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Dedication

For those who believe that the invention of new language, ideas and concepts is a vital tool of transformation.

And, for those who understand that language, ideas and concepts are only a ripple of an even deeper insight.




Epigraph

A bird doesn’t sing because it has an answer, it sings because it has a song.

– Maya Angelou[1]

People say I sing politics, but what I sing is not politics, it is the truth. I’m going to go on singing, telling the truth.

– Miriam Makeba[2]

Language can either be an effective weapon in instilling conformity in people, especially in women, or it can serve as a wide-open doorway to intellectual and personal freedoms.

– Patricia McFadden[3]
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Prologue: The Glitch

Africa is a European invention.

– Wole Soyinka[1]

A writer’s heart, a poet’s heart, an artist’s heart, a musician’s heart is always breaking. It is through that broken window that we see the world; more mysterious, beloved, insane, and precious for the sparkling and jagged edges of the smaller enclosure we have escaped.

– Alice Walker[2]

Perhaps the most important thing to say about feminism in relation to Africa is that, if taken to its fullest purpose, feminism shakes up the already unstable identity of being African. If referring to African identity as unstable seems objectionable, then that is only further proof that it isn’t a stable identity in the first place; for what is firm is not threatened by what is breakable, and what is true cannot be proven untrue by false claims.

Africans are often unwilling and unable to speak about the precarious nature of African identity because there are great psychological risks involved. Imperialism and colonialism not only exploited African soil but also troubled the collective African psyche. The word ‘Africa’ has become a verbal altar that addresses these wounds, a shrine of pride and meaning, as well as a site of sorrow and shame. Europe colonised the continent in brutal and unjustifiable ways, and still today Africa is sucked dry of its riches by greedy elites. The colonists’ best weapon was never military but mental – sieging lands and increasing hegemonic power by destabilising the spirit of self-inquiry.

Africans understood that the deeper target of the attack was the mind, and retaliated with a fitting mode of defence: not a military apparatus but rather an army of sages, griots, revolutionaries, artists, storytellers, mystics and sangomas, who could counter the forces of harm with mythologies of self-regard. The problem, however, is that mythology can either give you wings, or it can keep you stuck – solidifying like cool wax into a specific shape. We of our current time face the task of differentiating which myths make us fly and which myths keep us stuck.

A sign that a myth holds us back is its claim to unquestionable ‘truth’. There is no true Africa. Anyone who sets about finding a ‘true Africa’ will eventually realise that Africa is a fiction, or a ‘European invention’, as Wole Soyinka says in this chapter’s epigraph. Moreover, Africa is a fiction built, paradoxically, precisely upon the shaky foundation that there is a truth about Africa, and that one of the defining qualities of Africanness is to find this truth. This premise is not only false but also circular; for if we believe that there are fundamental truths about Africa, we will try to identify those things, solidifying the idea once again that there are absolute truths about Africa. When this circular reasoning comes to characterise Africanness, it locks us into a mental struggle where the alleged truth and reality are called into battle. This internal conflict produces a defensive posture, presenting African truths as solid and fixed. From the ‘solid Africa’ emerges a kind of self-inflicted Othering that carelessly assumes ownership of qualities that are poisonous to the well-being of Africans collectively, while dismissing others that might be nourishing.

However, the contradictions that shape the foundational frameworks of African identity also present a glitch. It is ‘true’, for example, that Africans possess virtuous qualities, such as magnanimity and big-heartedness, as one of these solidified myths-as-truths suggests. In fact, it is remarkable how gracious and generous Africans genuinely – and generally speaking – are, despite the continent’s hardship. There’s an idiosyncratic uprightness about the continent’s descendants, as though blessed by the Orisha with infinite dignity. It is rare, in my experience, to meet an African who hates their country in the way that you may come across a Brit, American or German, say, who feels a strong aversion towards theirs. Africans feel frustrated, disenchanted and occasionally dismissive of their roots, but these emotions coincide with a strange and slippery longing that has nowhere to go. I have come upon this Africa in the simultaneously hopeful and woeful way that Africans nostalgically relay their relationship to the continent. But it is also not ‘true’ that magnanimity and big-heartedness, to stay with the example, are what make Africans African. It certainly is not a truth that is locked in stone. Nor is it even particularly helpful – since such statements are often a posture masquerading as a fact to counter the negative image that the West has imposed on the continent, and demanding virtuous behaviours of Africans that others need not comply to. As a West African proverb says: ‘The chameleon changes colour to match the earth, the earth doesn’t change colour to match the chameleon.’ The circumstances of Africanness might – and should – change according to that which does not change, namely: change itself.

