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Prehistory. History. Post-history. It is evidence of the arrogance of occidental
culture and discourse that even the concept of history should be turned into a
colony whose borders, validities, structures and configurations, even life tenure
are solely and entirely decided by the West. This way history is constructed as
a validating privilege which it is the West’s to grant, like United Nations
recognition, to sections, nations, moments, discourses, cultures, phenomena,
realities, peoples. In the past fifty years, as occidental individualism grew with
industrial hyperreality, it has indeed become more and more the privilege of
individual discourses and schools of thought to grant, deny, concede, and retract
the right to history. Time and history, we are instructed, are no longer given.
Indeed history is to be distinguished from History, and the latter reserved for
free-market civilisation, which, depending on the school of thought, would either
die or triumph with it. Though they both share a belief in consolidating
systematisation as a condition of historicism, Francis Fukuyama in the 1980s, and
Arnold Gehlen in the immediate post-Nazi period differ on the specificities of
the question. While on the one hand Fukuyama believes that the triumph of free
market systematisation over regulated economies marks the end of History,
Gehlen and the subsequent school of post-Nazi pessimism posited that the
triumph of liberal democracy over fascism marked the end of History and the
beginning of Post-histoire.

In both cases what comes out very clearly, despite the fundamental differences
which define and preoccupy the discourse on the fate of History, is the
consignment of the rest of humanity outside the Old and New West into
inconsequence. For Gehlen, who had a better and stronger sense of history as
well as intellectual integrity than Fukuyama can claim, the entirety of humanity
was victim to a universal syncretism which subverts the essence of history. For
Fukuyama this universality is to be taken for granted, although the majority of
humanity is indeed, factually and historically speaking, hardly strictly subject
to liberal democracy. Humanity is synonymous with the Group of Seven and
the Eastern Europe. Under Reaganism-Thatcherism even the spacial definition
of history severely retracts to the Pre-Columbian.
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The contest for History is central to the struggle for a redefinition and eventual
decimation of centrism and its engendering discourse. Without restituting History
to other than just the Occident, or more accurately, recognising the universality
of the concept of History while perhaps leaving its specific configurations to
individual cultures, it is untenable and unrealistic to place such other temporal
and ideological concepts as Modernism, Modernity, Contemporaneity,
Development, in the arena. If Time is a colony, then nothing is free.
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Premodernism. Modernism. Postmodernism. For the West erase Premodernism.
For the rest replace with Primitivism. It is tempting to dwell on the denial of
modernity to Africa or cultures other than the West. The underlying necessity
to consign the rest of humanity to antiquity and atrophy so as to cast the West
in the light of progress and civilisation has been sufficiently explored by scholars.
If not for the continuing and pervading powers and implications of what Edward
Said has described as structures of reference, it would be improper to spend time
on the question. It is important to understand that while counter-centrist discourse
has a responsibility to explore and expose these structures, there is an element
of concessionism in tethering all discourse to the role and place of the outside.
To counter perpetually a centre is to recognise it. In other words discourse —
our discourse — should begin to move in the direction of dismissing, at least in
discursive terms, the concept of a centre, not by moving it, as Ngugi has
suggested, but in superseding it. It is in this context that any meaningful
discussion of modernity and ‘modernism’ in Africa must be conducted, not in
relation to the idea of an existing centre or a "Modernism” against which we must
all read our bearings, but in recognition of the multiplicity and culture-specificity
of modernisms and the plurality of centres. The history of development in African
societies has metamorphosed quite considerably over the centuries, varying from
the accounts of Arab scholars and adventurers as well as internal records of
royalties and kingdoms, to the subversive colonialist narratives and
anthropological mega-narratives. Recent times have witnessed revisions in earlier
texts, and a growing willingness to admit the shortcomings of outsider narratives.
Countering discourses have replaced history, with all its inconsistencies and
vulnerabilities, in the hands of each owning society, and shown how carefully
we must tread.
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It is equally in the above light that the concept of an African culture, or an
Africanity, which is quite often taken for granted, is problematic. It seems to me
that we cannot discuss an African modernity or ‘'modernism” without agreeing
first on either the fictiveness of ‘Africanity’ or the imperative of a plurality of
‘modernisms’ in Africa.

