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      Opening

      
         
         In Search of the Afropolitan

         
      

      
      
         There’s a sense in which cosmopolitanism is the name not of the solution but of the
            challenge. A citizen of the world: how far can we take that idea? (Appiah 2007: xiii)
         

      

      As a quick Google search will demonstrate, to be Afropolitan in a global world of
         increased mobility is currently associated with much hype and accentuated market interest.
         An ambivalent restlessness is associated with the elusive Afropolitan who is featured
         as a confident, often spectacularly attractive, worldly, and profoundly itinerant
         African or person of African descent. The Afropolitan, it seems, is always about to
         arrive, yet also most likely soon about to leave. To be Afropolitan is arguably an
         effect of globalisation and late modernity. It is a mobile and decentred position
         that disavows earlier deeply hegemonic phases of modernity as it calls for a reorientation
         of ideas about Africa and African culture and identity. In the contemporary moment,
         the Afropolitan reaps recognition and empowerment from the opportunities that come
         from the radical changes in patterns of mobility, demography, and cultural and social
         organisation that globalisation processes have brought about. The Afropolitan, as
         Taiye Selasi has suggested in her widely disseminated 2005 essay ‘Bye-Bye, Babar (Or:
         What Is an Afropolitan?),’ is a twenty-first-century African ‘of the world’ who belongs
         to a ‘scattered tribe’ that has ‘set up camp around the globe’ (2005). The Afropolitan
         is rich in ‘cultural complexity,’ conscious of ‘the history that produced “blackness”’
         yet refusing to ‘oversimplify’ as ‘nothing is neatly black or white’ in a global world
         (2005). In other words, the Afropolitan will not be pinned down and contained by predetermined
         ideas about what it means to be African or of African descent. Indeed, Selasi argues,
         the Afropolitan wants to ‘complicate Africa’ (2005). Selasi’s essay opens with an
         Afropolitan mise-en-scène of ‘beautiful, brown-skinned people’ at the funky Medicine Bar in London. The women
         wear ‘enormous afros’ and are clad in ‘kente cloth worn over low-waisted jeans,’ the
         men show off ‘those incredible torsos unique to . . . African coastlines,’ and the
         scene teems with the vibrancy of a ‘London meets Lagos meets Durban meets Dakar’ hybrid
         mix (2005). The bar guests belong to a new generation of Africans, Selasi suggests,
         ‘coming soon or collected already at a law firm/chem lab/jazz lounge near you,’ and
         tips her readers that ‘[y]ou’ll know us by our funny blend of London fashion, New
         York jargon, African ethics, and academic successes’ (2005). When Selasi popularised
         the term ‘Afropolitan’ in her essay, she instantly struck a responsive chord with
         multitudes of young Africans, especially those of mixed origin, who were attracted
         to her energising redefinition and authentication of the hybrid African way of being
         in the world. In the years since 2005, the essay has gone viral on the Internet and
         it is in fact still a first hit for the search word ‘Afropolitan.’
      

      
      A more persistent Google search, however, will uncover a slippage between the trendy,
         eye-catching Afropolitan images that first appear on the screen and a significantly
         less enthusiastic concern that the current hype around everything Afropolitan obscures
         the continued struggles of most Africans to obtain their fair share of mobility and
         material or communicational access in the twenty-first-century global world. Selasi’s
         essay is, of course, not blind to how disadvantage often shapes African and black
         lives, but it insists on the need for a positive re-conceptualisation of what it means
         to be African in the twenty-first century, one that is actively and purposefully shaped
         by those who live hybrid lives themselves and have often felt sadly deprived by their
         in-between-cultures existences. For Selasi, to be Afropolitan is to name oneself in
         an entirely different way that draws on the specific cultural intelligence that comes
         with multi-local origins and which engenders an agency that comes from within the
         individual rather than one that may, or may not, be granted from without. Still, many
         commentators are worried that the politics of power and the concomitant realities
         of continued inequalities and exclusion are not sufficiently addressed in Afropolitan
         debates. On her ‘Diaspora Diva’ blog, Emma Dabiri finds the Afropolitan label ‘too
         polite, corporate, glossy [as] it reeks of sponsorship and big business with all the
         attendant limitations’ (2013). While such a critique specifically calls attention
         to the market and the media that trade in the Afropolitan as a profitable label, Minna
         Salami, on the other hand, embraces the ‘fresh energy’ (3 April 2013) inherent in
         the Afropolitan position. As she polemically asks on her ‘MsAfropolitan’ blog: ‘How
         dare Africans not simply be victims, but also shapers of globalisation and all its
         inherent contestations? How dare we market our cultures as well as our political transformations?’ (2013). While acknowledging market attempts at commodification,
         Salami contends that if employed as a ‘futurologist tool’ (18 February 2015), new
         configurations, such as an Afropolitan sense of being in the world, can provide alternative
         images of Africa and Africans that speak from the present moment into the future.
         When asked the question ‘What does it mean to be an Afropolitan?’ her response is
         that it is an enabling position with huge potential to address questions like ‘identity,
         citizenship, and African Zeitgeists’ in counter-discursive ways, adding the hope that ‘we’ll continue to see a development
         of Afropolitanism from a philosophical angle, as a lens for interpreting the world’
         (Salami in Marie 2014). Afropolitan ideas, in that sense, do come with a set of obligations
         to debunk outmoded images that keep Africans subservient to false presumptions that
         are not of their own making. 
      

      
      The Afropolitan position is obviously an unsettled one that prompts a host of quite
         difficult questions. Kwame Anthony Appiah’s question above may well be adapted to
         an Afropolitan context in which case we would ask a twenty-first-century African of
         the world: ‘How far can we take that idea?’ And in contemplating that open question
         it seems, indeed, constructive to borrow from Appiah’s conception of cosmopolitanism,
         too, and argue that Afropolitanism is ‘the name not of the solution but of the challenge.’
         If indeed to don an Afropolitan mask is the solution to all issues related to being
         African in a global world, then this would close the discussion before it had actually
         begun. But if approached as a challenge, Afropolitanism may be seen to open up a space
         for conversation and dialogues, for new debates and exchange of ideas. We adopt this
         approach in our book. Afropolitanism, we suggest, is best understood as a space of critical inquiry. 
      

      
      This book, however, is concerned with creative writing. Our focus is on the figure
         of the Afropolitan as he or she appears and performs in a selection of literary Afropolitan
         narratives published within the last decade. More precisely, it is about the itineracies
         of the Afropolitan figure in contemporary African diaspora literature; it is about
         movements, passages, encounters, and conversations as explored in chapters that all
         take a point of departure in endeavours to locate Afropolitan sensibilities in a host
         of intersecting geographical, cultural, social, and psychological contexts. It is
         a book that wants to go somewhere new in current debates about Afropolitanism, by
         searching for the figure of the Afropolitan as a nuanced and highly versatile agent
         operating in the vortex of contemporary cultural flows and currents—sometimes confirming
         ideas highlighted and celebrated in debates on Afropolitanism, at other times contesting
         such ideas, or at least adding considerable complexity to them. We thus pursue a ‘literary
         turn’ in the study of Afropolitanism by distinguishing between the ‘ism’ itself and
         its constituent agencies that bring into play what we may call the volatile human
         factor. We take a point of departure in the former, but are chiefly interested in
         the latter. There is, we argue, possibly no better realm within which to explore the
         dynamics of the human factor than literature, with its intrinsic capacity for experience
         taking by proxy and travelling along ‘as if’ routes in search of broader and deeper
         layers of meaning. Accordingly, the literary analyses offered in this book are deliberately
         avoiding the potential dogma or consensus implied by the suffix ‘-ism;’ instead we
         pursue the confluence of human practices, responses, and pursuits of dreams in literary
         narratives that invoke what we read as Afropolitan sensibilities. In effect, then,
         this book seeks to nuance our understanding of Afropolitanism through a multi-dimensional
         pursuit of human issues that cultural studies of Afropolitanism invariably pay less
         attention to, designed as they often are to posit general conditions or principles
         above individual experiences and affect. Our focus on the Afropolitan as a literary
         figure uncovers, we believe, the rich complexities inherent in Afropolitan positions
         that theory glosses over too swiftly and that critics of the term overlook.
      

      
      We have named our book In Search of the Afropolitan. While the title relates specifically to our endeavour to locate the Afropolitan
         as a literary figure, it also relates to the meaning of the term itself. In our re/search
         we have observed that while prominent scholars, critics, and bloggers debate current
         issues involving African (diasporic) identities under the rubric of Afropolitanism
         (even when they critique the term) without in fact rejecting its powerful presence
         in cultural debates, the creative writers whose work we discuss—almost indiscriminately
         marketed as ‘Afropolitan’—are far less confident that this label captures their own
         identities as storytellers and chroniclers of African lives. They all argue that they
         feel responsible to their characters and craft, not to the idea or ‘genre’ of Afropolitanism.
         Similarly, they suggest that while many of their Afropolitan characters are privileged
         in terms of mobility and opportunity, others are emphatically not, and so the term
         needs to be disseminated with a view to significant differences in experience. The
         globalised age in which we live, and of which Afropolitan culture is an effect, has
         its inner divisions, barriers, and obstacles that need to be recognised. In writing
         the book, we therefore found it pertinent to reflect on this inherent tension and
         to be in conversation with creative writers, scholars, and critics about the meanings
         they associate with Afropolitan ideas. These conversations appear as chapters 2, 6,
         and 7 and serve to contextualise and expand on the literary analyses we offer throughout
         the book. Creative writers are artists and, therefore, as they must, are keen to escape
         appointed labels and categories. We, however, are literary scholars and teachers,
         whose job it is to look for recurring ideas, motifs, tropes, or styles across a wide
         range of creative works. We can hardly do without denominations as they assist us
         in making intellectual sense of our research. What we all share, however, is scepticism
         about the usefulness of labels when they do not reflect an intrinsic quality or sensibility
         that is shared between artists and their creative work. Thus, when we employ the word
         ‘Afropolitan’ in this book, the term does not refer to a fixed or fixating label but
         to what we read as a specific feature of a character, context, or way of being. And
         as we do so, we are alert to Minna Salami’s comment that ‘what happens in [the Afropolitan]
         space is completely unpredictable because, just like every person, every “Afropolitan”
         who is involving herself with the space and interrogating it, will inevitably contribute
         to it in a different way because we are all different’ (chapter 6, ‘The Authors in
         Conversation with Minna Salami’).[1]   
      

      
      Any study needs to be conscious of its scope and aware of resulting limitations—and
         so is ours. The Afropolitan spaces explored in the following chapters are predominantly
         located in the African diaspora. Critics resident on the African continent often rightly
         point out that Afropolitan mobility need not at all include passages into the West
         and can just as well involve movements between African nations, regions, and metropolises.
         Nevertheless, our study considers primarily passages between Africa and the West and
         views Afropolitan stories from that angle as part of an intercontinental global phenomenon.
         This is potentially skewed and tipping a balance that ought to be observed, yet we
         strongly feel that our literary analyses would lack a proper foothold were we to extend
         the ground of our inquiry beyond the chosen one. Thus, our book considers but one
         part of a greater Afropolitan topography. Similarly, even if literary narratives come
         in many different genres and unfold in many different locations, we focus primarily
         on the genres of the novel and the short story and on narratives in which the African
         locations are sub-Saharan ones. Another more comprehensive study is needed to do full
         justice to the basic understanding in this book that Afropolitanism hinges on a ‘worlds-in-movement
         phenomenon’ (Mbembe 2007: 28) that does, of course, not observe such arbitrary boundaries.
         
      

      
      Apart from these limitations, however, the scope of our inquiry is open-ended in response
         both to the underlying premise that there can be no singular story about the Afropolitan
         experience and to our own gradual process of acquiring a fuller understanding of a
         contemporary field of study that is not at present well established. In ‘The Subject
         and Power,’ Michel Foucault suggests that ‘[m]aybe the most certain of all philosophical
         problems is the problem of the present time and of what we are in this very moment’
         (1982: 785). Rephrased slightly, our research for the book has drawn attention to
         how difficult it is to address properly and comprehensively topics thrown up in and
         by the present time and, by extension, how contentious the discussion is of what it
         means to be African and/or Afropolitan in this very moment. There is always a danger,
         as it were, in re/searching the here and now. Yet, since we are not social scientists
         or philosophers we are not describing and interpreting flesh-and-blood human beings,
         but rather the representation of people in literary figures who can, it goes without
         saying, be read and interpreted in myriad ways. Paying heed to Appiah’s distinction
         between the challenge of and the solution to the issues of twenty-first-century lives,
         we explore the challenges without any fool-hardy attempts at providing solutions.
         Our reading of Afropolitan realities is just one of no doubt many that will follow.
         What we are particularly mindful of in our approach to the literary narratives we
         study and the broad contextual framework we are manoeuvring through is to avoid the
         temptation of clear-cut definitions or to provide closure around collectives—such
         as Afropolitan/ism—which, we argue, in fact cannot be unequivocally defined or seen
         as a separate realm. From this non-absolutist perspective, we realise that we cannot
         rely on stable and strong classificatory systems if we want to maintain an openness
         of spirit and a willingness to engage in conversation about ideas in progress. 
      

      
      Our reading of the literary narratives that make up the bulk of this book is character
         focused throughout. We are interested in literary figures, in their movements in space
         and time, in their encounters and conversations, in their identity constructions and
         community fashioning, in their inner thoughts and their ideas about being in the world.
         Our readings are therefore heavily invested in specific moments in the narratives
         we select for discussion. Thus, we are in many ways reading from the microcosm, inspired
         by Elaine Showalter’s use of an idea introduced by Parker Palmer.[2]   
      

      
       In what we might call our contextualised close reading process, we select passages,
         or moments, that will be exposed to close reading scrutiny. Moreover, choosing to
         call these textual passages moments is our way of acknowledging W. J. T. Mitchell’s
         adoption of Barack Obama’s ‘teachable moments’ in Seeing Through Race (2012:1). Mitchell illuminates the notion of the moment as a word that ‘oscillates
         between a sense of the trivial and ephemeral on the one hand, and a claim to the “momentous”
         on the other. Ranging between the expansiveness of an epoch, a period, or an era,
         and the singular, decisive character of an event, the moment is arguably the most
         elastic term in the lexicons of time and history’ (2012: 2). Moments, Mitchell elaborates,
         can be turning points, of both the unnoticeable and the life-changing kind, and they
         are naturally aligned with ‘a pedagogy that does not necessarily know all the answers
         beforehand but is compelled to improvise with the contingent and the unforeseen’ (2012:
         3). Our chosen textual moments maintain some of Mitchell’s oscillation—sometimes the
         moments are life-changing, sometimes on the surface trivial. But the moments we have
         singled out for scrutiny in the narratives are those where encounters between characters,
         between characters and locations, between characters and ideas are foregrounded. We
         are interested in exploring the conversations—internal and external—that such encounters
         precipitate. In other words, we want to explore, in ways that eschew dichotomising
         gestures, the extended sense of community that such meetings might lead to. We want
         to engage in a dialogue with these textual conversations in order to bring out our
         own encounters with the texts in our search for the Afropolitan. This process is also
         especially invested in exploring the mobility of individual characters and communities,
         indeed in how mobility is textualised and thematised, sometimes through characters
         and sometimes through clusters of ideas or repeated phrases or words, such as the
         seeming innocent word ‘go’ that takes on a plethora of different meanings in the context
         of migrancy and mobility. ‘Class’ is another term that has to be perceived as elastic,
         contingent, and provisional in many of the narratives we explore. And ‘race’ is equally
         troubling. While Appiah claims unequivocally that ‘the truth is that there are no
         races: there is nothing in the world that can do all we ask “race” to do for us’ (1985:
         35), the experience of racialisation is nevertheless felt by many of the characters
         we encounter. Similarly, gender affects encounters and conversations, in both positive
         and negative ways, and this certainly impacts on how and where characters move and
         whether they are allowed to move in the first place. What we quickly realise as we
         approach the narratives studied, however, is that the standard postcolonial vocabulary
         available for disseminating such central issues falls short of being adequate because
         the narratives seem to work, perhaps deliberately, to defamiliarise well-known concepts—such
         as home and belonging, community, feminism, politics, or class, even ‘race’—that we
         would usually take for granted as stable points of departure. As the chapters of the
         book will explore in detail, this defamiliarising gesture may in fact be a specific
         strategy that is characteristic of Afropolitan literature; we are certainly asked,
         if not compelled, to pause and think again before we proceed. For this reason, we
         are inclined to look elsewhere, beyond the postcolonial vocabulary, for inspirational
         discussions about such concepts. 
      

      
      What we want to search for, inquire into, and open up is ‘that strange space of writing’
         (Bennett and Royle 2004: 25). We want to share with the reader our encounters with
         narratives whose authors may be called Afropolitan, even if they caution us to be
         reflective of our reasons for doing so. Does that mean that their writing is Afropolitan,
         too, or is Afropolitan merely descriptive of a personal identity of the kind Selasi
         explores for herself (and those living similar lives) in ‘Bye-Bye, Babar’? Can Afropolitan
         also be employed as a useful term in the conceptualising of the narratives we explore
         in this book? Or, put differently, what is Afropolitan literature, and should we be
         bold enough to think of it as a specific literary genre, or as a subgenre of African
         writing? Tendai Huchu’s Zimbabwean character Maestro, in The Maestro, The Magistrate and the Mathematician (2014), who succumbs to a life reading literature that eventually kills him, ponders,
         upon reading Doris Lessing’s The Grass Is Singing, ‘how he bought his books, how he made the decision to spend money on this one rather
         than that one, and found that most of his choices were made for him by the Guardian, or a short reference in the introduction of some seminal text. These critics told
         him that a book was good, that is somehow captured the human spirit, and so off he
         went to buy it’ (2014: 131).
      

      
      If the Maestro is a Guardian reader, then he cannot have failed to notice Helon Habila’s role as disseminator
         of new African literature. Habila’s reviews of African literature in the Guardian are for many readers an introduction to contemporary African literature, but also
         at the same time a definition of what African literature is and does. His review of
         NoViolet Bulawayo’s We Need New Names (20 June 2013) is interesting in this connection. Habila critiques the book for revelling
         in poverty-porn and its apparent need to cover, checklist-wise, ‘every “African” topic.’
         In the reviewer’s eyes, the book fails because, as he concludes, ‘what we turn to
         literature for is its ability to transport us beyond the headlines’ (2013). Responding
         critically to Habila’s review, Bwesigye bwa Mwesigire claims that this is ‘the classic
         Afropolitan response to any story dealing with a reality many Africans living on the
         continent are familiar with’ (2013). Mwesigire distils the following message from
         Habila’s thoughts on his own generation of African authors as ‘post-nationalist’ writers
         whose favourite themes are travel and individual identity: ‘Habila’s message . . .
         is clear enough. Do not write about your people, who are living on the African continent.
         . . . In Habila’s world and the Afropolitan’s generally, there is only space for stories
         about the African of the world, where the world is the West’ (2013). For readers of
         contemporary African literature, however we choose to classify it, this is clearly
         an unconvincing and overhasty generalisation. It suggests that Afropolitanism has
         already petrified into ‘classic responses’ and assigned the thematics of individual
         identity and travel exclusively to the African ‘outsider’ who does not live on the
         continent. The claim seems to be that Afropolitanism fosters a new single story. Our
         re/search into Afropolitan characters clearly shows that such comments grossly disregard
         the rich and ‘strange space of writing’ that we might want heuristically to categorise
         as Afropolitan. Interestingly, Mwesigire also succumbs to the seductive prescriptive
         spirit at the end of his reading of Habila’s controversial review when he invokes
         Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s 2009 TED talk on ‘the danger of a single story’ and argues
         that ‘[w]e need a multiplicity of stories, the Afropolitan, the realist, and those
         in between’ (2013). This suggestion, however, implies that there is a formulaic and
         easily recognisable story that can be labelled Afropolitan and that it is not realist. This is, of course, a seemingly neat categorisation. But it does not work
         and it is not helpful. Habila’s Guardian review of Sefi Atta’s A Bit of Difference (22 February 2014) is altogether different from his scathing review of We Need New Names. In Atta’s novel, Habila finds a work that explores other borders than those of nationalism
         and colonialism. It is, he concludes, ‘a refreshing book from an author with a lot
         to say’ (2014). And what Atta has to say, Habila infers, cannot be subsumed under
         the rubric poverty-porn nor does it checklist ‘African’ themes that appeal to the
         West. It is a book just as much about London as it is about Lagos, a book about Africans
         in the world and on the African continent. In fact, it may well be termed a realist,
         Afropolitan novel.
      

      
      The discourse on contemporary African writing is endlessly fascinating and it illustrates
         perfectly, of course, that literature tends to resists easy categorisation. There
         is obviously a need for a new vocabulary that will do justice to the variety and newness
         of African writing (including Afropolitan writing) that incessantly crosses boundaries.
         Perhaps we need to free ourselves of standard postcolonially derived reader responses?
         Ben Okri argues in a CiF post in the Guardian (27 December 2014) that the prerequisite for literature is freedom, ‘and the first
         freedom is mental freedom.’ He claims that black writers are ‘defined by their subjects’—and
         lists (checklist-wise!) those subjects as slavery, colonialism, poverty, civil wars,
         imprisonment, and female circumcision, ‘subjects that reflect the troubles of Africa
         and black people as perceived by the rest of the world.’ Okri goes on to proclaim
         a common cause for black writers: ‘It is time that black and African writers woke
         up from their mesmerism with subject’ (2014). The narratives that we discuss in this
         book, however, seem miles away from Okri’s alleged mesmerism with subject, as they
         revel in a myriad of ideas, styles, and forms. Not surprisingly, Okri’s comment received
         critical responses from, for example, Sofia Samatar, who in the Guardian (30 December 2014) wryly suggests that Okri read more widely and write less prescriptively:
         ‘Certainly black fiction is often critiqued and taught stupidly, with grossly heightened
         attention to content at the expense of form,’ she insists, and concludes her response
         with a challenge to us as readers: ‘Our literature doesn’t need better writers; it
         needs better readers’ (2014). This is obviously a call we need to heed in our search
         for the Afropolitan. Our search will focus not only on subject, even though these
         are much more varied than Okri would have us believe, but inevitably also on the exceptionally
         varied form and style of the narratives studied. There is no one single kind of Afropolitan
         narrative, no single Afropolitan story—and no one single way of reading this complex
         and multifarious body of work. But if there is no narrowly defined Afropolitan literature,
         what about the larger and equally vexing category of African literature?
      

      
      In his much cited satirical polemic, ‘How to Write about Africa’ (2005), Binyavanga
         Wainaina provides a humorous checklist for Western writers who wish to write about
         Africa. In a comment on why he wrote the essay he vents his frustration that Africans
         are typically not part of the conversation about Africa (2010). His polemical piece
         is thus to be seen as an ironic comment on that empty space. Wainaina returned to
         the same frustration in a prepared video-talk screened at Copenhagen Literaturhaus
         (11 November 2014) stressing the importance of real conversation that transcends the
         tendency to place Africans, not as intellectuals, but in the role of native informants.
         In a talk at the Berlin International Literature Festival (4 September 2013b), Taiye
         Selasi voices her thoughts on African literature along similar lines, claiming equally
         polemically that it does not exist. It is, she emphasises, ‘an empty designation’ that glosses over incredible
         variety. The use of ‘African’ here implies that ‘the nuances of the countries and
         the cultures of that continent are not worthy of our notice.’ Fiction, she concludes,
         ‘has no need for such things’ as categorisation and labels (2013b). Of course Selasi
         is right. But as we all know, literary scholars and teachers have much need for such
         things. It is part of our institutional way of going about our research and teaching.
         And her talk, in fact, also garnered critical assessment, as such polemics are wont
         to do. In his comment on Selasi’s talk, Emmanuel Iduma, for one, insists that African
         literature does exist: ‘African literature as a category is how we can embrace the complexities of
         our vast Africannes. . . . I know there are multiple, even dispersive stories, but
         I need a term to account for that multiplicity. “African” is my term of choice,’ he
         argues (10 December 2013). Perhaps we may say by way of very tentative interim conclusion
         that ‘Afropolitan’ is our term of choice in our need to classify the literature that
         this book will explore. It is not intended as an exclusive label that provides closure,
         nor is it to be seen as only an empty category. Rather, we think of it as a badge
         that may be attached to a contemporary prose narrative written by an African-descendent
         writer to signal a content that has to do with the imperative of conversation across
         diversity from positions within and outside the African continent. In this sense,
         we do not do away with categories, but we are cautious about how and why we employ
         them. 
      

      
      Afropolitan writers, as we see them, live and write out of dual attachment to the
         (Western) world and the African continent, and in this sense at least, they are Afropolitans.
         The writers and their characters are Africans in the world but they are also Africans
         in or of Africa. They are, in short, outsiders and insiders simultaneously and they
         engage in dialogue about that position. They make out of that dialogue a literature
         of encounters and conversations that we as readers can respond to on multiple levels.
         And it is precisely that richness that makes Afropolitan literature so fascinating—and
         complicated! As Afropolitan literature overturns commonplace understandings of Africa
         and the African in the contemporary age, we recall Achille Mbembe’s instructive comments
         about the role of the artist as well as the cultural critic: ‘The function of art
         . . . is to subsume and transcend the instant; to open the vast horizons of the not-yet.
         . . . Such too is, at least to me, the function of cultural criticism . . . the work
         of culture is to pave the way for a qualitative practice of the imagination . . .
         without which [people] have no name . . . and no voice in history. This struggle to
         write [one’s] name and to inscribe [one’s] voice . . . in a structure of time that
         is future-oriented . . . is a profoundly human struggle’ (Mbembe in Paulissen 2009).
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. This is, however, also a book that comes from somewhere specific. We, its authors,
                  are located in Scandinavia, arguably at a geographical remove from the shifting centres
                  of the Afropolitan experience. We are trained readers and practitioners of cultural
                  encounters, yet at the same time also fully aware that we are European, white, and
                  female and that this position is never a neutral one. However, from our position within
                  the Western academy and as cultural outsiders to the Afropolitan experience, we enter
                  into intercultural dialogue about the lives and experiences of characters who cross
                  borders into the West and frequently or occasionally cross back into African domains
                  that will always remain outside our full comprehension. We dare this in the hope that
                  outsiders to the field may also bring about worthwhile insights that insiders take
                  for granted or overlook.
               

            

         

         
            2. In Teaching Literature (2003) Showalter quotes Palmer—‘In every great novel, there is a passage that when
                  deeply understood, reveals how the author develops character, establishes tension,
                  creates dramatic movement’—and suggests that such a method, which explores in detail
                  passages, or moments, from the text, is a way of dealing with anxiety about coverage
                  without giving up on critical and valuable readings and interpretations (2003: 37).
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 1

      Afropolitanism—A Contested
Field and Its Trajectories
      

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         Is Afropolitanism . . . a signifier that is always excessive? . . . For now, that
            remains undecided—but that is the beauty of it. . . . In my judgement, we are at the
            beginning of a kind of questioning process. . . .
         

         
         My own sense is that these are two different types of imagining Afropolitanism. The
            non-elite group lives Afropolitanism through the imagination and the elite group lives
            Afropolitanism as an experience of being born across boundaries. Each group faces
            challenges. (chapter 2, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Simon Gikandi’)
         

         
      

      As suggested in the opening pages of this book, Afropolitanism is a highly contentious
         field of study that has yet to mature into a comprehensive set of founding ideas that
         proponents as well as opponents can accept to work from as a bipartisan common ground.
         Some vouch for it, others emphatically do not. In our search for the figure of the
         Afropolitan in literary narratives we need, of course, to clear the ground on which
         we search and this must necessarily extend beyond the literary realm into theoretical
         and critical evaluations of Afropolitanism itself. Is Afropolitanism an enabling or
         an evasive term? Is it an empty signifier so loosely and openly conceived that it
         can absorb almost everything and so mean nothing specific at all, or is it a sliding
         or ‘fat’ signifier that is flexible enough to allow for continuous negotiations of
         its meaning? Kwame Anthony Appiah suggests the latter, but also adds that the fatness
         ‘comes at the expense of a kind of coherence’ because when a signifier is negotiable
         ‘the fatness gives you lots to negotiate about’ which will invariably create ‘misunderstandings
         if you are operating under a label without recognising that other people have different
         understandings of it’ (chapter 6, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Kwame Anthony
         Appiah’). We agree with Appiah, but also consider this fatness to be part of the attraction
         of the term and its inclusive gestures, as suggested by Simon Gikandi in the epigraph
         above. If the challenge is to debunk outmoded and stale images of Africa and the African
         that urgently require renewal, or at the very least re-contemplation, Afropolitanism
         presents an advantageous position. 
      

      
      However, as a purportedly enabling way of studying African-derived culture in global
         contexts, in what specific ways is it new and can we point to a trajectory or a history
         for the term that provides sufficiently sustainable grounds for embracing it as a
         convincing approach to twenty-first-century global African culture? And if it is not
         only to be defined as a space of inquiry but also as an identity position, what characterises
         such an identity and why is it so contested? The field of Afropolitanism is still
         an emerging one and there is no easy way into such a space and an understanding of
         such an identity position. Thus, we take the long and winding road and attempt in
         this chapter to survey the open but contested field from which all chapters in this
         book take their cue. We begin by exploring Afropolitanism against 
Appiah’s notion of cosmopolitanism before we move on to consider current theorisations
         and critiques of Afropolitanism. Then we consider a possible theoretical trajectory
         for Afropolitan ideas and finally explore the issue of identity from a cosmopolitan
         perspective that, unlike the models offered by more conventional identity thinking,
         can more fully illuminate the Afropolitan experience. 
      

      
      The challenges of belonging in and to the global age are manifold, in particular because
         increased mobility has not engendered a borderless world—far from it. Nevertheless,
         World Wide Web flows have shrunk distances between continents, nations, cultures,
         and peoples in unprecedented ways that make transcultural interaction and dialogue
         not only more immediately possible, but also absolutely imperative. Yet, under what
         rubric should we address such challenges, asks Appiah: ‘Not “globalisation” [itself]
         . . . that seem[s] to encompass everything, and nothing. Not “multiculturalism,” another
         shape shifter, which so often designates the disease it purports to cure’ (2007: xi).
         Appiah suggests that cosmopolitanism is a useful rubric, not in any elitist sense—as
         a celebratory ‘unpleasant posture of superiority to the putative provincial’ (2007:
         xi)—but as a habit of co-existence or a common conversational mode of interaction
         and exchange across boundaries and differences that stimulate recognition and responsibility.
         In Appiah’s re-warped form, the goal of cosmopolitanism is not to reach consensus
         (on values and beliefs or morals); rather the basic premise of Appiah’s cosmopolitan
         ideal is that ‘we can, at best, agree to differ’ (2007: 11). A cosmopolitan, in accordance
         with the etymology of the word, is ‘a citizen of the world.’ This can indeed be a
         trying position because it is at the same time a metaphorical and a grounded one.
         As it invokes both ‘universal concern and respect for legitimate difference’ (2007:
         xiii), the cultural outlook of a contemporary cosmopolitan may, when standing the
         test of being practised, put combined universal and local allegiances under pressure.
         What is particular about Appiah’s sense of cosmopolitanism, however, is that it insists
         on intertwining the two spheres of universal and local in the conception of global
         citizenship. As fellow humans we have obligations to other humans that reach beyond
         those of our closest affiliations, but at the same time we are also obliged to observe
         and respect the value of individual human lives and the locally anchored and culture-specific
         values that shape them. Appiah advocates cosmopolitan ideas, or rather ideals, which
         may be anchored in national or local communities, but which reach beyond their boundaries.
         Although nations, or ethnic or racial communities, carry significant weight in shaping
         cosmopolitan citizens, ‘no local loyalty can ever justify forgetting that each human
         being has responsibilities to every other’ (Appiah 2007: xiv). Even if Appiah’s vision
         can be accused of eclipsing rather expediently the issues of inequality and racialisation
         that still permeate global discourses across boundaries, he does trace his ideas back
         to his own upbringing in Africa: 
      

      
      
         In the final message my father left for me and my sisters, he wrote, ‘Remember you
            are citizens of the world.’ . . . He never saw a conflict between local partialities
            and a universal morality—between being part of the place you were and part of a broader
            human community. Raised with this father and an English mother, who was both deeply
            connected to our family in England and fully rooted in Ghana . . . I always had a
            sense of family and tribe that was multiple and overlapping: nothing could have seemed
            more commonplace. (2007: xvi)
         

         
      

      In Appiah’s shorthand definition, cosmopolitanism is ‘universality plus difference’
         (2008: 92). What, then, is the difference between cosmopolitanism and Afropolitanism,
         if the added difference in Appiah’s equation may well be African? Readers of Taiye
         Selasi’s essay ‘Bye-Bye, Babar’ will recall her emphatic claim that ‘We are Afropolitans:
         not citizens, but Africans of the world’ (Selasi 2005). This suggests that the Afropolitan
         is of a somewhat different cosmopolitan order as the new African identity pursued
         by her and other Afropolitan critics does more than add difference to an already manifest
         cosmopolitan ideal. Does Afropolitanism then represent Appiah’s cosmopolitanism at
         its limit? Perhaps, but it allows us to approach Afropolitanism from an angle that
         invites open-minded debate loosened from the urge to distil difference into a singular
         meaning. As Selasi argues, Afropolitans ‘belong to no single geography, but feel at
         home in many’ (2005). Rather than feeling obliged by a commitment to a universal kind
         of global citizenship, the unhinging of home and belonging in Selasi’s 2005 essay
         suggests that the Afropolitan is not concerned with notions of citizenship, whether
         universal and local, but rather interested in exploring a sense of African identity
         and community in mobility and worldliness. Still, as Appiah argues, the two conditions
         that make cosmopolitanism real are ‘knowledge about the lives of other citizens, on the one hand, and the power to affect them, on the other’ (2008: 87). In that sense it would seem that Afropolitans,
         due to their (globally) itinerant lives, are in a particularly advantageous position
         to realise the ethical responsibilities inherent in Appiah’s proposition, yet in a
         specific counter-discursive way, because the knowledge they have also relates directly
         to what European or Western culture has made of African difference over centuries
         of imperial and colonial contact. Afropolitans employ that knowledge actively as power to effect a radical change in perception.
      

      
      The Afropolitan may be seen as an African who refuses to be marginalised, prototyped,
         and cast as the antithetical Other on the cosmopolitan ground of Western modernity.
         On the other hand, as the cosmopolitan experience is concerned with the interaction
         of strangers on a shared ground, Appiah’s focus on ‘ethics in a world of strangers’
         is an appropriate one in our search for the Afropolitan: ‘What do we talk about when
         we talk about difference. . . . What do we owe strangers by virtue of our shared humanity?’
         asks Appiah (2007: xix). Selasi and fellow Afropolitans may well want to add the equally
         significant question ‘What do we owe ourselves by virtue of our shared African humanity?’
         before agreeing with Appiah that ‘[w]e can’t hope to reach a final consensus on how
         to rank and order. . . . That’s why the model [we]’ll be returning to is that of conversation,
         and in particular conversation between people from different ways of life’ (2007:
         xix). As a pun on the term cosmopolitanism, Afropolitanism both overlaps with and
         modifies Appiah’s ideas. We distinguish between Appiah’s cosmopolitanism, which is
         organised as a dialogical relationship between the universal and the local, and Afropolitanism,
         which explores the always fluctuating relationship between the global and the local.
         Appiah’s cosmopolitanism is a philosophical formation that emphatically does not come
         with a ‘policy’ (2007: xviii), whereas Afropolitanism, in our view, is closely affiliated
         with Africa and its engagement with the world and therefore inherently philosophical
         as well as political. For the Afropolitan, of course, ‘universal’ and ‘global’ are not synonymous
         terms. Most Africans who embrace Afropolitanism as part of their cultural affiliation
         insist that the ‘Afro’ is an indispensable qualifier of their engagement with the
         world at large. 
      

      
      Afropolitanism is, most critics agree, an effect of and a response to African experiences
         of globalisation, yet this is arguably the only generally accepted claim that can
         be made about the term. But what is it specifically, if defined as more than the space
         of inquiry which is the working definition that we adhere to? Is it a particular cultural
         legacy of late modernity, a transcultural global phenomenon, a counter-culture, or
         a new twenty-first-century diaspora idea? Afropolitanism is a version of cosmopolitanism
         and a response to living diasporic lives but certainly, as we will explore, not merely
         a refurbished variant of already well-researched types of diaspora. Afropolitanism
         is a challenge, both in theoretical and practical terms, and it calls for a new vocabulary
         in twenty-first-century studies of African culture and identity. Whatever the rubric
         we choose for a study of Afropolitanism, the term refers to the purposeful endeavour
         to think of Africa differently in a global context and it is articulated by Africans
         or African-derived individuals who invest ‘part of [their] identity in the African
         continent’ (Salami 20 September 2012). As Salami claims, ‘[a]ny conversation about
         Afropolitanism is inevitably connected to the African renaissance’ (Salami 30 March
         2013). As such, Afropolitanism is concerned with at least three immanent and interrelated
         projects: the correction of misrepresentations of Africa as modernity’s silent and
         incapacitated victim; the joining of the continent and African diasporic communities
         through a punctuation of the tradition-modernity divide that has kept local and global
         Africa as related but separate categories in cultural discourses; and the mental de-framing
         of what it means to be African in a global age. The latter may prove to be the most
         unwieldy of these related ventures as it involves an ambush against conventional ideas
         about African authenticity. Elif Shafak argues that, like modernity itself, cosmopolitanism
         is not exclusively a Western prerogative or patent; as a modern practise it ‘insists
         on the reality of blended selfhoods’ and requires ‘consciousness instead of blood
         and genes’ to provide a ‘mental/moral bridge between “I” and “humanity”’ (Shafak quoted
         in Salami 18 February 2015). If to be cosmopolitan is not exclusively a Western but
         a modern ontological persuasion, why is it then that it tends to be associated with
         a disavowal of one’s African culture, ponders Salami, quoting at length from Olufemi
         Taiwo’s 2014 publication Africa Must Be Modern: A Manifesto and Taiwo’s complaint that ‘it is almost as if an African like me who deliberately
         embraces modernity as a way of life that promises at the present time a better template
         for remaking life and thought in Africa must be a dope; someone who is suffering from
         a pathological dependence on white people?’ (Taiwo quoted in Salami 18 February 2015).
         
      

      
      It is, of course, a well-known but eclipsed fact that modernity did not show up at
         Africa’s doorstep yesterday. Modernity and cosmopolitanism are also African realities
         and part of African histories, and thus, as prominent critics have emphasised (e.g.,
         Mbembe 2001 and 2007; Gikandi 2011) neither un-African nor merely African by approximation
         or through mimicry. Adopting Elif Shafak’s metaphor of the bridge, Minna Salami suggests
         that ‘[i]n a similar vein, Afropolitanism could be seen as a mental/moral bridge between
         the “I”, “Humanity”, and “Africa.” But is there a need for the added emphasis on Africa?’
         asks Salami ‘[a]nd does it result in the “Afro” being compromised by the “politan”?’
         In Salami’s understanding it does not, because Afropolitanism is ‘cosmopolitanism
         interwoven with Pan-Africanism’ (Salami 18 February 2015). This is a daring understanding
         of the term worth pursuing because Salami steps right into the crossfire of current
         debates about Afropolitanism, with dedicated Afropolitans on one side and devoted
         Pan-Africans on the other. Is there perhaps a continuum of discourses on Africa from
         which we can begin to trace Afropolitanism, either as a development from or a break
         with former theoretical approaches?
      

      
      In his foreword to Negotiating Afropolitanism, Simon Gikandi presents Afropolitanism as ‘a new phenomenology of Africanness,’ ‘a
         way of being African in the world’ that attempts to ‘rethink African knowledge outside
         the trope of crisis’ in search of what he calls ‘a hermeneutics of redemption’ (Gikandi
         2011: 9). In that sense, Afropolitanism is a conscious response to the contagious
         malady of Afro-pessimism that comes from abiding by the idea of Africa as a fallen
         continent unable to recover from an array of dysfunctional political, economic, and
         cultural ailments that are seen, in resilient Western discourses, to fix Africa in
         the role of being the ‘“other” of modern reason and progress’ (2011: 9). Without denying
         the dire statistics that speak to Africa’s continued struggle to combat centuries
         of having been cast as the antithetical Other of European modernity, Gikandi welcomes
         ‘the idiom of Afropolitanism [which] embraces movement across time and space as the
         condition of possibility of an African way of being’ (2011: 10). In this, Gikandi
         implies, Afropolitanism marks a decisive ontological shift. In comparison with ‘conventional’
         postcolonial studies of the African diaspora, 
Afropolitanism does not adopt the familiar terminology of the diaspora situation as
         a diagnostic category. Familiar symptoms such as being lost, suffocating under or
         succumbing to despair in the context of transnational lives are not recognised as
         foregone conclusions about irreversible ‘loss’ and unrepairable instability. Afropolitanism,
         Gikandi argues, offers an alternative way of ‘coping with the disorientation of moral
         geographies at the end of modernity’ (2011: 10) in which, ultimately, a ‘new way of
         being African in the world’ engages actively with hybridity as a bonus rather than
         a deficit: ‘Dispersal implies a new ontology, not a tragic drama of sorrow’ (2011:
         10).[1]   
      

      
       The upshot of Gikandi’s introduction to Afropolitanism is that it reflects a contemporary
         desire for connecting local and global realities in a manner that is complementary
         rather than contradictory. Afropolitanism, he contends, aspires to:
      

      
      
         [T]hink of African identities as both rooted in specific local geographies but also
            transcendental of them. To be Afropolitan is to be connected to knowable African communities,
            nations, and traditions; but it is also to live a life divided across cultures, languages,
            and states. It is to embrace and celebrate a state of cultural hybridity—to be of
            Africa and of other worlds at the same time. (Gikandi 2011: 9) 
         

         
      

      It is significant that Gikandi talks about lives ‘across’ rather than ‘in-between’
         different cultural, linguistic, and national spaces, thus evading the sense of entrapment
         that is usually associated with the diaspora condition. What Gikandi’s introductory
         discussion implies, then, is that the concept of hybridity needs to be re-thought
         in a twenty-first-century global context where it describes not so much an in-between-cultures
         position as it points to a capacity for transcultural manoeuvrability and negotiation.
         However, any evaluation of interlinked local and global realities is contingent on
         the particular vantage point of the critical (re)viewer. African-based Achille Mbembe,
         who is an Afropolitan thinker par excellence, foresaw, already in 2001, the need for new categories of meaning that match Africa’s
         entanglement with the world. Where it may be argued that Gikandi’s approach is concerned
         with a new way of ‘being’ African in the world as articulated from a position of an
         African who lives outside of Africa, Mbembe’s critical intervention focuses on ways
         of ‘seeing’ Africa, from a local African perspective, as already inherently global.
         Although ‘being’ and ‘seeing’ are both parts of an ontological orientation and contingent
         upon one another, Mbembe suggests that ways of being African in the world draw in
         fact on particular ways of seeing Africa as already globally engaged. Thus, Mbembe’s
         ideas are worth rehearsing for a deeper understanding of Afropolitanism as a comprehensive
         African philosophy on Africanness that emerges as much out of the African continent
         itself as of the African diaspora.
      

      
      In the essay ‘Ways of Seeing: Beyond the New Nativism,’ Mbembe calls for a critical
         re-evaluation of Africa and African identities. Mbembe identifies ‘the conflict between
         a cosmopolitan and a nativist vision of identity and of African culture’ (Mbembe 2001:
         1) as having its own continental history and argues that ‘there is no single way of
         “seeing” Africa among those who have remained here’ (2001: 2), even if postcolonial
         national histories and narratives of decolonisation may seem to have privileged autochthonous,
         nativist, ideas of difference and particularity over the continent’s multiply situated
         ‘metropolitanisation’ and ‘complex entanglement with the world’ (2001: 3). In Mbembe’s
         analysis, the nativist ideal, in combination with black Pan-African politics and the
         ‘confinement of Africa to area studies’ (2001: 4), no longer serves Africa well. Moreover,
         a highly racialised perception of what it means to be African is oblivious to the
         fact that ‘the facticity of “race” is not self-evident’ and that ‘its semiotics can
         be [unproductively] mobilised in totalising political projects’ (2001: 9). Nineteenth-
         and twentieth-century narratives of Pan-African unity purposefully fuelled both anti-colonial
         and postcolonial sentiment, but by insisting on safeguarding African traditions from
         modernity corruption, they also eclipsed, Mbembe suggests, how in a broader and far
         more open sense, the African cosmopolitan experience is in fact an inheritance of
         precolonial and colonial, as well as postcolonial, African history. With specific
         reference to the last decades of the twentieth century, Mbembe identifies two forms
         of African cosmopolitanism, one practical and relating to that of intracontinental
         African migrants whose cosmopolitanism ‘rests on their capacity to straddle between
         distinct cultural, local, and regional identities while leaving room for an intense
         traffic with the global’ (2001: 11), and the other a more philosophical cosmopolitanism
         that, in vein with Appiah’s ideas, posits Africans in modernity on a par with Westerners
         and other non-African peoples. The latter does not work on an impulse to ‘reenchant
         tradition,’ rather it gives emphasis to ‘the emergence of a deterritorialised self’
         (2001: 11). In seeking relief from the dilemmas of nativism, and what Mbembe sees
         as a xenophobic aversion to global interaction, Mbembe aligns himself with the idea
         that African identities are multiple: ‘there is no “African identity” that is not
         composed,’ in fact, he suggests, ‘there is no African identity other than allegorical’
         (2001: 12). 
      

      
      Mbembe’s multi-focal concern with ways of ‘seeing’ Africa and Africans as inherently
         cosmopolitan and transnational throughout modern history is an apt conceptual forerunner
         to Simon Gikandi’s definition of Afropolitanism. So is, indeed, Mbembe’s 2007 contribution
         to the African Remix—Contemporary Art of a Continent catalogue in which he steers his ideas specifically in the direction of Afropolitanism
         as a ‘worlds-in-movement phenomenon’ (Mbembe 2007: 27) that includes ‘an aesthetic
         and a particular poetic of the world’ (2007: 28). Like Gikandi, Mbembe defines Afropolitanism
         as ‘a way of being in the world’ yet adds that, although it is ‘aware of the injustice
         and violence inflicted on the continent and its people by the law of the world’ (2007:
         29), it refuses ‘on principle any form of victim identity’ (2007: 28–29). What is
         particular about Mbembe’s approach, however, is that he provides a hitherto unacknowledged
         African trajectory for the ‘worlds-in-movement phenomenon,’ one that predates the
         colonial and postcolonial eras. Mbembe evidences how the image of Africa as ‘traditional,’
         static, and ontologically fixed in specific locations is simply contradicted by reality.
         For centuries, Africans have been accustomed to facing the challenges of being in
         ‘perpetual movement’ (2007: 27), both within and outside of the continent; the cultural
         adaptation and changes that follow from migratory experiences are an integral part
         of being African. As he argues: ‘[t]he cultural history of the continent can hardly
         be understood outside the paradigm of itineracy, mobility, and displacement’ (2007:
         27). In Mbembe’s critical review, then, Afropolitanism is not merely, as we have so
         far suggested, a contemporary effect of globalisation processes, but also traceable
         to a historical African experience of regional and cultural mobility. [2]   
      

      
      Mbembe distinguishes between dispersion and immersion as two aspects of what he defines
         as the ‘worlds-in-movement phenomenon.’ The former relates to the activity of mobility
         itself, the latter to its effects. Significantly, however, Africa figures in Mbembe’s
         revisionist history as both point of departure and destination: ‘A part of African
         history lies somewhere else, outside Africa, [at the same time as] a history of the
         rest of the world . . . is present on the continent’ (Mbembe 2007: 28). As a logical
         consequence of contact in worlds that are forever in movement, this sets in motion
         a cultural practise of ‘mixing, blending and superimposing’ (2007: 27); sometimes
         in peaceful and beneficial ways, often in involuntary, coerced, or violent ways, but
         certainly always in ways that require skills in both recognition of difference and
         transcendence of difference: 
      

      
      
         Awareness of the interweaving of here and there, the presence of the elsewhere in
            the here and vice versa, the relativisation of primary roots and memberships and the
            way of embracing, with full knowledge of the facts, strangeness, foreignness, and
            remoteness, the ability to recognise one’s face in that of a foreigner and make the
            most of the traces of remoteness in closeness, to domesticate the unfamiliar, to work
            with what seems to be opposites—it is this cultural, historical, and aesthetic sensitivity
            that underlies the term ‘Afropolitanism.’ (Mbembe 2007: 28) 
         

         
      

      This is the most eloquent rendition of the Afropolitan challenge to date. It also
         captures why Afropolitanism is difficult to define because it resists dual oppositions
         and clearly defined categories as it attempts instead to stipulate human engagement
         across spatial and experiential divides. It foresees, in that sense, a cultural paradigm
         that calls former dogmas into question. Mbembe identifies three interrelated ‘politico-intellectual’
         paradigms that dominated African discourses during the twentieth century: anti-colonial
         nationalism, Marxist-derived African socialism, and Pan-African politics that bridged
         racial, transnational, and international solidarity along anti-imperialist lines (2007:
         26). In Mbembe’s twenty-first-century review of these paradigms, however, they were
         once serviceable and beneficial, but have now become ossified as a result of their
         institutionalised power to authorise legitimate ways of ‘seeing’ Africa after colonialism.
         They currently hinder, he argues, renewal and creativity in cultural and philosophical
         thinking. More specifically, they infer what Mbembe calls ‘the nativistic reflex’
         (2007: 28) which naturally assumes that to be African is to be black ‘with the degree
         of authenticity being measured on the scale of raw racial difference’ (2007: 26).
         Although the vast majority of Africans are black, the ‘worlds-in-movement’ history
         of the continent also led to the settlement on the continent of people from Europe,
         Asia, the Middle East, and elsewhere, yet the ‘bio-racism’ (2007: 28) by which the
         nativistic reflex works would cast such population groups as African only by virtue
         of citizenship—as non-black, they are not deemed to be authentically African. The
         contribution to African culture by non-black Africans, Mbembe observes, ‘gets pass[ed]
         over in silence’ (2007: 27). In the discussion of who is African and who is not, Mbembe
         calls for a new ‘broad-mindedness’ (2007: 29) in perception, for a conception of ‘African’
         that is both open across ‘race’ categories and freed of national rhetoric. Postcolonial
         African nationalism was once, he concedes, ‘a powerful utopia,’ ‘a temptation for
         self-understanding, for facing the world with dignity, as being endowed with a human
         face’ (2007: 29), but its discourses, invoking victimisation and resentment, are no
         longer serviceable in a global context, neither are they sustainable in Mbembe’s view.
         African states are ‘pure inventions,’ Mbembe observes. There is ‘nothing in their
         essence that can force us to worship them—which does not mean that we are indifferent
         to their fate’ (2007: 29). His suggestion for a twenty-first-century African vision
         for the future is thus to transcend the insulating significance of nations and explore
         African culture as transnational and transcontinental, or indeed, ‘Afropolitan’ (2007:
         29).
      

      
      Although Pan-Africanism is an ideological formation that also calls for African unity
         across national and continental boundaries, it is emphatically not, according to Mbembe,
         the same as Afropolitanism (2007: 28). As a political, cultural, and intellectual
         movement, Pan-Africanism insists on world-wide black racial solidarity against non-black hegemonic powers; it views Africans or African-derived
         individuals as belonging to a single ‘race’ that shares a historical fate and a cultural
         unity that make it pertinent both to preserve and safeguard besieged African (read:
         black) traditions and to fight against discrimination and for political and cultural
         autonomy (see Appiah 1992; Cooper 2002; Gilroy 2000). While Mbembe would, of course,
         never question the necessity of always resisting discrimination and oppression, he
         points to how resistance often results in scenarios on the continent in which ‘the
         victim’s violence [is] seldom directed at the actual torturer;’ rather, ‘the victim
         turns against an imaginary torturer who, coincidentally, always happens to be weaker,
         i.e. another victim who often has nothing to do with the original wound.’ Consequently,
         ‘a genocidal impulse always inhabits victimisation ideologies’ with ‘an incredible
         power of destruction, as we have seen in Rwanda and elsewhere’ (2007: 28). As an afterthought
         on the desire to protect African culture, Mbembe suggests, somewhat provokingly, that
         ‘nativists forget that, in their stereotyped forms, the customs and traditions to
         which they claim to adhere were often invented, not by the actual autochthons, but
         by missionaries and settlers’ (2007: 28). 
      

      
      Afropolitanism in Mbembe’s articulation is a daring proposition because it challenges
         firmly entrenched ideas about Africa and being African. The most contentious part
         of Mbembe’s argument, of course, is the fact that he wants, as Annel Pieterse has
         pointed out, to ‘disentangle the terms “African” and “Black”’ as a means of ‘thinking
         Africa differently’ (Pieterse 13 June 2011). Central to all aspects of Mbembe’s thinking
         is his desire to open up and broaden Africa; not to imagine it differently from what
         it is or has been, but differently from how it has been conceived in Eurocentric modern
         discourses. Mbembe’s ideas are directed at a future where three particular attributes
         that he identifies as ‘Africa’s contribution to the world of ideas’ (Mbembe in Blaser
         20 November 2013) may be an instrumental part of the African renaissance. These are
         the ideas of multiplicity, the modes of circulation and mobility, and the concept
         of composition, which all underscore ‘a process of becoming as a relation; a relation
         in which the “I”, meaning the subject, is understood as being made and remade through
         the ethical interaction with what or who is not him. In fact, the idea that the other
         is another me, the other is the other only to the extent that he or she is another
         me’ (Mbembe in Blaser 2013). It would thus seem that Mbembe’s Afropolitan ideas are
         comparable to Appiah’s cosmopolitan conception. Perhaps it takes a philosopher and
         the freedom to think in abstract ethical rather than concrete political terms to qualify
         a perceived social need to ‘move on to something else’ (Mbembe 2007: 29) that is more
         beneficial on a global scale.
      

      
      As with all paradigm-shifting endeavours, however, Afropolitanism has met substantial
         critique both outside and inside the continent where a number of critics have been
         queueing up to point out its flaws. Norwegian-Tanzanian Marta Tveit, for instance,
         has reacted strongly to the category of the Afropolitan as a constructed group identity.
         In her essay ‘The Afropolitan Must Go’ (2013) she contends that Afropolitanism is
         ‘exclusive, elitist and self-aggrandising’ and that it ‘backs-up a (still) reductive
         narrative of Africa and the African’ which ‘continues to be an important part of neocolonial
         soft power’ (Tveit 2013). According to Tveit, Afropolitanism fetishises a new kind
         of ‘difference’ that is highly questionable and the time has come to ‘outgrow it’
         (2013). Tveit faults the Afropolitan project because it illustrates, in her view,
         that ‘the discourse has not moved forward,’ it merely celebrates a ‘narrow class’
         of ‘beautiful, brown-skinned’ (2013) people: ‘But what about the non-affluent African
         diaspora? What about insanely hideous brown-skinned people? What about white African
         natives? What about Africans who despise jazz?’ (2013), as she scornfully asks with
         reference to Selasi’s 2005 essay. Such questions, of course, first and foremost index
         the problems inherent in all kinds of representations, here understood as acts of
         speaking for. Tveit reads Selasi as speaking for brown-skinned diasporic people, arguing
         that she creates a ‘group identity’ called ‘Afropolitan’ that seeks to include unwilling
         part-Africans like Tveit herself and make them complicit in a discourse that reeks
         of neo-colonial power structures. Tveit appears to read Afropolitanism as a contemporary
         variant of African exceptionalism and directs her grudging attention at Taiye Selasi’s
         essay and the assumed ‘we’ employed by Selasi when she talks about herself and other
         ‘scattered’ young Africans of mixed origins as belonging to a new global ‘tribe.’
         Tveit rejects the invitation to see herself as part of such a set-up, arguing instead
         that she belongs to ‘a random sample in a huge pool of disembedded, modernised, travelling
         global citizens who each carry with us a personal, unique jumble of cultural inputs
         and influences from a range of places. . . . In other words, we are like most people,
         . . . And the most equity-promoting, barrier-breaking, racism-fighting thing “we”
         can do is see ourselves as just that—part of the noble and most ancient tribe . .
         . of Most People’ (2013).
      

      
      An equally dismissive response comes from Emma Dabiri, who on her ‘Diaspora Diva’
         blog explains why she is not an Afropolitan. In a blog post entitled ‘Afro Rebel (or
         why I am not an Afropolitan)’ (9 July 2013) she voices her concern that Afropolitanism
         represents a new scramble for Africa, this time with chic, middle-class African achievers
         among the contesters. Afropolitanism, she suspects, may well be ‘the latest manifestation
         of planetary commerce in blackness’ in which ‘[d]emand turns to the continent where
         a fresh source is ripe for the plucking’ despite the fact that ‘Africa gives more
         to the rest of the world than it receives and is in fact a net creditor through illicit
         means’ (Dabiri 2013). With her part-Irish and part-Nigerian background, Dabiri recounts
         why she was initially excited about the term ‘Afropolitan’ because it could equip
         her with an identity tag by which she ceased to be ‘half anything’ and she could align herself ‘with others through a shared cultural and
         aesthetic leaning’ (2013). Having overcome her initial enthusiasm, however, Dabiri
         subjects the vogue of Afropolitanism to severe criticism because, she believes, it
         lacks the spirit of a ‘radical, counter-cultural movement,’ and its ‘insights on race,
         modernity, and identity appear to be increasingly sidelined in sacrifice to the consumerism
         Mbembe also identifies as part of the Afropolitan assemblage’ (2013). As a new ontology,
         then, Afropolitanism, in Dabiri’s view, has been hijacked by the Western media and
         ‘a small group of Africans who are in a position to be able to “market their cultures.”’
         In fact, she argues, quoting Frantz Fanon, as the media-selected ‘hand-maiden’ of
         the Africa Rising narrative, Afropolitanism is sponsored by ‘the Western bourgeoisie
         who happen to be tourists enamoured with exoticism’ (2013). According to Dabiri, Afropolitanism
         has missed out on its potential for counter-cultural intervention and lost focus on
         the fact that ‘most Africans have almost absolute immobility in a contemporary global
         world that works very hard to keep Africans in their place on the African continent’
         (2013). The Afropolitan narrative, Dabiri concludes, is a privileged story that has
         opted out. It is noteworthy, however, that in her 2015 reflections on her dismissive
         blog post, Dabiri admits that ‘the debate has evolved’ since 2013 when she reacted
         strongly to Afropolitanism as a market ploy: ‘[The] literary process and development
         is really interesting. The potential is happening now through literature, and I did
         not see that coming’ (chapter 6, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Emma Dabiri’).
         
      

      
      Along the lines of Emma Dabiri’s 2013 argument, Stephanie Bosch Santana has expressed
         an almost identical concern. Haunted by Kenyan writer Binyavanga Wainaina’s call to
         exorcise the ghost of Afropolitanism, Santana, in her subsequent reflections, arrives
         at the conclusion that if Afropolitanism is ‘a term that perhaps once held promise
         as a new theoretical lens and important counterweight to Afro-pessimism,’ it has ‘increasingly
         come to stand for empty style and culture commodification’ (Santana 2013). Like Dabiri,
         Santana is troubled by how the crude commodification of Afropolitan culture obscures,
         if not consumes, political consciousness: ‘Style, in and of itself,’ argues Santana,
         ‘is not really the issue. Rather, it’s the attempt to begin with style, and then infuse
         it with substantive political consciousness that is problematic’ (2013). Style, Santana
         reminds us, is not synonymous with worldview, just as people and their identities
         cannot be marketed as designs and products from which we can learn anything significant
         about African realities and, indeed, politics. Santana quotes Wainaina for arguing
         that marketing slogans like ‘people are fluid’ and ‘travel is easy’ have no real currency
         outside of what Dabiri in her critique calls Selasi’s ‘Instagram friendly’ Africa
         (Dabiri 2013). Santana’s verdict on Afropolitanism, even when alert to Mbembe’s contribution,
         is therefore unconditional: 
      

      
      
         While Mbembe warns that pan-Africanism, by contrast, has become ‘institutionalised
            and ossified’ and can slip easily and dangerously into nativism, we can perhaps also
            see that its longer history of Africa-centered engagement creates a more stable foundation—which,
            unlike Afropolitanism, is less likely to be used for aesthetic purposes alone. Afropolitanism,
            it seems, is a portmanteau in more ways than one: it is a general brand of cosmopolitanism
            cloaked in African style, as well as a literal “coat hanger” for changing fashions.
            Hence Wainaina’s intervention, his exorcism of this ghost that several years ago could
            have perhaps been seen as a lively spirit. (Santana 2013) 
         

         
      

      However, in an interview (Solés 4 April 2014) Wainaina himself distinguishes between
         two types of Afropolitanism—one that he sees as the trendy diaspora variant performed
         by a globetrotting African elite and the other the historical, cultural, and aesthetic
         sensibility explored by Achille Mbembe. The former, Wainaina believes, reflects an
         identity ‘which bears no responsibility; it consumes, sometimes it creates, but it
         has no residence in any solid value . . . it does not have links’ and thus, he foresees,
         it ‘is not going to last very long.’ But, Wainaina concedes, as ‘something to take
         seriously,’ the latter is ‘a different idea’ (Solés 2014) because it takes a specific
         point of departure in cosmopolitan experience on the African continent. Thus, Wainaina’s
         commentary reflects a distinction between what he regards as shallow diaspora fashion
         and profound African continental philosophy.
      

      
      As Wainaina relates to Solés, he recently made a deliberate choice to return to Kenya,
         after many years in the UK and the US, as he feels that this is where he must put
         his efforts to work without being affected by the sticky ‘immunity to the continent’
         that he believes comes from living in the West. His antagonistic view of Afropolitanism
         as a ploy that commoditises African culture is shared by the writer Yewande Omotoso
         who in an interview entitled ‘I’m not Afropolitan—I’m of the Continent’ (Fasselt October
         2014) argues that ‘Afropolitan[ism] panders to something that [she does not] want
         to pander to’ because it is so overly concerned with ‘a privileged class’ of Africans.
         Her own biography would otherwise suggest that she might be called an Afropolitan
         writer. As the child of a Barbadian mother and a Nigerian father (also a writer),
         she was born in Barbados, grew up in Nigeria, and moved in her adolescent years to
         South Africa where she now lives. As she explains in the interview, however: ‘I understand
         cosmopolitanism, but I don’t identify with the West. . . . Being an Afropolitan to
         me sounds as if you are supposed to be a mediator between the West and Africa because
         you have travelled and lived overseas. I have no torn allegiances. . . . I’m of the
         continent. . . . Why do we have to have another distinction? . . . The term Afropolitan
         only seems useful for the West as it gives the West an opportunity to . . . “consume”
         Africa’ (Omotoso in Fasselt 2014).
      

      
      Yewande Omotoso points to how the works of celebrated Afropolitan writers like Chimamanda
         Ngozi Adichie, Taiye Selasi, and Teju Cole receive undivided attention because ‘they
         are all about identity, the traveller, the African living in the West’ (Omotoso in
         Fasselt 2014). What appears to be readily assumed by both Wainaina and Omotoso, then,
         is that African cosmopolitanism is distinctly different from Afropolitanism, which,
         they imply, gains relevance only through what is assumed to be its intrinsic adherence
         to a Western prescription or desire for a new Africa shaped by the West. Although,
         admittedly, an African cosmopolitan narrative might not foreground the issue of identity
         to the same extent as does an Afropolitan narrative, it seems to us that discarding
         Afropolitanism as merely a Western commoditisation of the Africanness of a writer
         or a literary work invariably renders the African experience of living in the West
         less authentic. After all, approximately 160 million Africans live outside the African
         continent, yet identify as African even if a percentage of these millions have multiple
         genealogies. There is, no doubt, good reason to expect that African cosmopolitanism
         is not identical to Afropolitanism. While it would be an interesting study in itself
         to explore the main differences between these cosmopolitanisms, the chapters of this
         book nevertheless focus (primarily) on Afropolitanism as an inter-continental global
         phenomenon and explores it as such in the context of the experiences of characters
         in literary narratives. In that context, as we shall see, it is evident that the Afropolitan
         position cannot be reduced to being merely an affluent, privileged, and exclusive
         one. In the meantime, we recall Kwame Anthony Appiah’s quite simple but illustrative
         point that as soon as labels are in play, a general fight, or contest, about different
         kinds of identity and identity politics invariably begins:
      

      
      
         One set of struggles is about who is in and who is out; it is a question of the label.
            The second set of struggles is about: ‘Okay, you are an Afropolitan, but this is what
            it means to be an Afropolitan.’ And then we fight about that. The third set of struggles
            is about how other people are supposed to respond to non-Afropolitans. Not everybody
            is an Afropolitan. What are you asking them to do when you put on your Afropolitan
            badge? Is there anything they are supposed to know, supposed to do? This is a perfectly
            general point about identities. . . . We fight about who is in and out, we fight about
            what the meaning of it is, and we fight about what we expect from everybody else.
            . . . That is what you would expect coming from the general, as it were, identity
            theory. (chapter 6, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Kwame Anthony 
Appiah’)
         

         
      

      Since to be Afropolitan is a flexible and complementary identity, rather than an exclusive
         or singular one, Afropolitans come in a variety of different shapes and this, we argue,
         needs to be acknowledged and welcomed. This is, in fact, also highlighted by many
         African commentators like, for instance, Brendah Nyakudya, a Zimbabwean resident of
         South Africa and editor of Afropolitan Magazine, who proposes in an interview (Tutton 17 February 2012) that ‘[a]n Afropolitan is
         someone who has roots in Africa, raised by the world, but still has an interest in
         the continent and is making an impact, is feeding back into the continent and trying
         to better it’ (Nyakudya in Tutton 2012). Nyakudya argues that one can work from different
         geographical locations and social spheres towards this goal but insists that political
         awareness is an inherent part of the Afropolitan’s approach: ‘[F]rom philanthropic
         work to trying to lobby for political reform . . . if you’re going to call yourself
         an Afropolitan you need to show what you’re doing to deserve to be called an Afropolitan’
         (Nyakduya in Tutton 2012). Equally significantly, as the Kenyan critic Amandla Ooko-Ombaka
         (15 March 2015) has pointed out, the often heated debate surrounding Afropolitanism
         is renewing in itself because it reflects how Africans ‘own [the] conversation’ on
         what it means to be African in a global world. Rather than dismissing Afropolitanism
         as ‘just another buzzword,’ Ooko-Ombaka finds Afropolitanism to be a potentially revolutionary
         term, quite contrary to how it is ‘often conceived as less direct, geographically
         distant, and too idealistic for the reality of the context in Africa’ (Ooko-Ombaka
         2015). According to Ooko-Ombaka, Africans in and outside of Africa should appreciate
         ‘what it represents’ instead of debating who is in and who is out: ‘Afropolitanism,
         as I see it, is broadly a state of mind engendered by young & contemporary Africans
         who are (re-)creating their national identities, owning the narrative of their successes
         and failures, while embracing an open mindedness about the world outside of themselves.
         We control the narrative, and to date the majority of conversations around Afropolitanism
         is driven by Africans’ (2015). When one surveys the intense debate on Afropolitanism
         and what constitutes an Afropolitan (for which the Internet and social media platforms
         provide an avenue for discussion with very fast traffic), it quickly becomes evident
         that one enters into a field of contestation that hinges on whether both ‘ism’ and
         figure empower Africa. In our research, however, we have not come across any proponents
         of Afropolitan ideas who have not highlighted commitment to the re-making of Africa
         as a central concern.
      

      
      As co-coiners of the term, Taiye Selasi and Achille Mbembe conceive of Afropolitanism
         from quite different positions, illustrative perhaps of what Mbembe calls the ‘outsider’
         and the ‘insider’ perspectives (Mbembe 2001); for Selasi it is a current generational
         response to living in the African diaspora and for Mbembe it is an already old and
         experienced African way of interacting with the world. This notwithstanding, as J.
         K. S. Makokha points out, both ‘identify the Africans at home and abroad who subscribe
         to anti-nativist and cosmopolitan interpretations of African identities and cultures
         as Afropolitans’ (Makokha 2011: 18) and thus, ‘Afropolitanism splits itself into a
         term that is both old and new’ (2011: 19). A shared common ground between the old
         and the new, however, is the critical interest in how movement, passage, and transcultural
         hybridity engender, by way of experience and praxis, quite flexible interpretations
         of African identity. If it is indeed in the true spirit of Afropolitanism that identity
         is a mouldable, even mutable term, it needs to be recognised that this does not mean
         that Afropolitanism marks the process by which an African identity becomes inauthentic.
         Here, Makokha’s insight is worth quoting at length because it challenges Omotoso’s
         concern that high-profiled Afropolitan narratives—‘all about identity, the traveller,
         the African living in the West’ (Omotoso in Fasselt 2014)—are of little relevance
         to Africans on the continent. In fact, Makokha turns Omotoso’s critique somewhat on
         its head:
      

      
      
         In order to enthrone Afropolitanism as a new critical term within the purview of African
            literary and cultural criticism today, it is important . . . to recognise that its
            currency and value obtains from its phenomenal rather than conditional quiddity. The
            phenomenon of displacement and mobility, across the limits of African spaces—physical,
            epistemological, and disciplinary—changes across teleology and geography but the condition
            of humanity, of Africanity, remains existential across the expanse of the continent.
            The journey motif and the figure of the migrant are inherent, perhaps even essential,
            in the African condition but the phenomena that (in)forms the existence of the two
            vary across time and space. . . . Boundaries are normally traversed and transgressed
            . . . but the basic element, universal essence, of such experience is irreducible.
            . . . Migration can forge new identities but the wanderlust that sets migrants on the journey across borders to new spaces and ways of being
            is as transcendental as it is elementary. (Makokha 2011: 19–20)
         

         
      

      Whatever Afropolitanism is and means and to whom, the fiery debate surrounding the
         term is testimony to the vibrant nature of twenty-first-century renegotiations of
         Africa and African identity. What we can safely say is that the debate contributes
         to the unmooring of old meanings associated with the terms ‘Africa’ and ‘African’
         and that this is in itself an important gesture. In response to the criticism levelled
         against Afropolitanism, Taiye Selasi wisely points out that ‘it’s good when people
         start throwing rocks at an idea . . . [b]ecause if it can stand up, we know there
         is something’ (Selasi in Otas 2012: 39). As Selasi argues, Afropolitanism represents
         ‘a shift in the discourse’ on Africa and Africanness (2012: 39) and for her, popularising
         the term with her 2005 essay was a personal thing to do with having always felt that
         her own identity was ‘somewhere in the crack’ (2012: 38). While Selasi does not want
         to ‘claim any authority’ (2012: 39), being Afropolitan, she argues, is a way of being
         in the world where one has come out of that crack and obtained a view to how identity
         may be far more productively seen as laid out ‘between much larger rocks’ (2012: 39)
         that reach beyond the personal experience. This, it seems to us, is a round-about
         way of suggesting that Afropolitanism is not merely a comfortable position of privilege,
         but in fact one that relates an individual to other individuals who share the same
         experience of being, or having been, lost in the crack. It is also an indication that
         the experience of being a twenty-first-century African of the world is relational
         and that it has a trajectory that situates Afropolitanism both alongside and in contrast
         to other ways of being and other cultural and political formations, or the ‘larger
         rocks,’ as it were.
      

      
      As Selasi concedes, ‘Afropolitanism is not an exclusive identity’ (Selasi in Otas
         2012: 39), neither, we argue, in the sense that it is merely elitist, nor in the sense
         that it makes other identity positions redundant. Rather, it represents a way of being
         African in the contemporary world that intersects with a number of other discourses
         and critical ideas. This makes Afropolitanism politically meaningful in the present
         as it provides Afropolitanism with a past without which, to borrow a phrase from art
         critic Holland Cotter, Afropolitan ‘flow becomes drift’ (Cotter 2008). Afropolitans
         are aware of this, as is, for example, the Norwegian-Ugandan artist Asta Busingye
         Lydersen, who chose Afropolitt as the title for her pamphlet published in 2013 to celebrate the one-hundredth anniversary
         of Norwegian women’s suffrage. For her, Afropolitanism provides an empowering perspective
         and a useful discourse to enfold with her own description of her position in Norway
         as a twenty-first-century part-Norwegian, part-African. Obviously, as Salah Hassan
         argues, ‘Afropolitans are indebted to other black communities in the diaspora for
         their earlier struggles for civil rights and social and economic justice, and the
         relative comfort and ease with which they move inside and outside the West’ (Hassan
         2012: 26). This obviously needs to be recognised also among the opponents of Afropolitanism.
         In our understanding of the term, Afropolitanism gains momentum from its critical
         intersection with at least four clearly defined areas of study: with cosmopolitanism
         and Black Atlantic studies on the one hand, and Pan-Africanism and postcolonialism
         on the other. Afropolitanism aligns itself with some of the overall ideas inherent
         in all these discourses at the same time as it rejects a number of specific assumptions
         in all of them.
      

      
      Thus, as we argued in the discussion of Appiah’s cosmopolitanism, Afropolitanism adopts
         the general framework of his version of cosmopolitanism, yet insists on giving priority
         to the African allegiance over the universally human one for as long as the racial
         inequalities of the world remain unresolved. As a variant of cosmopolitanism, Afropolitanism
         presents a specific take on how to live as an African across borders and boundaries
         with the desire to engage in conversation about how to negotiate the more universal
         aspirations of unaligned human co-existence. However, as long as the world is not
         post-racial, the category of the universally human must obviously be continuously
         probed for the relative ease with which transparent whiteness frequently masquerades
         as ‘universally’ human. The Afropolitan knows this. The advantage of the cosmopolitan
         affiliation, however, is that it provides Afropolitanism with a philosophical angle
         that destabilises the discourses on ‘race,’ gender, ethnicity, and class without eclipsing
         their reality. As Minna Salami argues: ‘Even if our existence is deeply racialised,
         gendered, and ethnified, it is important that we clarify—above all for ourselves—that
         we are more than the abstract labels that are forced upon us. We are more than our
         race, gender, ethnicity, religion, and nationality. I am a black woman. I am Yoruba,
         I am Nigerian and Finnish. I belong to the middle class. But when I look at myself
         I see Minna Salami and not any of these labels’ (Salami 14 April 2015). Salami’s personal
         statement resonates with Salah Hassan’s call for a shift in cosmopolitanism thinking
         ‘in relation to the entanglement of Africa and the West, historically, culturally,
         and artistically . . . [in order] to think modernity and contemporaneity beyond their
         Euro-centric/Western stronghold’ (2012: 22) and, we suggest, to provide in this process
         a view of the African as simply human. As we shall explore in the following chapters,
         the Afropolitan responds to this call.
      

      
      Afropolitanism also owes much to Paul Gilroy’s seminal work The Black Atlantic—Double Consciousness and Modernity first published in 1993. Gilroy’s Black Atlantic revision of the history of modernity
         challenges entrenched assumptions about diasporic blacks as victims of modernity by
         showing how black individuals have been actively engaged in Western modernity culture
         for centuries with significant counter-cultural impact. Taking his point of departure
         in W. E. B. DuBois’s notion of double consciousness, Gilroy attempts to unhinge the
         history of the black diaspora from the tags of nation, ethnicity, and even ‘race’
         as stable references in discussions of African or black identities during modernity.
         Intellectuals of African descent, he argues, have been important agents, not merely
         victims, of modernity. Instead of fixed categories, Gilroy proposes a transnational,
         transcultural, and anti-ethnocentric approach to the ‘unfinished history of blacks
         in the modern world’ (Gilroy 1996: 80) that promotes routedness over rootedness in
         a mapping of the continuous rhizomorphic processes of black ‘becoming’ across the
         conceptual distances of time, space, and location. Afropolitanism, in its similar
         avoidance of nation, ethnicity, and, at least in Mbembe’s conception, also of ‘race’
         as absolutist categories, reflects many of the ideas in Gilroy’s work—with one hugely
         significant exception, however. Gilroy’s Black Atlantic formation has been critiqued
         for losing sight of Africa in the attempt to highlight the agency of diasporic Africans
         and black people during modernity. While Gilroy’s preferred focus on transcultural
         exchange, travelling cultures and itinerant African or black individuals has been
         rightfully accredited for its paradigm-shifting insights, it has also been seen to
         result, as Yogita Goyal argues, in ‘a reification of Africa,’ because ‘even if the
         black diasporic advent into modernity is theorised in complex ways, Africa is relegated
         to a timeless past’ (Goyal 2003: 5). And even if unintentionally so, Africa becomes,
         in the context of Gilroy’s Black Atlantic, as Stuart Hall once remarked about how
         Africa figures in the diaspora, ‘the name of the missing term, the great aporia’ (Hall
         1994: 394). Afropolitanism, especially in Mbembe’s articulation, circumvents this
         pitfall because Afropolitanism purposefully engages with Africa, past and present,
         as a lived-in space. Africa as location is an intrinsic part of Afropolitan itineracies
         in which departure from the continent is invariably followed up by (frequent) temporary
         returns or relocation within the continent. Salah Hassan makes the crucial observation
         that ‘the . . . movement of the Afropolitans is not a one-way affair’: ‘the so-called
         Afropolitans offer a fresh look at the continuing importance and changing practice
         of exodus . . . [which] provides a sense of a circular, rather than only unidirectional,
         movement’ (Hassan 2012: 27). The significance of circular movement and the reality
         of return are therefore of central concern in all chapters of this book precisely
         because it highlights the way in which Afropolitanism may be distinguished from other
         migrant discourses.
      

      
      What Afropolitanism shares with Gilroy’s critical intervention, however, is the objection
         to how ‘the symbolism of colours . . . black and white . . . support[s] a special
         rhetoric that has grown to be associated with a language of nationality and national
         belonging as well as the languages of “race” and ethnic identity’ (Gilroy 1996: 1–2).
         According to Gilroy, this is a conceptual problem that has haunted cultural criticism
         for decades where the overall tendency, he argues, has been to incorporate cultural
         nationalism and the ‘overintegrated conceptions of culture which present immutable,
         ethnic differences as an absolute break in the histories and experiences of “black”
         and “white” people’ (1996: 2). Gilroy resists this kind of ethnic or racial absolutism
         and calls instead for cultural studies to explore other models that can accommodate
         and invigorate the ‘fractal structure of the transcultural’ (1996: 4) and the processes
         of ‘cultural mutation and restless (dis)continuity’ (1996: 2) that are the effects
         of displacement and relocation. Afropolitanism, in our view, responds to this call,
         albeit in ways that are anchored in the contemporary moment rather than in a revisionist
         view of the past. What Afropolitanism, with its disavowal of the oppositional model,
         cannot readily provide, however, is the kind of unity and mobilising cohesion that
         both nationalism and Pan-African solidarity have summoned Africans on the continent
         and in the diaspora to implement into their cultural self-understanding. Laura Chrisman
         has argued that Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic paradigm ‘[l]icences an easy armchair
         condemnation of black politics . . . it enables academics to feel justified in not
         taking seriously the challenges posed by black and Third-World nationalisms to establish
         forms of knowledge and to their institutional privilege’ (Chrisman 1997: 52).
      

