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ABSTRACT

In May 2012 Curate Africa — an ongoing project centered on photography and curation in Africa -
was pre-launched at the University of Cape Town (UCT) within the University’s Africa Month
Celebrations. The project aimed- conceptually and visually - to re-imagine, re-image and re-envision
Africa from within Africa and through the lenses of Africans. While this research began as an
examination of Curate Africa, the project became a heuristic device through which | began exploring
how UCT, on a day-to-day basis, negotiated and continues to negotiate its African identity. In this
respect, this dissertation illustrates how Curate Africa and its project leaders - who are also
academics within the University - problematised the study and representation of Africa through the
intentions of their project, through their individual scholarly pursuits - where they attempt to re-
imagine the study of Africa(ns) and through the tight scholarly networks that they formed through
their scholarly inclinations. Furthermore, this dissertation offers an historical account of the African
Studies at UCT as well as an ethnographic account of how the developments and debates around the
formation of the “New School” (2012) and around UCT’s Afropolitan ambition unfolded within the

University and affected those operating in the departments concerned.

The principle argument within this dissertation is that projects, however flexible and decolonial in
intention, cannot escape being projections of the project leaders’ imaginings. Furthermore,
projections and ideas of Africa (Mudimbe, 1994) are shaped by perceiving Africa from particular
vantage points and within particular contexts laden with histories and complex presents.
Perceptions of what “Africa” means and in the case of this research what postcolonial African
Studies means continue to be debated from different vantage points within UCT. By and large, this
ethnography therefore articulates the scale and challenges of knowledge production centred on the
continent in general but, more specifically, the complexities embedded in knowledge production

that seeks to be decolonial in its very nature.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introducing Curate Africa

In 2012, a project called Curate Africa was set up at the University of Cape Town (UCT). The

pampbhlets produced for the project offered the following description of the project:

Curate Africa is an online photographic exhibition curated across several themes
that re-image Africa today. It takes place in the virtual space of the worldwide
web, seeks to solicit images and participation from photographers using cameras
and other virtual recording devices, such as mobile phones, across the continent.
Curate Africa is a major project of photography and curation, encompassing the
whole of Africa. It makes use of new technology to allow for new approaches as
to how we think about Africa. It sets out to mark a departure from histories of

representation concerned with African people, places and realities.

The rationale of the project, as offered by Curate Africa, was:

Historically, African people, places and realities were frequently constructed
through an external, objectifying gaze. Visual tropes and regimes — particular
ways of looking — became a way through which the West constructed and
mediated an image of Africa. We stand at a point where technological advances
offer the possibility of radically new kinds of practices. The spread of cell phone
cameras has allowed photography to be incorporated into the practice of
everyday life. Social media allows for unprecedented levels of connectivity.
Curate Africa is about locating and celebrating these new visualities, not
connected to the fetishization of the camera and an objectifying gaze. It is about
celebrating everyday life: finding the creative force in the ordinary. It is about
using the resources of the imagination to re-frame the present and re-envision
the future. It is about crossing boundaries and creating new possible grounds for
new forms of community. Most of all, it is a celebration about being African
today. Curate Africa celebrates the local, in a context in which points of reference

have so often been derived from elsewhere. We encourage photographers and



curators to reach beyond colonial and postcolonial dichotomies and narratives of

development, and all of the other frames that constrain imagination.

The arguments and points raised about the historical representation of Africa within Curate Africa’s
rationale have been widely acknowledged and debated by numerous scholars. The fact that visual
representations of Africa and Africans, especially by non-Africans, have tended to nativise,
caricature, objectify, “other”, exoticise and homogenise Africa has been underscored particularly in
postcolonial scholarship on Africa (Downey, 2005; Mudimbe, 1994; Nuttall, 2006 et al). Furthermore,
these representations have tended to characterise Africa as the proverbial Heart of Darkness and
represent Africans (and African aesthetics) as primitive, tribal, a spectacle, and without elements

worth celebrating (Mafeje 1998; Nuttall 2006 et al).

The overarching theme of the project, as stipulated by the project, was “Curate Africa: An
ordinary/extraordinary repertoire of Africa”. There were, however, fourteen sub-themes intended to
guide both the photographs submitted as well as the curation. These sub-themes were: 'Working
Lives', 'Ordinary Heroes', 'African Cities', 'Bodies in Motion', 'Bodies in Translation', 'Greening Africa’,
'A Place Called Home', 'At Play', 'Roots and Routes', 'Nature/Culture', 'Ordinary Spaces', 'Ritual and

Worship', '"Mapping the Imagination: Thinking Through Space' as well as 'Mirroring the Self’.

