos cameom deep-seated
reservation of nativism>> She does not quite indicate the notion of na-
tivism she is applying and this somewhat limits 8w®pe of her cri-
tique®® In the first page of her essay, she claims thatafrthe aims of
Appiah’s project is to fabricate ‘a transnatioriednsracianew Africanist
identity.” But then she writes, ‘twentieth centurybridity of Africans is
problematic for Appiah*®’ Finally, she ends the essay by stating;
‘American, European, African, African-American, aoither readers dh
My Father’'s Houseneed to gain a deeper appreciation of the subtle m
lad ways in which neocolonialism and neoimperial=mrently thrive in
Africa to surplant its traditions with ‘europhonishes.**®

Just as our reading of Ogundipe-Leslie revealexkgWu’s text
demonstrates the problem of constructing a theady tae problematic
nature of some theoretical terms: transnationansiracial identities,
nativism and hybridity. These are terms that tmatsmmewhat pivotal in
Nzegwu’'s essay. The technology of reading Nzegwoptddeserves

Kwame Anthony Appiah’$n My Father’'s Housgp. 184.

194 Nkiru Nzegwu, ‘Questions of Identity and Inheriten A Critical Review of
Kwame Anthony Appiah’$n My Father’'s Housgp. 185.

195 Nkiru Nzegwu, ‘Questions of Identity and Inheriten A Critical Review of
Kwame Anthony Appiah’$n My Father’s Housgp. 187.

19 Conceptions of nativism vary not only in terms d#finition but also across
academic disciplines. Paulin Hountondji has a segagritique of it( known as
ethnophilosophy in African philosophy) in his bodkrican Philosophy: Myth and
Reality Recently, Achille Mbembe has been in the forefrohthe debates against
nativism. See for instance his introduction to &facan Studies ReviewWays of
Seeing: Beyond the New Nativism.” Special Issue, 44, no. 2.

197 Nkiru Nzegwu, ‘Questions of Identity and Inheriten A Critical Review of
Kwame Anthony Appiah’$n My Father’'s Housgp. 188.

198 Nkiru Nzegwu, ‘Questions of Identity and Inheriten A Critical Review of
Kwame Anthony Appiah’$n My Father’'s Housgp. 199.
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some attention?® She makes the margins (an incident in the epilpgtie
Appiah’s text her central concern but there arellgaany references to
the essays that make up the collection. She aigts féne implications of
the text’s title. Indeed, she is at liberty to gasut such a reading but it is
the operation, théechne by which she reinscribes the margins of the
text, a very wide-ranging one at that, as the erdtructure of the text
itself that deserves greater explanation. Hershatvone might call an
iIsogetical reading. She takes the question of hmgtras her main focus
and point of departure. She also offers a tradafiar perhaps even a
nativist interpretation of matriliny in the Asantentext. In order to ex-
plore the various meanings and limits of the coheeprequire interpre-
tations that take into account the transfigurapvecesses of colonialism
and deocolonization as part of the greater propéanodernity. If she
were able to do so, she may in fact end up clas@Appiah’s position that
she might have imagined. However, this is a prob{dmorig) that is
common with decolonizing regions and continentsa lot too dissimilar
context, part of this problem was framed thus:
There was one version of this argument in Edmundskiti’'s Vienna lecture
of 1935, in which he proposed that the fundamettittdrence between ‘orien-
tal philosophies’ (more specifically, Indian andi#se) and ‘Greek-European
science’ ( or as he added, ‘universally speakimgopophy’) was the capacity
of the latter to produce ‘absolute theoretical ghss,’ that is, theorid (uni-
versal science), while the former retained a ‘pcattuniversal’ and hence
‘mythical-religious,” character. This ‘practical-wersal,” philosophy was di-
rected to the world in a ‘naive’ and ‘straightfomélamanner, while the world

presented as a ‘thematic’ tieeoria, making possible a praxis ‘whose aim is to
elevate mankind through universal scientific reason

But in spite of these kinds of intellectual prepes, third world and de-
colon zing regions have been able to crack thelgnoloftheoriaand the

19 See Jacques Derriddhe Ear of the Other: Otobiography, Transference,
Translation, trans. Peggy Kamuf New York: Schocken, 1985 on ploétics of
reading.