      
      A similar kind of critique is inherent in the dismissal of Afropolitanism by Pan-African(ist)
         critics. Pan-Africanism has a history of more than two hundred years in which the
         combined efforts of Africans on the continent and in the diaspora have worked to decolonise
         Africa and ‘uplift’ people of African descent. Based on the belief that all Africans
         share a common history and a common destiny, Pan-Africanism is an ideological movement
         that insists on racial solidarity in the anti-imperial drive towards independence
         and autonomy in all matters to do with the intertwined complexities of politics, economics,
         organisational structure, culture, and identity. As Chrisman points out, contrary
         to Gilroy’s argument, cultural nationalisms, in their more accommodating shapes, are
         not necessarily absolutist constructions. Rather, they may embrace plurality and heterogeneity
         as part of a Pan-African allegiance. The power of the Pan-African appeal cannot be
         underestimated because in committing to the challenging project of working for the
         common good of the African continent and Africans world-wide, Pan-Africanism provides
         the individual with a communal platform and an empowering sense of internal cohesion
         with which to face external challenges. Thus, when Minna Salami boldly suggests on
         her blog that Afropolitanism is ‘cosmopolitanism interwoven with Pan-Africanism’ (18
         February 2015), she effectively claims a space for herself and other ‘deterritorialised’
         part-African cosmopolites in which they qualify as ‘Africans’ without having their
         hyphenated identities seen as inauthentic. Salami resists the Afropolitan/Pan-African
         divide and can do so because she, like similarly minded Africans of the diaspora,
         shares in the sense of commitment and ethical responsibility to the continent. And
         she does so from a position of living ‘elsewhere,’ and her sense of being devoted
         to ethics and responsibility (rather than ideology or a sanctioned political programme)
         does not, in her view, exclude her from contributing as an Afropolitan to the Pan-African
         cause. However, when a diasporic African like Salami embraces Afropolitanism as a
         globally oriented modern way of being African in the world, it may also be seen as
         an indication that the identity models inherent in postcolonialism have become insufficient.
      

      
      As a methodology and critical practise of studying both Africa and the African diaspora,
         postcolonialism provides useful tools for deconstructing and debunking colonial discourses
         and false constructions of Africa and the African. Even if postcolonialism has been
         absolutely instrumental in bringing about an understanding of how colonial patterns
         have survived into the postcolonial era, its contemporary imaginary remains, perhaps,
         disproportionately anchored in the past and so locked up in the ‘post’ of the term
         that it cannot effectively activate as a threshold into functional newness. Postcolonial
         studies have indeed achieved much that is valuable in qualifying hybridity and the
         cultural state of in-betweenness. Homi Bhabha’s exploration, for instance, of what
         he terms ‘the third space of enunciation’ can be seen as a qualifying precursor of
         the Afropolitan space. In Bhabha’s third space, culture has no singular origin and
         the idea of purity is superseded by the reality of intermingling cultures that produce
         alternative forms of identity and meaning that effectively blur boundaries and question
         the validity of ‘normalising’ categorisations. The third space is the domain of hybridity
         and transculturation in which contradictions and ambiguities are negotiated and this
         ‘initiate[s] new signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration and contestation’
         (Bhabha 1994: 1–2). Ankie Hoogvelt reads Bhabhaian hybridity as marking ‘a superior
         cultural intelligence owing to the advantage of “in-betweenness,” the straddling of
         two [or more] cultures and the consequent ability to negotiate the difference’ (1997:
         158). Despite such insights, however, postcolonial diaspora studies have made insufficient
         use of its potential in the context of contemporary global mobility. The general tendency
         is to see migrants in the West as caught in-between cultures and stuck in their host
         locations with a nostalgic relationship to the ‘home’ nations they have left behind.
         Migrancy is believed to be a one-way ticket. Thus, from the perspective of the diaspora,
         Africa becomes a figure of memory and the imagination—a concept rather than a lived-in
         place. This is, as we shall see, rarely confirmed by the Afropolitan experiences,
         which is one of the reasons why Simon Gikandi (2011) welcomes Afropolitanism as a
         far more hopeful way of engaging with global movement and hybridity. Although Afropolitanism
         recognises the social and personal crises of the (former) generations who live in-between
         cultures, it is intent on exploring the advantages of living across rather than in-between
         cultural divides.
      

      
      Viewed through an Afropolitan lens, cultural hybridity appears to mutate into cultural
         multiplicity, which would suggest that, ideally, the migratory ‘African of the world’
         knows how to step in and out of cultural spheres as a habitual practise of relocation
         engendered by mobility. This, on the other hand, raises the question of how representative
         Afropolitanism is of the African experience with globalising processes like migration
         and cosmopolitanism. Does Afropolitanism name a new single story of the contemporary
         African that betrays its original endeavour precisely to counteract the reduction
         of African narratives to a singular formula? Salah Hassan wonders whether ‘by using
         the term Afropolitan we restrict ourselves to the middle class and the off-spring
         of well-to-do diasporic Africans’ and expresses concern that those ‘absorbed into
         the underclass of the Western metropolis’ fall outside the category (Hassan 2012:
         26; see also Gikandi 2011: 11, and Artner and Stanislawski, 2013: 50). Such a comment
         touches at the sore end of the Afropolitan project. It cannot be denied that successful
         Afropolitans tend to be Africans who have immediate access to the conveniences of
         travel and global communication. Afropolitanism is, to a large extent, a middle-class
         phenomenon and is therefore easily targeted as being elitist. However, as Taiye Selasi
         argued at the 2014 Copenhagen Literaturhaus event ‘How to Talk about Africa’: ‘We’re
         here, too’ (2014a). The underrepresented middle-class story of the African diaspora
         also deserves attention and the so-called privileged Afropolitan story is far from
         being a carefree one. In this book, however, we refrain from arguing that less-fortunate
         Africans cannot qualify as Afropolitans and devote the last chapter to a more complicated
         evaluation of the alleged nexus between Afropolitanism and privilege. As Simon 
Gikandi observes in the epigraph to this chapter, there is also a ‘non-elite group’
         that ‘lives Afropolitanism through the imagination’ and, we suggest, there is an equally
         significant ‘elite group’ that is stripped of privilege in the passage into the West.
         Moreover, as Minna Salami argues with reference to her conviction that Afropolitanism
         is best defined as a space of inquiry: ‘Someone trying to escape an oppressive regime
         or someone who cannot afford to put food on the table, is unlikely to engage with
         ideas whether we are talking about Afropolitanism, feminism or Marxism. That is why
         it is essential that those with the opportunity, do not engage with ideas on the basis
         of identity politics, but with intellectual curiosity’ (Salami 14 April 2015).
      

      
      Despite Salami’s otherwise astute comment, the affiliation of Afropolitanism with
         cosmopolitanism and its intrinsic interest in conviviality and transcultural interaction
         does make it pertinent, in our view, to explore new ways of approaching the particular
         kinds of twenty-first-century (diaspora) identity-formations that Afropolitanism represents.
         Salami requests that the focus on African ‘self-knowledge,’ or identity, gives way
         to a focus on ‘knowledge broadly speaking’ (14 April 2015), but in our view this distinction
         between domains of knowledge cannot be upheld if Afropolitanism is to function as
         a corrective to stale ways of thinking about Africa and the African. As Simon Gikandi
         notes, African scholars have long been troubled by the fact that the (postcolonial)
         ‘discourse about the African assumes that the African is defined by difference or
         that African difference is so fundamental it makes us exist outside the realm of the
         human’ (chapter 2, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Simon Gikandi’). Thus, in our
         search for the Afropolitan, matters to do with identity cannot but be a central concern
         as ‘to be’ Afropolitan is so intimately tied up with the issue of how to live with
         cultural indeterminacy in an age of flow and flux. The question of who is African
         and who is not is the subject of intense debate in cultural studies (see, e.g., Adibe
         [ed.] 2009; Ndlovu-Gatsheni 2010). There is, however, a need for an exploration of
         personal and cultural identity that exceeds the oppositional model favoured in orthodox
         postcolonial or Pan-African inquiries, one that combines the particular and the universal
         in the exploration of what it means to be African in the twenty-first century. In
         this exploration, ‘race’ has to feature (for obvious reasons), but can be constructively
         reconsidered as a medium rather than a stable category. In his re-conceptualisation
         of the always vexing category of ‘race,’ W. J. T. Mitchell suggests that it makes
         sense to regard ‘race’ (or race, as he insists) as a medium, ‘an intervening substance,’
         ‘something we see through, like a frame, a window, a screen, or a lens, rather than something we look at.’ In that sense, ‘race’ is ‘a repertoire of cognitive and conceptual filters through
         which forms of human otherness are mediated.’ Furthermore, Mitchell argues, ‘race’
         is also ‘a masquerade that can be put on, played upon, and disavowed’ as it thus ‘engages
         all the senses’ and makes human recognition possible (Mitchell 2012: xii–xiii). Insofar
         as Afropolitanism partakes in the reopened debate on the composition and genealogies
         of African identities, and we argue that it does, then there is a need to explore
         identity as a far more flexible and open signifier than we have inferred up till now.
         Central to this book is the understanding that identity is profoundly contingent.
         In our exploration of the figure of the Afropolitan, identity needs to be explored
         together with mobility and itineracy, location and nation(s), home and belonging,
         and, it goes without saying, that ghostly trio, ‘race,’ gender, and class. The following
         therefore functions as a lead-up to our readings of Afropolitan literary narratives
         in subsequent chapters. 
      

      
      If Afropolitanism is defined, in Simon Gikandi’s words, as ‘a way of being African
         in the world’ (2011: 9) or in Achille Mbembe’s sense, as ‘a way of being in the world,
         refusing on principle any form of victim identity’ (2007: 28–29), then certainly Afropolitanism
         names a new ontology, a concern with existence and the nature of being and becoming.
         Consequently, it makes sense to consider more closely the concept of identity in connection
         with our search for the Afropolitan as a literary figure and, thus, a representation,
         as it were, of ways of being and becoming. It has become commonplace in identity studies
         to view the category of ‘identity’ as dialogically constituted, operating simultaneously
         in the intimate/personal and the social/public spheres. Charles Taylor, for one, claims
         that ‘[his] identity crucially depends on [his] dialogical relationship with others’
         (1994: 34). Indeed, we may also say that, as far as Afropolitan ways of being are
         concerned, the term itself indexes a dialogue between the African and the cosmopolitan
         about how these social/public spheres interact with and are played out in the private
         sphere. Identity—understood as a conceptualisation or metaphor for how we think about
         ourselves—is of course dialogically constituted in many ways. The word ‘identity’
         names both lived realities and high theory; it describes a constant negotiation between
         outside, external, social forces and discourses and internal, psychological instincts
         and unconscious drives. Thus, we are not so much subjects and authors of our own being,
         as the Cartesian cogito would have us believe, as we are authored by, or subjected
         to, external discourses. Michel Foucault famously brings out this duality, this dialogical
         aspect of the two meanings of the term ‘subject’ in the following manner: Every individual
         is ‘subject to someone else by control and dependence; and tied to his own identity
         by a conscience or self-knowledge. Both meanings suggest a form of power which subjugates
         and makes subject to’ (Foucault 1982: 781). This sense of being author and authored, of being a subject and of being subjected, that is to say the dialogically constituted sense of self, need
         not, however, only be figured through the dualities of inner and outer, the psychological
         and the social. Identity has, in fact, been productively modelled in a triangular
         dialectic, or as three-dimensional, by Bhikhu Parekh in A New Politics of Identity: Political Principles for an Interdependent World (2008). And Parekh’s way of thinking about identity is, as we shall see, surprisingly
         enabling in our search for the sometimes allusive literary figure of the Afropolitan.
      

      
      In A New Politics of Identity Parekh elaborates on the effects of globalisation, especially in the context of individual
         identities. He insists that the ‘complex logic’ (2008: 29) of identity involves not
         only empirical description, but also interpretation and judgement (2008: 9). He thus
         proceeds to outline what he calls a new politics of identity, which takes its cue
         from an approach to ‘the challenges of our age’ ‘in the spirit of human solidarity’
         (2008: 2). The impetus of Parekh’s approach comes from his awareness that ‘increasing
         human interdependence brought about by our globalising world has made the cultivation
         of human identity both possible and necessary to a degree previously unimagined’ (2008:
         28). Parekh consequently insists that ‘[g]lobal interdependence requires us to act
         in the spirit of human solidarity and activate our human identity’ (2008: 3). Our
         ‘human’ identity is one of the three intertwined and inseparable dimensions that are
         part of our individual identity, the other two being the ‘personal’ and the ‘social.’
         If the personal aspect of an individual identity identifies a person as a unique being
         with a distinct centre of self-consciousness (linked to a notion of authenticity),
         then the social aspect positions that person as a member of a social/cultural group
         (in terms of, for instance, gender, ethnic, religious, national, or occupational affiliations)
         and, finally, the human aspect foregrounds the person as a ‘member of the universal
         human community’ (2008: 4). As Parekh suggests: ‘[w]hile our identity shapes the way
         we think and the reasons we find persuasive, it is, in turn, open to critical reflection
         and intersubjective validation’ (2008: 14). Again, we are reminded that identities
         are dialogically constituted and provisional, not fixed and stable, and that our senses
         of self are multiple and complex, and in constant negotiation with internal and external
         factors as well as dependent on our dealings with other human beings.
      

      
      Parekh writes about social identities that while they can be ‘sources of order and
         predictability’ they can also ‘take us over and become prisons’ (2008: 16). In that
         sense, they are the source of freedom and yet a constant threat to it. This is applicable
         to what Appiah calls the ‘reversible-raincoat nature’ (2007a: 112) of terms such as
         ‘identity,’ which can be simultaneously empowering and disempowering, liberating and
         tyrannical. It is worth noting, however, that while Parekh outlines a politics of identity, Appiah describes the ethics of identity—testament again to the commodious ways in which the notion of identity
         can be unpacked. Much multicultural thinking has prioritised social identities—calling
         them collective or group identities—yet this elevation of ‘collective/group/cultural’
         identities has been much criticised recently, not least by Appiah. Parekh, however,
         argues that ‘[a] social identity represents the way in which individuals situate and
         orient themselves in the world’ (2008: 23). A social identity represents perspectives
         on life—or in Parekh’s wording ‘way[s] of looking at the world’ (2008: 24). Social
         identities, or collective identities, are thus for many people profoundly important.
         But it is vital to bear in mind Parekh’s warning that social identities may become
         incarcerating for the individual, especially if one social identity is so powerful that it eclipses all other social identities that
         make up an individual’s identity. Thus what Amartya Sen, in Identity and Violence: The Illusions of Destiny (2007), calls ‘the singular affiliation view,’ which presumes that a person belongs
         to only ‘one group and one group only,’ is hard to justify (2007: 25). Still, Sen
         argues, the ‘conceptual flaw in seeing human beings in terms of only one affiliation’
         (2007: 59) persists. From a postcolonial perspective, this abridgement of the self
         is tantamount to the kind of epistemic violence that Spivak describes in ‘Can the
         Subaltern Speak?’ and Sen memorably calls ‘the miniaturisation of human beings’ (2007:
         185).
      

      
      It is possible, we believe, to understand Afropolitanism as a reaction to the miniaturisation
         of people, especially of people from the African continent as they appear in Eurocentric
         discourses. Indeed, this miniaturisation, the result of the single-affiliation view,
         is in fact another version of the single story, the dangers of which Chimamanda Ngozi
         Adichie has drawn attention to in her famous 2009 TED talk (2009). Taiye Selasi’s
         self-styled celebration of her Afropolitan identity may well be read as a frustrated
         response to the degrading and belittling scenario that ties identity to merely one
         affiliation. Sen’s liberalist vocabulary and his insistence that identities are robustly
         plural (2007: 19) provide quite a different platform from which to approach Selasi’s
         influential essay. For Sen, ‘the responsibilities of choice and reasoning’ are ‘central
         to leading a human life’ (2007: xiii); as he suggests, un-chosen identities of inherited
         traditions, cultures, and religions do not have to, indeed should not, become ‘cultural
         destiny’ (2007: 111). Instead, what is vital are the choices we all make as to the
         level of importance we attach to divergent loyalties and allegiances that may compete
         for precedence among the many ways we conceptualise our sense of the unique self.
         We may therefore read Selasi’s identity project in ‘Bye-Bye, Babar’ as the result
         of an active employment of agency in her own reasoning and choice of an identity among
         multiple affiliations or identity-shaping aspects that constitute her robustly plural
         identity. Selasi flags her allegiances—to Africa, and to the many worlds in which
         she manoeuvres—and is constantly and actively mindful that she is not cowed by un-chosen
         identities. Instead, she constantly complicates identity as she engages with, critiques
         or celebrates ‘the parts of Africa that mean the most’ to her (Selasi 2005). The well-reasoned
         argument for choosing Afropolitan as a self-proclaimed identity marker appears to
         be the sound result of her own unique ways of being and seeing. But, as Sen would
         comment on such a choice, ‘even when we are clear about how we want to see ourselves,
         we may still have difficulty in being able to persuade others to see us in just that way’ (2007: 6). Thus, although Selasi’s point of departure
         is her own experiences and her own sense of self, as a conscious attempt to make sense
         of the conundrum of identity, she also, in what is for many a provocatively inclusive
         gesture, speaks of an ‘us’ and a ‘we.’ This gesture towards collectivisation, as already
         discussed, has garnered much criticism, but also much support, and it has certainly
         helped to complicate the many different ways of being African in the contemporary
         world.
      

      
      Another useful perspective on identity is to be found in the writings of Kwame Anthony
         Appiah. In his early essay ‘African Identities’ he holds that ‘[e]very human identity
         is constructed . . . each is a kind of role that has to be scripted, structured by
         conventions of narrative to which the world never quite manages to conform’ (Appiah
         1995: 105). Appiah develops these ideas about scripts and narratives in ‘Identity,
         Authenticity, Survival,’ written in response to Charles Taylor’s 1994 elaboration
         on ‘the politics of recognition.’ Here, Appiah expresses his impatience with how the
         focus on large social categories (like gender, ethnicity, ‘race,’ or nationality)
         is to the detriment of personal identities. The potential problem with collective
         identities, the un-chosen identities that Appiah calls scripts, is that they ‘come
         with notions of how a proper person of that kind behaves’ and such ‘modes of behavior’
         provide ‘loose norms or models’ that can be used by individuals in their shaping of
         life plans and in telling their life stories (Appiah 1994: 159). But if these scripts
         are too tight, if they come with exacting demands or too limiting expectations about
         ways of being, for example, African, African American, gay, or whatever script a person
         might align with, then the danger is that the script will not be sustainable but rather
         constrain the making and shaping of individual life plans and life stories. For Appiah,
         then, it is important to think carefully through the impetus behind the politics of
         recognition because a scripted social identity can also work to subvert the personal
         identity of an individual as a free agent. What is needed is a personal, social, and
         human script that is not so tight that it stifles and not so loose that it is meaningless.
      

      
      Identity, Appiah further suggests, consists of labels that are applied to people and
         that come to have psychological effects on those people. Labels, he writes, ‘operate
         to mould what we may call identification, the process through which individuals shape their projects—including their plans
         for their own lives and their conceptions of the good life—by reference to available
         labels, available identities’ (Appiah 2007a: 66). But what if there are no available
         labels or identities, no empowering scripts, that speak to who an individual might
         feel she or he is? It is this question, it seems to us, that animates Selasi’s essay
         ‘Bye-Bye, Babar.’ The essay, then, is an integral part of that age-old and ongoing
         conversation about the relationship between identity and individuality—‘between the
         what and the who,’ as Appiah writes in the preface to The Ethics of Identity (2007a: xviii).
      

      
      In such a conversation, Achille Mbembe suggests that Afropolitanism is not only an
         aesthetic and a particular poetic or a way of being in the world, it is also, and
         this is important, ‘a political and cultural stance in relation to the nation, to
         race and to the issue of difference in general’ (Mbembe 2007: 29). In other words,
         thinking about Afropolitanism through an identitarian lens—as a way of being in the
         world, as an ontological way of making sense of the self—is profoundly relational.
         It is a dynamic and fluid negotiation between the personal and the social, the latter
         manifested, for example, in the notion of ‘race’ or issues of diversity and difference.
         Such an identity is of necessity profoundly hybrid as popularisers of Afropolitanism
         all insist. It is also, however, almost per definition, loosely scripted, and mindful
         of both collective and individual identities. From an identitarian perspective, then,
         it makes sense, again, to suggest that when Taiye Selasi—in that (in)famous essay
         written when she was in her mid-twenties and tried to make sense of her positioning
         in the world—voiced a personal concern and made it public, she also provided for others
         a positive script that promptly resonated with many young members of the African diaspora.
         Selasi’s self-construction manifests Appiah’s stance on identity as already constituted
         on the ‘recognition of the complex interdependence of self-creation and sociability’
         (Appiah 2007a: 17). In the essay, Selasi tried to make meaning out of her experience
         as ‘a sort of deterritorialised brown person,’ as she says in an interview with Stephanie
         Sy (19 February 2015). When asked to describe some characteristics of the Afropolitan,
         she insists that she was merely describing the experience of being in your twenties
         and being unable to tie ‘the sense of self to just one place,’ and thus she cannot
         provide ‘seven criteria’ (Selasi in Sy 2015). Sy suggests that coining the term was
         Selasi’s way of gaining control of her own identity, to which Selasi responds that
         it was merely her way of saying ‘enough with the nots,’ as in not really American/black/British/Nigerian/Ghanaian.
         Selasi’s essay polemically posits a narrative of Afropolitanism as a, or perhaps more
         precisely, her self-empowering plan of life, and ‘[w]hat matters most about a plan of life,’ Appiah
         claims, ‘is simply that it be chosen by the person whose life it is’ (Appiah 2007a:
         5). The Afropolitan life plan that Selasi made for herself in 2005 can be seen in
         opposition to the many superimposed scripts of what it means to be ‘a proper African.’
         When she tells her interviewer that she was fed up with ‘the nots,’ she also implies
         that the scripts that came with collective African identities at the time were too
         tight and tyrannical for her attempt to make sense of her multiple roots and routes.
         As Appiah argues in The Ethics of Identity, we fashion ourselves ‘from a tool kit of options made available by our culture and
         society. We do make choices, but we don’t, individually, determine the options among
         which we choose’ (Appiah 2007a: 107). Selasi, it goes without saying, would have been
         aware of this, but her life plan, her individual script as Afropolitan, contains her
         vision of authenticity and the good life—‘I am this,’ as she informs Sy (2015). Indeed,
         as Appiah holds, commenting on John Stuart Mill, ‘the life plan is an expression of
         my individuality, of who I am’ (2007a: 13).
      

      
      In her talk ‘African Literature Does Not Exist’ (2013b) Selasi explains that to be
         Afropolitan is indeed for her ‘a personal identity,’ but she also suggests, as implied
         in the 2005 essay, that it may be inspirational for other Africans in and outside
         of Africa in ‘declaring their own identities’ (2013b). This explains the plural personal
         pronouns ‘we’ and ‘us’ employed in the essay that signal the potential fruitfulness
         of what she has to say for other members of ‘the newest generation of African emigrants’
         whose belonging, like hers, is manifold, but among which is ‘at least one [important]
         place on the African continent’ (2005); thus Selasi’s penchant for Afropolitanism. Her cosmopolitanism has to be hinged to an African location, although in a geographical rather
         than a singular national sense. But this hinge also has to be coupled with the realisation
         that ‘the modern adolescent African is tasked to forge a sense of self from wildly
         disparate sources’ (2005). Constructing a life plan as Afropolitan has to come out
         of a sense of felt authenticity—‘to “be” anything is a matter of being sure of who
         you are uniquely’ (2005). Now, this, of course, is a potentially worrying turn of
         phrase and perhaps only something a young person would write. What does unique refer
         to and how does the choice of this word stand in relation to authenticity? Selasi
         is obviously writing this as a reflection on what ‘it means for me’; in other words,
         her Afropolitan script is profoundly shaped by her personal and individual identity,
         even though it is presented through the communal and plural pronouns of ‘we’ and ‘us.’
         The essay, then, is an expression of Selasi’s own agency, understood as having the
         ability to ‘conceive and pursue projects, plans, values’ (Appiah, 2007a: 38).
      

      
      It is tempting to play with Appiah’s comments on how African American and gay identities
         have taken on the collective identity, the imposed, and often negative script of ‘standard’
         African American or gay modes of behaviour, and out of this constructed new positive
         life scripts in the telling of their own life stories (2007a: 1089). In a similar
         sense, Selasi’s narrative of her own life story, at least in 2005 when the essay was
         written, can be viewed as a revamping of the old and tired identity script of ‘African,’
         which was seen as too tight and ill-fitting, and so Selasi re-coded it into a positive
         life script suitable for the twenty-first century. But this analogy only works so
         far, of course, because whereas African Americans or gays in Appiah’s examples point
         to how collective identities work and are reworked through the politics of recognition
         to a point where both collectives expect recognition as African American or as gay, Selasi does not demand or even feel the need to be recognised as Afropolitan. This is not a social category or identity imposed upon her. It is entirely
         a self-constructed category, a complimentary identity, a response to the absence of
         a suitable and appropriate social description to work from.
      

      
      As we have seen from the discussion in this chapter, there is no correct way or proper
         mode of behaviour descriptive of being Afropolitan. Nor does Afropolitanism, also
         when viewed through an identitarian lens, attach itself to a tight script. Bhikhu
         Parekh emphasises the importance of activating our human identity in today’s global
         and intensely complex world by focusing on our shared humanity. While Parekh writes
         from a multicultural, and perhaps globalising, perspective, Appiah and Mbembe insist
         on something similar, albeit from a cosmo/Afropolitan perspective. For Mbembe, one
         of the defining characteristics of Afropolitanism is the ability ‘to recognise one’s
         face in that of a foreigner’ (2007: 28) in the encounter with others. For a cosmopolitan
         like Appiah, ‘each human being has responsibilities to every other’; indeed, cosmopolitanism
         ‘begins with the simple idea that in the human community . . . we need to develop
         habits of coexistence: conversation in its older meaning, of living together, association’
         (2007: xiv and xvii).[3]    We want to stress, however, that a departure in the individual response to the
         challenges of living as African in a globalised world, as in Taiye Selasi’s 2005 essay,
         does not suggest that the Afropolitan experience is not also viable as a collective
         intervention. Interestingly, in his 1998 ‘Cosmopolitan Manifesto,’ Ulrich Beck takes
         his point of departure in an understanding of the late twentieth century as increasingly
         global, individualistic, and moral (1998: 28). While individualism is typically critiqued
         for being self-centred, Beck rather sees it as ‘moral and political in a new sense’
         that might form the basis for a twenty-first-century cosmopolitanism: ‘Any attempt
         to create a new sense of social cohesion has to start from a recognition that individualisation,
         diversity and scepticism are written into [contemporary] culture’ (1998: 28). By individualisation
         Beck means ‘institutionalised individualism’ which, perhaps surprisingly, he sees
         as implying a ‘collective lifestyle’ (1998: 28) that strives towards maturing ‘a politically
         strong cosmopolitan consciousness’ (1998: 29). Such a consciousness, Beck suggests,
         is engendered by a ‘global dialogue’ that focuses on ‘the goals, values, and structures
         of a cosmopolitan society’ (1998: 29). According to Beck, it is ‘freedom’s children’
         who will start this dialogue because, like Selasi’s Afropolitans, they are ‘not afraid
         of the questions’ (Selasi 2005). And the questions, Beck holds, are bound up in a
         dialectics of local and global that does not fit into narrowly defined national or
         regional politics—they are world problems and need to be addressed in a plethora of
         transnational fora. We might see the individualised (though in our view not individualistic)
         point of departure for Afropolitanism in a similar vein, in the sense that the individual
         platform, as sketched for example in Selasi’s 2005 essay or in the vibrant posts of
         Minna Salami’s MsAfropolitan blog, helps to shape an Afropolitan morality and politics
         ‘in a new sense,’ through asking questions, provoking dialogue, and starting conversations.
         It might even form the basis for a new way of thinking solidarity, more suited to
         and in tune with the twenty-first century.
      

      
      If Afropolitanism is approached as a space of inquiry and if to be Afropolitan, as
         we have argued here, is a contingent and dialogically constituted way of being African
         in the world, then it is indeed through encounters and conversations across difference,
         even across differences of opinion, that we may reach an informed understanding of
         the issues at stake when we debate what it means to be African or of African descent
         in the contemporary moment. The literary narratives that we discuss in the following
         chapters present us with a far more nuanced story about the Afropolitan experience
         than cultural studies provide. They revel in encounters and conversations that we
         as readers are privy to. These conversations, as indeed the ongoing and unwieldy conversation
         about Afropolitanism and the Afropolitan that this introductory chapter has summarised,
         rarely lead to consensus. But that is fine. They do not have to. They simply draw
         our attention to crucially important topics that relate directly to the world we all
         live in—and that is the challenge. 
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. In our conversation with Simon Gikandi, he notes, however, that his evaluation of
                  Afropolitanism has ‘moved a bit’ since his 2011 contribution in which he now believes
                  that he ‘was focusing too much on the celebration’ (chapter 2, ‘The Authors in Conversation
                  with Simon Gikandi’).
               

            

         

         
            2. This is also highlighted in the conversations for this book with critics and writers;
                  see for instance our conversations with Kwame Anthony Appiah and Sefi Atta.
               

            

         

         
            3. In this book we lean on Kwame Anthony Appiah’s cosmopolitan ideas, Simon Gikandi’s
                  definition of Afropolitanism as a way of being in the world, and Achille Mbembe’s
                  conceptual idea of Afropolitanism as a ‘worlds-in-movement phenomenon’ or ontology
                  that allows us analytical manoeuvrability out of and into Africa. However, within
                  the limits of this study we have found it too ambitious to adopt Mbembe’s inclusion
                  of non-black Africans in our search for the Afropolitan. For us, this is part of a
                  valuable vision for the future, but in its current and most predominant shape and
                  literary application, the figure of the Afropolitan appears to be almost exclusively
                  black African. We realise, of course, that this cuts Mbembe’s vision short of its
                  most forward-reaching and inclusive gesture.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 2

      The Authors in Conversation with Simon Gikandi

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      Princeton, 21 May 2015

      
      Authors:  As postcolonially trained literary scholars, we are always concerned with language,
            vocabulary, and terminology. What do we do with concepts such as Africa, African identity,
            African literature, and African culture, especially in this global time and age where
            the tag ‘African’ has been unhinged from geographical specificity. What is your take
            on this, as a scholar who has written extensively on these issues? 

      
      Simon Gikandi: Well, I could begin with the problem of categories. Tracing how these categories
         have evolved in terms of Africa, I have noticed that the experience of diaspora, this
         mass movement of Africans from Africa to other places, is an experience of Africans
         living across boundaries and that has complicated the term ‘African.’ It seems to
         me that it has become a weaker term than it was when, for example, we were talking
         about Pan-Africanism. It is a weaker term in the sense that most people who call themselves
         African are not thinking about it in profound, specific ways. The term has become
         purely descriptive. In fact, to be named African can sometimes be startling. The reason
         for that is that national definitions are powerful; although we thought that the nation
         was dying and is dead (and it is dead in terms of conceptual power), it is still very powerful as a descriptive category.
         I have observed this in the US for a long time. Here, people from Africa are not defining
         themselves as African, but as Ghanaian Americans, Nigerian Americans, Kenyan Americans,
         or Ugandan Americans. When people began to leave Africa in the 1980s, it was because
         of a certain disenchantment with the nation and its claims. It is ironic that when
         people arrive in the diaspora, they do not want to be called African. They want to
         be connected, in very specific ways, to the countries they came from. 
      

      
      Initially, I thought maybe they are troubled by being associated with the idea of
         Africa, but they are not worried about Africa. It is just that they want something
         recognised which is important and that has made Africa a different category because
         people are coming from very specific places. One of the most important things to the
         American-born students of African origin that I teach is a connection to a very specific
         place in Africa. If their parents are from Ghana, they want to be recognised as coming
         from Ghana. My own sense, then, is that the term ‘Africa’ has become weakened because
         people can do without it, and quite often people in the US who call Africans ‘African’
         are not aware of these nuances. So, when you go to New York, Liberians do not just
         want to be called Africans, they want to be called Liberians because for them Liberia
         is an experience that they have gone through, or their parents have. They feel as
         if that category is a form of recognition whereas ‘African’ can be a term of dismissal.
         However, as change takes place, I have also noticed that the term ‘African’ is sometimes
         adopted as part of a political strategy. As African communities encounter racism,
         they want to develop connections, political movements, solidarity—and one way of unifying
         them is by invoking that term ‘African.’ So, in times of crisis Africa becomes a conceptual
         category with more force than it has in everyday life. That is why I like to separate:
         Africa as a category used for developing political solidarity and Africa as a category
         used in a kind of descriptive, general sense when needed.
      

       

      How does this relate to your own personal experiences as an African and as a scholar
            who has lived for many years in the US?

      
      In terms of my own experiences, what I have noticed is a kind of bifurcation of experience.
         I wake up every morning and I read the newspapers: I start by reading the American
         papers and then I go to the African papers. Inevitably, the African papers I read
         are Kenyan newspapers, the ones I grew up with. What is happening in Kenya always
         appears to be very important to me. Then, if something is happening somewhere else
         in Africa—let us say, a political crisis—then I will go to an international newspaper.
         I am struck by that bifurcation. 
      

      
      I was at a conference earlier this year and there was a dispute between panelists
         who were debating their engagement with Africa. Achille Mbembe, who was one of the
         people on the panel, was accused of not engaging with Africa. He got upset and said
         something very profound: ‘I have not lived in Cameroon for a long time but there is
         not a single day I don’t think about Cameroon.’ That is true for most of us. The difference,
         for example, between Africans who have moved to the US and their children born here
         is that connection through memories and that continuous attachment which is sometimes
         almost sentimental, I guess. 
      

       

      That is very interesting. Do the children inherit their parents’ memories? How would
            you characterise that ‘sentimental attachment’? It seems to be closely linked to an
            experience of displacement.

      
      I have not thought carefully about what exactly one is attached to, but I have noticed,
         observing and talking to my peers and friends, a new preoccupation with memory. I
         am interested in memory as something we are trying to recuperate; this idea of Africa
         as part of one’s lived experience and so perhaps as one way of dealing with displacement.
      

      
      Displacement is an interesting term to use in this connection because we are not displaced
         in any real political sense. We can always go back. But there is always this feeling
         that as African academics there is something we have lost. What we have lost—and literary
         scholars are the ones who have put their finger on it—is a connection of projects
         we are involved with, for instance the project of African literature, to African audiences
         and spaces. It was a project which emerged as part of a conversation between African
         writers and their immediate audiences. When he wrote his first criticism, Abiola Irele
         said that he always took it for granted that his readers were people who shared the
         same sentiments, experiences, and community of readership; that one took it for granted
         that the primary readers of one’s work were other Africans. So when you find yourself
         displaced to American institutions, as Irele noted about his later work, you are always
         troubled by the fact that you are not sure who your audience is. It is the same with
         teaching. When one teaches in Africa one always takes it for granted that there is
         a relationship between the objects of analysis and readerships. In the US we are not
         sure. We try to translate Africa, sometimes in very difficult ways, in response to
         an audience which demands an Africa which we are resisting. Again there is a bifurcation:
         across the street are the social scientists and on this side are the humanists. There
         is sometimes a tension between us because some of the social scientists are interested
         in an Africa defined by crisis, HIV/AIDS, political failure, and Boko Haram. Every
         single day they have forums on these questions. On this side, we are interested in
         an Africa which, of course, is connected to those problems, but also an Africa that
         is imaginative and creative. Sometimes I have heated conversations with my colleagues
         about the idea of Africa or the meaning of the African experience at the present and
         we end up with two competing visions. For example, I was talking to one of my colleagues
         in the social sciences about the collapse and failure of the Democratic Republic of
         the Congo. I asked him a simple question: why is it that this place that you are defining
         as a place of failure is also the place that produces vibrant African music? My colleague
         did not know how to respond to that question. I was not suggesting that there is a
         relationship between failure and creativity. I was saying that creativity is still
         part of the story and that we have to negotiate such tensions. 
      

      
      There may indeed be two Africas in circulation. There is the Africa that scholars
         engage with seriously, and there is an Africa of the imagination, which also carries
         remnants of the old Africa of the Western imagination. We no longer perform the racist
         representations of Africa, but they lie under the surface occasionally. Africa tends
         to be caught between these two representations. But there is also a third dimension:
         a romantic desire for Africa. I have noticed this with students of African origin
         and the children of recent African migrants. The struggle I have with them in the
         classroom is that they come to my classes wanting me to confirm a certain romantic
         image of Africa and, of course, I refuse that. In my global seminar I take my students
         to Ghana for a real encounter with Africa in all its contradictions. It is always
         a transformative experience for the students. They are startled to discover that Africa
         does not seem to fit just one image. For instance, we once went to visit a chief outside
         Accra and the students, of course, already had an idea of an African chief and were
         expecting to arrive in a village. But we arrived in one of the suburbs of Accra at
         his mansion. He was sitting in a nice traditional seat, but behind him was this big
         television. He told my students how he became chief: ‘My community came and asked
         me to be chief. I was working as an accountant at a multinational firm.’
      

       

      That is a telling story! It works to demystify Africa but also, as Taiye Selasi has
            suggested, to complicate Africa. That is obviously important. We are also reminded
            of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s warning of the dangers of the single story. 
      

      
      Yes. The complications are very important. I am trying to call attention to this in
         a theoretical way here in the US, but the students seem to desire a unifying metaphorical
         sense of Africa because of the crises they encounter here. I am trying to encourage
         the metonymic image of Africa where everything is complicated and complicating, where
         nothing is what it appears to be. There is no singular story, because Africa has absorbed
         this global moment and been transformed. 
      

       

      It is equally important for us in a Scandinavian classroom—where we have more white
            than black students—to complicate Africa. Our students do not come to our classes
            to have a certain romantic image of Africa confirmed. They come to our classes wanting
            to have their ideas of Africa as a place of poverty and suffering challenged. We would
            argue that literature works well towards this aim, because we come across so many
            different Africas in the fiction. What kind of literary fiction would you teach to
            show this new transformed and transforming Africa? 
      

      
      I teach literature that complicates the values we ascribe to a culture. For example,
         in my Ghana course I begin with Ayi Kwei Armah’s The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born (1968) and end with Taiye Selasi’s Ghana Must Go (2013). I guess what African writing does is to call into question all fixed assumptions.
         Students want to know Africa, but my approach is one that deconstructs and calls into
         question fixed notions. Initially the students are unhappy because I am not providing
         them with what they want. I tell them: ‘No, I can’t give you what you want. What I
         can give you are tools of understanding.’ 
      

       

      But these tools of understanding, we assume, would resist the idea that Africa is
            a place that one can recover, just as they would resist a singular notion of an African
            identity. Mbembe has said that there is no African identity other than the one that
            is allegorical. Do you agree? 
      

      
      I will approach that question from two perspectives. One, I do not think I have a
         problem with whether you define it as allegorical or metaphoric or metonymic. I think
         what it calls attention to is that Africa is, of course, a figuration. What has changed
         over time is how Africa is figured. There was a time when Africa figured as an excess and a time when
         Africa figured as an absence, or as marking a certain horizon of expectations. In
         the 1970s and ’80s, Africa figured as crisis or as an allegory of failure and disillusionment.
         Then there is this other new Africa of the contemporary moment that is trying to figure
         out its own narratives. I would not say that Africa is a place that one can recover
         as much as I would argue that there is an Africa which is always resisting the language
         we develop to explain it. Part of the crisis we face as intellectuals is that Africa
         cannot be explained in intelligible and transparent symbols. 
      

       

      In this connection we find that Mbembe’s idea about the ‘worlds-in-movement’ (2007:
            28) conception of Africa is an interesting one. It offers a good way into an understanding
            of the signification of Afropolitanism—and the figure of the Afropolitan. It has also
            been helpful in our attempts to ponder on how the figure of the mobile Afropolitan
            signifies in literature. We have wondered about the extent to which both the ‘ism’
            and the figure are unstable signifiers? 

      
      Is Afropolitanism an unstable signifier? Is it a signifier that is always excessive?
         Or, is it a signifier that is inadequate? For now, that remains undecided—but that
         is the beauty of it. It makes me think of Claude Levi-Strauss talking about the shifting
         signifier, which I like very much, because a shifting signifier is contingent and
         so the shift depends on which Africa you want to talk about—and there are many and
         they mean different things. That is why a lot of younger writers talk about the multiplicity
         of African narratives. I think the multiplicity is important, as is the shifting of
         signifiers; what Africa means in South Africa is different from what Africa means
         in Kenya or Ghana. In my judgement, we are at the beginning of a kind of questioning
         process. 
      

       

      The working definition that we have arrived at is that Afropolitanism can be understood
            as a space of inquiry, which is to say that it is a space where questions relating
            to, for example, current and dominant significations of Africa are challenged and
            where reconnections between Africa and the diaspora can be explored. Can we link this
            understanding to what you just called a questioning process? 

      
      I think Afropolitanism is an interesting way of responding to this problem of the
         signification of Africa. My approach is a pragmatic one. Afropolitanism is, of course,
         the search for an African way of being cosmopolitan, especially for a generation that
         lives across boundaries and whose lives are connected very intimately to other places.
         So, it is connected to the reality of African life. I will give you an interesting
         example of that reality. Now, first of all, you do not need to travel across boundaries
         to be cosmopolitan or Afropolitan. In Ghana we now have a younger generation of people
         who have created lives, imaginary or real, from the Internet. I call them ‘professional
         friends.’ They live on the Internet and, if you tell them you are from Denmark, they
         will tell you everything that happened in Denmark last night, stuff you do not even
         know has happened. They are the Afropolitans who have not left. They are connected
         to international circuits. I see them fighting in the streets over the results of
         the UEFA Cup or who was wearing what dress at the Oscars—it all comes to them, in
         fact, before we wake up. They are ahead of us. 
      

      
      The social media is very powerful in Africa because there is access to it everywhere
         through smartphones. It is what I call media mediated; it may invoke fantasy, and
         it is not necessarily real. It is a kind of postmodernism. The late Stuart Hall once
         defined postmodernism as: ‘The way the rest of the world imagines itself to be America.’
         That is the way of these people—they are imagining themselves to be American. We all
         did that when I was growing up, but we did not have access to smartphones. In fact,
         we had to wait a whole week to get an American paper. Now you have it instantly and
         so you can cultivate a life that is connected, in the imagination, to all these other
         places.
      

       

      This means, then, that Afropolitanism does not have to be a term that is attached
            to travel outside of Africa. Again, Mbembe offers an interesting perspective when
            he argues, in a recent interview, that ‘the Internet is Afropolitan’ (2015). Nor,
            as you suggest, does Afropolitanism have to be attached to a specific class. Yet,
            when we talk to people about Afropolitanism we notice that it is often regarded as
            an elitist term. The ‘professional friends’ you talk about suggest that it is not
            necessarily so? 
      

      
      Afropolitanism, in fact, covers two classes or groups. My first example could be taxi
         drivers in Accra; they may not be formally employed, but they have smartphones. They
         can imagine themselves as Afropolitan—they can live outside the boundaries of Ghana
         in their imagination. They are connected to this other world of Nollywood or Hollywood.
         The other group, which is also quite fascinating, is the elites who have gone to schools
         in the West. My second example comes from Ghana. I went to the launching of Taiye
         Selasi’s book in Boutique Hotel in Accra. There was a party going on and I thought
         it was the book launch, and went to talk to some people. They said: ‘No, this is the
         party of the Yale Club of Ghana.’ So, I went to the party upstairs and it was also
         like a gathering of elites. In fact, after Taiye read from her book people called
         to her: ‘Hi Taiye, how are you? You probably do not remember me but we went to Milton
         Academy together.’ They were all educated in American or European elite academies
         or they are the children of the elite. And, of course, they are the ones who have
         popularised the term. 
      

      
      My own sense is that these are two different types of imagining Afropolitanism. The
         non-elite group lives Afropolitanism through the imagination and the elite group lives
         Afropolitanism as an experience of being born across boundaries. Each group faces
         challenges. In the first group the obvious challenge is that this imaginary world
         is not connected to reality. These Afropolitans are forced to want to possess gadgets
         that connect them to the world, but what one always recognises is that this is performed,
         it is not real—as we see with our ‘professional friends.’ They may know the US better
         than I do, but it is not a place that is real for them, since their image of the US
         is based on media images. What they have access to is what the media mediates. That
         kind of Afropolitanism reminds me of ideology in a very old sense of the term—ideology
         as false consciousness.
      

      
      The second group, of course, is much more interesting and also more troubling because
         I have now become convinced that this elite group of Afro-cosmopolitans has adopted
         Afropolitanism, not as a celebration of living a global life, but as an anxiety. It
         is the expression of an anxiety about the difficulties of being African and cosmopolitan.
         That is what has become the fame of their work. If you look at Taiye Selasi, Sefi
         Atta, or Teju Cole, you see this struggle. You would think that their characters live
         outside boundaries and are citizens of the world. But in a sense, what you see in
         their novels is a constant failure to live in that world. It is not by accident that
         their novels end up with a certain kind of disenchantment or a certain kind of retour.
         What makes these Afropolitans much more problematic than the ‘professional friends’
         is that the ‘professional friends’ never leave their space, they make the most of
         it. The anxiety you see in novels by Selasi, Atta and Cole is an anxiety connected
         to mobility and travel and to location and belonging. So in Cole’s Open City (2011) the character, Julius, wants to be a flâneur, living that Baudelairian life,
         walking the streets. But there are these great moments in the novel when something
         very simple happens suddenly, like the Nigerian taxi driver who is upset when Julius
         does not want to recognise their common African identification. In other cases, the
         Afropolitans discover that living across boundaries in all these different places,
         with all the cultural wealth that comes with it, leads to a certain kind of excessiveness
         about signification. 
      

       

      The same kind of anxiety comes out strongly in Selasi’s Ghana Must Go. The children of the Sai family are all anxious over-achievers. On the surface, their
            lives appear to be successful, and they seem to make the most of their mobility and
            their, by African standards, affluence. Yet the novel can also be read as a trauma
            narrative that exposes precisely the anxiety about belonging that has scarred the
            children’s individual lives. 
      

      
      I think you are right and, actually, in some recent works we note that the embarrassment
         of riches might be part of this trauma. When Selasi read at the Accra book launch
         and talked about her novel, people were saying it was a celebration of her privilege
         and she said: ‘No, I don’t want it to be read that way.’ Then someone asked her: ‘Like
         your characters, you have lived in all these places. You come from this amazing background,
         Yoruba Nigerian mother, Ghanaian father. You have lived in the UK and America. What
         do you identify with the most?’ She paused and said: ‘Of all the cultures and places
         that constitute my background, the one I feel is Yoruba.’ That was important to me because I wondered why she is identifying with
         Yoruba when most of her life had been spent in the US. It reminded me of Africans
         in the Americas in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries who would adopt either
         the Yoruba or the Congolese cosmology because these were powerful presences at that
         time. But the most important point I would like to make is that it is also a question
         of how one imagines oneself in terms of one’s affiliations. The most interesting question
         for me is why do these identifications not disappear and coalesce into a certain cosmopolitan
         prose? 
      

       

      There is a difference, we gather from what you are saying, between being an Afropolitan
            and being an African cosmopolitan. The African cosmopolitan, we suppose, is not caught
            up in that anxiety that you describe? 
      

      
      Right. African cosmopolitans are defined by certain privileges, of education, of being
         able to travel and having choices and options. The reason why there is not always
         an expression of anxiety in their works is because they have a very powerful connection
         to locality. That is my argument. The reason why African cosmopolitans seem to be
         at home in the world—and I know many of them—is precisely because they take belonging
         for granted. Kwame Anthony Appiah would be a good example of an African cosmopolitan.
         The thing that people do not know about him is that he is closely connected to the
         culture of Ashanti. He speaks the language. He may not have lived in Ghana long because
         he went to boarding school, but his family connections to Ghana mean that he can take
         it for granted. I think what I notice among most African cosmopolitans is that, for
         them, cosmopolitanism is not a source of an identity. It is something they cultivate.
         
      

       

      This is a very useful distinction. By the same token, one could argue that Afropolitanism
            is something that is cultivated within that space of inquiry we talked about before.
            Appiah defines cosmopolitanism as ‘universality plus difference’ (2008: 92). Could
            it be the other way around with Afropolitanism—difference plus universality? And if
            so, what difference does the ‘Afro’ infer? 
      

      
      It is a difficult question. What most of us who have brought up children in the US
         have noticed over the years is that we are always surprised by our children’s desire.
         And they are cosmopolitan, you would think, or Afropolitan. Their desire is to find
         something universal which overcomes the differences that define them here. But starting
         with difference is a problem when what they really want to discover is a place of
         universality. But this is not the case for us in the parent generation. If you already
         have a universal identity, something you take for granted—and I think that is the
         definition of universalism that works best—then you take your belonging for granted,
         too. You ask me to read the texts, you ask me to talk about histories, and memories,
         and experiences and I can do that, but what will happen if you start with being defined
         as different? The old cosmopolitans, the African cosmopolitans are different from
         the new Afropolitans because the Afropolitans are anxiously seeking that point of
         origin—that place of universality. 
      

       

      In other words, would you argue that Afropolitanism is closely related to issues of
            anxieties and belonging in the diaspora? 

      
      Yes, I am beginning to see it as a response to what I call the incomplete project
         of transnationalism, or of globalisation. I think what makes Afropolitan literature
         interesting is that it rehearses the anxiety we talked about before. Instead of celebrating
         transnationalism, it creates a new space. But for me personally, it does not represent
         an existential situation. To say that I am a Kenyan American is not a radical statement.
         It is a question of which passport I carry, right? So I always wonder: how do those
         for whom it is an existential problem imagine that incomplete project? And that is
         what the fiction is exploring. At the centre of the novels we have discussed is an
         Afropolitan; someone who has gone away and now lives across nations and traditions
         and languages. Almost everyone in Afropolitan novels always goes back to Africa to
         sort some problem out. 
      

       

      Yes, they go back to Africa, but is there not a subtle distinction to be made here,
            between ‘going back’ and ‘returning’ which also complicates the plots, because the
            characters tend to go back to reconnect with their African origins, but not necessarily,
            as we see in Ghana Must Go, with a view to return and stay there? At least this is left undecided? 

      
      Yes, you are right. In the earlier literatures, one of the most important tropes was
         the retour. The narrative of retour was a narrative with a definitive break—‘I’m going
         back home’—a return with no possibilities of coming back. It was a return to a previous
         scene of identity, of language, and of origins. That has changed in Afropolitan literature.
         How to explain that? I tell my students to think about it as a certain trope which
         has been popularised, and hence circulated widely. These writers are connected to
         something, because they are produced by certain international forums, institutions,
         and prizes. There is nothing wrong with that. But they move in the same circles and,
         and if you wanted to be uncharitable, you could argue that theirs are works that are
         produced to respond to the demands of a global audience—the Western market. You cannot
         get away from that. But beneath it all is an attempt to use writing as a way of questioning,
         thinking through, rehearsing, and imagining what it means to be living across traditions
         and boundaries. I always wonder: what does it mean for these writers born in the US
         or in Europe to be of Africa outside Africa, and to be African without being African?
         Appiah and I can talk about Africa as an experience we have been through in very substantive
         ways, and this enables our cosmopolitanism. Some younger writers cannot perform that
         kind of cosmopolitanism precisely because that native ground, if one may use that
         term, cannot be taken for granted. If you look at the characters in the novels we
         have been discussing, quite often the sorting of problems is related to sorting out
         their native ground, i.e. to figure out what is this? Or it presents them with a crisis
         that needs to be resolved. In Selasi’s novel, for example, the father eventually goes
         back, but I was struck by the fact that he is going to a place which exists for him.
         When the children come, that place does not exist for them. 
      

       

      But would you then, based on what you were just saying, describe yourself as an African
            cosmopolitan because of your African ‘native ground,’ rather than as an Afropolitan? 
      

      
      I would never describe myself as an Afropolitan. I find the term to be distant from
         my own experiences for a number of reasons. One is the obvious reason that when I
         return, I return to a place which has changed, but it is still a place that is familiar
         to me. When I arrive back in Kenya, for example, I bump into people in the streets
         and we start talking as if we never left. There is a community—an imagined community,
         perhaps—but it is a community that is there. My life outside Africa is not defined
         by an anxiety about return. I think that is what Mbembe is also saying when he says
         that he thinks of Cameroon every day. 
      

      
      Afropolitans are people for whom the experience of Africa is always extroverted. Or
         a better way to phrase it is to say that the idea and experience of Africa is always
         subjected to Europe or America or Australia or wherever they live. I see Ghanaians
         making pilgrimages and parents taking their children to Ghana, but it always strikes
         me that the parents’ relationship to Ghana is not the children’s relationship to Ghana.
         The children, in fact, will often go there and discover Ghana and be excited about
         it, but their relationship to Ghana will always be slightly removed. For the parents
         who lived in Ghana and left Ghana, it is a different thing. It does not mean that
         they do not have anxieties, obviously. All of us have anxieties. But one anxiety they
         do not have is that sense of belonging to Africa. 
      

       

      So you can live across cultures and languages, because you have this rooted background
            in Africa, in a way that does not engender anxiety about belonging.  Again, the children of the Sai family in Ghana Must Go find it difficult to do that. They live ‘floating’ lives—they do not have that rooted
            experience of feeling at home. We wonder about the father’s emblematic slippers, guarding
            the bedroom door ‘like dogs’ in the very opening of the novel being somehow interesting
            in that connection. Is the anxiety in the children not linked to the very human difficulties
            of transcending nation, origin, and language? 
      

      
      There are two points to the question. The first is that the moment the father runs
         into problems he has a place in Africa to go back to. The slippers are emblematic
         of a kind of placement of home. It seems as if home is there, even if it is not, because
         home is part of the way he imagines his relationship with that landscape. The children
         may go out of their way to honour that. Still, that is not their experience. In fact,
         I say, part of the problem is that their real experience is being connected to America,
         Massachusetts, and suburbs. There are always these troublesome moments when people
         born here, of here, are asked: ‘Where do you actually come from?’ 
      

      
      The second part of the question: transcendence. I think it is a misunderstanding to
         argue that the goal is to transcend, because transcendence assumes that something
         is a problem. If we live in a world that is defined by all these multiple forces,
         we do not transcend the reality of African life. You do not have to leave Africa to
         be hybrid, multicultural, or multilingual. That is the reality of African life. In
         relation to this my argument is that we have to get away from the idea that cosmopolitanism
         is predicated on crossing boundaries. There are many ways in which people who have
         not left African countries are cosmopolitan, not only in the imaginative sense I started
         with, but also because that is the reality of Africa. If you go to an African metropolis,
         people come from all sorts of places in Africa. It seems to me that both cosmopolitanism
         and Afropolitanism are performed. One adopts a certain attitude, a certain relationship.
         It is a way of being in the world.
      

       

      We were wondering whether your ideas have changed since you wrote the Foreword to
            Negotiating Afropolitanism (2011) in which you advocate Afropolitanism as a new endeavour to look beyond ‘the
            tragic drama of sorrow’ that is usually associated with narratives about Africa? 

      
      Yes, I have moved a bit. As we see in our conversation today, I have recognised the
         anxiety. In that Foreword, I was focusing too much on the celebration. Since then
         I have come to realise that it is the most privileged Africans living in the West
         who are the most anxious, and they need cosmopolitanism to deal with this anxiety.
         Refugees do not cultivate cosmopolitanism. What I have been noticing is that they
         cultivate a certain kind of localism. Because they do not have the cultural resources
         and the social mobility, what they do instead is to recreate their localities in the
         new places. Social mobility depends on having access to certain cultural goods. The
         assumption always was that the second generation would start to assimilate, but they
         could only do so if there was social mobility. When I go to Britain, for example,
         I am astounded that the way the Somalis live in certain parts of London is the way
         they live in East Africa. They have recreated everything and I feel a bit worried,
         especially for the younger ones. The older people are fine, but the younger people
         are just sitting there, seeming lost, without a home in the world. 
      

       

      We are also interested in what we might call the less-fortunate Afropolitans, such
            as the characters in Chika Unigwe’s On Black Sisters’ Street (2009) and Brian Chikwava’s Harare North (2010)? The characters of these novels move under totally different circumstances
            than the Selasi characters we have talked about. What are your ideas about class and
            privilege in connection with Afropolitan narratives? 
      

      
      There are two issues. One is aesthetic, the other relates to politics. The politics
         of it, of course, has to do with class and the fact that what you see in Harare North is another very profound reality of African migration. I do not know how that fades
         into Afropolitanism. Dinaw Mengestu’s characters make up a middle group. That middle
         group of people are tragic; they are Africans who arrive as fairly educated but cannot
         get jobs so they start driving cabs. In Africa, they were people of high standing,
         but in the United States, they are not recognised at all. The middle group is very
         interesting because it is not necessarily a proletariat (as in Harare North) nor is it a bourgeoisie (as in Ghana Must Go). You can see where the tragedy arises; caught between the reality they live and
         what they were. And that is the politics of it. 
      

      
      In terms of aesthetics, the challenge we face in the US is trying to get readers to
         actually recognise books which do not deal with the upwardly mobile middle class.
         Books like Selasi’s will appeal to a global audience because they are about the people
         who read those books. Chikwava’s book and those dealing with the working classes will
         tend not to circulate as much and so we have to struggle to keep them in conversation.
         This is an aesthetic problem related to the question of a global audience. For that
         reason, I have mixed feelings about the popularity of Adichie’s Americanah (2013). It is a good book, but what does it mean for it to be promoted by Beyoncé
         and to be received as kitsch? I’m always suspicious of the tastes of the professional
         friends of Africa. This also has to do with the aesthetic question. If you teach Ghana Must Go and Americanah together, the students will prefer Americanah. When they read Americanah, students of African background are thrilled by what they consider to be moments
         of recognition. For them it is about real life. In Selasi’s novel they are struggling
         with the postmodern stuff, which seems to be unreal. But that is the beauty of the
         novel; the more you struggle with it, the more you come to a profound understanding
         of the world it is talking about. The works that challenge and defamiliarise are my
         own pedagogical preference. I am struggling to get my students out of the idea that
         the only books that speak to them are the ones that mirror and confirm their own experiences.
         But as I said, they reject my approach. 
      

       

      Afropolitanism has been described as an aesthetic. Does it make sense to talk about
            a specific style or form of writing that is reflected in Afropolitan narratives? 
      

      
      It is a complicated question for me because, obviously, from an intellectual perspective,
         I do believe that the power of Afropolitan narratives depends on the form. To change
         the world, we have to change the forms in which it is represented. So, it makes sense
         for me to begin to ask: is what we are calling Afropolitanism a form or a style? I
         have talked about it as a way of being in the world, of being African in the world,
         but I could push that and say that what is happening is not just the cultivation of
         a cosmopolitan attitude. I think of style as meaning two things at the same time:
         style as a pose, as a way of being and of presenting yourself in a certain way (like
         the flanêur, walking the streets). And style also in the linguistic sense, as a way
         of telling your story and of representing your side. It seems quite clear as other
         novels are added to the canon that writers are adopting a certain set of tropes that
         generates a certain kind of style. 
      

       

      In connection with style and form, we have noticed in Afropolitan writing a certain
            preference for an elliptical and fragmented prose style, as in Selasi’s Ghana Must Go and Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor’s Dust (2014). Linguistic style and narrative form thus work to defamiliarise our reader
            response. 
      

      
      You put your finger on what I think is the essential issue. There are certain novels
         about the Afropolitan experience which to me seem to work precisely because of that
         use of the fragmentary and elliptical form. For me, the style is connected to the
         desire to challenge what one may call a cultural narrative of the Afropolitan as someone
         who lives across boundaries and is nicely connected, and with metaphorical identification
         with different places. When I teach the Selasi novel, I tell the students: ‘You need
         to read it several times because that is the only way you can reconstruct the narrative
         and see that it is a narrative about particular kinds of movement.’ There is a way
         in which the fragmented style always presents a challenge to our own assumptions.
         You could say that if the goal of Afropolitan fiction is to complicate and question
         this idea of Africa in the world, then the elliptical style is a way of doing that.
         
      

       

      But then, of course, there is the realistic style of other Afropolitan novels. Adichie
            and Atta are not difficult to read and their narratives are relatively straightforward
            in terms of form. Yet the realist mode in this writing is not seen as incompatible
            with a representation of complicated African realities. 

      
      Yes, this is the kind of writing that is not self-conscious. Adichie, for example,
         is certainly engaged in the production of the realistic cultural narrative, but at
         the same time she wants to do this without necessarily confirming our desire for a
         certain kind of Africa. So, the challenge she faces is: how do you do that in a realist
         style? Remember, the rejection of realism was itself premised on the notion that,
         if you give a realistic narrative you cannot fault your readers for assuming they
         encounter a ‘real’ Africa. This was always the challenge when teaching even the classical
         African texts outside Africa. When you taught Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958), the assumption always was that it presented a ‘real’ image of Africa whereas,
         when you taught it in Africa, people had no problems understanding that the novel
         represented an imaginary Africa, somewhere in the past. The challenge facing the new
         generation of African writers, the one problem that they have in common, is how to
         write about Africa for a global audience without confirming that global audience’s
         image and notion of Africa. 
      

       

      In this connection, can we also discuss the role of the writer? Has it become more
            problematic for the younger generation of writers who are supposed to represent Africa,
            yet feeling that they are not really qualified to do so? We are thinking for example
            of Adichie, who in an interview has rejected the set expectation that Africa requires
            her charity. 
      

      
      There are two problems here. One is the problem of audience and what I call the displacement
         of the African text. African texts are not just produced for Africans, they are produced
         for global audiences and one of the things that has changed in my lifetime is the
         expatriation of authority about Africa—who comments on Africa? Before the 1990s the
         majority of people commenting on African literature were working in Africa. Now, whether
         African commentators live in Africa or out of Africa they do not (except in a few
         cases) seem to carry the same authority. A review of an African novel in the New York Times will have more authority than a reviewer in the Nigerian Guardian, even if the latter offers the most astute observation about the book. That is the
         problem of globalisation, the inequality of systems of knowledge. And the novelists
         have to face the problem that their works are displaced from their imaginary audiences.
         
      

      
      The second challenge has to do with market forces. I always assume that behind every
         successful novel are some powerful marketing forces. It is the nature of the beast
         and it means that younger African novelists, too, have to struggle even more with
         the demand of the market. When I read their novels I notice that they are going in
         a direction probably intended, but also that there are people wanting them to go in
         another direction to account for the Western readers. That demand is very powerful.
         
      

       

      A related issue, of course, is the powerful role of the reviewer. Following, for instance,
            Helon Habila’s reviews for the Guardian of Afropolitan writing, we become aware of how powerful the position of the reviewer
            is as the disseminator of contemporary African literature. There is a sense in which
            reviews come to function as authoritative prescriptions for the ‘best’ kind of African
            narrative. 
      

      
      Right. This is a problem, but not Helon Habila’s problem. It is the problem of the
         institution. It is the same in America. The New York Times tends to rely on a very small group of writers, or authorised reviewers, and that
         creates a univocal sense of African literature. It is ironic because, on one hand,
         it is a literature which is written by writers who rightfully continue to remind us
         that there is not a single African story; there are many African stories. But then,
         when you look at the reviews, the stories are often reduced to a single voice. My
         complaint is that the major newspapers like the Guardian or the New York Times tend to use ‘safe’ people because they are afraid of Africa as that complicated,
         messy place, where people cannot be reduced to the singular trope, that of the devil
         or the noble savage. 
      

       

      Yes. We are reminded of Chinua Achebe who in his occasional writing kept coming back
            to the many ideas that had been haunting him throughout his life, such as Albert Schweitzer’s
            idea of the African as the junior brother or Joseph Conrad’s representation of Africans
            in Heart of Darkness (1899) as having ‘rudimentary souls.’ In your essay ‘Theory, Literature, and Moral
            Considerations,’ you talk about the importance of ‘securing the humanity of the African’
            (2001: 4) and how this ethical and moral concern clashes with poststructuralist theory.
            What does it mean to secure the humanity of the African? 

      
      The fact that Achebe was haunted by these questions throughout his life and that I
         am calling attention to it in that essay suggest that there is something that troubles
         Africans, especially African intellectuals in the West. This has to do with the fact
         that the discourse about the African assumes that the African is defined by difference
         or that African difference is so fundamental it makes us exist outside the realm of
         the human. What has changed a bit is that the people who produce a discourse on Africa
         in Europe and in the US have become much more subtle; they have become much more sensitive
         and careful and that masks the problem. It has occurred to me that part of the problem
         of African difference is not the uniqueness of the African, but a refusal or resistance
         to see the African as ordinary, as a subject, a normal, ordinary human being—and not
         a figure of charity or mercy, a ‘junior brother,’ or a threatening figure. 
      

       

      And is it not, then, part of the Afropolitan appeal that it challenges this difference
            fetishism, that it refuses to distil the African into the different Other of discourses
            that invariably work to bring our focus away from the African as simply human? Reading
            Afropolitan literature, we become aware of how the writers are keen to make what should
            be obvious blatantly clear, namely that Africans are, of course, human before they
            are anything else. 

      
      I think part of the imperative for an Afropolitan discourse and narrative is actually
         to make African lives very quotidian. But Afropolitan works continuously confront
         the difficulties of making the African quotidian. Thus, some narratives thematise
         these difficulties. Again, Taiye Selasi is very good at this. All the Sai family in
         Ghana Must Go would like to be is ordinary—the mother selling her flowers, the father carrying
         on his business as a surgeon. I think everybody who has read the novel sees the oldest
         son’s visit to his girlfriend’s Chinese father, who is not trying to camouflage and
         be sensible about his hostility to African humanity, as the most frightening moment.
         He is quite blunt. I appreciate that moment, although it is very disturbing to my
         students. I like it precisely because it turns us to the repressed notions of the
         African as human. Historically, the African subject constantly struggles to be identified
         as human. The example I always use is the influential Economist magazine. There was a cover in 2000 with a map of Africa where the heading was: ‘Africa,
         the Hopeless Continent.’ Then, in 2013, the magazine changed its mind and had a map
         of Africa with the heading: ‘Africa Rising: a Hopeful Continent.’ To me there is no
         difference. It is already assuming a certain African exceptionalism—negative or positive—and
         that is always a challenge as far as African writers and intellectuals are concerned.
         How do you go about conducting African conversations as ordinary conversations? 
      

       

      To come back to the literature, could we argue that, for example, Adichie and Atta
            are very good at making the African ordinary with their straightforward realistic
            style, whereas Selasi’s characters, by contrast, seem a lot less ordinary, exceptionally
            gifted, bright, and beautiful as they are? 
      

      
      That is interesting because, to go back to questions about style, I would say that,
         of the three, Atta is the one who deliberately goes out of her way to make her narratives
         ordinary. Her stories in News From Home (2009) are indeed about the ordinary. She seems to be quite attuned to ordinariness
         and it is not just the realism, it is the ordinariness that can in fact be presented
         in a certain style. Adichie seems to be trying to do the same and part of the realism
         of her works emerges from the assumption that she is just presenting people as they
         are. Americanah has great moments of ordinariness, but there are also moments where it seems to want
         to be going out of its way to attract a certain kind of readership. If you do that,
         then you are claiming exceptionalism—which is of course OK. Selasi’s Ghana Must Go is a nervous first book. It is about a unique family who do unique things, but you
         can see quite clearly that it is a book that is demanding a certain kind of attention.
         There is a way in which it is trying to have a uniqueness of style. But Africans can
         be ordinary in their uniqueness, right? 
      

       

      Certainly—but there are still moments in the novel that could be read as exceptional,
            like when the children of the family reunite with their mother in Ghana for their
            father’s funeral and Sadie’s dysfunctional relationship with her body is almost instantly
            alleviated when she is absorbed into a rooted African context during the tribal dance.
            Some readers have seen this as a troubling essentialist moment. How do you read this
            return to African roots that is in fact anything but ordinary? 
      

      
      It is a fascinating moment, but it is also the moment when my students start to roll
         their eyes because it seems to be convoluted and a kind of artifice. My students say
         that it is not ‘real’ to push the symbolism of reconciliation in that way. From a
         stylistic perspective it seems to be made up to do obvious work. In a novel that does
         not have allegory, it becomes allegorical. But we should focus on why Selasi needs
         that gesture, because then it does explain our discussion earlier about the anxiety
         driving many Afropolitan narratives. I think the desire among the Afropolitans to
         be accepted, to belong, is a very powerful one. To understand the anxiety of the work,
         you have to focus on why there is this need for redemptive moments. 
      

      
      If I were to give someone a lesson on Afropolitanism, I would put Chris Abani and
         Helon Habila on one side and on the other side I would put Taiye Selasi. I would put
         Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie and Sefi Atta somewhere in-between. And the reason is this:
         Abani, like Habila, is suffused with the experience of the postcolony. Abani’s intellectual
         formation is that of Nigeria in the 1970s when he was growing up. I identify with
         that because it is my generation. In spite of Abani’s movement away from Nigeria,
         he is still very much located there in terms of his intellectual milieu and sensibilities.
         That is different, obviously, from Taiye Selasi whose connection to Ghana or Nigeria
         comes through her parents. She has never lived there, walked the streets. I am not
         saying that is a problem, I am just saying it explains the form of her novel. Atta
         and Adichie are kind of half and half, because they have lived or still live part
         of their lives in Nigeria. However, their formative moment was perhaps not the same
         as Habila’s and definitely not the same as Abani’s. That connection to place influences
         the writers’ sensibilities and the way they have developed. Reading Ghana Must Go, I am not looking for realism, but my students are and ask: ‘Why is it, if it is
         not a realistic novel, that the scenes in Boston and American public schools are more
         real than the descriptions of Ghana and the streets of Accra?’ Now, you can see the
         problem. Perhaps Selasi cannot describe those things the same way, because description
         is very difficult. You have to have lived it.
      

       

      But this is not to suggest that Selasi’s descriptions of Ghana (or Nigeria) are inauthentic
            but rather to suggest that her relationship with those places is perhaps not the same
            as Adichie’s or Atta’s? 
      

      
      Yes. I am not talking about authenticity. The question is the work’s relationship
         to Africa—and to what Africa? As I said earlier, there are so many Africas, and there
         are people in Africa who live their lives imagining America. By the same token, different
         writers are asking Africa to perform a certain role. The question I always ask is:
         ‘Why is this novel set in Africa?’ Just as I rephrase Achebe’s question of Heart of Darkness: ‘Why is it set in Africa and not in the Midlands of Britain?’ It is the same question.
         Obviously, Conrad is asking Africa to perform certain work, both aesthetical and political,
         which makes an African setting the only place certain moments can be staged. Afropolitans
         are also asking Africa to perform a certain role, but I do not think the question
         here is authenticity. Again, we can talk about an Afropolitan style; these Afropolitan
         writers have to decide their own relationship to Africa. We must also not forget the
         intertextual nature of these Afropolitan texts. Of course, writers also draw on other
         writers and cultural texts. There is no doubt in my mind that the uncle in Lagos in
         Ghana Must Go is based on Fela Kuti. Just as the character Okeoma in Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun (2006) is fashioned after the poet Christopher Okigbo. Again the question is not
         authenticity. The question is what work the authors are asking Africa to do and I
         think that their own relationship to Africa determines that task and the form it takes.
         The problem with Afropolitanism is that, within it already, is the instability of
         this figure called ‘Africa.’ Each writer has to keep on trying out different possibilities,
         and, interestingly, we are beginning to see new tropes coming out of this process.
         
      

      
      I would like to return to our discussion about ontology—the search for places of being
         and a definition of one’s relationship to those places. Critics have been talking
         about the ontological condition of Afro-pessimism and I was thinking, as we were talking
         about this, that perhaps Afropolitanism is an attempt to counter Afro-pessimism. When
         Mbembe talks about rejecting the idea of victimhood, what he is rejecting is the quintessential
         blackness that is associated with this. Think about refugees, for instance. They are
         often people who were very successful in their countries. They may be political refugees,
         but this does not mean that they are merely victims—that is Mengestu’s point in his
         writing. So, in that sense, Afropolitanism appeals to my young students because it
         is a way of transcending the ontology of victimhood. They are adopting it as a way
         of redefining themselves outside the way blackness has been defined in the US. To
         claim that you are connected to a multiplicity of places is already transcendental
         of the condition of victimhood, at least in theory. 
      

       

      Throughout our conversation today we have implied that when we talk about Afropolitanism,
            or the figure of the Afropolitan, we assume that ‘Afro’ refers to black African culture
            work. Mbembe challenges that very idea when he proposes that we unhinge ‘African’
            from the racial category of ‘blackness’ altogether. He wants in fact a broadening
            of the meaning of ‘Afro’ so that when we talk about Afropolitanism as a way of being
            African in the world we might also include the experience of white Africans, Arab
            Africans, Indian Africans, and so on. Is that a provoking, if not a revolutionary,
            idea? 
      

      
      It is a good idea and it might have worked elsewhere. You see, in Africa that is a
         conversation that makes sense. In the US, it does not. This country is very difficult
         when it comes to racial issues. I have many white South-African friends and the thing
         that has shocked them over the years is how their attempts to claim that they are
         African were defeated very quickly as they got adopted into American racial structures.
         It was perhaps against their will but that did not matter. One is conscripted into
         a ‘race.’ It is a question of interpellation. The major point to make, to come back
         to Mbembe’s point, is that theoretically speaking you can make that argument in an
         African context, but it is contradicted by what is happening in the US. That is why
         I keep on using the word interpellation, because when you arrive in the US, you are
         interpellated. It has always been the case. There is a famous saying in this country:
         Europeans do not become white until they arrive in the US. So, in terms of an ideal,
         one can imagine Afropolitanism as being transcendental of ‘race.’ But in terms of
         lived experiences in the US, I know for a fact that no Arab is going to be associated
         with Africa if that threatens their interpellation as white subjects. 
      

       

      So would you say that Mbembe’s vision is very much a futuristic one?

      
      It is futuristic. But as I said, that argument actually makes a lot of sense within
         Africa. What I challenge are the issues Africans face as migrants. I think this is
         where Mbembe’s notion of Afropolitanism comes into conflict with the persistence of
         structures which predict experiences and patterns of migration. So, yes, Achille Mbembe’s
         vision is utopian, but I am a strong believer in the utopian.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 3

      The Vexed Question of Mobility

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         I had arrived in Brussels with the idea that all the Africans in the city were from
            the Congo. I knew the colonial relationship, I had a basic understanding of the history
            of the slave state there, and that had dislodged any other idea from my head. But
            then I went out one night to a restaurant and club on rue du Trône, a place called
            Le Panais. I spent the evening alone at my table, drinking and watching the young
            Congolese, all dressed up, fashionable, flirting with each other. The women wore afros
            or hair weaves, and many men wore long-sleeved shirts tucked into their jeans and
            looked particularly African, like recent arrivals. The music was American hip-hop,
            and the average age was twenty-five or thirty. It was a scene such as one would see
            in any city in Africa, or in the West: a Friday night, young people, music, liquor.
            After almost three hours, I paid for my drinks and was about to leave, and that was
            when the bartender came to talk to me. He asked where I was from, and we had a brief
            conversation; he was himself half-Malian and half-Rwandan. But what about the crowd,
            I wanted to know, were they all Congolese? He shook his head. Everyone was Rwandan.
         

         
         The realisation that I had been with fifty or sixty Rwandans changed the tenor of
            the evening for me. It was as though the space had suddenly become heavy with all
            the stories these people were carrying. What losses, I wondered, lay behind their
            laughter and their flirting? Most of those there would have been teenagers during
            the genocide. Who, among those present, I asked myself, had killed or witnessed killing?
            The quiet faces surely marked some pain I couldn’t see. . . . The innocence on view
            was inscrutable and unremarkable. They were exactly like young people everywhere.
            (Cole 2011: 138–39)
         

      

      The first-person narrator and observer of this moment in a club in Brussels is Teju
         Cole’s Julius, protagonist of his novel Open City (2011). Julius is half German-half Nigerian, a New York-based psychiatrist who spends
         most of his free time wandering around New York or, while on holiday, Brussels, all
         the while wondering about what he sees and what he remembers from his past. On his
         restless wanderings he encounters a number of people, whom he observes, listens to,
         and uses as props to further reflection and contemplation. In the novel we spend roughly
         a year accompanying Julius on his walks around New York and Brussels and eavesdrop
         on his many thoughts and recollections of sometimes painful memories of the past.
         We also notice that Julius is in possession of excess baggage of cultural capital,
         from which he draws lines, links, and parallels to what he sees and feels. This moment
         in the Brussels club is in fact part of his recollection of what had taken place a
         few weeks before, when he had found himself in a church on a rainy Friday afternoon.
         It is in the quiet of the church that he recollects the encounter with the dancing
         Africans. It is a very mobile moment, shifting between the dancing Africans and the
         observing Julius. It is also a moment of mobility—all the characters have come from
         somewhere else at some time, even the bartender. We note that Julius is the observer,
         describing a face-to-face meeting based on what he sees. He thus relies on what Sara
         Ahmed terms ‘a visual economy of recognition’ (2000: 7). Only Julius does not recognise
         the ‘fellow Africans,’ in fact, he misrecognises them. He mistakes them for Congolese,
         because that fits his preconceptions and the story he has constructed about them.
         After a brief, on the surface illuminating, conversation, he is set right. Not only
         does he change the story. The new information also affects what he calls the tenor
         of the evening, the style in which he recollects the encounter. The second paragraph
         quoted above seems to haunt the first: suddenly the dancers are different—hiding sorrow,
         pain, or silent stories. They are inscrutable to him—yet seem ordinary, ‘exactly like
         young people everywhere.’
      

      
      This encounter is initially, and on the surface, not unlike Selasi’s evocation of
         the Medicine Bar in London with which she begins her essay ‘Bye-Bye, Babar’ (2005).
         For her that scene ‘speaks of the Cultural Hybrid’ and ‘ethnic fusion’ (2005), for
         Julius this scene speaks, first, of young people partying, who just happen to be African.
         But then, when realising that these people are in fact Rwandan, it hauntingly speaks
         of losses, trauma, and untold stories. After the recollection of this moment, Julius
         finds himself back in the church in Brussels, observing another African, a woman who
         is absorbed in vacuuming the church floor. Julius thinks, spinning another story from
         his observation in characteristic fashion: ‘she, too, might be here in Belgium as
         an act of forgetting. Her presence in the church might doubly be a means of escape:
         a refuge from the demands of family life and a hiding place from what she might have
         seen in the Cameroons or in the Congo, or maybe in Rwanda. . . . It was speculation.
         I would never find out’ (2011: 140). She hides her secrets, Julius thinks, like a
         woman in a Vermeer painting, thus glossing her life, as is his wont, with the appropriate
         high-cultural layers, while lost in contemplation. 
      