Curate Africa was conceived by Dr Siona O’Connell and led by two project leaders, O’Connell and
Professor Nick Shepherd. The two project leaders are® academics based at UCT — over and above
being affiliated with the project. The University of Cape Town is a tertiary institution located at the
tip of the African continent, in South Africa. The project was “pre-launched”? through the University
on the 25" May 2012, on Africa Day. The pre-launch formed part of UCT’s core Africa Month
Celebrations of 2012: a month-long, University-wide programme that ran in May 2012 - thus
expanding the usual day-long Africa Day programme that UCT had previously hosted. The Africa
Month Celebrations formed part of the University’s efforts to become and showcase that it is an
Afropolitan university, i.e. a university that aspires to embrace its African identity and play a

significant role on the continent.

! While Curate Africa is described in past tense, those descriptions that remained unchanged at the time of
submitting the dissertation (such as the project leaders being academics at UCT) are written in present tense
to indicate that continuity.

2 “pre-launch” was the name given to the event by the project.
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In preparation for the pre-launch a logo for the project, a virtual gallery blueprint and a video
describing Curate Africa and explaining its aims were created by a team from City Varsity under the
direction of Curate Africa. City Varsity is the “School of Media and Creative Arts” with campuses both
in Cape Town and Johannesburg. The CityVarsity Team, as | have chosen to call them, was from the
“Film, Television and Multimedia School” section of the Cape Town campus and comprised four
members: Ravon, Brandon, Pierre and Rhyder. In addition to the CityVarsity Team’s work, a website

(www.curateafrica.org) as well as Twitter and Facebook accounts were created for Curate Africa and

opened by one of Curate Africa’s partners, McNulty Consulting. Also, pamphlets that contained a

succinct version of the information found on the website and video were made.

Over and above the project’s rationale, Curate Africa additionally stated (on its website and
pamphlets), that it aimed to constitute new kinds of partnerships between photographers, scholars,
galleries, institutional partners, design professionals, arts activists and critics etc. While the project
intended to involve multiple partnerships, it was nonetheless a university- and more especially UCT-
based project strongly shaped by academic and UCT concerns. It aimed to partner with academic
institutions in several African cities, including Cape Town, Ibadan, Addis Ababa, Kigali, Port Louis and
Cairo. These academic institutions were described as “area specialists” responsible for heading the
project in their respective countries. The project further asserted that it intended to “position UCT as
the leading African academic institution in interdisciplinary scholarship on knowledge production of
Africa”. What’s more, some of the members on the advisory board of the project as well as some of

the project’s partners are located within UCT.

The project had six officially-noted project advisory board members during the course of my
ethnographic research and before the publically-presented version of the project underwent some
significant changes in February 2013.2 The six members were Professor Anthony Bogues (Brown
University), Professor Elizabeth Giorgis (Addis Ababa University), Professor Pippa Skotnes (Michaelis
School of Art and Centre for Curating the Archive, UCT), Benny Gool (Oryx Media), Fabian Saptouw
(Michaelis School of Fine Arts, UCT) and Mike van Graan (Arterial Network).

Curate Africa also had five official partners. Three of the partners, the African Centre for Cities (ACC),
Centre for Curating the Archives (CCA), and the Centre for African Studies (CAS) are situated within
UCT. The African Centre for Cities is a multi-disciplinary and multi-genre initiative located within the

Engineering and Built Environment faculty — although its presence extends into the public sphere

*The changes undergone by the project will be touched on in the postscript.
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through collaborations with various non-academic initiatives such as the multifaceted, pan-African
initiative, Chimurenga.* The ACC aims to highlight the importance of cities (especially in Africa),
explore sustainable urban developments that are in tune with the conditions within which cities are
located and explore ways to make cities sustainable for future generations.” CCA and CAS were
centres within which the project leaders are based as academics. They will be discussed in detail

further on within the dissertation.

The fourth partner of the project was McNulty Consulting. McNulty Consulting is a digital heritage
consultancy which aims to “help cultural institutions like museumes, libraries and archives to extend
their reach by creating digital platforms that are tailored to achieving their goals.”® The consultancy
focuses on community-oriented projects, Web 2.0 technologies and open-source software in an

African context.