119 Dipesh Chakrabarty ‘Postcoloniality and the Acgfiof History: Who Speaks for
the ‘Indian’ Pasts?’,A Subaltern Studies Reéer 1986-1995 ed. Ranjit Guha,
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, p. 226.
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theorizations of the same. It is often affirmedt ttheere isn’'t an absence
of theoria in the ancient Indian intellectual context. Foepfthe Indian
Buddhist tradition was for the most part insistent sound argumenta-
tion’.'** Also, numerous philosophically interesting consepbound
within the annals of classical Buddhist thoughg;. @ll things existqar-
vam asf), nothing exists darvam nas}i true 6ap, false asaj), good
(punyag, evil (papg, virtue @harmg, vice f@dharmg, discontent
(duhkha, contentment Sukhd etc? Let us examine how the Indian
nation handled the woman’s question at the thexaidivel.

The ‘women’s question’ in India was crafted inke tdiscourse of
nationalism as part of the counter-discourse to dblenialist project
which sought to recast the Indian subject as ‘degda and barbaric.’
The patriarchal order which controlled the natigtadliscourse encour-
aged a system of binarisms not only to restoreamdiignity but also to
facilitate the process of decolonization. Theséhatiomies include in-
ner/outer, spiritual/material, home/world and femaimasculine distinc-
tions and the figure of woman played an importasie rwithin this
schema. Woman, thus was the repository of spedgifices, for instance,
modesty and godlike qualities which are not tragsociated with animal
nature. It was believed that ‘women cultivate ahérish these godlike
gualities far more than men do. Protected to aacemrxtent from the
purely material pursuits of securing a livelihoadthe external world,
women express in their appearance and behaviosghigual qualities
which are characteristic of civilized and refinetiety.™** And in oppo-

111 Richard P. Hayes, ‘Nagarjuna’s Appedturnal d Indian Philosophy.

112 Classical Indian metaphysics and epistemologychbasistently been found to be
very developed by a number of Western scholarsRsgeard P. Hayes, ‘Nagarjuna’s
AppealJournal of Indian Philosophy22, 1994; Jay L. GarfieldFundamental
Wisdom of the Middle Way: Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhynkakia, New York: Oxford
University Press, 1995 and also Empty Words: Buddhist Philosophy and Cross-
Cultural Interpretation New York: Oxford University Press, 2002; and Riach H.
Robinson, ‘Some logical aspects of Nagarjuna’sesgstPhilosophy East and WeSt
[4], 1957.

113 partha Chatterjee, ‘The Nation and Its Wom@énSubaltern Studies Reer 1986-
1995ed. Ranjit Guha, Minneapolis: University of Minoés Press, p. 250.
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sition to this image of idealized woman was theurfggof woman in a
fallen or undeveloped state; ‘the ‘common’ womarhowwas coarse,
vulgar, loud, quarrelsome, devoid of superior maeise, sexually pro-
miscuous, and subjected to brutal physical oppsassy males™* This
patriarchalapportioning, definingandconstructingof roles for woman is
similar to other patriarchal regimes in the We3tfrica had regimes for
the construction of gender roles but what needsetstudied is how the
discourse of modernity, nation-building or decokation constituted the
figure of woman as counter-discourse. Indeed, sucbnfiguration must
be rare. In fact, it has been argued the patridimitr in a large part of
Africa has no time for the ‘woman question’ sintbas endured all kinds
of assaults; slavery, colonialism and imperialismd as such all its ener-
gies must be directed at fighting theseilfs.