The more we leave the Western gaze in the past, where it belongs, instead of giving it a front-row seat in the continent’s narrative, even if it’s to provide a counter-myth to it, the more we come to see Africa for what it is, rather than what it has been or even what it could be. We come to see the present as the secret superpower; changing with the seasons of Nature.

If the mystical tone of this prologue seems surprising, then that is precisely why I am writing it. We stand on the threshold of a new world where, in addition to the vast injustices that already adversely impact Africa, technological shifts are set to have unprecedented social ramifications on people’s lives. Artificial Intelligence, programmed on Europatriarchal desires, shapes our futures without regulation. The colonisation of space is likewise tied to imperialist, patriarchal and capitalist goals. The ramifications of these new developments are even vaster for Africa and its people. Global narratives are already dominated by the West and tied to military and economic imperatives, which in turn reinforce gender, racial and colonial orders. These legacies leave little room for Africa-centred feminist visions in the global imagination.

Yet African feminism, with its history of determined resistance that includes theory and praxis, and also embodiment, imagination and community spirit, provides a unique portal of possibility for shifting and moulding contemporary narratives. African feminism is a school of thought that is genuinely equipped to do the critical, analytical and imaginative work that is required as a response to the evolving world, and it is genuinely equipped because it is truly willing.

African feminism takes the narratives about Africa and reimagines them so that, like the ever-seasonal chapters of Nature, their roots and branches remain the same but suddenly they look, sound and feel different, like the chameleon. African feminism shifts the gaze from Europe to Africa, and from maleness to the female experience of Africanness. It moves the narrative from greed and exploitation to resistance and fertility; from violence and domination to exploration and equality; from scarcity to abundance; and to radical imagination, conscious empowerment and transcendent love. It does so by rattling our accepted perceptions of what Africa means. Once our minds, bodies and souls are activated from the stirring up of perceptions, we are better positioned to formulate new stories that are truly empowering and transformative for all Africans – and not only its male elite, or for that matter, the foreign elites that can easily exploit rigid self-image through ‘divide and conquer’ tactics. African feminism offers what every transformative formulation needs: a language and a vision which articulates and conjures the new way. However, African feminism gives more than language or vision. It recalibrates our values, opens our hearts, expands our senses and our dreams. It is like the fire that melts the solid wax and reshapes it. The candle is still the candle, its flame remains but its shape is transformed.

Suppose Africa is Othered by the West, and African women are Othered in the male-dominant defining of African identity, both statements which I will continue to validate throughout the coming pages. In that case, feminism in Africa makes a glitch in the foundations of Eurocentricity and patriarchy.

That the foundation and the glitch so closely intermingle, however, is why African feminism is, as we shall see, a political philosophy that is both tremendously challenged and magnificently enriched by the enigmatic domain of the paradox. So much so that it might itself be a paradoxical thing.




Introduction: Questions and Paradoxes

I view my own activity as a writer as a kind of participation in the thought of the whole world. No other occupation provides for such an international outlook as writing. I have my national, my African side but I am also very much an international kind of person.

– Bessie Head[1]


Questions

If there is one question I am most frequently asked when writing and speaking about African feminism, it is simply: ‘What is African feminism?’

Of course, the question isn’t simple because there is no single African feminism. African feminism is a political movement and a school of thought within the broader feminist movement, and like all branches of the movement at large, it defies a straightforward definition.

Another common question is: ‘What is the aim of African feminism?’ Well, like all feminism, African feminism wants an end to patriarchy. Yet, in the context of Africa, people seem to expect something different than the deliberate dissolution of male rule, in all its various forms, that feminism strives for.