The last partner was Arterial Network. Arterial Network was headed by Mike van Graan who was
also one of the project advisors for Curate Africa. Arterial Network is an Africa-wide network of
organisations, individuals, companies, institutions and donors within the continent’s creative and
cultural sectors.” The Network is administered from Cape Town but at the time of the fieldwork it
was attempting to decentralise its operations by setting up regional secretariats across the
continent. The aim of the Network is to establish a dynamic and sustainable “African creative civil
society sector engaged in qualitative practice in the arts in their own right, as well as in a manner
that contributes to development, to human rights and democracy, and to the eradication of poverty

»8

on the African continent.”® Through Arterial Network’s network of over one hundred artists and

cultural organisations in Africa, Curate Africa aimed to publicize itself and reach its goal of collecting

30 000 images of Africa taken by the “ordinary person”.’

1.2 Research Focus

1.2.1 BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH QUESTION

As is common and often likely in anthropological research, the research question that | proposed

changed significantly while conducting my research. The change of the question alone is not of as

* See African Cities Reader (http://www.africancitiesreader.org.za for more information on ACC and

Chimurenga’s project.

> ACC: http://africancentreforcities.net/ (accessed 11 July 2012).

® McNulty Consulting website: http://www.mcnulty.co.za/about/ (accessed on 30" October 2012)

7 Arterial Network website: http://www.arterialnetwork.org/about/vision (accessed: 30 October 2012)
® Ibid

% Extracted from the Curate Africa pamphlet.
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much importance the factors that precipitated the changes: the terms of engagement - stipulated by

my research participants - that necessitated that | redirect the focus of my research.

Since the project was in its conceptual phase, | initially proposed to do research on the
conceptualisation and launching of Curate Africa. My primary research question was “What are the
ideas of ‘Africa’ and ‘curation’ against and within which, Curate Africa is working?”. The auxiliary
guestions were: “What range of meanings are embedded within these concepts of ‘Africa’ and
‘curate’?”, “What do the project leaders understand to be the significance of curating the continent
of Africa photographically?” and “What does it mean to curate the continent from within the
University of Cape Town and from South Africa?”. The assumption that guided my asking of these
qguestions was that the ideas of “Africa” and “curation” within Curate Africa, as well as the project’s
location in an institution like UCT would shape the kinds of partnerships the project would seek to
establish and (re)negotiate and the activities which it would undertake. Moreover, the initial
research questions carried with them the assumption that | would be able to see the
conceptualisation of the project; that | would be present in meetings to hear the project leaders
conceptualise and brainstorm and therefore witness the concepts of “Africa” and “curation”
unfolding. | hoped, and assumed, | could produce an ethnography that explored and showed how
conceptually-challenging and politically-charged concepts such as “Africa” and “curation” would be

handled in a practical project established by academics from within UCT.

However, the explicit terms of my research imposed on me by the project leaders in a “terms of
engagement” meeting of 13" June 2012 - involving the two project leaders and me - necessitated a
change in research question and focus. At the meeting, the two project leaders stipulated that |
could not conduct my research in meetings and other private spaces where | imagined the
conceptualising and brainstorming of the project would take place. This meeting led to a change in
my research focus, and raised issues for my ethical considerations. The meeting, the concerns raised

therein and ethical consequences are all discussed in greater detail in Chapter Five.

From that point onwards, | began making note of the manner in which my research was being
overtly, warily and meticulously negotiated. The caution and precision with which my research was
negotiated foregrounded the fact that the academics-come-project-leaders and | occupied a shared
space. We were very distinctly citizens of the same society: a sameness in terms of the geographical
and intellectual spaces of UCT, the academy in general as well as the larger geographical spaces,

South Africa and Africa. However, what was also highlighted was the manner in which our close
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proximity - together with the inherent and inherited politics, history and entanglements between
anthropology, the Centre for African Studies and UCT’s engagements with Africa - became the

reason for the carefully-constructed informed consent.

Therefore, my research, especially my participant-observation, became centred on the encounters
with the project leaders where the terms of engagement were being negotiated. The primary focus
of my research centred on the manner in which the academics-come-project-leaders of Curate Africa
negotiated my research - seemingly informed by their relationships with, and perceptions of,
anthropology and the academy vis-a-vis the study and representation of Africa(ns). Their
reservations about my methodology led to a focus on the methodology becoming central to the

“fieldwork” itself rather than being a taken for-granted as the way of proceeding.

The change in research focus made my research both thrilling and challenging. Researching the
negotiations of the conditions of research asked and allowed me to reflect seriously upon seemingly
basic elements of my anthropological training such as informed consent, immersion, and speaking as
a novice anthropologist about highly-empowered participants. Furthermore, through my research |
interrogated notions of “anthropology at home” and studying Africa from within my own discipline.
My participants themselves also asked my research to be an exercise in questioning seemingly
straightforward terms such as “gate-keeping”. Thus, the necessitated change in research focus
allowed me to make issues such informed consent, anthropological discourse and methodology my

objects of study.