      
      What this moment in the church and the moment-within-a-moment in the club share is
         a description of Africans in the world. Julius the Nigerian finds himself in New York
         and in Brussels, the Rwandans are in Brussels, and the enigmatic cleaning lady from
         somewhere on the African continent is where she is as a result of mobility. These
         literary figures have travelled far to get where they are, and consequently have become
         what Selasi would call the ‘scattered tribe’ of ‘Africans of the world’ (2005). Since
         the family resemblance of the various Afropolitan(isms) we explored in the first chapter
         pivots on mobility, it makes sense to devote the first chapter in our search for the
         Afropolitan to mobility. In this chapter we will trace Julius’s itinerary through
         his encounters with so-called brothers, who are typically not in the same social and
         cultural class as Julius. We will also consider the more troubling encounters with
         women that typically have already happened before the temporality of the novel’s present
         time, and thus are filtered through his not always reliable recall to us, the readers.
         These two gendered sets of encounters bring out the dual structure of the novel, its
         dual mobility—forward in geographical space in New York and Brussels, and backwards
         in memories of the past, especially placed in the Nigeria of his childhood. It is
         only the last encounter in the novel, with Nigerian acquaintance Moji, that unites
         the novel’s two layers of past and present, there and here, Nigeria and New York,
         as we shall see. These encounters are often awkward, uneasy, and unsettling, and sometimes
         one-sided, somewhat reminiscent of Taiye Selasi’s description of an encounter in a
         Guardian essay (22 March 2013) in which she describes the ‘whitest wedding on earth’: ‘A waitress,
         passing me, nodded with meaning and I nodded equally meaningfully back, in that gentle
         way in which brown people often acknowledge each other’s presence’ (2013a). What might
         this mean? Is this a ‘sister encounter’ in which things need not be spelled out, even
         for readers? It is not an easy encounter to read, and thus as problematic as the ‘brother
         encounters’ we will explore in the following. What we shall see is that there is no
         gentle way in which brown people acknowledge each other’s presence in Open City. Nor is this the case in Cole’s novella Every Day is for the Thief (2014), which will also be discussed in this chapter.[1]    Finally, it will have become apparent already that we think of encounter in the
         manner of Sara Ahmed, as ‘a meeting which involves surprise and conflict’ (2000: 6),
         and since Julius is constructed as an observer throughout the story, Ahmed’s suggestion
         that such encounters rely on the faculty of sight and ‘a visual economy of recognition’
         makes a lot of sense in our reading of this character (2000:7).
      

      
      In The Cosmopolitan Novel, Berthold Schoene draws on Zygmunt Bauman’s claim that mobility is one of the most
         coveted values today and he suggests that:
      

      
         [I]ts desirability as a commodity is by no means unproblematic; it remains a fraught
            and divisive manifestation of unequal distribution of both socio-economic and cultural
            capital. Crucial distinctions need to be upheld between the mobility of tourists,
            economic migrants and refugees. The mobility of the latter two is enacted under duress,
            propelled by inhospitable local circumstance rather than catalysed by the allure of
            a worldwide opening up of limitless opportunity. Rather than ‘freedom,’ then, mobility
            in this sense often denotes deracination as a direct consequence of economic expulsion.
            (2010: 3)
         

      

      Schoene is, of course, right, yet somehow the varied scenarios we witness in the literary
         narratives under consideration in this book make for an even more complex situation
         than the one Schoene pinpoints. To supplement our discussion of mobility in Teju Cole’s
         two texts, the end of the chapter briefly includes exploration of stories by Brian
         Chikwava, Sefi Atta, and Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor, as well as a moment in the novel Measuring Time (2007) by Helon Habila. Such a comparative approach forces us to ask questions about
         mobility; indeed, the notion of mobility has to be defamiliarised. What happens when
         a member of the itinerant elite suddenly finds himself a refugee bereft of name and
         legal status? What happens to somebody with unlimited cultural capital whose freedom
         is often curtailed? What happens to people whose mobility is compromised as a result
         of migrancy? What happens to mobility if one has money but no papers? These are some
         of the conundrums that Afropolitan narratives explore. What is beyond doubt is the
         fact that mobility is a value that operates under many guises and in different ways
         in different contexts. In Cole’s Julius, for example, we have to explore mobility
         of body and of mind. Mobility is thus movement, as it were, on both a large and a small scale.
         It is manifested as walking and wandering, moving and travelling, leaving and returning,
         migrating and escaping, and through the status of exile and refugee. For us, mobility
         is best understood as a spectrum: it makes sense to note types of mobility, rather
         than get bogged down in unproductive and rigid binaries of mobility versus immobility.
         Mobility can be the kind of surplus energy produced by excess baggage of cultural
         capital as we see in Teju Cole’s work. Mobility can also be manifested as social mobility,
         linked to class and money, to (limited) access to papers and passport. Mobility can
         be understood as movement that leads somewhere or nowhere, as we see in the stories
         considered towards the end of this chapter. And, of course, mobility does not have
         to imply a movement out of Africa—Achille Mbembe’s elaborations of worlds in Africa attest to a mobility
         on the continent that we will touch upon through a brief consideration of a moment
         in Helon Habila’s Measuring Time. Crucially, however, we are inspired by Sara Ahmed’s questions in her critique of
         contemporary migrancy theory:
      

      
         For example, what different effect does it have on identity when one is forced to
            move? Does one ever move freely? What movements are possible and, moreover, what movements
            are impossible? Who has a passport and can move there? Who does not have a passport, and yet moves? These provocative questions echo Avtar
            Brah’s, when she asks: ‘The question is not simply about who travels, but when, how,
            and under what circumstances?’ (2000: 80)
         

      

      Indeed, these questions and considerations affect how we read mobility, and will have
         to be borne in mind as we explore moments of mobility and ethical-ontological considerations
         precipitated by encounters and conversations en route.
      

      
      In order to make sense of Cole’s construction of Julius’s passages around New York
         and Brussels in Open City and the Julius figure’s movement around Lagos in Every Day is for the Thief, we want to supplement the above considerations with Rebecca Solnit’s revised understanding
         of the meaning attached to the act of getting lost. In A Field Guide to Getting Lost she suggests that ‘to calculate on the unforeseen is perhaps exactly the paradoxical
         operation that life most requires of us’ (2006: 6). But how does one do that exactly?
         You get lost, you lose yourself: ‘And one does not get lost but loses one self, with
         the implication that it is a conscious choice, a chosen surrender, a psychic state
         achievable through geography’ (2006: 6). From this perspective Solnit’s field guide
         doubles as field guide for us in our search for the Afropolitan, especially manifested
         in Teju Cole’s constantly mobile figure Julius. Julius always gets lost, indeed, it
         is his chosen surrender: he loses himself in geographical space on his wanderings,
         but also in cultural spaces, in the shape of art galleries and museums, and in the
         encounters and conversations with people he meets on his way. Solnit writes that getting
         lost ‘seems like the beginning of finding your way or finding another way’ and that
         it is ‘about the unfamiliar appearing’ (2006: 13 and 22). It is suggestive of ‘a state
         of mind’ (2006: 14) where ‘the world has become larger than your knowledge of it’
         (2006: 22)—and you have lost control. From an Afropolitan perspective, and thinking
         about Julius, getting lost is a way of being in the world and a way of seeing the
         world. As Solnit goes on to suggest: ‘Never to get lost is not to live, not to know
         how to get lost brings you to destruction, and somewhere in the terra incognita in
         between lies a life of discovery’ (2006: 14). Calculating on the unforeseen and knowing
         the unknown is ultimately linked in Solnit’s wondering and wandering vision and, furthermore,
         attached to questions about how to look for the unforeseen and unknown, or indeed
         to mobility. In Every Day is for the Thief, Cole has the Julius figure write about getting lost and losing himself:
      

      
         Losing my geographical bearings in this way always brings ambiguous emotions. Not
            knowing where I am exposes me to various dangers, and there is always the possibility
            that I will be accosted by a hostile party. On the other hand, letting go of my moorings
            makes me connect to the city as pure place, through which I move without prejudging
            what I will see when I come around a corner. (2014: 159) 
         

      

      Similarly, in Open City, Julius revels in the productive effect of getting lost. Open City begins in medias res, in the middle of sentence, as it were, with Julius telling
         us ‘And so when I began to go on evening walks last fall’ (2011: 3). In the first
         chapter Julius tries to make sense of what he calls his ‘aimless wandering’ (2011:
         3). However, even the first sentence hints at something planned, as if he deliberately
         decides to get lost. To simply call his planned walking routes ‘aimless wandering’
         is really best understood as a misrepresentation of what seems a more considered and
         deliberately exploratory act. The descriptions of walking are often coupled with explanations
         of finding—the phrase ‘and so I found myself’ is repeated time and again in the novel
         (e.g., 2011: 3, 6, 45). It thus becomes characteristic of Julius’s style—style here
         implying two things, as Simon Gikandi suggests: ‘I think of style as meaning two things
         at the same time: style as a pose, as a way of being and of presenting yourself in
         a certain way (like the flâneur, walking the streets). And style also in the linguistic
         sense, as a way of telling your story and of representing your side’ (chapter 2, ‘The
         Authors in Conversation with Simon Gikandi’). Style names a pose and a prose, and
         Julius’s style links walking and wondering with visual and verbal presentation, two
         layers that remain parallel and in sync throughout the narrative.
      

      
      Walking, as Julius does obsessively in both texts, is defined by Michel de Certeau
         as ‘a space of enunciation . . . In the framework of enunciation, the walker constitutes,
         in relation to his position, both a near and a far, a here and a there’ (1984: 98–99). This is brought vividly to life through Julius’s geographical movement
         in contemporary New York that takes place simultaneously with his recollection of
         childhood and youth in Nigeria. Thus Julius is in a sense here and there simultaneously.
         This haunting duality is made explicit in Julius’s probing on his name: ‘The name
         Julius linked me to another place and was, with my passport and skin color, one of
         the intensifiers of my sense of being different, of being set apart in Nigeria. I
         had a Yoruba middle name, Olatubosun, which I never used. That name surprised me a
         little each time I saw it on my passport or birth certificate’ (2011: 78). Madhu Krishnan’s
         gloss on this passage is productive: ‘Unable to confront his being in difference,
         Julius is only able to live in the midst of a perpetual haunting, as Julius without
         Olatubosun’ (2015: 692). Julius does indeed live in the midst of a perpetual haunting
         and this haunting profoundly affects his way of observing and conversing with people.
         Perhaps the haunting quality of Julius’s restless mobility tells us something about
         his individual ways of seeing and of being African in the world, too? If Julius is read as an Afropolitan figure then this anxiety about
         place, skin colour, and difference might be constitutive of one way of being Afropolitan.
      

      
      Open City is divided into two parts: Part One carries the title ‘Death is a perfection of the
         eye’ and Part Two is called ‘I have searched myself.’ It is possible to read these
         subtitles as signalling an interest in seeing and being and in the accompanying epistemological
         and ontological reflection. Julius wanders and wonders—his life is bound up in the
         walk and the word. As he wanders around the city of New York he reads what de Certeau
         calls ‘an urban “text”’ (1984: 93). In the palimpsest of the city, Julius reads visible
         and legible spaces but is more drawn to hidden, lost and almost-illegible spaces that
         cannot be read unless you know how to read them. He also reads—and often misreads—the
         people he encounters on his itineraries. Interestingly, in Julius as walker, the extrovert
         aspects of his ‘personality’ are foregrounded, and he makes full use of the faculty
         of sight, and looks, as it were, to the future. Julius’s simultaneous interest in
         the word relies more on the introverted aspects of his ‘personality,’ and on the ways
         in which he ponders on being, while himself being caught up in past memories. Indeed,
         as de Certeau writes: ‘The relationship between the direction of a walk . . . and
         the meaning of words . . . situate two sorts of apparently contrary movements, one
         extrovert (to walk is to go outside), the other introvert (a mobility under the stability
         of the signifier)’ (1984: 103). 
      

      
      Mobility is, as has been indicated above, naturally linked to place and space. One
         might say that unless we are talking about mental, inner mobility, outer, physical
         mobility has to take place somewhere. That is why we want to briefly reflect on the
         title, Open City, and its evocation of space/place—and mobility. Krishnan insists that Open City names a ‘titular catachresis’ which is part of the ‘ruse’ of this novel (2015). Most
         critics tend to take for granted that it is New York that is the ‘open city’ of the
         title (e.g., Wood 2011). New York is, of course, an open city in the sense that it
         welcomes, as the Statue of Liberty proclaims, ‘the huddled masses yearning to breathe
         free.’ However, in keeping with the palimpsestically layered structure of the novel,
         the open city could also be Brussels—indeed Julius reminds us that during the Second
         World War, Brussels declared itself an open city and thus did not become another Dresden
         (2011: 97). And what is more, there is also an echo of Martin Luther King’s response
         to being hit by a rock when visiting the city of Louisville in 1967: ‘Upon this rock,
         we are going to build an open city’—a desegregated and tolerant city. And finally,
         if Every Day is for the Thief is read as part of this multi-layered spatial textuality, we might construe Lagos
         as an open city, since it has become a place where ‘people from all the corners of
         the world have come to take advantage of the newly open economy’ (2014: 145).
      

      
      Consequently, the notion of the open city is also mobile in that it operates along
         multiple lines, from the idea of the open city as a refugee city, a place, as Simon
         Critchley and Richard Kearney write in the preface to Jacques Derrida’s On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness, ‘where migrants may seek sanctuary from the pressures of persecution, intimidation,
         and exile’ (2001: viii), via the open city of war time, which aims to protect both
         the city and its civilian inhabitants, to open in the sense of globalised playground
         for people who have money to spend. Derrida explores cosmopolitanism via the idea
         of ‘city of refuges,’ or open cities, because it allows him to reflect on ‘an ethic
         of hospitality’ (2001: 16). A city of refuge is a useful analytical category because
         it ‘bridges several traditions or several moments in Western, European, or para-European
         traditions’ (2001: 17). For Julius, too, the open cities of his wanderings are places
         inflected by exile, by encounters between strangers, by haunting questions about hospitality
         and ethics. Julius manoeuvres across these spaces and the only way he seems to manage
         to link them, but not unite them, is in his own mobile mind. Yet somehow the notion
         of the open city—as a city of refuge—is perhaps also a thing of the past, as made
         vivid in Julius’s evocation of globalised and money-generating Lagos. That kind of
         city houses potentially everyone. Julius listens to Farouq wonder in the Brussels
         section of Open City: ‘But what is exile now, when everyone goes and comes freely?’ (2011: 104). Sara
         Ahmed would probably respond to this ‘postmodern’ generalisation by suggesting that:
         ‘To say, “we are all exiles,” is to conceal the substantive difference it makes when
         one is forced to cross borders, or when one cannot return home’ (2000: 81). We shall
         have a chance to consider how mobility is unequally distributed later on in this chapter.
      

      
      With these preliminary thoughts on aspects of mobility in place, let us explore some
         of the encounters that are facilitated as a result of mobility and that precipitate
         further mental mobility on the part of Julius. These moments, like the one with which
         we began this chapter, set in motion a chain of stories. The novel encourages us to
         read the encounters together, linked as they are by the problematic and fraught signifier
         ‘brother.’ Julius has a tendency to imbibe and incorporate other people’s stories
         in ways that, according to Kathrine Hallemeier, ‘can be read as admirably worldly,
         problematically passive, or both’ (2013: 242). It is also possible to read Julius
         as parasitical in that he feeds on other people’s stories—they are, metaphorically,
         food for his own thoughts. He is really only interested in these stories in as much
         as they work as prompts for his own ideas and his own self-representations, as, for
         example, ‘compassionate African,’ after he has listened to the refugee Saidu’s story
         (2011: 70). One should think that the ‘brother encounters’ would further some feeling
         of brotherhood, some feeling perhaps of Afropolitan solidarity, or of a Mbembe-like
         recognition of ‘one’s face in that of a foreigner’ (2007: 28). On the contrary, the
         brother appellation works as an uncalled for and unwanted claim of kinship. We see
         this in the first such encounter. Julius’s wanderings have taken him to a museum,
         as they often do, and here he has met with the unforeseen. Lost in thought when leaving
         the museum, Julius hails a cab and finds himself in an awkward encounter: ‘So how
         are you doing, my brother?’ Julius asks the cab driver after he has entered the taxi:
         ‘Not good, not good at all, you know, the way you came into my car without saying
         hello, that was bad. Hey, I’m African just like you, why you do this?’ Julius apologises
         and thinks to himself: ‘I wasn’t sorry at all. I was in no mood for people who tried
         to lay claims on me’ (2011: 40). Thus a failed moment of Afropolitan communal solidarity
         is presented to us, leading to silence and anger, not conversation and curiosity.
         This awkward moment is juxtaposed with an equally upsetting encounter, when Julius
         bumps into the museum guard in what turns out to be a gay bar not far from the ‘9/11’
         site, where Julius is comforted in finding himself alone. However, when the Caribbean-accented
         museum guard makes a pass at him, Julius reads this moment together with the cab driver
         moment and is equally annoyed that the guard makes ‘a similar claim’ (2011: 53). Coupling
         this with thoughts about Ellis Island as a symbol for European refugees Julius thinks:
         ‘Blacks, “we blacks,” had known rougher ports of entry: this, I could admit to myself
         now that my mood was less impatient, was what the cab driver had meant. This was the
         acknowledgment he wanted, in his brusque fashion, from every “brother” he met’ (2011:
         55). This claim to brotherhood does not affect Julius in a positive sense, however,
         nor does it inspire solidarity or communality. We notice he puts both ‘black’ and
         ‘brother’ in inverted commas, signalling an ironic distance to such essentialising
         categories. Julius is of course not an ‘authentic’ African American, and he has not
         known rough entry into the US. He is of a different class and culture and this seems
         to place obstacles in the way of a potential brotherhood. There is no gentle recognition
         between brown people in these dispiriting moments. Instead, such encounters seem to
         come with a scripted identity as ‘brother’ that seems too tight to Julius, too unwanted.
         Perhaps even too haunting, reminding him of an African past he awkwardly tries to
         repress, or at least suspend.
      

      
      The two ‘brother moments’ just considered take place before Julius’s trip to Brussels.
         The sudden and somehow irrational desire to travel to Brussels seems to happen as
         a result of an epiphany, right after what we might call a Fanonian ‘fact of blackness’
         moment which is run together with recollections of his grandmother in Julius’s wandering
         mind. Two out-of-town children on the New York subway flick fingers at him and point
         out that he is black, in a manner reminiscent of the French child interpellating Fanon
         as ‘a Negro’ in Black Skin, White Masks. Again Julius is reminded of difference—he is black to the children’s whiteness,
         and the fact of blackness comes with scripted ways of being. Julius decides to ignore
         the children and walking home he has a ‘moment of illumination’ (2011:32) and feels
         a sudden urge to travel to Brussels and perhaps reunite with his grandmother. What
         seems to stimulate this mental and physical mobility is Julius’s affective memory
         of contact with grandmother and mother. 
      

      
      After the moment on the train, ‘thoughts of [his] grandmother returned’ and Julius
         finds solace in the fact that ‘part of what [he] was had come from her, and on this
         basis a solidarity was established’ (2011: 34). Is Julius talking about genetics here?
         Is the part he is referring to the ‘white’ part, as a contrast to the ‘black’ part
         the children on the train reminded him of, the visible part, to them at least? Is
         Julius thinking that he is not (really) black, but half-white, half-European, a hybrid,
         ‘half-caste’ (2011: 132) and thus a man of problematic allegiances for the upholders
         of purity and black brotherhood? He remembers a time when his grandmother visited
         Nigeria and that the encounter takes place ‘without words,’ since they ‘communed almost
         wordlessly’ (2011: 35). Instead, it is a powerful ‘skin-to-skin’ meeting, ‘involving
         an economy of touch,’ in Ahmed’s words (2000: 7). Grandmother’s hand on eleven-year-old
         Julius’s shoulder and their silent togetherness is a treasured memory, but perhaps
         no more than that.
      

      
      If his skin (colour) links him to his grandmother, his name links him to his mother—he
         is named for her—and by extension ‘to another place’ (2011:78), that is, Europe. Contrasted
         with the treasured but silent meeting with his grandmother, Julius remembers with
         less fondness the last meeting, and the last conversation, he had with his mother.
         She tells him her shocking war-time story, but Julius has ‘no feeling for the stories
         she was telling or the longing behind them’ (2011: 79). He cannot empathise with her,
         not even in his recollections of her. The memory reminds him of difference, not of
         similarity. Indeed, in Every Day is for the Thief, the Julius figure’s German mother embodies strangeness: ‘This is what it is to be
         a stranger: when you leave, there is no void. Mother was a stranger here [in Nigeria].
         She left no void after eighteen years, as if she had never been here’ (2014: 120).
         As Julius’s mother tells him about her (mobile and) haunting past, Julius remembers
         that it is the last time he has ‘an intimate conversation’ with her and thus ‘[t]he
         afternoon was time taken out of time’ (2011: 81). Time taken out of time is a powerful
         way of designating the temporal mobility of the encounters that crowd Julius’s mind
         and jar against each other, as he himself wanders the streets of New York. However,
         such memories are not particularly enabling for Julius and they do not seem to lead
         to increased empathy or ethical understanding of his maternal relatives. They merely
         produce more mobility. And it is the recollection of his grandmother that stimulates
         his urge to travel to Brussels and look for her—albeit in a very half-hearted way.
      

      
      The Brussels section fills the middle part of the novel, and it is framed by two flights
         of fancy, where time is taken out of time, in which Julius attempts to unite and reconcile
         that which cannot be united. Driving from the airport towards Brussels city centre,
         in ‘[his] mind’s eye’ Julius begins to ‘rove into the landscape’—and sees on the same
         war-time day of September 1944, his travel companion Dr Mailotte in Brussels, he sees
         his friend Professor Saito in an internment camp in Idaho, and he sees his four grandparents
         in Germany and Nigeria. Mentally he can create order out of ‘the unspeakable worldwide
         disorder of that very moment’ (2011: 96) and at the same time arrest both time and
         movement. Similarly, the night before he is leaving Brussels, he lies in bed and listens
         to the rain in what can be read as a textual incorporation of the ending of James
         Joyce’s ‘The Dead.’[2]    As Julius drifts off to sleep, ‘Night had fallen . . . rain was lashing the land.
         It fell heavily all over the Portuguese district, on the shrine to Pessoa and on Casa
         Botelho. It fell on Khalil’s phone shop, where Farouq had perhaps just begun his shift.
         It fell on the bronze head of Leopold II at his monument . . .The rain kept coming
         down . . . on Denmark, France and Germany’ (2011: 146). It is impossible to read this
         last paragraph of the first part of the novel without thinking that Julius is constructing
         himself—consciously or unconsciously—as a Gabriel Conroy figure, a somewhat foolish
         fellow who in spite of being educated and culturally sophisticated, in spite of being
         a cosmopolitan, cannot read people very well, especially not his wife, Gretta.
      

      
      In ‘The Dead,’ Gabriel has suffered a series of awkward encounters and conversations
         during the party at his aunts’ place in Dublin, and after his wife has told him about
         the boy who died for love of her when she was young, Gabriel, half-heartedly perhaps,
         feels he needs to change, and thus contemplates a journey westwards, falling asleep
         as snow is covering—and uniting—the past and the present and the living and the dead.
         Julius is also going home, as it were, to New York, not having found what he was looking
         for in Brussels. He carries with him his encounters with people, such as the moment
         with which we began this chapter, but perhaps more importantly, with Moroccan Farouq,
         the multilingual self-taught intellectual. We want to suggest that Farouq plays Miss
         Ivors to Julius’s Gabriel. Joyce’s Miss Ivors is a politically engaged and passionate
         nationalist who believes in cultural difference and she taunts and destabilises Gabriel’s
         cultured, cosmopolitan detachment. Miss Ivors ‘cross examines’ Gabriel: ‘And why do
         you go to France and Belgium . . . instead of visiting your own land? . . . O, to
         tell you the truth, retorted Gabriel suddenly, I’m sick of my own country, sick of
         it!’ (1985: 171). Farouq is equally passionate and his engagé personality upsets Julius’s
         detached and blasé status quo. Always, Julius tries to stabilise discomfort with recourse
         to cultural references, and like Gabriel he seeks solace in music. By linking Julius
         with Joyce’s Gabriel, Cole seems to signal a way of reading Julius’s individual desire
         as a mobile, cosmopolitan figure, culturally and emotionally detached from national
         allegiances. This cosmopolitan affect, however, has not impressed critics who tend
         to read the (literary) cosmopolitanism of the novel as ruse, guise, and artifice (Krishnan
         2015), as limited in terms of privileging Anglophone fiction (Hallemeier 2013), and
         as an interrogation rather than a celebration of literary cosmopolitanism through
         a cataloguing ‘of failed attempts to forge intercultural connections by artistic means’
         (Vermeulen 2013: 42).[3]    
      

      
      The Brussels section pivots on Julius’s encounter and conversations with Farouq. Julius
         accidentally comes across the Internet café where Farouq works and initially addresses
         him in a way that resonates with the unhappy moments we have already explored in the
         first New York section: ‘How are you doing, my brother?’ Julius asks a puzzled Farouq
         (2011: 101) and knows immediately that ‘the aggressive familiarity’ perhaps struck
         ‘[a] false note’ (2011: 102). Still, in contrast to the ‘brother moments’ in New York,
         before, and also after the Brussels visit, Julius decides that he needs a friend and
         Farouq seems a good choice. Again in contrast to the other encounters we explore here,
         Julius’s meeting with Farouq is not one-sided, but warm and filled with conversation,
         about contentious issues of modern day living—indeed they are having what Julius calls
         a ‘conversation . . . without the usual small talk’ (2011: 106). They talk about differences
         and similarity between people, the victimised other, authenticity, resistance and
         violence, discourse, identity, and fear. In his conversation with Farouq, Julius is
         reminded of difference in a way that destabilises him without precipitating solidarity.
         Julius ponders on how in awkwardly multicultural Brussels Farouq is (mis)recognised
         through a visual economy that relies on a notion of ‘monolithic identity’ as ‘just
         another Arab.’ Julius realises that from such a reductive perspective, his own robustly
         plural identity might be miniaturised, to activate Amartya Sen’s vocabulary (2007),
         as a ‘dark, unsmiling, solitary stranger’ (2011: 106). This observation, however,
         leads to Julius’s piqued reaction to Farouq’s passion and idealism, his ‘rage and
         rhetoric’ (2011: 107). Julius remains sceptical of Farouq’s ideas about violence:
         ‘It seemed as if the only way this lure of violence could be avoided was by having
         no causes, by being magnificently isolated from all loyalties. But was that not an
         ethical lapse graver that rage itself?’ (2011: 107). It is tempting to read this as
         a veiled comment on the choices of both Farouq and Julius—Farouq the radical autodidact opts for the possibility of violence
         in the protection of differential rights. Like Gabriel Conroy, Julius chooses the
         other path and attempts to be magnificently isolated from all loyalties. He carefully
         cultivates loneliness, and for him, emotions only find cultural outlets. Like Gabriel,
         he sees himself as a cosmopolitan man with no expressed political allegiance to the
         world.
      

      
      However, Julius’s cosmopolitanism is affected by, perhaps even modified by, his Nigerian
         connection and his black skin. Even if he wants to come across as a fully paid-up
         member of the cosmopolitan set, somehow the ‘Afro’ gets in the way, and the novel
         does not allow him to pursue his individual desire. The ‘brother moments’ interpellate
         him as black and do not allow him to remain magnificently isolated from all loyalties.
         One way of thinking about how the ‘Afro’ haunts Julius is through W. J. T. Mitchell’s
         argument in Seeing Through Race. To Mitchell, ‘race’ is best perceived as ‘a medium, an intervening substance [. . .] something we see through.’ ‘Race’ is thus ‘a repertoire of cognitive and conceptual filters through which
         forms of human otherness are mediated’ (2012: xii) and it acts as ‘“a between-ness”
         located conceptually in the space between subjective and objective perceptions and
         judgments’ (2012: 67). ‘Race’ as medium makes ‘human cognition, and especially recognition, possible’ (2012: xiii). In this way Julius’s skin colour acts as an iconic
         representation of the ‘Afro’ that makes it possible to hail him in a racialised manner.
         Mitchell further insists that ‘race’ is ‘constituted by the encounter of fantasy and
         reality,’ and as an intervening substance ‘race’ ‘both enables and obstructs social
         relationships’ and ‘both obstruct[s] and facilitate[s] communication’ (2012: 4 and
         13). This ambivalence is foregrounded in the encounters we have pursued so far, and
         is indicative of how, in Mitchell’s words, ‘race’ is ‘both an illusion and a reality’ (2012: 14). That is why we ‘see and recognise racial identities and accompany them with statements and narratives’ (2012: 20–21).
         We have already looked at some of the narratives Julius attaches to the racialised
         people he encounters, such as the dancing Rwandans. Mitchell concludes that ‘race’
         is a myth but myth understood as both ‘false belief’ and ‘powerful story’ (2012: 22).
         ‘Race’ thus perceived as a medium aligns with the visual economy of recognition that
         characterises encounters and communication in this novel and describes claims to knowing—as
         we have seen in the tortured ‘brother moments’ already traced. Indeed, as Vermeulen
         suggests in his analysis of the encounter with the taxi driver, it is not so much
         that Julius does not want to relate to others, but rather that he finds it difficult
         to manage ‘his distances from and attractions to the lives of others’ (2013: 50),
         especially when these encounters are mediated through ‘race’ as signalling significant
         connections. ‘Race’ as a medium might also help to explain how the ‘Afro’ gets in
         the way of Julius’s desire for ‘unmarked’ cosmopolitanism. And from this perspective,
         perhaps, we can say that he is not so much cosmopolitan as (possibly unwillingly)
         Afropolitan. Indeed, we might even enfold Chielozona Eze’s pithy question into this
         discussion: ‘Why can an African not just be cosmopolitan?’ (2014a: 240).
      

      
      There is another layer to these reflections on ‘race,’ cosmopolitanism, and Afropolitanism
         that deserves to be considered. We want to read Julius in connection with Ulf Hannerz’s
         suggestion that there are in fact two faces of cosmopolitanism:
      

      
         [P]olitical cosmopolitanism is often a cosmopolitanism with a worried face, trying
            to come to grips with very large problems. But cosmopolitanism in its cultural dimension
            may be a cosmopolitanism with a happy face, enjoying new sights, sounds, and tastes,
            new people. And in combination, and merging with one another, they may be that thick
            form of cosmopolitanism, where experience and symbolism can motivate identification
            and a will to action. (2005: 204)
         

      

      Clearly, Julius is more at ease with the happy face of cultural cosmopolitanism than
         with the worried face of political cosmopolitanism that he comes face-to-face with,
         as it were, in the encounter with Farouq. In the character of Julius there is no merging
         of the two faces of cosmopolitanism, and consequently no emerging thick cosmopolitanism
         that motivates action. On the contrary, Julius feels ill at ease when faced with the
         ‘very large problems’ often characteristic of human encounters—he immediately seeks
         solace in ‘new sights’ of cultural encounters instead. We might even suggest that
         the ‘brother moments,’ which pivot on the ‘Afro,’ challenge Julius with their stories
         of pain and frustration anchored in material and usually racialised realities and
         experiences, as black people in a predominantly white world. Julius struggles to stay
         ‘magnificently isolated’ from such large problems by losing himself in art, literature,
         and music that, to him at least, are beyond ‘race.’
      

      
      Because of Julius’s withdrawn and disengaged manner of being, the meeting with Farouq
         cannot be construed as creating a successful Afropolitan sense of community—Julius
         returns to New York, and to his itinerant and lonely lifestyle. When he sends Kwame
         Anthony Appiah’s Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers to Farouq, we wonder what he wants Farouq to focus on—perhaps this extract?
      

      
         Conversations across boundaries of identity—whether national, religious, or something
            else—begin with the sort of imaginative engagement you get when you read a novel or
            watch a movie or attend to a work of art that speaks from some place other than your
            own. So I’m using the word ‘conversation’ not only for literal talk but also as a
            metaphor for engagement with the experience and the ideas of others. And I stress
            the role of the imagination here because the encounters, properly conducted, are valuable
            in themselves. Conversation doesn’t have to lead to consensus about anything, especially
            not values; it’s enough that it helps people get used to one another. (Appiah 2007:
            85)
         

      

      The conversation between Farouq and Julius, which takes place over the several weeks
         Julius spends in Brussels, can be read in this light—only it seems to have little
         effect on Julius. Julius’s way of seeing and being (a ‘haunted’ African) in the world,
         and largely how he likes to think of himself, is as a cosmopolitan. His encounters
         and conversations with others are manifested as ‘imaginative engagement,’ but not
         in an ethical sense, more in a cultural sense. Upon his return to New York, Julius
         does not get used to other brothers. He keeps to the aloof cosmopolitanism that he
         cultivates through the novel. In spite of all the encounters and all the stories in
         the novel, Julius remains isolated, largely out of choice. There is no ethics a lá Mbembe’s Afropolitanism which pivots on recognising your face in that of a foreigner,
         as we have seen. Nor does Julius adhere to a Parekhan global ethics that might have
         helped to lubricate the awkward ‘racialised’ encounters in Open City. In A New Politics of Identity (2008) Parekh suggests that a global ethics relies on three principles: equal worth
         of all human beings, human solidarity, and respect for difference and plurality. Such
         an ethical approach to other human beings, whether they are brothers, foreigners,
         or strangers might resonate with Julius in theory, but is not manifested in practice,
         and this marks a pronounced limit to his cosmopolitan ethos, and to a political cosmopolitanism.
         
      

      
      Julius’s chosen isolation becomes even more apparent upon his return to New York.
         There are two interesting ‘brother encounters’ in the last section of Open City that illustrate this point. One moment takes place in the post office when Julius
         sends Appiah’s book to Farouq, and enters into an undesired conversation with a post
         office worker, who entreats Julius: ‘I know, my brother. . . . Say, brother, where
         are you from? . . . I could tell you were from the Motherland . . . you’re a visionary
         . . . you’re someone who has travelled far. You’re what we call a journeyer’ (2011:
         186–87). Julius feels no need to engage in the experience and the, to him, outlandish
         ideas of this brother. On the contrary, he makes ‘a mental note to avoid that particular
         post office in the future’ (2011: 188). Again, for Julius, the brother claim is unwanted
         as it names a false connection that is literally only skin deep. This becomes even
         more apparent in the novel’s last ‘brother moment,’ which comes right after a moving
         and not-commented-upon conversation with an African American World War Two veteran
         that Julius is treating for depression. The man tells Julius that it makes him proud
         to see a young black man in a white coat ‘because things haven’t ever been easy for
         us, and no one has ever given us nothing without a struggle’ (2011: 210). It seems
         as if this encounter has made Julius feel in the mood for connection based on skin
         colour, because when he walks his local New York street next to some young black men,
         he finds himself thinking about ‘us’: he feels ‘the most tenuous of connections between
         us, looks on a street corner by strangers, a gesture of mutual respect based on our
         being young, black, male; based, in other words, on our being “brothers”’ (2011: 212).
         Significantly, Julius again puts brothers in inverted commas, which makes what he
         thinks next unconvincing:
      

      
         These glances were exchanged between black men all over the city every minute of the
            day, a quick solidarity worked into the weave of each man’s mundane pursuits, a nod
            or smile or quick greeting. It was a little way of saying, I know something of what
            life is like for you out here. (2011: 212)
         

      

      This sounds like new insight, a cumulative effect of the many ‘brother moments’ in
         the novel that have made him see through ‘race,’ to echo Mitchell. It is as if Julius
         has finally understood something about Selasi’s insistence on the gentle way in which
         brown people acknowledge each other. Solidarity is an unusual word in Julius’s vocabulary—here
         it is envisioned as a kind of Pan-African solidarity among black people in the diaspora.
         What Julius is describing is an Afropolitan connection that doubles as a way of seeing
         and being in the world. But these ideas—this possible new insight—are brutally shattered
         when the same ‘brothers’ attack Julius. They do not only rob him of his possessions,
         they also steal his budding sense of ‘brother’ connection. He did not see this attack
         coming. Again it is interesting that even though he is a psychiatrist, Julius is much
         better at reading the cities he traverses and the culture he imbibes than the people
         he encounters. 
      

      
      Open City ends with Julius’s exceedingly upsetting and haunting encounter with fellow Nigerian
         Moji. Julius is invited to a party at Moji’s boyfriend’s place, and towards the end
         of this party, Moji reminds Julius of the fact that he raped her at another party
         many years ago back ‘home’ in Nigeria. She expresses frustration and disbelief at
         Julius’s lack of reaction. Moji explains to Julius that he has been ‘present in her
         life, like a stain or a scar’ (2011: 244). In response, Julius’s way of dealing with
         Moji’s story is via his characteristic distancing device: he filters this story through
         another story, this time about how Nietzsche once deliberately burnt himself with
         some hot coal and thus carried ‘the resulting scar with him for the rest of his life’
         (2011: 246). The repetition of the word ‘scar’ encourages us to see a link between
         the stories—but not to unite them. Julius remains distant from that story, and Cole
         seems to incorporate another intertextual layer in this section of the novel, and
         thus another layer to reading the complicated literary character of Julius. We have
         already suggested that Julius can be read as a Gabriel Conroy figure. The way in which
         Julius chooses to convey the Moji encounter is strikingly reminiscent of the way in
         which Kazuo Ishiguro’s butler, Stevens, in The Remains of the Day, conveys the equally vexed meeting with Miss Kenton. The same structural device is
         used in both novels, where the narrator-protagonist’s delayed decoding of the upsetting
         encounter—with Moji in Open City and with Miss Kenton in The Remains of the Day—only succeeds in drawing attention to it. Julius even diagnoses himself and the story
         of his life in a very Stevens-like manner: ‘Each person must, on some level, take
         himself as the calibration point for normalcy, must assume that the room of his own
         mind is not, cannot be, entirely opaque to him . . . From my point of view, thinking
         about the story of my life, even without claiming any especially heightened sense
         of ethics, I am satisfied that I have hewed close to the good’ (2011: 243). Although
         the words are different, the sentiment and pomposity is pure Stevens. Julius admits
         deficiency in the ethics department, and this is true—he remains aloof and cultivates
         a detached cultured sensibility throughout the story, even in the few instances when
         we see him in a group of friends.
      

      
      So what impression of Julius are we left with at the end of the novel? We have seen
         him as a Gabriel and Stevens-like character—a lonely, distant, slightly pompous, and
         ineffectual figure whose life is most vividly lived in the mind, and in music, art,
         and literature. To James Wood he is a ‘bookish type’ and his ‘selfish normality, this
         ordinary solipsism, this lucky, privileged equilibrium of the soul is an obstacle
         to understanding other people’ (2011). This sympathetic reading of Julius is interesting
         to consider in connection with ideas about ordinariness—perhaps Julius is Cole’s construction
         of an ordinary, selfish, and hyper-cultured man, who tends to pursue his own individual
         desire, and who just happens to be part Nigerian-part German? Fittingly, the very
         last chapter sees Julius alone in Carnegie Hall, transported away from the hustle
         and bustle of ‘real’ life on the streets through the music of Gustav Mahler. There
         is one last thing to notice, however. Julius, although he is loath to admit this,
         notices that, ‘almost everyone, as almost always at such concerts, was white’ (2011:
         251). Carnegie Hall is a homogenous, all-white place, and a safe haven away from ‘the
         hybridity of the city’ (2011: 251–52). Yet Julius feels strangely at home here. There
         are no awkward ‘brother moments’ or encounters with women from the past that destabilise
         his equilibrium here. In Carnegie Hall is just an encounter with music—and music is
         not white or black (2011: 252). It is a poignant way of ending a novel called Open City—because how open are this city’s spaces? If anything, this part is reminiscent of
         David Dabydeen’s impatience with so-called cultural diversity. Dabydeen ponders the
         role of cities with particular reference to multicultural London:
      

      
         A city packs people in. They live on top of each other, alongside each other, sideways
            to each other. The city is a hive in this sense, but there are no inevitable passageways
            between one cell and another . . . And they [white people of London] don’t invite
            West Indians to visit their cells (called universities, banks, concert halls, theatres, arts councils, art galleries,
            Houses of Parliament, television studios) for a prolonged period either, or in any
            great numbers. (1991: 104)
         

      

      Ironically, perhaps, ‘hybrid’ Julius walks the streets of diversity but seems to feel
         most at home in the cultural locations of homogeneity. There is indeed no single way
         of reading the character of Julius. He remains layered and multifaceted: he is reminiscent
         of Gabriel Conroy and Ishiguro’s Stevens, he is Nigerian, European, and American,
         a walker and a wonderer, cosmopolitan and awkwardly Afropolitan, a flâneur and fugueur.[4]    These layers are never united, but jar against each other, making it difficult
         for the reader to stabilise the mobile figure of Julius. Perhaps this is Cole’s way
         of indicating the ordinary and ‘complicated humanity’ of Africans and thus to rectify
         the common misconception Western people have of African humanity?[5]   
      

      
      In Open City we are told that Julius only returned to Nigeria after fifteen years in New York.
         We are not told about this return in that book, but it is tempting to read Every Day is for the Thief as filling in this missing story, this void. The Julius figure in this book embarks
         on the ‘journey of return’ (2014: 119) and describes his ambivalent attitude towards
         the homeland. ‘Being Nigerian is abysmally frustrating and unbelievable exciting,’
         Chinua Achebe writes in ‘What is Nigeria to Me’ (2008: 45). Cole’s protagonist abundantly
         attests to this. It is his mobility in particular that affects the way he reexperiences
         Lagos and Nigeria. The way he feels and the way he is being looked upon slip and slide—he
         is thus oyinbo, visitor, tourist, guest, citizen, and native. Even though Lagos is a city of Scherazades
         (2014: 27) and he is a lover of stories, he is torn, an effect, probably, of what
         Simon Gikandi calls an anxiety that is characteristic of the Afropolitan’s lack of
         locations and belongings to take for granted (chapter 2, ‘The Authors in Conversation
         with Simon Gikandi’). The excess of Lagos repels and attracts the Julius figure: ‘I
         am not going to move back to Lagos. No way. I don’t care if there are a million untold
         stories. I don’t care if that, too, is a contribution to the atmosphere of surrender.
         I am going to move back to Lagos. I must . . . No sense emerges of the combat between
         art and messy reality’ (2014: 69). Again there is no way in which ‘Julius’ the American
         be merged with ‘Julius’ the African. His remains a multiplex identity torn by an anxiety
         attached to place and belonging and to ways of seeing and being in the world. He thinks
         about his German mother and how her mobility negatively affected her attachment to
         place, and how she remained a stranger, as we have seen. Is the Julius figure afraid
         that he, too, will leave no void, if he is considered a stranger, in Lagos and in
         New York? An existential crisis is perhaps too melodramatic a way to describe the
         Julius figure’s thoughts as he ‘roam[s] all over Lagos’ (2014: 120), anxiously trying
         to feel like a native and not a stranger. Perhaps this is what characterises a perpetually
         mobile Afropolitan way of being a twenty-first-century African in the world?
      

      
      Towards the end of Open City, Julius muses on the pain of life: ‘sometimes it is hard to shake the feeling that,
         all jokes aside, there really is an epidemic of sorrow sweeping our world, the full
         brunt of which is being borne, for now, by only a luckless few’ (2011: 208). It is
         time to discuss some of those luckless few, and how mobility affects their lives. The coveted value of mobility, of course, attracts the masses and the elite
         alike. And although mobility is typically defined as the ability to move freely and
         easily, it might not lead anywhere or to anything. Mobility, as we have been arguing,
         is best understood as a spectrum rather than through a rigid binary of mobility versus
         immobility. Interestingly, a number of narratives by writers often classified as Afropolitan
         pivots on mobility that seemingly leads nowhere.
      

      
      The most mobile ‘creature’ in Brian Chikwava’s story ‘Seventh Street Alchemy’ (2003)
         is poverty: the ‘trendsetter’ poverty is on a ‘glorious march into every household’
         (2003: 17). It is also marching into the household of the protagonist Fiso, ‘a fifty-two-year-old
         quasi-prostitute with thirty-seven teeth’ (2003: 18) and her daughter Sue, ‘a twenty-six-year-old
         flea-market vendor’ (2003: 21). Fiso is ‘armed with a vagina and a will to survive,’
         but even these ‘weapons of destruction’ (2003: 18) can barely halt the march of poverty.
         Her willpower thus sets in motion an attempt to arrest poverty’s march through a counter-mobility
         attack. But to be properly mobile, one needs papers and passports. Thus Fiso decides
         to exit their parallel universe of ‘voodoo economy’ (2003: 17) and ‘leap into official
         existence’ (2003: 23) by getting birth certificates, metal IDs, and passports for
         herself and her luckless daughter, because in order to enjoy ‘freedom of movement
         across national boundaries, she needed a passport’ (2003: 23). But this is easier
         said than done. The two major obstacles to mobility turn out to be gender and class.
         Fiso is a poor woman with no papers to her name, thus no official existence from which
         to achieve the needed documents. A postcolonial reading would see her as a subaltern,
         at least in relation to official existence. But Fiso is no subaltern in the parallel
         universe on the corner of Samora Machel Avenue and Seventh Street where her flat is
         located. When her visit to the Central registry office, which smells of ‘dust, apathy
         and defeat’ (2003: 23), is unsuccessful, Fiso tries another avenue towards freedom—she
         returns, but this time she makes a scene, is arrested, and charged with public disorder.
         But she has no ID and refuses to cooperate. She is subsequently released, because
         ‘her case was going nowhere’ (2003: 30). In the end Fiso is back to square one, identified
         reductively by the appellation ‘an aging whore’ (2003: 30), bereft of the kind of
         mobility that would have enabled mother and daughter to lead a more itinerant life,
         and by extension become identified as part of official existence and the national
         economy. Fiso aspires to an identity in the official economy, perhaps because she
         begins to realise that in the parallel universe she inhabits, life is locally oriented
         and narrow in scope; it lacks the international opportunities made possible for someone
         with her willpower and guts. In the end, however, mobility is arrested, and official
         existence embodied in an ID card out of reach. Fiso realises, as do many of the luckless
         characters who ‘people’ (the margins of) this book, that ontology is a hard task-maker:
         ‘Defining one’s relationship with the world demands daily renegotiating one’s existence’
         (2003: 23). 
      

      
      While Chikwava explores the effect of lack of mobility on the impoverished, Yvonne
         Adhiambo Owuor imagines what might happen to the elite, when their previously itinerant
         and privileged lifestyle of Afropolitan men about-the-world is suddenly arrested,
         as in the story ‘Weight of Whispers’ (2003). The narrator-protagonist is thirty-seven-year-old
         Boniface Kuseremanes, member of the aristocracy, holder of a PhD, and president of
         the Banque Locale, suddenly turned refugee. He is, or so the story suggests, a Rwandan
         genocide survivor, and the story pinpoints his difficulty in coping with this downfall
         in status, embodied in arrested mobility and the miniaturising of his identity, bereft
         of name and labelled with the, to him, derogatory term ‘refugee.’ How can he cope
         with this violence to his sense of self? He finds himself in exile in Kenya with his
         mother, sister, and fiancée, and struggles daily to get hold of papers that will allow
         him to travel to Europe. His daily pain is disturbed by memories of an earlier life,
         when Boniface travelled to Europe—‘Brussels, Paris, Rome, Amsterdam, rarely London’
         (2003: 3)—hobnobbed with the elite, and spent time in his Paris apartment. Such memories
         set in motion thoughts about ways of being an African of the world: ‘The Kuseremanes
         are not refugees. They are visitors, tourists, people in transit, universal citizens
         with an affinity. . .well. . .to Europe’ (2003: 9). Boniface thus sees himself as
         a cosmopolitan, perhaps Afropolitan, for whom travel is easy and mobility is taken
         for granted. He perceives of himself as somebody who is in control of where his allegiances
         lie. But his story also shows how quickly such power and control may be taken away
         by forces that cannot be controlled, even for an African elite. We are reminded here
         of Schoene’s point that ‘mobility in this sense [of the refugee] often denotes deracination
         as a direct consequence of economic expulsion’ (2010: 3).
      

      
      As the months pass by in Kenya it becomes increasingly obvious to Boniface that he
         is on his own with responsibility for his family—nobody he meets seems to recognise
         their face in the face of this new foreigner. Indeed, Boniface’s former friends do
         not see him, but only a stranger, a refugee. In this world there is no Afropolitan or Pan-African
         solidarity. As a refugee in an Anglophone country, francophone Boniface feels that
         he has lost his name: the reiterated existential question he asks himself—‘What is
         my name?’ (2003: 24)—is answered in a particularly troubling memory from a sojourn
         in the Netherlands. Before we look at this encounter, we need to heed Ahmed’s exploration
         of stranger fetishism and the tendency to see the figure of the stranger, or the migrant
         as some-body with linguistic and bodily integrity who thus has an embodied referent
         in the world (2000). If we extend Ahmed’s scepticism towards binaries, here the binary
         between elite cosmopolitan and abject refugee, and her exploration of the effect of
         encounters, then it makes sense to think of Boniface as neither elite nor refugee,
         but more pressingly as both simultaneously. He is constructed in the story as the
         effect of encounter, encounters in the past and the story’s present. Boniface thinks of
         himself as an aristocrat, but he is perceived as a refugee. In the troubling memory
         that sets such thoughts in motion, he remembers that during a meeting with international
         gem dealers in a trendy café in Amsterdam, an African man enters, selling ladies’
         underwear that he carries in a carpet bag. Boniface recalls that the man grins, ‘like
         an ingratiating hound, twisting and distorting his face . . . simulating a monkey’
         (2003: 24–25). Boniface asks the man, who is from Sierra Leone, if he has no shame,
         behaving like that and ponders: ‘his eyes meet mine for the first time. His eyes are
         wet . . . “Broda.” He savours the word. “Broda . . . its fine to see de eyes of anoda
         man . . . it is fine to see de eyes”’ (2003: 26). This is a ‘brother moment’ that
         reminds us of the equally uncomfortable and unwanted moments we have explored already
         in Open City. Such encounters tend to destabilise the person who is hailed as brother—here Boniface,
         in Open City Julius. The claim to brotherhood is at best hugely ambiguous; it is unwanted, yet
         has unforeseen effects on the receiver of the claim. Boniface is told that the man
         has a degree but that he considers his diploma worthless in exile. For Boniface, this
         did not make sense then, but with the benefit of hindsight, and from his own reduced
         status, the memory takes on a different meaning. Now, he recognises his face in that
         of the foreign African, not in the familiar Afropolitan figure he once was. He is
         therefore forced to painfully readjust the brother claim. It pains him to remember
         that he did not even ask the African trader for his name. In an act of what is to
         all intents and purposes futile solidarity, Boniface thinks: ‘In exile we lower our
         heads so that we do not see in the mirror of another’s eyes, what we suspect: that
         our precarious existence rests entirely on the whim of another’s tolerance of our
         presence’ (2003: 27). Such insight is the result of a state of debasement and destitution.
         Boniface can, at least in his mind, generalise his new way of being an African in
         the world. In exile he learns something else—the importance of camouflage (2003: 30).
         He seems to gradually realise that in order to survive he has to reinvent himself,
         to become another, to fit in with the surroundings—‘place dictates form,’ as he is
         told, by a (former) friend (2003: 30). He needs to be able to be both Boniface the
         aristocrat and the refugee—he needs to be able to think of these as aspects of being
         that are ultimately the effect of encounters. We do not know if Boniface succeeds
         in re-inventing himself—the story ends with the death of his mother and sister and
         the escape of his fiancée. He will never be able to leave, the story suggests. He
         is now rooted in a strange land, doomed to stay and look after what is left of his
         family—the graves of his mother and sister. His fiancée, on the other hand, finds
         herself on a plane to Canada—and to a life, perhaps, reminiscent of one of the Rwandans
         Teju Cole’s Julius observes in the Brussels section of Open City.
      

      
      As a third example of the spectrum of mobility we want to discuss Sefi Atta’s story
         ‘Twilight Trek,’ from News From Home (2009). The protagonist is the resourceful Jean-Luc, as he is named in his fake passport.
         He is the story’s first-person narrator and classifies himself as an illegal traveller,
         who even though he has enough money to fly overseas, cannot, because ‘foreign embassies
         don’t grant Africans like us visas’ (2009: 89). As he embarks on the journey across
         the Sahara to get to Morocco and from there to Europe he is accompanied telepathically
         by his prostitute mother, who ‘can’t move,’ but can teach him lessons: ‘the world
         is round, which means that if I run too fast I might end up chasing the very homeland
         I am running from’ (2009: 91). His mother’s telepathic mobility finds Jean-Luc wherever
         he is on his trek, and she sustains him with stories about all kinds of African mobility.
         In one mental conversation, she seems to function as a generic mother Africa figure
         who shares ‘real stories from a modern African exodus’ with Jean-Luc, to counteract
         the Biblical stories of Jewish Exodus Patience fills his head with. These are stories
         about exceedingly mobile Africans who, although they traverse great distances, do
         not really get anywhere. Such doomed inevitability is epitomised in the story of the
         man from Mali: ‘He crossed the Sahara on foot. It took him several years. The Moroccan
         security forces got hold of him when he reached Tangier. They repatriated him straight
         back to the border of Algeria and told him to find his way to Gao. Yes, with the same
         two legs that brought him to their country’ (2009: 101). The man from Mali is a stark
         example of an exceptionally mobile figure whose mobility leads nowhere. The narrator,
         who finds himself in Morocco on the brink of trekking to Europe, ponders in the end
         on the winds that ‘come from the desert and the sea. They carry sand and salt. They
         clash right here in the forest and can pierce to the bones no matter how well you’re
         prepared for them’ (2009: 106). Thus the man from Mali and his eventually futile trek
         across the sandy and dry desert is contrasted with the much shorter but no less dangerous
         trek across the Mediterranean Sea. Indeed, the story of African migrants risking their
         lives on ships and drowning in huge numbers is a contemporary story of Exodus and
         mobility that is turning the Mediterranean into a new ‘black Atlantic.’ It is also
         a gruesome reminder that mobility might be a coveted value, but the price to pay might
         just be too high.
      

      
      Although it is somewhat outside the focus of this book, which, as already indicated,
         is on narratives that thematise (the effect of) transatlantic travel and encounter
         with the West, it makes sense, if only for the sake of comparison, briefly to consider
         moments of movement to and within Africa. Thus, by way of conclusion, we shift the lens: having discussed ‘Africa in
         the world,’ we now want briefly to zoom in on the ‘world in Africa.’ Such moments
         illustrate Achille Mbembe’s ‘worlds-in-movement’ paradigm through which he understands
         Afropolitanism. Mbembe draws attention to the multiple diasporas within the continent of Africa and insists that the cultural history of the continent cannot
         be understood ‘outside the paradigm of itinerancy, mobility and displacement’ (2007:
         27). 
      

      
      Towards the end of Every Day is for the Thief, Cole invests a chapter on ‘worlds in Africa,’ inevitably inspired by the emergence
         of Chinatown in Lagos. This is a sign to Cole’s narrator that ‘we are in a normal
         place, or a place that aspires to normalcy’ (2014: 144). The Chinese have made Lagos
         ‘home’ in a way that the narrator cannot—he cannot, like the ‘[p]eople from all corners
         of the world’ (2014: 145) come (back) to Lagos, ‘to take advantage of the newly open
         economy’ (2014: 145). The ‘world in Africa’ signals an ‘activity’ and ‘pent-up energy’
         (2014: 145), but not for the narrator, who cannot sever himself from his individual
         past nor from the nation’s past. It cannot be the ‘new normal’ for him. Consequently,
         two chapters later, he is on his way back to New York, fighting malaria, and in an
         anxiously Afropolitan way, pondering the meaning of the word home, which ‘sits in
         [his] mouth like foreign food’ (2014: 156). Lagos is home, and then not. New York
         is home, and then not. Itinerancies between and across locations are indeed symptomatic
         of the Afropolitan way of being that often precipitate such aporias.
      

      
      We find an equally interesting ‘worlds in Africa’ moment in Helon Habila’s Measuring Time (2007). The novel centres on the twins LaMamo, a soldier and traveller who restlessly
         moves around countries on the African continent, and Mamo, who stays at home, works
         as a writer-historian, and only travels in his mind. He reads, thinks, and breathes
         history—first world history, but as the novel progresses, local history. The twins
         can be said to illustrate different ways of being African in Africa. Mamo says this
         about his brother: ‘He has gone abroad, to see the world’ (2007: 115), meaning that
         he travels to different countries on the continent. But Mamo himself does not have to travel to meet the world, since
         the world has come to Africa in the shape of the Drinkwater sisters, Kai and Malai.
         They were born in the 1920s in Keti, Northern Nigeria, daughters of the Iowa-born
         missionary Drinkwater. When Mamo first visits the Drinkwater sisters, he ponders to
         himself on their sense of belonging and on their sense of home in the world: ‘He was
         sure they’d be home—where would they go to, two elderly women in a strange country?
         But then he reminded himself that this wasn’t a strange country to them, they had
         lived in it longer than he had’ (2007: 243). At this point in the novel, Mamo has
         not developed this thought about ‘worlds in movement’ yet, nor about the unpredictable
         effects of the inevitable encounters such trajectories result in. Sipping tea with
         the sisters, Mamo is struck by how they manoeuvre between two names, Agnes and Heather,
         which Mamo tries to establish as perhaps English, or American or just Christian names
         (2007: 248). Yet these names, he thinks, hint ‘at another life, another world’ (2007:
         248) as do the pictures of the flat Iowa prairie on their walls. Mamo wonders if the
         sisters lead Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde like lives—a life of dual personalities, American
         in their private sphere, at home as the saying goes, African in public, in church,
         or when they take tea with the pastor. They tell him that their brother, who lives
         in the US, insists that they come home—in his sense of the word it means the US—for
         their health. Yet the sisters tell Mamo that Keti ‘will always be our home. . . our
         heart and soul will always be here,’ speaking English (2007: 251). This interesting
         moment—when Mamo takes tea with these two fascinating sisters—is left suspended in
         the novel until we get to the end, and Mamo has what can only be called an epiphany.
         This happens, fittingly enough, at the weeklong send-off festivities held for the
         departing sisters, who are going ‘home’ to the US. He is witnessing the church play
         that was introduced very early in the novel, when Mamo was a teenager. Mamo wrote
         down this orally transmitted play in order to fix it more securely for posterity.
         Watching this play again, this time performed for the benefit of the departing sisters,
         Mamo experiences a revelation when he looks at the local villagers’ enthusiastic response:
      

      
         To them [the crowd] the play was not about Drinkwater and his ‘conquest’ of their
            culture by his culture, it was about their own survival. They were celebrating because
            they had had the good sense to take whatever was good from another culture and add
            to it whatever was good in theirs: they had done this before when they first met the
            Komda, and many times before that in their travels and migrations, in times earlier
            than even the oldest among them could remember. This was their wisdom, the secret
            of their survival. (2007: 381)
         

      

      The important word here is the twice-repeated ‘before.’ Such moments of contact and
         the hybrid outcome predates the colonial encounter, which has been privileged in postcolonial
         readings of such contact zones. Habila shows how Mamo realises that the Drinkwater
         sisters are not unique, but rather typical of African encounters and their hybrid
         outcomes, of the constant migrations that Mbembe suggests are so characteristic of
         African history. In other words, through Mamo, Habila shows that the cultural history
         of Africa cannot be understood if one does not consider the unpredictable and unforeseen
         effect of getting lost and found, of mobility, displacement, contact, indeed of ‘the
         interweaving of worlds’ (2007: 28). Furthermore, such a moment of mobility and cultural
         contact on the continent supports Mbembe’s insistence in ‘The Internet is Afropolitan,’
         that ‘[t]here is not one single ethnic group in Africa that can seriously claim to
         have never moved. Their histories are always histories of migration, meaning people
         going from one place to the other, and in the process amalgamating with many other
         people’ (2015: 3). To this circulation and amalgamation, Mbembe adds ‘extraordinary
         plasticity’ in his diagnosis of Africa in pre-colonial times and in the current digital
         world. Then and now, Africa, in Mbembe’s vision, is a hybrid world on the move.
      

      
      In this chapter we have searched for the Afropolitan figure in Teju Cole’s texts and
         in narratives by Chikwava, Owuor, Atta, and Habila. Through an exploration of encounters
         that have led to surprises, conflicts, and epiphanies we have noted how mobility impinges
         upon the ‘scattered tribes’ of Africans in the world and, albeit briefly, ‘worlds
         in Africa.’ We have emphasised how mobility profoundly affects not only ontology (ways
         of seeing Africa and being African in the world), but also thoughts on ethics and
         solidarity, on (the two faces of) cosmopolitanism and Afropolitanism, national allegiances
         and politics, and, not least, how the individual’s sense of home and belonging is
         disturbed, as we shall explore in more detail in the next chapter. 
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. Although the narrator-protagonist of Every Day is for the Thief remains unnamed, there are enough clues to read him as a Julius-like figure: he is
                  part German-part Nigerian, went to the same school as Julius, is a New York-based
                  psychiatrist, and like Julius, he has not been back to Nigeria for fifteen years.
                  That is why we shall call him ‘the Julius figure’ in this book.
               

            

         

         
            2. The ending of ‘The Dead’ reads: ‘A few light taps upon the pane made him turn to the
                  window. It had begun to snow again. He watched sleepily the flakes, silver and dark,
                  falling obliquely against the lamplight. The time had come for him to set out on his
                  journey westward. Yes, the newspapers were right: snow was general all over Ireland.
                  It was falling on every part of the dark central plain, on the treeless hills, falling
                  softly upon the Bog of Allen and, farther westward, softly falling into the dark mutinous
                  Shannon waves. It was falling, too, upon every part of the lonely churchyard on the
                  hill where Michael Furey lay buried. It lay thickly drifted on the crooked crosses
                  and headstones, on the spears of the little gate, on the barren thorns. His soul swooned
                  slowly as he heard the snow falling faintly through the universe and faintly falling,
                  like the descent of their last end, upon all the living and the dead’ (1985: 200–201).
               

            

         

         
            3. Pieter Vermeulen critiques the common reception of the novel as one which embodies
                  ‘the cosmopolitan conviction that the cultivation of curiosity and attentiveness is
                  the appropriate tool for fostering connections beyond ethnic, cultural, or national
                  borders’ (2013: 41).
               

            

         

         
            4. Vermeulen thought-provokingly reads Julius as a figure that poses as flâneur, but
                  is shadowed by the ‘pathological flip-side of the flâneur,’ the ‘nineteenth-century figure of restless mobility: the fugueur’ (2013: 42).
               

            

         

         
            5. When asked about the most common misconceptions that people in the West have about
                  Africa, Cole insists ‘the refusal to take seriously the complicated humanity of the
                  people here. . . . That denial of complexity is . . . part of a big impetus behind
                  my writing’ (Cole in van Heerden 2013).
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 4

      Here, There, and Elsewhere

      
         
         
         
          The Unhinging of Home and Belonging

         
         
      

      
      
         She sleeps most of the flight to London. It is Saturday morning when she arrives and
            the rain is a slight spray. On the Gatwick Express she shuts her eyes while enjoying
            the motion and identifies the languages that people on mobile phones are speaking.
            There’s French, Igbo, and Portuguese. London is like the Tower of Babel these days.
            Still, she prefers it to the London she moved to in the eighties, despite the latent
            resentment she observes when people quicken their pace past a group of rowdy Pakistani
            teenagers or the Romanian mother who begs.
         

         
         She also detects some guilt, that aftertaste of the sumptuous meal that was empire.
            England is overrun with immigrants: African and Eastern European children they granted
            asylum are leading gangs, Islamic clerics are bragging about their rights, and the
            English can barely open their mouths to talk.
         

         
         Nigerians can never be sorry for their transgressions, so sorry that they can’t say
            to immigrants, ‘Carry your trouble and go.’ Nigerians made beggars out of child refugees
            from Niger and impregnated their mothers. Nigerians kicked out Ghanaians when Ghanaians
            became too efficient, taking over jobs Nigerians couldn’t do, and named a laundry
            bag after the mass exodus: the Ghana Must Go bag. Nigerians aren’t even sorry about
            the civil war. They are still blaming that on the British. (Atta 2013: 17–18)
         

         
      

      
      In the passage above, Deola, the Nigerian protagonist of Sefi Atta’s novel A Bit of Difference, is on her way back, after a business trip to Atlanta, to her flat in London where
         ‘[h]er walls [will] welcome her’ (2013: 19). When, instead of focusing on the stopping
         points and time table of the train ride, she allows herself to ‘shut her eyes’ on
         the noisy multi-lingual Gatwick Express and ponder on the devious aftertaste of Empire
         that conjures up resentment towards immigrants in both England and Nigeria, we sense
         that Deola has come ‘home’ after her overseas journey: She behaves like a resident,
         she is familiar with the hurly-burly multicultural setting of London and its transportation
         system where she, like everyone else, passes as a stranger among strangers. Still,
         she knows where she is going and she can finally relax in the pensive, private mode
         of the metropolitan train traveller who is not likely to be interrupted by fellow
         passengers wanting to strike up a conversation. 
      

      
      Later on in the novel, Deola lands on an early morning arrival in Lagos to visit her
         family. Waiting in the arrival hall—‘the air conditioner is not working and the spot
         where Deola is standing reeks of armpits’ (2013: 69)—she observes ‘a gap-toothed man’
         (2013: 69) who is simultaneously laughing and shouting through a bad connection into
         his mobile phone about a delay of luggage and his inability to make it to his final
         destination until the day after: ‘[She] cherishes her homecomings because of characters
         like him. She loves her fellow Nigerians, especially this one with his white pointed
         shoes. His arse is half-way up his back and his jacket almost reaches his knees. His
         oblivion is a spectacle of beauty. She can’t stop looking at him’ (2013: 70). As Deola
         passes through customs, one of the officers, ‘scratch[ing] his head and . . . eye[ing]
         her midriff as his colleague chews a toothpick,’ asks her: ‘Sister, wetin you bring come?’ ‘Nothing’ (2013: 70), Deola declares and is waved through to her
         mother who waits outside for the routine ‘catching-up’ conversation in the car ride
         back to the family home. This is quite a different arrival scene. Deola comes back,
         not to a private flat in a Western metropolis and its ‘welcoming’ walls—where the
         lack of a peopled welcome denotes a certain measure of self-chosen solitude—but to
         family, community, and country of origin along with the expectations and obligations
         that are associated with such a return. We note the absence of hurried airport activity,
         despite luggage delays, and the laid-back convivial conduct of the customs officials,
         followed by a welcome-home, motherly reception. Most significantly, however, we sense
         that Deola is not an average Lagosian. She is in a position to ‘cherish her homecomings’
         (note the plural) and ‘love her fellow Nigerians’ precisely because her life in London
         has distanced her from Nigerian everyday life and society. Her quasi-outsider perceptivity
         speaks to an acquired difference without which, for example, the ‘gap-toothed man’
         ‘pat[ting] his handkerchief, which is hanging out of his pocket like a limp tongue’
         (2013: 70) would merely pass by unnoticed as but an ordinary Nigerian in Lagos airport.
         The fact that he is seen through Deola’s gaze as an extraordinary ‘spectacle of beauty’
         inadvertently suggests that Deola’s relationship with Nigeria is one that is simultaneously
         familiar and estranged, just as her relationship with England is simultaneously estranged
         and familiar. As an Afropolitan commuter, Deola is both an insider and an outsider
         to the cultural environments of London and Lagos. 
      

      
      When read together, these two arrival scenes evoke what Achille Mbembe has named a
         specific Afropolitan sensibility, an ‘[a]wareness of the interweaving of here and
         there, the presence of the elsewhere in the here and vice versa . . . the ability
         . . . to work with what seems to be opposites’ (2007: 28). What also transpires from
         the two arrival scenes is that Deola is not a conventional migrant living in the diaspora,
         struggling to fit into her host society while suffering under a sentimental desire
         to return to her ‘lost’ Home (capital H) and her origins elsewhere. Both London and
         Lagos are home to Deola, yet in different and always ambivalent ways, as she is in
         a position to commute regularly between England and Nigeria. It is precisely the privilege
         of an itinerant transnational experience and the lack of homeland nostalgia that cast
         her as Afropolitan and enable her to look at both nations critically, or appreciatively,
         when any given situation merits it. As a commuter between continents, Deola is trained
         in the ambivalent politics of relocation; ‘[s]mall by small, she reorients herself’
         (2013: 76) upon each arrival, reassessing her position in the cultural space of Lagos
         whenever she is in London and vice versa. This continuous practise of reorientation
         informs Deola’s Afropolitan character. Deola’s itinerant life across cultures, nations,
         continents, and homes requires expertise in reorientation, but it also allows her
         continuously to meditate on ‘the interweaving of here and there’ (Mbembe 2007: 28),
         London and Lagos. However, the flip side of her privileged position is also that while
         she may feel at home in both places, she does not necessarily feel that she genuinely
         belongs to any of them, at least not in a rooted sense. This can obviously both be
         a gift and a burden, a privilege that simultaneously stirs indulgence and anxiety.
      

      
      In this chapter we explore the concepts of home and belonging in the context of the
         frequent shifts between cultural locations that characterise the Afropolitan experience.
         We employ the term ‘location’ instead of ‘place’ in our discussions of Lagos and London
         and this is deliberate. Location refers to a spatial position which is more in sync
         with the notion of mobility and how the de-territorialised self perceives of place.
         ‘Locations are positions from which distance and difference are formulated,’ argues
         Rosemary Marangoly George (1999: 2) and references Donna Haraway (1991) for suggesting
         that they are ‘about vulnerability’ (Haraway in George 1999: 203). Moreover, according
         to Edward Soja’s research into urban spaces and his definition of ‘Thirdspace,’ an
         urban location is where ‘everyday life and unending history’ come together (1996:
         57).[1]    This is all clearly reflected in Deola’s ambivalent relationships with London
         as well as Lagos. The Afropolitan, as Taiye Selasi argues, is ‘multi-local’ with a
         sense of being in the world that draws on ‘different localities, different local experiences’
         (2014) which would suggest that the plural meaning of home is always contemplated
         through the distance that travel effects and articulated through the clarity that
         being ‘elsewhere’ brings. As Selasi proposes: ‘I am never home [in the conventional
         capitalised sense of the term], and so am always writing about home. I am always here,
         remembering there; far, dreaming near; East, musing on West. . . . It’s precisely
         in the distance between where I am and where I’ve been and where I’ll be that I find
         truths worth telling’ (Selasi in Clark 2014: 5). This, we argue, is an approximation
         of Mbembe’s reference to the Afropolitan’s ability to interweave ‘here and there’
         and articulate ‘the presence of the elsewhere in the here and vice versa’ (2007: 28).
         What it also suggests is that the Afropolitan is neither rootless nor homeless or
         ‘caught in-between’ host-land and home-land as conventional migrants of the postcolonial
         diaspora are believed to be. Rather, Afropolitan stories like A Bit of Difference and most of the narratives discussed in this book work to defamiliarise our conception
         of what home is and what belonging means. Home and belonging are mobile concepts,
         both unhinged from one another and from national and singular meaning. It is this
         particular Afropolitan variant of the significance of ‘elsewhere’ in thinking (and
         writing) about home and belonging that interests us. If home is seen as multi-local
         (or to be thought of in a plural, defamiliarised sense) distributed across spatial
         divides, then belonging becomes a far less embedded and bounded conception. Obviously,
         for itinerant Afropolitans, a sense of belonging is contingent on individual negotiations
         in global cosmopolitan contexts rather than readily granted by national or ethnic
         origins, which, in turn and in the context of Afropolitan mobility, means that a conventional
         understanding of home and belonging cannot account for the ambivalence felt by an
         Afropolitan regarding such terms; their sensibilities are often of an entirely different
         nature. 
      

      
      In The End of Belonging, Greg Madison discusses his own experience of migration (and that of his ‘co-researchers’
         interviewed for the book) as characteristic of ‘existential migrants,’ a particular
         kind of global citizens who voluntarily leave their homeland in pursuit of individual
         freedom and choice: ‘We are living paradoxes,’ he says, ‘[w]e need to feel at home
         but have never [genuinely] done so, we need to belong but renounce opportunities for
         belonging, we venture out into the unknown in order to experience the homecoming that
         will finally settle us, but doesn’t’ (2010: 7). Madison’s interview study of the psychology
         of global relocation (as different from dislocation) offers a way of understanding
         migration that is of relevance to the Afropolitan experience (in its privileged variant)
         because it specifically aims at circumventing the somewhat outmoded practice of discussing
         migration as a unified experience, or as a pathology of loss and painful dislocation.
         This is not, Madison emphasises, to suggest that existential migration does not stir
         anxiety in the individual migrant as this is an inescapable part of what he calls
         ‘conscious living’ (Madison 2006: 11), a ‘self-defined and incomplete’ project (Madison
         2007: 2). Madison’s 2006 essay entitled ‘Existential Migration’ offers the background
         to The End of Belonging and his insistence on the need for a more differentiated evaluation of migrant experiences.
         Here, he challenges the assumption that ‘choosing to leave makes the migration less evocative, less distressing, less interesting, and in fact
         less meaningful’ (2006: 2) than involuntary or forced migrations that result from
         dire and urgent political or social circumstances. Madison’s methodological approach
         is phenomenological, departing from an examination of ‘concrete lived experience’
         (2006: 4) in the endeavour to grasp ‘the underlying existential-ontological bases’
         of processes like ‘separation,’ ‘attachment,’ and ‘acculturation’ (2006: 4) without
         calling upon existing theories of maladaptation or indeed without contributing ‘yet
         another diagnostic category’ (2006: 22) of irreversible loss. Still, for existential
         migrants, Madison argues, ‘“belonging” is viewed with intense ambivalence’ (2006:
         10) as it is both contingent on the ability to establish warm and understanding connections
         with others and on the need not to be hampered by social conventions that require
         existential migrants to ‘disown [their] uniqueness’ (2006: 10). For Madison, then,
         home is a concept that needs to be reconfigured and his suggestion is that we view
         home as ‘interaction’ rather than as a place (2006: 1), as ‘a moment when the individual
         and the environment “match” in specific and idiosyncratic ways, temporarily allowing
         the feeling of being “at home”’ (2006: 12). Moreover, commuting between different
         homes also has the advantage that it gives the individual migrant the opportunity
         to ‘assess the transformations that have occurred in one’s self while away’ (2006:
         13). 
      

      
      In her essay ‘(Be)coming Home’ Helen Hayes expands on Madison’s existential ideas
         by pondering on migrant ideas of home as an elusive and inherently paradoxical category:
         ‘is home a place of origin, or a feeling of belonging? To what extent are feelings
         of being at home dependent on relationships with significant others, and to what extent
         are they connected to specific geographical locations? Is the desire for home regressive
         and nostalgic, or can it also be creative and future-oriented?’ (2007: 2–3). Home
         is, Hayes argues, a mobile conception, located both in the past and in the present
         as well as in the individual migrant’s conscious movements towards the future. Therefore,
         home qualifies as both a place of origin, a currently lived space and as the individual
         migrant’s quest for personal wholeness in the conscious strivings towards ‘(be)coming
         home to oneself’ (2007: 14). Hayes’s argument is inspired by Kierkegaardian ideas
         transposed into the context of migrancy and driven by the wish to explore an understanding
         of home that is not ‘retreatist, nostalgic or exclusionary’ (2007: 6) but rather a
         processual inherence in the individual migrants’ pursuit of their own life purpose.
         Hayes is inclined to define home ‘as an inner sense of personal authenticity and purpose,
         the living out of . . . one’s commitment to one’s self-development’ (2007: 13). This
         process is certainly not one that is free from existential anxiety, or even feelings
         of alienation, because anxiety is a part of living consciously and, Hayes adds, ‘[a]lienation
         means creating some distance from one’s immediate lived experience, to see oneself
         from a distance, and thereby to require a quality of self-examination and self-
knowledge’ (2007: 3). Obviously, if Afropolitans are to be viewed as existential migrants,
         it is crucial to recall that an added layer of complexity is involved in such a ‘quality’
         as the reality of ‘race’ inevitably impacts on self-examination and self-knowledge
         even when the Afropolitans’ aspiration is to transcend it. Still, although home has
         different meanings in the developmental process that Hayes examines (and sometimes
         these meanings overlap or conflict with one another), Hayes argues that she and other
         existential migrants do not shy the ‘authentic process of (be)coming home to [themselves]
         [which] is one of continually creating and recreating home within [themselves] and
         between [themselves] and others’ (2007: 14). Home, she concludes, ‘might always contain
         elements of our having been, but its main significance lies in our becoming’ (2007: 14). If home is to be seen as grounded in the self rather than geographical
         specificity, it also means that home is not a manifest conception. It can indeed fluctuate
         according to the moods and modes of psychological well-being. As Hayes quotes Jayne
         Ifekwunigwe, author of Scattered Belongings: Cultural Paradoxes of ‘Race’, Nation and Gender (1999), for explaining: ‘On an empowered day, I describe myself as a diaspora(s)
         daughter with multiple migratory and ancestral reference points in Nigeria, Ireland,
         England, Guyana and the United States. On a disempowered day, I am a nationless nomad
         who wanders from destination to destination in search of a singular site to name as
         home’ (Ifekwunigwe in Hayes 2007: 4).
      

      
      As we have argued already, the Afropolitan is a specific kind of migrant of the global
         moment whose itineracies tend to be webbed and multi-directional, thus complicating
         former African migratory patterns between Africa and the West significantly. Moreover,
         and even if, as Achille Mbembe argues, Afropolitan migration has a rich ancient tradition
         within the African continent itself, global passages that involve the West are, we
         argue, invariably of a different nature as they involve contact with other ontologies
         that appear, hermeneutically speaking, not to be particularly inclusive of migrant
         Africa. However, at least for Afropolitan characters that enjoy the privilege of unimpeded
         mobility this is rarely a course for mourning or despair; it is usually incorporated
         as a factual knowledge and critical insight that inform modern diaspora lives in a
         transcultural global world. As it has appeared from the previous chapter and its discussion
         of global mobility, Afropolitan characters are encountered in different locations
         across the globe, we may then ask what qualifies a particular experience in and of
         a location as Afropolitan? Or, more to the point, if it is generally agreed that space
         is a ‘set of relations’ (Foucault 1984: 3) in which we live and by which the meanings
         are produced that shape our interrelated modes of spatial perceptions and practises
         (Lefebvre 1991), how do specific locations impinge on characters’ perceptions of home
         and what brings about their sense of belonging? The agenda for this chapter is to
         explore this with an in-depth analysis of A Bit of Difference followed by brief comparative discussions of Teju Cole’s Every Day is for the Thief (2014), Dinaw Mengestu’s The Beautiful Things that Heaven Bears (2008), NoViolet Bulawayo’s We Need New Names (2013), and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah (2013). Like most Afropolitan narratives, these novels all offer insights into deeply
         ‘felt’ and experienced ideas about home and belonging within lived Afropolitan spaces.
         They reflect what Lefebvre highlights as a particular quality in creative writing
         to interconnect human spaces: ‘[a]ny search for space in literary texts will find
         it everywhere and in every guise; encoded, described, projected, dreamt of, speculated
         about’ (1991: 15).
      

      
      And so it is indeed with A Bit of Difference. At the crucial age of thirty-nine, Deola, born and raised in Lagos yet educated
         at the London School of Economics, is still single and working as an auditor for LINK,
         an international charity organisation based in London. The job sends her around the
         world, including a visit to her native Nigeria to evaluate the sponsorship of local
         NGO projects, a trip that coincides with the 5th-anniversary commemoration of her
         father’s death. Deola performs her job in Nigeria according to plan and attends the
         memorial service as expected, yet a casual sexual affair with Wale, the owner of the
         hotel she stays at, results in pregnancy which upsets not only her independent routines
         as a professional woman but also her relations with her well-meaning but domineering
         mother who absolutely wants to see her daughter settled, although certainly not as
         a result of a chance promiscuous encounter that does not end in marriage. Deola is
         caught up in a dilemma when social convention expects her to disown her globally informed
         sense of self and perform a locally prescribed role. For her, belonging is certainly
         imbued, as Madison would have it, with ‘intense ambivalence,’ not merely because of
         African gender politics but also because her itinerant life across locations leaves
         her, in an existential sense, unsettled: ‘As usual, she is eager to leave Lagos at
         the end of her stay, but the moment she arrives in London, she begins to miss Lagos’
         (2013: 279).
      