What precisely the different expectations are becomes apparent with the third question I commonly receive concerning African feminism, namely: ‘How does African feminism address humanitarian issues in Africa?’ Given some of the grave circumstances faced by women in Africa – female genital cutting, polygamy, child marriage, displacement, violence, poverty, conflict, etc. – it is perhaps unsurprising that people expect African feminism to focus on these urgent issues. With so many humanitarian crises, how could African feminism not focus on these most piercing circumstances?

Even so, I will address all three of these frequently asked questions straight away by clarifying that this book will not answer the question of what African feminism is; nor will it spell out the aims of African feminism; and – despite their urgency – this isn’t a book about humanitarian issues. The leading question of my book is not what African feminism is or does, but rather, the one posed in its title: can feminism be African?

It’s not that the above questions aren’t valid or worth asking. My intention is not to categorically dismiss any of them. For almost two decades I have advocated for African feminism and, through this work, I have visited platforms and institutions across the globe to engage with the topics and themes that African feminism raises. It is on these occasions that such questions, as described above, are typically raised. Often, conservative-minded Africans (mostly male) who view feminism disapprovingly are those who ask them. White feminists whose worldviews are strictly shaped within Western borders also frequently pose them. Mostly, however, people are genuinely curious and intrigued about African feminism, and I have received their queries enthusiastically. There is nothing wrong with wanting to learn about a new concept, discover new feminist arguments, or learn how to be in solidarity with feminists of African heritage. The many conversations I have contributed to and participated in inform this book. I feel hugely privileged to engage in these discussions, not least because they give me a pulse of the attitudes, fears and hopes that African feminism gives rise to.

Yet these conversations also put me in a position of concern about the stymieing of the development of African feminism. By endlessly being tasked to respond to these three questions, and variations of them, as well as the biases that are often masked by them, the scope of African feminism is narrowed to proving itself. The truth is that there is no monolithic African feminism, and even if there were, those wishing to maintain the status quo will hear what they want to hear.

Instead, I have come to think about African feminism as a way of responding not only to feminism, or Africa, but also to the world-at-large and the African woman’s entanglement within its sphere, a sphere about which African feminism has plenty to say. Echoing Bessie Head, quoted in this chapter’s epigraph, I too view my activity as a writer, and an African and a feminist, with an international outlook. It is consequently impossible for me not to view the questions that African feminism is concerned with as informing a robust political philosophy that dissects the apparatuses of power, and speaks to the spirit of dissent for everyone, everywhere.

Nonetheless, my desire for simultaneously specific and world-making African feminist conversations has, lamentably, opened my eyes to the persistent disinterest in African feminist perspectives in the mainstream discussion about feminism, Africanness and other global conversations. Aside from African women, to whom the movement should be of direct interest, everybody would significantly benefit from the insights of African feminism. Take any significant issue of our times: gender inequality, climate change, neocolonialism, fundamentalism, extractivism, authoritarianism – you name it, and African women’s relation to it is uniquely immediate. Africa lies at the intersections of issues impacting all our lives today, and its feminist thinkers have contributed important things to these pressing topics.

Yet although feminism is unprecedentedly mainstream today, with new feminist books published at an unparalleled rate, and although intersectionality (a concept coined by the black feminist legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw to describe how multiple modes of oppression impact women’s lives) is, thankfully, a consistent theme running through the wealth of feminist literature, African feminist perspectives remain underrepresented. This is a disservice to knowledge production.

And so, in the first instance, the title question is one that I have often asked myself, sometimes exasperatedly adding the word ‘already’ to its end. Can feminism be African already? Meaning: can there be more curiosity and more engagement with the timely and expansive world of African feminism, at least by the feminist movement at large?

In the second instance, the question is directed – in a roundabout way – at African nationalists, traditionalists, conservatives and populists who, since the rise of African feminism in the 1970s, continue to form a forceful backlash against African feminism with claims such as: ‘Feminism is an ideology created by white women for white women’; ‘African societies are historically matriarchal and don’t need feminism’; and ‘Africans see women and men as complementary rather than equal’. Suffice it to say at this stage that it is profoundly sexist and colonialist to think that black women need white women to point out their oppression. The popular argument in public discourse in Africa – that feminism is ‘white’ – also gives away feminism – an international movement from its inception – to the West, and in so doing immediately and automatically categorises it as undesirable for Africa. As for discussions about a matriarchy, where women rule and govern over men in an equivalent way to how men rule and govern over women today, even if there had been evidence of matriarchies in Africa’s past, so what? They do not exist any longer. Moreover, if matriarchies did exist in the African past, then what should interest us is not that they existed per se, but how to revitalise the political power that they would have made available to women in ancient and later precolonial Africa. This is never the preoccupation of the ‘Precolonial Africa was matriarchal’ brigade.