1.2.2 RESEARCH QUESTION

Curate Africa aspired to be an intervention in envisioning Africa differently. It was a project which
proposed to re-imagine and re-image contemporary, everyday, and local African people, places and
realities through photography and curation. The project also aimed to locate and celebrate new
visualities from within Africa. In order to achieve its objectives of envisioning Africa differently,
Curate Africa set out to mark a departure from histories of representation concerned with African
people, places and realities. These histories of representation were those which upheld an
“objectifying gaze”, those that perpetuated an image of a divided Africa, and those representations

constructed and mediated from outside of Africa.’® Furthermore, Curate Africa emphasized - both

' Once again, these terms and ideas were extracted from Curate Africa’s own description of itself: the
website, video and pamphlets.
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explicitly and implicitly - the significant role to be played by African academic institutions in

achieving its objectives.

These descriptions, the selected objectives of Curate Africa as well as our negotiations around the

terms of engagement all framed my research.

On the one hand, this dissertation investigates how Curate Africa problematised the study and
representation of Africa particularly when it was still in its conceptual phase between May 2012 and
December 2012, firstly, in the way it publically projected and initiated itself and, secondly, through
its engagement with an anthropological research project centred on it. In interrogating the latter,
this dissertation explores the challenges of using social anthropology to investigate a project whose
theoretical groundings and modes of enquiry are rooted within contemporary African Studies. In
examining both of these aspects, particularly the manner in which Curate Africa initiated itself, |

I”

consequently explore what | have chosen to call the “pre-curatorial” activities involved in setting up

the project.

On the other hand, this dissertation explores some of the complexities involved in engaging and
studying Africa from within the University of Cape Town, particular in light of the intra-institutional
dynamics between Social Anthropology and the Centre for African Studies. Researching Curate
Africa, in this respect, is a significant heuristic device and springboard from which this dissertation
explores the University’s day-to-day negotiations and engagements with postcolonial knowledge

production on Africa.

1.3 Research Methods

My research chiefly took place within the second half of 2012 from May onwards. As with any
ethnography a selection of methods were used within this study, including participant-observation.
That said, it is important to note that although my research started out as an exercise in
ethnography, as it progressed, | continued with the ethnographic work but also began to use it as a
heuristic device to enable me to think critically about the context of knowledge production in which |
was operating and already participating. Thus, this dissertation is not presented as a conventional
ethnography, but as an extended essay that uses an ethnographic project to explore aspects of
citizen anthropology and to reflect on some of the challenges of postcolonial knowledge production

in Africa.

14



With regards to participant-observation as a method within my research, it is vital to reiterate that
participant-observation, as | had envisioned it, was actively contested by the project leaders and the
contestation became part of the substance of the research itself. Thus, the few instances of
participant-observation and thick description that explicitly centred on Curate Africa are
complemented by the other ethnographic moments relayed as contextualising descriptions, i.e.
Africa Month and CAS Saga descriptions in Chapter Three, as well as those moments offered as a
member of the university society, i.e. Chapter Four and Five. | deal with this matter, in its fullest

complexity, in the body of the dissertation.

The most discernible instances of participant-observation explicitly connected to research on Curate
Africa included my participation in the mapping experience (discussed in detail in Chapter Six),
attending some of the Africa Month Celebrations 2012 and helping one of the main organisers of the
2012 Africa Month Celebrations to file the documents and photographs taken during the Africa
Month Celebrations. The “core events” within these celebrations — which took place on the 24" and
25" of May 2012 — were significant for this research especially because Curate Africa was pre-
launched as part of the core events. Participant-observation here included various, informal chats

during and after the events with people who had also attended.

Since the space in which my research took place was the university - where attending and engaging
in seminars, talks, workshops and conferences are forms of active participation in the university
culture and allow for observation - my participant-observation extended into these spaces. |
attended and participated in various seminars in which the project leaders, associates of the project
or people/subjects of interest were involved. The August 2012 seminar series run by Professor
Anthony Bogues (Curate Africa Advisory Board member and visiting, honorary professor at CAS at
UCT from Brown University); the Factory Seconds seminar (20" September 2012) in which O’Connell
was a panel discussant and Shepherd the moderator; and the Alumni talk about UCT’s elitism given
by Vice Chancellor Max Price were but some of the seminars | attended. These served as spaces
where | was further exposed to the academic works and ideas of the project leaders and project

affiliates.

