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Preface
All over Africa, an explosion in cultural productions of various genres is in evidence.
Whether it be in relation to music, song, dance, drama, play, poetry, film,
documentaries, photography, cartoons, fine art, novels (fiction and faction), short
stories, essays and (auto)biography, the continent is experiencing a robust outpouring
of creative power that is as remarkable for its originality as its all-round diversity.
Home-made movies, including those from Nigeria’s Nollywood, and musical
outputs powered on the increasingly ubiquitous FM radio stations that have
become a core element of the fabric of contemporary Africa may be the most
visible aspect of the current efflorescence of cultural productions in Africa; they
are, however, by no means the only ones to have experienced a boom. Cartoons,
for instance, have come to occupy a new space and potency, encapsulating protest
and resistance, as does a new wave of popular comedies that speak truth to
power and allow people to laugh at themselves and their circumstances. Thus,
even as some old sites of cultural production may be declining, new ones are
being created in a dialectic that also suggests an end to the domination of the
cultural space by the state and the emergence of a new context of cultural pluralism
complete with its asymmetries and power relations.
It is perhaps significant that the contemporary cultural effervescence that has
come to the fore began to unfold in the context of the longest – and deepest –
economic crises which the African continent has known since the period after the
Second World War and which started in earnest in the late 1970s and early 1980s.
What is particularly interesting is that while practically every indicator of economic
development was declining in nominal and/or real terms for most of the continent,
cultural productions were, across the board, on the increase. Out of adversity, the
creative genius of the African produced cultural forms that at once spoke to
crises and sought to transcend them. It is a creative genius predominantly powered
by younger Africans who yesterday may have been tempted to seek formal
employment in a government service but today organize themselves, in response
to the context of prolonged economic crises, in a search for self-fulfilment that is
at once agonizing and liberating. While contemporary cultural productions do
not originate exclusively from the urban milieu, it should not be surprising that
the urban space and urban themes, in all their complexities, are dominant in the
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range of concerns that are covered. Contemporary cultural productions, among
the many functions they serve, are clearly engaged and critical chroniclers of a
rapidly changing Africa.
It might be understandable that during the course of the 1980s and 1990s,
much of the scholarly output in and on Africa concentrated on the dynamics of
the economic crises which the countries of the continent were experiencing, the
political economy of the structural adjustment programmes sponsored by the
international donor community to manage the crises, and the struggles for political
reform and democratization that came to the fore in the 1990s. Yet, through
cultural productions, ordinary people, drawing on history, cognition, everyday
experience, and the power of imagination, mirrored the contradictory ways in
which the context of crises and reform both impacted society and were felt by
individuals and groups. In this way, the productions were a potent commentary
on power, resilience, resistance, identity and citizenship in a season of painful
decline and slow renewal. The visibility of the cultural productions that flourished
was reinforced by the revolution in information and communications technology
that also helped them to travel beyond national boundaries into a global stream.
Yet, they were not seriously engaged by the scholarly community, at least, not
African social scientists.
The study of culture remains, however, as crucial today as it ever was. Studying
culture from an African perspective in the contemporary era is perhaps even
more pertinent. This is an era in which culture is a site that is much contested, and
increasingly commodified. This is an era in which there is a global market in
culture and cultural production; in which multinational corporate interests are
even seeking to generate monopolistic or oligopolistic copyright, patent and
intellectual property rights over cultural productions; and where lifestyles are
increasingly packaged for consumption and delivered wholesale into our living
spaces primarily through the television and internet. With such packages being
ever more easily accessible across the globe, it becomes particularly important
that we be attendant to the danger of falsely assuming familiarity that can
accompany the daily consumption of these cultural productions, and of the dangers
of presuming a knowledge of culture – by ourselves and others; of ourselves
and of others - that is devoid of history, a sense of location and place, and of
serious intellectual investment. Hence, the importance of such scholarly
intervention(s) as the Annual Social Science Campus of the Council for the
Development of Social Science Research in Africa (CODESRIA) and its other
initiatives such as the African Humanities Programme.
The current climate of cultural pluralism that has been produced in no small
part by globalization has not been accompanied by an adequate pluralism of
ideas on what culture is, and/or should be; nor informed by an equal claim to the
production of the cultural – packaged or not. Globalization has seen to movement
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and mixture; contact and linkages; interaction and exchange where cultural flows
of capital, people, commodities, images and ideologies have meant that the globe
has become a space, with new asymmetries, for an increasing intertwinement of
the lives of people, and, consequently, of a greater blurring of normative
definitions as well as a place for re-definition, imagined and real. Researching into
African culture and cultural productions thereof in this environment allows us,
among other things, to enquire into definitions, explore historical dimensions,
and to interrogate the political dimensions to presentation and representation.
Such research offers us the possibility of interventions that go beyond the
normative literary and cultural studies’ main foci of race, difference, and identity;
notions which, while important in themselves, might, without the necessary
historicizing and interrogating, result in a discourse that rather re-inscribes the
very patterns that necessitate writing against.
Understanding culture through rigorous research into cultural processes and
products, as some of the chapters in this volume seek to do, as well as seeking to
interrogate the representation of Africa by others and Africans, leads us in the
direction of creating work that re-defines – doing so by decoding, re-coding and
recording. The 2007 CODESRIA Annual Social Science Campus on the theme
of Contemporary African Cultural Productions offered a critical space for dialogue
among contemporary scholars of Culture and Cultural Production led by a highly
distinguished convenor, Valentin Y. Mudimbe, who generously deployed his vast
knowledge and experience to catalyse participants to question received wisdom
and assumptions, and explore new directions in researching and understanding
culture and development. He was also to skilfully guide the laureates of the Campus
to rework their thoughts, culminating in this volume which, in many ways, is a
first for CODESRIA and the community of scholars it represents. Without doubt,
this book will both bring to a broader audience, the rich debate in which participants
in the 2007 Campus partook and further extend discussions in new directions on
the key subjects they covered. In the end, it will be the distinct merit of the book
that it gives full meaning to the long-standing commitment by CODESRIA and
scholars such as Mudimbe to the increased privileging of the production of
holistic inter-disciplinary knowledge in which the social sciences not only speak
more to one another, but also to the arts, humanities, and other sciences.
Pinkie Mekgwe
Adebayo Olukoshi

0. C.A.CP_Prelim.pmd

15

24/10/2012, 17:25

0. C.A.CP_Prelim.pmd

16

24/10/2012, 17:25