This is not to suggest that patriarchal regimes tonfigured the
‘woman question’ into various projects of nationidimg or decolonizing
were particularly less oppressive. However, thening of the question
within the public sphere also meant concepts swhodracy and civil
rights had to be enlarged and reframed. The mara the purely domes-
tic realm into the public domain was a significgain for the feminist
movement. It is difficult to think of a nation-bdihg project in Africa

114 Chatterjee, ‘The Nation and Its Wome®,Subaltern Studies Reer 1986-1995
ed. Ranjit Guha, Minneapolis: University of Minn&s®ress, p. 253.

115 See Dolores E. Janiewski, ‘Gendered Colonialiste TWoman Question’ in
Settler Society’, Ruth Roach Pierson and Nurpurudhari eds Nation, Empire,
Colony: Historicizing Gender and RaceBloomington and Indiana: Indiana
University Press, 1998 and Yvette Abrahams, ‘ImagfeSarah Bartman: Sexuality,
Race, and Gender in Early-Nineteenth —Century BtitRuth Roach Pierson and
Nurpur Chaudhuri edsNation, Empire, Colony: Historicizing Gender amthce
Bloomington and Indiana: Indiana University Pre<g98.

1% Molara Ogundipe-LeslieRe-Creating Ourselves: African Women and Critical
TransformationsNew Jersey: Africa World Press, 1994 p. 71. bebbks on her part
writes: ‘Often brilliant thinkers have had suchnolispots. Men like Frantz Fanon,
Albert Memmi, Paulo Freire, and Aime Cesaire, wharkg teach us much about the
nature of colonization, racism, classism, and nevmhary struggle, often ignore
issues of sexist oppression in their own writinggminist Theory: From Margin to
Center Cambridge MA: South End Press, 2000 p. 41.
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that consistently framed the woman question asqdasollective rejuve-
nation on the one hand, and as a central featutleeofounter-discourse
to colonialism on the other, as is the case withan

However, there are other ways to read the gengabfeminism
in India. ‘India’, we are told ‘is sometimes a l@h an immense and
equally unacknowledged subaltern heterogen&ity&nd obviously this
heterogeneity would affect any reading of the wormgaastion in India.
In fact, there are readings of the issue whicheotfb number of crises
and which are in turn influenced by them; the bdeakn of the family
and its affective symbolizations and the spectasibn of global capi-
tal.'*® Under these circumstances, ‘in modern ‘India,réhis a ‘society’
of bonded labor where the only means of repayitmpa at extortionate
rates of interest is hereditary bond-slavery. Fariie is still possible
here, the affects taking the entire burden of satvBelow this is bonded
prostitution, where the girls women abducted froonded labor or
kamiyahouseholds are thrust as bodies for absolute kardaeconomic
exploitation.**® This sociosexual economy not only appropriates the
female body and wrecks upon it untold violencelsb deflects the very
meaning of democracy in its contemporary usages Ehsituation arises
‘where everything works by the ruthless and visitdéculus of superex-
ploitation by caste-class domination, the logidemocracy is thoroughly
counterintuitive, its rituals absurt® This angle, undoubtedly presents a
picture of woman far removed from the noble aspret of the discourse
of Indian nationalism in its heyday in favour ofeothat is more attuned
with millennial capitalism. But in spite of the fié@s of Indian heteroge-

117 Gayatri Chakravorty SpivalQutside in the Teaching Machinblew York and
London: Routledge, 1993 p. 73.

118 Arjun Appadurai, Spectral Housing And Urban Cléags Notes on Millennial
Mumbar’, Carol Breckenridgeet al eds. CosmopolitanismDurham and London:
Duke University Press, 2002.

119 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivakutside in the Teaching Machine 82.
120 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivakutside in the Teaching Machine 87.
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neity, class-caste superexploitation and the splegdtion of the logic of
capital ‘the scramble for legitimacy in the hou$éheory™** continues.