With the intentions of enriching my research, | also participated (as a presenter, discussant and
observer) in the Archive and Public Culture (APC) Workshop in July 2012 as well as the Anthropology
of Southern Africa (ASNA) Annual Conference 2012. As a registered Master’s student and under the

supervision of Professor Carolyn Hamilton, it was also compulsory for me to attend the APC
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workshops.'! In the workshop and conference, | presented my preliminary research findings and
received feedback within the time allocated and in line with the differing yet customary practices of
preparation, presentation and discussion. Furthermore, | asked for and received permission from
participants at these events to use the feedback and succeeding discussions within my own research
in the similar manner that one would ethically ask for informed consent from an “informant”. | was
therefore fully immersed as a participant as well as an observer within the APC workshop and the
ASNA Conference. These two occasions of participant-observation in particular become
ethnographic moments. Similarly, the seminars and talks also served as ethnographic, participant-
observation moments. In fact, within the workshop, conference and seminars, my roles as a
Master’s student and an ethnographer coincided almost completely within these instances. This

conflation constituted the core challenge of my research.

Perusing the Curate Africa website, analysing the Curate Africa Video, joining Twitter in order to
follow the project’s public interactions also formed part of my research. By perusing the website, |
was exposed and had constant access to the publically-presented versions of Curate Africa. Daniel
Miller (2011), amongst other ethnographers such as graduate student, Adone Kitching (2011), has
argued that and demonstrated how virtual, social networking media such as Facebook have become
valid spaces for ethnographic research. The argument made by Miller, and supported by Kitching, is
that social networking mediums such as Facebook (and | add, Twitter), are spaces where (and
through which) people establish various networks (Kitching, 2011: 12). Furthermore, by attentively
engaging with the content on the website, video and Twitter | was interpolated as an audience

member.

Despite being an embedded participant in all these ways as well as being a very active participant
within the university society, | felt like what UIf Hannerz (2006) calls an “anthropologist by
appointment”; a term he adopted from Tanya Luhrmann (1996)." This primarily occurred where the
project leaders - in direct relation to Curate Africa - were concerned. The term “anthropology by
appointment” (and “appointment anthropology”) has been primarily used to describe the
anthropological method of “studying-up” or “side-ways” and used also by those who only have
limited, timed access to their research participants. Most of the time | spent with the people
affiliated with the project was scheduled and timed. | had a total of three meetings where at least

one of the project leaders was present as well as a brief meeting with Professor Bogues (August

' APC Workshop Guidelines: http://ww.apc.uct.ac.za/programme/research-workshop/
2 see: Luhrmann, Tanya. 1996. The good Parsi: the fate of a colonial elite in a postcolonial society. Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press.
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2012). | conducted a recorded interview with the CityVarsity Team and an unrecorded (participant’s
wishes) interview with one of the organisers of the African Month Celebrations. Furthermore, in line
with my “anthropology by appointment” status, much of the communication between my various
research participants (including but not exclusive to the project leaders) and me took place over

email.

In relation to a condition that | use that which was “publically-accessible”, | consequentially
pondered over the question: Is the researcher compelled to write participants into a dissertation as
one experiences them (for instance, in person | refer to the project leaders as Nick and Siona), in the
way research participants request (should they request) or in a way that indicates respect, formality
and/or distance? | was compelled to constantly be mindful of the fact that Shepherd and O’Connell
were highly independent participants who are very capable of speaking for themselves. Therefore, in
an attempt to use the “publically-accessible” and publically-presented personas of my participants
as well as an attempt to underscore how academics (especially as authors) are respectfully
addressed within the academic space (using their surnames), | have referred to Dr Siona O’Connell
and Professor Nick Shepherd by their surnames throughout the dissertation. This approach is also
intended to indicated that the participants in this project are independent and powerful within the
academic space, to imply the distance that existed between us despite the close proximity, over and

above signifying the common practice of address within our shared “school culture” (Guillory, 1993).

1.4 Ethics

Both the research and dissertation attempt to deal with the complex intra-institutional dynamics
between Social Anthropology and the Centre for African Studies as well as the complexities in
engaging Africa from within the University of Cape Town in the most mindful and sensitive way
possible. | attempt to adhere to the 2005 Anthropology Southern Africa (ASNA) Principles of Conduct
— which are also endorsed by UCT. Central to the ethical guidelines is the consideration and
protection of the well-being of one’s research participants as far as possible. In the case of this
research in particular, given that this dissertation is produced about and within the academic space —
where the project leaders are employed - the protection of my participants’ well-being includes both

their personal as well as professional well-being.