      
      This ambivalence is intoned by the novel’s successive chapter headlines: ‘Reorientation’
         as a mental Afropolitan capacity trained through mobility across locations, ‘Actually’
         as an adverbial marker of incredulity and an indication that reorientation involves
         uncertainty about both home and belonging, and ‘Foreign Capitals’ as an indication
         of the professional and personal estrangement at work upon return to family and native
         country. The remaining three chapter titles signal ambivalence in a similar way: ‘The
         Business of Humanitarianism’ points to what seems to be a tension between the personal
         business of working oneself out as ‘African of the world’ and a professional complicity
         with Western interventions into African affairs, while ‘Sidestep’ foreshadows a call
         for African repatriation which may well be out of sync with Afropolitan Deola and
         her desire for freedom and manoeuvrability. A sidestep, of course, refers not only
         to an interruption in direction, but also to a potential dodging of responsibility.
         The novel ends with the chapter ‘For Good,’ a title that resonates with finality or
         rather, as we suspect from a closer reading of the chapter’s contents, with a decision
         to pursue only what is good for Deola’s personal development in an existential sense:
         Deola returns (again) from Lagos to London, this time determined to pack up as she
         will settle in Lagos and motherhood, possibly with Wale and his daughter, but the
         last pages of the novel fail to convince the reader entirely of Deola’s ‘end-of-story’
         determination. The reader wonders if permanent ‘for good’ decisions will after all
         be compatible with the different kind of person that Deola has become during her adult
         years of commuting between Africa and Europe. Each journey in her life has added ‘a
         bit of difference’ to her outlook and her way of being African in the world and this
         difference is indispensable in her continued development as a person. This is the
         challenge that she must negotiate with Wale in the couples-living-apart relationship
         that may, or may not, be foreshadowed in the last pages of the novel. Although Deola
         has made up her mind to ‘go home’ to Nigeria, she is yet to leave. She has resolved
         to stay in London, at least for some time: ‘Why did she think she would not miss London?’
         (2013: 297). This sense of an ending, which is in fact not a proper ending at all,
         but more like a temporary break or stopping point in a story that deliberately does
         not move towards final closure, speaks directly to the Afropolitan’s undecided perception
         of home.
      

      
      It would be misguiding to assume that Deola’s restlessness is comparable to the liminal
         existence of global nomads whose incessant travels often take on an aura of personal
         pilgrimage. Deola is not rootless; she is a multi-local resident of two places in
         particular, London and Lagos—both locations that she is ‘at home’ and ‘not at home’
         in. Her unsettled life, as we shall see, is not a predicament as much as it offers
         her an opportunity to interrogate the cultural meanings associated with home. In Strange Encounters Sara Ahmed challenges the binary idea of ‘home and away’ which connotes home with
         familiarity and away with estrangement (2000). In the context of multiple transnational
         migration this binary is untenable because its gapped logic presupposes a clear divide
         between different spaces of inhabitation and different ways of being in the world,
         as if to suggest that one, home, is pure and stable (and makes the subject content)
         while the other, away, is contaminated and unstable (and driven by a desire that home
         cannot satisfy). Such a construction, Ahmed suggests, ‘projects strangerness beyond
         the walls of the home’ (2000: 88) when in actual fact being-at-home always involves
         estranging encounters. Home is not ‘a place of fixity,’ it never stays the same, it
         ‘always involve[s] encounters between those who stay, those who arrive and those who
         leave’ and so, more to the point, ‘we can ask how does being-at-home already encounter
         strangeness. How does being-at-home already engender desire? (2000: 88). Moreover,
         as Ahmed proposes: ‘there are too many homes to allow place to secure the roots or
         routes of the destination. It is not simply that the subject does not belong anywhere.
         The journey between homes provides the subject with the contours of a space of belonging,
         but a space that expresses the very logic of an interval, the passing through of the
         subject between apparently fixed moments of departure and arrival’ (2000: 77). Let
         us pursue this proposition in the context of Deola’s experience of migration and in
         the context of how London and Lagos figure in A Bit of Difference. 
      

      
      It is clearly not her British passport that makes Deola think of London as home. If
         anything it is the fact that it allows her anonymity and a space of her very own (her
         flat), unencumbered by the expectations of what is becoming of an African woman of
         her background. In the ‘Tower-of-Babel’ cosmopolitan feel of the city she, as migrant
         or stranger, can be anybody. Conversely, Lagos is her home because this is where all
         the community stories that shaped her upbringing are shared by an extended family
         that ‘knows’ her to be a specific somebody. London is thus a location that allows
         her to work out herself on her own terms while Lagos is the location that contains
         a story of origins that are indeed part of this very process, and so the two locations
         are intricately interwoven. They are, in Sara Ahmed’s terms, ‘contingent spaces of
         inhabitance’ (2000: 88) through which the subject passes. Deola lives her life in
         London as a very private person; ‘she is not even part of the Nigerian community [of
         her own age] in London. It is too huge and fractured’ (2013: 224), neither does she
         see herself as belonging to the emigrant groups who came to work there in the 1990s
         and ‘settled in Lewisham, Peckham, Balham and any other “-ham” they could transform
         into a mini-Lagos’ (2013: 32). Deola therefore keeps to a small circle of friends
         with whom she meets regularly: Tessa, Subu, and Bandele. Tessa comes across as Deola’s
         best friend although, as a white woman of Scottish-Italian ancestry whose love relationships
         have always been ethnically diverse, she nevertheless fails to grasp Deola’s African
         difference and her need ‘to be nationalistic about love’ (2013: 62) and her choice
         of partner; Tessa ‘thinks it’s racist to talk about race’ (2013: 62). Subu is a born-again
         Christian Nigerian whose ‘wardrobe is a shrine to Gucci and Prada’ (2013: 30) and
         she ‘has nothing on her walls because she doesn’t want to damage them and devalue
         her property’ (2013: 299). Subu believes that ‘Africans should stop begging for funds
         from developed countries’ (2013: 206) and ‘refers to Nigeria as home’ although ‘she
         never goes back . . . [because] Nigeria, for her, is a place to escape from’ (2013:
         34). This is the case for Bandele, too, because ‘[Nigeria] was such an emotionally
         brutal place to grow up in’ (2013: 236). ‘Nigeria is not my home’ (2013: 50) he says, although his disenchantment with Nigeria owes primarily
         to a childhood exposure of his gay desires that shamed him in the eyes of his brother
         who turned to alcohol and died in a car accident for which Bandele, wrongly, feels
         responsible. Bandele is a closet homosexual engaged in a relationship with a white
         Briton (we assume). He is a creative writer who suffers from bouts of depression and
         is increasingly frustrated by his unsuccessful engagement with Nigerian intellectuals
         ‘who were capable of debating about Derrida and Foucault, but unable to contain their
         primary urges to clan up and wage war’ (2013: 41). Moreover, he incessantly whines
         about being outwitted by fellow writers who provide the African stories that are in
         demand: ‘The more death, the better. It is like literary genocide. Kill off all your
         African characters and you’re home and dry. They certainly don’t want to hear from
         the likes of me, writing about the trivialities of love’ (2013: 191). Tessa, Subu,
         and Bandele, however, are and remain the significant others in Deola’s London life
         as they provide a context for mutual sharing and caring; their friendship allows for
         human encounters that temporarily provide what Madison calls ‘the feeling of being “at home”’ (2006: 12) even in situations
         where Deola finds it hard to tolerate their idiosyncratic manners. She understands
         the withdrawal of Subu and Bandele from their Nigerian pasts, ‘every Nigerian she
         knows abroad is to some degree broken’ (2013: 53). Despite the fact that Deola’s African
         friends would come across to the outside observer as privileged migrants pursuing
         their individual dreams, they fail, each in their own way, to realise their full potential
         and unfold (in Madison’s term) their ‘uniqueness’; not because British society is
         actively seen to bar them from this, but because they are ‘unfree’ in a personal,
         psychological sense. Their lives, as Madison would suggest, are lived in-authentically.
         
      

      
      The dustjacket of A Bit of Difference points out the ‘boldness’ and ‘refreshing honesty’ with which Sefi Atta ‘looks at
         the complexities of our globalised world through a very human lens.’ This also applies
         to Atta’s character portrayal. Her characters are not allegorical victims in a postcolonial
         sense, nor are they not bogged down by the ‘race’ issues they invariably encounter.
         Their anxieties (also when projected as feelings of regular angst) relate specifically
         to the choices they make, or do not make, in their lives. Their Afropolitan demeanour
         betrays the widespread idea that to be Afropolitan is to live a carefree life of privilege
         at the same time as it also suggests that Afropolitan lives may be shaped far more
         by individual desires than by a collective aspiration. This, however, does not mean
         that an individual quest for personal freedom cannot, and does not, involve a vision
         that is of collective value. Sara Ahmed argues that ‘movement across borders leads
         to an expansion of vision, an ability to see more’ (2000: 85). This comes out strongly in Deola’s migrant experience, as we will come
         back to.
      

      
      London, as portrayed in A Bit of Difference, is the epitome of a super-diverse multicultural city. Walking from Queensway to
         Bayswater in central London, Deola ponders that she ‘can’t think of anywhere else
         in the world where a five-minute walk can lead her past Chinese, Japanese, Italian,
         Lebanese, Indian, and Persian restaurants. There are people smoking hookahs, Russian
         shops, Thai and Swedish massage parlors, newsagents with Arabic newspapers’ (2013:
         297). London is simultaneously a storied British nation space and, as in the passage
         just quoted, a cosmopolitan ‘global space’ (Ball 2006: 227), inscribed by heterogeneous
         transnational encounters and would thus seem to invite Afropolitans to add their ‘bit
         of difference’ to its cultural diversity, at least in a culturally materialist sense.
         To the migrant, London is, as Ball suggests, both a ‘semi-detached’ and a ‘semi-attached’
         space (2006: 227). As the home of her adolescent student years, Deola has now lived
         in London long enough to witness that the city has changed since then because its
         multicultural scene is differently composed: ‘England has changed. . . . Black culture
         is everywhere now, but she is not satisfied’ (2013: 68). She has an intimate knowledge
         of the city and its neighbourhoods yet, unlike Julius in Teju Cole’s Open City that we discussed in the previous chapter, she does not engage in any routine everyday
         activity of exploring its cultural grids through detour. Rather, we may argue, for
         introvert Deola, London is a space of work and only very limited social interaction.
         Unlike Subu and Bandele (and other Nigerian characters in the London sections of the
         novel) who perform their Afropolitan identities in the cityscape of London in various
         extrovert ways, Deola’s experience of London seems to be that of the quiet observer.
         Still, her life in London brings about moments of insight that eventually prove to
         grow into a self-aware maturity that requires her to become vocal about her observations.
         John Clement Ball discusses the migrant’s relationship with London as a simultaneous
         experience of attachment and detachment, ‘[i]t hovers interstitially between the two’
         (2006: 227) and he quotes American sociologist David Harvey for arguing that within
         cosmopolitan spaces there is ‘a permanent tension between the appropriation and use of [urban] space for individual and social purposes and the domination of space’ (Harvey in Ball 2006: 228–29) by ‘institutionalised forms of power’ (Ball
         2006: 229) that regulate the individual interaction. As an itinerant Afropolitan working
         internationally across global spaces, Deola may consider herself to be too busy to
         have an urgent interest in pursuing the former, yet she is strongly aware of the latter.
         As Afropolitan space, then, London is a location that offers freedom to pursue another
         kind of life at the same time as it appears to undercut her contributory insight as
         Afropolitan. Deola’s growing awareness of this is first prompted by her conversations
         with Subu on charity and with Bandele on African writing.
      

      
      In conversation with her white American colleague Anne about Deola’s suggestion that
         LINK should devote itself to microfinance rather than regular charity, Deola is puzzled
         by the fact that Anne evades the suggestion by pointing, with appropriate white liberal
         rage against injustice and inequality, to the dire need of assisting communities that
         are at risk rather than assisting those that want to be self-sufficient. Deola reminds
         herself that ‘LINK is not in the business of making their beneficiaries look self-sufficient.
         . . . This is how charity works. No one gives money to people they are on par with’
         (2013: 201), but she cannot let go of a nagging afterthought: ‘she does not represent
         Africa and Anne does not represent the West,’ yet still Anne ‘swings [too] easily
         from guilt to having a monopoly on compassion’ (2013: 202). When Deola relates the
         conversation to Subu, her friend becomes highly agitated and reproaches Deola for
         arguing that ‘we need charity in Africa’ (2013: 205): ‘Why should Africa always be
         seen as a charity case? Can’t people invest in Africa instead? . . . these charities
         are dangerous for us . . . I blame them for the lack of progress in Africa. They make
         us dependent . . . and their ultimate aim is to hold us back’ (2013: 205–6). This
         conversation between friends is striking, not only because Subu here outs herself
         as a politically involved Afropolitan and adopts a collective ‘we’ that blurs the
         boundary between being Afropolitan and African, but also because this conversation
         would arguably not have taken place had Deola and Subu stayed at home in Lagos where
         their lives would have been at a significant remove from the insight they gain at
         home in London into the construction of Africa as a needy continent reliant on foreign
         intervention. ‘How accurate is Subu?’ Deola asks herself afterwards, ‘her instinctive
         answer is “very,” but she wants herself to be rational’ (2013: 209). 
      

      
      In a similar manner, conversations with Bandele alert Deola to the complicity of discourses
         that shape Africa and the African. Bandele rages against the pretence of fellow writers
         who ‘write the same postcolonial crap the rest of them write’; ‘Africa should be called
         the Sob Continent the way they carry on’ (2013: 47), which is why he would rather
         escape from than participate in black events in London, ‘[t]hey always generate into
         pity parties’ (2013: 48). This causes Deola to ponder deeply on how the discourses
         in operation produce the African in ways she cannot relate to at all; they diminutise
         and distil African realities into a singular objectifying category. This is bluntly
         illustrated when Bandele and Deola leave from one such event to get some fresh air
         only to cross paths with a street vendor advertising Lion King. The grossly primitivist posters that ‘have African faces covered in tribal paint’
         (2013: 48) work, of course, to underscore how African culture is diminished and commodified
         in global entertainment culture.[2]    Moreover, Deola admits to herself (but not Bandele) ‘African novels are too exotic
         for her . . . she often feels they are meant for Western readers, who are more likely
         to be impressed’ (2013: 190), ‘[s]he finds African literature preoccupied with politics
         in a way she never was’ (2013: 194). While this may be seen to reflect that she, a
         privileged Afropolitan, has no desire to partake in politics, it could just as well
         suggest that she has no patience with the kind of politics on and about Africa that
         is in circulation. Perhaps that politics, too, has no patience with the kind of African
         that she is.
      

      
      Bandele is prone to write (Afropolitan) love stories—his most recent novel Sidestep is set in London and Paris—that also do not fit the available categories: ‘suddenly
         I’m an “African” writer.’ Suddenly it’s the only way I can get ahead in this business.
         . . . It will all be about trying to fit into the African literature scene and you
         either exploit what is going on or you don’t’ (2013: 193-94). Deola encourages Bandele
         to move ahead on his own creative path, but their conversation on a topic that does
         not in the first instance really engage her, makes her instantly think of ‘Dára, who
         crossed over by pretending to be a street child’ (2013: 194), thus connecting Bandele’s
         discomfort about having to fit into the category of ‘African writer’ with her own,
         so far unaddressed, misgivings about the appointment of the celebrity gangsta rapper
         Dára as a LINK spokesperson: ‘She never bothered to question Dára’s story, except
         to note that he didn’t call himself an area boy; he said he was a street kid’ (2013:
         35). Deola watches a hyped TV interview with Dára by another expat Nigerian celebrity.
         Dára puts on a self-assured yet giggly appearance, speaking with an accent that is
         ‘a mixture of Cockney and Yoruba’ and he professes to be at home in England despite
         his recent migration from Nigeria: ‘Sure . . . England is ‘ome for me now’ (2013:
         68). Dára has ‘crossover appeal’ as there is something ‘very noble about his looks’
         (2013: 67), as Tessa confides in Deola. Dára, as it turns out, is far from the dispossessed
         African who has risen to global fame, ‘singled out for recognition and blown out of
         proportion’ (2013: 241). He is ‘a college dropout’ (2013: 67), a former ‘student at
         LASU’ (2013: 84): ‘What streets of Lagos is he singing about? His parents are lecturers,’
         Subu protests and adds: ‘I’m glad he’s made it, but he should stop telling lies about
         his background’ (2013: 35). Dára’s fall from grace, however, is immanent after an
         interview in America on AIDS, in which he speaks in favour of polygamy, arguing that
         ‘[w]hen men have several wives, they don’t sleep around’ (2013: 200). This ‘botched
         interview’ (2013: 200) reveals Dára to be, after all, more Nigerian than English,
         thinks Deola, as he gets caught on the wrong foot in the Western media that is prone
         to ask black celebrities about ‘their opinions on Africa’ (2013: 200). What transpires
         from Bandele’s rejection and Dára’s acceptance of performing their Africanness in
         pre-scribed ways is, of course, that in the Western cultural market place, African
         ‘voices’ are handpicked according to their capacity to meet consumer demands.
      

      
      Whether Africa and Africans are forced into shape to appeal to Western reading audiences,
         media viewers, or charity sponsors, the formula of participation is the same, as Deola
         gradually comes to realise. Africa is consumed in a global capitalist marketplace
         that posits Africa as the needy object of white liberal humanitarian concern. African
         voices are selected for media attention according to their capacity for projecting
         this concern as an indispensable agency: ‘but Africa does suffer, unduly, unnecessarily,’
         Deola used to think ‘and if all she has to cope with is the occasional embarrassment
         about how Africans are portrayed, then she is fortunate’ (2013: 37). At the end of
         the novel, however, Deola can no longer live with that compromise. After work she
         watches a Hollywood film set in a dysfunctional African state. The film includes ‘the
         benevolent missionary priest; the hopeful expatriate and the cynical foreign journalist
         who has a change of conscience; the sidekick African intellectual and the corrupt
         local politician’ along with ‘[r]ed-eyed African military men,’ ‘[a]rrogant UN troops,’
         ‘hungry refugees and barefoot children’ (2013: 291). Deola’s response is worth quoting
         at length as it serves to illustrate her accelerating impatience with the global trade
         in African images and, by extension, with how this compromises her own experience
         and professional work on African issues:
      

      
      
         It is too painful to watch, almost as if a mass sacrifice has taken place so the journalist
            and the expatriate can fall in love. 
         

         
         She has never recognised this Africa. She is increasingly dissatisfied with what she
            sees on television about Africa, most especially on the news. Not the barrage of news
            clips on war and poverty-stricken villages—after all, they are not made up—but the
            lack of perspective and continued absence of her experiences.
         

         
         What she would give to see a boring old banker going on about capital growth. . .
            . Why not? Don’t they exist? Don’t they count? Or are they so well assimilated into
            the rest of the world that they are no longer visible? Or—and this would be a conspiracy
            of the most tragic consequence—are Westerners, now that Africans readily process themselves
            for Western consumption, developing a preference for Africans who are pure and unadulterated?
            (2013: 291) 
         

         
      

       Deola’s meeting with Graham, the London director of LINK, evokes a similar set up.
         Graham’s office, ‘full of souvenirs like clay bowls and carvings’ (2013: 240), provides
         the exotic backdrop to their conversation and it would have rehearsed a similar discourse
         were it not for the fact that Deola resigns from the role of the ‘hopeful expatriate’
         under the tutelage of the ‘conscientious’ foreigner and quits her jobs: ‘She [always]
         knew she would stand a better chance with him if she presented herself as an African
         in need’ but ‘what was the point of working for an organisation that hired Africans
         like herself, who, in the process of being refined, could no longer think for themselves?’
         (2013: 240).
      

      
      As implied so far, London functions in the novel as a space available for detailed
         Afropolitan inquiry into the production of Africa and Africans in the West. It is
         indeed a space that allows for introspection. It is also a location in which characters
         like Deola, Subu, and Bandele, for quite different reasons, refuse to comply with
         dominant conceptions of what an African is and must be as they do not see their own
         lives reflected in the discourses in operation. Irrespective of the frailty of Subu’s
         material desires and the vexed frustration of Bandele’s artistic aspirations, they
         are characters who address the need to broaden our understanding of African lives.
         Their individual experiences fall short of recognition as they do not (and will not)
         fit into the available category of ‘African.’ Arguably, their Afropolitan experiences
         could be reputed by other Africans as self-indulgent and insufficiently engaged in
         politics. As we hope to have pointed out, however, this would be to misread their
         significance as Afropolitans who insist on a renewal and broadening of categories.
         Subu and Bandele are neither characters merely usurped by the powerful commodifying
         agencies of Western culture nor is their personal politics devoid of a more broadly
         directed political outlook. Most significantly, they are cast as psychologically rounded
         characters that awaken the reader’s sympathy, not because they are Africans and so
         deserving of our understanding, but because they are genuinely human and, because
         of that, also quite understandably affected by the anxiety associated with their seemingly
         privileged status in the African diaspora. The reader’s sympathy towards characters
         that are in fact not always sympathetic is, very likely, engendered by Sefi Atta’s
         choice of narrative approach: ‘I wanted to tell a story that made a case for ordinary
         moments. . . . I also wanted to write about a Nigerian woman who had no significant
         reason to be mad with the world, but she was’ (chapter 7, ‘The Authors in Conversation
         with Sefi Atta’). There is a repeated phrase in the novel that appears to be hugely
         telling in that respect: ‘We’re fine, we’re here.’ This is Subu’s standard response
         when Deola asks ‘What’s going on, Shoe Boo?’ (2013: 37), ‘How are you?’ (2013: 301).
         Subu’s casual reply, however, leaves the reader suspecting that this colloquial phrasing
         may cover up a far less transparent meaning than the one that weighs ‘here’ (London)
         against ‘there’ (Lagos) and assumes that the former location gains quality merely
         by not being the latter. The phrase may, in fact, point to an existential anxiety
         about belonging that pivots on personal issues about gender and womanhood, issues
         that Subu shares with Deola. Sefi Atta herself has this to say about the phrase: ‘I
         think it was me trying, at the end of a complicated story, to say people communicate
         with each other in ways that are not always honest. At the same time, it is honest
         to say “we’re fine” because “we’re here.” That suggests that you have survived’ (chapter
         7, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Sefi Atta’).
      

      
      Unlike Subu and Bandele, Deola is keen to stress that she ‘absolutely’ identifies
         as Nigerian: ‘She definitely does not see herself as British’ although she ‘swore
         allegiance to the Queen’ to obtain her British passport and ‘would probably have got
         down on her knees at the Home Office and begged had her application been denied’ (2013:
         7). She has ‘been to more corners of London than she has of Lagos, yet she still thinks
         of herself as a Lagosian, not a Londoner’ (2013: 224) which, again, is confounded
         by the fact that every time she leaves Lagos ‘she gets the impression she is emerging
         from a thick fog she hasn’t been aware of’ (2013: 176). Deola suffers no illusion
         that Nigeria is anything close to a safe haven and she is ‘loath to idealise Nigerian
         culture’ (2013: 282) because ‘Nigerians are as prejudiced as the English, and more
         snobbish. . . . They snub one another, snub other Africans, other blacks and other
         races. Nigerians would snub aliens if they encountered them’ (2013: 65). Like London,
         Lagos is a cosmopolitan location inhabited by people with contesting identities: ‘She
         is never sure what takes precedence in the way Nigerians constantly rank each other
         according to wealth, education and Westernisation, with ambiguous results’ (2013:
         157), yet she still confides with friends that she always knew that ‘eventually’ (2013:
         8) she would be ‘going home’ (2013: 280). All these observations are informed by Deola’s
         transnational experience which, to repeat Sara Ahmed’s observation, leads to ‘an expansion
         of vision, an ability to see more.’ But how do we make sense of Deola’s ambiguous statements about Nigeria and Lagos
         and how do we align this with her idiosyncratic identification of Lagos as home? Again,
         Sara Ahmed offers a clue: for people who live across cultures and nations ‘[h]ome
         becomes the impossibility and necessity of the subject’s future (one never gets there,
         but is always getting there)’ (2000: 78). In this sense, it is not Lagos as a purified
         unchanging space of belonging that Deola returns to, but rather a ‘home’ space that
         is already inscribed with family stories of ‘encounters between those who stay, those
         who arrive and those who leave.’ Deola is well aware that ‘Lagos has changed,’ too
         (2013: 272). In Sefi Atta’s own opinion it is ‘beyond postcolonial’ (chapter 7, ‘The
         Authors in Conversation with Sefi Atta’). If London is an ambivalent Afropolitan location
         to be at home in without belonging to it, then Lagos comes across as a location Deola
         belongs to but finds it hard to be at home in.[3]    
      

      
      The home of Deola’s childhood and adolescent years, as they are recalled in flashbacks,
         is reminiscent of the (post)colonial bourgeoisie (as described by Frantz Fanon). It
         was most certainly, in terms of economic security and mobility, a home of choice and
         privilege, not Afropolitan in our understanding of the term, but African cosmopolitan:
         entrenched in local bourgeois culture and participating in global culture. Deola’s
         father balanced, it seems, his global persuasion without becoming ‘oyinbo’ (white)
         as he was always keen to shatter the pretence of those who appear to have forgotten
         ‘where they were coming from’ (2013: 151). Deola’s parents both spent time abroad
         before resettling in Nigeria where ‘they were feted just because they were graduates
         and offered jobs with housing and car allowances’ (2013: 120) that allowed them to
         keep both their flat in London and, eventually, a holiday retreat in Cadíz, Spain.
         The father became the founder and chairman of Trust Bank Nigeria and the mother a
         housewife nurturing her children along with house and garden in a well-to-do suburb
         of Lagos (a ‘career will get you nowhere as a woman’ (2013: 172) was the common wisdom
         of her parents’ generation). Their family life was worldly, ‘speak[ing] phonetics’
         (2013: 152), drinking wine with dinner, and ‘toasting in foreign languages . . . even
         when dinner was stewed goat’s intestines’ (2013: 106), reflecting on the state of
         the world from within a home that features living room ‘tapestry,’ ‘leather-bound’
         English classics on the shelves (including Jane Austen, Deola’s favourite writer),
         and a piano for playing ‘Bach’s Minuet in G Minor’ (2013: 76). The family belong to
         the ‘Nigerian Tories’ who ‘pass on their sense of entitlement to their children through
         estates’ (2013: 162) with the effect that they acquired a certain expertise in flaunting
         their belonging to the PLU, the ‘people like us’ elite (2013: 151). A world of privilege,
         indeed, seemingly oblivious to the lives of less-fortunate fellow Nigerians, but also
         a curiously displaced world which made Deola choose to leave and pursue a career in
         England: ‘What sort of privilege was it to live off her parents?’ (2013: 120). Coming
         back to Nigeria, Deola sees clearly that what troubles her parents’ generation is
         the fact that ‘Nigeria does not belong to them anymore’: ‘Their contemporaries are
         dying; their society has been replaced by one they would call vulgar. . . . Semi-illiterates
         are running the country. . . . Now they have to deal with people whose nappies they
         changed, CEOs, pastors, managing directors, attorneys general, senators and governors
         whom they refer to as boys and girls’ (2013: 162–63).
      

      
      Estrangement has certainly seeped into the intimate sphere of the home. The parents’
         generation ‘hold on to whatever they can—their children mostly’ (2013: 162) in a changed
         Nigeria ‘running on laundered money’ (2013: 116) from the oil industry and the illegal
         deals of corrupt politicians. But the children cannot honour their parents’ need to
         hold on to them for stability; the parents are obviously in various ways complicit
         in the new (world) order that has shaped the contemporary Nigeria that young privileged
         Nigerians increasingly want to run away from. ‘Armed robbers’ are frequent encounters
         in a modern Nigeria where those in powerful positions seem not to bother ‘to follow
         [the] laws’ (2013: 89). Thus privileged Nigerians, such as Deola’s family, navigate
         uneasily in a public environment increasingly short of basic amenities; they feel
         threatened, not only by ‘armed robbers’ but also by the success of Chinese investors
         who seem about to ‘take over’ the economy (2013: 77). At the same time, however, they
         indulge in their material pursuit of a ‘good’ life. The women are particularly resourceful
         in that respect: ‘Their [designer] clothes are always well pressed. They can run in
         six-inch heels, spot a fake designer bag at a distance, disarm an enemy with a “God
         bless,” cordon off their hearts from straying husbands . . . they keep marching on:
         faith, family, friendship, fashion, faith, family, friendship, fashion’ (2013: 142).
      

      
      The Lagos sections of A Bit of Difference clearly work to ‘complicate’ our perceptions of Africa as it presents us with a nation
         and a metropolis in a state of flux due to the pressures associated with global capitalism
         and its corporate networks: ‘The Sunday papers are on the dining table. The headlines
         are about trade and politics, not the news she is used to reading overseas about Nigeria,
         which is about Internet fraud, drug traffickers, Islamic fundamentalism and armed
         militants’ (2013: 76). However, the novel is not the general story of an impoverished
         nation and its people but the story of a particular family uncertain about its own
         elite position—and it is the story of the lived reality of a particular privileged
         section of Nigerian society as it grapples with change. The novel does not shy away
         from complicating the issue of African ‘brain drain’ that preoccupies observers in
         the West. Deola ‘always thought there are enough brains in Africa, at least in Lagos.
         People may not do much for the common good, but they achieve so much for themselves
         . . . lawyers who are jewellery designers on the side, doctors who just happen to
         be manufacturing beauty creams, accountants who produce Nollywood films. They make
         opportunities overseas look like a joke’ (2013: 119). Similarly, seen from a Western
         perspective, Africa tends to be conceived as a curiously classless continent as it
         is contemplated primarily, and in a distorting uniform manner, through the medium
         of ‘race.’ As Deola appreciates, Nigeria is, relatively speaking, ‘colour free’ and
         untainted by ‘racialism rubbish’ (2013: 78) but has its own divisions that appear
         to work in similar ways to create boundaries of suspicion and exclusion; names are
         screened in social encounters for traces of their Igbo, Yoruba, or Hausa origins (2013:
         98, 123, 257, 295) and indications of religious affiliation, just as certain Lagos
         neighbourhoods are automatically seen as a verification of status and respectability
         (2013: 74, 142). The characters in the novel upset any conception the reader may have
         of Lagosians as a homogeneous category. The upper middle-class city space of the metropolis
         is differentiated in complex ways that also display conflicts between those who have
         stayed and Nigerians like Deola who left and is made to feel upon return that ‘[c]oming
         from abroad, she can never be right about Lagos. Everyone complains, but the moment
         she says things are bad, someone will say they are not so bad’ (2013: 105). The Lagos
         of Atta’s novel is both a locally differentiated and a globally implicated location
         inhabited by a host of characters who all seem to share the experience of having been
         abroad at some point in their lives, either to study for degrees or to do business.
         
      

      
      This is not, however, what makes Lagos an Afropolitan space. It is an African metropolitan
         space that is opened up as, potentially, Afropolitan through Deola’s intervention
         which invariably complicates both the notion of mobility and the notion of privilege.
         Although her brother Lanre is a graduate of Warwick and Manchester Universities before
         he came to take up his top position in Trust Bank Nigeria, and although her sister
         Jaiye is a successful doctor, educated at Lagos University but equally well-travelled,
         ‘neither of them has left home’ (2013: 79) in Deola’s view. If an Afropolitan space
         is a space of critical inquiry that seeks to investigate the challenges that Africans
         of the world have to juggle in order to sort out and qualify their particular way
         of being African, then surely Deola is right, because her siblings seem to clothe
         themselves in the comforts offered by their affluent lives without investigating the
         causes of their glaring lack of inner wellbeing. Deola’s Afropolitan intervention
         focuses on the unequal gender distribution, as far as personal choice is concerned,
         which she initially reproaches her mother for accepting as merely an inescapable disappointment
         (2013: 118). What alienated Deola from Nigeria and made her leave was the gender discourse
         that allowed ‘Nigerian boys to [carry] on like little polygamists’ while ‘well-brought-up
         Nigerian girls were essentially house-wives-in-training’ (2013: 37), a social pattern
         with far-reaching consequences and the reason why Deola refuses to budge. Despite
         her mother’s manipulative efforts to set her up with a husband, she will not practise
         the marriage trap that many Nigerian women succumb to in order to secure social status
         at any costs in a society where there seems to be a shortage of available men on the
         market. As her aunty Ivie advises: ‘You meet a single man in Lagos and it’s best you
         check with Interpol’ (2013: 111). Numerous respectable women of Ivie’s generation
         have had to make do with being sidekicks and kept as permanent mistresses of influential
         men, as Ivie knows from experience. She cannot marry senator Omorege, with whom she
         shares her life, because he is married to another woman that he discovered was the
         ‘sugar baby’ of a family friend that supported her financially, claiming this was
         in support of her studies. The woman, however, preferring a husband to a sugar daddy,
         trapped Omorege into marriage by becoming pregnant with triplets. ‘Marriages in government
         circles,’ ponders Deola, ‘are like Nollywood scripts’ (2013: 112); love comes across
         as ‘so contained, so predictable, and marriage . . . banal and unsatisfying’ (2013:
         40). Deola’s escape to London, ‘where she doesn’t have peace, but she does have quiet’
         (2013: 171), must be understood in this context as an escape from the (very un-Afropolitan)
         way in which contemporary Nigerian life continues to keep women locked up in roles
         of dependency and mere lack of choice. This is where Wale enters into the narrative
         as another option for companionship. 
      

      
      In his Guardian review of the novel, Helon Habila (22 February 2014) suggests that Wale is a ‘rich
         widower straight out of Jane Austen’ although ‘A Bit of Difference is not about young women looking for love.’ Rather, Habila argues, one can ‘only
         describe the book as being about [headstrong Deola] and her views and opinions, especially
         on family, race, [and] Nigeria’ (2014). This is, we suggest, a hasty conclusion to
         a very complex story. While it is indeed true that the novel is organised around Deola’s
         (quite often opinionated) views on what she observes to be at play in her London and
         Lagos lives, one always offering a window to the other, it is in fact in the quite
         unusual relationship with Wale that Deola discovers a budging sense of love that she
         feels she can trust as a passage home in that existential sense discussed earlier
         in this chapter. Wale may, by African standards, be a rich widower but his centrality
         to the plot is not explained by his capacity for rescuing Deola by being a respectable
         economic provider. Far from it. When he meets up with Deola in London at the end of
         the novel, he ‘insists on keeping his [hotel] room’ in order not to ‘overstay his
         welcome, sensing this about her’ (2013: 297). This is a gesture of respect that follows
         from previous conversations where he has wondered about Deola’s preference for leaving:
         ‘You’re always going. From the day I met you, you’ve been going. Where are you going?
         I was hoping to hear more about you’ (2013: 254). And this very gesture makes it possible
         for Deola to let her guard down and make a commitment without knowing where it will
         lead. She senses that Wale will be ‘a present father’ (2013: 296) to their child and
         that she now has a ‘determination to be worthy of being a mother’ as ‘she thinks of
         her growing child as a friend’ (2013: 292). This imagining of a future relationship
         between parents and child disregards the conformity of accepted gender relationships
         and it may be said to emerge from an Afropolitan space that transcends the specificity
         of location and home as a rooted concept. As a new type of African man, Wale qualifies
         as a confident cosmopolitan (if not an Afropolitan) who engages with the world from
         that perspective. He is not only a hotel owner (and as such a provider of hospitality
         in a transient neutral zone), he is also a professional supplier of computer software
         engaged in Africa’s future development: ‘People are always saying that Africa needs
         to catch up with the computer age. I think it is the other way round’ (2013: 249).
         He seems like a perfect ‘Afropolitan’ match, keen to commit to the project of re-visioning
         images of Africa. Most significantly, however, in the only (!) sensuous passage in
         the novel, we encounter Deola who has shed the ‘barbed wire’ (2013: 255) protection
         of her personal space and immersed herself in passionate lovemaking: ‘Her skin smells
         of his sandalwood. There isn’t a part of her body his hands and tongue have not touched.
         She tasted herself on his lips’ (2013: 296). 
      

      
      The long passage, from which this quotation comes, recalls Sara Ahmed’s study of affect
         in the politics of emotion as it pertains to the feeling of being-at-home. Ahmed proposes
         that we can think of ‘home as skin’ and of ‘being-at-home in terms of inhabiting a
         second skin, a skin which . . . allows the subject to be touched and touch the world
         that is neither simply in the home or away from the home’ (2000: 89). The love scene
         provides what Ahmed, as previously mentioned, calls ‘the contours of a space of belonging’
         that ‘expresses the very logic of an interval’ between departure and arrival (2000:
         77). In this sense, of course, the space Deola discovers with Wale transcends location;
         it is a space that may lead to a homing of the self that divorces itself from pre-conceived
         ideas of what it means to be an African woman, in London, in Lagos, or elsewhere.
         We recall Greg Madison’s insistence on home as ‘interaction’ and Helen Hayes’s suggestions
         that home is an ‘inward experience’ (2007: 7), an expression of becoming and fulfilment
         of desire (2007: 6) which leads to ‘rapprochement,’ defined as entering more authentic relationships with culture of origin, family
         as well as the significant others of one’s immediate surroundings (2007: 11). Without
         the happy ending associated with romantic love, Deola ‘(be)comes home’; she is well
         aware that ‘she will have a lot to deal with’ (2013: 284) but also that she is now
         equipped to inhabit a far more authentic version of herself by which she can, for
         instance, come ‘to terms with her mother’s humanity,’ hitherto seen to be ‘as cataclysmic
         as the earth losing gravity’ (2013: 261). What Deola discovers upon her return to
         Lagos is, in Sefi Atta’s words, that ‘[h]er mother is foreign to her. She is foreign
         to her mother’ (chapter 7, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Sefi Atta’). But in almost
         direct response to the cosmo/Afropolitan ideas discussed in chapter 1 of this book,
         and as an interesting intracultural approximation of Achille Mbembe’s qualification
         of the Afropolitan as someone who has the ability ‘to recognise one’s face in that
         of a foreigner’ (2007: 28), Deola comes to accept and appreciate at the very end of the novel that there are ‘billions of people on earth
         and no two are exactly alike or share the same experience’ (2013: 298).
      

      
      As we have argued, an Afropolitan is an African who is simultaneously insider and
         outsider in the different locations that she or he comes from or lives in. This destabilises
         the Afropolitan’s perception of home to a point where we cannot ground it in any singular
         or specific location. Rather mobility replaces stability and attaches both home and
         belonging to processes within the individual as we have seen in Deola’s (e)motional
         conception of self as home. Within the broader range of Afropolitan narratives we
         come across both similar and different character responses to home and belonging.
         To a cosmopolitan flâneur like the unnamed Julius-like[4]    narrator of Teju Cole’s Every Day is for the Thief (2014), home is an even more difficult concept to deal with than it is for Deola.
         Home, it seems, is simply an improbability. ‘This should be a time of joy. You know?
         Going home should be a thing of joy,’ an unnamed old man tells the Julius-figure (2014:
         6) at the beginning of the story. The man and the narrator are encountering home,
         Nigeria, in the shape of the consulate in New York, and the blatant bribery and resigned
         sense of frustration there do not bode well for what is the narrator’s ‘return home’
         (2014: 10) after fifteen years in the US. Even more troubling is the narrator’s claim
         that ‘[t]he word “home” sits in [his] mouth like foreign food. So simple a word, and
         so hard to pin to its meaning’ (2014: 156). The narrator struggles, too, with the
         by-now familiar sense of anxiety attached to home and belonging that we recognise
         in so many Afropolitan figures. Wandering the once familiar streets of Lagos is uncanny
         for the narrator who sees himself as Nigerian and at home, as it were, only to be
         told that his years in the US have ‘softened’ (2014: 33) him. He is constantly interpellated
         as stranger, visitor, Oyinbo, and white man (2014: 58). Coming back to Lagos, that city of Scheherazades (2014:
         27), after fifteen years away, precipitates thoughts in the narrator about a final
         return. Yet, a torn and tortured response to this urge runs through the narrative:
         ‘I’m not going to move back to Lagos’ is juxtaposed with the insistence ‘I am going
         to move back to Lagos. I must’ (2014: 69). But the narrator will not stay and at the
         end of the story he is on his way back home to the US. 
      

      
      In Lagos, the narrator cannot make sense of what he sees as ‘the combat between art
         and messy reality’ (2014: 69). He cannot find the kind of equilibrium that makes it
         possible for him to insist that Lagos is emphatically and unequivocally home. He cannot
         live with what he calls ‘disconnection’—a disconnection between all the stories that
         are to be found in the messy reality of Lagos and the sense of a ‘creative refuge’
         elsewhere where his wealth of stories might find an outlet (2014: 68). This is set
         off in stark contrast to the Lagos museum custodian in the story who, it seems, has
         found a way of living with total ‘disconnection’ (2014: 73) from the environment,
         as she sings her Christian hymns in a sweet voice, celebrating the glories of the
         Lord, not noticing the debilitated and disappointing displays of what is supposed
         to be Nigeria’s best art in the National Museum that has signified a sustaining claim
         to ‘home’ to the narrator in all the years he has been living in the US (2014: 72).
         He realises that what he calls Nigeria’s ‘disconnection’ from reality, exemplified
         in the country’s three claims to fame—religion, corruption, and happiness—would alienate
         him, were he to stay, and make it increasingly difficult for him, ‘softened’ as he
         is from his sojourn abroad, to ever really see Nigeria as his homeland and Lagos as
         his home. While Nigeria has become a place where ‘the world in all its colors’ (2014:
         145) has now come to settle, the narrator knows that for him, settlement, or a return
         for good, is not possible (2014: 161).
      

      
      Sepha Stephanos, narrator and protagonist of Dinaw Mengestu’s debut novel The Beautiful Things that Heaven Bears (2008) migrated from Ethiopia as a teenager and has spent about seventeen years in
         the US. He, too, constantly ponders on the notion of home: ‘what I had here [in the
         US] was not a life, but a poorly constructed substitution made up of one uncle, two
         friends, a grim store, and a cheap apartment’ (2008: 40). Sepha explains how he came
         to the US ‘running and screaming with the ghosts of an old one [i.e., an old life]
         firmly attached to [his] back,’ (2008: 41) and this ghost, this concretisation of
         a profound haunting, troubles the notion of home throughout the novel. In fact, for
         Sepha, the idea of home as Logan Circle, Washington, DC, and the idea of home as Addis,
         Ethiopia, are typically run together in his mind and in his narrative in a way that
         draws attention to the migrant’s double duty, or dual allegiance to home-land and
         host-land. Sepha has made Washington his ‘life and home’ and this implies to him trying
         to think of it ‘not in fragments or pieces, but as a unified whole’ (2008: 173). Musing
         on the phrase ‘going back home’ (2008: 174), as he is walking through the city on
         his way to his store, stirs in him troubling thoughts on the very idea of home, expressive
         of the anxiety of belonging that characterises many of the literary figures we explore
         in this book. Sepha thinks of the ‘implied contradiction of the phrase . . . a sense
         of moving forward and backward at the same time’ (2008: 174). However, this contradiction
         does not connote a tension, but rather a clear understanding: ‘what you’re returning
         to can never be the same as what you left’ (2008: 174). In Sepha’s case, then, we
         must understand this as a dual reference to the home that he cannot return to: he
         cannot go back to his now abandoned store—his American home—nor can he go back to
         his other home—his past life in Addis.
      

      
      In the first years in the US, Sepha felt that he saw Ethiopia everywhere, so much
         so that ‘[his] hallucinations of home became standard’ (2008: 176), but with time
         those hallucinations and the imaginary conversations with his dead father fade away,
         gradually and unnoticed. But this does not leave him unworried: ‘It would be so much
         easier never to return, wouldn’t it?’ (2008: 175) Sepha ponders in a passage that
         initially refers to going back home to his store but which soon morphs into a passage
         about the possibility of returning to Ethiopia, thus running together the two ‘homes’
         in a troubling and defamiliarising way for the narrator, and perhaps also for the
         reader. The conundrum of home is not resolved at the end of the novel. Sepha insists
         that ‘we all essentially wanted the same thing, which was to feel that we had a stake
         in shaping and defining what little part of the world we could claim as our own’ (2008:
         211), yet as he loses his home in the shape of the store even that stake seems to
         be breaking away from him. ‘We have instincts for tragedies’ (2008: 221) Sepha comments
         at some point, and this statement is picked up again on the last page of the novel
         when Sepha (again) addresses his long dead father and laments that he has ‘dangled
         and been suspended long enough’ (2008: 228) in his search for a place to call his
         own. This is the potentially tragic statement that brings the novel to a (potentially
         aporetic) end, but not, as we so often see in diasporic novels, a conclusion. Does
         the statement mark the beginning of a search for an alternative notion of home, as
         suggested in our discussion of Sefi Atta’s novel, or does it mark the suicidal end
         of Sepha’s migrant life? The novel does not suggest an answer to this question, but
         what it unquestionably points to is that for less-fortunate Afropolitans, living between
         very different homes is emotionally hurtful in an intensely sorrowful way that more
         fortunate Afropolitans do not experience. This obviously affects their ways of being
         African in the twenty-first-century globalised world.
      

      
      In NoViolet Bulawayo’s We Need New Names (2013), the child protagonist Darling also ponders home from her diaspora position
         in the US, that longed for country that is not and perhaps never will be hers. She
         informs her aunt, with whom she lives, that she would like to ‘go home and visit just
         for a little while’ (2013: 185) her friends in Paradise, the shanty town in which
         she grew up. Her aunt has to remind her that ‘it’s not like your father is Obama’
         (2013: 189)—there is no money for a ticket home and the visitor’s visa on which Darling
         entered the US has long expired, so she cannot ‘just renew’ it (2013: 189). Darling
         cannot understand why it has to be so complicated and her aunt does not want to explain.
         What Darling can understand, however, is that when you live in the diaspora and cannot
         just go home for a short visit, then home becomes an exceedingly unstable signifier
         and thus vigilance is called for whenever the word is heard or mentioned. ‘There are
         two homes inside my head: home before Paradise, and home in Paradise, home one and
         home two,’ as Darling explains (2013: 191). The good home one is narrated in analeptic
         moments in the novel’s short chapters that are told from a more distant narrative
         perspective than the novel’s intimate first-person perspective embodied in Darling.
         The novel begins in home two and this is the home that Darling wants to visit (and
         that she returns to in her memories). But for the older generation, as Darling explains,
         things are obviously more complicated: ‘There are three homes inside Mother’s and
         Aunt Fostalina’s heads: home before independence, before I was born, when black people
         and white people were fighting over the country. Home after independence, when black
         people won the country. And then the home of things falling apart’ (2013: 191). The
         third home, where things have fallen apart, refers back to a period of enforced mobility
         when people were ‘[m]oving, running, emigrating, going, deserting, walking, quitting,
         flying, fleeing . . . leaving in droves’ (2013: 145). The reiterated phrase, ‘things
         falling apart,’ serves many purposes in the novel; intertextually it pays homage to
         Chinua Achebe’s canonical novel and intratextually it describes the break-up of a
         nation that resembles Bulawayo’s native Zimbabwe. 
      

      
      For people of the even older generation, like Mother of Bones, things are more complicated—they
         have four homes inside their heads: ‘home before the white people came to steal the country
         . . . home when the white people came to steal the country . . . home when black people
         got our stolen country back after independence; and then the home of now’ (2013: 192).
         Thus, as Darling reminds us, ‘[w]hen somebody talks about home, you have to listen
         carefully so you know exactly which one the person is referring to’ (2013: 192). Such
         a complication of the notion of home, and reconfiguring of home as homes, a multiplex
         and complex plurality, is part and parcel of an Afropolitan complication of Africa
         and of what it means to be of Africa in the twenty-first-century diasporic present.
         At the same time, the novel sketches a historical trajectory that serves to contextualise
         this complexity through political history: there is a home that predates colonisation,
         only lodged in the mind and memories of the oldest generation, there is the destruction
         of this notion of home as a result of colonisation, decolonisation, and independence,
         and there is the notion of home embodied in the diaspora that Darling herself can
         speak to. As a young ‘member’ of the less-fortunate ‘scattered tribe,’ Darling, however,
         has yet to develop a sense of home in the US. Nonetheless, she gradually begins to
         realise that while there may be two homes in her head, they will eventually become
         homes-of-the mind that she can never really return to. In her call for vigilance when
         people use the word ‘home,’ Bulawayo’s Darling reminds us that it is not only in the
         diaspora that home is troubled, although that is a very common theme in migrant literature.
         In We Need New Names, home is also a troubled category even for those who never leave their African ground,
         such as Mother of Bones who has to balance four homes inside her head while staying
         ‘at home.’ As we will discuss further in chapter 8, Darling’s life as an African in
         the diaspora is called into question by her childhood friend Chipo who reproaches
         her for being homesick from the safe distance of a relatively comfortable life in
         the US. This again carries echoes of Taiye Selasi’s essay: ‘There are those among
         us who wonder to the point of weeping: where next, Africa? When will the scattered
         tribes return?’ In fact, as Selasi observes, ‘there is a brain drain back home’ and
         ‘[m]ost Afropolitans could serve Africa better in Africa than at Medicine Bar on Thursdays’
         (2005). 
      

      
      This may well be what has dawned on Ifemelu, the protagonist of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s
         Americanah (2013) who at the opening of the novel has decided to return to Nigeria after fifteen
         years away in the US. Unlike the protagonists in Every Day is for the Thief, The Beautiful Things that Heaven Bears, and We Need New Names, Ifemelu has established a career for herself as a successful blogger and public
         speaker on ‘race’ matters and with a fellowship at Princeton and a love relationship
         with an African American professor at Yale, her diaspora story, despite initial hardships,
         seems to be one that is content and well-accomplished. However, even if Ifemelu appears
         to be at home in the US, she clearly does not feel that she belongs. There is ‘cement
         in her soul’: ‘it brought with it amorphous longings, shapeless desires . . . of other
         lives she could be living, that over the months melded into a piercing homesickness
         . . . Nigeria became where she was supposed to be, the only place she could sink her
         roots in without the constant urge to tug them out and shake off the soil’ (2013:
         6). And so, she realises that she must return. In her university friendships with
         fellow African migrants to the US Ifemelu feels a sense of community that gives her
         ‘a gentle, swaying sense of renewal. Here she did not have to explain herself,’ together
         they might critique Africa but this would always be ‘born of longing, and of heartbroken
         desire to see a place made whole again’ (2013: 139). Nevertheless, Ifemelu gradually
         becomes conscious of the need to bring her routed experience in the diaspora to bear
         on her rootedness in Nigeria and thus, her decision to return home is irreversible:
         ‘Off the plane in Lagos . . . [she] stop[s] being black’ (2013: 476) yet ‘struggle[s]
         to grasp the unspoken’ (2013: 385) because everything she kept in memory during her
         fifteen years away, seems changed beyond recognition: ‘Here, she felt, anything could
         happen, a ripe tomato could burst out of solid stone. And so she had the dizzying
         sensation of falling . . . into the strange familiar. Had it always been like this
         or had it changed so much in her absence?’ (2013: 385).
      

      
      As Emily Raboteau (10 June 2013) has commented about Americanah, ‘its ultimate concern isn’t the challenge of becoming American or the hyphenation
         that requires, but the challenge of going back home.’ Upon her return to Nigeria,
         Ifemelu ceases to be black, instead she is seen as ‘Americanah’ (an Americanised returnee).
         This leaves her with the difficult job of finding a role for herself in a changed
         Lagos that, despite the transformation it has undergone, is still her home of origin,
         although not at all in a nostalgic sense. Ifemelu’s challenge is similar to Deola’s
         in A Bit of Difference; neither character desires to return to the old home they left behind and so, we
         observe, both novels do not provide any easy answers to that challenge. Instead, they
         make their protagonists continue to ask questions beyond the last page. Home is an
         ongoing and highly ambivalent contemplation in Afropolitan narratives that may well
         have no exact geographical coordinates as much as it is the result of an existential
         quest within the individual towards ‘(be)coming home to oneself’ (Hayes 2007: 14)
         produced by and producing conscious living. Nowhere in Afropolitan narratives do we
         come across home as a retreatist figuration and nowhere do we encounter ‘a purified
         space of belonging’ that can return the migrant to any sense of home ‘associated with
         stasis, boundaries, [and a fixed] identity’ (Ahmed 2000: 87). To all the itinerant
         characters we have discussed here, home and belonging are relational and fluctuating
         terms that defamiliarise the meanings we usually associate with them. And so are indeed
         the politics that are associated with Afropolitan mobility, as we shall explore in
         the next chapter.
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. Edward Soja’s Thirdspace is a re-definition, or at least a re-orientation, of Homi
                  Bhabha’s coining of the term. A discussion of London and Lagos as thirdspaces in Soja’s
                  definition would point to how this ‘vulnerability’ may engender new structures of
                  authority and agency. 
               

            

         

         
            2. The novel opens with Deola’s thoughts on an equally interesting poster, although at
                  the other end of the spectrum of how Africa is marketed. Landing in Atlanta Airport,
                  Deola is welcomed by a huge poster of an African woman: ‘illuminated and magnified.
                  It is a photograph of an African woman with dessert terrain behind her. She might
                  be Sudanese or Ethiopian . . . underneath her image is a caption: “I Am Powerful”’
                  (2013:1). Deola hopes ‘the woman in the photograph was paid more than enough’ and
                  ‘imagines posters with the prime minister at Number Ten and the president in the Oval
                  Office with the same caption underneath . . . the thought makes her wince’ (2013:
                  2).
               

            

         

         
            3. This is obviously related to Deola’s feeling of not being properly recognised in either
                  place. As Sefi Atta interestingly notes: ‘When I read the book in Nigeria people say
                  she is so sensitive and I say to them: “You don’t want to acknowledge the hurt.”’
                  As Atta explains, however: ‘I read stories like [Deola’s] about Westerners all the
                  time—stories about bourgeois angst, essentially. Deola is not hungry or wanting for
                  money, but she is frustrated about the ways other people judge her and treat her—in
                  Nigeria, because she is unmarried and childless, and overseas, because she is a black
                  woman. I wondered if I could indulge her and if my readers would. I did not want to
                  endear her to my readers by giving her insurmountable problems. So, the novel was
                  my attempt to try something new in terms of storytelling’ (chapter 7, ‘The Authors
                  in Conversation with Sefi Atta’). For the first comprehensive study of Sefi Atta’s
                  literary work and her focus on storytelling see Walter Collins, Writing Contemporary Nigeria: How Sefi Atta Illuminates African Culture and Tradition (2015).
               

            

         

         
            4. In chapter 3 we suggested that the unnamed narrator of Every Day is for the Thief shares so many characteristics and an identical migrant itinerary with Julius in
                  Teju Cole’s Open City that it is tempting to see them as one and the same character.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 5

      ‘Africans of the World’ and the Politics of (Re-)Connection

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         ‘Madame,’ she says shyly, seeing Fola in the beach chair. Fola scrambles up. ‘W-w-what
            a pleasant surprise.’ She thinks to hide her cigarette but just can’t be bothered.
            She goes to greet Ama. . . . There is something about the woman that cries out for
            care. . . . Ama shakes her head. ‘I won’t stay, please,’ she says, voice staccato
            and steady. ‘I brought these for you.’ She holds out a bag, a plastic Ghana Must Go
            bag, her smile and raised eyebrows belying her pride . . . she presents the plaid
            bag as Fola presented the flowers. The mimicry is touching, almost paining. Fola smiles.
            . . . ‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘Are you sure you won’t stay?’ Ama glances back at the taxi. ‘I won’t,
            please.’ Mirroring Fola’s pained expression, she smiles, then she leaves. Fola, surprised
            by the sudden departure, holds up one hand as the taxi drives off . . . she cradles
            the plastic bag . . . she peers in the bag. . . . She stubs out her cigarette to free
            both her hands up and only now sees the face drawn in the dirt. Kweku, however gestural
            (it must have been Kehinde). She looks at the mouth, and the angle-up eyes. ‘There
            you are.’ Here I am. ‘Your wife’s a bloody genius. Slippers.’ . . . Genius. He is laughing. She is laughing. Why did I ever leave you? ‘I also left you.’ She breathes in the smell of forgotten familiar. She presses the
            soles to her dampening cheeks. ‘We did what we knew. It was what we knew. Leaving.’
            Was it? ‘We were immigrants. Immigrants leave.’ . . . We were lovers. ‘We were lovers, too.’ Couldn’t we have learned? Not to leave? . . . She thinks but doesn’t say it: one can only learn so much in one life. ‘Still
            there?’ Yes. Forever. She laughs. Yes, most likely. ‘We learned how to love. Let them learn how to stay.’
            How are they? The children? ‘They’re here,’ she says, pointing. ‘I got what I wanted. You sent them all home.
            They’re all here for Christmas.’ . . . [she] slips her fingers in the slippers as
            if they were mittens and covers her face. ‘You should go,’ she says softly. She squeezes
            her eyes shut. . . . Then there is quiet . . . she slips her fingers out and opens
            her eyes. . . . The sketch is remarkable, unmistakably Kweku. She stares at it, waiting
            to hear something else. Then laughs at her waiting. There is nothing to wait for.
            She picks up his slippers and brings them inside. (Selasi 2013: 315–18)
         

         
      

      In the closing pages of Taiye Selasi’s Ghana Must Go, the children of the scattered Sai family have reunited with their Nigerian mother
         Fola in Ghana, where she has just set up a home in Accra after leaving America. The
         reunion is prompted by the death of her ex-husband Kweku and the father of their children:
         Olu, twins Taiwo and Kehinde, and Sadie. They have come to Ghana for the funeral ceremony
         of their deceased father who abandoned the family many years earlier in America when
         he, a renowned surgeon dismissed on an unjust ‘race’-based claim of negligence, escaped
         back to Ghana, his native country. In the extract above, we witness two encounters
         (the first realist and the second imaginary) that overlap through the combined metaphors
         of the Ghana Must Go bag and the slippers. Kweku’s second wife Ama turns up at Fola’s
         house to hand over a metonymic gift that speaks directly to how the craving for the
         comforts of home has always reverberated in Kweku’s migrant story of displacement.
         We observe, however, a telling slide between metonym and metaphor. The history of
         the cheaply manufactured plastic bag points back to the dramatic and extraordinary
         events of the 1983 expulsion of Ghanaians from Nigeria. The bag has now become an
         ordinary everyday household item just as Kweku’s slippers inside the bag, introduced
         in the first lines of the novel to be watching ‘by the doorway to the bedroom like
         dogs’ (2013: 3), suggest that the slippers come from a home that never really was
         a home in the comfortable sense that slippers indicate. Thus, bag and slippers are
         in fact both ambivalent metaphors of (troublesome) travel and (unsettled) home in
         the symbolic return of what is, essentially, the story of Kweku’s life, handed back
         from his second wife to his first. What is striking about this chance encounter between
         the two women, strangers to one another yet related through their having been married
         to the same man, is the fact that they reach out towards one another across a chasm
         of experience and style that would otherwise seem to separate the locally embedded
         and the returnee. Both are apprehensive about this difference, yet their gestures
         extend human kindness, if not compassion, across the experiential gulf that lies between
         them. 
      

      
      The second encounter, between Fola and Kweku (or rather his post-mortem spirit), works
         in a similar way. Across the divide of life and death, and across the individual (hi)stories
         of hurt and abandonment that estranged them from one another, former husband and wife
         reunite through ‘the smells of forgotten familiar’ when Fola presses the slippers
         to her cheeks and recognises Kweku’s face in her artist son’s drawing in the sand.
         Smelling him and ‘seeing’ him again, Fola’s repressed memory—the forgotten familiar—brings
         back tender feelings of love and family from before the traumatic impact of Kweku’s
         sudden disappearance. Kweku’s questions do not so much ask for forgiveness as they
         reflect a ‘belated’ understanding of his failure to make love and companionship endure
         over the hardships encountered in America. And Fola, who after Kweku’s abandonment
         also came to betray her children, as we shall see, feels no need to reproach him as
         the ‘conversation’ they now belatedly engage in is one of empathy. In a gesture of
         love and understanding Fola reaches out to Kweku, ‘still there’ for her, ‘forever’
         (the question ‘Why did I ever leave you’ is an echo of Kweku’s aching thoughts at
         the moment of dying in the opening chapter). Immigrants, Fola understands, do what
         they know to do, they leave, yet the common hope for the parents can only be that
         their children will ‘learn how to stay.’ But Fola’s subsequent request that Kweku
         ‘should go’ and her afterthought that ‘there is nothing to wait for,’ before she ‘picks
         up the slippers and brings them inside,’ suggest yet another ambivalence. While the
         meaning of Kweku’s going is clearly related to his spirit being put to rest as the
         slippers are brought into Fola’s new home where they may become a well-travelled family
         ‘heirloom,’ it is far less obvious how the parents’ hope that their children will
         ‘learn how to stay’ is to be understood, especially in the context of Fola’s realisation
         that, for her at least, ‘there is nothing to wait for,’ and so, for the children,
         that might well be an impetus to leave rather than stay. Stay where, one wonders,
         in Africa or elsewhere? Whereas both Kweku and Fola had a place in Africa that they
         could return to when their American lives became too troublesome, their children do
         not, because their cultural experience is embedded in America, not Africa. Clearly,
         not to leave in the context of the Sai family history would mean to stay together,
         not to break up, but as the children’s lives have been traumatised by their parents’
         break-up, to stay for them must mean something different. As it is implied in the
         novel, their African sojourn can only be a temporary stopping point in an ongoing
         journey where, once a lifetime of hurtful secrets are disclosed and atoned for, they
         will finally have been given the full family story that can help them ‘stay’ grounded
         in being who they are wherever they are in the world, knowing that they are loved.
         Every Ghana Must Go bag has a story to tell and in finally knowing what is inside
         those of their parents, the children can begin to make sense of their own stories
         and develop a sense of familial comfort that is not haunted by the metaphorical slippers
         of their father’s story.
      

      
      The argument pursued in this chapter is that the young generation of Afropolitans
         negotiate, as they must, the politics of being African in the contemporary world,
         or indeed ‘Africans of the world,’ in a different way from African migrants of their
         parents’ generation who tend to be first-generation migrants busily setting up new
         lives for themselves out of Africa. Yet, Afropolitanism, and by implication Afropolitan
         literature, frequently comes under attack, as we discussed in the first chapter, for
         celebrating a fashionable version of African exceptionalism, the implication being
         that it features extraordinary Africans who have lost sight of Pan-African solidarity
         and so neglect to reflect sufficiently on the masses of Africans in the world whose
         lives remain locked up in the stasis of poverty and inequality that their parents’
         generation escaped from. As Aaron Bady argues: 
      

      
      
         For the literary left, Africa has long served a particular symbolic function in the
            West, standing in as the racial proletariat par excellence, the wretched of the earth.
            For this Fanonian tradition, African literature was necessarily political, from the
            beginning: to speak was to curse the West, and those who did not were dismissed as
            the co-opted bourgeoisie, a neo-colonial elite class. Why should ‘African’ name a
            politics? It is hard to see an Afropolitan through this expectation. If Fanonians
            expect to find revolutionary subjectivity in Africa, they will not find it in Taiye
            Selasi, but one can’t help but observe that such an obligation is rarely placed on
            the backs of middle-class writers who are white. Indeed, the backlash against the
            Afropolitan reveals a nostalgia for a time when African culture-work was thought to
            be, as such, a revolutionary act, when simply to exist, and to speak, was to resist
            imperial hegemony. But that time has surely passed, as the ‘Afropolitan’ teaches us.
            (2014)
         

         
      

      Bady is spot-on in as far as he highlights how Afropolitan writing is easily dismissed
         when it fails to live up to the standard expectations of a ‘revolutionary’ canonical
         tradition for African literature, yet at the same time as he rightly suggests that
         ‘if Taiye Selasi . . . [is] admitted to be African, or even to be representative of
         a cultural moment, then “Africa” can no longer serve as the perfect figure for the
         global proletarian struggle,’ he fails to contemplate what other figure(s) of Africa
         might then stand in the place of the one that seems to have faded in the contemporary
         global moment. Even if, as Bady holds, Afropolitanism appears to be a ‘pathway to
         individual self-realisation’ (2014), this pathway is not only bumpy and unstable because
         it is contested, but also political and potentially revolutionary by its own internal
         logic because it is part of an agenda that consciously works, in Selasi’s own phrase,
         to ‘complicate Africa’ (2005). And Ghana Must Go works indeed to that end. While Bady is right to point to ‘individual self-realisation’
         as a characteristic of Afropolitan ‘culture-work’ (2014), we argue that it is of crucial
         importance to add that this in no way renders the term self-serving and apolitical
         vis-à-vis the collective platform of the (angry) oppositional mode that informs Pan-African
         and postcolonial politics. Afropolitans, as Anthony Kwame Appiah remarks, do not ‘make
         the mistake of supposing that solidarity is a natural, guaranteed thing. Afropolitanism
         understands that you have to build it and that . . . you have to negotiate’ (chapter
         6, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Kwame Anthony Appiah’). Afropolitans take a point
         of departure in their own specific personal experience and their own particular relationship
         with Africa, although still, as we saw in the previous chapter, with a political awareness
         that speaks to and of a significant middle-class segment of Africans in the diaspora.
         In this sense, Afropolitan ‘politics,’ based in individually lived experiences, must
         necessarily be approached as a differentiated term as well as a term that is to some extent mostly representational of an expanding transnational
         and upwardly mobile section of African diasporic demography. The barrage of critique
         lodged against Afropolitanism seems to implode when examined in the specific context
         of the Afropolitan’s ‘refusal to oversimplify’ and the determination instead to ‘complicate
         Africa’ (Selasi 2005). 
      

      
      Simon Gikandi observes that what troubles the debate is the fact that Africa is a
         figuration constantly in translation and, so, when we speak of Africa we often fail
         to make it clear what Africa we are talking about. There are at least, he suggests,
         ‘two Africas in circulation. There is the Africa that scholars engage with seriously,
         and there is an Africa of the imagination, which also carries remnants of the old
         Africa of the Western imagination. We no longer perform the racist representations
         of Africa, but they lie under the surface occasionally’ (chapter 2, ‘The Authors in
         Conversation with Simon Gikandi’). Africa tends to be caught between these two representations,
         one is concerned with social crises and political failure, while the other, well-aware
         of social tensions and the legacies of the past, is exploring creative and challenging
         new images of Africa. But, as Gikandi argues, ‘there is also a third dimension: a
         romantic desire for Africa’ (chapter 2, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Simon Gikandi’)
         which is frequently circulated by Africans of the diaspora who desire a unifying metaphorical
         sense of belonging to Africa, even if, as Gikandi stresses, ‘[t]here is no singular
         story, because Africa has absorbed this global moment and been transformed’ (chapter
         2, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Simon Gikandi’). Afropolitan writers know this
         and engage their readers to reflect upon it. That in itself is a call to a ‘complicating’
         politics that is often overlooked by critics.
      

      
      In ‘Mimicking Whiteness? Afropolitanism, Mobility and the Politics of Identity in
         the African Diaspora,’ Rita Nketiah—‘[o]utraged by this particular idea of Afropolitanism’
         (2014)—performs an indignant vendetta against two of its proponents, Taiye Selasi
         and Minna Salami. Nketiah takes her cue from Sedef Arat-Koc’s 2010 essay ‘New Whiteness(es),
         Beyond the Colour Line? Assessing the Contradictions and Complexities of “Whiteness”
         in The (Geo)Political Economy of Capitalist Globalism’ in which Arat-Koc explores
         how, under neo-liberal globalism and at a time when the category of whiteness has
         become de-essentialised and permeable, a non-European, transnational bourgeoisie has
         found access into a now shared bourgeoisie culture, yet one that still works to retain
         white supremacy through an operation of ‘whitening’ that accommodates this new class
         to inherently Eurocentric standards. The argument is, as Nketiah explains, that the
         non-European transnational bourgeoisie, in being extra-territorial and dis-embedded
         from their local or national communities of origin, have alienated themselves therefrom
         and set their members free from any obligatory solidarity with the less-fortunate
         of their communities of origin. Nketiah brings Arat-Koc’s argument to bear on what
         she characterises as an elitist but politically ‘naïve’ Afropolitan class that has
         managed to ‘slip through “cracks in the colour line”’ (2014). As ‘non-white bodies,’
         Afropolitans belong to a consumer class that has ‘enter[ed] “whiteness” via consumerism,
         the privilege of mobility and access to world markets’ (2014). In Nketiah’s analysis,
         Afropolitanism is a ‘new arrangement’ of ‘cultural whiteness’ that offers a problematical
         ‘rebranding of the African’ (2014). Afropolitans postulate, postulates Nketiah, that
         the world is post-race and therefore they have no problem stepping into the much hyped
         space of the ‘young, urban, and culturally savvy,’ the ‘bourgeoning hope for Africa’
         (2014). Their ‘posture’ indicates that they are ‘always already in a state of modernity,’
         as they ‘have more in common with . . . white Western bodies’ than with the black
         bodies of the masses of Africans on the continent from which they are ‘completely
         disconnected’ and ‘spatially segregated’ (2014). Therefore, they assume a ready-made
         superiority, ‘through codified language,’ over the average contemporary Africans as
         they ‘mimic white Western values’ and step into ‘positions of power historically reserved
         for whites’ (2014). As Westernised Africans whose mobility is ‘a white social capital,’
         they make a conscious ‘political and strategic move’ to distance themselves from ‘the
         rest’ of Africans as they have acquired an expertise in ‘boastfully mimick[ing] Europe[an]
         colonial habits’ (2014). The Afropolitan label, Nketiah argues, is exceptional and
         therefore seemingly of limited appeal in that it empowers the select few who have
         access to world markets, world travel, and all the riches that globalisation guarantees
         the consumer class (2014).
      

      
      It may, of course, be possible to locate real-life stories that could confirm Nketiah’s
         argument, but her gross general sweep across the very diverse field of Afropolitan
         engagements with the world totally disregards the nuanced insights offered by Selasi
         and Salami, and by a scholar like Appiah who makes it emphatically clear why solidarity
         cannot be taken for granted in an age of increased mobility across continents and
         across very different African life situations; rather solidarity is negotiated in
         the specific context of individual lives which is obviously not to suggest that it
         does not exist. Gikandi’s observations of the different Africas in circulation in
         the contemporary moment make us ask: what kind of (black) Africa is Nketiah speaking
         of, and what kind of (white) West? What is most striking in Nketiah’s diatribe is
         the underlying premise that ‘mobility and access to world economic and cultural markets’
         is one-to-one synonymous with ‘whiteness’ culture and privilege. Does Nketiah mean
         to argue that the Africa that really matters the most is the Africa that shies interactions
         with modernity, that modern Africans cannot also be educated, middle-class, and mobile,
         indeed consumers of local and global cultures and that, if they are, then they are invariably inauthentically entangled
         in, commodified by, and usurped into white culture? Can agency for Africans who live
         across cultural and economic boundaries only be contemplated as mimetically white
         and is their passage into global modernity culture merely the result of their having
         passed through ‘cracks in the colour line’?
      

      
      It is precisely this misconception that an Afropolitan like Minna Salami challenges
         as she would no doubt consider Nketiah’s rhetoric to originate from a Marxist school
         of political analysis that fails to register all the nuanced complications that Afropolitanism
         and Afropolitan literature address. Nketiah ought to read Ghana Must Go and learn from Selasi’s characters how such an easy condemnation of the Afropolitans
         is contradicted by their always subtle contemplations of their African experience,
         in and out of Africa. Afropolitan politics rejects the idea that resistance to modern
         white hegemonic processes can only come from without and through dissent and never
         from within and through critical participation. Minna Salami is well-aware that Afropolitans,
         especially if conceived as belonging to a cultural movement, are invariably seen,
         by critics who share Nketiah’s ideas, to fail what she terms ‘the AAST (African Authenticity
         Standards Test)’ precisely because they insist on the notion, and the reality, of
         ‘blended selfhoods’ (Salami 18 February 2015). This is always dubious to scholarship
         that is inclined to turn down the modern Africans who consciously participate in global
         culture. Similarly, Selasi describes Afropolitans as ‘ethnic mixes’ and ‘cultural
         mutts’ (Selasi 2005) and argues that without ‘multi-dimensional thinking,’ Afropolitans
         would not be able to ‘make sense’ of themselves, because Afropolitans know from experience
         that ‘nothing is neatly black or white’ and that ‘to “be” anything is a matter of
         being sure of who you are uniquely’ (2005). ‘Blended selfhoods’ have no simple and
         immediate relation to the outcome of having passed into whiteness through ‘cracks
         in the colour line’ just as the discovery of individual identities as ‘unique’ has
         no relation to enjoying the privileged position of ‘exceptional’ Africans. Rather,
         as we will discuss in this chapter, they refer to the need to make productive sense
         of lives and lifestyles that are at the same time African and de-territorialised and thus multiply embedded in Africa and elsewhere. This is not, we argue, a dead-end for politics but the point of departure
         for Afropolitan debates on what it means to be African in the contemporary world,
         which in our view, amounts to far more than a mere rhetorical gesture at politics.
         Afropolitan narratives, as we explore in this book, tend to come with a personal politics
         that resonates with communal concern, even if such a politics is not likely to satisfy
         the standard expectations of what Bady calls ‘Fanonian’ critics. Taiye Selasi regrets
         the tendency among interviewers of African novelists about their work ‘to zoom in
         immediately on the politics, the socioeconomics, the sociology . . . [when] there
         is so much more to be said about their work than simply these remarks about the place,
         the country in which it is set.’ Ghana Must Go, she adds, ‘is only a novel about a family and that is enough’ (2014). Such a comment may easily be read
         as a rejection of politics in the conventional sense, but the shift in critical attention
         it asks for is, for the Afropolitan, in fact as political as it gets when Selasi explains
         that her novel reflects the desire for ‘a story which is human . . . no more and no
         less’ (2014). 
      

      
      Selasi’s remark is no simple utterance. In literature, Afropolitan politics begin
         with the search for the African as, first and foremost, human. Against the backdrop
         of an imperial and colonial history that rendered the African almost subhuman in the
         Western mind-set and an independence and postcolonial history that made the African
         bear the representational burden of standing in as the exemplary citizen of newly
         independent nations, Afropolitan politics understandably focuses on the urgent need
         for other images. When African nationalism conferred onto the figure of the African
         all the metaphorical qualities inherent in resistance and renaissance this in turn,
         as Simon Gikandi argues, made the African writer ‘an ally of the politician’ which
         again ‘created a certain tension between the individuality of African writers and
         . . . the collective mission of their art’ (2001:1). Even if this call to arms was
         absolutely necessary in the context of decolonisation, Afropolitan debates now flag
         a commitment to recover the African as ‘simply’ human—which is also to say ‘ordinary.’
         In this endeavour, cosmopolitanism is a useful frame of ideas to work with. As we
         discussed in chapter 1, if cosmopolitanism is ‘a mental/moral bridge between the “I”
         and “Humanity”’ (Shafak in Salami 18 February 2015), then Afropolitanism provides
         a mental/moral bridge between the ‘“I”, “Humanity” and “Africa”’ (2015). Salami’s
         insistence on ‘the added emphasis on Africa’ (2015) amply evidences her awareness
         of the need to resist precisely the ‘whitening’ of African culture that Nketiah accuses
         Afropolitans of participating in. As a politics reflecting on the global moment, Afropolitanism
         works to prevent the ‘“Afro” [from] being compromised by the “politan”’ (2015) even
         if, as we discussed in chapter 1, a cosmopolitan approach to culture and identity
         is overall interested in shared humanity across differences. Simon Gikandi has addressed
         a related concern with securing the humanity of the African in contemporary postcolonial
         discourses where African difference has become overdetermined. While legitimate difference
         should, of course, be observed and respected, Gikandi critiques how ‘African difference
         is so fundamental it makes us exist outside the realm of the human’; the problem is
         not so much, he argues, ‘the uniqueness of the African, but a refusal or resistance
         to see the African as ordinary, as a subject, a normal, ordinary human being’ (chapter
         2, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Simon Gikandi’). Afropolitan literature, we argue,
         is instrumental in countering the difference fetishism that Gikandi addresses. It
         insists on portraying the African as human in all the varieties of that elemental
         shape. This, combined with our repeated emphasis on Afropolitanism as a space of inquiry,
         is the entry point into a discussion of Ghana Must Go and the selection of other narratives briefly discussed at the end of the chapter:
         Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah (2013), Sefi Atta’s ‘Hailstones on Zamfara’ (2009), and Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor’s Dust (2014). As it will appear, this involves a certain measure of defamiliarisation from
         what we usually associate with African politics, because the politics we inquire into
         are related to individual responses to being African in the world that may, or may
         not, be representational. Selasi does not pursue the social ‘truth’ of the African
         (post)migrant experience, she pursues the individual truths of her characters’ lives
         as they respond to their particular experiences of mobility as affect. Thus, our discussion
         is centred on basic humanly felt needs that pivot on the idea of recognition outlined
         in chapter 1. In Selasi’s novel, this unfolds in each character’s desire, first and
         foremost, to be seen as human, to be recognised, and to be loved. However, such a
         desire can transmute into deep psycho-somatic ailments and an infectious anxiety about
         one’s place in the world and, thus, the cathartic moments that point to a future fulfilment
         of such a desire only occur at the very end of the novel. 
      

      
      Ghana Must Go is divided into three parts: ‘Gone,’ ‘Going,’ and ‘Go.’ The titles of these parts
         suggest a temporal pattern of movement through time that would seem incongruent with
         the chronological order of a conventional migrant story as a one-way passage from
         place of (parental) origin into diaspora (for which reason one would expect the reversed
         order of Go, Going, and Gone). As a story, however, of a particular scattered family
         that attempts to understand itself backwards in time, through lost or repressed memories,
         as a means of healing the wounds afflicted upon its individual members by themselves
         and by the world, it really cannot be any other way. And so the novel opens with the
         death of Kweku who ‘dies barefoot [in his African garden] on a Sunday before sunrise,
         his slippers [resting] by the doorway to the bedroom’ (2013: 1). Let us pause for
         a moment to reflect further on the significant weave of temporal conjugations of the
         verbal infinitive ‘to go’ in a novel that offers its characters conspicuously little
         rest, as this will alert us to Selasi’s use of certain stylistic pointers and, embedded
         in this, to the novel’s complicated engagement with the figure of Africa. 
      

      
      Part one—‘Gone’—reads like the brief instant before death that is believed to be felt
         as a prolonged, temporally stretched moment in which the dying person reviews his
         entire life distiled into its most significant moments. This run-through of life zooms
         in on the highly emotional events in Kweku’s life that prompted him to ‘go’ and keep
         on ‘going’ in ceaseless sequences of fateful movements, equally distributed between
         his separation from Africa and his childhood family, and from America and his family
         there, filtered through his, barely interrupted, pre-mortem reflections on the choices
         he made in his life. Kweku sees clearly that he is dying of ‘a broken heart’ with
         Fola ‘all over him . . . in the muscle, in the tissue, in the matter, in the blood’
         (2013: 89) as he ‘makes it as far as a push-up position before his valves lose the
         plot’ (2013: 92). Part two—‘Going’—opens with Fola waking up ‘breathless’ and ‘baffled’
         from a dreaming state at the very moment of Kweku’s death, ‘sobbing uncontrollably’
         and unable to recall the dream that just surged through her, ‘much as waves erase
         sand-scripts, washing in without warnings, wiping the writings of children and of
         lovers away’ (2013: 97). Disoriented at first about her whereabouts, Fola registers
         ‘the pepper-birds’ singing outside and knows she is in her new home in Ghana, ‘the
         place that she’s moved to, or fled to. Again. Without fanfare or forethought, as flocks
         move, or soldiers, on instinct, without luggage, setting off at first light’ (2013:
         98). The new day then breaks into a panoramic view of Fola’s response to Kweku’s death
         and her children’s subsequent reactions as the news of their father’s death reaches
         them in America. In a similar series of temporally intertwined movements, the children’s
         hurried preparations to ‘go’ to Ghana for the funeral disclose how their lives became
         traumatised by the disappearance of their father—‘the man in the photo’ (2013: 149),
         already ‘gone’ for many years—and how the siblings have all more recently drifted
         apart and lost touch with one another. Part three—‘Go’—by far the longest part of
         the novel and also distinguished by its close-up chapter fragments that jar against
         each other, is set in Ghana at the time of the funeral. It travels back and forth
         in time and place between Africa and America in the disclosure of Fola’s and, most
         predominantly, the children’s individual stories of hurt and anger. These untold stories,
         wrapped up in secrets about loss and betrayal, come into the open and are shared for
         the first time as a prompted effect of the mourning surrounding the funeral. Moments
         of ‘gone’ time and past events intrude on the children’s self-taught impulse to be
         always ‘going’ away from confronting their emotional wounds which eventually, however,
         leads towards the cathartic moments of release at the novel’s climactic end—moments,
         we suspect, that will help the children to ‘go’ ahead with their lives, now potentially
         cleansed from the worst parts of their oppressive memories. 
      