The argument that African women and men are ‘complementary’, rather than equal, is similarly full of holes. It is a tender-sounding argument that implies that complementarity is inherently positive. Yet the dynamics of Master and Slave, Oppressor and Oppressed, and Coloniser and Colonised are also ‘complementary’ relationships, but they are far from equitable or desirable. Asserting that women and men in African culture are ‘complementary’ is typically a way to dismiss the feminist demand that women and men should be equal, and to encourage women to accept fewer privileges so as to preserve a false sense of equilibrium. It is semantic too, as equality and mutuality are congruous. Equality does not communicate that an entity is greater, lesser, weaker, stronger, or anything of that nature. Certainly, it does not insist that the entities must be clones. It means the same value, and so to dismiss equality and promote mutuality is to admit to wilful ignorance.

Yet I am inclined to immediately debate my own statements above about equality. Yes, I believe the statement to be accurate in so far as the tactics of the backlash go. But admittedly, the notion of equality is not as straightforwardly progressive as it appears in mainstream feminism. If you looked up feminism in a lexicon, you would come across definitions such as: ‘Feminism is the belief in social, economic and political equality of the sexes’, and slogans like equal pay, equal opportunity and equal representation.

Even though equal rights are hugely important for feminists, they are not feminism itself. What the lexicon doesn’t immediately say, but should, is that feminism connotes resistance to patriarchy in all its forms. Feminist transformations to legislation, policy, politics, government, and so on, do not end patriarchy. Women can be equal with men before the law, have equal pay with men, or receive an equivalent education to men, and yet experience discrimination in every other part of their daily existence. This clarification is crucial to Africa, where the focus on equality has resulted in the inevitable co-opting of feminist discourses into neoliberal economic models underpinned by pacifying and techno-bureaucratic thinking. If feminism is reduced to a struggle for equal rights, then in a continent where many rights are violated, and where so many people are also impoverished by unjust economic systems, it is no surprise that African feminism is becoming increasingly technical and administrative. These threads will be picked up later in the book.

What matters here is that precisely because feminists have had to pay so much attention for decades to the opponents of feminism, it has detracted from efforts to critically explore the ideas, contentions and radical potential of African feminism itself. Rather than to persistently disprove the orthodoxy of patriarchy in Africa and, more importantly, how to end it, the opposition turned the feminist focus to proving that we can be both African and feminist by appealing to the suggestion that for feminism to be African, it must have roots in historical Africa. African feminists have put huge effort into unearthing the home-grown roots of feminism in historical Africa, but less on developing the political philosophy of African feminism itself – or to explore its world-making capacities. The motivation behind asking the question, can feminism be African? in this second instance is, therefore, precisely to continue positioning African feminism as an ideas space that, yes, addresses proto-feminist patterns in African history, but also engages with the sociopolitical and cultural global order. How can African feminism shape the collective social imaginary, pan-Africanism, the post-pandemic world, populism, Artificial Intelligence, the human, and her sovereignty? These are some of the topics addressed in this book.

Much of feminist history has fought patriarchy as a concrete and external system, in which men use culture and politics – family, tradition, law, language, customs, education and the division of labour – to dominate women in apparent ways. For example, feminism has opposed the ways that women are discriminated against in the law, sexually objectified by the media, unjustly compensated in the labour force, harmed by violence and underrepresented in leadership. This description of patriarchy as it manifests in external structures and institutions is, of course, still a necessity. However, patriarchy is also a clandestine system. The feminism of our times is called to expose and then oppose (critique, resist, dissent, transgress) the new hiding places of twenty-first century patriarchy and how it shapes attitudes, dispositions, fears, desires, griefs and beliefs. In short, how patriarchy defines reality as we know it.

