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Philosophy and Figures of the African
Female

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
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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.
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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.
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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.

194



Philosophy and Figures of the African Female

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.

197



Sanya Osha

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.

198



Philosophy and Figures of the African Female

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
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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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