3 On the UCT website is a section that gives postgraduate students tips on “navigating the thesis”. Under this
section is a segment on “ethics and plagiarism” where Social Anthropology’s Ethical Guidelines are
recommended for all Humanities students studying “human subjects”.

See: http://www.humanities.uct.ac.za/hum/postgraduate/studies/navigatingthesis/plagiarism

17


http://www.humanities.uct.ac.za/hum/postgraduate/studies/navigatingthesis/plagiarism

The concerns raised and parameters set by the project leaders also provided me with ethical issues
to reflect upon and adhere to. The specific concerns raised within the meeting are discussed in detail
later in the dissertation and therefore there is also a delay is discussing some of the ethical

considerations and consequences of the terms stipulated.

Although within anthropology, using pseudonyms to ensure the anonymity of research participants,
is a common practice, | have not used them in this dissertation. This is so for at least two reasons.
The first reason is that even in the writing of my research proposal, which | tried to anonymise, it
was incredibly difficult to write about the details of the project without revealing the institution and
project that | was writing about. This dissertation contains details that are necessary for
contextualising the research and details that are quite particular to UCT, to the institution’s Centre
for African Studies as well as its department of Social Anthropology. For this reason, anonymity
would have been a counterproductive exercise. That said, there are one or two instances where |
have intentionally not specified the participant of whom | speak because it seemed necessary to do

SO.

The second reason | have not opted to use pseudonyms is because of the insistence (and therefore
permission) from Curate Africa to use that which is publically-accessible. This has also meant that |
have not actually been privy to much confidential material about the project. Furthermore, the
project is within the public domain and so too are works and names of the people involved with

Curate Africa.

1.5 Outline of Argument

In order to examine how Curate Africa problematises the study and representations of Africa as well
as explore some of the complexities involved in engaging Africa from within UCT, | have provided

five chapters which explore different aspects of these interrogations.

Chapter 2 is a literary exploration of three bodies of literature and theory that also serve as the
analytical foundations of this dissertation. The first body of literature explored — literature centred
on the anthropological theorising of the university - highlights how universities are complex spaces
occupied by multi-positioned and equally multifaceted people. As a theoretical underpinning, this

body of literature is essential since the research is based within UCT and serves as a springboard for
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the discussions on positionalities. The second theoretical underpinning is based on literary
examinations and critiques of simplistic understandings of “anthropology at home”. Using these
critiques, | advocate the use of the term “citizen anthropology” (Cheater 1987) — which fittingly
captures the complexities and multiple overlaps, networks and interests within this research.
Thirdly, | discuss the concept of curation. This discussion sets the tone for a later assertion about the

“pre-curatorial” activities involved in setting up Curate Africa.

Chapter 3 provides the background into the establishment of African Studies at UCT as well as the
intricate and complex relationship between African Studies and Social Anthropology within the
university. Furthermore, this chapter explores UCT’s general engagement with the study of Africa
and is thus central to the entire dissertation. Within this chapter, | discuss the “Mamdani Affair”
within the Centre for African Studies (1996-1998), the “CAS Saga” in the establishment of the “New

Ill

School” (into which CAS and Social Anthropology were incorporated in 2012) as well as UCT’s
Afropolitan Vision. This chapter uses both literature and ethnographic data to illuminate various

intricacies.

Chapter 4 is the positionalities chapter of the dissertation and its foremost objective is to situate
both myself and the project within the research. Here, | give more insight into the multiplex
academic positionings of the project leaders, Bogues and myself. Their senior status and my novice
positioning within my own research are underscored. The tight networks and overlaps amongst
members of Curate Africa, and our mutual intellectual interests are further underscored. In order to
demonstrate these overlaps and networks, the scholarship of the project leaders and Bogues is
briefly discussed. | demonstrate how members of Curate Africa had begun problematising particular
scholarly engagements and representations of Africa and how they had begun re-envisioning the

study of Africa even before the project was conceptualised.

Chapter 5 elaborates on the “terms of engagement”: the stipulations concerning my research. The
chief objective of this chapter is to show how Curate Africa problematises the study and
representation of Africa(ns) through its engagement with my anthropological research centred on it.
The primary argument is that Curate Africa’s attempts to re-imagine the representation of Africa(ns)
and depart from histories of objectifying representations informed how the project leaders engaged
with me. The project refused to endorse what they perceived as an orthodox, “fly on the wall”
anthropological study, it critiqued my desire to avoid a kind of participation | perceived as shaping

the very parts of the project | wished to study, and it subsequently demanded that | only use
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“publically-accessible” personas of the project and its members. In so doing, the project therefore
demonstrated and negotiated the kinds of representation they rejected and upheld where the study
of Africa(ns) is concerned. Their negotiation with me can be construed as an extension of the

project’s aims and project leaders’ scholarship.