      
      It is, of course, significant that catharsis occurs on African ground. The Africa
         that the children come (back) to is associated with a double break in their parents’
         stories (their break, as young migrants, from Africa and their break, as parents,
         with each other), but it is also associated with Olu’s, Taiwo’s, and Kehinde’s individual
         experiences of parental betrayal, as we shall see, and with Sadie’s sad feeling that
         Africa is entirely an empty space in her story, invoked only by her blurry recollection
         of ‘The Man from the Story’ (2013: 149), the father she never really knew. Africa,
         then, aptly figures as the always-already ‘after the break’ location where atonement
         must be sought and subsequently, beyond the novel’s last page, this atonement will
         lead the children to figure out their own relationship with Africa, separate from
         that of their parents who eventually returned to an Africa that is not available to
         the children. Belatedly, Olu, Taiwo, Kehinde, and Sadie experience a sense of reorientation
         which, we argue, works as a productive counter-argument to the one proposed by Nketiah,
         in the sense that the ‘Afropolitan,’ now adult, children of Kweku and Fola, reconnect
         with Africa (and are reconnected in Africa) on their own terms, filling in the gaps
         caused by their parents’ protective desire to remain silent about their African pasts.
         Thus, in the reworking of memory through the simultaneity of the past, present, and
         present-continuous tenses of the verb ‘to go’ (the migrant’s cue and the Afropolitan’s
         inheritance) we become aware of how the novel culminates eventually in a use of the
         verbal imperative ‘go’ that, from within the present moment, calls upon the combined
         efforts of past and the future to do the important job of providing what Salami calls
         ‘the mental/moral bridge between the “I”, “Humanity” and “Africa”’ (18 February 2015).
         In that sense, Africa is both an exit point in history and an entry point into the
         future and other ways of thinking about Africa, at the same time settling and unsettled.
      

      
      In ‘Bye-Bye Babar,’ Taiye Selasi traces the genealogy of the Afropolitan back to the
         1960s when ‘the young, gifted and broke left Africa in pursuit of higher education
         and happiness abroad.’ These migrants had children, she says, ‘some of us . . . bred
         on African shores . . . others born in much colder climates. . . . Either way . .
         . by the turn of [the millennium] . . . we were . . . achieving things our “people”
         in the grand sense only dreamed of’ (2005). In Selasi’s genealogical survey, the Afropolitan
         outlook is a generational response to the experience of being, or growing up as, African
         in a global setting. This is indeed exemplified by the Sai family whose lives reflect
         a complicating ‘political’ trajectory in which two distinctly different types of ‘migrant’
         stories are disconnected from one another and so need to be stitched together to provide
         a framework for understanding the interrelatedness of generational responses. When
         Kweku and Fola met in America and fell in love, their tacit determination to build
         up fresh stories for themselves involved sparing their children the stories of their
         traumatic childhoods (fatherless Kweku fled from Ghana and poverty after the loss
         of his sister to an illness that the family could not afford to treat and Fola lost
         her mother at birth and her father in the Nigerian civil war). All Kweku ever really
         dreamed of in life, he realises as he lies dying in the garden, was to have a ‘human
         story, a way to be Kweku beyond being poor. To have somehow unhooked his little story
         from the larger ones’ (2013: 91). Married to Fola and raising a family, he had hoped
         for his story to be merely human, without any tags, but he acted instead on his inner
         knowing that unfailing success would be the price of his medical career and Fola’s
         sacrifice in giving up studying law and becoming a mother. Fola always obliged that
         ‘one dream’s enough for the both of [them]’ (2013: 73) as Kweku’s dream was a duplication
         of her own dream to become human again after tragic moments of war and displacement
         had reduced ‘Folasadé Somayina Savage’ to a ‘native of a generic War-Torn Nation.
         Without specifics’ (2013: 107). For Kweku, however, his unjust dismissal and broken
         pride become synonymous with his failure to keep on providing the success story that
         unhooked both of them from the faceless story of the fleeing migrant and this, sadly,
         becomes the breaking point of their migrant dream. We understand, then, the significance
         of the imaginary, invisible ‘cameraman’ that has always been by Kweku’s side since
         the day he left Africa as a young man and began meticulously to perform the self-scripted
         story of the ‘Man Who He Wishes To Be’ and ‘Who He Left to Become’ (2013: 4). Kweku
         always made sure, when he posed as the ‘Considerate Husband’ (2013: 4), the ‘Well-Respected
         Doctor’ (2013: 14), or the ‘Intelligent Parent’ (2013: 15), that his personal and
         professional qualities were filmed from an angle that would accentuate his admirable,
         almost superhuman, qualities, as if to confer a measure of heroic status on his migrant
         record. We also understand why, in turn, Fola, whose script is less visibly spectacular,
         has always relied on a strong sense of emotional attachment to her children and her
         capacity to feel and monitor, within her body, the well-being (or lack thereof) of
         her children, the result of her labour of love: 
      

      
      
         She touches her stomach as she does when . . . fear hovers slyly, not showing its
            face yet, when something is wrong . . . and the stomach answers always. . . . She
            touches . . . the four different places, the quadrants between waist and chest: first
            the upper right (Olu) beneath her right breast, then the lower right (Taiwo) where
            she has the small scar, then the lower left (Kehinde) adjacent to Taiwo, then the
            upper left (Sadie), the baby, her heart. Stopping briefly at each to observe the sensation,
            the movement or stillness beneath the one palm. . . . Sadness, tension, absence, angst—but
            fine, as she birthed them, alive if not well, in the world . . . and this is enough .
            . . for her who would kill, maim, and die for each child. (2013: 98–100) 
         

         
      

      It is, however, in the ‘un-filmed’ episodes of Kweku’s life when he loses his script—or
         when, in the most hurtful events of his life, awkward filming positions prevent the
         cameraman from shooting Kweku as heroic—that he comes across as fully human; unplugged
         and without script and filter, we see and acknowledge him as simply human, ‘nothing
         more, nothing less,’ as Selasi will have it. Similarly, it is when Fola gives up on
         taking recourse to the anxious ritual of checking her body for signs of her children’s
         habitus and realises that ‘alive if not well’ (2013: 258) is not good enough that
         she, too, allows herself to be fully human and opens her (mother’s) heart to her children,
         thereby finding the courage to let them in properly by seeking to know their hurtful secrets rather than being content to feel that they live on as best
         they can: ‘One of six dead, the five left all unwell . . . she sees it, she knows they are not well’ (2013: 258); ‘she touches her stomach but doesn’t
         feel movement. She weeps until dawn without making a sound’ (2013: 259). It is precisely
         also in these uncensored private moments that we become acutely aware of how every
         member of the Sai family is affected by the painful memories of their parents.
      

      
      In The Cultural Politics of Emotion, Sara Ahmed suggests, however, that ‘while the experience of pain may be solitary,
         it is never private’ (2014: 29) as the affectivity of pain is ‘bound up with how we
         inhabit the world’ (2014: 27) and live in relationships with others. Pain, argues
         Ahmed, ‘is not simply an effect of a history of harm’ but rather ‘the bodily life of that history’ (2014: 34) by which ‘the effected zones of the body become enlarged and magnified
         in the body image’ (2014: 27). Fola’s recourse to womb and heart as ‘feeling states’
         (Ahmed 2014: 23) rather than speech, as her means of addressing both her own pain
         and the similarly unspoken hurt of her children, is obviously to be understood within
         this context. Referring to Elaine Scarry’s work The Body in Pain (1985), Ahmed argues that, as there is no adequate vocabulary for exploring what
         pain is, it is more instructive to explore what pain does: ‘Pain . . . resists or
         even “shatters” language and communication . . . [s]o that which seems most self-evident—most
         there, throbbing in its thereness—also slips away, refuses to be simply present in
         speech’ (2014: 22). This, of course, suggests why ‘normal’ for Kweku and Fola had
         always been to be ‘alive in the present and dead to the past’ (2013: 197). As the
         most liveable response to embodied pain and an attempt to dress the ‘wounds’ of their
         pain in a story of migrant success, they had taken the fugitive’s oath ‘to uphold
         their shared right to stay silent (so not to stay the prior selves, the broken, battered, embarrassed selves who lived in stories
         and died in silence)’ (2013: 197).
      

      
      While this is Kweku’s and Fola’s story, and not their children’s, there is, however,
         a sense in which trauma works as contagion. The children’s dysfunctional lives, their
         professional successes notwithstanding, are inherently tied up with their parents’
         traumatic pasts that never allowed the Sai family simply to rest in their lives as
         a (well-to-do) ordinary family. In their American lives, Olu, Taiwo, Kehinde, and
         Sadie attempt to manage life through a combination of their parents’ coping strategies:
         they follow in their father’s footsteps in their pursuit of success and distinction
         and they replicate their mother’s recourse to the body as a storage place of emotions
         that are difficult to process. 
      

      
      We are reminded, again, of the slippers as a telling leitmotif that now links Kweku’s
         migrant story to his children’s ‘Afropolitan’ anxiety about home and belonging. ‘The
         slippers’ are a migrating metaphor in the untidy temporal order of the novel’s reverse
         organisation of plot line. In America, they are, for Kweku, symbolic of everything
         ‘he believed in, the very basis of his morality: mash-up cosmopolitan asceticism,
         ritual, clean lines’ (2013: 39) which is why Kweku keeps an impressive selection in
         a basket by the door in the family’s Boston home for guests. Caring about slippers
         almost as a ‘religion or a fetish, like a form of podophelia’ (2013: 40), Kweku would
         ‘visit other houses and take notice first and foremost of whether the family “practised”
         slippers, all other judgements from there’ (2013: 39). Slippers are emblematic of
         Kweku’s desire to succeed and create stability in a homely family setting, and thus
         instantly activate in both Taiwo and Olu, upon hearing about their father’s death,
         the pivotal question: ‘Where were his slippers?’ (2013: 39). Why did he, a gifted surgeon, die barefoot in his garden, rather than
         gesture alarm, being saved and returned afterwards to his house ‘[t]o put slippers
         on for God’s sake’ (2013: 7). Dying in his African garden, Kweku feels ‘the sting
         of cool on his bare-bottomed feet’ and, as this reminds him of his poor childhood,
         he ‘jerks himself back as if jumping off coals’ thinking ‘where are my slippers?’
         (2013: 37). Kweku adopted slippers to cover up and forget the sticky history of poverty
         and bare feet and Taiwo, we learn, has in fact sensed this since she was twelve and
         found her father collapsed on the couch late at night (after his failure to save a
         patient whose life was beyond saving, which then leads to his dismissal). Sleeping
         exhausted from the stressful event and with the slippers having dropped off his feet,
         thus baring the bruised soles of his feet that he has always managed to hide from
         his children, Taiwo becomes suddenly conscious of her robust father’s vulnerability
         and of an African story that he had always kept a secret. Shocked, she feels ‘an odd
         . . . weightlessness . . . as if she was floating . . . ceased to exist . . . a helium
         sadness, too airless to bear’ (2013: 44-45). Since then, Taiwo has never known how
         to ‘put her father together’ again because what she had witnessed was ‘without thought,
         a feeling completely without narrative’ (2013: 45). This most telling response to
         a traumatising experience, whereby the traumatic event is a recurring iconic image
         that cannot be processed into language, is directly related to the stories that Kweku
         and Fola always withheld from their children without realising that the odd ‘helium
         sadness’ this effected in the children might cause deep anxiety: ‘In the future, in
         adulthood, when she feels this same airlessness, when she feels her very being rushing
         out of her like breath, she’ll long to touch and be touched, to make contact’ (2013:
         45). 
      

      
      At first sight, the Sai family—upwardly-mobile, dedicated parents, and beautiful,
         talented children living extraordinarily successful lives in a lively house in a well-groomed
         Boston suburb—might come across as the epitome of what Nketiah calls ‘the non-European,
         transnational bourgeoisie’ who belongs to ‘the select few who have access to . . .
         all the riches that globalisation guarantees the consumer class’—although it would
         be to misunderstand their achievements to suggest that they have merely slipped through
         ‘cracks in the colour line’ and entered into ‘whiteness’ (2014). But seen from the
         basic human angle and as a story about a family, this first sight is rather like looking
         at a snow-globe image of a miniature idyllic setting with shining stylised human figures
         that, once turned and marvelled at as the white particles are churned up and slowly
         resettle, make the viewer who activates the globe a second time wonder what the silently
         falling snow may cover up. Is the idyllic setting perhaps partly a mirage and the
         shining people often unhappily locked up in the glass-framed image? The novel’s frequent
         references to snow over Boston seem to invite to such wonder; not to suggest that
         the snow covers cracks in the colour line, but to suggest that even if the children
         are exceptionally talented, they are also extremely anguished. Their problem is that
         they are ‘light, diffuse,’ ‘a family without gravity, completely unbound . . . drifting
         outward, or inward, barely noticing when someone has slipped off the grid’ (2013:
         146–47). As Sadie realises, ‘[f]or all of the hoopla about race [and] authentic blackness.
         . . . She doesn’t want to be Caucasian,’ she simply wants the grounded base, the ‘vertical
         axis,’ the ‘roots spreading out underneath,’ that ‘heavy’ families with ‘pictures
         on the wall’ (2013: 146) of family forebears have. Olu also recalls visiting his friends’
         homes and ‘aching with longing, for lineage, for a sense of having descended from faces in frames.’ He is acutely aware that
         ‘his family was thin in the backbench’ which ‘seemed to suggest they were faking it’
         because ‘a legitimate family would have photos on the staircase. At the very least
         grandparents whose first names he knew’ (2013: 251). 
      

      
      In the absence of stories that point backward in time, the Sai children are restless
         overachievers, always on the move, and in the run-up for the next academic or artistic
         achievement because they instinctively hope that this will ground them. Even if they
         are loved by their parents, they feel deprived of the family history that consummates
         love with permanence. Kweku’s abrupt disappearance and his transformation in Sadie’s
         mind from father into ‘the man in the photo’ add an additional despairing depth to
         the children’s longing to be a storied family. As young teenagers temporarily sent
         to Ghana into the care of Fola’s half-brother Femi after Kweku’s disappearance, Taiwo
         and Kehinde invented a game by which they would retell stories from their childhood
         but avoiding, as a rule of the game, to use words like ‘father’ or ‘dad’ (2013: 38).
         One such story is a blissful memory of how Kweku had once spontaneously woken his
         family up in the middle of the night, packed them all up in the Volvo, and taken them
         sledding in the park: ‘the snow fresh and perfect. The park dark and empty. Stars
         wink[ing] their consent’ (2013: 38). The story resembles a snow-globe picture of ‘an
         African family’ ‘delirious with joy,’ but ‘the way [Taiwo] retold it, their father
         wasn’t in it. It was Mom’s plan, night-sledding; there were four sleds, not five’
         (2013: 38). The twins would take turns telling ‘short stories of snow . . . until
         the man was erased—from their stories and so their childhoods. . . . Not dead. Never
         dead. They never wished the man dead or pretended he was dead. Just deleted, walled
         off. Denied existence, present only in absence and silence. Reduced to a notion’ (2013:
         38–39). Against this background of repressed stories or willed-away memory it is,
         of course, understandable why the Sai children always felt like ‘impostors’ (2013:
         155) in their suburban context of established families who appear to take ‘familyness’
         (2013: 124) for granted and why they have pursued alternative ways of grounding themselves.
         
      

      
      Sadie, the last-born saved by her father at her critical birth, has always felt pampered
         by motherly attention yet dwarfed by her ‘shiny’ siblings (2013: 214). Although she
         has made it to Yale, she can only boast, she thinks, ‘a grab bag of competencies’
         like ‘photographic memory, battement développé, making lanyards’ (2013: 215). She lacks the apparent ‘confident strides’ (2013:
         214) of her brothers and sister who seem flawless:
      

      
      
         They glow with their talent, their stuffed bag of tricks. There is Olu’s clam brilliance,
            his mastery of science, the deep steady voice sure of the facts. There is Taiwo’s
            dark genius, her hoarse luring whisper aglow with long words and the odd phrase in
            French . . . [her] effortless grace. . . . There is Kehinde’s pure talent, the gift
            of the image, that quiet assurance with which he looks out as if all the world were
            overlaid with some pattern indescribably beautiful and meaningful, a grid. (2013:
            214–15)
         

         
      

      Kehinde has become a famous visual artist whose art is critically acclaimed for its
         originality and he is signed up by major galleries around the world. As graduates
         of Yale, Harvard, and Oxford, Olu has become a successful doctor like his father and
         Taiwo a stellar law student who is encouraged to pursue a writing career instead because
         of her unusual gift for language. Still, all the children suffer from nervous conditions.
         Because of the ‘Thing That Had Happened in Lagos’ (2013: 136) in their uncle’s house,
         the twins are torn within and between themselves; having learnt in Lagos how ‘to leave
         her body’ (2013: 288), Taiwo engages in ‘countless encounters with lustful male friends’
         (2013: 136) before seeking approval through a love relationship with the married Dean
         of her law school, publicly exposed as a ‘Beauty and Dean’ scandal. While the press
         casts Taiwo as a Lolita figure, her therapist tends to diagnose her as a young woman
         caught up in an Electra complex, yet all Taiwo can feel is that she is left ‘naked’
         (2013: 136) and abused (yet again). Having transgressed the taboos of touch in Lagos,
         Kehinde has received psychiatric treatment after a suicide attempt and his withdrawal
         from his soulmate twin sister. He has escaped into his art to ease the pain of his
         suffering but cannot relate to the world, as if caged in by ‘glass walls’ that he
         cannot break, he feels disconnected from people in the real world, unable to ‘get to them’ and ‘tell them I’m in here’ (2013: 174). Olu has never allowed himself to succumb to such despair because he
         has taught himself to shun deep emotional attachment, even to his wife, Ling, with
         whom he lives in a trendy ‘all-white’ furnished designer flat, ‘inoculated against
         disorder, indestructibly clean’ (2013: 302) and with an even distribution of black-framed
         and white-framed photos of the couple on holiday. As the eldest child of the family
         suddenly up-ranked to a senior role after Kweku disappeared, Olu is well-practised
         in being responsible and keeping the lid on emotional turmoil, the sad effect of which
         is that he finds it difficult to trust people. As the youngest child Sadie, or Baby
         as Fola calls her, has never been able to come into her own, as her mother always
         assured her she would. She suffers from bulimia and feels, in a cruelly ironic way,
         mostly at ease and alive when she is alone inside a bathroom—‘a perfect place really,
         a cocoon, a world away’ where she would ‘always use the towel on the back door . .
         . which smelled of [someone else’s] defenselessness, skin, of a person in a vulnerable,
         sweet-smelling state’ (2013: 143). Bathrooms are Sadie’s safe zone, a suitably spotless
         place for hiding and for counting numbers, as she has done since early childhood to
         measure the time it would take for someone to discover that she is missing. 
      

      
      The inner lives of the children coincide with their mother’s bodily sense that they
         are distilations of sadness, tension, absence, and angst. Such are the existential
         anxieties that come from growing up in a family context where there was always the
         sense of ‘an ongoing effort, of an upswing midmotion, a thing being built: A Successful Family . . . all striving for the common goal, as yet unreached. They were unfinished, in
         rehearsal, a production in progress . . . the stress of performance ever-present for
         all as a sort of sound in the background. A hum’ (2013: 123). And so, when their mother,
         who has recently also ‘abandoned’ her children after a serious row with Sadie, summons
         them all to come to Africa for the funeral, they come as broken by their American
         lives as their parents once came to America broken by their African lives. And were
         they to arrive with Ghana Must Go Bags they, too, would be full of unprocessed emotions
         stretching from disappointment (Olu), anger (Taiwo), shame (Kehinde), and fear (Sadie);
         ‘a force field of grief’ and ‘sorrow’ (2013: 125) that feeds on the silences and secrets
         of wounded hearts. They arrive, however, with their senses at maximum alert as they
         see, hear, smell, and feel their way into their African reunion. 
      

      
      ‘We’re home, I suppose,’ (2013: 211) says Fola when they all arrive at her house in
         Ghana, incredulous perhaps that her house can at all merit the title of home. But
         if home is a place where family members can unburden themselves knowing that they
         are loved regardless of the nature of their confessions, Fola’s house (inherited from
         Sena, her father’s friend who brought her into safety in Ghana when her father was
         killed) may in fact become the prospective home of now reunited mother and children.
         Yet it requires difficult emotional work before the repeated utterance ‘I love you’
         and the standard reply ‘I know’ can settle, finally, as an exchange of mutual assurance
         and recognition. Sadie is disturbed to find a family photo next to Fola’s bed, a happy
         winter image of all six ‘bundled in coats close together’ (2013: 212). She turns the
         photo frame over so as not to be ‘watched’ by the ‘photo-faces,’ finding that this
         ‘position has promise. Unseen and unseeing’ (2013: 213), not craving for touch. Before
         they became a broken family the Sais had always relied on touch—‘[o]ut of habit [Kweku]
         . . . touched his family when there was chaos in their midst, just to feel them, feel
         their body warmth, to keep them close as best he could, as close as he came to physical
         affection’ (2013: 80)—but after the break, this gesture of needing closeness was converted
         into an equally intense need for distance. Fola’s bedroom plan by which her children
         (and Ling) are put into tiny crammed rooms, lying unnerved, (too) close, activates
         trembling apprehension and painful memories. Olu’s outburst ‘Don’t touch me’ (2013:
         255) when Ling caresses him, conflates her touch with his father’s attempt to hold
         him back when, in the story he never told to anyone, he had come to Ghana on his father’s
         invitation, timidly hopeful that the family might be reunited, only to find what he
         assumed to be Kweku’s mistress walking into the living room. After only a few hours
         in Accra, with the burn inside that ‘one knows only at being betrayed’ (2013: 246)
         Olu caught the first flight out of Ghana. With the scent of the mistress’s perfume
         back in his nostrils, Olu is reminded of ‘the taste of betrayal [hitherto] unnamed
         on his tongue’ (2013: 302), but now finally allows himself to cry and be held by Ling.
         While Kehinde experiences ‘[a] space, opened up’ (2013: 243) quite unexpectedly in
         sharing with Sadie his secret of how he was the last to have a conversation with their
         father on the night he left them, as he came to witness Kweku’s humiliation at being
         thrown out of the hospital by force, but keeping his vow that he would never tell.
         Shared for the first time as a secret between the two siblings that always felt strangely
         misplaced in the family’s pursuit of the dream, like ‘the break in the chain’ (2013:
         242), Kehinde is momentarily able to embrace Taiwo again in his thoughts. Partly reconnected
         to a sense of sibling confidentiality, Sadie has an experience of coming out of her
         ‘invisible. Unpretty’ (2013: 265) state of bodily discomfort when she gets invited,
         much against her will, into a tribal dance in Kweku’s tribal village: ‘something [is]
         clicking, a logic inside her . . . that knows what to do, knows the music, this footwork,
         this rhythm, the body relaxing’ (2013: 270).[1]    
      

      
      As Sadie has the healing experience of reconnecting with her body, Taiwo’s anger steams
         up inside her and turns to inexplicable rage and she leaves for the beach where Fola
         eventually finds her brooding—‘[t]his is her preassigned part in the play, as it’s
         Olu’s to administrate or Kehinde’s to peacekeep or Sadie’s to cry at the drop of a
         hat or their mother’s to turn a blind eye’ (2013: 271). Fola’s question ‘What happened,
         my darling’ (2013: 276), a foreboding repetition of the question she had asked when
         her teenage twins were unexpectedly returned from uncle Femi in Lagos—on a first flight
         out after Sena encountered them at one of the uncle’s decadent parties, drugged and
         made-up in red lipstick like prostitutes—instantly triggers Taiwo’s traumatic memory
         and she bursts out: ‘What happened? Mom, what did you think was going to happen to us? . . . I’ll tell you what happened, sure, fine’ (2013:276).
         Before her baffled mother and ‘without pausing’ (2013: 276), Taiwo reveals the horrific
         story of how Femi had repeatedly forced Kehinde to have sex with her, saying ‘what
         the molesters say in made-for-TV movies: that he’d report them to their mother if
         they ever told a soul’ (2013: 289). Shocked, Fola reaches out to touch Taiwo, ‘their
         skin in contact for the first time in years.’ Taiwo wants to say ‘Don’t’ (2013: 290)
         but does not. Instead she bursts into tears, ‘grabbing [her mother] fiercely and gripping
         her waist’: ‘“Don’t let me go yet.” “I won’t,” whispers Fola, and doesn’t’ (2013:
         292). 
      

      
      The stories are out at long last and there is no turning back. Unhooked from their
         ‘successful family’ script and their ‘privileged’ records, the children can begin
         to piece themselves together as their individual stories of loss and pain convert
         into a unifying story of love reaffirmed. This story is one that will acknowledge
         differences in generational experiences (linked through traumatic response) and it
         begins, in fact, in the disclosure of the Sai family history as a very human story
         traced through the full spectre of basic human emotions and their affective repertoires,
         so that the reader not only empathises with each and every character, but feels an
         affinity with them, precisely because they come across as genuinely human. Although
         the story of recovery is set in motion on African ground, it is, of course, important
         to note that Africa does not figure in the novel as an ancestral place of origins
         that will heal through an offering of secure roots and spontaneous ethnic or tribal
         bonding. Africa is not made to do improbable work beyond the gesture of hospitality
         invoked by Kweku’s taciturn half-sister Naa whose formal announcement ‘You are welcome
         in Ghana’ (2013: 264) encourages reconnection. This opens up to personal engagements
         with African spaces in which a sense of proximity and attachment can be explored.
         To Fola (who is a returnee) Ghana appears to be ‘indifferent and blessed’ (2013: 185),
         but it impresses differently upon the senses on her children: Kehinde is struck by
         the movement of people, ‘none of the ancientness of Mali, nor the ambitiousness of
         Nigeria, just a steady-on movement toward what he can’t tell’ (2013: 209) just as
         Olu is struck by colour, ‘the newness of majority, seeming familiar to oneself . .
         . catch[ing] his reflection in the window of a passing car and thinking for a moment
         he was looking at the driver’ (2013: 249). 
      

      
      Even if Ghana lends location to a family reunion in which a bridging narrative across
         generational experiences begins to take shape, the novel does not reflect a desire
         for Africa beyond that of acknowledging that it is part of the family experience.
         Figuring initially as a site of transgression and betrayal, or as an empty space in
         memory, the children do not come to Africa with any desire to be reclaimed by the
         continent. They come to Ghana (and not Mali or Nigeria or any other African nation)
         with their own sense of loss, knowing only that their parents once fled Africa because
         ‘their countries hurt them’ (2013: 240), not why or how. As it turns out, Ghana becomes
         the site of the return of the repressed that, once transgenerational hurtful memories
         are shared, becomes cathartic when, after the full disclosure of extremely painful
         memories, Fola and her children, off the hook as it were, open up again to being loved
         and to showing love. Ghana does, however, become a site of reconnection, as seen,
         for instance, when during the tribal dance and its drum rhythm Sadie experiences that
         she can suddenly feel her body again and feel good about it—‘her heart pounding wildly
         for, among other things, joy’ (2013: 270)—or when Kehinde, encountering the village
         coffin maker, finds himself drawn to the old art of customised designs, ‘[t]he thing
         he had been after perhaps prematurely. . . . His next major show. Fantasy coffins’
         (2013: 296). We are reminded of Selasi’s comment in talking about her novel that there
         is no return to the old Africa: ‘One never goes “back” [to Africa]. Time moves on,
         we change, countries change, spaces change and all we can do is live in relationship
         with where we are and what that place is as we discover it now. We can only see where
         we are through the eyes we have now. . . . There is no going “back,” there is only
         going forward’ (2014). This adds an individual dimension to the meaning or figuration
         of Africa. To Afropolitans, the notion of reconnection is crucial to their sense of
         being Africans of the world, yet the reconnection is made through a personal effort
         to bridge what history separated. And pain is part of that history.[2]    As Afropolitans who go (back) to Ghana, we appreciate that the Sai children are
         far from being just privileged Africans for whom ‘“travel is easy” and “people are
         fluid”,’ as in Binyavanga Wainaina’s critique (Wainaina in Santana 2013). For the
         Sai children it is rather the opposite; their stories speak directly to what Sara
         Ahmed terms the ‘politics of pain’ (2014: 31) or the contingency of pain as inherently
         relational. Cautioning against a pain fetishism that would transform ‘the wound into
         an identity’ (2014: 32), Ahmed argues instead for an ethical response to the ‘ungraspability’
         (2014: 30) of the pain of others: ‘The “contingent attachment”’ (2014: 31) whose pain
         is not identical to, but maybe related to, one’s own pain ‘requires an ethics . .
         . that begins with your pain, and moves towards you, getting close enough to touch
         you, perhaps even close enough to feel . . . the trace of your pain on the surface
         of your body. Insofar as an ethics of pain begins here, with how you come to surface,
         then the ethical demand is that I must act about that which I cannot know, rather
         than act insofar as I know’ (2014: 31). This is the challenge that the Sai family
         are about to take up as they get closer, in the sense suggested by Ahmed, after Kweku’s
         death brings them together again in Ghana. 
      

      
      Finally reunited, the Sai family gather for dinner, with absent Kweku presented through
         anecdotes told by his returnee friend Benson who recalls Kweku’s youthful determination
         to beat the odds in America. This scene is significant. While a family around a dinner
         table is an iconic image of how a meal shared is also an intimacy shared at a homely
         time of rest and everyday conversation, the dinner in Fola’s house appears to be a
         nervous gathering with everyone still apprehensive about the unfamiliar physical closeness
         of family members that have been scattered as a consequence of their individual experiences
         of pain. There is nothing homely about this dinner and the forced congenial conversation.
         But the dinner scene does serve as a timid first attempt to reconnect, a beginning
         point for an ethics of the kind suggested by Ahmed (or by Kwame Anthony Appiah, as
         discussed in chapter 1). If the atmosphere is anxious, it is because everyone must
         ‘act about’ what they cannot know. As the dinner conversation pivots on anecdotes
         about the time when Kweku, Fola, and Benson met as recent migrants to America (carefully
         evading the hurt that had brought them there), the children still get a chance to
         fill in the gap and imagine where their parents were coming from and who they were
         before their children were born. During Fola’s and Benson’s continued conversation
         after dinner, Taiwo observes their curious conversational manner, ‘watchful and rule-bound
         as Catholic school pupils,’ and she wonders ‘why [they] . . . do this, still now,
         even now, the African Filial Piety act? Lowered eyes, lowered voices, feigned shyness,
         bent shoulders . . . that beaten-in impulse to show oneself obedient and worthy of
         praize for one’s reverence of Order (never mind that the Order is crumbling, corrupted,
         departed, dysfunctional . . .)’ as if they are trying to ‘lighten the load of postcolonial
         angst’ (2013: 233). However aggravating this moment is for Taiwo, who stands in as
         the witness, it is an important bridging insight into the children’s attempt to ‘act
         about’ the pain they cannot know. To put together, in Africa, the family puzzle of
         what essentially broke them up, in America, they need to touch their parents’ pasts
         to understand their own pain. Africa, we may say, gives them a perspective from which
         to ‘feel’ it from a back-at-the-scene perspective that will, eventually, allow them
         all to touch and love again. 
      

      
      The ending vignettes, of Olu’s ultimate consummation of his love for Ling, hitherto
         ‘unbegun’ (2013: 304) climaxing in urgent and passionate love making that brings him,
         an ‘African man,’ ‘home’ inside her body (2013: 307), of Taiwo’s tender look at sleeping
         Kehinde, ‘[l]ips moving. Three words . . . maybe’ (2013: 309), of Sadie’s impulse
         on the morning of Christmas Day to erect the overturned family photo at Fola’s bed,
         ‘likely the last of the old family photos with all six together, she now understands’
         (2013: 310), and of Fola’s sending Kweku’s urn afloat into the Atlantic, thinking
         ‘I love you’ (2013: 314), push the novel to a close. Not a happy ending but, with hurt acknowledged
         and love reaffirmed, a new beginning for the Sai family where ‘Ghana Must Go bags’
         may be put to rest: ‘She had it in mind to toss his ash to the sea breeze, to let
         the man free, end at the beginning and that. But . . . the idea of him being scattered
         seems wrong. . . . We’ve been scattered enough, she thinks. Broken pot, fragments. Keep him inside, she thinks, let him stay whole’ (2013: 314). 
      

      
      If Afropolitanism, as Aaron Bady suggests, is a ‘pathway to individual self-realisation’
         (2014), then certainly that pathway is one that is hyper sensitive to the need to
         recover the African story as a human story, one that is multi-dimensional rather than
         typecast. Let us pursue further, for the remaining part of this chapter, the idea
         that Afropolitan politics is ultimately concerned with the two interrelated issues
         of representing the African as a heterogeneous figure and of complicating Africa beyond
         the static images that have been so dominant in cultural debates. As discussed in
         chapter 4, the end of Americanah finds Ifemelu returning to Nigeria after she has come to realise that Nigeria is
         ‘where she was supposed to be’ (2013: 6): For some time she had ‘scoured Nigerian
         websites, Nigerian profiles on Facebook . . . and each click brought yet another story
         of a young [successful] person who had recently moved back home . . . and [she] felt
         the dull ache of loss, as though they had pried open her hand and taken something
         of hers. They were living her life’ (2013: 6), although in Africa and not in the West.
         In that sense, Ifemelu’s return is part of her ‘pathway to individual self-realisation,’
         not as a nostalgic return to origins, but as a return that involves an ethical responsibility
         to put her middle-class privilege in the service of uplifting her country of origin.
         Unlike the children of the Sai family, Ifemelu was born and raised in Africa and has
         a place to return to that she can claim more readily, one that lies beyond what Simon
         Gikandi calls ‘the tragic drama of sorrow’ (2011: 10). Ifemelu, however, is not oblivious
         to the inequalities that continue to shape most Nigerian lives. The contemporary Africa
         that is circulated in Adichie’s Afropolitan return narrative is indeed a complicated
         and differentiated one. 
      

      
      Nigeria was, at the time of Ifemulu’s departure for America, subjected to a dysfunctional,
         corrupt military regime that kept citizens in check and under surveillance, yet she
         returns to a newly democratic Nigeria that, for better or worse, has become entangled
         in globalisation processes and related opportunities and obstacles. She returns to
         a Nigeria that is busy demolishing its third-world features and modernising itself:
         ‘Third Worlders are forward-looking, we like things to be new, because our best is
         still ahead, while in the West their best is already past so they have to make a fetish
         of that past’ (2013: 436) as Obinze, her former boyfriend and partner-to-be, remarks.
         And the Lagos she returns to is a metropolis in which the elite of the ‘Nigerpolitan
         Club’ (2013: 421) flash their BlackBerry mobiles, watch CNN, upload their latest to
         Facebook, network for jobs with an ease that testifies to their worldliness as well
         as to the ill-hidden fact that they are in awe of the West. And this is exactly where
         Ifemelu finds new purpose in setting up a Nigerian blog about ‘life’ (2013: 476) that
         can function as a forum for discussions of Nigeria’s present and future: ‘She wrote
         about . . . the waterlogged neighbourhood crammed with zinc houses . . . and of the
         young women who lived there, [poor but] fashionable and savvy in tight jeans, their
         lives speckled stubbornly with hope . . . they believed their turn would come. We are just one step away from this life in a slum, all of us who live air-conditioned
            middle-class lives’ (2013: 475). Ifemelu’s African blog is attuned to African realities (just as her
         US blog was attuned to the realities of living in a racialised society) as it calls
         attention to the danger of a blindfolded copying of Western modernity in Nigeria’s
         rapid and impatient grasp at material improvement and social advancement. The blog
         becomes a mobilising platform, a debating venue for returnees ‘who have come with
         dreams in their pockets and a hunger to change the country’ (2013: 421). Ifemelu regains
         a sense of purpose as her blog seeks to temper the aspirations of Nigerpolitans who
         moan about Nigeria’s provincial lack of sophistication and make them work instead
         for a planned renewal that can steer the nation, in an era of increasing globalisation,
         into a future of its own design: ‘Lagos never has been, never will be and never aspired
         to be like New York . . . Lagos has always been undisputably [sic] itself . . . so
         get over yourselves and realise that the way of life here is . . . assorted’ (2013:
         421). Ifemelu is at peace ‘to be at home’ and has ‘finally, spun herself fully into
         being’ (2013: 475) but is nevertheless unabashed in her critique of contemporary Nigerian
         society. It is evident that the confident and determined Ifemelu who now takes it
         upon herself to help build a new Nigeria is a woman whose personality is informed
         by and matured through her migrant life in America as this sharpened her instinct
         for reading culture and understanding the inherently illiberal distribution of power
         that any modern society (in Africa and elsewhere) must eventually own up to. As African
         blogger, Ifemelu’s tongue can be sharp and witty and keen to satirise the idiosyncrasies
         of her fellow Nigerians, especially the Nigerpolitans, but as a returnee who is now
         happy to be fully at home in the world in Africa, she keeps a warm human eye on their
         aspirations and desires to cope in a society that is undergoing significant changes.
         Americanah, in that sense, provides no easy answers to the future of Africa, but it is, in Taiye
         Selasi’s terms, ‘unafraid of the questions’ (2005) that need to be posed irrespective
         of the unease they may cause.
      

      
      The journalist and media celebrity Miriam Maliki in Sefi Atta’s short story ‘Hailstones
         on Zamfara’ is interesting in that respect; as a matter of fact Atta’s narrative about
         a Muslim woman who awaits the execution of a sharia-law sentence to death by stoning
         may well be said to ask us to complicate also the privileged middle-class feminist
         intervention into the often tragic fates of women like the unnamed sentenced woman,
         the first-person narrator in the story. Although we are not introduced to Miriam Maliki’s
         background it is not unlikely that she, too, could be a female Afropolitan returnee.
         At least she comes from a well-to-do Nigerian family, is university educated and responds
         very much to the narrator’s lack of reproach against Islam from a Western feminist
         position. The adultery charge against the narrator is unjustified and entirely absurd.
         She has merely been unfaithful to her violent abusive husband as an escape of the
         imagination in which she has created her invisible man: ‘I have always preferred men
         as I make them up in my head . . . Not the kind some women want, those silly fantasy
         men in foreign romance books. My men are plain—ugly, even—with facial marks, oily
         skins, dust in their hair . . . [not] the kind who become senators of the Republic
         of Nigeria, chairmen of federal banks and such. No, my men have spread-out feet from
         being barefoot as children’ (2009: 23). As a first wife who, unlike the second wife,
         has never been able to give birth to boys, she (quite rightly) begins to see her maltreatment
         as a ‘property dispute’ (2009: 32) in line with drunken behaviour, stealing (2009:
         31 and 32), or being a ‘fashionable’ woman (2009: 29) and so keeps on indulging in
         the affair with her imaginary lover, knowing all too well that her own testimony in
         court would not have made a difference to her verdict. Enter Miriam Maliki, ‘a dimwit
         for a woman. To care about work when she came from a home with money’ (2009: 29),
         who is disgusted and outraged by the court case and its ‘barbaric injustice’ (2009:
         41), intent on making the story head news in Nigeria and abroad, promising to stay
         by the narrator’s side and fight for justice. ‘Have hope,’ she says: ‘You are a symbol’
         (2009: 41), ‘[y]ou’re brave,’ ‘like a mountain’ (2009: 40). There is no doubt that
         the reader is called upon to see the poor woman as the quintessential victim of Islamic
         fundamentalism and patriarchy and while such a reading of the narrator is not, of
         course, wrong, Sefi Atta undercuts the reader’s spontaneous response by having the
         narrator, who will not ‘fault Islam’ (2009: 40), contest the journalist’s gesture
         of solidarity by saying: ‘See me as I am instead’ (2009: 40). This simple and emphatic
         reply is not only directed at Miriam Maliki but also at the reader of the story. It
         lies at the very heart of the encounter between the two African women—divided by class,
         education, and experience, indeed by the privilege to be outraged that one has and
         the other does not—that the elevation of the narrator to the symbolic role of ‘victim’
         prevents Miriam Maliki from seeing her first and foremost as just human. This adds
         a significant twist to the, supposedly Afropolitan, engagement with African feminist
         issues. As Sefi Atta remarks: ‘That [story] is my most popular short story. I get
         requests over and over again to publish it and it bothers me. I may have satisfied
         a need I should never have satisfied’ (chapter 7, ‘The Authors in Conversation with
         Sefi Atta’). What Atta refers to is very likely most of all her readers’ desire to
         side with the victim without any real interest in who the victim is beyond her objectified
         status as oppressed woman.[3]    If ‘Hailstones on Zamfara’ is a most disturbing story when seen from a feminist
         perspective, the conversations it stages, between the narrator and her supportive
         journalist, her vile husband, or indeed her despairing co-wife that she has no patience
         with, also work to cast the narrator as a woman with a certain amount of agency. She
         is portrayed as a multidimensional character that is often harsh, no-nonsensical,
         and sometimes even scornful as she schemes and manipulates her surrounding to secure,
         most of all, her daughter’s education. This adds an important complication to the
         politics of African womanhood in Afropolitan literature.
      

      
      Let us round off this chapter with an equally strong emphasis on the irreducibly human
         nature of the contemporary African as portrayed in Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor’s epic novel
         Dust. The novel shares, in fact, a number of thematic and stylistic features with Ghana Must Go. Against the backdrop of the colonial and postcolonial history of the Kenyan nation,
         Dust explores the tortured and complicated story of a Kenyan family. In our search for
         the Afropolitan literary figure we are particularly interested in the daughter of
         this family, the artist Arabel Ajany Oganda who has left Kenya and settled in Brazil.
         The novel opens with Ajany’s return after seven years to Kenya when her brother Odidi
         is killed by the police. The passage back is represented as a densely layered moment
         that deserves to be quoted at length because it intertwines the joint thematics of
         departure and arrival in a manner that echoes Ghana Must Go: 
      

      
      
         Another junction. Brazil’s Atlantic Ocean. Sao Salvador da Bahia de Todos os Santos.
            . . . Listened when Baba had said: ‘Come home, nyara.’ . . . She had left Bahia with an orange suitcase and a red carry-on half full of
            mismatched clothes, assorted art supplies, two passports, and three credit cards.
            A red cell phone . . . her black MacBook . . . and fled. . . . The form [of a half-shaped
            clay face] had journeyed with her for seven years, traversed the Americas wrapped
            in brown paper, waiting for dimensions, nuances, completion, and a name. . . . Ajany
            had not looked at it when she left. All departures are layered. Hers was accompanied
            by fingers of silence on the lips of at least ninety ghosts. Arrivals. Touchdown at
            Jomo Kenyatta International airport. . . . An exact sensation of life wafted around
            the passengers. Kaleidoscope flavours, earth scents, for her a tumble of memories.
            . . . A childhood written in aromas. . . . Ajany was of Kenya again. (2014: 48–49)
            
         

         
      

      Return, however, is ambiguously bitter-sweet. Ajany’s brother is dead and, as the
         novel progresses, we realise that Ajany has possibly killed her Brazilian boyfriend.
         Thus, she leaves death and a ghost behind in Brazil only to face more deaths and ghosts
         in Kenya where Ajany confronts the past and comes to terms with both her family story
         and the history of Kenya. This activates intense memories and emotions: ‘When she
         had left Kenya, she had imagined an amputation from its riptide of murky things. But
         here they were again, expecting her reply’ (2014: 69). The ‘murky things’ are not,
         however, so much there, in Kenya, as in her heart; thus connected as much to her state
         of mind as to her place of origin, to being an itinerant African in the twenty-first
         century and to seeing Africa again is a curious combination of its past and present
         shapes. The moment of return, as we realise from the quote above, juxtaposes physical
         and psychological baggage. Passport, phones, and computers sit uneasily with ghosts
         (memories and places are labelled ghosts in this novel) and unfinished sculptures
         that cry out for completion in the shape of a name. But while to ‘name the unnameable
         is a curse’ (2014: 77), to name the nameable is a blessing, a recognition, a way of
         seeing and knowing again. Ajany’s return to Kenya begins an important process of naming
         and healing that presupposes, however, a reunion with ‘Kenya’s official languages:
         English, Kiswahili, and silence’ and ‘there was also memory’ (2014: 274). Silence
         must be voiced and memories must be shared in order for Ajany to be reconnected with
         Kenya.
      

      
      Through a series of analeptic movements, the novel tells the story of the family’s—and
         the nation’s—past as enfolded in this series of events, encounters, and movements
         of a host of characters whose (hi)stories are inextricably linked to the Oganda family.
         All the stories converge in one central location, the homestead Wuoth Ogik, or ‘Journey’s
         End’ (2014: 113). This house, a splintered home, is indeed where journeys end, but
         perhaps more importantly, also where new journeys begin. As Owuor insists: ‘For the
         family in Dust, and for Kenya: we have a chance to start again each time we meet one another. The
         ghosts do not need to define the future’ (Owuour in Halmshaw 3 March 2014). But, at
         least until her return to Kenya, Ajany’s entire life is defined by ghosts. She is
         a pained character who is deeply connected in memory to her older brother: ‘He had
         started it, Odidi had. . . . He had conjured up stories of Elsewhere—imagined siblings,
         aunties, uncles, cousins, and grandparents, a web of doting dream relations into which
         he and Ajany inserted their longing to leave’ (2014: 117). The lonely children in
         the rural north of Kenya, however, never meet any of these imagined relatives as the
         Oganda family is not one that treasures relations. Like the Sai family in Ghana Must Go, they are a family that nurtures secrets and silent longings. Odidi tells his sister
         stories that set in motion both a departure and, upon his death, a return—just as
         he fuels her art as well as her desire for a life lived elsewhere: ‘“Silly, paint
         a river out of Wuoth Ogik. Then paint an ocean and a ship, and inside the ship, me
         and you going Far Away”’ (2014: 52). As it turns out, Ajany leaves and Odidi stays,
         yet neither is happy and memories of sibling conversations interrupt the narrative
         flow: ‘“Choose.” She did. She left Kenya. He had stayed. To live out a belonging to
         which he had become accustomed’ (2014: 15). In Brazil Ajany can paint in vivid colours
         that cover up un-addressed shame and invigorate ‘landscapes of loss’ (2014: 18) from
         a distance but returning to Kenya after the loss of her beloved brother, Ajany is
         restless, artistically unproductive, and she feels strangely amputated. She only finds
         temporary solace in the nightclub in Nairobi where her brother met his girlfriend
         who is now pregnant with his child. In this club, Ajany can ‘connect’ in a physical
         and wordless manner through her dancing, and, not unlike Sadie in Ghana Must Go, she achieves some kind of cathartic and healing experience: ‘When she dances, the
         dread dies. When she moves, she is not lost. When she moves, there is no absence’
         (2014: 200).
      

      
      It is, however, when Ajany encounters the white Englishman Isaiah William Bolton,
         who is on a quest to locate Hugh Bolton, the father he never knew, that she begins
         to recover from her traumatic past. Hugh once worked with Ajany’s father and was Ajany’s
         mother’s lover and thus Isaiah’s journey inevitably also leads him to Wuoth Ogik and
         to Ajany: she longs to fix in colours ‘movement of space around . . . him, presence,
         hard restlessness, shades of sadness’ (2014: 61). Ajany recognises herself in Isaiah,
         as he recognises himself in her. Isaiah intuits Ajany’s need for recognition and her
         battle with the ghosts of memories and places. This is a battle he shares with her
         and he acts, at the end of the novel, on Ajany’s mother’s plea that he must ‘enfold’
         (2014: 357) her daughter. They return to Wuoth Ogik, to Journey’s End, the homestead
         that contains Hugh Bolton’s house which Ajany’s parents had taken over after killing
         him during the Mau Mau rebellion. It is, of course, only when this complex story of
         lust, love, jealousy, and murder is uncovered and addressed that the ghosts can begin
         to be laid to rest in a manner that opens up towards the future, as intoned by the
         multiple departures from the ruined Wuoth Ogik that come to function as what we term
         ‘journey’s beginning.’ Ajany and Isaiah are the last to leave the house and the novel
         concludes with a cathartic moment of fulfilment, and with a version of Kenya that
         sees black and white united, in and of Kenya. As Owuor suggests, a chance to start
         again as a result of encounter and conversation—and mutual human recognition—has begun.
      

      
      Ajany can be read as an Afropolitan artist, embodying the movement out of Africa to
         the Americas and back again. The moment of return brings about a space in which Owuor
         can utilise her characters to complicate and ask questions about what Kenya is to
         her through a multiplex, poetic, and suggestive narration. Owuor’s style is reminiscent
         of Selasi’s—they both favour an elliptical and fragmented mode of writing that demands
         vigilance of the reader. They both aim for a layered narrative effect where a particular
         family takes centre stage. In this way, Owuor interweaves real historical events—tracing,
         for instance, the Mau Mau rebellion and the tortured process of decolonisation leading
         towards Kenyan Independence in 1963 as well as the 2007 postelection violence that
         is the present time of the novel—and a fictional family story that implicates plural
         and hybridised examples of a ‘worlds-in-movement’ Africa embedded in characters and
         their experiences. Owuor, too, complicates and humanises what Kenya means to her in a meticulous layering of the history of a nation
         and the story of a family.
      

      
      Were we to define what Africa is and what it means to be African in the narratives
         discussed in this chapter, we would, of course, not be able to answer such questions
         in any definitive way except to say that Africa is presented to the reader as a genuinely
         human space and that the notion of ‘African’ is a heterogeneous, un-bounded category.
         In the context of our search for the Afropolitan, this would by now, hardly come as
         a surprise. Therefore, it also goes without saying that the politics of any (re)connection
         to Africa would have to be construed as equally open to negotiation. What we have
         perhaps so far failed to consider in sufficient detail for the flexible contexts of
         detachment and attachment to cohere as an ontological inquiry is the concept of community
         as an equally open and flexible category in the context of mobility and (re)connection.
         This will, however, be the subject matter in chapter 8.
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. This passage may easily be read as a troublingly essentialist invocation of tribal
                  Africa and its postulated capacity for healing a dysfunctional, deterritorialised
                  African. Simon Gikandi, for instance, recounts that it is invariably addressed as
                  a moment of disbelief by the students that he teaches. They argue that it is ‘convoluted
                  and a kind of artifice.’ Gikandi contends that ‘[i]n a novel that does not have allegory,
                  it becomes [strangely] allegorical,’ but argues that, for him, the dance scene is
                  a ‘fascinating moment’ that makes the reader ‘understand the anxiety of the work’
                  and ‘why there is this need for redemptive moments’ in diasporic Afropolitan literature
                  (chapter 2, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Simon Gikandi’). In an interview at
                  the Louisiana Literature Festival, Selasi herself emphatically rejects an essentialist
                  reading of Sadie’s dance experience, arguing that the scene is central merely as the
                  cathartic personal moment when Sadie begins to connect with her body again (Selasi
                  2014).
               

            

         

         
            2. In The Cultural Politics of Emotion Sara Ahmed explores the idea that ‘harm has a history, even though that history is
                  made up by a combination of often surprising elements that are unavailable in the
                  form of a totality. Pain is not simply an effect of a history of harm; it is the bodily
                  life of that history’ (2014: 33). Emotional pain, as it pertains to the members of
                  the Sai family, can thus be constructively understood along similar lines. ‘[T]he
                  hurt hurts’ (2014: 25), Ahmed argues, and we see this clearly reflected by the family
                  members whose individual hurt may belong to the past, but as it is stored in the body
                  it still reverberates in the present and in everyday lived experiences. 
               

            

         

         
            3. Sefi Atta classifies ‘Hailstones on Zamfara’ as a ‘feminist story’ about the encounter
                  between ‘two different Nigerian women, one shaped by Western feminism and the other
                  by what I would call homegrown feminism.’ Atta rightly observes that ‘feminism is
                  not just one movement. It is a series of movements that happen in different parts
                  of the world according to the stresses that women face at any given time. . . . I
                  do not want to be limited or defined by other people’s definitions of feminism.’ All
                  stories in News From Home (the collection from which this story comes) are inspired by watching the news on
                  Nigeria and a determination to read beyond the headlines for the human element. As
                  Atta argues: ‘Selasi is right; you have to write complicated stories about Africa.
                  I read realistic stories that are criticised for not being genuine or African enough
                  . . . but there has to be dimension and complexity’ (chapter 7, ‘The Authors in Conversation
                  with Sefi Atta’).
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 6

      The Authors in Conversation with Kwame Anthony Appiah, Minna Salami, Emma Dabiri,
         and Asta Busingye Lydersen
      

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      Kwame Anthony Appiah

      
      New York, 20 May 2015

      
      Authors: Could we begin our conversation by bringing your ideas into contact with Afropolitan
            ideas? As an opening cue for our book, we adopt your proposition in Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers that cosmopolitanism ‘is the name not of the solution but of the challenge’ (2007:
            xiii). But how do Afropolitan ideas compare with your cosmopolitan work? And what
            is the position of ‘race’ in this context? It seems to us that it is hard to transcend
            the notion of ‘race’ in cosmopolitan or Afropolitan discussions. The literary writing
            that we are discussing in our book seems to imply that ‘race’ is somehow always the
            medium through which you have conversations and interactions with others. There are,
            of course, scholars like Achille Mbembe who in an open-minded manner wants to dissociate
            the terms African and black in thinking about Afropolitanism. This makes Afropolitanism
            a racially open category. But we are wondering if this is in fact not a futuristic/utopian
            idea, rather than one reflected in contemporary lived experiences? What are your views
            on Afropolitanism: does it resonate with you at all or, based on your own work, would
            you see it as an oxymoron?

      
      Kwame Anthony Appiah: Well, if you are thinking about it etymologically, we can say that -politan just means the community of reference. So, cosmopolitans are people who take the
         cosmos as their reference community and Afropolitans are people who take . . . well
         that depends on what the ‘Afro’ means. That is the tricky part. So, maybe I can back
         into this by saying that I have not really followed this discussion closely but I
         associate it very much with the novelist Taiye Selasi. If I am thinking about it through
         people like her and Achille Mbembe, it is about a certain space that they occupy which
         is a particular part of what used to be called the African diaspora. If you think
         about who these people are, they are members of what the Germans would call part of
         the Bildungsbürgertum; they are educated, bourgeois, and they went to universities whose names we know,
         so I imagine that the idea is to claim a space within the diaspora that is somehow
         different from the older Pan-Africanist space. 
      

      
      Now, the Pan-Africanist space was also very much the creation of educated people,
         such as W. E. B. DuBois and Sylvester Williams, a Jamaican, who was the first person,
         I think, to organise a meeting under the rubric of Pan-Africanism in 1900. Again,
         they were all black people. That is to say, they lived in the Atlantic world at a
         time when that meant something very clear. Just as the pan- in Pan-Africanism was contestable and not entirely clearly bounded, Afropolitanism
         is going to inherit that difficulty and, I would say, if you are going to use it to
         organise a sort of literary thing, then that is fine. It picks out a different set
         of issues and a different set of problems from the old Pan-Africanist agenda which
         was, first of all, I would say, anti-racist and that meant different things in different
         places. In the US it meant dealing with American racism, but in the colonies, it meant
         dealing with colonialism. 
      

      
      After the Second World War, after the Manchester Pan-African Congress in 1945, there
         is a big shift in Pan-Africanism because leadership moves from people like DuBois,
         who are from the West side of the Atlantic, to people like Nkrumah from the East side.
         That is, it becomes an African movement; it moves home. So, a refocusing of Pan-Africanism
         happened in that process, particularly after 1960 and the vast raft of independences
         in Africa. From then on, the dominant issues rest very much in the continent. Because
         of this history, there is a big element of solidarity with the civil rights struggle
         in the US, but as Pan-Africanism goes home, it becomes less bourgeois, less middle-class,
         less literary, and more political, more institutional. Maybe Afropolitanism should
         resist this process and remain bourgeois—and I do not use the word, bourgeois, as
         a term of contempt. I am reminded of John Maynard Keynes, the English economist, who
         said that if it came to class warfare, he would side with the educated bourgeoisie.
         I sort of agree with that—but, of course, I do not want to have class warfare. 
      

      
      Just to be non-literary, there are profound problems of inequality in modern Africa
         that have to do with class and failures of sympathy across class and some literary
         work, I think, is trying to help the problem. But, by and large, the things that make
         for interesting literature are things that interest educated people who spend time
         reading, and who can obviously afford to buy books in a continent where that is a
         big deal. You know, a thousand dollars a year is a big salary in Ghana, but books
         cost pretty much the same as they cost in the US. This means that most people earn
         less than fifty books a year, in total. While there is now mass literacy and the number
         of people who have access to books has increased massively since the 1950s, they do
         not constitute the general public. That is true in the US as well. The literarily
         engaged middle class that reads beyond the bestsellers and the classics is quite small.
         And my point is that the infrastructure you need for a more global conversation is
         even less developed for this in Africa. 
      

      
      Against that background, I think Afropolitans are trying to pick out something that
         is transnational, and also not just transnational in Africa. The writers in question
         and their readers are interested in the space that is both African and European or
         North American. They are going to have readers in Toronto and London and New York
         (and a little bit in Paris), but their subject matter is going to include people who
         travel back and forth among these places.
      

      
      If you spend a few days here in New York, for example, you will probably come across
         a Ghanaian taxi driver. He probably spends at least a month a year in Ghana. He has
         probably saved up and bought a taxi that somebody in Ghana is driving and he has built
         himself a house there. His children are not going to go there, because they live and
         are in school here in the US. They do not see why they should go to some poor African
         country, but he is connected and he has put in resources; that car and that house
         are part of the capital stock of Ghana now and he wants it to be so. That is why he
         is a taxi driver; it is a business you can leave for more than one week at a time.
         Really, that is one of the reasons why African migrants are in that business, even
         if they may have come here to get university degrees—or were already educated people
         when they came.
      

       

      But perhaps Afropolitans commute rather than migrate in the traditional sense of the
            term? They can be here today and somewhere else tomorrow, but also come back, just
            like the Ghanaian taxi driver. 

      
      Yes. All those things have become much easier. The relative cost of travel has gone
         down. Once you have established a standing in the rich world, it is not too hard to
         get a visa. It is hard to get your first visa but, once you have one, you can come
         and go; if you have gone home once, they know that you are going to go home again,
         so they do not worry so much about letting you in again. On the other hand, one of
         the great topics of complaint in this world is the prejudice of the visa systems in
         the US and Europe. 
      

       

      Yes, indeed, that reflects well the characters of the novels we discuss. We are primarily
            interested in literary characters that are on the move and in characters who encounter
            obstacles to mobility. Novels with such characters are widely read in the West, it
            seems. But, of course, there are many other African narratives worth considering that
            never reach a global audience. Would this point to a limit in the scope of Afropolitan
            narratives? 
      

      
      Well, I think this is back to the question of what ‘Afro’ means. I do not think the
         term Afropolitanism has yet been taken up seriously by anyone who is an African American.
         You could call DuBois an Afropolitan, I suppose—he would fit with some of the definitions
         that have been offered about a world that I myself know pretty well. My sisters, for
         instance, live across the globe, have homes in England and Ghana, and are relatively
         well-off, by African standards, phenomenally well-off. They also travel in different
         African spaces. They do not just go from one place in Africa to one place outside
         Africa. They go from Lagos to Accra and take holidays in Mozambique or South Africa.
         That is their world. 
      

       

      That relates well to Mbembe’s definition of Afropolitanism as a worlds-in-movement
            phenomenon that reflects continuous movement within the African continent as well
            as outside of it. 
      

      
      I think these people are like that, because it is a characteristic modern condition
         to have writers and intellectuals who live across many geographies. 
      

       

      Would you, by those standards, call yourself Afropolitan? 

      
      Well, I have not found much use for this because, first of all, I have African roots
         and African connections, but then again I do not spend a lot of time in Africa anymore
         since my parents died. 
      

       

      It is implied in what you have already said that Afropolitanism has a trajectory;
            it has a past. Pan-Africanism is part of that trajectory, but so is postcolonialism,
            we suppose? To be Afropolitan, as we understand it, is to have an expertise, as you
            have indeed, in living across cultures rather than, as in the postcolonial understanding,
            to be someone who lives in-between cultures. Thus, the difference between living in-between
            and living across cultures is significant. 
      

      
      Absolutely. So, Selasi would probably say that she has a home outside Africa as well
         as in Africa. Indeed, that she has homes, in the plural. But I keep dodging and not
         getting back to this ‘Afro’-question. That skill or that capacity is connected with
         knowing how you will be racially understood in different places and that means that
         if you listen to conversations among the people who talk about Afropolitanism, they
         actually have a subtle sense of the distinction between London, New York, and Paris.
         Of course, they know that when they are in one of their homes in Africa then ‘race’
         is a completely different subject. It does not mean that ‘race’ has gone away, but
         it has become much more sophisticated, I think, because of the sophistication developed
         in the postcolonial discourse about social construction. One of the questions that
         I think Afropolitans probably can resist is the favourite question of the sort of
         news interviewer who asks: ‘So, what are you really?’ To which the answer is: ‘Well,
         I am really lots of things.’ If you have a set of theoretical thoughts about social
         construction, that answer will seem obvious, even if it may be hard for some people
         to grasp. 
      

      
      It is very interesting to me. Actually, I have never been a Ghanaian citizen. I am
         an American citizen. I was born a British citizen because I was born in London and
         my mother was English and my father was an Empire citizen, as Ghana did not exist
         when I was born. But I certainly feel perfectly at home when I go to my hometown in
         Ghana, the place I grew up in.
      

       

      We suppose that one of the attractions of the identity-tag ‘Afropolitan’ is that you
            do not have to be half anything. In that sense, it is a very attractive term. But
            it may also be a term that is primarily related to the diasporic experience. A lot
            of people living even in cosmopolitan settings in Africa may never have heard of the
            term. Do you think it is a term of transnational privilege? 
      

      
      I agree, and I think it is easiest to live with it as a term of privilege. But it
         also has the attractions of what we used to call the anti-signifier; you can pour
         almost anything you like into it at any moment. For example, just in terms of its
         usefulness, I doubt that a Rwandan who grew up as an exile in Kenya is going to find
         ‘Afropolitan’ a terribly useful way to think about him- or herself. The term does
         not seem to apply to the millions of people in African refugee camps who are living
         across borders from where they were born. It is not relevant to them. Again, this
         is not a complaint. I think it is good for people to make the best lives they can.
         This privilege is not at the expense of anyone else’s. It is not as if the writers
         are climbing over the bodies of dead Africans. But it does mean that there are lots
         and lots of questions that you might address through literature that are not likely
         to be very interesting to such people. That is OK. A writer can only write so many
         books and it is reasonable to have a domain that you work in; you need to know what
         you are doing. 
      

       

      Speaking about that idea of the anti- or empty signifier: It is almost as if Afropolitanism
            is the opposite. It is such a fat signifier; it is not empty because it is filled
            up with so much meaning that points in quite different directions. It has been described
            as an ontology, an aesthetics, a poetics, a politics, a style, a commodification,
            and then the definition that appeals to us, a way of being African in the world. So
            is it not a fat term that covers a lot of ground? 
      

      
      The difficulty is that ‘fatness’ comes at the expense of a kind of coherence. Now,
         I do not have a fetish about coherence, but when you are trying to infer things about
         people, you can get into misunderstandings if you are operating under a label without
         recognising that other people have different understandings of it. This is something
         that happened with Pan-Africanism; people gathered as Pan-Africans and they thought
         they were doing the same things, but they were not. One thing I do not think Afropolitanism
         suffers from, which I think Pan-Africanism did, is that because Afropolitanism comes
         after postcoloniality, it does not make the mistake of supposing that solidarity is
         a natural, guaranteed thing. Afropolitanism understands that you have to build it
         and that, if you want to work with people, you have to negotiate. I think negotiation
         is a word that occurs a lot in Afropolitan discussions. It is the right word but,
         of course, the fatness gives you lots to negotiate about. 
      

       

      Yes, the term has been negotiated and explored for its empowering and enabling potential.
            But of course, the opposite has also been the case. Some critics argue that the Afropolitan
            story is in danger of becoming the new ‘single story’ of Africa, and that this story
            skews a balance and obscures the sad statistics of those Africans in the modern world
            whose mobility leads nowhere. 
      

      
      I do not think it necessarily has to go that way. Again, the history of Pan-Africanism
         gives us lots of examples. There is a completely general fight here, linked to three
         different kinds of identity politics. One set of struggles is about who is in and
         who is out; it is a question of the label. The second set of struggles is about: ‘Okay,
         you are an Afropolitan, but this is what it means to be an Afropolitan.’ And then we fight about that. The third set of struggles is
         about how other people are supposed to respond to non-Afropolitans. Not everybody
         is an Afropolitan. What are you asking them to do when you put on your Afropolitan
         badge? Is there anything they are supposed to know, supposed to do? This is a perfectly
         general point about identities; it is true about identity, it is true about ethnicity,
         it is true about religious identities. We fight about who is in and out, we fight
         about what the meaning of it is, and we fight about what we expect from everybody
         else. Or perhaps it is a contest, not a fight. That is what you would expect coming
         from the general, as it were, identity theory. 
      

      
      I will make one other point about identity discourses. Think about other African-based
         discourses, like Négritude, that organise people in various ways into social groups.
         Nowadays, they get invited to conferences and literary festivals and they get narrated
         together, as it were. But, in the end I think the value of it depends on whether the
         people organised in these ways end up producing interesting literature. The object
         of the exercise is not to develop a theory of something; it is to develop a practice
         in which interesting literature is produced. This is very striking in the case of
         Négritude. The theory is crazy, yet it could produce wonderful poetry. When I say
         crazy, I mean out of touch with certain key facts about reality. Négritude is deeply
         committed to racialism of the sort that I think is just intellectually untenable,
         but that does not matter very much because it produces Senghor and all these wonderful
         writers.
      

       

      In your book In My Father’s House (1992) you introduce the idea of ‘intrinsic racism.’ So again we come back to the
            bothersome ‘Afro’ in Afropolitanism. If we think about the ‘Afro’ in Afropolitanism from the perspective of old fashioned ‘race’-thinking, could we
            then think about it in the same way that you think about Pan-Africanism and Négritude
            as relying on some kind of intrinsic racism? We are not thinking about the moral aspect
            that you elaborate on in the book, but the family feeling that you talk about, that
            community feeling. Does that make sense? 
      

      
      Yes, it does. The big question for me, which I do not think has been answered yet
         by the people who are in charge of this discourse, is that Africa is an old word and
         it is a word for a continent. And, there is an awful lot of literary life going on
         in that continent in the Northern part, too, where the racial way of thinking about
         the ‘Afro’ is somewhat different. The point is that there is a big gap. The African
         Literary Association in the United States has lots of North African writers come to
         its meetings, but you can tell when they arrive that they have not spent a lot of
         time with the people of the Anglophone and Francophone writers of what we, rather
         misleadingly, call Sub-Saharan Africa. So, one question is whether Afropolitanism
         will open that up. Another big question in Africa, which people outside Africa do
         not think about enough, is religious identity. That would be something for Afropolitanism
         to open up as well. 
      

       

      Perhaps Anglophone literature enjoys a privileged status with a global audience? And
            perhaps it has to do with the English language, and the practice among writers that
            you can play around with English? We recall, of course, Chinua Achebe’s point that
            African writers ‘intend to do unheard of things with it.’ Anglophone literature has
            a playful attitude to the English language, certainly not a pious one. 
      

      
      Yes. I would add to that that Anglophonie is not a polis in the way in which Francophonie
         is a polis. People write in English in lots of places. They do not all think of themselves
         as writing into one thing. In general, African writers have a playful attitude to
         language, because if they are writing about Africa they are writing about a world
         in which they have to represent non-English or non-French speech. They have to find
         a way. My own view is that Achebe’s most important invention was a way of writing
         English that represented people speaking Igbo. But that is not really the point. The
         point is speaking something other than English that comes from a world in which there
         is still a rich set of oral traditions. Now, there are more and more people in Africa
         who speak English at home even if they go off into some mother tongue part of the
         time. That is not too surprising in a place like Lagos because there are so many mother
         tongues that you would not be able to insist on speaking only your own mother tongue.
         So, I think the language question is perhaps different. I think it is a shared question
         for the people who want to discuss Afropolitanism, although it is not a question that
         has preoccupied Francophone North Africans to the same extent. 
      

       

      Are we then back to the ‘Afro’ being defined basically as Sub-Saharan black and perhaps
            even Anglophone? 
      

      
      Yes, and it is complicated. It is not just about ‘race,’ it is about the fact that
         we have this way of organising Africa. It is cultural nonsense. When you look into
         the details, it is actually very unclear what you mean by Sub-Saharan Africa and,
         I would say, there is a kind of reflex which has to do with skin colour, but that
         does not make an awful lot of sense in the literary material. There is also a sense
         that Arab Africans belong to some other sphere in a way that is not really true historically
         speaking. 
      

       

      Your shorthand definition in your work is that cosmopolitanism is ‘universality plus
            difference’ (2008: 92). Could we argue that, for the Afropolitan, it would be the
            other way around? That cultural difference would come before what humans share at
            the universal level? If that is so, is that significant? Are we back again to the
            ‘Afro’ and to whether Afropolitanism is an oxymoron? 

      
      Well, remember that cosmopolitan was invented as an oxymoron in the first place. When
         Diogenes said ‘I’m a cosmopolitan,’ he realised that this was an absurd proposition.
         Because a polis is this tiny thing and the cosmos is this huge thing. It is like the
         term ‘Global Village’; we are so used to saying it that we have lost track of the
         fact that it was meant to be ridiculous. A village is a small thing, the global is
         a big thing—so how can we have a ‘Global Village’? Thus that sense of tension was
         built into these terms by the people who invented them a long time ago, as in the
         case of cosmopolitanism, for instance. I think of the fundamental cosmopolitan impulse
         as being conversation across differences. Afropolitan is meant, I assume, to begin
         with the recognition of the very complex nature of the differences in the space inhabited
         by the people who invented that term. It begins with a commitment to conversation
         in that space. It is a desire to be able to have a conversation in that space which
         is sort of indifferent to what is outside it. It is not that they do not like it,
         it is not that they do like it, they just think: ‘Let us have a conversation in which
         what is taken for granted is the reference to many Africas, some of which are outside
         the continent.’ That is all we are asked. Whereas the cosmopolitan is interested in
         conversation across any difference that comes along, the Afropolitan says: ‘Well, no, we are setting a boundary
         on this. As Afropolitans we are not interested in every kind of difference. Of course, we might be cosmopolitans as well, but when we are
         doing this, what we are doing is encouraging conversation among the many Africas,
         some of which are not in Africa at all.’ 
      

       

      Right, so yet again we are back to the meaning of ‘Afro.’ We come to think of Mbemebe’s
            quite controversial ideas that ‘Afro’ is not necessarily a racial signifier and that
            we should unhinge black from our conception of African. That is of course a hugely
            contested idea, perhaps even a utopian one, but it widens the space, certainly, of
            what Afropolitan conversations can be about. And certainly, the conversations that
            Afropolitans have on African writing in the contemporary moment are different from
            the conversations about African writing in previous decades. 
      

      
      Yes, if you look at the first generation of Anglophone modern African fiction, for
         example by Achebe, you notice that it is trying to figure out a way to talk that is
         rooted in specificity but not in an excluding manner. Achebe does not want to write
         about Igboland in a way that other Nigerians who are not Igbo or other Africans who
         are not Nigerian cannot relate to. That requires you to do two jobs. One is to provide,
         in the course of the narration, whatever materials an outsider might need in order
         to make sense of what is going on and, two, to focus on things that will make sense
         elsewhere. We now live in a world in which the things Afropolitans want to talk about
         do not actually need that much explaining to the kind of people who want to read their
         books. They do not need glossaries, as some of the early editions of Achebe’s work
         did. They do not need glossaries for their readers in Lagos or for their readers in
         London because there is this large world of readers who know enough about this space
         even if they do not live in it. 
      

       

      Yes, that may indeed be so. But the subject matter of African narratives has changed,
            too, since Achebe’s time, has it not? 
      

      
      Yes. Achebe and his contemporaries were preoccupied with the need to construct a useable
         past for their ‘new’ nations. Afropolitans are not interested in that, nor are they
         nationalists. Even though the early writers were Pan-Africanists as well as nationalists
         (which is one of those things you have to explain to people), Afropolitans are not
         interested in protecting the reputation of some country that they came from. They
         are perfectly happy to admit that we have terrible rulers and that there are people
         being murdered as witches and that there are a lot of bad things going on. They are
         not worried about anybody seeing that; it is there and they are going to write about
         it. That kind of worry about what the English call ‘washing your dirty laundry in
         public’ seems to be gone. This is partly because, if you live in the world of Selasi
         and Mbembe, you have spent an awful lot of time with white people and you have friends
         who can understand what you are up to. So, the thought that your ‘race’ is a sort
         of barrier is not there. 
      

       

      But there is still the issue of how blackness comes into being through migration and
            border-crossing. ‘Race’ works differently in Europe and the US—indeed ‘race’ seems
            to be understood in very different ways in the US, Europe, and in Africa. In Europe
            we talk about ‘race’ from a post-structuralist perspective; we put ‘race’ in inverted
            commas and talk about it as an empty signifier, even while African refugees drown
            in the Mediterranean every day. In a similar sense, the US is supposed to be post-racial,
            yet black people can be shot in the streets simply because they are black. 
      

      
      Yes, that is important, but I would say there is not really—and there never was—a
         shared understanding of who is in and who is out. So, lots of white Americans who
         identify as white think that it is important that the President is half white, that
         he is not really black. On the other hand, I do not think that people who identify
         as African Americans think that way, and nor does the President. Obama does not think
         that his having a white mother means that he cannot be black in America. I do not
         think you can speak of an American conception of ‘race,’ at the level of theory, that
         is. At the level of practice, you know, 80 percent of the population is clearly something.
         If you are among the people who are kind of visibly, legibly black, you can predict
         that this will have serious consequences and everybody knows this now. Black people
         knew this all along, but within the last year or two it has come to social consciousness
         again. 
      

       

      Yes, but conversely, you could argue that Obama could never call himself white. He
            can only call himself black. So it is not just a question of Obama knowing that his
            white mother does not bar him from being black in America, it is also a question of
            skin colour, and that is absurd, is it not? 
      

      
      It is absurd. I mean, there is no good way of doing it. There are only bad ways of
         doing it and they are all different. The key point about categories—this is why I
         am a nominalist about them—is that people know how to apply them in a very wide range
         of cases in a way that produces consensus about them in that wide range of cases.
         So, nobody doubts that Jesse Jackson is black and nobody doubts that Brad Pitt is
         white. Those are both uncontroversial judgements. What do the categories mean? Well,
         that varies depending on the context and whose head the label is floating around.
         So I would say that if in certain contexts you fall under the ‘black’ label, you can
         predict that you are at risk but you cannot say for sure what the theories are that
         lead people to put you under the label. You know, there is a disagreement among American
         intellectuals about whether we do not talk enough about ‘race’ or whether we talk
         about it too much. I guess I think we talk about it too much, because we have talked
         about it a lot and it has not done much good. So, in that sense we have been wasting
         our time. It would be better to have more productive conversations in which people
         are actually learning things. People do things with labels but different people use
         the same labels to do different things. That is the key point. I think there is much
         more uncertainty about what to do with the labels than there was when I came to the
         US. There is a kind of double bind. On the one hand, people are asking you to recognise
         them for what they are, but then the moment you say something about what they are,
         they tell you that you are prejudiced. So, you can understand why people do not want
         to talk. 
      

       

      Yes, and that is indeed incredibly sad. This also relates to the problem of another
            -ism, multiculturalism. In our book, we are, as mentioned earlier, interested in mobile
            characters who enter into a multicultural West. We are interested in Bhikhu Parekh’s
            work on multiculturalism and in his concern with the new politics of identity that
            comes from this. Parekh talks about multiculturalism’s struggle with issues of similarity
            and difference. He focuses on the importance of activating one’s human identity. This
            fits with some of your ideas, it seems to us. You talk about the cosmopolitan responsibility
            to human beings and about how you have to think about communality, humanity, and difference
            at the same time. He talks about intercultural dialogue, you talk about conversation.
            He talks about a politics of identity. You talk about an ethics of identity. We appreciate
            that Parekh speaks from the position of the group and group culture, and your starting
            point seems to be that of the individual—yet, what is the difference? 
      

      
      I am less interested in the state than he is. When I think about what the state should
         do about the fact that we have difficulties around identities, my starting point is
         thinking about the legitimate places of these identities in our ethical lives. Then
         I ask how can the state make sure that identities can play this role that they are
         supposed to play? And, as you rightly say, I start from the perspective of someone
         who thinks that the answers to those questions begin by asking: what does it mean
         for an individual to live in a society of people who have some of the same and some
         other identities? 
      

      
      Bhikhu Parekh comes at it from the perspective of someone who is interested in groups
         and one of the reasons I am worried about that way of thinking—especially if you combine
         it with thinking of these groups as cultural groups—is that it ignores the thing that
         the Afropolitans do not ignore; the internal heterogeneity of any of these groups.
         I think you can only see that if you start by thinking of an individual who has got
         all these identities and recognises—this is the key insight in recent feminism (recent
         meaning in the last twenty years)—that the situation of the black lesbian is not the
         sum of the situation of a woman and a black person. They are vectors—they are not
         properties. So, I come at it in a different way. 
      

       

      This is also where we think literature is useful. Afropolitan literature is peopled
            with individuals who want to dissent or exit from group categories in which their
            behaviour is policed and where the cultural scripts, as you call them, are so tight
            that they are no longer enabling. 
      

      
      Right. But I do not want to lose track of the fact that scripts are useful; we could
         not manage life if we had no scripts at all. But, we need to negotiate scripts that
         work for everybody rather than those that dictate dress codes and modes of behaviour.
         There are difficult cases, obviously. I consider them difficult, not because I have
         respect for the groups, but because I have respect for the particular individuals
         who are affected. 
      

       

      Conversation is obviously your preferred mode. In your writing in general, you favour
            conversation as a concept. But in The Ethics of Identity (2005) you also use the term intercultural dialogue? Is there a difference between
            a dialogue and a conversation? 
      

      
      Yes. I mean, there is supposed to be a difference. I have not really written about
         this. The key thing, I think, is that dialogue can be instrumental. It can get you
         somewhere. A conversation is not about getting you somewhere; it is about being together
         with you and then we will see where we go. That means that it is never over. It does
         not have goals, so we cannot achieve them, but we cannot fail to achieve them either.
         The thing is, I suppose, that it is more about being in conversation. If you are in conversation with people then, as problems arise, you
         can have dialogues about how to solve them. I want to draw this distinction between
         two ways of thinking about it. It is a metaphor, part of what I think of as cross-cultural
         conversation is precisely reading novels and looking at films and artworks that come
         from people of other identities. 
      