The Indian experience demonstrates the various wawhich we
can reconfigure the woman question in Africa, tisato relate it to the
discourses of nationalism and decolonization. Qeisture is supposed to
the enlarge our notion of the public domain notyamnl terms of civic
participation but also in terms of its conditiorfsconceptuality. Second,
we must begin to rethink the ways in which the fegof the African
female is being deflected and reconstituted by alaapitalism on the
one hand, and the emerging scenarios of ‘abnorteaitoriality, state
collapse and various forms of informalization inrié& on the othel??
There would be a lot of work in the house of thaarthis regard.

Renegotiations

What forms does the figure of the African femalsusse in contempo-
rary times%° Perhaps T. K. Biaya’s essay, ‘ ‘Crushing the Risi:
Eroticism in Senegal and the Art of Ousmane NdiBggo’' is a good
point to begin and also end this discussion sihed¢tempts to locate the
constructions of the female figure within the comtef discourses of
Islamization and modernity both of which are alsmured by an en-
trenched patriarchal order. Also, these constrastmccur in multimedia:
text and image which offer multiple ways of readthg figure*?* First of

121 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivakutside in the Teaching Machine 137.

122 See Achille Mbembe ‘At the Edge of the World: Bdaries, Territoriality, and
Soverignty in Africa’, Crawford Young and Mark Bsisger eds.Beyond State
Crisis? Postcolonial Africa and Post-Soviet Eurasia Comparative Perspectiyve
Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press and Theod@fow Wilson Center, 2001.

123 There are very few studies dealing with sexuadind eroticism in Africa but
perhaps this may change with the publication ofiesssuch as the volume 3-4 of
CODESRIA Bulletin1999, which has an extended segment on sexualfdranations
in contemporary Africa. In fact, one can assertditeation is really changing for the
better.

124 The female figure under late capitalism contintesgyenerate various kinds of

201



Sanya Osha

all, we begin by pondering the implications of thantradictory remark;
‘the body is erotically valued in African societies the condition that it

Is not naked but accessoried, properly prepared. biddy’'s beauty and
erotic value are achieved not when it is strippedebbut when it is
worked or denatured- for example, by excision, ification, elongation

of the clitoris, and so ori*® On the basis of these remarks, the female
body is still held in place by the injunctions ofrigan tribal cultures that
are more or less unmarked by the intrusions of mmtyeand technology.
To be sure, it is increasingly difficult to conceglize the female African
body’s physicality on the basis of the Western emtion of eroticism. In
order words, the definition of eroticism employsdsomewhat imprecise
since it conflates a non-Western sense of erotigigim Western concep-
tual and artistic conventions. It draws heavilynfr&Vestern conceptions
without quite adopting their preoccupation with thecred, the profane
and excess. We must bear in mind that within thetéfa context eroti-
cism ‘connotes a tearing, an opening on to somegthitirely other, the
abjection of being before an experience which appsavereign®?®
Ousmane Ndiaye Dago takes photographs of nudeaifigomen as part
of an effort to create a tradition of eroticismSenegal thus following in
the footsteps of a Western photographer, U. Ommat.this kind of

debates and interest: The American artist, RobedmB has made a career of
drawing full-bodied female figures which also seagesome sort of commentary on
postindustrial culture and therapies of desire.am interview, he says ‘all the
magazines show those bony, anorexic women. Théyilienic. They vomit up their
food. They all feel bad about their bodies.” He yoa to say, ‘| wonder when the
idea of American beauty changed and women got gKifimally, he says ‘they want
to keep women in a state of discontent- constaydlypg out and buying more shoes
and never being fully satisfied with the shoes they.” SeeThe New York Times
Magazine March 30, 2003 p. 48. These remarks reveal a hwtuiathe power
structures that control the female figure not anlyhe United States alone but also in
a very large part of the world as a whole.