Chapter 6 speaks directly to the question of how Curate Africa problematised the study and
representation of Africa through its self-representation and presentation. In the first instance,
Curate Africa problematised the representation of Africa(ns) through its presentation of itself as a
project intending to be an “intervention of envisioning Africa”. Curate Africa attempted to mark a
departure from certain histories of representation through its logo, the colours it specifically chose
to reject and use for the project, its themes and its call for a collective re-imagining of Africa from
within Africa. This chapter argues that Curate Africa is nonetheless, and inevitably, the projection of
the project leaders’ ideas of what Africa is and is not. Moreover, Curate Africa’s preparation for its
pre-launch and the processes undertaken for the project to initiate itself into the public realm were,

IM

| argue, “pre-curatorial” processes that will inform future actions of the project. Thus, while the
project leaders were deeply concerned not to replicate authoritative representations of Africa,
seeking to put that power in the hands of others and make the process of representation a collective
one, they inevitably set the terms of how this would happen. Pre-Curation, | suggest, is an act of

positioning that is itself powerful and significant.

Lastly, within the Conclusion | elaborate on the idea of “projects as projections” and argue that
inevitably all projections - or ideas of Africa (Mudimbe, 1994) — shape and confine the approach of
studying and engaging Africa. How Africa is perceived is shaped from the perceiver’s vantage point. |
also reflect and provide concluding thoughts on how this research has been both an interrogation of
how Curate Africa attempts to depart from particular histories and contemporary representations of
Africa but also how the University of Cape Town (as an institution and through its disciplines, centres
and other constituencies) has negotiated and continues to negotiate its African identity on a day-to-

day basis.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERARY AND ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

By and large, there are three theoretical frameworks guiding the analysis of my research. The first is
the idea of the university as a complex society which plays host to a variety of “amorphous”
research, intellectual and social networks and groupings both within the university space but also
beyond it (Price in Nhlapo & Garuba, 2012 and Becher & Trowler, 2001: 90-91). The second
theoretical underpinning of this dissertation, quite closely tied to the first, is the concept of a “citizen
anthropologist” as introduced by Angela Cheater (1987) and supported by Heike Becker, Emile
Boonzaier and Joy Owen (2005). This term, as will be argued shortly, seems to grasp more
competently the complexities involved in research conducted in a space shared (both physical and
intellectual) by both the researcher and those or that which is being researched. For this research
especially, | will suggest, the idea of citizen anthropology is more suitable description than concepts
such as “auto-ethnography”, “studying sideways” or “anthropology at home”. The third
underpinning of this dissertation is the idea that the role of a curator, even with its nuances, is

inevitably an authoritative one. The pervasive idea of “curator as author” is therefore upheld here.

2.1 The University

Anthropological studies focused on higher education institutions have used varying metaphors and
theories to explain the composition of these institutions as well as the social organisation of the
people who occupy these spaces. For the most part, the exploration of how academics organise
themselves, socialise and act within the academic space has been centred on their disciplinary
affiliations. Angela Brew (2008), notes that “anthropological metaphors used to explore academic
disciplines have become enshrined within the discourse of higher education and the idea that
disciplines are tribes occupying distinct territories has become part of everyday academic discourse
particularly since the publication in 1989 of Tony Becher’s influential book Academic Tribes and

Territories” (Brew, 2008: 424).

Becher’s metaphor may have been useful and influential in how anthropologists began researching
and speaking of their academic institutions. However, as universities became increasingly
interdisciplinary and affiliation moved between and beyond disciplines, the metaphor met much
criticism. The emphasis on fixed disciplinary identities of academics and disciplines failed to capture,
inter alia, the multiple, overlapping networks that existed as well as the external influences that

played a role in the running and functioning of higher education institutions. In her article
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“Disciplinary and interdisciplinary affiliations of experienced researchers”, Brew (2008) reflects on
research she carried out with senior academics centred on how they perceived their own identities
within higher education spaces. Through this research, Brew questioned both the anthropological

metaphors as well as the general understanding of disciplinary identities as firm and fixed.