       

      So, in a conversation, you can have lots of different dialogues? 
      

      
      Yes, being in conversation means that dialogue is easier. Conversation is polyvalent
         because it has this metaphorical dimension—it is not literally just talk, it is what
         you do with people that you are in a relation with and so it is not about anything, it is not for anything; it is interaction for interaction’s sake. People who are in conversation
         will understand each other better. 
      

       

      Even if conversation leads to little more than the consensus that ‘we can at least
            agree to differ,’ as you have termed it. 
      

      
      Yes, and why would we agree to be in conversation with someone with whom we differ
         about something important unless we value interaction as such, and not for what it
         yields. If you were waiting for it to yield something, you would be waiting for your
         conversational partners to agree with you. 
      

       

      To bring our conversation to a close, can we return again to the specific context
            of Africa and the future of the continent, as this seems to be relevant in the diaspora
            too? Both Simon Gikandi and Achille Mbembe have addressed the need for re-imagining
            Africa beyond the images of victimhood and resentment. To them Afropolitanism resists
            the oppositional mode of, for example, Pan-Africanism or postcolonialism. Earlier
            we were talking about political realities in Africa. How do these realities compare
            to, say, Mbembe’s notion of Afropolitanism as a dynamic tool through which to think
            Africa differently with a view to the future of the continent? 
      

      
      In terms of socio-economic progress you have to disaggregate. In the former Zaire,
         the problems are very, very basic. There is no state, you cannot drive from one side
         of the country to the other, and there is no water. Former Zaire has, probably, one
         of the highest rates of sexual assault against women in the world. I am not optimistic
         about that, but I am moderately optimistic about other places. I think South Africa
         went through a very difficult transition. There are many messes in South Africa, as
         there are everywhere, but it is a functioning society and a democracy. The country
         has political systems, civil society organisations, and churches that are thinking
         about what you can do with these messes. And the South African economy bubbles along.
         
      

      
      In Ghana, where I grew up, my father was locked up when I was a child. That does not
         happen anymore—not for political reasons, I mean. Unfortunately, there are a lot of
         people in Ghana in prisons who should not be there, but they are not there because
         they are enemies of the government. It is a functioning democracy in the sense that
         we have had alternating parties and if you win the election, you get the job; you
         do not have to get a soldier to help you. The current state of the economy does not
         seem too good to me, but they do not have corruption on the Nigerian scales. Yet,
         I am mildly optimistic about Nigeria.
      

       

      Does the expanding Nigerian middle class have something to do with your mild optimism? 
      

      
      Absolutely. There is now a solid Nigerian middle class. They have a big commitment
         to the country because it is where their resources are based. They have high levels
         of competence. My Nigerian brother-in-law has degrees from Sussex University and The
         London School of Economics, he has worked at the World Bank, and he has been Minister
         of Finance of Lagos State. He is a global-level, competent person. He cares about
         his country and he is trying to do something about it—and there are lots of such people.
         So, what is needed is not to think that just because things cannot work in former Zaire, then things cannot
         work in Ghana. In this context, former Zaire is irrelevant to Ghana. You can make
         things work in Ghana. 
      

       

      You are complicating Africa here, from the position of the diaspora, are you not? 
      

      
      Yes, and the Afropolitans are doing that too, right? 

      
      Minna Salami

      
      London, 24 August 2015

      
      Authors:  We are a very inspired by your blog, MsAfropolitan.com, which we have been following
            for a couple of years. It seems to us that your blog functions as an interactive site
            for exploring not only the term Afropolitanism, but also related concepts such as
            Pan-Africanism, cosmopolitanism, and feminism in an African context. A somewhat surprising
            argument that you pursue on your blog is that Afropolitanism may be seen as ‘cosmopolitanism
            interwoven with Pan-Africanism’ (18 February 2015). To many other commentators, Afropolitanism
            is an ontology that names a complimentary identity. Can we begin by asking you about
            the term Afropolitanism as a space that wants to engage with such terms—Pan-Africanism,
            cosmopolitanism, identity etc.—in new ways? 

      
      Minna Salami: I think that Afropolitanism and Pan-Africanism exist within the same realm. You
         can be Pan-African and perhaps not subscribe to the idea of Afropolitanism—at least
         in theory. I do not think that you can exist within the Afropolitan space without
         having a politics of Pan-Africanism. Perhaps I should clarify very firmly to start
         with that I do not think of Afropolitanism as anything to do with identity. As you
         say, I think of it very much as a space; a space within which people of African heritage
         exist. It is a space exploring what it means to be a person of African heritage in
         a glocal world. It is very similar to the diaspora space, which is not a physical
         space either, but more of a social, political, cultural, and philosophical one. Dialogues
         are held, ideas of identity are both contested and explored, as well as communicated
         and expressed. The space is quite malleable, flexible, and bouncy from region to region.
         But unlike the diaspora space, which is perceived predominantly outside of the African
         continent, I would argue that the Afropolitan space exists just as much within the
         continent as outside of it. 
      

       

      This raises, of course, the question of what the ‘Afro’ in Afropolitanism infers.
            Is it a qualifier that is specifically important in the diaspora context and perhaps
            less important, or even redundant, in the African context? As current debates among
            Africans suggest that Africa has been cosmopolitan for centuries, one wonders if ‘Afro’
            means something different on the continent. Has it unhinged itself from ‘race’ or
            is it still associated with black consciousness? 

      
      I like that interrogation. It poses some interesting questions. I would say that the
         distinction between the cosmopolitan space and the Afropolitan space exists within
         Africa as well, because the Afropolitan space is imbued with this sense of political
         and cultural consciousness. There are spaces within the African continent in which
         those questions might not be as urgent. But even within Africa, I think the Afropolitan
         space per se would raise the kinds of questions that have to do with culture, politics,
         society, and gender. It is related to black consciousness, not necessarily to blackness.
         It is raising questions about consciousness and decolonisation in varying degrees
         and I think that what happens in that space is completely unpredictable because, just
         like every person, every ‘Afropolitan’ who is involving herself with the space and
         interrogating it, will inevitably contribute to it in a different way because we are
         all different. So, this question of consciousness obviously depends on what kinds
         of questions are being raised. We do not know where it will go because I also think
         that this space is anachronistic. It is just as much about the present as it is about
         the past and the future. That is why a lot of the questions that are being asked in
         this space involve a kind of educational element of what has happened in the past,
         how we have moved on from it, and how we move towards the future. We can only predict
         where it might go by what it is at this moment. 
      

       

      If we think about that space as constituted through dialogue and conversation, and
            thus in a state of constant flux, we might consider Afropolitanism as an ongoing conversation
            both within and outside of that space. Do you find that your own ideas of this space
            keep changing because it is so malleable? 
      

      
      Yes, and that is what makes it so appealing, but also somehow frustrating, in the
         sense that you want to define something, but you cannot. Yet, I see that very much
         as a strength, because when you can define something, it becomes redundant in many
         cases. So the luxury of it is that it opens up all these new questions and debates
         which can get very tense. 
      

       

      It seems that Afropolitan ideas take a point of departure in the individual and the
            choices that the individual makes, rather than from an already defined collective
            platform of particular African politics in the diaspora. And that is perhaps why Afropolitanism
            is being so intensely interrogated and critiqued? 
      

      
      It is and I think that is understandable because African philosophies, like Négritude
         or Pan-Africanism, have been very rooted in a kind of collective identity. Historically
         that is understandable; because Africans have been subjected to so much oppression,
         there is a need to coalesce around particular collective ideas. I think that Afropolitanism
         might be doing something new in its focus on the individual. But, that, I guess is
         very much a product and response to the times that we live in. As an individual, you
         can be exploring your own path of how you approach your life as an African in the
         world at the same time as you are tied to a sense of community. 
      

       

      But it is precisely that community aspect that critics of Afropolitanism have questioned.
            Afropolitanism is often seen by its opponents as an elitist bourgeoisie phenomenon
            that has lost sight of a collective African response to inequality and social injustice.
            What is your response to such critiques? 
      

      
      I think the Afropolitan space is inherently a feminist, queer, non-class aligned space in terms of the questions that
         it interrogates and in terms of what it desires for Africa. It is crucial, of course,
         for that space to be aware of who is taking part in the dialogues, what are the backgrounds
         of those people, and what privileges do they have. Just by taking part in that space,
         as in any philosophical and theoretical space, one needs to be conscious of privilege.
         Often, someone who is struggling with poverty would not be discussing the big ideas
         of the world. It is a luxury, I think, to be able to engage in dialogue. But it is
         also a human right. And the Afropolitan space wants that human right for all Africans.
         
      

       

      In the ongoing conversation about Afropolitanism, we notice that there are people
            who question the authority and authenticity of Afropolitans, thus not only questioning
            their right to speak on behalf of Africans, but also the authenticity of their African
            voices, almost as if to suggest that the most vocal Afropolitans are not ‘proper’
            Africans after all. What do you make of this? 
      

      
       It is essentialist. It has to do with what I call the African Authenticity Test.
         Interestingly, when someone is measuring another African’s authenticity by saying
         that he or she is not African, that person is usually the one who creates these rigid
         ideas of what it means to be African. And this is in itself an elitist role to take
         on. I chuckle somewhat self-righteously, perhaps, about this kind of critique because
         I find it hypocritical. A lot of the critique against Afropolitanism comes from people
         who very much embody it. So, when something comes along that shakes that ‘authentic’
         African identity, it has to be disapproved of. But it is an easy and lazy critique.
         I wish that the critics would engage with the deeper layers of Afropolitanism, because
         it is not that there are not things to critique. 
      

       

      You are one of the most important shapers of the term Afropolitanism. Do you remember
            when you first encountered it, when that label first stuck to you? 
      

      
      For me, it was in Selasi’s article. I think it was in 2006 or 2007 that I read it,
         and it made a lot of sense to me. It stuck with me to the extent that I launched my
         blog, MsAfropolitan, in 2010. The essay resonated with me, but not because it describes
         an identity. It put its finger on a reality for people like myself and for many others,
         I am sure. It was really describing a Zeitgeist. I guess I am a label-magnet; I welcome anything I feel has some truth. I am not
         one of those people who reject labels. I am of African heritage and of European heritage.
         
      

       

      Indeed, on your blog, you refer to Turkish author Elif Shafak’s comment on the reality
            of blended selfhoods. Shafak argues that cosmopolitanism is the mental or moral bridge
            between the self and humanity, and you extend that image by claiming that Afropolitanism
            is the bridge between the ‘I,’ humanity, and Africa. Shafak’s definition of cosmopolitanism
            seems to include all of humanity regardless of ‘race,’ but you insist on the ‘Afro.’
            

      
       I do. I insist upon the ‘Afro’ because of the specific textures and realities that
         we, as people of African heritage, experience in the world. I am quite keen on the
         idea of glocalism in response to this question, because the issues we face as Africans
         are closely connected to the problems of the local and the global being merged. In
         a sense, this is also addressed by cosmopolitanism, but when we want to understand
         the particular ways in which a person of African heritage engages in this global-local
         relationship, I think Afropolitanism is a productive idea. It is a useful tool for
         those kinds of explorations particularly because they hone in on the African experience
         of glocalism. It is not a necessary thing. For example, I might want to explore something
         strictly from a cosmopolitan point of view, but I think that as soon as I am analysing,
         observing, and bringing in African elements to the equation, then it is in many ways
         an Afropolitan dialogue. But, similarly, it is also a dialogue which the two of you
         are participating in. So, you do not have to be of African heritage to be part of
         it. I mean, we are in an Afropolitan space right now. 
      

       

      You said before that Afropolitanism is not about identity as much as it is about entering
            a certain kind of space. On your blog, you also talk about self-knowledge; that it
            should not only be about acquiring self-knowledge but about inquiring into knowledge more broadly. Could you elaborate on
            that? Would self-knowledge relate to the ‘Afro’ in Afropolitanism whereas knowledge
            more broadly relates to a cosmopolitan inquiry? 
      

      
       I want to counter identity politics. That is what I am referring to. It is not just
         about the self, i.e., what am I as an African and what am I as an African woman. It
         is not just about what the history of my tribe, say Yoruba, means to my identity.
         Rather, it is more about what Yorubas have contributed to all of the world. This is
         what I mean by knowledge more broadly: you have a curiosity about African relations
         and contributions to the world more broadly. It is not just about me and who I am.
         
      

       

      Afropolitanism has been described as an ontology—as a way of being and seeing—which
            can, but does not have to be, attached to identity. But it certainly points to Afropolitanism
            as a consciousness or Zeitgeist. Yet it is difficult to disentangle that term from a subject position, is it not?
            

      
       Yes, and I do not intend to disentangle it entirely from my identity. Again, I would
         compare it to diaspora in the way that I relate to it: I am an African diasporan and
         it is my identity to an extent, but it is not all of me. I would not describe myself
         as African diasporan in the same way that I would say I am Nigerian and Finnish. In
         the same way, I would not describe myself as an Afropolitan in terms of an identity.
         I know that for some people it might work that way and there is nothing wrong with
         that, but I cannot get my head around what that would mean to me. Instantly, what
         my brain wants to do is to interrogate this space in the same way as it would if I
         said I was African diasporan: ‘what do I mean—what is that space about?’ 
      

       

      
      So, what is that space about? 

      
       When you ask that question, I feel very strongly the space of voice, of claiming
         space and making voice and being seen and heard. So, it is almost like a spring cleaning
         in your house; it is that kind of space. It is both: ‘who am I?’ and ‘who do I want
         to be and why am I here and why are these other people here with me?’ It is that kind
         of space. 
      

       

      That is an interesting term in this connection—a spring cleaning exercise. The absence
            of closure in most of the novels we are writing about in our book can perhaps be understood
            in the context of such a spring cleaning exercise. There are few cathartic moments
            that lead to a specific end point after which everything is good. Rather, characters
            are constantly interrogating and probing the limits of their possibilities before
            they move on. That probing typically brings about not only celebratory accounts of
            mobility but also an acute anxiety about home and belonging. 

      
       I think that is an excellent point and it is a welcome intervention into this space
         because it is something that has not been looked at very much. It is not as obvious
         as, say, the class tensions and it is something that cuts across class and gender.
         In the diaspora, I definitely feel that anxiety is there, that it is linked to trauma,
         perhaps, and to that feeling of belonging and not belonging. In terms of defining
         the space as one which exists within the continent, too, I have those kinds of conversations
         about belonging even more when I am there. That might just be to do with the people
         I know and the things I do when I am there. But it also has to do with tensions, not
         only within ethnic groups in one country, but also between, for example, Nigerians
         and Ghanaians. Those anxieties are also part of Afropolitan anxieties. 
      

       

      Could you argue that Afropolitanism is a space that destabilises fixed meanings associated
            with being African? Perhaps that is what Afropolitanism wants to do: to open up to
            the many very different ways in which you can be African? 
      

      
       I think that in order to revolutionise things, they need to be destabilised first.
         Yet, I do not think Afropolitanism is a space of revolution. It is shaking things
         up, in the same way that feminism seeks to destabilise gender roles. As Simone de
         Beauvoir might say, one becomes a woman and so one also becomes a Yoruba, one becomes
         an African, one becomes a black person. Afropolitanism does not allow those identity
         labels to simply just exist within that space; all of those identities are being shaken
         up together. 
      

       

      In as much as this destabilisation can be productive, as human beings we still need
            reference points, do we not? We do not need others to tell us what they should be,
            but we do need them and we need to sort them out ourselves. Cosmopolitanism wants
            us to be aware of this at the same time as we recognise that other people may have
            different reference points. 
      

      
       Yes, I think we want reference points. I think our whole culture is based on reference
         points and labels, but these also cause many of the problems in the world. Personally,
         I would insist that I do not need stability. As hard as it might be as a human being
         in an unstable world, I, too, am unstable and there is really no way out of that.
         Perhaps instability is a strategy to understand and from there to grow, recreate,
         and rebuild. I just think that none of the permanent references that have existed
         thus far—whether they are gender, religion, Pan-Africanism—have really solved any
         of the riddles, mysteries, conundrums, or catastrophes in which we are forced to exist
         as human beings. So, we might want to anchor our identities, our lives, but that has
         not really solved the problems that we must simultaneously grapple with. 
      

       

      But to come back to anxiety in relation to home and belonging. Can you elaborate on
            that in relation to your own life and the ways in which you go home to Nigeria, or
            Finland or Sweden or to other homes you may have? Are you attached to Nigeria in a
            different sense than to Britain, for instance? 

      
      That is the question of my life. I have just spent a few weeks in Johannesburg. It
         was my first time there yet I felt at home. It was a similar feeling to when I am
         in Lagos, and in fact, when the plane landed in London, I felt the same. When I go
         to Malmø and I see the Øresund Bridge I feel at home. All these places are very different
         and yet they invoke in me a very similar feeling. But I guess with Nigeria, I would
         say there is a specific and a special connotation of home attached to that place.
         It has to do with love. Although I feel home here in Britain, and in Sweden, and in
         Finland, there is perhaps a special kind of love that I have for Nigeria. It is almost
         a mix of all kinds of love in one. It is completely contradictory to everything that
         I believe in: I am not a nationalist and I do not think that we should even organise
         ourselves in those ways, but it is just the honest truth that there is something about
         that feeling of home in Nigeria, which is tied to love.
      

      
      Feeling at home does not have to imply a sense of belonging, however. I do not think
         I feel that I belong anywhere really, but maybe that has more to do with my being
         a woman or my being of African heritage and of European heritage. There is no place
         where I feel that I belong and it does not make me feel sad. I do not necessarily
         want to belong because that means that you are stuck. I quite like my individualism
         and even the challenges that come with it but, of course, there are moments where
         it can make you angry or sorrowful. That is why I brought in the gender element, because
         in Nigeria I feel a lot of the things that make it difficult for me to belong. It
         is not so much that I live outside of Nigeria. It is being a woman and having the
         thoughts that I have in a very patriarchal society. It can be really saddening that
         you are made to feel that your contributions are not valuable or valid, just because
         of your gender.
      

       

      You have talked about Afropolitanism as a space, and as a metaphor for a consciousness
            that is open and flexible. Is it possible to talk about community in the context of
            an Afropolitan space or is this difficult because we are not, after all, talking about
            a physical space? 

      
      I do not know if it can be translated into a physical space like, for instance, the
         V&A exhibition that we had, where we had thousands of people come. You know, Afropolitans
         at the V&A in London in 2011—what does that mean? I try to picture what an Afropolitan
         community would look like, but it is difficult for me personally, because I do not
         see Afropolitan as an identity. But there are all these topics that are of interest
         to broad groups of people and I guess that ties us together. So, if I meet somebody
         who shares similar experiences to me somewhere in a different country, we will inevitably
         discuss questions that exist in the Afropolitan space. So that is a community of sorts,
         I suppose, at a particular point in time, manifested in some kind of physicality.
         That community is a kind of physical manifestation of Afropolitanism today. 
      

       

      Would you argue along similar lines as far as your ideas of feminism are concerned?
            That is to say, that feminism is also a space of inquiry rather than a particular
            political platform from which to address issues of womanhood in the twenty-first century. 
      

      
      Yes, feminist is the other big label that I use. Feminism, too, is not necessarily
         an identity to me. It is also more of a space. When you think of the long history
         of feminism, you see that what was of concern to the feminist space in the 1920s,
         is not what is of concern today. It is a similar kind of journey that goes back to
         your question of whether the ‘Afro’ is redundant. It is not redundant until we reach
         a kind of freedom of being in the world, regardless of ‘race’ and gender. I think
         that if we do reach gender equality in the future, then the feminist space might crumble
         into ashes. To me, there is a similar feel with the Afropolitanism space. But that
         is not the world we live in now. 
      

       

      Afropolitanism has been critiqued for its lack of solidarity and its underdeveloped
            ethical stance. Without exception, we see this contradicted in all of the literary
            narratives that we discuss. In different ways the characters seem almost fated to
            reflect on the ethical issues involved in being Africans of the world in the twenty-first
            century. At the same time, though, the writers we have talked to feel only a sense
            of responsibility towards their craft and characters. Do you feel that to be Afropolitan
            comes with a set of obligations? 
      

      
       I do not think so. I think that it comes automatically. The way the world is, it
         is almost impossible for a person of African heritage not to experience some of the
         incidents that will lead you to the questions that are taking place in the Afropolitan
         space. So, even if you are not imbibed with any sense of obligation, at some point,
         you almost automatically find yourself asking: ‘Why is the world this way?’ Then,
         the follow-up question is: ‘Why is it this way towards Africans?’ 
      

      
      The questions I raised in my TED Talk, ‘To Change the World, Change your Illusions’
         (2014), did not come out of a sense of obligation. They just came because that is
         how the world appears in front of my eyes and I think it does for Africans in the
         same way, again, as it does for women. You know, you can choose to ignore it, but
         you cannot go through life as a woman without there being experiences at some level
         that will make you say: ‘This is happening because I’m a woman. There’s an injustice
         here.’ 
      

       

      So many of those questions raised in the Afropolitan and feminist spaces are in fact
            ethical. Thus, there is, in fact, an ethics attached to this consciousness? 
      

      
      There is. Even though it is not to do with identity, I do think there is a sense of
         ethics. I think Afropolitanism is a feminist space. I think it is a queer space. And
         I think it is those things because it is a philosophy of the twenty-first century.
         No serious philosophy of the twenty-first century can ignore feminism, queer politics,
         or class tensions. 
      

       

      To come back to your TED talk which was shaped around your narrative about your two
            grandmothers, your Nigerian grandmother and your Finnish grandmother. You talked to
            how their lives might, when looked at from the outside, be seen to fall into prescribed
            identities like woman as struggler, survivor, and/or empowered, but in their capacity
            of being your grandmothers, you saw them as not ready-made for such easy categorisations.
            Does that then perhaps illustrate the point you make about feminism not being an identity,
            but rather a space of inquiry that allows you to see your grandmothers, despite their
            different experiences, as whole human beings whose lives had quite a lot in common? 
      

      
       Do you mean because I am the one telling the stories about them? I think that would
         be it, knowing both of them and knowing the similarities and challenges they might
         have faced. Part of what I am trying to say in the talk is that, if you were looking
         at them from the outside, my Nigerian grandmother could probably fit into the empowered
         or the survivor role. But, because I knew her and saw her as this whole person and
         not as a stereotype, I saw that actually she and my Finnish grandmother were similar
         in many ways. So, I think it has to do with me and my worldview. Maybe that is what
         we are striving for in the Afropolitan space: it is ultimately about seeing persons
         as whole, seeing Africans in this instance as whole beings and not reduced to stereotypes.
         Also, going back to when we talked about self-knowledge, this is about seeing ourselves
         as whole. And this might also be part of the anxiety we talked about. My very feminist
         stance would be refusal or dissidence to any kind of gender roles that are limiting.
         
      

       

      We have mentioned cosmopolitanism several times in our conversation today. We all
            seem to be inspired by Kwame Anthony Appiah’s take on cosmopolitanism. His cosmopolitanism
            seems to be an ethical space that recognises the full humanity of people and values
            conversations between human beings that cut across all kinds of differences. While
            these conversations do not have to reach consensus, we can at least agree to differ,
            he suggests. Indeed, if that were to be the outcome of any conversation, we are already
            a step further. 
      

      
       Yes, that is a brilliant point. I really like Appiah’s version of cosmopolitanism,
         and it resonates very much with me. It has, of course, met its share of criticism,
         just like Afropolitanism. Still, I think it is a criticism that is rooted in the essentialist
         African authenticity thing. To me, Appiah’s cosmopolitanism is rooted in reality,
         just as Afropolitanism is. Appiah is aware that there are going to be tensions and
         clashes because people are different, but when you approach them with an outlook of
         a shared humanity—a cosmopolitan perspective—then it is much easier to accept people’s
         differences and not insist on them being the same. This perspective is rooted in a
         very deep, compassionate humanism: we are all the same, universal humanity.
      

      
      Emma Dabiri

      
      London, 2 July 2015

      
      Authors: In your essay ‘Why I’m Not Afropolitan’ (21 January 2014) you say: ‘When I first heard
            “Afropolitan,” I was excited. I’m always looking for language that expresses my position
            as an Irish/Nigerian woman who’s deeply connected to her Nigerianness.’ But, as you
            explain, if the term was initially attractive to you because it offered an identity
            position where you could do without a hyphen, you quickly became far less enthusiastic.
            Can you say more about this, perhaps also in the context of Afropolitan literature?

      
      Emma Dabiri: I should make it clear that my essay was a response to events such as the ‘Meet
         the Afropolitans’ at the V&A (2011) and people I talked to were all up in the air
         about it. I had been to the event, read the blog Ms. Afropolitan, and was thinking:
         ‘I don’t feel very comfortable about this.’ As far as I am aware, I had not then encountered
         the idea of the Afropolitan as a literary figure. So, I was not thinking about Afropolitanism
         in those terms at all. I was thinking about it more in terms of actual life and people
         I had encountered who very much made up the Afropolitan set. I was recently on a conference
         panel on Afropolitanism. I am a sociologist and most of the other speakers were literary
         scholars. When they were talking about Afropolitanism I felt that, in that context,
         perhaps a lot of what I was saying was not necessarily applicable to Afropolitanism
         as a literary concept. There is a distinction to be made here. My response is based
         on blogposts I read by people that are self-defined Afropolitans, which made me feel
         that this is certainly not a location that I would place myself in, even though I
         have the ‘credentials’ to be an Afropolitan. Credentials are exactly the problem.
         When I did my first talk on Afropolitanism at a conference, I actually asked if, say,
         a Nigerian cleaner who has immigrated to London is Afropolitan. The answer was no,
         but maybe her children could become Afropolitans. That made me think that it definitely
         is a class designation. And how about the very disturbing story of the Nigerian terrorists
         in Peckham, I asked, who had been to the Middle East? The reason I asked about these
         particular people was that they were very much in the news then, and I wondered: ‘They
         have this very international itinerary, Nigeria, London, Kenya, the Middle East. Are
         they Afropolitans?’ and I thought ‘No, I don’t think anyone wants to be associated
         with them.’ But in terms of geographical itinerary they would qualify. That just confirmed
         to me that Afropolitanism is a privileged and quite elitist thing. The reason I found
         that problematic, to return to my essay, is that it is a narrative that is used in
         the art world and being picked up by the media. Many significant events were happening
         under the guise of Afropolitanism. It was definitely used as a kind of ‘Zeitgeisty’ word and I thought it was quite dangerous if this was becoming the dominant narrative
         for African success because it had a vested interest. Still, I do not feel it is ever
         going to be radical, challenging, or overly critical. So, if this is becoming the
         dominant narrative that will capture media attention, alongside with the ‘Africa Rising’
         narrative, I find that really problematic. It stops minority people or black people
         from being able to negotiate the issues that are important to them without being encumbered
         by the liberal innocence that I think is associated with Afropolitanism. 
      

       

      We have talked to writers of the African diaspora like Chika Unigwe who says that,
            even if she may be labelled Afropolitan, she would still insist that she is Nigerian.
            But she also said she could understand why, for instance, Taiye Selasi would identify
            as Afropolitan because she does not have roots in one specific place. So, in that
            sense, Afropolitanism might work better for people whose genealogy is multiply rooted? 
      

      
      It is interesting that you refer to Chika Unigwe’s response. In my family, for instance,
         half of my family are Nigerian and they could definitely be Afropolitan. My Dad was
         born in Nigeria, but most of his siblings were born in Ireland. My grandfather went
         to university in Scotland. Then they all moved to Atlanta. My Dad has subsequently
         moved back to Nigeria but he does not sound Nigerian; you would not necessarily think
         he was Nigerian and he does not even speak Yoruba very well. But he still insists
         quite unproblematically that he is Nigerian. I myself would certainly fall into the
         category of the multiply rooted. I am quite transient, but that does not mean that
         the identity that is being promoted at the moment is attractive for me. It is true
         that I was initially excited by Afropolitanism because it allowed me to shed the hyphen,
         so that I no longer had to define myself as half this and half that. But at the same
         time, I was Googling the term and it was really overwhelming how everything that came
         up was trying to sell me some sort of luxury product. That was one of my issues; it
         was completely saturated by consumerism. But that was before I encountered Afropolitanism
         as an ontology or a literary figure. 
      

       

      If we read a literary critic like Simon Gikandi or a philosopher like Achille Mbembe
            we realise, of course, that Afropolitanism cannot be reduced to a corporate or glossy
            commodification of African culture. In their work, it is a different story and a different
            narrative. It is almost like a different category to what you have been critiquing.
            They are not trying to sell us anything. Other African critics, such as Amandla Ooko-Ombakka
            (2015), argue that Afropolitanism should be appreciated for what it represents, namely
            a means for contemporary Africans to ‘own’ the narrative of their lives. That suggests,
            as Selasi insists, that Afropolitanism is a shift in the discourse. 
      

      
      Central to my argument is the idea that Afropolitanism as articulated by Mbembe is
         exciting and liberatory, but that his insights were largely absent from the way the
         word was being used at that time. In terms of ownership of narratives that is a valid
         point, but my response is that it is a problem when Africans who are, say, mixed,
         mobile, or basically privileged speak for all Africans. If I went to Nigeria, I am
         sure that most people in the market have never heard of Afropolitanism. I do not know
         how much it is Africans speaking for themselves as it is merely people who have some
         connection to Africa speaking. Is it Africans on the continent or is it Africans in
         the diaspora? There is concern in the art world that Africans who are actually based
         on the continent do not get to show their work in the West. The African work that
         is shown is by Africans who are based in London or Brooklyn. I worry that Afropolitanism
         reproduces that. I realise that the discourse around Afropolitanism has snowballed
         since I wrote the essay. There is so much more now. When is the Afropolitan first
         used in literature and actually identified as an Afropolitan character? 
      

       

      Well, that is a difficult question. Initially it seems to have been the authors who
            were marketed as Afropolitan and, possibly, as a result of this, critics started looking
            for potential Afropolitan characters in their work, at least in as far as you come
            across characters whose itineracies, too, cut across boundaries. In our work we are
            interested in probing the flexibility or the limits of the term by also discussing
            characters that are mobile, but not educated and middle class. We also discuss characters
            that are not unquestionably privileged by migration; characters that live across cultures,
            but who are not necessarily caught in-between them, however tense their lives may
            be. That is yet another perspective to add to the discussion. 

      
      That is interesting. It seems to me that the debate has evolved from when I wrote
         the essay. Perhaps now that Afropolitanism is being engaged with beyond the consumerism
         that I object to, new ideas come up. I have read up on Mbembe’s stance on Afropolitanism
         and his approach to identity—also his idea that there is a pre-colonial modernity
         in Africa that has never been engaged with properly. A lot of people struggle with
         the idea of traditional Africa; they think that everything in Africa has always been
         static and unmoving but, really, the only thing that is traditional about African
         rituals and beliefs is their dynamism. Identities were in fact far more fluid in pre-colonial
         Africa than they are, or are perceived to be, now. Such insights come out of Mbembe’s
         articulation of Afropolitanism and they are liberating and exciting. What I find interesting
         is not so much the idea that Afropolitanism is a story of migration but more that
         it is a story of looking at the African continent in the way Mbembe does. 
      

       

      Another thing that Mbembe does, that no one else seems to do, is to unhinge the ‘Afro’
            from blackness. In his inclusive vision, Afropolitanism embraces black and white Africans
            and in that sense transcends ‘race.’ This is a contrast to how Afropolitanism is typically
            perceived—where the ‘Afro’ is indicative of blackness. 

      
      Yes, and I touched upon that in my essay. One of the vocal Afropolitans claimed that
         Afropolitanism is a way of being African without detouring through whiteness. I thought:
         ‘Well, not if you actually look at what Mbembe says.’ He says it is a way of vacating
         racial categories and talks about Afropolitanism as being open to differences that
         lie beyond ‘race.’ 
      

       

      Mbembe also says that to be Afropolitan is to have the ability ‘to recognise one’s
            face in that of a foreigner’ (2007: 28). From such a perspective, Afropolitan ethics
            link up with cosmopolitan ethics. How would you differentiate between being cosmopolitan
            and being Afropolitan? Is the ‘Afro’ redundant? 
      

      
      That is an interesting proposition because, in a pre-colonial African context, ‘race’
         as a dividing category did not exist. Obviously, some people had different skin colours
         but that did not imply a racialised identity. Now it is hard to see beyond ‘race.’
         It is an imposition that is hard to think outside of. In my experience, and also in
         the research I am doing, belonging within black cultures can be based on cultural
         behaviour rather than perceived ‘race.’ Everything about me is actually very Irish—apart
         from how I look—but I can never be Irish. It does not matter how culturally Irish
         I am; I can never say that I am Irish without being contested. I can certainly never
         say that I am white. Even when Irish people hear my accent, they do not really understand
         how this has happened. 
      

       

      Would you say that Mbembe’s ideas about vacating racial categories are idealistic
            and perhaps also futuristic? 

      
      Yes, but they are also pre-, in the sense of earlier. I think he is talking about
         something that may have existed but is now hard to return to because of the very real
         costs of ‘race’ and because of what ‘race’ has done. ‘Race’ has been imposed. There
         is often a kind of ownership around things that are black and African, perhaps because
         there are so many things that black and African people do not have access to. Their
         cultures are also in many ways open to everybody, and become everybody’s culture.
         I really like where Mbembe’s ideas are coming from and the potentiality within them.
         But if we take into consideration how black bodies are located within the world and
         the costs associated with being black, then the ideas are perhaps idealistic. Should
         the cultural privileges associated with being black, and the cultural production that
         everybody wants a part of, just be opened up to everybody? I do not know. I am just
         thinking through these ideas. 
      

       

      Indeed, whether we talk about Pan-Africanism, postcolonialism, or Afropolitanism,
            issues linked to ‘race’ and gender, and perhaps also class, always come up as basically
            unresolved in the end. That is an enormous challenge for twenty-first-century Afropolitans.
            Do you identify as African or as black? 

      
      I would identify as black. Not because I feel ashamed of being African. For me, to
         say that I am African is not really authentic. But then again, I do sometimes describe
         myself as Yoruba and as Irish-Nigerian with a hyphen. Sometimes I would use African,
         but it depends on the context. In fact, that is another thing that Afropolitanism,
         as conceived of by Mbembe, is really useful for. Within a fluidity of identity, you
         can have multiple identities that are applicable in different contexts. For me, ‘black’
         is more useful than African because it speaks more to my background, where I live
         and the people that I associate with. 
      

       

      When you go to Nigeria, how do people relate to you? As African, as black, or as European? 
      

      
      That is an interesting question. The main word I hear is ‘oyinbo’ which means ‘white
         person.’ But it is not a racial category. I have friends who are fully Nigerian but
         seem foreign in the way they behave and they are called ‘oyinbo,’ too. If I say to
         a Nigerian person that I am half Nigerian, they just look at me blankly. If I say
         that my Dad is Nigerian, they will say: ‘So you are Nigerian.’ If I say to Irish people
         that I am Irish, they look at me blankly, but for a very different reason. Nigerians
         seem more inclusive. While I might be called ‘oyinbo,’ people still think that with
         one of my parents being Nigerian, I am Nigerian. I feel more of a sense of belonging
         there. But I am also aware of what my Dad says: ‘Don’t ever over-romanticise this.
         Don’t think that people here are necessarily better than people in Ireland. It’s just
         that you occupy a space here because you’re mixed race, or light skinned, which makes
         people want to claim you because that’s quite an advantageous thing here whereas in
         Ireland it’s not. That’s actually something that makes you lesser.’ 
      

       

      Jackie Kay writes about exactly the same experience of being called ‘oyinbo’ in Nigeria
            in her memoir, Red Dust Road (2010). In your essay, ‘Why I’m Not an Afropolitan,’ you also write that you need
            to position yourself with a more radical counter-cultural movement, because you see
            Afropolitanism as too glossy and polite. Yet you also write that Afropolitanism had
            rich potentiality. Is there still something left of that rich potentiality and could
            it be transformed into a counter-cultural, political stance? 

      
      It seems to me that Afropolitanism is evolving. When I wrote the essay, I could see
         little beyond it being used as a marketing tool. But now that it is entering into
         a literary space with writers writing about Afropolitanism and using characters that
         deviate from the elitist Afropolitan figure, it seems as if it actually is evolving.
         I did not see any evidence of this literary development then. I just thought the term
         was used to sell things. This literary process and development is really interesting.
         The potential is happening now through literature, and I did not see that coming.
         
      

       

      Most commentators seem to agree on the fact that Afropolitanism is not nation-bound.
            It can be perceived as an identity-position that is tied to multiple locations and
            to the ability to commute between them. In that sense, it is different from Pan-Africanism
            which highlights solidarity between people on the continent. What issues are at stake
            for you, as a cosmopolitan, black European-based person? What sense of community do
            you have as a twenty-first-century black person? 
      

      
      The idea of transcending the nation is interesting to me and initially also why I
         liked Afropolitanism. The concept of diaspora is useful here, because it can locate
         me in different spaces where people of African descent and people who look like me
         are. I have spent a lot of time in the US and one of the reasons that I identify as
         black is that I have much in common with black Americans. Their cultural production
         has been really integral to my own personal development. When I was growing up in
         Ireland, the main tools that I used to understand who I was and to locate myself were
         black American literature and music. That is why I feel connected to black Americans.
         Still, there are differences, of course, because I am European, and many black Americans
         have a strong identity and history as African-Americans. They might not agree with
         this, but as an outsider looking in, it seems to me that they do. 
      

       

      Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s novel Americanah (2013) takes up such issues. When Ifemelu comes to America, she instantly feels that
            she is attracted to black Americans. But they do not really have any interest in her.
            So, she associates with fellow African students in a community of outsiders. Her African
            American boyfriend Blaine’s sister says that the only reason Ifemelu can be such a
            successful blogger is because she is an outsider. 

      
      Another thing that is interesting in that novel is when Ifemelu says that she did
         not identify as black before she went to the US. In Africa, you do not have to identify
         as black; you can just be whoever you are and not consider yourself vis-à-vis white
         people. For me, identifying as black is something that comes from growing up in a
         white space. Because I grew up in Ireland, my identification as black is something
         I share with African-Americans. So, when I went to the US, unlike Ifemelu I already
         identified as black. 
      

       

      Because of her outsider status Ifemelu can talk about ‘race’ in a different way than
            African-Americans can. We might argue that, as an African outsider, she has a much
            more nuanced perspective on ‘race.’ She could not have blogged on ‘race’ as a white
            person in the US, could she? The question of who is allowed to talk about issues like
            ‘race’ is interesting in such contexts: are you allowed to talk about ‘race’ if you
            are white? 
      

      
      I think more white people should talk about ‘race.’ White people tend to act as though
         white is not also racialised. I am assuming that within whiteness, you are taught
         to see whiteness as not racialised. Whiteness is the standard and benchmark of normalcy
         and everybody else is a ‘race.’ Obviously, whiteness is a constructed ‘race’ as well,
         is it not? That is why more white people should talk about ‘race.’ 
      

       

      It is true that when we talk about ‘race,’ we automatically think black, just as when
            we talk about ‘gender,’ we think women, and hear the word ‘class,’ we think working
            class. Why do we have these default reactions? There is obviously an urgent need to
            defamiliarise these constructed categories so we do not have such automatic reactions.
            

      
      That is so true. People ask me if I am not worried that I will be pigeonholed if I
         talk about ‘race’ all the time. I do not even want to say anything about ‘race,’ I
         just want to talk about these people who happen to be black. If you were talking about
         characters that just happen to be white, no one would ever say that you are obsessed
         with ‘race.’ I first heard Toni Morrison saying that: When asked why she was always
         writing about ‘race,’ she responded that she never writes about ‘race,’ she just happens
         to write about black characters. 
      

       

      Do you distinguish between being an Afropolitan or a Pan-African in terms of your
            own identity? We guess you would not say: ‘I’m not an Afropolitan, I’m a Pan-African?’ 
      

      
       No, I probably would not say that. However, I would not say that I am not Pan-African in the way that I have quite explicitly said that I am not an Afropolitan.
         I think one of the reasons I chose the title, ‘Why I’m not an Afropolitan,’ was because
         somebody told me I looked like an Afropolitan and I thought: ‘What the hell does that
         mean?’ 
      

       

      You do not pretend to speak on behalf of anybody? You do not feel you have a responsibility
            to represent a specific community? 
      

      
      I do not. Even when I do speak, I am coming from a perspective where, although I identify
         as black, my Mum is white. There are many things that complicate being ‘black.’ I
         have said several times already that I identify as black, but the way that I am black
         is not necessarily representative of how many other people are black. It is quite
         particular to me. It is not necessarily some sort of representative black identity,
         but then what is? And then there is the conversation that has been going on for decades
         about the role of the African scholar or the African artist. That is, the question
         of whether African thinkers have a responsibility to where they come from and to black
         people, in a way that European thinkers do not. I would not impose this responsibility
         on anyone else, but for me personally, I am always writing and striving for the improvement
         of other black people’s lives and to bring black voices and perspectives to the fore.
         That has been the driving force of most of my energy and creativity. But that is for
         me, personally. 
      

       

      There is one thing that we really must ask you about: in much of the literature we
            are discussing in our book, hair is an issue, quite often a very troubled issue. Black
            women’s hair is obviously related not only to ‘race’ but also to gender. Would you
            comment on that? 
      

      
      Hair is something I have spoken and written about extensively. First of all, if an
         issue does not have a parallel in European cultures, it is often dismissed. Hair,
         in Africa, had a great significance extending beyond beauty. In terms of spirituality
         in Yoruba culture, for instance, hairstyles would be as high as possible because the
         higher they were, the stronger the connection to the ancestral spirits. People would
         spend hours and days doing very intricate hairstyles. But beyond that, there is the
         kind of bonding that comes from doing somebody’s hair. For instance, my white Mum
         has not got a clue about how to do my kind of hair. For a lot of mixed people that
         have Afro hair, it can be quite traumatic. Then, there is also just the stigma. It
         is changing with the natural-hair movement, but I grew up absolutely hating my hair.
         I wished I could wake up and have ‘normal’ hair because then everything would be just
         fine. I think the more African women are deprogramming themselves from thinking that
         black hair is not beautiful, the more hair becomes a statement, a politicised issue,
         or a celebratory issue. I find it so strange that when people see your natural hair
         they ask how you have made it look like that. If they see a black woman with straight
         blonde hair down to her ass, or relaxed hair nobody asks what she has done with it,
         they assume that is natural. So yes, hair is political! 
      

       

      Black women’s preoccupation with hair is a recurring topic in black women’s literature.
            Perhaps you have read Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun (1959)? The main character decides to signal her increased politicised sensibility
            by growing natural hair. Was it also a political decision for you when you decided
            to wear natural hair? 
      

      
      Yes, it was. I used to do a lot of modelling. I had straight hair and when I went
         natural, it actually just stopped. Also, I felt that I could not reconcile my politics
         to having relaxed hair but I actually did not want to stop relaxing my hair. I did
         not think my hair would look nice. My hair was really long and to stop I would have
         to cut it. But I did cut it and started to wear an Afro. As I got to grips with learning
         how to do my hair, I thought: ‘What have I been doing all my life with the relaxer?’
         People are poisoning their bodies in pursuit of looking ‘normal.’ 
      

       

      So, hair is perhaps also a feminist issue to do with rejecting a certain beauty ideal.
            Are you a feminist? 

      
      Yes. I am. Well kind of. Ideally I would not be a feminist because I would not be
         operating in a system which required the other human beings in the world who share
         a similar anatomy to mine, to articulate our humanity in such a way, but that is another
         story. . . . 
      

       

      How do you position yourself in the debate about African feminism as different from
            Western feminism? Many of the female characters we discuss in our book as Afropolitan,
            take issue, when they come back to Africa, with how patriarchy makes it difficult
            for women to define their own lives. Do you feel a sense of solidarity with African
            women’s struggle with patriarchy? 
      

      
      I do. Obviously, patriarchy is deeply entrenched everywhere, but, first of all, what
         is an African woman? I have not experienced the same manifestations of patriarchy
         as a woman in Nigeria, in the same way that a woman in Senegal or Somalia will experience
         it differently to each other as well, and this experience will be further informed
         by the woman’s own personal circumstances, geographical location, class, religious
         background—all these further intersections. I think patriarchy manifests itself in
         different ways and perhaps it just seems more explicit in some African countries than
         others. I wrote a piece recently for a book about feminism and gender in Nigeria and
         I was looking at the idea that gender, as we understand it, was not the same organising
         principle in pre-colonial culture as it is now. I was challenging the idea that Nigerian
         women are becoming liberated through feminism. I was saying that their gains were
         more related to reconnecting with how culture worked before gender was imposed as
         the result of a Western importation. To believe that Western feminism will liberate
         you from this is perhaps not the way to go ahead. Maybe there are other ways of liberating
         yourself. What I was trying to say is that feminism seems required as a result of
         an imposed construction of what gender is. 
      

       

      Are you suggesting that male and female were equal categories in pre-colonial times? 
      

      
      I do not know if they were equal. It is difficult to know for sure because of cultural
         differences in Africa. At the moment, I am doing work with Senegalese women and realise
         that their experiences are different from the experiences of Nigerian women. Yoruba
         women have a long pre-colonial history of being the breadwinners of the household.
         The idea that they should be confined to the domestic sphere while men went out is
         not part of Yoruba tradition. The women worked in the markets. So, you have a situation
         where their position is actually worsened by a European understanding of feminism
         as progressive. I just find it difficult when people assume that Africa will be liberated
         through a feminist movement that has its origins in the West. I would rather start
         by looking at how gender was imported to Africa and, why, because of that importation,
         feminism is seen to be required. Let us instead try to look further back in time.
         I think that is in fact also what Mbembe does; he wants us to look at an African pre-colonial
         modernity. That is another way in which his conception of Afropolitanism could be
         useful.
      

       

      Can we conclude, then, that you are willing to have another look at Afropolitan ideas
            as they develop? 
      

      
      Yes, absolutely. 

      
      Asta Busingye Lydersen

      
      Oslo, 5 June 2015

      
      Asta Busingye Lydersen is a Scottish-born Norwegian-Ugandan journalist and artist,
         and author of the essay ‘Afropolitt’ (Afropolitan), part of a series of essays published
         under the title Stemmer (‘Voices,’ but also ‘stemme,’ meaning the right to vote) published by the Norwegian
         publisher Aschehoug in 2013, in connection with the one-hundred-year commemoration
         of universal suffrage in Norway.
      

      
      Authors:  You chose to call your essay, published in connection with the celebration of one
            hundred years of universal suffrage in Norway, Afropolitt. This might seem as a surprising title for such an essay. Can you recall when and
            where you first encountered the term Afropolitan? 
      

      
      Asta Busingye Lydersen: I chose to write the essay based on my own experiences as a Norwegian-Ugandan woman.
         It was in that connection I came across the term. It must have been around 2012, when
         I was surfing the Internet looking for new literature by writers from the African
         continent. You come across an interesting name on the net, and suddenly find yourself
         in an online discussion about identity, Africannes, and whether there are terms that
         can describe this new twenty-first-century generation of Africans. In such discussions
         Taiye Selasi keeps being mentioned as the originator of the term ‘Afropolitan.’ And
         as more people are joining the discussion, the term becomes richer and filled with
         content. That is why I feel that nobody has a monopoly on exactly what that term is
         supposed to mean. And what is more, you can choose to identify with it or not. 
      

      
      Growing up, I experienced an inner—but also outer—conflict, based on my skin colour.
         It was about being black in a white society. At the same time, it was about having
         an international outlook on life and an international background, in contrast to the
         many people around me who had only lived in the same place all their lives, and whose
         perspective on the world was national, not international. I first grew up in Uganda,
         then in Norway, before I went to an international school in Kenya. When I returned
         to Norway I was equipped with a sense of the world as a big place with many different
         kinds of people and an acceptance that there is not one truth or one kind of identity.
         This international perspective was a problem for me because we tended to live in small
         Norwegian towns when I was young. Thus a conflict arose about difference—visible,
         physical difference. Yet skin colour alone does not have to signal difference, of
         course, as I also experienced a kind of cultural difference. Even though I understood
         Norwegian culture and traditions, I just found this national culture limited. So when
         I encountered the term Afropolitan, I immediately felt that it was a term that created
         a space that opened up for many ways of being African. You can have a place in Europe
         and also feel African, or a place in Africa and also feel European. And all kinds
         of variations of such hybridity. To me Afropolitanism is not only about African in
         terms of skin colour and blackness, it is also a mindset. This is how I identify with
         the term. Nowadays there are many people in Norway who have one Norwegian and one
         African parent, and, of course, we have many things in common. Yet I also feel that
         there is something that makes me different from those who are born and raised in Norway
         and who have never lived elsewhere. Because I have lived in Uganda and visit the country
         regularly, I have other perspectives and ideas about the world than those people who
         only have a Norwegian frame of reference. That is why the term Afropolitan appeals
         to me—it makes room for more than just genetics, it also denotes a way of thinking
         and a perspective on life.
      

       

      Absolutely. At the end of your essay you describe your battle to be considered just
            ordinary. Interestingly this desire for African ordinariness is a theme in Chinua
            Achebe’s essays, too, and also something that has concerned a lot of scholars. Why
            is it so difficult to perceive of an African human being as ordinary? Are you ordinary
            in Norway nowadays? 
      

      
      Yes, I think I am becoming relatively ordinary, and that my children are more ordinary
         than I was at their age. And this experience is linked to developments in Norwegian
         society. It is as if society always has to have enemies, strangers, someone who stands
         on the outside. And when it is not people like me, it is someone else. Nowadays, it
         is the Roma people and the Muslims. 
      

       

      So if you are now ordinary you do not have to be, as you write in your essay, a minority
            24/7? 
      

      
       No, now I can just breathe and be myself! And in connection with this I want to return
         to Afropolitanism. To me this label is elastic and liberating, and makes room for
         many aspects of my own personality or my identity. What is more, the label also embraces
         interesting discussions where the African minority, those in diaspora and those who
         are part-African, are allowed to participate and call themselves Afropolitan, if they
         want to. To many people on the African continent I am only a European or a Norwegian.
         But if you grow up in a place where you cannot take your identity—as a black Norwegian—for
         granted, you get an estranged or distanced attitude to labels. If I am asked what
         I identify with, I say, firstly, with the label Asta Busingye Lydersen. In some contexts,
         I identify with the label mother, in other connections with a professional label.
         And in some contexts I am Afropolitan. I can be many different things, right? But
         I am not always and only Afropolitan. You cannot be only a minority, or only a woman.
         You cannot be your gender all the time, and you cannot be your ethnicity all the time. First of all, you are a human being. Sometimes I call
         myself Norwegian-African, sometimes Norwegian-Ugandan, sometimes I am only Norwegian.
         It is closely connected to the contexts I find myself in—the label is not important.
         That is why I feel strongly that there is no correct answer to what the label Afropolitan
         means. To some it is a source of identity, to others an aesthetic expression. The
         point of departure is important for me—and here I suspect I have the same point of
         departure as Taiye Selasi. The term helps to complicate images of Africa and what
         it means to be African in the world today. The term helps in the fight against simplified
         versions of Africa and Africans. It can thus be used in many different ways and about
         many different things. Yet for me, Afropolitanism names a more complex picture of
         Africa and the world, a more real picture. 
      

       

      In her famous 2005 essay, ‘Bye-Bye, Babar,’ Selasi insists that Afropolitanism describes
            an attempt to complicate Africa. In the 2012 interview, ‘African Identities,’ that
            you quote from in your essay, Selasi claims that Afropolitanism marks a change in
            the discourse about Africa. Still, in many Western media, Africa is still referenced
            as if it is a country, not a continent. The term, however, has also been criticised
            for being elitist, by for example Marta Tveit, who in her essay ‘The Afropolitan Must
            Go’ (2013) criticises Selasi’s focus on exceptionally beautiful and successful Africans.
            What about ‘non-affluent’ and ‘insanely hideous’ Africans, she asks rhetorically.
            Can the term embrace all kinds of social layers, or is it elitist and descriptive
            of diasporic privilege? 
      

      
       A cynical answer would be that you have to have some cultural capital to become or
         call yourself Afropolitan. My siblings in Uganda, for example, are born and grew up
         on the African continent. They went to an international school in Zambia for years,
         but later returned to Uganda. They are educated middle-class people who have nice
         cars and are on Facebook and who follow the same trends and lifestyles as middle-class
         people elsewhere in the world. To me, my African siblings are Afropolitan. This is
         linked to the fact that they have not only lived in Uganda and gone to school with fellow Ugandans. They grew up in an international
         environment in Zambia and thus have an international outlook on the world and on their
         own identities. That is why I see them as Afropolitan, in the same way as I see myself
         as an Afropolitan. An Afropolitan, in this sense, is a human being who is internationally
         oriented and who can afford to travel. 
      

       

      Afropolitanism for you is very much about an international perspective on life and
            identity, an international mindset. This mindset, then, can be shaped by journeys
            on the continent or by trans-continental journeys away from the continent, to the West. So Afropolitanism is about mobility, both physical and mental mobility. Travelling usually affects how you think, does it not? The phrase
            ‘travel broadens the mind’ is banal, but somehow also true. 
      

      
      Yes, mobility tends to have that effect, but not always. To give you an example: there
         is a mother in my daughter’s class who is from Somalia. She has lived in Norway for
         years and has had children in Norwegian schools for years, too. She still does not
         speak Norwegian. She turns up for class meetings in the school, but never says anything.
         Sometimes her eleven-year-old daughter accompanies her as translator. This Somali
         woman has travelled from Africa to Norway, where she has lived for many years. She
         has encountered a new culture and a new language. Yet I do not think of her as Afropolitan. She has not developed an international mindset. She
         has moved geographically, but not mentally. What she has experienced here in Norway
         does not seem to have affected the way she thinks. Maybe the traditionalists among
         us are not Afropolitan. Maybe it is a class thing. The Somali woman I just mentioned
         has no education. But there are people from under-privileged backgrounds who are open-minded and curious, and others who are naturally more conservative. And if you
         do not want to be engaged in the world around you, it is going to be very difficult
         to become a cosmopolitan or an Afropolitan. 
      

       

      When you call yourself Afropolitan, you situate yourself in an ongoing and constantly
            changing discourse. We have talked a lot about Norway today. Perhaps we could say
            that your participation in the debate on Afropolitanism is coloured by your particular
            international perspective, which is also a Nordic perspective, perhaps a kind of ‘Scandi-Afropolitanism’? 
      

      
      In a Nordic context I think the term is relatively unknown. I think I could ask any
         random Norwegian-African about the term Afropolitanism and he would not have a clue
         as to what I was talking about. I often feel that the debate about the African diaspora
         is dominated by Anglophone American and British voices. From a Nordic perspective
         it is a different story. In Scandinavia there are experiences that cannot be traced
         to the US or Britain. To put it simply, identity-confused young Norwegian-Africans
         typically look to the US for black role models. Because traditionally that is where
         such models are to be found. And since this influence is still strong, I think it
         is time Nordic-Africans make their experiences and ideas public and start to disseminate
         them more productively. Our different perspectives can provide alternatives to the
         dominant Anglo-American narrative. In Sweden terms such as ‘Afro-Swede’ and the ‘Black
         List,’ a list of Afro-Swedish actors, have been established. The African diaspora
         in the Nordic countries and Nordic Afropolitanism—what you call ‘Scandi-Afropolitanism’—also
         need to be part of the discourse about how to see Africa and be African in the world
         today. 
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 7

      The Authors in Conversation with 
Sefi Atta, Chika Unigwe, and 
Brian Chikwava
      

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      Sefi Atta

      
      London, 17 February 2015

      
      Authors: Let us begin by taking about what made you write A Bit of Difference (2013)—a title that seems to be quite an understatement of the novel’s contents. But
            we also find that the bit of difference the novel offers in fact captures the spirit
            of the Afropolitan inclination to write about Africa in new ways. This is illustrated
            in the protagonist Deola and in her many reflections on her own life that somehow
            do not fit into the prescriptive category of what we usually associate with ‘African
            woman.’ 

      
      Sefi Atta: I wanted to tell a story that made a case for ordinary moments, rather than extraordinary
         moments, which I had written about. I also wanted to write about a Nigerian woman
         who had no significant reason to be mad with the world, but she was. I read stories
         like that about Westerners all the time—stories about bourgeois angst, essentially.
         Deola is not hungry or wanting for money, but she is frustrated about the ways other
         people judge her and treat her—in Nigeria, because she is unmarried and childless,
         and overseas, because she is a black woman. I wondered if I could indulge her and
         if my readers would. I did not want to endear her to my readers by giving her insurmountable
         problems. So, the novel was my attempt to try something new in terms of storytelling,
         and it was also about Deola questioning her involvement with charities and whether
         they make a difference in Africa. 
      

       

      So that was quite a mouthful to take on—which suggests, of course, that the title
            is an understatement. Is the novel also a criticism of charity? 
      

      
      No, but I have heard Nigerians disparage charities and people who are involved in
         them. I only do that when charities get the image of Africa wrong. People do not give
         money to people they think are well off, so charities create an image of an Africa
         in need. When that image dominates others, it affects the way issues about Africa
         are addressed and the way events in Africa are reported. Protecting our image is important
         to me. 
      

      
      I am not against charity. In fact, it annoys me that Nigerians do not give more to
         Nigerians. I could not care less about Bob Geldof and other foreign celebrities who
         are involved in raising money for Africa. It was good that Geldof’s song resonated
         with so many people, but it worried me to see Africans projected as helpless people,
         because, as I said, that image can be damaging in the long run. Hopefully, the next
         generation of economists in Africa will think about these issues and take charge of
         the discussion. 
      

      
      Nigerians actually feel sorry for Deola because she worries about issues like that,
         but it was necessary for me to write about a character like her and make those observations.
         When I read the book in Nigeria people say she is so sensitive and I say to them:
         ‘You don’t want to acknowledge the hurt.’ 
      

       

      That is what we read from the novel, too, although it is understated rather than made
            explicit so that we, your readers, have to do the hard work of sorting out what specifically
            this hurt is. Deola is such a resilient—and stubborn—woman that it is hard to feel
            sorry for her as you say many readers do. Still, you have a way with coining phrases
            that linger on in your reader’s mind; one such phrase is ‘We’re fine, we’re here,’
            which is Deola’s Nigerian friend Subu’s standard comment (2013: 37 and 301). It is
            tempting to ask you what Subu might mean. 
      

      
       It is a phrase I have heard used in Nigeria. It is a phrase I use myself. Every time
         people say ‘we are fine,’ they never are. So I think it was me trying, at the end
         of a complicated story, to say people communicate with each other in ways that are
         not always honest. At the same time, it is honest to say ‘we’re fine’ because ‘we’re
         here.’ That suggests that you have survived. 
      

       

      Just as there are a number of ambivalent phrases in the novel, there are also equally
            ambivalent chapter titles to wonder about. The opening chapter ‘Reorientation’ introduces
            us to Nigerian Deola, based in London, landing in Atlanta in the US where a huge poster
            of an African woman with the caption ‘I Am Powerful’ greets her prior to her encounter
            with her white American counterpart in the charity they both work for—Deola is perceptive
            of the workings of ‘race’ from the very opening of the novel. Perhaps this is also
            related to what you have just talked about. 

      
      Yes. Chapter titles come from certain words or phrases that were used in previous
         chapters, but ‘Reorientation’ was an important chapter. In that chapter I was speaking
         to Nigerians who have had Deola’s experience. People who reviewed the book, mainly
         in the West, said that it started out slow and not much happened in the chapter. But
         I was speaking to a certain generation of African women and saying: ‘This is exactly
         how it is for us to move from one place to another.’ 
      

      
      I met with an agent in New York who asked me to remove the chapter because she felt
         that bringing up ‘race’ might put readers off. I said: ‘No,’ because I don’t think
         Deola is thinking about ‘race’ as if it is a one-way street. She is talking about
         so many aspects of ‘race’; how she observes people of other ‘races,’ how they observe
         her, and if anyone feels guilty or put off by that chapter, then the book is not for
         them.
      

       

      Interestingly, such contemplations also come out of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s novel
            Americanah (2013) where the main character Ifemelu diagnoses ‘race’ as one of America’s tribalisms.
            The irony is, of course, that America is supposedly post-racial, so if you want to
            be published, as does one of Ifemelu’s African American acquaintances, you have to
            have a front page that signals the transcendence of ‘race’ matters and preferably
            also contents in your work that want to console rather than confront. 
      

      
      I agree with that observation, but I would say that America is still way ahead of
         England in the sense that Americans do have a conversation about ‘race,’ whether or
         not it is convenient, whether or not it offends, and whether or not it is whittled
         down to statements about playing the ‘race’ card. 
      

       

      Perhaps England is much more European in the sense that it is not, at present, as
            focused on ‘race’ as it is focused on Islam and religious conflict and on the migration
            to England of people from very different cultures, globally speaking? 

      
      Right. But there is still a lot of denial of racism in European countries and the
         idea is still prevalent that because slavery happened in the Americas, racial conflict
         is an American issue. That is troubling. The ‘race’ dialogue in England has never
         really taken place in mainstream culture. It happens in Brixton and places like that
         where black people’s voices are contained and marginalised. I remember contributing
         to IC3: The Penguin Book of New Black Writing in Britain (2001) and finding the criticism of the book unbelievable. Reviewers abused the concept
         of the book and said we were whining and trying to be like African-Americans. 
      

       

      As someone who has homes in the US, Britain, and Nigeria and who commutes between
            these homes, you are in a particularly advantageous position to observe differences
            between these places. 
      

      
      There are stresses I feel in different countries and I am lucky that I can escape
         when I need to. In America, sometimes, the label ‘black’ can be tiring so I escape
         to Nigeria. When I am in Nigeria, I miss the convenience of America. England is good
         for breakfast! But yes, I now have homes in each of these countries, in parochial
         places. I live in Surrey outside London, in Meridian, Mississippi, and in Lagos I
         live in a town on Lekki peninsula. 
      

       

      But, apart from ‘breakfast,’ is there something else that makes it different for you
            to be in England rather than the US? 
      

      
       I am nostalgic about England, but I am beginning to get over that because England
         has changed. London is a complicated city, and it is in many ways beginning to resemble
         New York, with the type of tribalism you encounter in New York. There was a time I
         could walk the streets in London without being acknowledged, but now I am. I observe
         how other black people make eye contact with me and how they are friendlier. I immediately
         become defensive when a black man on the street says ‘Hey Sister.’ I think ‘Wow, okay.
         I suppose we do have something in common but, for now, you’re a stranger to me.’ I
         appreciate it afterwards, though. Maybe it is just my hair but the fact is I have
         never in my life had so many black people call me sister in London. It never used
         to happen. 
      

       

      Well, black hair is a public statement, is it not? 
      

      
       Yes, it could be my locks, or maybe it is just that I am older and more approachable.
         I have yet to figure out what is going on, but I think it has to do with tribalism.
         I honestly believe that because there has been an influx of new immigrants, London
         is suddenly looking bigger and maybe there is a need for black people to come together.
         
      

       

      You are making a point of England having changed from what it was when you first came
            here. This supposedly has to do with England having become multicultural in a far
            more complex way than it was back then. Coming from Nigeria to England as a young
            woman, did you feel that you only became black when you came to England? 
      

      
       Not only did I become black, I became African. I had not thought about my culture
         or ‘race.’ I had encountered Westerners in Nigeria but I had met them on my terms,
         and I had only ever travelled overseas as a tourist. When I came to England as a student,
         I became aware that a lot of English people thought African culture was inferior and
         that shocked me. I was fourteen and very quickly got over my shock. Nigerians are
         proud. I remember in my first week at school, my roommate said her grandmother thought
         black people had tails. I was not insulted, I just thought ‘then she’s like everybody
         else’s grandmother.’ I am sure my grandmother would have had some weird ideas about
         white people. 
      

       

      What kind of changes do you observe about Nigeria? We recall Deola in A Bit of Difference who is watching the British news on Africa and being struck by the lack of perspective
            and the fact that the news does not include her experience as it has a preference
            for the sensational and abject images of a dysfunctional continent. 

      
      But that is how Africa is made to look overseas. Nigeria is even more complicated
         than it used to be, but the Western media portrays only part of our reality. But then
         watching the news in Nigeria, you might see a report on something that happened in
         Hollywood and wonder what that has to do with America as a whole. There is so much
         going on with globalisation and telecommunications. I think wherever you are, you
         are bound to have a sense that whatever you see, read, or hear about one country or
         another is incomplete. 
      

       

      Right, so that is an effect of globalisation also in Africa. The previous generation
            looked to Britain and the new generation looks to America. The postcolonial vocabulary
            no longer really helps us in talking about Nigeria in an adequate way, does it? 
      

      
      Most of the changes I have observed in Nigeria come from within, and internal change
         requires its own language. When I was a kid, there was just one influential society
         in Lagos and it pretty much controlled the country. Now, the capital has moved to
         Abuja and the government circles are located there. The banking circles are in Lagos
         along with a Nollywood circle, the NGOs circles, church circles, and the telecommunications
         and other key business sectors. All these different circles are concentric and connected
         by money. It is amazing to observe how Nigeria and Lagos society have changed because
         of that. It is beyond postcolonial. 
      

       

      Can we come back to Deola and talk about her sense of home and belonging which seems
            to be very complex. She is really not keen to seek out the ex-pat Nigerian community
            in London; in fact she shies away from socialising with that community. She says that
            she is definitely a Lagosian and that she will go back ‘home’ eventually. Subu, on
            the other hand, calls Nigeria home, but never goes there; the same is true of Deola’s
            other friend, Bandele, for whom Nigeria, as he claims, is a cruel place to grow up
            in. So, would you say that the idea of Nigeria as home has become quite unstable?
            

      
      For me, my home of roots is Nigeria. I was walking along the other day here in England
         and thinking: ‘Wouldn’t it be amazing if I could do what I do here at home (home meaning
         Nigeria). If I could live there, have my child go to university there, have all my
         family there and socialise on a daily basis with friends there.’ 
      

      
      My ‘real home’ is the home of roots. But the home of roots is not my only home, even
         though I long for it. Nigeria is a difficult country to live in if you do not have
         the means. Even if Nigerians have the means, they come to their second homes in England,
         because of the problem of electricity, for instance. If I wanted to write in Nigeria,
         just getting my work printed would be a nightmare. I would have to think about everything
         from my electricity generator to the ink I use, all of which costs money. Now, I can
         afford those things but who wants to consider them every single day of their lives?
         So, I choose to write in Mississippi of all places. My husband is a doctor there.
         America is another type of home. It is a home of convenience where I can function,
         where I do not have to think about electricity, and where I can educate my child.
         And then there is England where, as I joked, I come for breakfast. Here, I do things
         that I do not do in Nigeria or America. For instance, I go to the theatre because
         the West End is easily accessible. For me, moving from one country to another is a
         matter of choice, but if I could live in Nigeria as comfortably as I do overseas,
         I would be back in a heartbeat.
      

       

      In talking about your own experience—and in commenting also on Deola’s experience
            in A Bit of Difference—is seems that the dilemmas you are addressing have to do with the experience of being
            a cosmopolitan African who lives both in the West and in Africa. This, we argue, is
            precisely one of the most central themes in Afropolitan writing and inherent also
            in proposed definitions of Afropolitanism. However, not as a blind celebration of
            that condition at all, but perhaps more a conscious investigation of that condition,
            which is ultimately different from the experience of more conventional migrants of
            the African diaspora, that is to say those for whom migration tended to be a one-way
            journey. 
      

      
      Actually, Kwame Anthony Appiah introduced A Bit of Difference at my book launch in Australia. As he was talking about cosmopolitanism, it occurred
         to me that my novel was about the challenges of having a cosmopolitan lifestyle, though
         I had not thought about the subject in an academic way. 
      

       

      If you would agree that the novel is cosmopolitan in its thematic interest, the question
            is whether you would also agree that it may be called Afropolitan? 

      
      I do not mind my novel being classified as Afropolitan, but it bothers me when other
         stories are negated because of a definition. What shocks me is that the publishing
         world has only just woken up to the fact that Africans have a relationship with the
         West. This is nothing new. If you look into family histories in Lagos, you will find
         evidence of grandparents and even great-grandparents who travelled internationally.
         My grandfather’s travels to England and the Middle East are documented. My husband’s
         grandmother, Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti, was educated here in England and did a lot of
         travelling in Eastern Europe. These stories are not unusual in Lagos. So it is surprising
         to me that publishers in literary capitals like London and New York make it sound
         as if Afropolitanism is something that began with a new generation of writers. 
      

       

      How do you feel about the label ‘feminist’ then? 
      

      
      I don’t think that my narratives are driven by feminism. Some of my books are not
         exactly in line with feminism, are they? I am a feminist, but I do not want that to
         limit my writing. 
      

       

      In your short-story collection News from Home (2009) we come across many different female characters that have issues either with
            African patriarchy or with the way women are typecast in male contexts more generally,
            in or out of Africa. ‘Hailstones on Zamfara’ is probably the most disturbing story
            in that collection, when seen from a feminist perspective. You stage a conversation
            between the protagonist, a woman who is charged with adultery and who is going to
            be stoned to death, and an outraged feminist, a news-reporter celebrity, who stands
            by her during the trial. ‘You’re brave,’ ‘like a mountain,’ says the female reporter,
            ‘See me as I am instead,’ says the sentenced woman’ (2009: 40). That is an interesting
            encounter between two very different African women, divided by class and experience,
            and at the heart of the story there does seem to be a feminist agenda of sorts.

      
       That is my most popular short story. I get requests over and over again to publish
         it and it bothers me. I may have satisfied a need I should never have satisfied. But
         then I cannot think too hard about what readers expect or want. I just concentrate
         on my story. ‘Hailstones on Zamfara’ is a feminist story. As you observed, I was writing
         about two different Nigerian women, one shaped by Western feminism and the other by
         what I would call homegrown feminism. 
      

       

      The female protagonist in ‘A Temporary Position,’ another story from News from Home, comes across as undecided as the women in ‘Hailstones on Zamfara,’ because, although
            you could hardly call her a feminist, she certainly knows how to juggle her cards
            in a way that puts everyone who sees her as merely the office receptionist stalemate.
            She has a degree from LSE, of course, but keeps quiet about it. 
      

      
      She is a bit of an airhead, but I like her. But, you know, feminism is not just one
         movement. It is a series of movements that happen in different parts of the world
         according to the stresses that women face at any given time. Ama Ata Aidoo was sending
         a different feminist message from Simone de Beauvoir, right? So, in ‘A Temporary Position’
         I was telling a story about the stresses a young Nigerian woman faced while working
         in London. I do not want to be limited or defined by other people’s definitions of
         feminism. 
      

      
      I was once on German radio for an interview and my interviewer was an expert on African
         literature. She started off by saying that she knew what my writing was about: African
         women being treated as second-class citizens. I said, ‘No,’ because I was coming from
         Mississippi where I could argue that women were treated like second-class citizens.
         The state of Mississippi has restrictive anti-abortion laws. She asked if I could
         talk about African women who were caught between their traditional cultures and modern
         culture, meaning Western culture, and I told her that Western cultures could be traditional
         and African cultures could be modern. 
      

       

      Again a warning here, that we should be wary of the single story, also about African
            feminism. Obviously, there is the generation aspect to be alert to. Now, can we relate
            this to the context of writing African stories more generally? Is there a difference
            between your generation of African writers and former generations? You do Africa,
            you do America, you do the UK and that appeals to a broad audience, whereas a writer
            whose story is set in Abuja and is only about Nigeria seems these days to be of less
            appeal. 
      

      
      Perhaps my generation travels more and translates more easily. I care about my stories,
         as did writers of the previous generation. If you are a custodian of stories you care
         about them. A future generation of writers will have different stories to tell. They
         may not even see borders, as I do. 
      

       

      You have noted in an interview that your generation is perhaps attuned to that idea
            of self-discovery and character whereas, in the former generation, characters tended
            to be theme-focused. Maybe that is why your generation of writers is more readable
            to audiences outside of specific African contexts. This is also what is being said
            about Afropolitan writing, it unmoors Africa and opens it up to new kinds of stories.
            Africa becomes a human space that we can all relate to because as readers we, too,
            can more easily cross borders. 
      

      
      I think this is because we often examine ordinary moments. If you read about Enitan
         in jail for instance, you might think ‘Thank God I don’t live in that place.’ If you
         read about Deola trying to figure out whether or not to quit her job as an auditor,
         you may have been there before. Stories about ordinary moments connect us without
         hyperbole and without taking on postcolonial issues that used to take centre stage
         in African stories. 
      

       

      Your writing is realist and also different from other novels coming out of Africa
            right now, if you compare with, for instance, Dust (2014) by Yvonne Adhiambo Owuor or Ghana Must Go (2013) by Taiye Selasi, whose works are also marketed under the Afropolitan label.
            In a way, readers get much more than they bargained for because they realise that
            there are all these quite different stories about Africa to engage with. 
      

      
      That is good to know. I worry that our works might be considered similar. I have not
         read Dust or Ghana Must Go or Americanah. I intend to after I have finished my next two novels. I think it is relatively new
         to concentrate on the personal and individual sphere in African literature. We are
         probably also interpreters. For a story to travel, you need an interpreter, do you
         not? We are all interpreters, of sort. 
      

       

      And as interpreters you would have to pay attention, as you do in your work, to how
            easy it is to forget all this history that the former generation of African writers
            wrote about, which also complicates the present moment. 

      
      Sure. What I am trying to do now is to merge past and present. My next novel is titled
         The Bead Collector. The novel was inspired by The Quiet American (1955) by Graham Greene. I thought that if his novel were written by a Nigerian woman,
         domestic politics would be at the forefront, not international politics. The country
         would not be a backdrop for the relationship between two men and a woman. The community
         would take centre stage. My narrator is a Nigerian woman in charge of her narrative.
         The American woman is in the background, but ever present. I am trying to reorient
         the type of narrative I am used to reading about expatriates in a foreign country.
         
      

      
      I have to ask you a question: ‘Is it necessary for a foreign character to be at the
         centre of the narrative, driving it forward?’ An American woman I know read The Bead Collector and said about my American character: ‘But everything happens to her. She doesn’t
         make things happen.’ And I said: ‘That is usually the case for a lot of expatriates
         in Nigeria.’ What I did not understand was why it was so important for her to have
         the American character drive the narrative. Is that important to you?
      

      
       

      No, not at all. But it may be for ‘amateur readers’ who need a more conventional central
            character like that to hang on to. Do you have an audience in mind when you write? 
      

      
       Yes, but I do not let the audience dictate the story I tell. My audience is primarily
         made up of Nigerians I speak to (who do not read my books, by the way). 
      

       

      Do you feel a sense of ethical responsibility as a writer? 
      

      
      Only to the story. 

       

      So you would not care if critics discuss your literary characters as Afropolitan figures
            or your narratives as Afropolitan stories? 
      

      
      No. What bothers me is how stories are marketed. If stories without borders are preferred,
         will stories about borders end up being redundant? 
      

       

      In his Guardian review of A Bit of Difference (22 February 2014), Helon Habila recommends you for not being focused on ethnic and
            national boundaries but on all sorts of other more subtle borders. Does that resonate
            with you? 
      

      
      It does, but I am not one to say I do not want to be known as a Nigerian writer or
         that I do not feel Nigerian. I do not focus on ethnic boundaries because my father
         is Igbirra and my mother is Yoruba. My experience is different from Nigerians whose
         parents come from the same ethnic group. I do not understand Nigerians who have ethnic
         biases. 
      

       

      That adds complexity, of course, to the kind of African stories you want to write.
            Generally speaking, we find that all of your stories work to nuance and complicate
            your reader’s views on Africa. You are also quite critical about things in Nigeria;
            you are, as Taiye Selasi suggests about the Afropolitan, unafraid of asking difficult
            questions. 
      

      
      Selasi is right; you have to write complicated stories about Africa. I read realistic
         stories that are criticised for not being genuine or ‘African’ enough because, I suppose,
         an African story must be solely about war or poverty to be genuine and realistic.
         This is not to say that stories about war and poverty are not genuine or realistic,
         but there has to be dimension and complexity. 
      

       

      Afropolitanism has been debated as a response to Afro-pessimism, as a way of broadening
            our perceptions of Africa and appreciating the complexity of African lives. How would
            you respond to that, as far as literature goes? 
      

      
      But literature is pessimistic. We write about conflicts and difficulties. I do not
         think there has to be a response to pessimism. I prefer to give a realistic portrayal
         of how Africans live, which includes the negative aspects of our lives. I am wary
         of people who say about African writers: ‘They write such negative things about Africa.
         Why can’t they just write the good things?’ When have you ever read literature about
         good things? 
      

       

      On a more philosophical side, Achille Mbembe argues that Afropolitanism is also reflective
            of the ability to ‘recognise oneself in the face of a foreigner’ (2007:28). Is that
            a useful perspective on contemporary transcultural encounters as they play out in
            African literature? 
      

      
      He is right, but then again sometimes you are a foreigner in your own country because
         you have changed or because your home of roots, as I called it, has certain expectations
         of you that you cannot meet, as Deola discovers when she comes back to Lagos. Her
         mother is foreign to her. She is foreign to her mother. 
      

       

      Where does your inspiration for your stories come from as you travel so much between
            places and homes? And is your writing process somehow influenced by where you are
            when you write—does Mississippi, London, or Lagos make a difference? 
      

      
       I get inspiration from people I observe or people I meet, by revisiting certain moments
         in my life. I am actually not that observant in real time. I look back with a third
         eye, remembering what has happened, if it is significant enough. 
      

      
      We talked about News from Home. My inspiration for that book came from the Internet in the early 2000s. I was in
         Mississippi looking up news on Nigeria and trying to connect with home. Most of my
         stories in the collection came from headline stories. 
      

      
      It matters where I write. In Lagos, it is hard to write a story about Lagos, because
         I need distance from Lagos to do that. I also cannot draft a novel in Lagos. I only
         draft plays there. Maybe that is just to do with the practicalities of buying ink
         and paper. Mississippi is where I began to write. I do most of my writing there. I
         have only just started to write in England, and my rhythm feels different here, but
         wherever I am, I love writing.
      

      
      Chika Unigwe

      
      Atlanta, 23 May 2015

      
      Authors:  Although we would like to talk to you about your work and the concept of Afropolitanism,
            we might begin our conversation with your personal experience of travel and migration.
            You write in your essay/short-story ‘Losing my Voice’ (2013) that ‘I discovered quickly
            that migration goes hand in hand with a peculiar kind of loneliness that not even
            fresh love can dispel.’ As someone who left Nigeria as a young woman to live in Belgium
            and, later on, the US, how has your experience of migration affected your sense of
            being home in the world?

      
      Chika Unigwe: Having moved from Nigeria to Belgium, I had no idea of the culture and the language.
         I suffered a lot my first year in Belgium, simply because I lacked a sense of community.
         I was very confident in Nigeria and then I moved to this place where nothing that
         I knew before mattered—not the language, not the culture. I made so many social faux
         pas. Because I felt very isolated, it was very important for me to look for a community
         that I could belong to, and I remember that every time I saw a black person, I said
         ‘Hi.’ During that first year, I realised just how much community means to people.
         I met a lot of Nigerians and I became friends with them, not because we could be friends
         back in Nigeria, but because I needed a support group. I think it had to be people
         that I could connect with and that they had to be Nigerian, because we could talk
         about things that we had in common. I see this replicating itself, even now in the
         US, albeit on a smaller scale. I think if you are somewhere where everything is new,
         you need a network, something that will introduce you to the new place. Moving from
         Belgium to Atlanta, I think this kind of support group is less important for me now
         because I am a lot older. But we chose Atlanta because my family is in Atlanta. So,
         even though I am now much older than when I moved to Belgium and I have the language
         skills to survive here, I still need that sense of family. 
      