Of course one may well be wrong here. Yet it is to be recognised that, like
Europe, the specificities of which are still in the making and the collective history
of which does not date earlier than Napoleon — the idea of Rome and Greece
is dishonest — Africa is a historical construct rather than a definitive. Many have
argued, prominent among them the Afrocentrist school, the antiquity of a Black
or African identity, an argument which falls flat upon examination. On the other



hand, history reveals the necessity for such unifying narratives in the manufacture
of cultures of affirmation and resistance. The danger in not recognising the
essential fictiveness of such constructs, however, is that a certain fundamentalism,
a mega-nationalism, emerges — all the more dangerous for its vagueness — which
excises, elides, confiscates, imposes and distorts. Some will argue that history,
after all, is perception, in other words, distortion. But if we were to accept this
wholesale and without question, we would have no business trying to ‘correct’
history, unless, also, to correct is merely to reconfigure, to counter-distort.

We already recognise the dangerous potential of such fictions in the hands of
the invading outsider. The spate of pseudo-scholarly interest in ‘African’ life,
culture and art during and immediately after colonialism illustrates this. While
in the beginning the totalising construct was employed to underline the peculiarity
of the “savage’ mind and thus justify outsider intervention, it has continued to
be in use in justifying the changing face of that mission. From redeeming
Christianity to salvage anthropology, it has remained essential to maintain this
invention. Indeed, the need seems greater now than ever before as the collapse
of colonialism and the rise of contesting discourses place anthropology, the
handmaid of Empire, in danger. Anthropology’s crisis of relevance, coupled with
characteristic Western career opportunism, has necessitated the gradual re-
invention of a singular and unique Africanity worthy of the Outside Gaze. The
new manufacture finds ready clients in scholars, policy makers, non-governmental
and aid organisations seeking objects of charity. Unless there is a singular
Africanity, distinct and doomed, how else do we justify the pity which must put
us ahead and on top? If the Other has no form, the One ceases to exist? It is
for this reason that recent Outsider texts on African culture remain only extensions
and mild revisions of existing fictions. To undermine the idea of The African is
to exterminate a whole discursive and referential system and endanger whole
agendas.
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The history, or histories, of what we severally refer to as ‘'modern” or
‘contemporary’ ‘African’ art illustrates the above problems and dangers. From
the point when it became acceptable to speak of a "history of contemporary
African’ art, attempts at this history have run into often unacknowledged tight
corners by ducking into the safety of earlier fictions of ‘Africa’. The most obvious
manifestation of this is in the seeming racio-geographical delineation of the
‘African’, which, we are often told, basically refers to sub-Saharan Africa. The
obvious intent of this definition, of course, is to distinguish the African from the
Arab, although the spacial boundaries specified by the register, sub-Saharan,
effectively ridicule this intent. A less apparent intent, and indeed a more important
one, is to place the Arab a notch above the ‘African” on the scale of cultural
evolution.

It is sufficient not to question this intent here, but to point out that the signifying
register proves grossly inadequate. Not only does it wholly ignore the impossibility
of hard edges between cultures and societies in the region it describes, and the
long history of Arab-Negro interaction, together with all the subtleties and
undecidables of racial translations, indeed the impurity of designates, it equally
ignores internal disparities within the so-called ‘African” cultures. To play on the
surface, it is never quite clear where East Africa fits on this cultural map of Africa,
given not only the territorial problems of locating Somalia below the Sahara, but



also of eliding Zanzibar’s long history of Arabisation. In a significant sense, then,
the construction of a ‘sub-Saharan’ Africa not only ignores geographical
inconsistencies but equally ignores accepted discursive positions in the West which
not only recognise the triumph of History as the Impure but underlie the
construction of Europe.