The rise of neo-authoritarianism is an example of such a clandestine hiding place, into which patriarchal ideology seeps. Authoritarianism is a form of governance where leaders exercise unchecked control over society. Its deep-seated patriarchal roots are evident: every authoritarian system is intrinsically patriarchal, and every patriarchal system harbours elements of authoritarianism. Authoritarianism and patriarchy go hand in hand. In times, as in ours, when authoritarianism spreads, its roots stretch into people’s private thoughts, creating a kind of subterranean patriarchy that infiltrates political, psychological and societal thought.

Unlike overt manifestations, this concealed form of patriarchy is evasive, lurking at the boundaries of our consciousness and societal norms with its traps. It subtly undermines women’s sense of security, joy and kinship. It pervasively influences not just political and bureaucratic spaces but also language, symbolism and personal aspirations. It plants fantasies of submission in the depths of our being so that they sit side by side with our quests for belonging, equity, justice, voice, safety, joy, pleasure, power, love, leisure time and freedom, unleashing their control as we pursue these desires. Subterranean patriarchal manifestations render women to perpetually strive for two contradictory things at the same time: to celebrate women’s achievements within patriarchal structures, and also to oppose patriarchal structures. The cyclical critique of male-dominant patterns, juxtaposed with the applause for women who excel in them, opens old wounds, heals them, reopens and heals them, activating the trauma repetitively. My aim in Can Feminism Be African? is to expose the bones of local and global patriarchy – and how we break through them to flesh out a healing and critically aware body.

One last question – this time a question that has frequently come up while writing this book: is the book only for Africans or women?

I have written this book for anyone interested in the themes it addresses, which encompass feminism, African studies, imperialism, race, decolonisation and classic feminist topics such as power, oppression, resistance and liberation. The book also exists to give a sense of African feminist discussions and concerns to a wider audience, while moving away from strict academic textbooks and journal articles. Also, as readers of my previous writing will be aware, I am interested in ways of knowing – philosophies, systems, and, generally, writing that transcends the rigid disciplines and disturbs the power-laden dualisms of what in my previous book, Sensuous Knowledge, I referred to as ‘Europatriarchal Knowledge’. One of the characteristics of Europatriarchal Knowledge is that it diminishes deeper human values with its mechanistic and deterministic worldview. It forces things that defy logic or measurement, such as freedom, imagination, justice and other qualities into rigid boxes. Obviously, these are qualities that are of immense significance to the feminist cause.

This book challenges the conventional Europatriarchal prism by synthesising the material and concrete world with social imaginaries, paradoxes and other nonmaterial factors that are shaping the post-pandemic, neo-imperialist, surveillance capitalist world in which African women find themselves. As a work of creative non-fiction, Can Feminism Be African? aims to be thought-provoking and expansive to read. Nothing in the book is speculation or fantasy, except if presented as such. Yet, as the (paradoxical) title implies, the book does have a playful nature.

The impulse to be inventive and creative may not seem apt for the serious nature of issues that African feminism addresses; however, in fact, rigid and dogmatic certainties lie at the root of domination and stagnation. Knowledge that devalues experience, devalues aliveness. Life consists of stories, narratives, metaphors, relationships and, sometimes, if we are honest, also a touch of magic. To understand any topic deeply, we need to enliven the faculty of imagination. By imagination I do not mean entertainment. Entertainment can be imaginative, but it can equally be formulaic and algorithmic. Entertainment is not what this book is about.



Paradoxes

I titled this book Can Feminism Be African? because there is a sense in which the question is paradoxical. Depending on your political views, you might indeed have wondered how feminism cannot be African. You might have asked: why I would insert a modicum of doubt into the relationship between feminism and Africanness by asking such a question?

The answer is that it is because the inquiry invites paradox into our exploration. When the mind comes upon a paradox, it encounters a contradiction and must prod deeper to engage the tension within the question at hand. Paradoxes are therefore provocative and generative, as this book aims to be, too.

Paradoxes are conducive not least because we are living through times that are themselves of a subliminally contradicting and puzzling nature. Paradoxical questions and statements are, therefore, useful devices to ignite dormant insights and illuminate unconventional places within the social imaginary, where both comrades and adversaries to African and feminist progress can also be found.