Within the revised 2001 version of Academic Tribes and Territories, Becher together with Paul
Trowler, emphasise the amorphous nature of the social groupings and networks established within
and beyond the university (Becher and Trowler, 2001: 90-91). These networks, as acknowledged by
the authors, intertwine within the university and between universities but also reach into and
integrate people and institutions outside the academy (ibid). Trowler (2008) sees the university as
having multiple open, natural systems of social culture in operation which intertwine and affect each
other. Furthermore, he notes that there are broader social contexts that link to and affect the
university (Trowler, 2008). One model developed to explore the relationship between the university
and its broader social contexts, is the “triple helix” model. According to David Cooper, the term
“triple helix” was coined by Etzkowitz and his colleagues to describe research relations in the context
of knowledge-based societies (Cooper, 2011: 11). The “broader context” within this model includes
the state and industry. Cooper (2011: 10-12) introduced a fourth helix. He argues that civil society
should be seen as the fourth helix that affects and interlinks with universities and therefore the state

and industry too.

Throughout my research, and in reading literature where anthropologists have attempted to speak
of the university, it became increasingly clear that one cannot simply speak of “the university” as a
coherent, seamless entity. Moreover, it became clear that universities are multi-layered, complex
spaces inhabited by equally multi-faceted and multi-positioned people. Furthermore, it seems to go
without saying (although much shall be said on the matter within this dissertation) that university
spaces are drenched in complex, nuanced and sensitive politics and relationships. As the Vice
Chancellor of the University of Cape Town, Max Price, notes in his foreword to African Studies the
Post-Colonial University, “Universities always are, and always have been, complex institutions, with
many purposes, interests and constituencies that do not seamlessly align” (Price, 2012: iv). It is upon
the understanding that the university fosters multiple links and plays host to many differing
networks, purposes, individuals, interests and constituencies that this dissertation should be
understood especially in instances that UCT, CAS or Social Anthropology are mentioned as seemingly

uniform, coherent entities.
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2.2 “Citizen Anthropology”

Studies that have been carried out within physical or intellectual spaces shared by the
anthropological researcher and those whom she researches have often been deemed “anthropology
at home”, “auto-ethnography” or other terms such as “native anthropology”. Marilyn Strathern
(1987) defines “auto-ethnography” or “auto-anthropology” as anthropology carried out in the social
context which produces it (Strathern in Onyango-Ouma, 2006: 259). Definitions of these terms, to
varying degrees, connote familiarity and insiderness on the researcher’s part. Furthermore, as Kate
Weston’s argues, concepts such as “home” and “native” are homogenising terms which neglect the

varying types of nativity produced by different power relations and take for granted the complexities

of home (Weston, 1997: 167).

Anthropologists like Cheater (1987), Kirin Narayan (1993), Kath Weston (1997), Becker, Boonzaier &
Owen (2005), Hannerz (2006) and Washington Onyango-Ouma (2006) have used their research
experiences (as supposed “insiders” within their own fields and/or research focuses) to show that
“anthropology at home” is seldom — if ever — simple. Narayan (1993) asserts that there are degrees
of “insiderness”. She argues that binarised categories of positionality - such as insider/outsider,
observer/observed — should not be fixed nor understood and used inflexibly. Instead, she asks that
each anthropologist (at home or elsewhere) be viewed as possessing “shifting identifications amid a
field of interpenetrating communities and power relations” (Narayan, 1993: 671). Similarly,
Onyango-Ouma (2006) argues for a flexible conception of home (Oyango-Ouma, 2006: 252).
Furthermore, he argues that there are multiplex identities that exist in what is thought to be “home”
for anthropologists. Anthropologists’ main task, he argues, should be to examine the ways we are
situated in relation to the people we study while keeping in mind that relationships are complex and

ever-shifting in different settings (Oyango-Ouma, 2006: 259).

In September 2012, at the Anthropology Southern Africa (ASNA) Annual Conference 2012, the fact
that rigid dichotomies between insiderness and outsiderness, native and non-native anthropologists
or anthropology and auto-anthropology, tend to not be useful in the (southern) African context was
made clear. There were at least three rationales for the inapplicability of a staunch dichotomy.
Firstly, it was repeatedly highlighted within the conference that many (southern) African
anthropologists do ethnography in spaces considered “home”. In her address in the opening plenary
of the conference, Shannon Morreira pointed to there being a rising trend of anthropologists doing
anthropology in close proximity. She states: “there is an increasing tendency to do fieldwork close to

home, and to acknowledge and even appreciate the ways in which the field and the anthropologist's
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daily life can merge together and overlap” (Morreira, 2012: 102).* Still with reference to the
conference, the historian of anthropology, Andrew Bank, asserted that anthropologists like Monica

Wilson were also engaging in anthrop