       

      With your connections to Nigeria, Belgium, and now the US, it is tempting to ask,
            where is home for you, or even what is home? 
      

      
       I think because my family is here, Atlanta feels more like home than Belgium ever
         did. In Atlanta, if I show my Belgian passport, nobody will ask me where I am really from. I feel more at home in Atlanta. It is a feeling that you belong without having
         to explain why you belong. There is that sense of belonging which is influenced also
         by how people react to you, how society reacts to you. Nigeria is different again—Nigeria
         is home-home. Nigeria is the one place that I can land in, and, no matter how long
         I have been away, I instantly feel I am home. It does not matter where I land in Nigeria.
         It can be Lagos, it can be Abuja—I just come back and I feel home. In fact, I would
         return to Nigeria if my circumstances were different, and if my familial circumstances
         were different. My kids are aware of their Nigerian heritage, they know their mother
         is Nigerian, they have been to Nigeria, they eat Nigerian food and so on, but they
         do not see Nigeria as home in the same way as I do. So, I would be putting them in
         an alien space. For my husband, too, Nigeria is not home in the same way that Belgium
         is for him. 
      

      
      But obviously, having lived abroad, I have changed. To give you an everyday example
         of this: a few years ago I went back to Nigeria and took a bus to go visit my father.
         It was a long drive and we made frequent restroom stops. There was a pit stop somewhere
         and everybody had to leave the bus. A woman turned to me and asked me if I could look
         after her bag while she went to the bathroom. I said no, without even thinking. People
         reacted as if I had done something wrong. Then it occurred to me that I had changed
         because, of course, in Nigeria, asking someone to look after your bag is not a big
         deal. Your first thought is not going to be: ‘I wonder what she’s got in there.’ So
         I noticed just how much I had changed. Yet I still feel very much at home in Nigeria.
      

       

      You are a very itinerant African who has lived outside the continent for many years.
            In as far as Afropolitanism is a term that is associated with mobility, with living
            across nations and cultures, and with a certain way of being an ‘African of the world,’
            does the term resonate with you? 
      

      
      I am always wary of labels. Labels have their uses, but I also think that labels can
         be used as a tyranny in certain ways. I think ‘Afropolitan’ is a very individualistic
         term. I understand why Minna Salami finds it interesting as a space that is liberating
         and I understand Taiye Selasi when she writes about herself as Afropolitan because
         I know what her background is. She comes from everywhere and nowhere. I am perhaps
         a bit more cautious of the term because I am (I do not want to use the term, but for
         lack of a better word) grounded. I have a very strong idea of where I come from. I
         have a very strong sense of rootedness which Taiye Selasi does not have because she
         has had a far more itinerant childhood than I have. I see that in my children as well.
         They cannot fully identify with any of the three places (Nigeria, Belgium, and the
         US) that claim them. Here in the US, my third son has started saying he is from Jamaica
         and the second one is claiming a black identity, because then he can have access to
         many more scholarships. And my oldest son has become more European, fitting into the
         whole notion of what a European is supposed to be here, going to school with a scarf
         around his neck and a beret and that sort of thing. They are all claiming different
         identities because they do not fully belong to anywhere specific. I can imagine that
         Afropolitanism could be interesting for them. 
      

      
      The way we understand Afropolitanism and the way it is presented makes me feel that
         it is an elitist term. There is a risk that the whole Afropolitan business discounts
         the Africans at the margin, the ones who do not have access to the full global space.
         There are people who belong to that Afropolitan space and there are people that may
         feel excluded. It has to do with access. I think Afropolitanism needs to be aware
         of that. I am labelled many things and I am not against the Afropolitan label, I am
         just very cautious about it. I do not know if I would call myself an Afropolitan.
         I was on a panel some years ago discussing the idea of cosmopolitanism. I was wondering
         why you are a cosmopolitan because you travel into the West, while an African who
         travels from Nigeria to Chad is not seen as a cosmopolitan. I think Afropolitanism
         fits into the problem I have with the term cosmopolitan. In spite of its universal
         appeal, such a term can create exclusions and divisions. But if it does not, then
         I am fine with it.
      

      
      I do not want a world where diversity is submerged. There is a kind of sameness machine
         at work in cultural labels today in this big cosmopolitan world. But Afropolitanism
         is a very open and creative space. That is why Afropolitan theories thrive; you are
         not bound to anything, you can shift and move. But I guess in spite of my mobility,
         I am very Nigerian. When I travel on my Belgian passport (which I do very often because
         it is just more convenient) and I am asked about my nationality, I always think twice.
         If I tick Belgian, I always feel very guilty.
      

       

      Even if you are cautious about the Afropolitan label, we suppose you cannot escape
            the marketing of your work as Afropolitan. We have noted that there seems to be a
            supportive community among African writers in the diaspora. For example, you include
            an epigraph from Brian Chikwava in On Black Sisters’ Street (2009) and thank him, just as he acknowledges your support and thanks you in his
            novel Harare North (2009). 
      

      
       Yes, it is a small pool and we get embedded in the same things. There are not many
         of us, so when we go to festivals and panels, we all meet each other. There is also
         a lot of willingness to help each other. This is not limited to African writers alone.
         The NGO I started, Awele Creative Trust, runs a short story contest every year for
         Nigerian writers between sixteen and twenty-six. Our judges are well known writers
         who freely give of their time to judge the competition. This year, we have three judges
         drawn from three continents. They do this out of friendship and a desire to give something
         back. 
      

       

      Is that related to how the publishing industry works and how literary events tend
            to be shaped around the same writers? 

      
      Yes, the publishing industry is really influential. New York and London are still
         publishing centres for African writers who write in English, because you want your
         books to reach as many people as possible. It is still a fact that if New York and
         London take notice, then other European countries take notice as well. I certainly
         do not know of many African agents and so the first professional people who read your
         work are people who do not live in your world. That is why the kind of questions they
         ask and the comments they make are influenced by their own worldview and you may find
         yourself having to rewrite things in response to their suggestions and comments. Things
         that are self-explanatory for you are not self-explanatory for everybody else. So,
         even before your work gets to your editor, your agent is already somebody who does
         not necessarily understand your world. 
      

       

      Would you say that there is a kind of censorship at work, in the industry itself and
            possibly also among reviewers? 
      

      
       Censorship is a strong word. I do not think it is censorship per se, because publishers
         are not telling you directly to change things. In my case, they do not interfere with
         the narrative of the work. It is in the small things. It is always very interesting
         to see things from the different perspective of someone who does not understand your
         world because it makes you realise that we lead different lives. Very often the gateway
         to publishing is guarded by people who are not very familiar with the characters you
         are writing about. What eventually gets published is dependent on the agent and the
         editor and on who buys your work. Any book that is commercially published has gone
         through a series of small censorships. 
      

      
      Reviewers like Helon Habila and Ikhide Ikheola would argue that this also creates
         a certain kind of literature. I think that what happens is that the publishing industry
         works with trends. This does not only affect African writers. But, there are other
         things at work as well. I can use Nigeria as a case in point. Writers who work in
         Nigeria find it very difficult to be published or join the crew of Afropolitan writers,
         because they do not have access to the same things that writers out of Africa do.
         They do not have access to agents, literary magazines where they can write and be
         discovered, and to books on a massive scale. They are writing, but their skills are
         not honed. They also do not have access to writing schools, which is where a lot of
         African writers are being plucked out of, so they are handicapped already. African
         publishers do not have the means of the big publishers in the West, and distributing
         works in Nigeria is very difficult. African writers in Africa have very little access
         to the pool of Afropolitan literature because there are so many forces against them.
         It is very complex.
      

       

      There is a lot of talk nowadays about the third generation of African writers and
            how they are different from their predecessors, especially in terms of subject matter
            and form. Chielozona Eze, for example, writes about the third generation of Nigerian
            writers—like you and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie—that you are concerned with exploring
            the conditions of the Nigerian subject in the context of transculturality, of the
            meeting and mixing of cultures, of new hybridised world views with characters in a
            state of constant migration. His argument is that you are more concerned with existence
            than with essence (2005). Do you agree? 
      

      
      I think the problem is that, sadly, even in the twenty-first century, African literature
         is still read as anthropological literature. People will pick up a book by an American
         author and just read it for entertainment, but when they are reading African books
         by African writers, they are expecting to learn things about Africa. It is not just
         about the characters or how good the book is, readers expect a commentary about the
         country in which it is set. That is the big fight and explains one of the problems
         I have with labelling. I did a talk at a university college and one of the professors
         told me that he had used my book in his class in anthropology. Even though the lives
         and the stories I tell are influenced by my experiences as a Nigerian, as an Igbo
         woman, and as a mother, my work is not a commentary on Nigeria. If I am writing a story set in Nigeria, you are, of course, going to be
         exposed to lives in Nigeria. But I would like my work and African books in general
         to be read as literature and not as commentary. 
      

      
      Even taking into account that my generation writes different stories from that of
         former generations of African writers, I am not sure that Achebe and other writers
         of his generation intended to write allegorical stories about the ‘essence’ of being
         African. But that is still how contemporary African writers are read in my opinion—definitely
         in American universities. If you are going to start a course on the novel by teaching
         about the country in which it is set, then things have not changed much from the days
         of Achebe. As far as subject matter is concerned, you still find the same subject
         matter in today’s novels except explored in different ways, perhaps. I think people
         are still writing the same kind of love stories that Ama Ata Aidoo wrote. I think
         writing styles have always differed from writer to writer within the generations.
         In terms of stylistics, it is more a matter of who you are as an individual writer.
         What has maybe changed is the setting. Writers today are much more interested in writing
         contemporary stories and your geographical position certainly means something in terms
         of setting. But I do not know if we are writing back as writers of former generations
         were said to be. We are simply telling our stories and we are less interested in writing
         back to the empire in the way Achebe was. So, perhaps that might inform our choice
         of subject matter, after all. 
      

       

      Could we talk about your novel On Black Sisters’ Street? We are fascinated by the structure of that novel: we know the beginning and the
            end, and gradually, as we read, the middle is filled in, as the women tell their stories.
            This structure fits the central, helical discourse of the novel: it seems to be structured
            around a future oriented rhetoric of dreams, prophesies, longings, predictions, and
            destinies, on the one hand, and pain, suffering, and bloody realities embodied in
            the sticky past, on the other hand. These discourses are united in the circle, described
            by Ama, in the novel’s narrative present, as ‘a line that connected to itself, looping
            itself around her, manacling her so that she could hardly move’ (2010: 161). Can you
            talk to the structure and the style of the novel? 
      

      
      When I started writing the novel, I guessed that a linear structure would not work.
         One of the earliest drafts began with Luc coming to the door to ask for Sisi, but
         Sisi is not home. That got me thinking about where Sisi was. Then I found out that
         she was dead. So I wondered why she died. And how. The more questions Luc’s visit
         threw up, the less attractive it seemed for the book to start with Luc’s arrival.
         I tried a linear structure but that did not work. The structure I ended with, then,
         was flashbacks within flashbacks that came by through trial and error. The story within
         a story within a story—the nesting doll structure—also makes for a more complete story.
         The four women are equal protagonists and so, each of their stories gets fleshed out
         in the novel. 
      

       

      We are interested in what we think of as the less-fortunate Afropolitans, and in how
            class becomes an unstable signifier in connection with migration. Your four sex workers
            embark on a storytelling project that leads to intimacy and friendship, and to a kind
            of personal community on that black couch in the red room in the house in Antwerp.
            What kind of community is developed in the novel? 

      
      I like that comment, ‘class becomes an unstable signifier in connection with migration.’
         What one hears often from (African) migrants is that migration is a class leveller.
         You come to Belgium from Nigeria for example, and it does not matter that you had
         a university degree in Nigeria or that your parents had a fancy car, you could end
         up in the same bakery, helping to bring bread out of the oven, as another Nigerian
         with a high school degree whose parents have never owned a car. You could become friends
         with this person whom you might never even have met in Nigeria (or if you did might
         never have moved in the same circle). You are both nameless, faceless Africans in
         this society where nothing you were before matters, and that binds you. No man is
         an island. Migrants have to, by necessity, renegotiate the criteria for friendship
         (and indeed the parameters of friendship). This is what the four women of On Black Sisters’ Street do. Thrown together by fate and Dele, they have to find ways to make this new life
         work with the people they have ended up with. 
      

       

      Obviously, you must have done a lot of very interesting research for this novel. Can
            you tell us about this research process and how it affected your creative process,
            your attitude to the women you talked to, and to your own characters? 
      

      
      One of the most important things that struck me when I started my research was how
         much the women differed from what I had in my head. Before I went to the Red Light
         District to talk to them, I had no idea what their lives were like. The only narratives
         I had of them were narratives I had gleaned from television and from what I had read
         in newspapers—not just about the Nigerian women in the sex industry, but about women
         in general in the sex industry. There is a beautiful essay by Caryl Phillips called
         ‘Belgium: The Silenced Minority’ (2004, from his essay collection Colour Me English 2011) and I think it is the first essay I read that differed somewhat from the other
         narratives. In his essay, he does not talk about people in general. He talks about
         one person and I found that really nice. The dominant narrative in everything I had
         heard about the sex industry was one in which the women were victims, completely helpless,
         brought in to work in the sex industry and drug dealing, and scared by the whole experience.
         When I started talking to the Nigerian women, it struck me how different they were
         from everything I had read. I wanted that to be obvious in my retelling of their stories.
         I did not want them to be seen as helpless victims because many of the women that
         I spoke to did believe they were being emancipated in a way. For them this is a means
         of getting money and their independence. One of them said: ‘Well, if you have money,
         you can buy a husband.’ In a society where having a husband is considered the height
         of achievement, to be able to go out and buy your own husband is almost a huge feminist
         statement. Some of these women take on very male roles. They pay school fees for their
         siblings back in Nigeria, they own businesses, and they build homes for their parents.
         There is, as you know, a huge wave of new middle-class rising and many of these middle-class
         families are mostly single women whose daughters are in Europe working and sending
         them money. 
      

       

      How did the women respond to you in the Red Light District and how did you earn their
            trust? 
      

      
      One of the first people I spoke to did not believe I was a writer. She thought I was
         a new girl and I realised that the easiest way to get the stories I wanted to hear
         was to pretend to be a new girl. In that space, if you are a woman and black, then
         you cannot really be anything but a sex worker. So that worked out in my favour. Most
         of all, I wanted to get the feeling of being there. I wanted to be able to translate
         it well. If you are a black woman in Antwerp, there is a stereotype of you that is
         very dominant and many people feed into that stereotype. Still, the women in the Red
         Light District were not interested in making new friends, so I had to struggle to
         earn their trust. Of course, their work names are not their real names and I think
         that they want to leave work behind when they go home from work. They do not want
         the two worlds to cross. Maybe that is some sort of survival strategy. They can go
         home and be totally different. Some days, they dress up and go to church and they
         are somebody else, not a Nigerian sex worker. 
      

       

      You referred earlier to Caryl Phillips’s essay ‘Belgium: The Silenced Minority.’ In
            this essay Phillips explores how ‘the European capital [Brussels] is being transformed
            by postcolonial migrants who do not claim ownership of the city, who arrive with a
            fixed determination to make money, and only sometimes dream of returning “home”’ (2011:
            316). Phillips is particularly interested in Nigerian sex workers, yet writes that
            although he begins to dream ‘in the first-person voice of a black prostitute’ he realises
            that is it not his ‘story to tell’ (2011: 321). Who has the right to tell this story
            and how did you create the unique and individual voices of the four characters in
            the novel? 
      

      
      I understand what Phillips means and why he might feel awkward about telling the story
         of a female sex worker, not being female, not being a sex worker, and not being Nigerian,
         especially in non-fiction. However, I do not agree with him that certain stories are
         ours to tell and others not. Even in non-fiction. Especially in non-fiction where
         you are all the voice the subject has. The writer’s greatest gift is that of empathy.
         Empathy expands and enriches imagination, the writer’s tool. Phillips has written
         widely on subjects that are very different from him. Lionel Shriver writes convincingly
         of a male mass murderer in We Need to Talk about Kevin (2003). Stories have no (identified) ownership until they are told and documented,
         which is why books have the names of their authors on them as a seal of ownership.
         While our lived experiences feed our writing, our ability to imagine and empathise
         is not circumscribed by our lived experience(s). How else could writers who are privileged
         write convincingly of those who are not? Or write of events that occurred way before
         they were born? Or imagine a world so very different and years ahead of our present
         world? Having never been a sex worker or an illegal immigrant, I had to do a lot of
         research. Luckily, I had easy access to the Red Light District of Antwerp. And being
         young(ish) then and black and with a Nigerian accent in a space where those qualities
         marked you out as a potential sex worker, I blended in without arousing any suspicion.
         They just assumed I was a new worker and answered my questions patiently and generously.
         But the men who were there for sex also assumed I was potentially theirs if we agreed
         on the right price. It was a priceless gift to be able to feel what my characters
         do. 
      

       

      In an essay on your work, Chielozona Eze explores your novel in the context of ethics,
            feminism, and human rights (‘Feminism with a Big ‘F’: Ethics and the Rebirth of African
            Feminism in Chika Unigwe’s On Black Sisters’ Street,’ 2014). Indeed, the women in your work seem to fight hard to clear a space for themselves.
            Do you write from an expressed feminist perspective? And if so, how would your characters
            combat or cope with patriarchy? 
      

      
      I never write consciously from any perspective, but I am a feminist. I am also a feminist
         who has grown up in a very patriarchal culture. I come from a culture where women
         cannot inherit property and cannot inherit land. I have two brothers and my oldest
         brother, who will inherit everything, has not been to Nigeria since he was seventeen
         or eighteen. He is going to inherit my father’s house. That is ridiculous, but custom
         is very strong. For all his open-mindedness and liberalness my father is not prepared
         to fight patriarchy. He is very traditional. I am aware of all those things and maybe
         that is why I write the kind of stories that I do. Writing gives you space to fight
         a lot of things that you are hopeless to fight otherwise. Patriarchal culture is very
         deep and it is not something one person can fight. My father believes in equal opportunity,
         but when it comes to certain things, like inheriting property, he is not going to
         go against tradition and give it to his daughters. But it is not just my father—it
         goes across borders. Recently, I have become fascinated by the phenomenon of negotiated
         feminism or ‘nego-feminism.’ To a certain extent, the characters from On Black Sisters’ Street are nego-feminists because they do not break fully with patriarchy; they manoeuvre
         within it. I am very interested in how women manoeuvre. Even the mother in my novel
         Night Dancer (2012) does not break completely with patriarchy because it is impossible for her
         to do so. That is why she manoeuvres within patriarchy and finds ways of empowering
         herself within it. I find that kind of manoeuvring fascinating.
      

       

      From what you say about your work and your own personal experiences, it seems that
            the feminist cause comes before other responsibilities? As a writer, do you feel a
            sense of ethical responsibility? 
      

      
      I do not think you can have any sustainable change in the future if feminism is not
         part of the struggle. But having said that, personally I do not feel a sense of responsibility
         to society as a writer. I feel a sense of responsibility to my readers and my characters.
         I want to respect my characters enough to write them truthfully and I want to have
         enough respect for my readers to write characters that are believable. That is where
         my responsibility ends. As a writer, you are in an unwritten contract with your readers:
         they come to your book expecting to be entertained and whatever else. It is that contract
         that I feel that I have to fulfil and I think it is up to the tourism industry of
         Nigeria to write propaganda for tourism. That is not my duty. 
      

      
      Brian Chikwava

      
      London, 11 April 2015

      
      Authors: We are writing this book that traces the Afropolitan figure in contemporary African
            diasporic writing. An Afropolitan, in our working definition, is someone who comes
            from, or is affiliated with, a place in Africa, but who also has experiences of living
            outside the continent. Such a definition, of course, will have to take into account
            that mobility and transcultural interaction are privileges that most Africans do not
            enjoy. Some critics are therefore sceptical of the term Afropolitanism. They see it
            as an elitist African middle-class phenomenon that has unhinged itself from solidarity
            with the less fortunate, such as the characters we come across in your novel Harare North (2010). We would like to discuss the novel with you, but perhaps we can come to this
            by way of asking you about your own experience of diaspora and what you associate
            with Afropolitanism?

      
      Brian Chikwava: The term is slippery. It seems to mean different things to different people. Initially,
         I considered it an attempt to find a new vocabulary for handling the African condition
         in the twenty-first century, but increasingly it has been received as a phenomenon
         that comes out of the consumer cultural trends of the African well-off as well as
         the diaspora. So, to certain people that is what it means. To other people it means
         a possibility to explore new ways of being. That is what I like about it: it offers
         possibilities to create something different. A lot of younger people feel a need to
         escape the stereotypes that have been associated with Africa. It seems to me that
         with the concept of Afropolitanism, it is possible to find a space where you can escape
         that and reimagine yourself. 
      

       

      Do you find you can reimagine yourself in a different way outside of Zimbabwe and
            that it has been liberating for you as a person and as a writer, to have the mobility
            that Afropolitans associate with being a twenty-first-century African? 
      

      
      I think it has, ultimately, been liberating. It has also been enriching because I
         imagine that if I had stayed in Zimbabwe, I would probably have a completely different
         outlook to the one that I have now. This is not necessarily to say that there is something
         wrong about staying rooted in one place. And while it may be illusionary to think
         about mobility as just enriching, it does give you the chance to change something,
         at least your own ideas about yourself as well as where you are coming from. Perhaps
         it is not about reaching a goal, but just the journey itself that matters. But, of
         course, I have been rooted in one place as well. I do not feel a sense of rootedness
         here in Britain. When I am here, my experience seems to be—or, I would like to think
         that it is—one that is shared by people on the margins. Some time ago I had returned
         from Greece/Italy and I said to someone that I had come home. It felt strange to me
         that I had actually said that, because I never use that word about here. But it probably
         was a turning point. Of course, it also has to do with returning to London and to
         my usual circle of friends. I feel that as home, that kind of community. 
      

       

      That idea of ‘home’ is obviously ambivalent. If you go back to Zimbabwe, is that also
            going home? 
      

      
      Whenever I go back to Zimbabwe, I notice that things are changing so fast that what
         I used to call home, that rootedness or the ability to sink back in, is no longer
         there in any real sense. I always go back home and feel like I am a little lost. I
         do not always know how to navigate the new place and sometimes have to rely on my
         mother in order to figure out how to operate the place. Zimbabwe has changed noticeably.
         And a lot of people have left the country and gone into exile. Historically, this
         has never happened before in such numbers. The young people who are mobile have gone
         and the elderly people who do not like moving have stayed. Even the demographics change
         with the seasons. You can go there during say Christmas and Easter when all the Zimbabweans
         in South Africa will be back and the place is completely transformed. But then again
         most of this is to an extent the experience of most developing countries where migration
         for economic reasons has grown since the turn of the century. 
      

       

      How are you received when you come back to Zimbabwe? Do you feel that people respond
            to you in a specific way because you live elsewhere? 

      
      I think so, yes. Although on the whole people are positive sometimes I do sense a
         kind of hostility which arises out of people feeling that: ‘You didn’t really stay
         here and invest anything. You decided to go there so you’ve got no stake in this place.’
         There has been a political polarisation of the whole nation. I remember some years
         ago when the opposition that—unlike the ruling party—was also drawing support from
         across the diaspora (it has a big presence here in London) was holding a conference
         by the Victoria Falls. The conference was widely reported in the papers. The UK chapter
         of the party and the Zimbabwean one were in open conflict and the whole thing deteriorated
         into a complete farce. What was noticeable was the obvious split straight in the middle
         between people who do not live there and people who do. That, I think, spoke to a
         wider thing in the society. 
      

       

      NoViolet Bulawayo’s novel We Need New Names (2013) also ends with the same kind of hostility against those who leave. Chipo,
            the childhood friend of protagonist Darling, scorns Darling in a Skype conversation
            for being in America, when she should be at home in Zimbabwe: ‘What are you doing
            not in your country? . . . do you abandon your house when it’s burning or do you find
            water to put out the fire?’ (2013: 286). That sounds similar to what you were just
            saying. Are Zimbabwean diaspora communities here in the UK also polarised or does
            living in the diaspora reflect a less nation-bound perspective? Do you feel a sense
            of community with the Zimbabweans here? 

      
      Inevitably, yes. I suppose that is because when you are in a different culture, you
         seek to make connections with people who share some of your experience, so that evens
         out potential splits. It has been amazing for me to connect with Zimbabweans here,
         and see how they are coping with their new conditions, because some of them are people
         that I would have known in Zimbabwe. The kind of culture that emerges here is different
         to anything you would find in Zimbabwe. It is related to finding a way of coping with
         exile. At the same time there are, say, certain cultural protocols that are still
         observed. Zimbabweans tend to be very conservative people, but here in the UK that
         conservatism gets shed off very quickly. 
      

       

      Do you feel, after twelve years in Europe, that you live in exile? Is that an important
            term still? Is it somehow bound up in a sense of rootedness? 
      

      
      The term appeals in the basic theoretical sense of simply being outside your native
         culture because that is the fact of my life. I cannot call myself an exile in the
         old-fashioned political sense because I am not that. Regarding rootedness, for a while
         I entertained this delusion that I was somehow still rooted in Zimbabwe. Eventually,
         of course, all that disappears and a new way of looking at the world emerges—so much
         so that I no longer feel rooted in just one place. 
      

       

      Roots can also be portable, can they not? When people live in political exile, they
            usually nurse the dream of being able to return. That is perhaps different in an Afropolitan
            context, where you can go back every now and then if you want to. Do you have the
            dream of returning to Zimbabwe or are you comfortable with being a Zimbabwean in the
            UK? 
      

      
      I think I am pretty comfortable now in the UK and with Zimbabwe as a place that I
         can go to whenever I want to. I was born there, I grew up there, but I do not really
         see why I should be confined to it, wonderful as it can be. Also, there is just no
         comparison between London and Harare. I am a writer here in the UK and so I have a
         lot more access to resources than I would in Zimbabwe. It is ironic that you can learn
         much more about Zimbabwe as a former colony here in the UK: it would not surprise
         me that The National Archives at Kew hold a lot more historical material about Zimbabwe
         than The National Archives in Harare. 
      

       

      When you mention that a lot of people have left Zimbabwe and gone into exile, some
            in the West and some in other African countries like South Africa, do you think that
            it makes a difference whether you leave for another African country rather than the
            West? 

      
      Yes, I think it does make a difference. If people from Zimbabwe move to South Africa,
         they can easily blend in to South African culture; no one will be able to tell that
         they are not South African, because they can speak the language very easily. It is
         less difficult because culturally it is not that different, whereas here people have
         to search out other ways of being. There has been very little talk about problems
         with mental health among people who have migrated to the UK. The number is actually
         quite high. I think this has to do with people finding it hard to cope with a very
         different cultural landscape. Maybe Afropolitanism can be seen as a way of dealing
         with that kind of trauma! 
      

       

      Do you mean as a way of not going mad? 

      
      Yes, perhaps—or an attempt at creating new categories of Africanness other than the
         ones that are historically given or available since that is possibly the only viable
         route for both changing and inhabiting the inhospitable worlds. In this regard, though,
         I think this goes beyond Afropolitanism, but is a feature of migrant peoples’ endeavour
         to carve out a more amenable place for themselves within the host culture. 
      

       

      Is that high rate of mental problems associated with the lack of mobility that migrants
            feel they have in a new culture? For example, many Zimbabweans leave Zimbabwe because
            they are fleeing political persecution but they may also search for choice and opportunity.
            We suppose quite a lot of Zimbabwean (or African) migrants to the West would experience
            a sense of stagnation, too, feeling that they cannot activate the energy they arrive
            with to engage with the new culture? 

      
      There are a lot of people who may not have suffered and who could easily have been
         in Zimbabwe living middle-class and professional lives. When they come here, they
         quickly discover that their world and their opportunities are narrowed down by their
         circumstances. I know a lot of people who have come from Zimbabwe where they have
         been working as engineers and accountants. When they come here, they end up doing
         menial jobs and this changes their circumstances completely. For them to move out
         of their situation is quite a struggle. Also, there is, of course, the cumulative
         frustration that comes with managing a situation that one may not even have conceived
         of. It requires quite a lot of mental resilience to be able to cope and securely inhabit
         a difficult environment. Other people who do not necessarily come from such well-off
         backgrounds sometimes cope better because there is perhaps no comparative sense of
         loss of place in society or loss of ability to shape one’s own life and destiny. 
      

       

      Achille Mbembe talks about the challenges of living transcultural lives. He sees Afropolitanism
            as a way of being in the world that involves the capacity ‘to recognise one’s face
            in that of a foreigner’ (2007: 28). That is obviously an enticing idea, but also one
            that can be exceedingly difficult to practise when we think, for instance, of your
            characters in Harare North. If you are busy surviving, finding the money for rent or your next meal, then that
            is perhaps an unrealistic idea. But it may be a prescription for the twenty-first
            century that we all have to move towards that possibility, however utopian it may
            seem, in order to circumvent issues related to living transcultural lives and the
            mental problems that you talked about? 
      

      
      I am conflicted about it, actually. Whilst appreciating the many possibilities that
         Afropolitanism brings, I think recognising yourself in the other is a sensibility
         that is as old as mud in pretty much every culture. It is broader than Afropolitanism
         but if we have to hitch the Afropolitanist horse to that cart because it is trendy
         and freshens things up, maybe that is a good thing. I may as well add that the Afropolitan
         as seen, say, in the bars and cafes of Hackney (London), Canal St. Martin (Paris),
         Kreuzburg (Berlin), Williamsburg (NYC), etc. lives by a very different set of values
         compared to the African migrant seen in a chicken and chip shop; in that regard perhaps
         the latter may find it easier to recognise their face in that of an eastern European
         or Latin American, etc., whose life is similarly given shape by tight economic circumstances.
         
      

       

      Let us talk in more detail about literature and especially about Harare North. You have said that the novel is emphatically not about Zimbabwean politics or immigration
            to the UK, but that it is about a particular community that you wanted to explore.
            Yet when we read the novel, it seems to us very much about Zimbabwean politics and
            about failed immigration policies in the UK. 
      

      
      During the creative process I tried to escape or be blind to Zimbabwean politics or
         politics of any kind, though maybe not altogether successfully. From a writing point
         of view, taking a political position is not the best place to start since the most
         rewarding starting point is a naïve one, where one can explore what it is they want
         to say or what question to ask. 
      

       

      Does that naïve position begin with a specific character? Your unnamed protagonist
            has an unusual perspective on life and it is his voice that takes us through this
            narrative. 

      
      Yes, it begins with characters and voices. The characters are interesting figures
         because, even though they can be extremely brutal and do all sorts of horrific things,
         they have a naïvety that has to do with where they come from. This naïvety also makes
         them quite easy to instrumentalise from a political point of view. 
      

       

      
      There are many similarities between Harare North and Sam Selvon’s 1956 classic, The Lonely Londoners. Like you, Selvon experimented with language and voice to do justice to his lonely
            Londoners. Did Selvon resonate with you when you were writing your book? And how did
            you develop a convincing voice for your unnamed protagonist? 
      

      
      Selvon resonated a lot, and I think The Lonely Londoners is a powerful exploration of the diaspora condition. I also remember Selvon’s language:
         that kind of creolised English is amazingly inventive as a literary device. In that
         sense his writing really inspired me. I had actually written Harare North in standard English to begin with, but it just did not sound right. It did not work
         because you cannot make a character like my protagonist speak standard English. He
         would end up sounding like a middle-class person. I realised I had to change the language.
         As I was trying to change it, I experimented with a patois that mixed Shona, Ndebele,
         and English words to a degree that made it incomprehensible to everyone but Zimbabweans.
         At that point, I thought of Sam Selvon again, because the dialect he uses in The Lonely Londoners is so accessible and easy to read. In the end, I opted for a language that is not
         quite how Zimbabweans speak. That had to be the sacrifice—I had to let that patois
         go for the sake of comprehensibility. 
      

       

      So the language you shaped is your recreation of a vernacular that would be translatable
            into a literary text. What do your fellow Zimbabweans think of that voice? 
      

      
      Well, some of them actually do recognise it. They especially recognise and appreciate
         phrases that are translated from either Shona and Ndebele. But the more conservative,
         middle-class readers sometimes do not like it at all. They see this language and my
         characters as gross misrepresentations of Zimbabweans, because they are proud of Zimbabwe.
         One reader who did not like my language pointed out that in Zimbabwe we have the highest
         literacy rate in Africa, and people speak proper English. She was really upset.
      

       

      Your own background is different from the characters in Harare North, so what kind of research did you do when you started to write the novel? 
      

      
      I knew people like my protagonist already, many of them from Zimbabwe. But the inspiration
         for the book came from an encounter I had with someone from Uganda. In Brixton, there
         is a cinema where homeless people and migrants used to hang out (but now gentrification
         has made it too fancy). Those people had nothing, they just had time to kill. I would
         go there just to hang out and listen to their conversations. 
      

       

      So you were actually ‘eavesdropping’ on the stories that people were telling each
            other in order to kill time? 

      
      Yes, I was! This guy started telling me about himself. He used to be with the Lord’s
         Resistance Army in Uganda. He had a big, broad smile and he was talking about how
         he loved Joseph Kony. He had been in the UK for five years, but that was after the
         Ugandan Defence Forces had captured and imprisoned him. Then he had found exile here.
         He was talking about how he missed that life of the Lord’s Resistance Army and his
         AK 47. As I was listening to him, I was thinking: ‘This must be a big joke.’ I was
         waiting for the punchline to come and for him to say that he was just pulling my leg,
         but he did not. As we continued to talk, it became clear that he meant every word
         he was saying. The more I listened to him, the more surreal it became for me. I realised
         that this person was not in a very good place. He was obviously traumatised, mentally
         unstable—broken in some way. To be honest, it was quite frightening, and I kept thinking
         about how I was going to escape the conversation. Then I found myself thinking about
         the Green Bombers in Zimbabwe, who have had similar experiences, and been traumatised.
         There was something about the guy from Uganda that made me think that I just needed
         to bring one of those Green Bombers from Zimbabwe to London and try to make a story
         out of it to see what would happen. 
      

       

      As readers we also eavesdrop on what happens when the characters are gathered in that
            impromptu community under the chestnut tree. It is not really friendship; it is a
            strange community of homeless people, asylum seekers, migrants, and your protagonist
            under that chestnut tree. How would you describe that community? 
      

      
      The chestnut tree is a place where people who are broken in a lot of ways hang out,
         because they have nothing better to do. They are society’s underbelly and it seems
         to be the only place where they can feel as if they belong to a wider world. 
      

       

      In your novel you refer to ‘lapsed Africans’ (2010: 5 and 137). You would not find
            any lapsed Africans in that community, would you? Perhaps those lapsed Africans are,
            in a sense, Afropolitan—middle-class achievers? 
      

      
      Yes, I think there is a closer proximity between the lapsed Africans and the Afropolitan
         and you would not find either under the chestnut tree. They are African people who
         have moved here to the UK and adopted a rather metropolitan outlook that people like
         the narrator of Harare North cannot relate to, and perhaps find that set of values quite un-African. And of course
         the narrator’s lapsed Africans are more likely to make sure they wear the latest African
         fashion to display their ethnic ties to Africa. People like the narrator, on the other
         hand, will go to a bargain bin in the cheapest shop instead and buy a pair of jeans
         because economic sense trumps everything in their circumstances. 
      

       

      It is an interesting word, ‘lapsed,’ and it has many connotations: discontinued, finished,
            un-renewed, lacking in faith, etc. When the narrator looks at the lapsed Africans
            it makes him feel that he is not African enough. 

      
      The diaspora tends to hold on more tightly to certain things that people who are on
         the continent do not value as much, at least until they also start to feel a sense
         of distance and loss. Sometimes newcomers are surprised that people who have been
         here a long time, especially the senior generation, can attribute much significance
         to certain things or attitudes; on the other hand, the senior diaspora can quite easily
         be horrified by the arriviste’s lack of political consciousness with respect to their
         cultural heritage. And in the European capital, where cultural difference can be a
         pointy political instrument, eventually the newly arrived may feel compelled to ask:
         ‘Am I African enough?’ 
      

       

      In your writing, you do not often foreground ‘race’—not even in Harare North. The idea that your sense of self is translated when you cross borders into the West
            is often troped in Afropolitan fiction, but not in your work. You do not write about
            becoming black or African in the West. The issues foregrounded in your writing are
            class and obstacles to do with illegality: being legal or illegal, rather than black
            or white. Is that deliberate? 
      

      
      Not really. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie explores ‘race,’ perhaps because ‘race’ is right
         at the heart of the founding of the nation in the US and continues to be a central
         socio-political question. Perhaps on close reading she explores more than that, but
         it is just ‘race’ and class can be a little difficult to disentangle in the US context,
         unlike in Britain, a place where, as they say, you get categorised the moment you
         open your mouth. But also maybe one need not worry so much about ‘race’ and racism
         if one is part of the urban underbelly and has bigger worries like surviving in narrow
         economic circumstances. In the urban underbelly, the economic and social hierarchies
         are starkly visible before you even start to think ‘race,’ until maybe when you come
         into contact with state institutions. If I was to explore ‘race’ in any significant
         way in Harare North, it would have completely distorted the book. 
      

       

      Indeed, reading Harare North, we cannot help thinking about class. You talked about the narrator and that community
            under the chestnut tree as society’s underbelly. You have said in an interview that
            you wanted to make visible a different kind of urban people from those we often meet
            in literature, an ‘underclass.’ Why did you want to focus on that urban underclass? 
      

      
      I think the ‘underclass’ is a lot more interesting from a literary point of view.
         The underclass is mostly stripped bare of artifices—so there is an immediacy and an
         urgency that is interesting to explore. This underclass is also fascinating from the
         perspective of the modern city. I remember the time when I used to work at a news
         agency doing night shifts. I would leave from work at about 5 am and catch a bus.
         London was a completely different city at that time of day: the people getting on
         the buses were migrants, a different class of people than those you typically see
         in London during the day. The migrants were going home from their jobs, cleaning offices,
         or working in security. 
      

       

      What you are telling us is exactly what Moses is describing in Moses Ascending (1975), the second book in the Lonely Londoners trilogy. We recall Selvon’s description
            of the people who make the city of London function like a well-oiled machine, and
            these people are invariably recent migrants—the people who are simultaneously visible
            and invisible: 

      
         What is that heavy footfall on the cold damp pavement before the rest of the world
               is awake? [. . .] It is the black man. He is the first passenger of the day. He is
               the harbinger who will put the kettle on to boil. He holds the keys of the city, and
               he will unlock the doors and tidy the papers on the desk, flush the loo, straighten
               the chairs, hoover the carpet. He will press switches and start motors. He will empty
               dustbins and ashtrays and stack boxes. He will peel the spuds. He will sweep the halls
               and grease the engines. (1984: 6)

      

      That is quite amazing! It is fascinating and I notice similar things in Paris and
         New York. This is, of course, tied up to the economy of the city, and to how it functions.
         The people that I notice—and that Selvon describes—obviously do not have much political
         or economic power. Most of them probably do not vote or are not allowed to vote. Such
         people are fertile ground for fiction. 
      

       

      We are inside many heads when we read your novel: the narrator’s head, Shingi’s head,
            and the first thing the narrator notices about the house is that it looks like Shingi.
            So, when we are inside the squat, we are also inside a head in a sense. The characters
            talk about how Zimbabwe means ‘the house of stone,’ and the squat is described as
            a house of stone, which doubles as Shingi’s head. Why all the heads? 
      

      
      I also wanted to explore mental health issues in the novel. One trope that I explore
         from a fictional point of view is the Dissociative Identity Disorder, as a way of
         imagining trauma. I used head metaphors to impress upon the idea that a lot of the
         dynamics that are happening in the novel are mental ones. From a reading perspective,
         this opens up interpretational possibilities; the intention was that it should be
         difficult to distinguish between reality and what is going on within the narrator’s
         head. 
      

       

      Can we talk about the structure of the novel? It is almost as if we are reading the
            protagonist’s diary. The novel could have begun with the arrival scene—instead it
            begins with a prologue that reads like an epilogue. Why did you structure it that
            way? 
      

      
      In fact, the literary agency was adamant that it was easier to sell that way. I do
         not quite understand what they wanted with the prologue. My own sense is that they
         were trying to create, unnecessarily, a superficial thrill or anticipation. The agent
         cut the prologue off from a passage that was located towards the end of the book.
         
      

       

      It is tempting to ask you, since Harare North is quite different from, say, NoViolet Bulawayo’s We Need New Names or Sefi Atta’s A Bit of Difference (2013), how you respond to the work of Afropolitan writers and if you get inspiration
            from them. Can African writers in the diaspora function as an artistic community of
            reference? 
      

      
      I do read them, yes. I have an intuitive understanding of the things they are exploring
         in their work. For me personally, that is why, despite the quality of their writing,
         their novels do not bring about great new discoveries. For me it is more an exercise
         of surveying the landscape and seeing what everybody else is doing. For inspiration
         I would look elsewhere. There was a time when I was reading a lot of Russian literature.
         
      

       

      That tends to be heavy existential stuff—what is it in Russian literature that appeals
            to you? Does it have to do with the fact that Dostojevskij and other canonical Russian
            writers may write Russian literature, but their works really transcend the nation
            tag and qualify also as world literature? 

      
      It appeals in a lot of ways that I can relate to. It also has to do with my background.
         If you are a Zimbabwean and go to school in Zimbabwe you will read a lot of English
         writers and some African writers, but you hardly ever read French, Russian, or American
         writers. That is why, coming from that educational background, I have always wanted
         to explore literature from other places. When I read Russian literature, I am struck
         by how different it is from English literature. Russian literature can be a lot of
         things, including completely brutal and concerned with severe conditions and experiences.
         In a way it speaks a lot more directly to conditions that I know than does, for instance,
         English literature. 
      

       

      Your own writing is certainly focused on the difficulties and often severe conditions
            of living as an African, both here and in Africa. Do you feel a sense of ethical responsibility
            as a writer to document the lives of the Africans that we come across in Harare North—those who live hidden or marginal lives? 

      
      No. If possible, I would only like to have an ethical responsibility to write as truthfully
         as I can about the way the world appears to me. 
      

       

      In the face of the crushingly difficult lives you write about, perhaps humour helps
            you to rescue your characters from being contained by the victim position? There is,
            for instance, a lot of humour in your short story ‘Seventh Street Alchemy’ (2003).
            The story opens on an early morning in Harare with struggling city-dwellers on the
            way to ‘waylay the dollars they so desperately need to stave hunger off their doorsteps’
            (2003: 17) and the narrative quickly zooms in on a mother’s frustrated attempts to
            secure a passport for her daughter. As the mother is prevented from even applying
            for that passport, because she cannot present identity papers, the plot turns into
            a mix of absurd circumstances and slapstick humorous commentary. Can you comment on
            what made you write this story of poverty and arrested mobility in this manner? 
      

      
      I think I wrote that story because of what I was constantly exposed to while living
         in Harare towards the end of the ’90s. That was probably the period when the effects
         of the economic liberalisation policies of previous years became obvious on the street:
         the proliferation of street vendors as people tried to make ends meet; the sudden
         visibility of street kids and the destitute; food riots resulting from the spike in
         food prices after the removal of price controls, etc.; and a palpable shift in the
         vibe of the city so that one sensed a kind of absurdity about the way Harareans were
         conducting their lives. 
      

       

      In an interview you were asked about your ‘favourite cause’ and you answered ‘defying
            online social networks’ (2009). What did you mean by that? We ask, because the Internet
            is popular with Afropolitans in the debate on Afropolitanism. But everything is developing
            at such a rapid speed that it can be quite breath-taking for observers wanting to
            keep track of what is going on. 
      

      
      Well, that probably blows me out of the water and betrays my non-Afropolitan mindset!
         Anyway, I could possibly do without the Internet, but it also has features that I
         guess, like many, I have a conflicted relationship with it. There is still a lot to
         be said of the now trite aphorism that ‘If you’re not paying for it; you are the product.’
         But the creative spirit usually seeks a unique place from which to write—a position
         from which there is a greater likelihood of finding a perspective other than what
         the main thoroughfares have to offer. 
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 8

      Sharing and Caring

      
         
         
         
         Storytelling and Afropolitan Communities

         
         
      

      
      
         Inside, Efe, Ama, and Joyce are gathered in a room painted in tongues of fire. They
            are sitting on a long couch, its black coverings faded with age, its frame almost
            giving way underneath their combined weight. . . . Sisi is everywhere. She is not
            here, but they cannot escape her, even in their thoughts. . . . The women are not
            sure what they are to each other. Thrown together by a conspiracy of fate and a loud
            man called Dele they are bound in a sort of unobtrusive friendship, comfortable with
            what little they know of each other, asking no questions unless prompted, sharing
            deep laughter and music in their sitting room, making light of the life which has
            taught them to make the most of the trump card that God has wedged in between their
            legs. . . . And now, with the news that they have just received, they have become
            bound by something so final that they are afraid to talk about it. . . . Yet, Sisi
            is on their minds. (Unigwe 2010: 24–26)
         

      

      In this moment from the beginning of Chika Unigwe’s 2009 novel On Black Sisters’ Street, we find a group of sex workers from Africa huddled together in a room in a house
         in Antwerp, Belgium. It is 12 May 2006, the day Sisi dies, the day that will unite
         the stories within the novel, the three remaining women—Efe, Ama, and Joyce—and their
         pasts and futures. On this day the African women become ‘sisters,’ and develop a kind
         of (s)kinship and friendship through their sharing of life stories that contain the
         pain of the past and the dreams of the future. What is more, they become friends through
         touch, through a ‘skin-awareness’ as black sisters in a predominantly white European
         world. Throughout the story, the ‘sisters’ find safety in a micro-community on the
         black couch in the middle of a red room in a Europe they are in, but not of. They
         are enveloped in the silence caused by the news that their fellow worker, Sisi, is
         dead, and that she has been killed—how and by whom they will never know, although
         the narrator lets the reader know, in the very last chapter of the novel. These sisters
         of skin and shared experiences are initially caught in unproductive and oppressive
         silence, yet soon feel a sense of freedom through storytelling. Thus, they begin to
         develop a caring community (2010: 39). Stories of African ‘life before Antwerp’ (2010:
         40) become the glue that binds the women together—and it creates the family feeling
         we see emerging in the quote above. As they share stories, they sit ‘huddled together
         on the couch as if they were seeking the heat of each other’s bodies [and] [t]heir
         arms touch’ (2010: 93). As the novel progresses in tandem with their storytelling
         sessions, they find themselves in ‘unknown territory’ (2010: 239) as ‘[t]hey are only
         just beginning to know each other’ (2010: 241). Theirs is a fragile and potentially
         ephemeral community—they know, and we know, that they will not stay on that couch
         forever.
      

      
      The last ‘Zwartezusterstraat’ (Black Sisters’ Street) chapter—which contains the same
         elongated moment quoted above—still sees the three women on the black couch and ‘[t]heir
         tears mingle. . . . Time stands still and Ama says, “Now we are sisters.” Years later,
         Ama will tell them that at that moment she knew they would be friends forever. They
         will never go to the police but they do not know that. . . . They disentangle and
         sit again on the black sofa’ (2010: 290). On that black couch something very interesting
         happens. If Afropolitanism is envisioned as a space of inquiry, or in the words of
         Minna Salami (7 October 2015), as ‘a conceptual space in which African heritage realities
         are both interrogated and understood with the tools and nuances of modern-day globalisation,’
         then we may argue that it is such a space that is developed over the course of one
         story-telling day in On Black Sisters’ Street and that it makes possible the emergence of an Afropolitan community. An Afropolitan
         community can be construed as a communal and willed human project, the effect of mobility
         and ways of being African in a twenty-first-century globalised and increasingly multicultural
         world. The black sisters’ community serves well as a corrective to the common approach
         to Afropolitanism as descriptive only of privileged and heightened individualism.
         As we see in Selasi’s 2005 essay, ‘Bye-Bye, Babar,’ even her construction of Afropolitanism is one that vacillates between an ‘I’—an individualised,
         ontological project—and a ‘we’—her construction of a communal project of sharing,
         and perhaps, caring, as twenty-first-century Africans in the world. Consequently,
         an Afropolitan community can be figured as a human occurrence within a space of inquiry
         and negotiation into what it means to be African in the world and what ‘Africa’ means
         in the world. It may also help to create a kind of solidarity that cannot be taken
         for granted, as Kwame Anthony Appiah reminds us (chapter 6, ‘The Authors in Conversation
         with Kwame Anthony Appiah’). An Afropolitan community is made possible and sometimes
         necessary as a result of negotiation, but typically it is ephemeral and often spontaneous.
         It relies on being in conversation, an activity that indexes a process, not a finality. In Appiah’s words:
         ‘Conversation is polyvalent because it has this metaphorical dimension—it is not literally
         just talk, it is what you do with people that you are in a relation with and so it
         is not about anything, it is not for anything; it is interaction for interaction’s sake. People who are in conversation
         will understand each other better’ (chapter 6, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Kwame
         Anthony Appiah’). Yet, since an Afropolitan community is more of a willed assembly
         rather than a naturally occurring phenomenon, it is almost always productive for the
         ‘we’ of that community, relying as it does on being in conversation. In this search
         for Afropolitan communalities and communities the main focus is on On Black Sisters’ Street, but we will have recourse briefly to explore communities also in Sefi Atta’s story
         ‘A Temporary Position’ (2009), Dinaw Mengestu’s The Beautiful Things that Heaven Bears (2007), Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah (2013), and NoViolet Bulawayo’s We Need New Names (2013).
      

      
      The narrative present of On Black Sisters’ Street is 12 May 2006, the day Sisi dies. And Sisi’s death, in the words of Chielozona Eze,
         ‘becomes cathartic as well as catalytic’ (2014: 98). The three remaining ‘sisters’
         find themselves in increasingly intimate and tactile silence on the black couch in
         the red living room in the house on Zwartezusterstraat in Antwerp. The couch becomes
         a safe haven and a place of relaxed freedom and intimacy which allows the sisters
         to let go of their guard and experience something we can only call friendship. As
         we will argue in this chapter, this friendship develops into a kind of personal and
         private Afropolitan community. The couch becomes a space that makes possible an important
         inquiry– in short conversation—as well as a relationship of sharing and caring that
         seems to be impossible in the world outside the house in Antwerp. This space also
         allows such hesitant sharing to emerge into a friendship that develops through storytelling
         and eventually cements into a sustaining community of black sisters. In a sense, it
         is possible to see this chapter as a contrastive companion chapter to our exploration
         of Afropolitan mobility and Teju Cole’s Open City in chapter 3. That chapter focused on a single, privileged, highly mobile African-origin
         male, rich in cultural capital, but poor in social capital, whose vexed and unwanted
         ‘brother moments’ heightened his chosen isolation. In Open City, we either see Julius alone inside flats or concert halls, looking out of windows
         (almost as a solitary figure in a painting by Edward Hopper), or admiring views on
         his many walks. Open City charts, as we have seen, a series of unhappy encounters that always compromise potential
         Afropolitan solidarity. This chapter, by contrast, focuses on four women who are of
         African origin, less mobile, poor in cultural capital, but increasingly rich in social
         capital. Their sustaining and empowering ‘sister moments,’ although initially un-chosen,
         precipitate a trustful and warm community even if they are almost imprisoned in the
         red room on the black couch and their only view, as it were, is to the past or the
         future, through their memories and imaginations.
      

      
      On Black Sisters’ Street centres on one encounter—the moment on the couch in the recurring chapters called
         ‘Zwartezusterstraat’ which gradually unfolds throughout the novel—where the women,
         equally gradually, we argue, develop an Afropolitan solidarity and sensibility. In
         Open City, as we suggested, it is almost as if the ‘Afro’ gets in the way of Julius’ longing
         to be simply and individually cosmopolitan as he is forced to look through ‘race.’
         But in On Black Sisters’ Street it is almost as if the opposite is the case—the ‘Afro’ here unites the women and
         lubricates their communal feeling. They are ‘black sisters,’ and this simple fact
         names a power that they themselves begin to understand and enjoy as a result of friendly
         communal sharing and caring. The two chapters thus emphasise two almost diametrically
         different ways of being African in the world—and thus support the point pursued in
         this book that there are multiple and hugely different ways of being Afropolitan.
         No one, it seems, holds a monopoly on the Afropolitan or, should such a thing exist,
         Afropolitan authenticity.
      

      
      We argue that something sustaining and enabling happens in that moment on the couch
         when the women encounter each other properly and begin to recognise each other—recognise
         is here to be understood in the sense of knowing again. Whereas the encounters in
         Open City were largely described as happening through a visual economy of recognition, the
         encounter here—and there is really only one, as we have already pointed out—is one
         of touch, or to activate Sara Ahmed’s vocabulary, a ‘skin-to-skin meeting, involving
         an economy of touch’ (2000: 7). Ahmed suggests, as we have noted in previous chapters,
         that encounters be understood as ‘a meeting which involves surprise and conflict’
         (2000: 6). This is also true of the meeting on the couch. Ahmed insists, writing from
         her own mesmerised infatuation with the rhetoric of Maurice Blanchot, that ‘[t]he
         pain of the other’s nearness suggests that encountering the other opens the self to
         the world, an opening that touches the self, makes it feel: the self becomes an opening,
         a boundless space of torment, the tiredness of being by the other, and of being with
         and for that which is not yet’ (2000: 138). Translated into the encounter on the couch, the women, one moment strangers
         to each other, the next thrown together by fate and fumbling friendship, begin to
         feel each other’s pain. This empathy and nearness, this skin-to-skin porousness, allows
         their stories, dreams, and suffering to leak into the bodies and memories of one another—they
         are ‘opened up’ and this allows stories to spring forth from that opening and into
         a new space of solidarity and trust. This is, indeed, for them the surprising outcome
         of their meeting.
      

      
      We want to read the moment on the couch around which the novel is fashioned again,
         and this time we take our impetus from the conclusion of Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks: ‘Why not the quite simple attempt to touch the other, to feel the other, to explain
         the other to myself?’ (1986: 231). Jane Hiddleston glosses Fanon’s question in a useful
         manner. She suggests that Fanon’s attempt to sketch the mutual recognition of self
         and other is not only psychological or mental, but also tactile, relying on skin and
         emotions, ‘an embodied, affective ethics of contact’ (2009: 35). In a novel that is
         so focused on women’s bodies it is important to notice that these same bodies can
         be read, and can function in the novel, in multiple ways. The ‘affective ethics of
         contact’ that the novel develops, by coming back again and again in a helical manner
         to the encounter on the couch, is another way in which to describe the kind of solidarity
         that the women develop, but cannot put into words, as they try to make sense of Sisi’s
         death and the impact it has on them and their intertwined lives. Chielozona Eze suggests
         that ‘due to the shock of [Sisi’s] death, the others . . . reveal their own dreams
         to one another. They realise that they share a common destiny that demands they adopt
         solidarity, if only to keep their dreams alive’ (2014: 94). That ‘they adopt solidarity
         seems a profoundly important observation, focusing as it does on a pragmatic need
         for a sense of community of feeling and purpose and a sense of fellowship based on
         an understanding of an emerging ethical responsibility that arises from being in conversation.
         The women cannot and do not take solidarity for granted. Instead, they realise that
         they have to build solidarity and to negotiate with people, as Appiah suggests about
         the Afropolitan (chapter 6, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Kwame Anthony 
Appiah’). Thus they have to develop a functional solidarity that makes present pain
         less oppressive and, as Eze indicates, makes future dreams more likely to come to
         fruition.
      

      
      On Black Sisters’ Street is structured in an intriguing way, which brings to the fore this gradually emerging
         sense of friendship and responsibility. The narrative present is the day when Sisi
         dies and this day is given the chapter heading ‘Zwartezusterstraat.’ However, the
         multiple analeptic and proleptic moments allow us to flesh out the African (his)stories
         of the four women, prior to their lives in Europe, and after their sojourn in Europe.
         We thus know from the novel’s first chapter that Sisi is dead, but we have to wait
         for the last chapter to know how her death came about. The constant interweaving of
         analepsis and prolepsis with and in the present of the narrative underscores the story’s
         contrasting yet linked discourses. The stylistic discourse that is employed in Sisi’s
         story as it unfolds in the novel is characterised by a rhetoric of hope: words such
         as prophesy, destiny, opportunity, dream, hope, vision, bright future, and epiphany
         crowd her story. The potential fairy tale element that such words infer is heightened
         when we consider the fact that as she is leaving Nigeria for Europe, her mother gives
         her a pumpkin to sustain her abroad. This fairy-godmother act is doomed, of course,
         as Sisi throws it away in the airport—and perhaps we can read this as an impatient
         comment on the prophesy and dream rhetoric she has been brought up with. Antwerp is
         not a fairy tale place and her job is in a red-light district—ironically, then, these
         red lights become the lights of her bright future. Sisi’s future-oriented dream discourse
         is countered in the narrative by the other women’s rhetoric, which is caught, as it
         were, in the past. Ama’s story, which she tells to her sisters on the couch, contains
         dreams, too, as do all the women’s stories: ‘They [the women who eat in the canteen
         where she works in Lagos] left a trail of longing, like footsteps in the mud, and
         Ama knew that she had to leave. But how? How could she break a circle, a line that
         connected to itself, looping itself around her, manacling her so that she could hardly
         move?’ (2010: 161). Joyce, about to tell her story to her new friends, thinks to herself:
         ‘But the past is never far away. She has discovered that it never leaves us completely,
         no matter how hard we try. The past is like the juice from a cashew. It sticks. And
         whatever it stains it stains for good. It is always breathing over your shoulders
         and all it needs is an incident, an event to make it rear its head’ (2010: 180). Thus
         the temporality of the novel reveals to the reader a complicated present, an intersection
         where dreams of the future are manacled to painful and sticky recollections of the
         past. The sisters are, in that sense, hostages of a painful and even traumatic past
         and, as sex workers in Antwerp, enslaved in the present. But dreams, of course, cannot
         be enslaved. Part of the way forward, the novel suggests, is conversation and storytelling
         as a way of loosening the manacles of the past and giving oxygen to future dreams—and
         of making present frustration bearable. And what makes this possible, the novel also
         suggests, is a sustaining female friendship and an emerging feeling of community.
      

      
      But how can we at all think about friendship in this novel, where four women are thrown
         together and spend less than nine months in each other’s company, before one of them
         is killed? The novel describes this budding friendship as a kind of micro-community
         and one way of thinking about this is through sociologist Ray Pahl’s thoughts on friendship.
         Just as we in this book feel the need to defamiliarise well-established conceptual
         categories for them to be useful in our research, Pahl, too, insists that it was his
         ‘attempt to demythologise the idea of community’ that led him to explore the notions
         of friends and friendship (2000: 3). Since ‘[a]ll friendship presupposes a form of
         community’ (2000: 160), Pahl conceptualises friendship as ‘personal communities’ and
         claims, in his rather unusual terminology, that our ‘social convoy of significant
         others may change and fluctuate as we go through life’ (2000:2). The word ‘convoy’
         is used to indicate the fluctuating nature of a subject’s personal community through
         life. Friendship, Pahl suggests, may be thought of as ‘social glue’ (2000: 1) or ‘social
         bonds’ (2000: 5) and seems to be taking on an increasingly important role in the twenty-first
         century, replacing to a certain degree, as we also see in On Black Sisters’ Street, the role of family ties or kinship. 
      

      
      It seems easier for Pahl to define friendship than friend—the latter remains a notoriously
         difficult term to define since ‘it covers a broad continuum of possible forms and
         styles of relationships’ (2000: 75). Friends provide social and emotional support,
         even when they are not present. Pahl writes interestingly on what he calls ‘fossil
         friends,’ the ones that one does not often see and who can turn into ‘friends-in-the-mind’
         whose ‘moral guidance and support’ can be drawn upon when those friends are not physically
         present (2000: 130). Sisi takes on precisely this role in the novel—as a (fossil)
         friend in the mind of the sisters, her memory remains a moral compass. By being Sisi
         and a friend she exerts an influence on the future of the women in Antwerp.
      

      
      According to Pahl, modern friendship ‘has connotations of freedom, choice, individuality
         and, crucially, subversion’ (2000: 166) and is characterised by fidelity, solidarity,
         and especially, trust (2000: 35). Now trust is, of course, also what drives the women
         on the couch to share their highly guarded past with each other. Pahl goes on to suggest
         that ‘equality of status is a necessary condition for a reciprocal friendship’ (2000:
         21). In terms of the women in the house in Antwerp, we shall see that, although their
         past histories are widely different, also when it comes to status, their current situation
         as sex workers flattens those differences and equalises their status, at least for
         the period when they find themselves huddled together on the couch.[1]    In the future, their status will change again, but their friendship seems to remain.
         Pahl also discusses the politics of friendship, and this is important if we consider
         the potentially disruptive effect that the black sisters’ friendship can have on Madam’s
         hold on them. Madam is a fellow Nigerian, and she manages the prostitutes that Nigerian
         Big Man Dele has sent to work in Antwerp. She is used to being in control and obeyed.
         After Sisi dies, Madam spreads incense throughout the flat as a ‘warning to Sisi’s
         ghost not to bother them. . . . Madam believes in the power in incense to keep spirits
         away. . . . None of the other women believe in the efficacy of her incense but Madam
         is not one to be contradicted’ (2010: 109–10).
      

      
      Pahl explains that friendship might also have political implications—and ‘it can be
         dangerous and disruptive’ (2000: 161) because having friends is ‘a form of power’
         (2000: 162). Friendship is thus also about change and hope: ‘between friends we talk
         about our futures, our ideals and larger-than-life meanings. There is an idealism
         in strong friendship because it is detached from the fixtures of role, status and
         custom’ (2000: 165). Indeed, Pahl concludes that ‘friendships of hope’ can be seen
         as ‘a metaphor for an enduring twenty-first century morality’ (2000: 12 and 86) and
         friendship of hope names, we suggest, the personal community at the heart of Unigwe’s
         novel. Indeed, the women learn from each other and from their own (painful) experiences
         that to be complicit is not necessarily to collude with forces outside their control.
         The power they develop in the course of the novel enables them to emerge, not as victims,
         or subalterns, or as tragic and repressed ‘third world women,’ but as women who can
         manoeuvre within patriarchy, as Ungiwe herself suggests (chapter 7, ‘The Authors in
         Conversation with Chika Unigwe’). Indeed, their emerging friendship provides the women
         with a kind of power they feel bereft of as vulnerable individuals. They surreptitiously
         manage to disrupt Madam’s psychological hold over them. She cannot control what goes
         on on the black couch—nor is she privy to the stories they begin to tell while sitting
         closely together, skin-to-skin.
      

      
      Friendship as personal community and, in the case of Unigwe’s novel, as Afropolitan
         community, is lubricated and facilitated through storytelling. ‘Migrants have to,
         by necessity, renegotiate the criteria for friendship,’ Unigwe holds (chapter 7, ‘The
         Authors in Conversation with Chika Unigwe’), and storytelling is one manner in which
         friendship can be renegotiated. Sisi’s story, told by the narrator to the reader in
         fits and starts, is intertwined with the stories told in the other chapters. In that
         sense, Sisi’s story takes on a life of its own, as it were. Efe, Ama, and Joyce, on
         the contrary, are given one chapter each, telling their stories to the other women
         as they sit on the couch on the day that Sisi dies. The stories interrupt the silence
         her death has brought into the house, and they function in multiple ways: as eulogies
         for Sisi, as celebrations of resilience and trust, and as the social glue that ties
         the emergent personal community together. According to Michael Jackson, storytelling
         is ‘a vital human strategy for sustaining a sense of agency in the face of disempowering
         circumstances’ (2002: 15). Jackson prefers to focus on the social process of storytelling
         rather than on the product of narration (2002: 18), especially since his work is based
         on ‘third-world’ refugees and how and why they tell stories. He insists that ‘[t]o
         reconstitute events in a story is no longer to live those events in passivity, but
         to actively rework them, both in dialogue with others and within one’s own imagination’
         (2002: 15). Telling stories is thus a way of reworking and making bearable reality
         and it gives the storyteller a feeling of control. For Unigwe’s sex workers, storytelling
         functions precisely in such a liberating and dialogical manner.
      

      
      Jackson’s research is informed by Hannah Arendt’s treatment of the political ‘as a
         power relationship in which private and public realms, society and the State, “flow
         into each other like waves in the never-resting stream of life process”’ (Arendt quoted
         in Jackson 2002: 9) and by how Arendt implicates storytelling ‘as a critical and creative
         force’ (2002: 9). This insight leads Jackson to ponder on the politics of storytelling
         in a manner that helps us unpack the workings of storytelling in Unigwe’s novel. Jackson
         takes storytelling into the area where the microcosm and the macrocosm meet, where
         a relationship is created between the ‘visible and the invisible, the familiar and
         foreign, and the living and the dead’ (2002: 12). Furthermore, he argues, storytelling
         is about agency, encounter, and ongoing dialogue: ‘this oscillation between being
         an actor and being acted upon is felt in every human encounter’ (2002: 13). Importantly,
         for our reading of the human encounter at the heart of On Black Sisters’ Street, Jackson also claims that storytelling is ‘a coping strategy that involves making
         words stand for the world, and then, by manipulating them, changing one’s experience of the world’ (2002: 18). By sharing stories, the women in Unigwe’s narrative can
         turn their experiences of being acted upon, of being controlled and manipulated, into
         a workable past from which they can build an empowering future that they in turn control, and, in the process, they learn that to be complicit is not the
         same as colluding with the patriarchal forces that have hitherto stifled their worlds.
         
      

      
      Throughout his research Jackson focuses on the processes of storytelling, interested
         as he is in the intersubjective element of sharing stories. If storytelling is ‘an
         energy field,’ then ‘the source of the energy’ is the ‘tension between being for oneself
         and being for another’ (2002: 29–30). The stories the women share are stories about
         journeys and mobilities and the effect of patriarchy. They tell of the longed-for
         journey out of Africa and into Europe and the common denominator of their stories
         is embodied in the Big Man called Dele. The women need to share these stories of journeying
         and of pain, frustration, and disillusionment, for, as Jackson insists, ‘the need
         for stories is linked to the human need to be part of some kindred community’ (2002:
         33). In the kindred community in Antwerp, fragile and ephemeral though it is, the
         social process of storytelling unites the women and drives the larger story of their
         intertwined lives as sex workers forward and into the future. Indeed, as Jackson optimistically
         concludes: ‘in telling a story with others one reclaims some sense of agency, recovers
         some sense of purpose, and comes to feel that the events that overwhelmed one from
         without may be brought within one’s grasp’ (2002: 36). 
      

      
      But let us now look in more detail at the events that overwhelmed our four protagonists.
         The ‘black sisters’ are thrown together in a cosmopolitan and multicultural Antwerp,
         which also doubles as a place of Africans in the world. When they hold parties, ‘[t]here
         would be lots of Ghanaians—those people are everywhere. Nigerians of course. A sprinkling
         of East Africans. . . . The three Ugandan women from the “Black is Beautiful” store.
         . . . And the only Zimbabwean [they] knew’ (2010: 9). There are also Africans from
         South Africa who drive Efe crazy: ‘What was it with the South Africans she met, claiming
         another continent for their country?’ (2010: 12). In public, the women are part of
         a larger community of Africans in the world, but it is really only in private, in
         the safe space of the couch, that stories can be shared, conversations held and a
         personal community shaped. Although Antwerp is a location rich in potential—‘[i]t
         was the place to be when your dreams died, the place of miracles: a place where dead
         dreams resurrected and soared and allowed you to catch them and live them’ (2010:
         105)—it is more of a means to an end rather than a final destination for the four
         women. Antwerp is in many ways a metonymic placement for Europe and for the transformative
         aspects of that place, in the imagination and perhaps also in reality. But Europe
         is not important in and of itself. What becomes important in the novel is what happens
         in private, on the couch in the house on Black Sisters’ Street—and this house could
         potentially have been anywhere. Europe is not in itself significant or elevated. Rather,
         it is the combination of friendship, storytelling, and community feeling that provides
         the women with the agency they need to manoeuvre within patriarchy. According to Unigwe,
         ‘the characters from On Black Sisters’ Street are nego-feminists because they do not break fully with patriarchy; they manoeuvre
         within it. I am very interested in how women manoeuvre’ (chapter 7, ‘The Authors in
         Conversation with Chika Unigwe’).
      

      
      Nego-feminism is Obioma Nnaemeka’s coinage in an essay first published in 2003 to
         describe a home-grown African ‘feminism of negotiation,’ hence nego-feminism. But
         it is also a ‘no ego feminism,’ and more properly descriptive of African feminisms
         in the context of pluralism (2004: 360–61). Nego-feminism is the outcome of Nnaemeka’s
         intention to defamiliarise and interrogate Western feminist theory in a manner that
         is intended as ‘productive and enriching’ (2004: 381). Such feminism captures, Nnaemeka
         suggests, both being and becoming in the sense of ontology and evolution, of origins
         and destinations (2004: 361) and, in this context, ‘feminism is what they [African
         women] do for themselves and for others’ (2004: 378). This African-origin nego-feminism
         that Nnaemeka sees unfolding in Africa relies on ‘shared values’ and on negotiation
         in the sense of ‘give and take, compromise, and balance’ (2004: 377–78) and it knows
         ‘how to negotiate with or negotiate around patriarchy in different contexts’ (2004:
         378). The latter point is crucial for an understanding of how Unigwe’s characters
         manoeuvre within patriarchy with recourse to a shared ‘power base,’ we might say,
         in the unfolding friendship the novel centres on and that is manifested in the storytelling
         sessions on the couch. These sessions enact a nego-feminist platform which the women
         rely on and from which they develop shared values and manage to make the best of the
         inevitability of compromise, since there is no escape from the clutches of patriarchy,
         neither at home nor abroad. What is more, such manoeuvring is only possible, of course,
         if you are equipped with (some sense of) agency. The women, empowered through their
         personal and private community as, possibly, nego-feminists, re-create themselves
         in the encounter with Europe, spurred on by the dream of returning home in the role
         of Big Women. 
      

      
      Initially the women want to forget or repress the past, ‘[b]ut memories can be obstinate’
         (2010: 15) as we are told before the novel really gets on its way. Memories are also
         the retrospective trajectory to the stories lodged in that past. And, furthermore,
         stories are portable possessions that can be carried with them wherever they go. Eze
         suggests that stories are ways to connect with others and he notes that Sisi’s story,
         which links all the other stories in the novel, ‘is her only possession; it is also
         what she has in common with the rest of humanity’ (2014: 97). Thus, as the women begin
         to tell their stories, the process can be understood as their way of emerging as unique
         individuals who, in that very act of storytelling, become united with humanity. And
         as the act of storytelling takes place on the couch in the house on Zwartezusterstraat
         this is the closest the women get to ‘a family home’ (2010: 273).
      

      
      The novel begins and ends with Sisi—her story is fragmented and dispersed through
         the narrative. Efe’s story is the first story shared on the couch in the house in
         Antwerp. Efe feels an ‘urgency to tell her story’ that she cannot explain, but she
         realises it must have something to do with the affinity she feels ‘with these women
         in a way she has never done before’ (2010: 40–41). Because the women are ‘are all
         that she has’ (2010: 41), Efe is ready to share and she begins by telling her friends
         how she discovered sex at the age of sixteen, falling prey to the Big Man, Titus,
         who makes a living selling good-quality hair extensions—‘[s]traight from India’ (2010:
         51)—because ‘money was in women’ (2010: 72). When she becomes pregnant by him, he
         drops her, and she starts cleaning offices in order to make ends meet and support
         her son. One of the offices she cleans is Dele’s and he soon convinces her to try
         her luck in Europe. Thus, she leaves her child behind with her younger sister, and
         spends the next thirteen years abroad. The only important luggage she brings with
         her is the ‘strong memory’ of her son (2010: 87). This is the story Efe tells the
         other women. The narrator, however, will tell the readers more: We learn that she
         will live until she is sixty-eight years old and that, after her ‘tenure’ as a sex
         worker in Antwerp, she will ‘acquir[e] some girls’ and become a successful Madam herself
         (2010: 278). Ironically, she also realises, as she learnt at a very young age, that
         money is in women. She does well in the prostitution business, ‘buying more girls
         to add to her fleet’ (2010: 279). The description of how Efe acquires her girls underscores
         the similarity between contemporary sex working and Atlantic slavery, as Eze points
         out (2014). Sex-trafficking, like slavery of old, is ‘highly organised business’ (2014:
         92). Efe buys the girls at an auction and they do not have names, only numbers: ‘They
         [the girls] would all have numbers, for names were not important. Their names would
         be chosen by whoever bought them. Names that would be easy for white clients to pronounce’
         (2010: 278). What we do not know is what Efe thinks about this or what she feels about
         this business. The narrator does not judge or comment and Efe does not tell. This
         tale might be provocative for a lot of readers, since it is a story about exploitation
         and abuse of women’s bodies. But it may also be read as an example, offensive though
         it may be, of how to manoeuvre within patriarchy, in a way that neither excuses nor
         judges. Of course, there is no sharing or caring involved—it is cold and calculated
         business, and thus a contrast to the warmth and intimacy of the friendship on the
         couch. Efe’s story, however we want to read it, sets a flood of words in motion, giving
         agency and a sense of power to the storytellers.
      

      
      Ama’s story is also one of sexual exploitation and betrayal. On her eighth birthday
         her father, Brother Cyril, rapes her and continues to do so until she reaches puberty:
         ‘Ama learned from childhood to keep secrets. . . . She had to share the secrets with
         someone. And the pink walls [of her room] were the ones whose ears she filled with
         the stories she did not dare tell anyone else’ (2010: 123). However, when she is twenty-one
         years old, she does tell her story to her parents and is thrown out of the house,
         after she has been informed that Brother Cyril is, in fact, not her biological father.
         Ama then works in her auntie’s canteen in Lagos and this is where she meets Dele.
         He encourages her to look for her dreams in Europe, the place where she can reinvent
         herself as a ‘Big Woman’ whom people will respect: ‘It was this dream that spurred
         her on in Antwerp; the men she slept with were, like Dele, just tools she needed to
         achieve her dream. And her dream was expansive enough to accommodate all of them’
         (2010: 169). The figuring of male bodies as tools in a transaction names another manner
         in which the women manoeuvre within patriarchy. It can, of course, be interpreted
         as a way of turning the women into victims. Still, it seems to us that this is not
         the reading that the novel encourages. This story is the one Ama tells her friends
         on the couch, and the narrator informs us that she will live until she is ninety-three
         years old and that, upon her return to Nigeria, she will open a boutique and make
         her auntie manager. Yet Ama and her auntie remain silent on one traumatic topic: ‘They
         would never talk about Ama’s years in Europe’ (2010: 279).
      

      
      Joyce’s story is the most harrowing—and the most poignant. It is told in two parts,
         first under the heading ‘Alek,’ focusing on her Sudanese past, and then under the
         heading ‘Joyce,’ focusing on her life in Antwerp. Friendship and conversations with
         her fellow workers have a profound effect on Joyce: ‘Later when she thinks of this
         conversation with Ama and Efe, she will think of it as a release from something she
         had not known held her hostage’ (2010: 242). The liberating act of storytelling helps
         her cope with the trauma that has held her hostage, and barred her from intimacy and
         openness. Indeed, for Joyce, the friendship she develops with Ama and Efe sustains
         her long after their fragile community in Antwerp. The narrator explains to us that
         Joyce realises that friends can be supportive in a way that family cannot. When Joyce
         has returned to Nigeria and opened a school, she honours her friendship by calling
         the school Sisi’s International Primary and Secondary School ‘after the friend she
         would never forget’ (2010: 279). The relationship with her ‘fossil friend’ Sisi spills
         over on her feelings for the remaining women: ‘But she can also feel that her relationship
         with Ama and Efe is beginning to change. It is this change that makes her, many years
         later when she has her school, hang on her office wall a framed inscription, It is not the blood that binds us in the end, which she will find in a supermarket in Yaba’ (2010: 288). The trite and everyday
         message of the sign, no doubt mass-produced for cheap sales in supermarkets, takes
         on extra layers of meaning for Joyce. Indeed, it becomes a motto—a way to honour her
         life-changing relationship with her friends Sisi, Efe, and Ama. They are sisters,
         not of blood, but of shared African backgrounds, of shared experiences in European
         present realities, and of shared dreams of the future. 
      

      
      Joyce’s story begins as Alek, a teenager caught in the devastation of the Sudanese
         civil war. After her family is killed and she is raped, she follows the exodus out
         of Sudan to a refugee camp where she meets Nigerian soldier Polycarp. All the time
         she is struggling with her multiple traumas and survivor guilt, yet she is ‘determined
         to survive’ (2010: 193). She edits her past—‘[c]lipped the horror’ (2010: 193)—and
         feels disgust when she realises that her traumatic story is ordinary and that it will
         not ‘singe ears and stop the world’ (2010: 194). She realises that ‘the camp was a
         collection of sad stories’ (2010: 194) and, in contrast to what will happen on the
         couch in Antwerp later in her life, she gains nothing from listening to the stories
         of other people’s pain in the camp, nor does she want to share her own story. It is
         too soon, and not the right context. Nor is this the right community for her story—she
         cannot make friends with the other refugees (2010: 196). She does not want to ‘open
         up her heart’ and ‘[t]o lay its bleeding rawness open to strangers’ (2010: 197). The
         stories, the atmosphere, the pain, and suffering appal her, and as she is telling
         this story to her friends in Antwerp she interrupts the narrative flow by her scathing
         comment: ‘I think that maybe the aid workers got perverse pleasure in listening to these stories
            of madness, you know?’ (2010: 197). The storytelling sessions in the camp thus work as sardonic and haunting
         parallels to the storytelling sessions in the house in Antwerp. Polycarp initially
         fills the role in-between these contrastive sessions. As he begins to woo Alek and
         Alek falls in love with him, she asks him stories about his life which enable her
         to imagine his past. But he does not ask her to tell her story. 
      

      
      The first section of Joyce’s story ends with the departure from the refugee camp and
         relocation together with Polycarp to Lagos. The section begins in happiness and ends
         in sadness. Polycarp cannot, will not, stay forever with Alek since she is not Nigerian,
         but rather a stranger. He has to marry a Nigerian woman chosen for him by his family
         and he does not contest or resist this infringement of his agency. Instead, he takes
         Joyce to meet a friend, Dele, who will open new doors for her in Europe. Embodying
         Nigerian patriarchy, the combined forces of Dele and Polycarp are difficult to counter
         as a vulnerable and traumatised outsider. Dele gives her the name Joyce and a passport
         and a disillusioned Joyce travels to Antwerp determined to win life’s game (2010:
         231). However, her story ends with a surprising encounter: she arrives in Belgium
         just a few days after Sisi, and the two get on so well that Sisi adopts Joyce ‘as
         a younger sister,’ consequently ‘it was to Sisi that she told part of her story’ (2010:
         234–35). But it is to the other two women that she tells all of her story, the women
         being ‘the only family she had’ (2010: 235). We do not know what Sisi tells Joyce.
         Nor do we know what the other women know of her life. What we know about her life
         is what the narrator tells us, in short chapters interspersed between all the chapters
         in the novel.
      