Often overlooked, paradoxes are a crucial force in feminist history. Consider some of the statements that have shaped feminism in groundbreaking ways. For instance, by the revolutionary feminist and poet Audre Lorde in the classic feminist book Sister Outsider, that: ‘The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.’[2] Was Lorde wondering if the oppressed should fight for power within oppressive systems, or if they should invent new ways of thinking about power? There is no straightforward interpretation of Lorde’s statement, which is why it continues to generate discussion many years after she formulated it. She was, in some sense, grappling with the conundrum of whether to infiltrate or invalidate the ‘master’s’ world. Infiltrating patriarchy will only ever benefit small groups of privileged women who are lauded for adopting the same male-dominant behavioural patterns which they themselves oppose. Invalidating patriarchy, on the other hand, means disqualifying a social order, where women nevertheless must carve out their lives. My point is that the statement is generative because, as with all paradoxes, it provides no simple answers.

Or think of another hugely impactful feminist statement, namely the one made by the French feminist philosopher Simone de Beauvoir, in her trailblazing book The Second Sex: ‘One is not born, but rather becomes a woman.’[3] This quote highlights the paradoxes and complexities of prescribing gender identity, but also the between of being and becoming.

When it comes to identity, there is a difference between being something and becoming something. To become any given identity implies that that identity has fixed parameters. It implies that there are distinguished actions to that identity which one can strive towards. For example, to become a writer, you must write, read, research and schedule your life in a way that enables you to become a writer. By contrast, being something does not require any specific activity. To be a writer, to stay with this personal example, is not something you actively do; it is something you are. To become a woman, then, implies that there are predetermined parameters of womanhood (which in a patriarchal society are mostly disadvantageous to women) that a woman must meet to ‘become a woman’. To be born a woman, on the other hand, would mean that no matter the choices or behavioural patterns one later adopts in life, one’s womanhood would not be at question. This paradox in Beauvoir’s statement is what makes it so endlessly thought-provoking and rich with meaning.

One of my favourite paradoxical feminist statements is Virginia Woolf’s words in A Room of One’s Own, where she says: ‘As a woman I have no country. As a woman I want no country. As a woman, my country is the whole world.’[4] Here again, as in all paradoxical sayings, lies a productive tension. To declare, as Woolf does, that one ‘wants no country’ as a woman, yet has a country ‘in the whole world’, points towards the simultaneous exclusion and nostalgia that feminists often harbour with respect to the nations that we come from.

The list of feminist statements that have had a huge impact on the movement, and that are in some sense paradoxical, is long. There’s Betty Friedan’s ‘The problem that has no name’ – referring to the sense of ennui felt by white and middle-class housewives in 1950s and 1960s America; or Audre Lorde (again) with the very title of her famous book Sister Outsider – a phenomenally paradoxical and enigmatic title! If you feel inspired, you might like to recall other paradoxical feminist statements that you know.

The last one I shall mention is the one that this book’s title probably has the most in common with, namely: ‘Ain’t I a Woman?’ It was the question asked by the American freedom fighter and previously enslaved woman, Sojourner Truth, when she gave a speech of the same title at a women’s right’s convention in Ohio in 1851. Truth presented some of the richest and most piercing paradoxes to her audience by saying:


That man over there says that women need to be helped into carriages, and lifted over ditches, and to have the best place everywhere. Nobody helps me any best place. And ain’t I a woman?

Look at me! Look at my arm. I have plowed [sic], I have planted and I have gathered into barns. And no man could head me. And ain’t I a woman?

I could work as much, and eat as much as any man – when I could get it – and bear the lash as well! And ain’t I a woman?

I have borne children and seen most of them sold into slavery, and when I cried out with a mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me. And ain’t I a woman?[5]



The paradox in Sojourner Truth’s ‘Ain’t I a Woman?’ addresses both the contradictions of being excluded from the category of womanhood due to her race and the broader contradictions inherent in what it means to be a woman. Truth challenges the assumption that to be a woman is to be weak and in need of protection, as expressed in the belief that women are damsels in distress who must be helped into carriages and lifted over ditches. Yet, at the same time, she presents herself as stronger than the men who define those convictions: a woman who can plough fields, bear the lash, and endure hardships, yet still not be recognised as fully woman. She then adds another layer by expressing her grief as a mother whose children were sold into slavery – yet no one but Jesus hears her. The paradox here is double: womanhood is portrayed as both fragile and resilient, vulnerable and invincible, but if you are black, these traits still don’t affirm your womanhood.

