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A Summary of the Lecture (Prepared by Frieda Ekotto)

What is the African modern subject? In this presentation we would begin by sketching out a theoretical
framework for African modernity, through an examination of various writers who have already theorized on this
subject. Perhaps the most important theorist we would highlight here is V.Y. Mudimbe and his idea of “The
Colonial Library” which connects or outlines how African modernity has been necessarily defined by the grids
of historical oppression; in other words, that Africans have been defined by Western mythologies which
continue to dominate their lives today. This “Colonial Library” is the archive of knowledge on Africa that is
inevitably drawn from when any person speaks, writes or thinks about Africa today. It is also the central
resource, Mudimbe argues, that Africans need to return to and to excavate ideologically in order to rearticulate
epistemologies of Africa on their own terms.

In the Global South, it is possible to discuss a new generation of African women writers, in particular, which has
reconfigured the landscape of contemporary African literature, especially redefining the terms “home” and
“abroad.” Living and writing globally, their works are often marked by the occupation of multiple spaces. They
have moved into regions of gender politics and construct emotional landscapes and global settings that match
their writing styles.

In the arena of African philosophy, V.Y. Mudimbe’s primary contribution is concerned with how modern African
thought seems to basically be a product of the West. In his seminal work, The Invention of Africa: Gnosis,
Philosophy and the Order of Knowledge, Mudimbe raises key questions problematizing the epistemology of the
object of “Africa” and the African subject, such as: what does it mean to be an African, and where is the role of
Africa within modernity? His concerns are in many ways methodologically similar to what Edward Said has
done in Orientalism, except in an African rather than Middle Eastern context; in other words, Mudimbe shows
through his work how the West has accumulated knowledge about Africa in what he calls the “Colonial Library”
in which Africa appears as an imaginary landscape, invented and constructed by the West.
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