We see double standards. But that is hardly the most important point. We also
find that essential tendency to ignore indigenous historical perceptions and
constructs. The Outsider, whether occidental scholarship or Diasporic Negro
discourse, quickly established delineations without acknowledging the possibility
that these may not be shared by those whose histories are at the centre of
discourse.

On the other hand, what we see are not double standards at all but a consistent
referent. For, when we examine the continual construction of Europe such
discrepancies are equally apparent. The most interesting examples are the ready
admission of Israel into Europe and the struggle to exclude Turkey. In other
words, in the end, the use of the designate, ‘sub-Saharan’ in the definition of
the ‘African’ is only a cheap ruse masking other, less innocent referents. The
bottom is not only race, but history as well. History as vassal.

Needless to say, white people in South Africa, Asians in Uganda, as well as
other diasporic populations and communities, fall outside of this definition.
Cultural Africa, therefore, is no longer contained by that lame composite, sub-
Saharan, which now needs a further qualifier: ‘excluding white [South] Africans’.
But then, how would the Outside justify the condescension toward Africans, or
its employment of The African in the satisfaction of its need for the exotic, if Arabs,
with their ‘long history” of civilisation, or white [South] Africans were to be part
of that construct?

On the political front, however, arguments have been stronger on the side of
an all-embracing Africanity which supersedes disparities and differences and
aspires towards the construction, not invention, of a new and credible Africanity.
This is the position of Nkrumah's Pan-Africanism, and remains the ground
argument of the Pan-African movement. Culturally, the argument is not only
to recognise a plurality of Africanities but also aspire towards the active
formulation of a singular African ‘identity’, somewhat along the lines of Pan-
Europeanism and the construction of the West. For Outsider cultural historians
and culture brokers, however, such strategies must be reserved for Europe.
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For the African cultural historian, the problems here are plenty. For instance,
based on the above construction of Africa, it is increasingly fashionable to begin
the history of ‘modern’ or so-called contemporary art in Africa from the turn of
the last century, that is, from the Nigerian painter Aina Onabolu. On the other
hand, earlier practitioners of ‘modern” art exist in the Maghreb and Egypt, and
strains of,’'modernism” are discernible in the art of white South Africans from
earlier than Onabolu. Also, if “African’ is a race-specific qualification, it would
be proper to remember that artists of Negro descent were practising in the
contemporary styles of their time in Europe and America much earlier than the
turn of the century. Where then does one locate the break with the past which
the idea of a ‘modernism’ insinuates? In discussing ‘modern’ African art, does
one continue to exclude half the continent? Is it realistic, otherwise, to discuss
a modern culture that defies existing invented boundaries? Are there grounds



in the present, which did not exist in the past, to justify a unifying discourse,
or is it safer to pursue a plurality of discourses? Along what specific lines must
such discourses run? Or shall we merely conclude, like Anthony Appiah,* on
the fictiveness of a singular cultural identity?
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Several other problems and questions hinge on the above. If, after all, we reject
the “sub-Saharan’ qualifier, we effectively subvert a host of other qualifiers and
paradigmatic premises. The ‘peculiarities” and particularities attributed to ‘sub-
Saharan” art which in turn sustain temporal and formalistic categorisations become
untenable. Such conveniences of Outsider scholarship as the ‘problems of
transition’ from the “traditional” or the ‘African’ to the modern, or the question
of Africa’s ‘identity crisis” and concern over the endangerment of ‘authentic’
African culture, all prove very problematic indeed. If Africa is not some easily
definable species or category that yields to anthropology’s classifications and
labels, neither are its cultural manifestations.