1257 K. Biaya, * “Crushing the Pistachio”: Erotisin in Senegal and the Art of
Ousmane Ndiaye Dago’, Carol Breckenridgel eds.CosmopolitanismDurham and
London: Duke University Press, 2002, p. 138.

126 Fred Botting and Scott Wilson, ‘Introductiohe Bataille ReaderOxford:
Blackwell Publishers Ltd. p. 13.
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project is very problematic on a number of lev&&)at informs the mo-
rality of the regarding eye? Whose tastes are b&@nged by this activ-
ity? By which technologies of power are those séximgects created?
What is the relationship of these images to porayoigy?'?’ These set of
problematics are not addressed but beneath a veheénical evasion,
the silenced figure of the African female is glagfinevident. In the Afri-
can postcolony, we are reminded, ‘sex, belly, moatid violence remain
the ingredients of theepistemeof command®® Power exercises its
dominance, its barbaric orgy of excess withoutl&csgical mechanism
while its victims are left virtually helpless. Thisutal economy of sexu-
ality which he discusses at length also works éffely within the mod-
ern context where even the colonial urban womasupposed to exhibit
gualities of ‘submission, good housekeeping, acoeq® of the husband’s
polygamy or infidelity, and motherhootf®

In both Dago’s photographs and Biaya’s commenttdmy,female
voice is silenced, her figure does not participatéhe creative process,
she cannot interfere in her own representatiyp@typosis She simply
rendered voiceless and powerless. Both image amdhies enforce their
specific technologies of exclusion through procsessdesilencing. Nor is
she quite allowed to evolve a mode of sexualitysioigt the phallic mas-
culine structure. An important concept associatél aroticism is sover-
eignty. In this context, the regarding male eyaiass it is sovereign but
it is in truth disabled by its own narrow limit$Sovereignty involves the
‘un-knowing’ that leaves behind, in contempt, tggtem of value and all
its commodified riches, an un-knowing linked todater as it detaches

127 See Susan Sontag®egarding the Pain of Otherdlew York: Farrar, Straus &
Giroux, 2003 on the ambiguities of the photograpimage.

128 T K. Biaya, * “Crushing the Pistachio”: Erotisin in Senegal and the Art of
Ousmane Ndiaye Dago’, Carol Breckenridgteal. eds. CosmopolitanismPurham
and London: Duke University Press, 2002 p. 140.

129 7 K. Biaya, * “Crushing the Pistachio”: Erotisin in Senegal and the Art of
Ousmane Ndiaye Dago’, Carol Breckenridgel eds.CosmopolitanismDurham and
London: Duke University Press, 2002 p. 151.
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consciousness® and the loss of itself in excess. Even the reggréiye
Is impoverished because it loses all metaphoriaitdg becomes frozen
within its own immobile discourse. Its desire ingoms the eroticized
female figure but also delimits and devalues thssimlities of desire
itself. The oppression begins and ends with seih Bago and Biaya are
not particularly concerned with the condition ofman even though she
Is at their centre of their concerns. The battlesffeedom are indeed
many and ‘sexual freedom can only exist when imtligls are no longer
oppressed by a socially constructed sexuality baseiologically de-
termined definitions of sexuality: repression, gughame, dominance,
conquest, and exploitatiof®* And what is the meaning of all this? In-
deed, ‘men have a tremendous contribution to makerinist struggle
In the area of exposing, confronting, opposing, wadsforming the sex-
ism of their male peers* The crises of traditional structures of power
should be apparent enough. We require new defnstal power in order
to enhance mutuality, co-operation and alternatwmeceptions and invo-
cations of power itself.

130 Fred Botting and Scott Wilson, ‘Introductioihe Bataille ReaderOxford:
Blackwell Publishers Ltd. p. 27.

131 bell hooksFeminist Theory: From Margins to Cent&€ambridge MA: South End
Press, 2000 p. 151.

132 bell hooksFeminist Theory: From Margins to Cent&ambridge MA: South End
Press, 2000 p. 83
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