Truth’s paradox reveals the layers of exclusion and contradiction that black women in antebellum America faced, challenging the audience to rethink both race and gender. Similarly, I ask ‘Can feminism be African?’ to question not only the intersections of African and female identity, but also what it means to be African in the first place. Just as Truth’s womanhood is thwarted because of her race, African identity too is often defined in ways that obstruct an empowering understanding of what it means to be African. Within African identity, moreover, the experience of being a woman is even more compromised. Much like Truth’s question, the central question of this book unsettles assumptions about identity and belonging.

You can think of the paradox in the question ‘Can feminism be African?’ like the ‘Ship of Theseus’ story, where ancient Athenians gradually refurbished the worn-out vessel one part at a time. Eventually the question arose: if all the parts of the ship are replaced, piece by piece, is it still the same ‘Ship of Theseus’? Similarly, once you ask whether feminism can be African, it becomes necessary to explore what you mean by African, what you mean by feminism, and even what the tiny but profound word ‘be’ in the title question represents.



Before we jump straight in and look at the implications of Africa, Feminism and Being in the following corresponding sections, I’d like to share a few words on the writing of this book as the process also informs the content. Some mornings I’d wake up and feel it would be too painful to continue writing it. Someone had asked me what the book was about and its ‘topic’, and I wanted to say: ‘It doesn’t have a topic, it has a “wound”.’ I began to imagine the question: ‘Which wounds are you writing about?’. Other days I could barely wait to explore the captivating worlds I was articulating.

I was aware, as I wrote, of an oscillating, contradicting relationship to the work, even as I also feared reaching a limitation where I could no longer find new parts to replace the old Theseus-like ones that supported me. The speed of the shifting world and the political effects of this seismic shifting, juxtaposed with the timeless and immemorial commitments of the non-conforming woman to freedom, liberation, transcendence, awakening – you name it – has always been challenging to reconcile, but it now was full of traps. I felt like Tom in Tom and Jerry: as soon as I thought I had a strategy to capture the tiny mouse, I instead became its victim. A word like ‘resistance’, which only yesterday seemed to mean one thing, had seemingly overnight come to mean something entirely different. I found that hiding beneath the language of resistance, to stay with the example, were shadows, elements of market economics, neocolonial developmental-speak and patriarchal dogmas that are adversarial to the cause of resistance.

Don’t get me wrong, the language of resistance still plays a vital role in social change. There is no doubt about that. Think of resistance groups and freedom fighters such as the Black Panthers, the Contras in Nicaragua, the Zapatistas, Frelimo in Mozambique, Malcolm X, or Patrice Lumumba, who all opposed imperialism, state tyranny and dictatorship using various forms of resistance, such as civil disobedience, guerrilla warfare and physical defiance. It is no accident that the actions of such political dissidents are defined as ‘resistance’ – a term stemming from the clandestine networks that emerged in the Second World War – and resistance movements have gone to war against the social order.

But in the current moment, with all its risks of co-option and elite capture, and where even political dissidents are frequently faced with allegations of sexism, homophobia and transphobia, and use their authority and power to undermine critical opinion, or where organizations championing radical change are also corrupt, and where allies claim solidarity while perpetuating privilege, the conventional language of resistance is more complex and to some degree unsuitable for the aims of African feminism in our times. When we talk about ‘technologies of resistance’, for instance – referring to the same technologies that also reinforce and enlarge the problems of militaristic capitalism, patriarchy, classism and heteronormativity – it makes this a treacherous path to change. I sought some other quality, something that destructive mechanisms had not co-opted, and which was apt for the glitches to the foundation presented by African feminism.

But I found a way to navigate the vessel at every turn: language. I ultimately realised that the waves of doubt and insecurity, on the one hand, and rapture, on the other, also nourished the spirit of paradox that I had invited to shape my words. In that tension, a voice whispered from the depths of my worries and vexations, urging me not
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