‘Transition” from ‘antiquity’ to the modern ceases to amaze and exoticise or
evoke voyeuristic admiration or pity because antiquity ceases to exist. The
supposed distress of Africans caught in a no-man’s land between Europe and
their ‘authentic’ selves becomes a lot more difficult to locate or explicate.
Ethnographic categories usually applied with ease to sequester ‘African’ culture
into temporal boxes are no longer easy to administer. What, for instance, would
we qualify as “transitional” art in Egypt that we cannot locate in Spain? What
is client-driven art within the minority community of South Africa? How easily
would we lament the ‘corrosive influences’ of Europe on the Somali of the
Northern coast?

That is to pull one leg from the stool. In strict discursive terms, of course, none
of the categories, delineations and constructs mentioned above has any relevance
even within the context of a delimited ‘Africa’, especially since none of them is
ever applied in the description and study of Europe or the West. African scholars
could have bought into any of them, and indeed still do, but that is hardly the
issue. The point, instead, is that such constructs as sequester specific societies
and cultures and not others emanate from less innocent structures of reference
the briefs of which are to create foils and negations of the Occident. So we can
speak about ‘transitional” art in Africa, and never in Europe. We may speak of
‘Township” art in Africa, or at times of “popular art’, and these would connote
different forms and manifestations from those in Europe. We may qualify nearly
a century of artforms in Africa as ‘contemporary’ while applying the same term
to only a strain of current art and discourse in Europe. We may take modernism
in Europe for granted and have great difficulty in finding the same in Africa.
The assimilation of Outsider culture into European art is considered the most
significant revolution of its time while the same is bemoaned in Africa as a sign
of the disintegration and corrosion of the native by civilisation. Or, on the other
hand, Africans are to be patted on the head for making a ‘successful transition’
into modernity. Why, whoever thought they could emerge unscathed!

To discuss the ‘problems’ of modernity and modernism in Africa is simply to
buy into the existing structures of reference which not only peculiarise modernity
in Africa but also forbode crisis. What needs be done is to reject that peculiarisation
and all those structures and ideational constructs that underlie it.
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To reject the exoticisation of Africa is to destroy an entire world-view carefully
and painstakingly fabricated over several centuries. This is the imperative for any
meaningful appreciation of culture in Africa today, and it would be unrealistic
to expect it easily from those who invented the old Africa for their convenience.
It dismisses an existing discourse and signifies a reclaiming process which leaves
history and the discursive territory to those who have the privileged knowledge
and understanding of their societies to formulate an own discourse. This is not
to suggest an exclusionist politic, but to reassert what is taken for granted by
the West and terminate the ridiculous notion of the ‘intimate outsider’ speaking
for the native. It recognises that there is always an ongoing discourse and the
contemplation of life and its socio-cultural manifestations is not dependent on
self-appointed outsiders.

Otherisation is unavoidable, and for every One, the Other is the Heart of
Darkness. The West is as much the Heart of Darkness to the Rest as the later
is to the West. Invention and contemplation of the Other is a continuous process
evident in all cultures and societies. But in contemplating the Other, it is necessary
to exhibit modesty and admit relative handicap since the peripheral location of
the contemplator precludes a complete understanding. This ineluctability is the
Darkness.

Modernity as a concept is not unique. Every new epoch is modern till it is
superseded by another, and this is common to all societies. Modernity equally
involves, quite inescapably, the appropriation and assimilation of novel elements.
Often these are from the outside. In the past millennium the West has salvaged
and scrounged from cultures far removed from the boundaries which it so
desperately seeks to simulate. The notion of tradition, also, is not peculiar to any
society or people, nor is the contest between the past and the present. To configure
these as peculiar and curious is to be simpleminded. It is interesting, necessary
even, to study and understand the details of each society’s modernity, yet any
such study must be free from the veils of Darkness to claim prime legitimacy.
To valorise one’s modernity while denying the imperative of transition in an Other
is to denigrate and disparage.

The West may require an originary backwoods, the ‘Heart of Darkness’ against
which to gauge its progress. Contemporary discourse hardly proves to the
contrary. However, such darkness is only a simulacrum, only a vision through
our own dark glasses. In reality, there is always a lot of light in the ‘Heart of
Darkness’.
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