      
      Sisi’s story begins as Chisom’s story. We know even before the narrator begins to
         tell the story that it ends in brutal murder. But it, too, centres on a surprising
         encounter, between the white Belgian man, Luc, and sex-working Sisi. This meeting
         stages a transcultural love story heavy with connotations of new beginnings—cosmopolitan
         Luc recognises Sisi’s humanity and falls in love with her in an act that transcends
         all of their many differences. Their affair speaks to cosmopolitan ethics and empathy,
         to a Mbembean ‘ability to recognise one’s face in that of a foreigner’ (2007: 28)
         and to a Parekhan global ethics in which common human identity is activated and similarities
         rather than differences take centre stage. But it is not allowed to flourish. Eze
         insists that Unigwe is ‘interested in flourishing communities, which are to be understood
         as diverse rather than homogenous, multicolored rather than monochromatic, empathic
         rather than inconsiderate of the pain of others’ (2014: 96). We would argue that such
         a flourishing and empathic community is emerging in the safe privacy on the couch
         in the house in Antwerp. It is, contrastively, not allowed to develop and flourish
         in Sisi’s individual life, nor in public. 
      

      
      Chisom’s tale also begins with a return—‘[b]y the time Chisom visited her parents
         from Antwerp’ (2010: 18)—which never actually happens. Chisom never returns. Sisi
         does, in the sense that her soul returns to settle some scores after her death, but
         her body is not allowed to return. Sisi returns, however, to curse Dele’s daughters
         in an uncanny reversal of the prophecy she herself received at birth and which has
         made her life unbearable; in fact, it has blighted her life. Before she becomes Sisi,
         Nigerian Chisom’s story is one of dreams of a glittering future gradually eclipsed
         by the experiences of humdrum and arrested present realities and a series of thwarted
         possibilities. She is not getting anywhere in a Nigeria that relies on networks and
         ubiquitous bribery which she cannot take part in. Her middle-class aspirations are
         constantly crushed, and everything seems small and suffocating to her. Her encounter
         with Dele however, rekindles those aspirations, and she decides to ‘[airbrush Chisom]
         out of existence, at least for a while’ (2010: 44). She renames herself Sisi, ‘[s]ister
         in Shona’ (2010: 44). Thus she becomes a generic sister, a sister to everyone and
         perhaps even the ultimate black Sister.[2]    Perhaps we are encouraged to think of her story as both unique and typical, as
         such stories tend to be, and as we soon realise is true of all the four stories in
         the novel. A common denominator in all stories, apart from Dele, is the impetus for
         survival—in terms of both psychological and physical survival. 
      

      
      As Sisi’s story is allowed to progress slowly through the novel, we also realise how
         hard survival is for a sex worker with dreams of a wonderful future ahead. Gradually
         Sisi feels somehow split, between the external smile and the many roles she plays
         in her everyday public life, and the internal, private, sadness: ‘But an unhappiness
         permeated her skin and wound itself around her neck and forced her head down so that
         she walked as something shamed her’ (2010: 247). Indeed, when the women sit huddled
         together on the couch and Sisi’s soul is present with them in the room, her ‘skin-unhappiness’
         begins to leak into them and unite them. However, to experience ‘the pain of the other’s
         nearness’ through touch, to recall Ahmed again, is also a healing process for the
         women on the couch. 
      

      
      When Sisi decides to give up sex work and to run away from the house on Zwartezusterstraat
         it is also a kind of suicide, although she has no way of knowing this. Her dreams
         of a new life are so close that she can taste them. Yet, she feels guilt for leaving
         her friends—and the red room with the black couch. Now that she is leaving, the house
         begins to take on new meaning: ‘She breathed in the smell of the room: it was the
         smell of the women who lived there, mingled with the smell of incense. It was a warm
         smell, something familiar, comforting. It almost smelt of home. . . . This was where
         they met, their shared space and the room they felt most comfortable in’ (2010: 276).
         Sisi’s sensual and intimate description of the safe and familiar space is presented
         to us near the end of the novel. This sense of place is doubly emphasised in the penultimate
         chapter that has Ama saying, as time almost stands still, ‘[n]ow we are sisters’ (2010:
         290). Thus the story (almost) ends, as it (almost) began, on the black sofa, with
         (four) women sitting next to each other, skin to skin. In this room the remaining
         women somehow seem to imbibe that homely safety, that comfort zone that Sisi sees
         before she leaves. It is, as we have argued, a space that allows for friendship and
         storytelling to unfold into an Afropolitan community.
      

      
      But what do we mean by ‘community’ when we argue that an Afropolitan community is
         seen to be in formation in the novel? So far we have focused on the individuals, the
         ‘I’s, in that community, through our tracing of the four women and their stories and
         on how that sharing of stories has been productive in forming an incipient friendship.
         It follows, then, that this sharing of stories and the developing friendship have
         precipitated a budding community. Community is here understood as the spontaneous
         collection of the three (or four, if we include Sisi’s soul) individuals under the
         communal category ‘we’—implying a form of fellowship and willed consensus. The category
         ‘we’ also connotes a kind of (s)kinship signalled through the inclusive category ‘sisters’
         as well as a type of empowering and possibly strategic essentialism signalled by the
         modifier ‘black.’ Community, as we see it, still carries with it traces of its etymology:
         fellowship, friendly intercourse, inclination towards sharing, and common ownership—here
         manifested through shared stories and dreams. But how does the novel imagine this
         community? And how can we read it as an Afropolitan community? It goes without saying
         that we are not thinking community in the traditional sense, implied by, for example,
         a national community or family as community. That sense of community is lost for the
         four women. Rather we think here of community in line with Jean-Luc Nancy’s suggestion
         of community as ‘the existence of being-in-common’ (1998: xxxvii). Nancy talks about
         ‘community without essence (the community that is neither “people” nor “nation,” neither
         “destiny” nor “generic humanity”)’ (1998: xxxix–xl). We suggest that it is possible
         to argue that the women in Unigwe’s novel begin to form what Nancy calls an ‘inoperative
         community’ in his discussion on how community is formed in the transition from ‘I’
         to ‘we.’ The black sisters’ community is indeed a community without essence, a willed
         communal desire to share stories that might engender agency and power over self-definition
         to a group of individuals who have been thrown together into a fellowship on a black
         sofa in a house in Antwerp. Here they negotiate their Africanness and femaleness in
         a way that bonds them. The surprising modifier ‘inoperative’ is expressive of people’s
         spontaneous inclination to come together and to share something that does not have
         to have an ulterior motive. Nancy uses the term ‘bond’ to express the sharing that
         takes place in such an inoperative and nonessential community, ‘a bond that forms
         ties without attachments, or even less fusion, . . . a bond that unbinds by binding’
         (1998: xl). One (un)binding bond that the women share is, of course, the death of
         Sisi. Another is the storytelling sessions where the act of storytelling functions
         to unbind the personal, painful, perhaps even traumatic, memories, while simultaneously
         binding the tellers in a productive and enabling personal community.
      

      
      Community, Nancy suggests, is somehow linked to an experience and understanding of
         death—as we also witness in On Black Sisters’ Street. ‘Death is indissociable from community, for it is through death that the community
         reveals itself—and reciprocally. . . . Community is calibrated on death as on that
         of which it is precisely impossible to make a work. . . . Community occurs in order to acknowledge this impossibility,’ as Nancy insists
         (1998: 14–15). Although he might mean this in a metaphorical sense, this feeling of
         death as the unspeakable foundation of community is literalised in the novel. After
         Sisi’s death, the remaining women try, through communal effort, to make sense of the
         impossibility of her death: ‘Sisi’s death brings their own mortality close to them.
         The same question goes through their heads. Who is going to die next?’ (2010: 39).
         Indeed, as Nancy holds, ‘one experiences or one is constituted by [community] as the
         experience of finitude’ (1998: 31). The women try to work out why she had to die and
         what effect this death has on them. Their own finitude is made vivid to them in a
         way that they have not been aware of before, and this awareness of the finitude of
         love and dreams unites the individual women in a communion as black sisters—at least
         for the time being, as this may also be an ephemeral state. We know that they will
         not remain on that couch, and by extension as sex workers in Europe, forever.
      

      
      The inoperative community in this novel is, then, ironically made possible yet also
         ephemeral by mobility. As a result of their leaving their African homes, they find
         a new community in Antwerp. And the narrator tells us that this community, emerging
         out of a space of negotiation, solidarity, and sharing and caring that will be limited
         in time and scattered when (some of) the women go back to Africa and reorient themselves
         and their lives. The community, however, survives as part of their psychological luggage,
         in the shape of powerful and sustaining memories, rather than in face-to-face daily
         encounters.
      

      
      Another way of looking at the community made possible through mobility in On Black Sisters’ Street is to view it as reflective of a specific transcultural state. Chielozona Eze argues
         that the condition of transculturality names the condition of the so-called third
         generation of Nigerian writers (including Helon Habila, Chris Abani, Chimamanda Ngozi
         Adichie, Sefi Atta, and Unigwe). Transculturation here ‘implies the existence of interstices,
         or the state of endless crossing of boundaries’ (2005: 100). The characters of such
         fiction ‘are in a state of constant migration’ (2005: 108). Eze suggests that these
         writers illustrate ‘a shift from the postcolonial concern of blame to the inner, transcultural
         one within the African socio-political setup’ (2005: 109). Certainly, in Unigwe’s
         novel there is no desire to pin the blame on former colonial masters. Instead, through
         the characters’ Afropolitan negotiation and conversation, the socio-political setup
         of Nigeria, with its entrenched patriarchy combined with widespread corruption, is
         responsible for making it difficult for the four women in On Black Sisters’ Street to fulfil their individual desires and dreams. The degrading detour to Europe is
         part of the critique, filtered as it is through the rhetoric and discourse of slavery.
         But it is a detour—Europe in this novel is not the end, the dream fulfilled, but rather
         a means to an end and to the dream of return. Indeed, as Eze suggests, the work of
         Nigeria’s third generation of writers focuses on the nation ‘as a cultural, transnational
         and hybridised space with the goal of enhancing human flourishing there’ (2005: 110).
         The tragedy of the same writing is, however, that human flourishing, especially for
         women, is often compromised and curtailed. Patriarchy, as we see in Unigwe’s novel,
         is the greatest hurdle to female flourishing. This does not mean, however, that the
         characters are to be read as victims of patriarchy, or in a traditionally postcolonial
         fashion as subaltern, ‘third world’ women bereft of agency. There are indications
         in On Black Sisters’ Street that point us in another interpretative direction. Ungiwe has chosen as para-text
         a line from Brian Chikwava’s story about the quasi-prostitute Fiso in ‘Seventh Street
         Alchemy’: ‘Armed with a vagina and a will to survive, she knew that destitution would
         never lay claim to her.’ Unigwe glosses this epigraph with her description, quoted
         in the moment with which this chapter began, of how life had taught the four protagonists
         ‘to make the most of the trump card that God had wedged in between their legs’ (2010:
         26). A trump card is, of course, a card that the player holds in reserve for a winning
         trick or a resource that she can use at an opportune moment that gives her an advantage.
         In this way, Unigwe draws attention to how the women manage to manoeuvre within patriarchy,
         rather than succumb to it, or, how they may be complicit without colluding with patriarchal
         socio-political structures outside of which they cannot imagine themselves. Thus,
         they are not victims in a traditional sense, but rather players who use whatever advantages
         that happen to be theirs in a situation that is not (really) of their making.
      

      
      In 2014, Eze published an article on Unigwe’s work that we might see as a companion
         article to his 2005 essay. Eze focuses on On Black Sisters Street and analyses the novel with a view to Unigwe’s ‘Feminism with a Big F’ (2014). Working
         from the premise that feminism is seen as a fundamental human right in the work of
         the female writers of the third generation of African writers, Eze suggests that they
         are unapologetic in their embrace of feminism, drawing attention not only to women’s
         rights and gender equality, but, in the case of On Black Sisters’ Street, to the objectification of women (2014: 90). Eze suggests that the women’s bodies
         exemplify ‘female African bodies fleeing pain and annihilation’ and wonders what these
         women’s fates tell us about human rights (2014: 90). In On Black Sisters’ Street, the women certainly try to flee pain and annihilation, but it is questionable how
         successful they are. One might argue that it is impossible for them to flee patriarchy’s
         hold: the skilled survivors learn how strategically to play patriarchy’s game, even
         if it means using their own bodies. The more romantically inclined, such as Sisi,
         try unsuccessfully to opt out of patriarchy’s hold, as the novel suggests. Sisi is
         killed by Madam’s right-hand man, a man whom the sisters have laughed at and considered
         both ineffectual and pathetic. But he is a surprisingly effectual weapon of patriarchy.
         Perhaps we may say that the women really manage to flee pain and annihilation only
         when they sit close together in sister and skin solidarity sharing stories, laughter,
         and dreams. Only then are they bodies that unite and empathise, rather than bodies
         that are exploited and wounded, or bodies that exploit their ‘natural trump cards.’
      

      
      With its thematising of African sex trafficking, On Black Sisters’ Street admittedly names a specific kind of community that cannot by any stretch of the imagination
         come to represent a ‘typical’ Afropolitan community. What it can do, however, is show
         us how friendships and communities can be shaped in a diasporic context. It also shows
         us the huge significance of friendship and fellowship in a migratory context and how
         fellowship may turn into a sustaining ‘inoperative’ community. But how are Afropolitan
         communities manifested and imagined in other Afropolitan narratives?[3]    What happens when outsiders enter into ‘private spaces’ where fragile communities
         are constructed? And what happens to communities when ‘members’ leave?
      

      
      Another interesting example of a kind of Afropolitan community is developed in the
         elongated moment in the Trenton hair braiding salon that weaves through three-quarters
         of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah (2013). The novel opens with this moment, which is affected by Ifemelu’s homesickness
         and her recent decision to return to Nigeria after fifteen years in the US. Since
         braiding her hair takes several hours the session is gradually unfolded in the novel,
         and equally gradually, a brief and exceedingly ephemeral sense of community is formed
         amongst Nigerian Ifemelu and the braiders from Mali and Senegal. Ifemelu sees auguries
         of her return home in almost everything positive that is said about Nigeria (2013:
         13) and this draws her, somewhat unwillingly, into conversation. In the salon, the
         women converse about hair, Nollywood, Igbo men, ‘Africa,’ and returning home—and the
         salon thus doubles as a space of inquiry and negotiation. Ifemelu knows that the salon
         is, like all such African braiding salons, situated in parts of cities with ‘no white
         people’ and ‘full of Francophone West African women braiders’ (2013: 9). Indeed, the
         salon names a markedly female space and also a space of potential female bonding,
         where the braiders smile warmly and ‘said welcome to a fellow African’ in a way they
         would not to an American (2013: 11). Not only is the braiding salon a female space,
         it is also emphatically a ‘shared space of their Africanness’ (2013: 103). Ifemelu
         intuits that even though there might be class differences at play, these may well
         take second place to the sense of communal sharing as African women in the diaspora.
         The braiders might laugh at how American Ifemelu is, in spite of her refusal to adopt
         an American accent, but this is only ‘a mild derision, because she was still their
         African sister, even if she had briefly lost her way’ (2013: 103). Their communality
         as African women makes possible a sharing and caring in a safe diasporic space, such
         as the braiding salon, that might not have been equally possible, nor equally necessary,
         in their respective African locations of origin.
      

      
      The ‘gossamered sense of kinship’ (2013: 363) that Ifemelu detects, with a dose of
         scepticism it must be added, and the ‘new bond’ that lubricates the inoperative community
         makes Ifemelu accept social faux pas, such as asking a fellow immigrant how she got
         her green card. The brief conversation about the coveted green card, and by extension
         about access to mobility and security, reminds us of social inequality and the difference
         between fortunate and less-fortunate Afropolitans: ‘Ifemelu belonged to a group of
         people whose green cards simply fell from the sky’ (2013: 363–64). Class rears its
         ugly head and underscores the flimsy gossamer quality of this kinship which will only
         last as long as Ifemelu is in the salon—gossamer kinships do not survive too much
         reality in the world outside the salon. But when reality intrudes inside the salon,
         in the shape of the white customer, Kelsey, it helps to strengthen the gossamer quality
         of African sisterhood. Kelsey, with her unacceptable faux pas in talking to Ifemelu
         about what she sees as ‘African’ literature, symbolises all that is wrong with liberal
         Americans and their attitudes to Africans: ‘they expected you to be silent and grateful’
         (2013: 189) and, according to Ifemelu, think that they are ‘miraculously neutral’
         in how they read books (2013: 190). Obviously, then, Kelsey is an intruder into this
         Afropolitan space, and although she might be female, she is not African. She is only
         barely tolerated, and not included, in the gossamered kinship of cultural and ethnic
         insiderism. This African female connection creates a warm, but to Ifemelu, somewhat
         stifling atmosphere, that is sustaining in small dosages, especially when it can be
         read as an augury that she made the right move when she decides to return home.
      

      
      Dinaw Mengestu’s novel The Beautiful Things that Heaven Bears (2007) opens with an equally fascinating evocation of an Afropolitan micro-community
         which subtly introduces three friends and their connection:
      

      
         At eight o’clock Joseph and Kenneth come into the store. They come almost every Tuesday.
            It’s become a routine among the three of us without our ever having acknowledged it
            as such. . . . Seventeen years ago we were all new immigrants working as valets at
            the Capitol Hotel. . . . It was there that Kenneth became Ken the Kenyan and Joseph,
            Joe from the Congo. I was skinnier then than I am now, and as our manager said, I
            didn’t need a nickname to remind him that I was Ethiopian. (2008: 1)
         

      

      Just as the couch in On Black Sisters’ Street and the braiding salon in Americanah, Sepha Stephano’s store doubles as a space where Africans in the world connect and
         engage in what we call critical inquiry and as a space of friendly sharing and caring. The first day in the store is characterised
         by ‘hyperinflated optimism and irrational hope’ and the men were ‘young, and . . .
         skinny, and in our eyes beautiful’ (2008: 145). This optimism inevitably gives way
         to a settled routine of gradual pessimism and the store becomes a space where, ‘predictably,
         our conversations find their way home,’ to various African locations (2008: 9). The
         three friends share years in the African diaspora and care about each other in unobtrusive
         and understated ways. Their friendship is shaped by rituals and routines, especially
         their game of ‘[n]ame [an African] dictator then guess the year and country’ (2008:
         8) and, perhaps more importantly, their complication of what Africa means to them
         from their position in the US. As we get to know these characters we realise that
         they represent very different kinds of Africans, but that in the US they are initially
         construed as typical African migrants. This difference from ‘local’ African Americans
         initially flattens their many individual differences—in terms of both original locations
         and social class. Later, their many differences become again more noticeable: Kenneth
         becomes the seemingly successful immigrant, whose good job and nice flat belie a profound
         loneliness, just as Joseph’s drinking habits soften his frustration at being stuck
         in a dead-end job. And Sepha’s downward spiral from being a member of the Ethiopian
         elite to becoming a migrant in the US who suffers gradual, encroaching poverty can
         be read as the flipside of the American dream. Whereas he dreamed of escaping the
         ‘hollow and lonely existence’ as a rich kid in Ethiopia by becoming part of the crowd
         on the public buses, where ‘the words “I” and “alone” could never be uttered again’
         (2008: 166–67), he finds himself equally alone in his store in Washington, in spite
         of his caring community of three frustrated African immigrants.
      

      
      The three friends dream of Africa, but in profoundly different ways. In the friendly
         community of Sepha’s store they complicate Africa every week: for Joseph there is
         ‘hardly a single thing’ that cannot be construed as ‘a metaphor for Africa’ (2008:
         100). For Kenneth, the mental return to Africa names a counterproductive and predictable
         detour. Sepha is somehow in-between. The envisioning of the store as a safe space
         for an Afropolitan inquiry into the meanings of Africa and of African ways of being
         in the world is shattered when Judith, Sepha’s new, white neighbour, and her mixed-race
         daughter, Naomi, also begin to make it their ‘safe, familiar place’ (2008: 27). Being
         with Judith only serves to remind Sepha of his shortcomings, inadequacies, doubts,
         insecurities, shame, and humiliation (2008: 135) and, to the black environment in
         Logan’s circle, white Judith comes to symbolise everything that is wrong with gentrification.
         When her beautifully restored and sparkling house is burned down, Sepha’s store is
         also sullied and will never be the same, as the three friends realise. Their instinct
         for tragedy (2008: 221) tells them that: ‘We were always more comfortable with the
         world’s tragedies than our own. . . . Coups, child soldiers, famines were all a part
         of the same package of unending grief that we picked our way through in order to avoid
         our own frustrations and disappointments with life. It was only inevitable that the
         two would have to meet at some point’ (2008: 222). The connection between the personal
         tragedy implied by the destruction of Judith’s home with the tragedies of the postcolonial
         (African) world, that has so long been part of their weekly conversation and routine,
         brings to the fore the vulnerability of a community constructed around an imagined
         Africa in a derelict store in an area of Washington that is undergoing profound change.
         We do not know what will happen to Kenneth, Joseph, and Sepha and their sharing and
         caring community when the space that has secured such modest flourishing is no longer
         there.
      

      
      We encounter a totally different take on Afropolitan friendship and community feeling
         in Sefi Atta’s story ‘A Temporary Position’ from her collection News From Home (2009). The story is narrated from the perspective of a twenty-two-year-old, well-educated
         Nigerian woman, working illegally in a temporary position as receptionist while waiting
         for her immigration papers. She is to all intents and purposes a ‘typical’ privileged
         Afropolitan. We are in London in the 1990s and the woman is ‘part of a group—huge
         community, really—of Nigerian graduates living in London. Some of [them] were getting
         financial support from [their] parents, some were working illegally—as [she] intended
         to do—and others were collecting dole checks, somehow. [They] used fake national insurance
         numbers. No one was getting caught’ (2009: 107-8). The first-person narrator chooses
         to hide her nationality and education during her temporary position and it is only
         when Indian Raj, who works in the office, asks if she is Nigerian, that her origins
         become known. She ponders after the revelation: ‘Foreigners, I thought, why did we
         always have to stick together’ (2009: 110). The narrator quickly gets bored with the
         job that she is over-qualified for. About a month into her job, however, when she
         is shown a newspaper article about Nigerian graduates in London, children of high-ranking
         officials, living off dole frauds in Knightsbridge, her blasé and ironically detached
         attitude to both England and Nigeria changes. The narrator calls her friend to discuss
         this case and how it reflects badly on Nigerians. Like Deola in Atta’s A Bit of Difference (2013), who does not want to be part of the Nigerian community in London and keeps
         most of her friends at arm’s length, the narrator of ‘A Temporary Position’ also does
         not want to be associated with the Nigerian diaspora in London. When fellow Nigerians
         misbehave it reflects badly on her, and she feels sullied by the association, even
         if she is, in fact, also herself working illegally.
      

      
      The revelation of her Nigerianness in the office precipitates further thoughts on
         the narrator’s generation of Nigerians, and, in effect, also on her national community:
         ‘We were not Nigeria’s brightest, but we were her most privileged. . . . We loathed
         the liberal types [such as Bob Geldof and Sting] who wanted to lay claim to saving
         our sorry African arses’ (2009: 124). Although such privileged Nigerians are different
         from less-fortunate Nigerians living off the dole in places such Hackney and Balham,
         for the narrator, national belonging overrules differences in terms of class and social
         status. She feels as if she is of ‘one kind’ with them (2009: 124). They are all Nigerian.
         Yet, she cannot explain to herself, nor to her friend, what she means by this. She
         later realises that she means ‘sullied’ (2009: 125)—that Nigerian corruption sullies
         her by proxy. She is frustrated, she claims, that Nigerians are so corrupt and this
         admittance disenchants her relationship with the community of Nigerians living in
         London in the 1990s, and it makes her more tolerant of the locals, the ‘native’ Brits,
         such as her temporary boss, Cath. The unnamed narrator’s ambivalent attitude to fellow
         Afropolitan individuals and their small Afropolitan community is torn between sarcasm
         and frustration. It is not a sustaining community, nor does the story celebrate community,
         Afropolitan or otherwise, as an empowering aspect of diasporic living. Read together
         with the other narratives in this chapter, the story reminds us that we cannot generalise
         when it comes to Afropolitan communities—they are as multiple and unpredictable as
         the Afropolitan individuals that constitute them.
      

      
      The last community we briefly want to look at is the construction of a childhood fellowship
         centred on games, dreams, and friendly rivalry in 
NoViolet Bulawayo’s We Need New Names. What happens to the childhood community of playful insurgency when one of its members
         escapes to the coveted West? How does this rupture complicate that community? To answer
         this question, we want to consider the Skype conversation in the novel’s last chapter.
         At the beginning of the novel, the protagonist, ten-year-old Darling, lives in the
         shanty town Paradise, presumably in Zimbabwe, and she roams the neighbourhoods with
         her friends, playing ‘country game[s]’ and fabricating stories about the future. Darling
         plans on escaping to her aunt in the US, one of the desired ‘country-countries’ (2013:
         49), but her friend Bastard insists that the US is too far away, because ‘you have
         to be able to return from wherever you go’ (2013: 14). This comment haunts the second
         part of the novel that sees Darling’s dream of going the US come to fruition. In her
         new country, Darling finds new friends but still feels allegiances to her old childhood
         community back home in Paradise. Her torn allegiances to host-land and to home-land
         leave her feeling divided: ‘[i]t’s hard to explain, this feeling; it’s like there’s
         two of me. One part is yearning for my friends; the other doesn’t know how to connect
         with them anymore, as if they are people I’ve never met’ (2013: 210). In the US, Darling
         is impelled to develop strange new relationships with people like white Uncle Charley:
         ‘I think the reason they are my relatives now is they are from my country too—it’s
         like the country has become a real family since we are in America, which is not our
         country’ (2013: 161). Since Darling and the extended family in the US cannot return,
         they have to construct a makeshift national community in lieu of the original one.
         But this is the twenty-first century and they can keep in touch in a way not possible
         before. In the novel’s concluding chapter, Darling first texts her American friend,
         Marina, on her new BlackBerry while absentmindedly drawing on her wallpaper. Erasing
         the drawing makes it worse and it leaves a red stain, a wound, that sets in motion
         memories of the country game of ‘hitting Budapest’ with her childhood friends in Paradise:
         ‘I begin to feel this ache in my heart that always comes when I think of home these
         days’ (2013: 283). Darling pulls out her Mac computer and Skypes her mother. Her friend
         Chipo, who was a pregnant eleven-year-old at the novel’s beginning, answers, and she
         sounds like ‘a grown woman’ (2013: 284). She tells Darling that the former friends
         are now scattered—they are in Dubai, South Africa, or touring the world—but she is
         at home with her daughter. When Darling says that she is sorry about what the leaders
         have done to ‘[their] country’ and all the suffering she has seen on the BBC, Chipo
         castigates her: ‘But you are not the one suffering. You think watching on BBC means
         you know what is going on? . . . it’s us who stayed here feeling the real suffering,
         so it’s us who have a right to even say anything about that or anything and anybody’
         (2013: 285). Darling is shocked: ‘it’s my country too. It’s our country too,’ she
         says, speaking first as an individual then as a member of a diaspora community (2013:
         286). Chipo ridicules Darling’s assertion: ‘Just tell me one thing. What are you doing
         not in your own country right now? . . . If it’s your country you have to love it and
         live in it and not leave it. You have to fight for it no matter what, to make it right’
         (2013: 286). Darling throws her computer against the wall unable to deal productively
         with this verbal attack. And the novel ends with Darling seeking sustenance in memories
         where she can reunite with her childhood friends in much less troublesome ways.
      

      
      There are, of course, many ways of reading this disturbing conversation. It certainly
         names a conflict that speaks to an Afropolitan need to complicate Africa: are those
         who stay more authentic and trustworthy representatives of their country than those
         who leave and only experience their homeland through memories or by proxy (unless
         they are so privileged that they are free to return)? Darling and her family in the
         US are not able to return, to revisit Bastard’s comment. Thus, in contrast to more
         elite Afropolitans, they cannot enjoy a life of unfettered mobility, but have to accept
         and possibly suffer a life in a location where they do not feel a sense of belonging.
         Chipo’s attack on Darling also speaks to the diasporic community, echoing Selasi’s
         questions at the end of ‘Bye-Bye, Babar’: ‘Where next, Africa? When will the scattered
         tribes return? When will the talent repatriate?’ (2005). But what if one cannot go
         back? Is a person not allowed to participate in what Chipo calls ‘the fight’ from
         a position in the diaspora? Who owns Africa? Can somebody love her country yet not
         live in it? These are some of the unanswered questions with which We Need New Names ends, and the novel offers no closure and no conclusion. Indeed, as Bulawayo herself
         has said in a Guardian interview (4 September 2013): ‘For me, life outside the homeland is a story of perpetual
         mourning for what is gone’ (Bulawayo in Smith 2013). Darling’s despairing and possibly
         defeatist reaction—throwing her Mac against the wall—speaks to that mourning and that
         loss, and offers no consolation for the reader of a novel that resists any default
         interpretative response.
      

      
      Helon Habila discusses how the third, ‘post-nationalist’ generation of African writers’
         ‘departure from the more obvious themes of African literature’ has led critics to
         accuse them of ‘not being “ideological” enough,’ to which accusation Habila comments
         that the alleged ‘lack of ideology could be intentional and useful, an ideology in
         itself’ (2012: viii–ix). The perceived lack of unified and expressed ideology is also
         characteristic of the Afropolitan writers whose work we explore in this book. The
         Afropolitan spaces that we have encountered on the couch, in the store, or in the
         hair braiding salon in this chapter are, as we have seen, spaces of inquiry with characters
         in conversation. In these multiplex conversations, several ongoing dialogues are juggled,
         one of which is crucially related to ways of being African in the twenty-first century.
         ‘What exactly is an African?’ Bulawayo’s ten-year-old Godknows asks (2013: 119). A
         simple enough question, yet without simple answers. Selasi insists that what distinguishes
         Afropolitans is that in their endeavour to ‘complicate Africa’ they are ‘unafraid
         of the questions’ (2005). The questions of what an Afropolitan is or what exactly
         an Afropolitan community is are not easily answered, as our search so far has shown.
         Perhaps it is possible to view an Afropolitan community as a space that accommodates
         individual differences and nurtures communalities, as we have argued here. However, as with all kinds of human
         communities, such fellowships are inevitably marked by ‘race,’ gender, and class,
         as we will discuss in the following two chapters.
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. Unigwe draws attention to how Nigerian class differences are indexed through language
                  in a recent interview with Elisabeth Bekers: ‘Nigeria is a very class-conscious society,
                  and the language you speak and how you speak it put you in a particular class. So
                  the fact that someone like Efe in On Black Sisters’ Street only speaks Pidgin English—and not Standard English—already lets you know what class
                  she belongs to, how much education she has had, what sort of family she is likely
                  to come from’ (Unigwe in Bekers 2015: 31).
               

            

         

         
            2. In Sisi’s story, as the prototypical sister, there is an intertextual echo of an earlier
                  sister, Ama Ata Aidoo’s Sissie or Our Sister Killjoy (Our Sister Killjoy, 1977). Sister Killjoy’s encounter with Europe is expressed through a Fanonian ‘fact
                  of blackness’ moment when she is hailed as ‘das Schwartze Mädchen’ (2000: 12). From
                  this encounter, told to us through a visual economy of recognition, Sister Killjoy
                  has a skin epiphany: ‘She looked and looked at so many of such [pig coloured] skins
                  together’ (2000: 12) and it nauseates and frustrates her, because now she will forever
                  notice difference. Her sojourn in Europe is emphatically not a happy one, and she
                  feels frustrated when someone claims kinship with her. So she needs to return to regain
                  her sense of community, where she feels at home in her skin: ‘she was back in Africa.
                  And that felt like fresh honey on the tongue. . . . “Oh, Africa. Crazy old continent”’
                  (2000: 133). Sissie is indeed an older sister of Unigwe’s black sisters.
               

            

         

         
            3. In terms of Afropolitanism as a potential community of friendly rivalry and support
                  amongst Afropolitan writers themselves, it is interesting to note authorial gestures
                  to a kind of cultural community formation: Chika Unigwe acknowledges her friend Brian
                  Chikwava, dedicates the book to (among others) him, and includes as epigraph an extract
                  from his ‘Seventh Street Alchemy’ in On Black Sisters’ Street; Chikwava acknowledges Unigwe; Yvonne Uwuor acknowledges Binyawanga Wainaina and
                  Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie; Wainaina acknowledges Adichie and Teju Cole; Cole acknowledges
                  Adichie; Adichie acknowledges Wainaina; and Taiye Selasi acknowledges Cole. 
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 9

      A Complex Weave

      
         
         
         
         ‘Race,’ Gender, and Afropolitan Love

         
         
      

      
      
         AND THEN her hair began to fall out at the temples. [Ifemelu] drenched it in rich,
            creamy conditioners, and sat under steamers until water droplets ran down her neck.
            . . . ‘It’s the chemicals,’ Wambui told her. . . . ‘That stuff can kill you. You need
            to cut your hair and go natural.’ Wambui’s hair was now in short locks, which Ifemelu
            did not like; she thought them sparse and dull, unflattering to Wambui’s pretty face.
            ‘I don’t want dreads.’ . . . ‘I can’t just cut my hair,’ she said. ‘Relaxing your
            hair is like being in prison. You’re caged in. . . . You didn’t go running with Curt
            today because you don’t want to sweat out this straightness. . . . You’re always battling
            to make your hair do what it wasn’t meant to do . . . I can help you cut it right
            now. No need to think about it too much.’ . . . [Afterwards] [s]he was all big eyes
            and big head. At best she looked like a boy; at worst, like an insect. . . . ‘You
            look beautiful. Your bone structure shows so well now. You’re just not used to seeing
            yourself like this. You’ll get used to it,’ Wambui said. Ifemelu was still staring
            at her hair. What had she done? She looked unfinished . . . she thought of buying
            a wig, but wigs brought anxiety, the always present possibility of flying off your
            head. . . . Curt told her, ‘Stop stressing, babe. It is a really cool and brave look.’
            ‘I don’t want my hair to be brave.’ ‘I mean like stylish, chic.’ He paused. ‘You look beautiful.’ ‘I look like a boy.’
            Curt said nothing. There was, in his expression a veiled amusement, as though he did
            not see why she should be so upset but was better off not saying so. . . . The next
            day, she called in sick, and climbed back into bed. ‘You didn’t call in sick so we
            could stay a day longer in Bermuda but you call in sick because of your hair?’ Curt
            asked . . . ‘I can’t go out like this.’ She was burrowing under the covers as though
            to hide. . . . She reached for her phone and sent Wambui a text: I hate my hair. I couldn’t go to work today. Wambui’s reply came minutes later: Go online. HappilyKinkyNappy.com. It’s this natural hair community. You’ll find inspiration.
               . . . 

         
         FOR THREE DAYS, she called in sick. Finally, she went to work, her hair a very short,
            overly combed, and overly oiled Afro. ‘You look different,’ her co-workers said, all
            of them a little tentative. ‘Does it mean anything? Like something political?’ Amy
            asked . . . ‘Why did you cut your hair, hon? [Miss Margaret asked] Are you a lesbian?’
            ‘No, Miss Margaret, at least not yet.’ (Adichie 2013: 208–12) 
         

         
      

      The quote above is an abbreviated extract from one among many agonised or celebratory
         ponderings on hair in Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s profoundly Afropolitan narrative
         Americanah. Ifemelu, a migrant to the US from Nigeria, is in conversation with her fellow African
         émigré and friend Wambui, her rich WASP American lover Curt, and her white and African
         American colleagues who all, from their individual positions of knowing her to be
         a certain person, comment on her new two-inch Afro hair style. To Wambui, Ifemelu’s
         new cut is natural and unburdened from the harmful tyranny of chemical regimens, which
         is good; to Curt, she looks cool and brave, which makes no real difference as he finds
         her beautiful whatever her hairstyle; and to her colleagues, she looks different,
         as if meaning to project a gendered, political message, which would be fair enough,
         although come as a surprise to them if she were. From such responses we may assume
         that the haircut is really no big deal. But we are in no doubt that it is for Ifemelu.
         Her hair ‘angst’ is tied up with her sudden inability to feel at ease with herself
         and to face the world in a confident manner and, so, the responses of friend, lover,
         and colleagues pose a threat to her self-image—as woman and as black woman. A bad
         hair day, we understand, can quickly turn into a crisis of identity and result in
         frantic activities (left out in the quote above) to camouflage a deed done that cannot
         be undone. Black women’s hair is a touchy subject, as Curt clearly senses by resorting
         quickly to a ‘Come here’ (2013: 209), a hug, and a kiss to lessen Ifemelu’s despair.
         Jessamy Calkin comments about Americanah that ‘[h]airstyle is such a constant presence in the book that not a page goes past
         without a mention of it: straight weaves, box braids, cornrows, dreadlocks, afros,
         twists, raucous curls, kinky coils and TWAs (teeny weeny afros). Not to mention texturisers,
         relaxers, oils, pomades and hair butter’ (6 April 2013). Similarly, Susie Mesure observes
         that, after Ifemlu and Obinze (the never-fading love of Ifemelu’s adolescent years
         in Nigeria), hair is ‘practically the book’s third protagonist’ (14 April 2013). The
         hair fetish is clearly intended. When asked in an interview what the novel is about,
         Adichie offers ‘love, race and hair’ as thematic headlines: ‘It is about love. I wanted
         to write an unapologetically old-fashioned love story. But it is also about race and
         how we reinvent ourselves . . . when we leave home [and] we become another version
         of ourselves. And it is also about hair’ (Kellaway 7 April 2013).
      

      
      The obsession with hair that Adichie admits to (Calkin 2013) is one that she shares
         with millions of black women in the US and around the globe. Hair is, as Cheryl Thompson,
         argues, ‘a matter of being’ and a marker of identity that pivots, at least subconsciously,
         on the interactive binary oppositions of ‘natural/unnatural,’ ‘good/bad,’ and ‘authentic/inauthentic’
         (2009: 831) by which natural hair can be deemed authentic but bad hair, just as unnatural
         hair can be inauthentic but good hair. Conversely, of course, as Americanah explores through accounts of pain and pleasure, natural hair ought to be appreciated
         as authentic and good. Even if black politics on hair and beauty has created an awareness of this,
         it has not managed effectively to subvert various combinations of the binaries just
         mentioned (Thompson 2009: 831).[1]    Why is hair ‘a matter of being,’ and what kind of history and politics can we
         attach to this? We will come back to ‘race’ and love, and to explaining the layout
         of this chapter’s discussion of Americanah as a narrative weave of the three tightly intertwined themes of love, ‘race,’ and
         hair, but first we want to explore, however briefly, the meaning of hair in the gendered
         context of black womanhood. 
      

      
      ‘Hair is entirely public,’ says Althea Prince, ‘a symbol that is [always] open to
         interpretation’ (2009: 14). Hair is therefore intensely discursive, at once the site
         of affect and of agency (Tate 2009) as hair intersects with the wider politics of
         beauty ideals and self-esteem: ‘The hair on a black woman’s head is treated as if
         it is a separate entity from the rest of her body—she . . . treat[s] it that way,
         and other Black people treat it that way’ (Prince 2009: 14) because it is so closely
         tied up with both identity and identification. As Prince notes, ‘[i]n the wider community,
         the Black woman’s natural hair falls low on the scale of beauty . . . as it is clear
         that the dominant beauty paradigm that gets affirmed falls within the Euro-centric,
         hegemonic culture’ (2009: 15), thus prescribing a black woman with natural hair to
         be ‘radical, or at least progressive, and maybe lesbian’ and a woman with straightened
         hair to be ‘conservative’ and assimilated into mainstream perceptions of beauty (2009:
         16). ‘Our hair,’ adds Kobena Mercer about the diasporic experience, ‘like our skin,
         is a highly sensitive surface on which competing definitions of “the beautiful” are
         played out in struggle’ (1994: 105). 
      

      
      Hair history reveals that the issue is a complex weave. Thompson traces black hair
         history back to its (pre-slavery) African origins where hair styles (including braids,
         twists, and knots) carried huge spiritual significance for which reason crafty and
         elaborate hairstyles were seen as cultural artefacts and a means of connecting with
         the spiritual realm of gods and ancestral forbears.[2]    Hair was in that sense a religious signifier. In the slave fields of the transatlantic
         slave trade, however, hair transformed into a racial signifier and African women took
         to wearing head scarfs to cover un-kept hair as slaves had neither the intricate African
         combs nor the luxury of time and freedom to tend to hair. After slavery was abolished,
         ‘the goal of grooming the hair had morphed from the elaborate and symbolic designs
         of Africa [via covered up ‘slave’ hair] into an imitation of White styles adapted
         to Black kinks and curls’ (Byrd and Tharps quoted in Thompson 2009: 834), possibly
         as a celebration of a newly won freedom to experiment and create new styles that reflected
         an equal status, if only in legal terms, with whites. Such experimentation went on
         into the twentieth century and the 1950s and 1960s civil-rights period when an ‘ideological
         shift’ in (both female and male) hair perceptions ‘coincided with a political shift’
         (Thompson 2009: 835) that mobilised black power and equated natural Afro hair with
         authentic black being. As Gloria Wade-Gayles recalls: ‘An activist with straight hair
         was a contradiction,’ hair became ‘[i]n its natural state . . . a badge, a symbol’
         of ‘self-esteem and racial pride. An act of genuine bonding’ (Wade-Gayles in Rooks
         1996: 6–7). In the meantime, however, mother-daughter relationships shaped around
         the straightening of hair had become a culturally significant bonding ritual ‘in which
         women could come together to touch, nourish, and sustain themselves’ in a manner of
         sharing and nursing that women who ‘declared their blackness by not straightening
         their hair’ had less access to (Rooks 1996: 10). Hair straightening was, as bell hooks
         reminisces about her childhood experiences, ‘a ritual of black women’s culture of
         intimacy,’ ‘mysterious, secret,’ and, most importantly, ‘a world where the images
         constructed as barriers between one’s self and the world were briefly let go, before
         they were made again. It was a moment of creativity, a moment of change’ (hooks 1989).
         Despite her later radical engagement with hair as political, it was, when hooks was
         a child, ‘connected solely with rites of initiation into womanhood’ (hooks 1989).
         This is arguably also why, as Rooks observes, there is a long African American literary
         tradition in which the ritual of haircare is employed as a ‘rhetorical tool’ that
         ‘foreshadows the development of the protagonist’: ‘In novels such as Dessa Rose, Quicksand, Passing, The Color Purple, Mama Day and The Bluest Eye, hair is the site where African American women comb their memories and braid or straighten
         their experiences to express the dreams and possibilities of a social reality where
         they are equal partners in the creation and styling of a world free of oppression’
         (1996: 8).
      

      
      When hair, as in Rooks’ discussion, is contemplated as a means of examining ‘the politics
         of African American women’s bodies and the representation of those bodies’ (1996:
         136) in culturally specific and pre-determined ways, we understand that Ifemelu’s
         hair ‘angst’ is specifically related to her experience of the US as a highly racialised
         society where ‘skin color and hair are so intertwined that it is hard to separate
         the two when examining the forces that shape Black people’s lives’ (Thompson 2009:
         833). This is, however, a specific gendered African American context which Ifemelu
         would have had no experience of in her middle-class privileged life in Africa where
         she ‘had grown up in the shadow of her mother’s hair’ (2013: 41) which is closely
         linked to her childhood memory of the agitated afternoon when her mother had frantically
         cut off her straightened hair, burnt it on the dump along with all her Catholic objects
         of worship because she had now ‘received Christ’ who told her to join the church of
         the Revival Saints that denounced all material and aesthetic grooming on the bodies
         of true believers (2013: 41–42). When, eventually, her mother left the church and
         ‘began to let her hair grow again’ (2013: 43), Ifemelu, shocked by her mother’s hair
         cutting ritual, sensed a return to normal in which her own ‘crown of glory’ hair,
         once released from ‘pink plastic rollers, sprang free and full, flowing down her back
         like a celebration’ (2013: 41). This is quite a different hair story. As recently
         arrived migrant to the US, Ifemelu is an outsider to the racialised history of hair
         that is so central to the African American experience. As she notes later on in the
         novel, she ‘only became black when [she] came to America’ (2013: 290) and almost instantly
         felt on her own body how her skin was translated into skin colour which, again, impacts,
         in her experience, too, forcefully on cross-racial love. At a Manhattan dinner party
         in celebration of Obama’s nomination for the presidential election, Ifemelu makes
         a public announcement on the national myth that the US is now post-racial: ‘When you
         are black in America and you fall in love with a white person, race doesn’t matter
         when you’re alone together. . . . But the minute you step outside, race matters. But
         we don’t talk about it. . . . We let it pile up inside our heads and when we come
         to nice liberal dinners like this, we say race doesn’t matter because that’s what
         we’re supposed to say, to keep our nice liberal friends comfortable. It’s true. I
         speak from experience’ (2013: 290–91). 
      

      
      At the time of the dinner party, Ifemelu’s migrant experience has undergone a dramatic
         change. She has become an outspoken celebrity blogger whose blog Raceteenth or Various Observations about American Blacks (Those Formerly Known as
            Negros) by a Non-American Black has won fame and recognition as a lively forum for a public debate on ‘race’ matters:
         ‘Its readers increased, by the thousands from all over the world, so quickly that
         she resisted checking the stats’ (2013: 303). Before her renown, Ifemelu had come
         to the US to live with her Aunty Uju in Philadelphia and take up a university scholarship,
         and she had indeed encountered the migrant’s well-known difficulties with cultural
         transition: As if waiting for ‘the real America . . . just around the next corner
         . . . [t]here was a stripped down quality to her life, a kindling starkness, without
         parents, and friends and home, the familiar landmarks that made her who she was’ (2013:
         111). Even if she had been eager from the beginning to ‘wear a new, knowing skin right
         away’ (2013: 135), Ifemelu had soon discovered, through everyday experience and through
         reading up on the American literary canon, that the mythology she diagnoses as ‘America’s
         tribalisms—race, ideology and region’ (2013: 136), with the subsequent addition of
         class (2013: 184)—is exactly what makes life in the US so complicated and the migrant’s
         understanding of US society so impenetrable and confusing.
      

      
      Ifemelu’s blog becomes her means of inquiring into how ‘race’ and black hair work
         in a society where ideology denies this to be of consequence. And it is in the context
         of ‘race’ and hair that love becomes an equally potent blogging issue with a related
         sense of feminist politics. On her blog, Ifemelu lays bare, with the sharp cut of
         a scalpel, why it is that cross-racial or cross-cultural love is always politically
         implicated. Her two American lovers, cool, flamboyant Curt who is a rich WASP American
         and hip, intellectual Blaine who is African American—thinly disguised so as to work
         as cases in point—become subject material for her blog. However, as Blaine’s sister
         Shan suggests: ‘You know why Ifemelu can write that blog? . . . Because she’s African.
         She is writing from the outside . . . It’s all quaint and curious to her. So she can
         write it . . . and get invited to give talks. If she were African American, she’d
         just be labelled angry and shunned’ (2013: 336). Shan’s point may well be accurate,
         but it hurts Ifemelu. Although she is aware that ‘race was not embroidered in the
         fabric of her story; it had not been etched on her soul’ (2013: 337), Ifemelu is sensitive
         to this being a point of dismissal rather than an appreciation of the outsider’s capability
         to dissect the unspeakable truths of a social environment from an observer’s perspective.
      

      
      If love, like ‘race’ and hair, is political, then so is Adichie’s determination to
         write ‘an old-fashioned unapologetic love story’ which will eventually return Ifemelu
         to Nigeria and to Obinze after more than a decade of separation: ‘Don’t we all in
         the end write about love? All literature is about love. When men do it, it’s a political
         comment on human relations. When women do it, it’s just a love story . . . I wanted
         to . . . push back against the idea that love stories are not important’ (Adichie
         in Brockes 21 March 2014). Certainly, Americanah is more than a standard romance story that culminates in a (far from fully resolved)
         happy ending. As a generic combination of a romance, a comedy of manners, and a novel
         of ideas (Schulz 26 May 2013), all compacted into a transcultural migrant story, the
         novel transcends generic boundaries with a purpose. Adichie wanted a ‘cinéma vérité
         quality’ in her ‘gritty, taken-from-real-life book,’ the opposite of ‘a lyrical, Proustian
         book about race’ (Adichie in Mesure 14 April 2013). Thus, the pose and the prose of
         author Adichie and character Ifemelu are characteristic of what we in this book attempt
         to define as an Afropolitan demeanour, or a style, one that takes a point of departure
         in the human rather than the ideological aspects of the twenty-first-century African
         experience in the diaspora. Both are not to be conflated with the figure of the female
         migrant usually encountered in African writing, or with the figure of the black woman
         in American literature. 
      

      
      Adichie and Ifemelu, as a female blogger invested with the author’s desire to disseminate
         and complicate, are Afropolitans whose engagement with the world is a far cry from
         the Afropolitanism that Stephanie Santana has critiqued as a culturally commodified
         style pursued ‘for aesthetic purposes alone,’ an ‘image of invisible digital networks
         of texts reaching ghost-like across continents’ (Santana 2013). As a ‘“coat hanger”
         for changing fashions’ (Santana 2013), Afropolitanism, Santana argues, conflates style,
         worldview, and politics in such a superficial manner that it can never function as
         a proper platform for critique. Yet Ifemelu’s blog, as we shall explore, contradicts
         such a critique. Rather, it reflects Achille Mbembe’s contestation that the Internet
         is Afropolitan, ‘a powerful tool for mobilisation, for speedy circulation,’ embraced
         as an intensified means of promoting a ‘narrative of liberation’ that will be free
         of ‘structural constraints’ (Mbembe in van der Haak 17 March 2015). While Mbembe is
         not blind to the fact that the Internet can also work towards ‘empt[ying] out’ the
         political ‘as we understood it earlier on,’ arguing that ‘we can[not] do without the
         face-to-face encounter,’ he still points to the potentially revolutionary quality
         inherent in the new technologies and the ‘kind of self that emerges in the crucible
         of these new technologies’ and how they ‘become an extension of ourselves’ (Mbembe
         in van der Haak 2015). We want to pursue the thematic weave of ‘race,’ hair, and love
         from this combined perspective of the ‘face-to-face encounter’ and the new media ‘extension’
         of the self in our discussion of Ifemelu’s encounters with the US, both as an African
         migrant and as a professional blogger.[3]    Throughout our discussion we shall keep in mind our working definition of Afropolitanism
         as an open and flexible space of inquiry in which, as Minna Salami suggests, ‘[d]ialogues
         are held, ideas of identity are both contested and explored, as well as communicated
         and expressed’ (chapter 6, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Minna Salami’). Moreover,
         our approach in this chapter recalls Salami’s definition of the Afropolitan space
         as ‘a feminist, queer . . . space in terms of the questions that it interrogates’
         (chapter 6, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Minna Salami’). Thus, towards a further
         exploration of Salami’s definition and the conversation set in motion in Americanah, the chapter will end with a discussion of Dinaw Mengestu’s All Our Names (2014) and a sample of the queer Somali voices speaking in Diriye Osman’s Fairytales for Lost Children (2013).
      

      
      Having established that Americanah is in fact an intensely political narrative, we may begin our close reading of the
         novel by asking: what characterises its politics when its main protagonist may appear
         to be a radical feminist on her blog at the same time as she is a middle-class, educated,
         and (eventually) privileged African migrant whose life is not short of access to social
         mobility? Is her double positioning a contradiction in terms? Aaron Bady wonders why
         reviewers often unfairly make it sound as if the novel is ‘a refraction of its author’s
         glamor, an aesthetic commodity to be consumed’ (2014a) just as Seth Cosimini ponders
         why the novel is after all ground-breaking, when adding body and face to ‘structural
         and interpersonal acts of racism’ is ‘barely revolutionary, given the First World’s
         proclivity for poverty porn and pictures of black women farmers on boxes of fair trade
         tea’ (2013). The answers that Bady and Cosimini infer are strikingly similar: it is
         the differentiated human quality of Adichie’s African characters and the brisk abrasiveness
         of Ifemelu’s voice that is refreshing and invigorating. Americanah speaks of the privilege of social mobility at the same time as it speaks, in no small
         measure, of the everyday small racisms and banal, but humiliating, personal experiences
         that come from what Mbembe terms ‘face-to-face encounters.’ Although Bady is not uncritical
         of the novel’s sprawling layout and its ‘overflowing’ format, it does work to cast,
         he argues, ‘the bourgeois pettiness’ of a middle-class African story into ‘sharp relief’
         (2014a) as a densely layered narrative; one, we want to add, that is not without the
         anxieties that come with transcultural migration, regardless of class. Bady argues
         that the novel testifies to ‘how intensely policed Adichie’s affect must be, and how
         unhesitatingly she kicks against it’ (2014a) when she insists on writing a novel that
         falls outside of what ticks the box of African subject matter. The novel is not written
         for ‘African Literature . . . but specifically for and about the petty, silly, and
         real . . . trials and tribulations of the well-off Americanah’ (Bady 2014a). This,
         we argue, is not a shedding of responsibility, but rather a deliberate endeavour at
         what we have discussed in this book as the need to complicate Africa and secure the
         humanity of Africans. As Cosimini argues, the novel’s powerful drive derives from
         ‘the way Adichie thinks through how human faces, flesh, and blood should be honestly
         portrayed in discussions and representations of the grand and minute violence of everyday
         life’ (2013).[4]    
      

      
      Ifemelu’s migrant experience is a differentiated one and specifically a female experience,
         albeit one that is negotiated in a different way from how other female migrant characters
         in the novel perform in their American lives. Unlike her Aunty Uju who, despite her
         agency and resilience in America, ‘had deliberately left behind something of herself,
         something essential, in a distant and forgotten place,’ and so flaunts ‘the exaggerated
         gratitude that came with immigrant insecurity’ (2013: 119), Ifemelu never really adopts
         a pleasing assimilative stance to moving on and up in society. And unlike her very
         assertive Kenyan friend Wambui, who is the president of the African Students Association—and
         who can instruct her on main political differences between ASA and the BSU (Black
         Student Union) whose members could be likely to ‘write poems about Mother Africa and
         think every African is a Nubian queen’ (2013: 140)—Ifemelu deliberately stays clear
         of union politics, the affiliative pledges this requires, and the intellectual debates
         that she feels never extend beyond the classroom. She is acutely aware, of course,
         that African Americans are entrenched in a history that is not her own, thus her strained
         relationship with Shan. Moreover, Ifemelu finds it equally difficult to engage with
         the female migrant ‘hair’ community of the Trenton beauty salon where she cannot escape
         becoming embroiled in African ethnicity discourses and the gossipy talk about husband
         hunting pursued in ‘broken, curious’ English, ‘as though [the women in the salon]
         had not quite eased into the language itself before taking on a slangy Americanism’
         (2013: 9). Despite the ‘sister moments’ she shares with the women in the salon, their
         story is not her story either. Ifemelu is emphatically her own independent, authentic
         self, exploring ‘another version’ of herself in the US, a version that is always alert
         to the many and often contradictory nuances in the variety of black lives in America.
         Ifemelu is indeed a gifted observer who has stamina and is endowed with a purposeful
         sense of the need to refuse ‘unsolicited advice’ about proper African female conduct
         (a feminist trait that Adichie highlights as a must for African women in her 2013
         TED Talk ‘Why We Should All Be Feminists’). Yet, Ifemelu is neither flawless nor consistently
         faithful to people and ideas. Occasionally she is in fact ‘a little unlikeable,’ as
         Adichie admits, which we should ascribe to her being ‘human, just human’ (Adichie
         in Bady, 2014a). 
      

      
      However, we suggest, the quality of this human condition is precisely that it ‘persists
         into the quotidian’ (Cosimini 2013). Thus, quotidian observations made by Ifemelu
         in her personal life morph into comprehensive online social critique on her blog which
         she employs skilfully as a sharing device that can bring private affairs into a public
         domain. This is obviously a gesture towards staging an important ‘online’ conversation.
         In as far as we argue that Ifemelu is a self-styled Afropolitan who makes the most
         of her observant outsider position, her sharp, angry, witty, and ‘no-frills’ blog
         reflects her Afropolitan pose and informs her prose as a succinct dissemination of
         ‘race’ matters. She sees and perceives how ‘race’ interpellates blacks at all levels
         of social life, but she does so from the vantage point of someone who comes from a
         background where ‘race’ is not a primary concern. As a non-American black who has
         never aspired to become American (black), Ifemelu’s inheritance is sufficiently culturally
         diverse, or multi-local, to provide her with a vantage point from which she can have
         an over-all view of ‘tribalist’ America from the top-down, as it were. And not only
         that: her Afropolitan intervention on the World Wide Web is one that puts her privilege
         into the service of voicing concerns about the psychology of private and public experiences
         that systematically tie black being to the continued inequalities of being black.
         This is all-pervading and necessitates repeated address, as reflected by the Raceteenth
         (i.e., ‘umpteenth’) insistence of ‘race’ talk in the title of Ifemelu’s blog. There
         is clearly, as Aaron Bady observes, a politics to ‘insisting that feminised forms
         of intellectual labor are not to be disdained . . . the fact that Ifemelu is a blogger
         is a way of nodding towards women-writing that is not broadly respected as Writing’
         (Bady 2014a). 
      

      
      Americanah opens, when Hair, the third protagonist, has brought Ifemelu, who has decided to go
         back to Nigeria after fifteen years in the US, to the Trenton ethnic hair salon to
         have her braids done in African style, perhaps we think, in honour of her African
         cultural heritage. If the braids are metaphorical of Ifemelu’s pending return, they
         do not, however, point to a return to roots, because woven into them will be the knowledge
         and experience of her life in the US. Ifemelu will return ‘home,’ after the six-hour
         braiding session, with the experienced braids of an Americanah, an African who has
         been affected by non-African middle-class lifestyles. We are in no doubt about that,
         as irritated Ifemelu rejects the advice on colour scheme and style (pertaining to
         both hair and ‘race’) of the female migrant braiders whose lives appear to be at a
         far remove from her own, despite the smiling ‘knowingness’ (2013: 11) that unites
         them as migrant women. She engages in conversation out of curiosity about their lives,
         while enjoying an organic granola bar rather than eating their spicy Chinese take-away,
         reading Jean Toomer’s Cane rather than keeping up on the loud and brash Nollywood movies that they like to watch
         while braiding. The long braiding session reflects how Ifemelu has become hair conscious
         in America and how well-travelled her own hair-story has become, since she ‘grew up
         in the shadow of her mother’s hair’ in Africa, and since her first years in America
         when she decided to ‘relax’ her hair to appear like a serious applicant in job interviews,
         or since she decided to cut off her chemically injured hair and keep it natural and
         eventually fell in love with her ‘dense and spongy and glorious’ (2013: 213) re-born
         hair. As she shares and circulates on her blog, her own hair-story indexes how ‘race’
         and gender prescribe a certain beauty ideal. When leaving the hair salon, Ifemelu
         therefore cannot help thinking that her visit to the salon would have made for an
         interesting part of the index: ‘A Peculiar Case of a Non-American Black, or How the
         Pressures of Immigrant Life Can Make You Act Crazy’ (2013: 18). While at the salon,
         Ifemelu recalls how Sapphic Derrida, one of the regular posters on the blog, had lamented
         her decision to pursue a ‘life change’ and written: ‘please come back to the blogosphere soon. You’ve used your irreverent, hectoring,
            funny and thought-provoking voice to create a space for real conversations about an
            important subject’ (2013: 5).
      

      
      Ifemelu’s blog posts on black women’s hair take up a lot of narrative space in the
         novel that cannot be adequately explored here, but her polemical diagnosis in one
         specific post that has to do with hair’s intersection with ‘race’ as a promotion of
         certain hair ‘standard’ begs attention:
      

      
      
         A Michelle Obama Shout-Out Plus Hair as Racial Metaphor


         
         White girlfriend and I are Michelle Obama groupies. So the other day I say to her—I
            wonder if Michelle Obama has a weave, her hair looks fuller today . . . And she says—you
            mean her hair doesn’t grow like that? So is it me or is that the perfect metaphor
            for race in America right there? Hair. Ever notice makeover shows on TV, how the black
            woman has natural hair (coarse, coily, kinky, or curly) in the ugly ‘before’ picture,
            and in the pretty ‘after’ picture, somebody’s taken a hot piece of metal and singed
            her hair straight? Some black women, AB and NAB, would rather run naked in the street
            than come out in public with their natural hair. Because, you see, it’s not professional,
            sophisticated, whatever, it’s just not damn normal . . . When you DO have natural
            Negro hair, people think you ‘did’ something to your hair . . . You should be asking
            Beyoncé what she’s done . . . I have natural kinky hair. Worn in cornrows, Afros,
            braids. No, it’s not political. No, I am not an artist or poet or singer. Not an earth
            mother either. I just don’t want relaxers in my hair . . . (By the way, can we ban
            Afro wigs at Halloween? Afro is not costume, for God’s sake.) Imagine if Michelle
            Obama . . . decided to go natural and appeared on TV with lots of wholly hair, or
            tight spirally curls. (There is no knowing what her texture will be. It is not unusual
            for a black woman to have at least three different textures on her head.) She would
            totally rock but poor Obama would certainly lose the independent vote, even the undecided
            Democrat vote. (2013: 296–97)
         

         
      

      In this post, Ifemelu plunges right into the vortex of what black women know and notice,
         what white women are oblivious of and overlook, and what is tacitly understood to
         be a universal beauty standard that cosmetic industries make a fortune of—all hinged
         upon a black/white dichotomy that even the First Lady (otherwise known and renowned
         for her independent character) has had to accommodate in order to appear non-offensive
         and appeal to the non-black electorate. While it is hardly surprising why black women
         will look to even small changes in Michelle Obama’s hairstyle as a barometer of (even
         the slightest) change in the racial climate, as First Ladies invariably both reflect
         and set standards, the fact that it can come as a surprise to white women that black
         women’s apparently ‘normal’ hair is chemically manipulated strongly suggests an experiential
         gulf between white and black women. The lack of common knowledge and communication
         points to a separation of social spheres that is, in the double sense articulated
         by Ifemelu’s blog, ‘hair-raising.’ This is, of course, no news at all to African Americans,
         but perhaps, as response rates at Ifemelu’s blog posts imply, her take on the matter
         as a non-American black brings a long history of racially induced shame, black repressed
         hurt and anger, and white guilt to the front page in refreshingly new ways. The same
         goes for Ifemelu’s observations about liberal white guilt and the complicit ‘race’
         history of a society where ‘racism exists but racists are all gone’ (2013: 315). Perhaps
         it takes an outsider to articulate an almost clinically devised social trajectory
         for how ‘race’ interpellates, infects, and affects black bodies on an everyday basis.
         Certainly, an outsider who has the experiences of living across cultures is likely
         to provide a different perspective. We dare to venture that this is the special quality
         of Ifemelu’s Afropolitan intervention when, as a non-American African turned black
         through migration, she takes it upon herself to push some American home truths from
         the closet and into an open forum of debate. As it turns out, when African American
         Shan complains that ‘[y]ou can’t write an honest novel about race in this country’
         (335), Adichie’s novel is a direct response to the urgent need for honesty in representation.
      

      
      Ifemelu’s outsider status offers her the opportunity to cultivate a sense of self
         as an African woman living abroad through which she becomes vocal about the ‘fact
         of blackness’ as a highly contagious social malady in US society. Ifemelu is not inclined
         to take up the victim position, rather she adopts the role of the disseminator who
         deconstructs ‘race’ in the style of plain, unadorned language. As blog hostess, she
         performs a nitty-gritty critique of American society that lays bare the absurdity
         of the endemic racialised (if not racist) discourses that silently intone the quotidian
         encounters between black and white. Again, this is old news for African Americans,
         but Ifemelu’s contribution to the unravelling of its pathology offers a different
         perspective. She sharply cuts into all the niceties of white liberalism that prefers
         to talk about ‘racially charged’ events rather than acts of racism (2013: 351) or
         to call Obama ‘biracial’ when in fact ‘looking as he does,’ ‘[i]f a random black guy
         commits a crime’ he ‘could be stopped and questioned for fitting the profile’ of ‘Black
         Man’ (2013: 338). But Ifemelu also slices into the body politics of ‘American blacks
         [who] proudly say they have some “Indian.” Which means Thank God We Are Not Full-Blooded
         Negroes,’ or black men who ‘like their black women to have some exotic quota, like
         half-Chinese or splash of Cherokee,’ because ‘they like their women light[er]’ than
         black (2013: 213). Ifemelu’s ‘race’ detector also highlights how ‘[m]any successful
         American black men have white wives’ (2013: 214) or how wealthy white men can fall
         in love with beautiful black or brown women if they have exotic flavour. In America,
         Ifemelu discovers, racial classification works as a paradoxical substratum in the
         myth of post-racial America where, in fact, ‘you don’t get to decide what race you
         are. It is decided for you’ (2013: 337-38). Occasionally, Ifemelu observes, various
         mixes of white / black American male with brown / black female migrant can present
         dissenting combinations, as can combinations involving Hispanics, the joker in the
         ‘race’ pool, who can be both black, brown, and white and therefore range ‘a slight
         step above the American blacks in the American race ladder’ (2013: 105). In a society
         where ‘you’re supposed to pretend that you don’t notice certain things’ (2013: 127),
         the absurdity of ‘race’ categorisation remains, in Ifemelu’s diagnosis, dangerously
         unaddressed: ‘race is not biology; race is sociology. Race is not genotype; race is
         phenotype’ (2013: 337) as most people would agree upon reflection, yet ‘[r]ace matters
         because of racism. And racism is absurd because it’s about how you look . . . it’s
         about the shade of your skin . . . and the kink of your hair’ (2013: 337). Ifemelu’s
         blog posts on ‘race’ are numerous, but—as with her comments on the business of hair—one
         post stands out as particularly poignant:
      

      
      
         Job Vacancy in America—National Arbiter in 
Chief of ‘Who Is Racist’


         
         In America, racism exists but racists are all gone. Racists belong to the past. Racists
            are thin-lipped mean white people in the movies about the civil rights era. Here’s
            the thing: the manifestation of racism has changed but the language has not. So if
            you haven’t lynched somebody then you can’t be called a racist. If you’re not a bloodsucking
            monster, then you can’t be called a racist. Somebody has to be able to say that racists
            are not monsters. They are people with loving families, regular folk who pay taxes.
            Somebody needs to get the job of deciding who is racist and who isn’t. Or maybe it’s
            time to scrap the word ‘racist.’ Find something new. Like Racial Disorder Syndrome.
            And we could have different categories for sufferers of this syndrome: mild, medium,
            and acute. (2013: 315)
         

         
      

      In this post, Ifemelu effectively turns the tables on the debate on ‘race’ in America
         where the black person is invariably made responsible for social ineptitudes. Racist
         Americans, along with politically correct, liberal-minded whites, hung-up African
         American intellectuals, and compliant naturalised African migrants all get singled
         out in her posts on ‘race’ as suffering from a defective disorder because their social
         interactions with fellow citizens are predetermined by their latent ‘race’ conscious
         attitudes. No one, in Ifemelu’s optics, is past the conundrum of ‘race’: ‘Don’t be
         quick to find alternative explanations . . . Don’t say “Oh, it’s not really race,
         it’s class. Oh, it’s not race, it’s gender. Oh, it’s not race, it’s the cookie monster.”
         . . . Don’t say “I’m color-blind,” because if you are color-blind, then you need to
         see a doctor’ (2013: 325–26). Ifemelu’s ‘race’ posts function as a wedge between the
         post-racial American dream and hyper-racialised American realities. Or, perhaps, the
         appropriate metaphor for her blog is that of a kaleidoscope, it refracts and reflects
         rather disconcerting visions of a never-ending array of patterned constellations that
         seem pre-coded to always fall into the same colour schemes, never to blend at random.
         America’s four tribalisms—ideology, region, ‘race,’ and class, so succinctly exposed
         and examined on the blog—keep the patterned constellations and its colours in check.
         The syndrome of ‘race’ in a tribalist context is obviously a hegemonic regulating
         mechanism that even an astute observer like Ifemelu cannot offer a cure for, although
         she repeatedly insists on conversation across difference as a prescriptive strategy:
         ‘So after this listing of don’ts, what’s the do? I’m not sure. Try listening, maybe.
         Hear what is being said . . . Then listen some more. Sometimes people just want to
         feel heard. Here’s to possibilities of friendships and connection and understanding’
         (2013: 327).
      

      
      In Seeing Through Race, W. J. T. Mitchell offers an instructive alternative way of engaging with ‘race’
         that clearly resonates with Ifemelu’s proposition of ‘Racial Disorder Syndrome’ as
         a diagnostic category that unhinges ‘race’ from the black body and associates it instead
         with the mentality of social agents, irrespective of ‘race.’ In a similar, but theoretical
         manner, Mitchell transposes ‘race’ from body to medium. ‘Race’ is ‘a distorting prism’
         (2012: 15) through which we see but also a medium through which ‘race [may be seen as] the set of symptoms
         or signs—the diagnostic tool—that provides access to the disease known as racism’
         (2012: 17). Mitchell here strikes at the paradoxical crux of the matter: ‘Race does
         not exist, but we know it when we see it or hear it just the same’ (2012: 174) because
         ‘race’ is an ‘iconic concept’ (2012: 19), an ‘between-ness’ with ‘spatial and temporal
         axes’ located in ‘the space between subjective and objective perceptions’ (2012: 67)
         or between ‘passionate reaction’ and ‘sober reflection’ (2012: 9). Like Ifemelu, Mitchell
         turns the tables on the debate on ‘race’ in his persuasive argument that ‘race is
         not the cause of racism but its excuse, its alibi, explanation, or reaction formation’
         (2012: 19). Mitchell challenges both poststructuralist scholarship that shows ‘race’
         to be but a discursive construct and the sound philosophical logic of Kwame Anthony
         Appiah that ‘race’ is a conceptual fallacy from which follows that ‘the truth is that
         there are no races’ and so ‘there is nothing in the world that can do all we ask “race”
         to do for us’ (Appiah 1985: 35). Even if ‘race’ has no solid scientific grounding,
         Mitchell argues, the myth of ‘race’ has had such a ‘powerful afterlife’ that ‘there
         is nothing else in the world, or in language, that can do all we ask race to do for us’ (2012: 14).
         When we reflect carefully on how we see through ‘race,’ we become aware that racism,
         the derivative term, actually becomes before ‘race,’ the primary term, thus pointing
         to the deceptive nature of our misguided understanding that racism is a result of
         ‘race.’ It is precisely the other way round, as Mitchell explores in great detail:
         ‘Racism is the brute fact, the bodily reality, and race is the derivative term’ (2012:
         19). ‘Race’ is therefore not an ‘essential concept with a fixed definition’ but rather
         a complex, or a complexing, of forces, an intertwined coding of bodies and bloodline
         with biopolitical and sociopolitical colouring (2012: 33) that gives shape to a visual
         language and the illusion of transparency that ‘continually invokes the figures of
         the veil, the screen, the lens, the face, the mirror, the profile, line and color,
         and its paradoxical fusion in the figure of the “color line”’ (2012: 13). The result
         is that we ‘see’ but do not ‘hear or touch each other’ (2012: 13). Once ‘“condensed and “thickened”’ in social discourse, ‘race’
         is transformed ‘from a medium to be seen through—a frame for seeing as—into a form, image, or object that takes on . . . a life of its own’ (2012: 19–20).
         
      

      
      What ultimately distinguishes Mitchell’s theoretical discussion for our purposes here,
         however, is his insistence that the quest for racial colour-blindness is problematic.
         In a world where we see and recognise racial identities in the manner just described,
         the ‘psychic disavowal’ of how ‘race’ matters in social discourse amounts (as also
         suggested in Ifemelu’s comment on ‘the don’ts’) to a Freudian ‘blind spot’ (2012:
         21–22). As Mitchell argues: ‘Racism is what hurts. It is the disease, possibly an
         autoimmune disorder and certainly an infectious malady.’ ‘Race,’ on the other hand,
         is ‘the ambiguous medicine/poison, the pharmakon, for inflicting or alleviating the pain caused by racism’ (2012: 17). The conscious
         act of seeing through ‘race’ does not herald colour-blindness, rather the opposite.
         It offers what Mitchell terms teachable moments wherein we see racism (not ‘race’)
         in operation and become conscious of its ‘complexion.’ This is exactly Ifemelu’s approach
         and why her critical intervention on her blog is so powerful. As Mitchell would suggest,
         Ifemelu knows how to ‘see through, not with the eye of race’ (2012: 40). And she shares
         with Mitchell a keen interest in what we may call a contra-punctual reading of ‘race’
         matters, a specific way of seeing that produces a specific way of being.
      

      
      Ifemelu’s bold suggestion that only romantic love can solve the conundrum of ‘race’
         and cure its symptoms is revealed, however, to be a logical contradiction in the very
         same instance that she offers it as her first blog post, a few weeks after breaking
         up with Curt, ‘The Hot White Ex’: 
      

      
      
         The simplest solution to the problem of race in America? Romantic love. Not friendship.
            Not the kind of safe, shallow love where the objective is that both people remain
            comfortable. But real deep romantic love, the kind that twists you and wrings you
            out and makes you breathe through the nostrils of your beloved. And because that real
            deep romantic love is so rare, and because American society is set up to make it even
            rarer between American Black and American White, the problem of race in America will
            never be solved. (2013: 296)
         

         
      

      While there is, as Bady observes, a politics of ‘insisting that feminised forms of
         intellectual labor are not to be disdained,’ there is clearly also, as he adds, ‘a
         politics to rejecting the premise that a novel can be only a love story’ (2014a), and not about related political matters if written by a woman.
         As a migrant love story, Americanah is clearly in pursuit of making the love story of Ifemelu and Obinze, her one and
         only true love, possible at the end of a very long and intensely complicated story.
         As Subashini Navaratnam comments, this is a ‘love story that travels and migrates
         and sees and learns, so that when Ifemelu and Obinze meet again, in the novel’s final
         pages, they’ve been so shaken and turned inside out by the forces outside of themselves
         that they’ve shed and accrued different layers’ (8 August 2013). The question is:
         what does their love see and learn as it travels? Before discussing the details of
         that, Adichie’s response to the criticism that she has opted somewhat too optimistically
         for the kind of love that ‘no one dares to believe in, anymore’ (Navaratnam 2013)
         is instructive. Adichie explains that she wanted to write a love story ‘rooted in
         reality’ and therefore one in which ‘your inability to get a visa gets in the way
         of love’ (Adichie in Bady 2014a). Even if love does not triumph at the end, it does
         prove to be strong enough to endure physical absence and geographical distance. As
         Adichie explains: ‘I loved the ending . . . which I hoped would annoy some people
         . . . but here’s the thing: the ending is me thinking, “you know what? I want to have
         this lush, ridiculous thing happen, and it’s going to happen!”’ (Adichie in Bady 2014a).
         
      

      
      Adichie’s choice of a cinéma-vérité approach to her novel features strongly in her
         concern with love as reflected in the deeply human nature of her two main characters.
         As a documentary genre within filmmaking in which the filmmaker adopts the role of
         the observer, the aesthetics of cinéma vérité is said to derive from filming characters
         (i.e., people) close-up in a ‘raw’ and direct style to get at the underlying ‘naked’
         reality behind ‘constructed’ or simulated realities (a truthful projection of reality
         as anticipated by the French word ‘vérité’). In cinéma vérité, the characters filmed
         are, however, showing an awareness of being filmed and this invariably impacts upon
         their actions and how they respond to their environment. Yet there is, we argue, a
         specific touch to Adichie’s take on the aesthetics of the genre that we may term Afropolitan.
         In baring the deeply human nature of her main character Ifemelu, in order to get at
         who she is behind the public face she shows to the world on her blog, there is a desire
         for this to be recognised in profoundly emotional and quotidian contexts. This comes
         out strongly in her ‘off-line’ love relationships, with (white) Curt and (black) Blaine,
         that is to say when she is not performing as the anonymous persona of the intellectual
         blogger. These relationships are set off in stark contrast to Ifemelu’s love for (fellow
         Nigerian) Obinze. With both Curt and Blaine, skin colour, or ‘race,’ is always a co-player,
         or third partner, in the love stories, but with Obinze, Ifemelu has always felt ‘at
         ease’ because ‘her skin felt as though it was her right size’ (2013: 61). The subtle
         distinction between skin colour (as a signifier of ‘race’) and skin (as a signifier
         of human nature) is significant and this is precisely what Ifemelu sees and learns
         about love as she travels, from Obinze and Nigeria and back to Nigeria and Obinze,
         after fifteen years away. 
      

      
      Apart from a first ‘work-turning-into sex’ encounter in the US when financially broke
         Ifemelu takes on a dubious job of helping a tennis coach ‘relax’ and ease the stress
         of an overworked body (a transgressive personal encounter that she regrets afterwards
         as it fuels her with both anger and shame), Ifemelu’s relationships with Curt and
         Blaine are troubled relationships that implicate ‘race’ from beginning to end. Curt
         is, it seems, ‘colour-blind’ in the problematical way of suffering from a Freudian
         blind spot suggested by Mitchell. His inability to understand that ‘race’ is of consequence
         in their relationship eventually makes Ifemelu think of him as emotionally naïve and,
         spoilt as he is by his affluent innocence, unable to detect and understand the hurt
         it causes in her when, sincerely proud, he presents her as ‘girlfriend’ and people
         look on in wonder. In such moments, Ifemelu comes into being, seen with the eye of ‘race’ as his exotically beautiful but black woman who instantly activates in the onlookers, strangers in the street as
         well as Curt’s family and friends, ‘the look of people confronting a great tribal
         loss’—not so much just because Curt is white, but because of ‘the kind of white he
         was, the untamed golden hair and handsome face, the athlete’s body, the sunny charm
         and the smell . . . of money’ (2013: 292). As a dark-skinned woman, Ifemelu is just
         ‘not the kind of black [the guardians of the tribe] could, with an effort, image him
         with,’ and their baffled looks begin to ‘pierce her skin’ (2013: 293) and make her
         reproachful, less, in fact, of the ‘tribalist’ Americans than of Curt on whom she
         relies for protection. Curt’s own ‘colour-blindness,’ however, jars against his infatuation
         with the idea that ‘black is beautiful,’ which speaks directly to white liberal niceties
         and how uncomfortable white America is with ‘race.’ The white affluence that Curt
         invites Ifemelu into is a world that she is a stranger to. Seeing ‘new layers’ of
         him every day and how he thrives in a world that lies at his feet, always planning
         ‘what else to do’ (2013: 207), Ifemelu attempts to explain to him that their jet-setting lifestyle
         is at odds with how ‘she had grown up not doing, but being’ (2013: 207). Even if she
         has ‘slipped out of her old skin’ to embrace a new life and loves Curt for the ‘gift
         of contentment, of ease’ that their relationship has given her—‘[h]er skin was glowing’
         (2013: 200)—Ifemelu discovers, after their break up, that she always ‘longed, with
         Curt, to hold emotions in her hand that she never could. She had not entirely believed
         herself while with him’—‘happy, handsome Curt,’ and ‘his ability to twist life into
         the shapes he wanted’ (2013: 287).
      

      
      Ifemelu’s relationship with hip, intellectual Blaine, African American professor at
         Yale, is equally strained and in fact also racially intoned with the result that he,
         too, does not really ‘see’ her because of how ‘race’ disciplines even love. If Curt’s
         desire for her is fashioned around her exotic difference, Blaine’s desire is to mould
         her difference in the direction of a specific African American politics of resistance.
         Blaine’s engagement with black political activism and African American literature
         as social critique makes it glaringly obvious that the ‘nuances and complexity’ (2013:
         7) of colour get lost in his translation of seeing them as united through ‘race.’
         Blaine is not politically correct, far worse in Ifemelu’s growing awareness, ‘his
         positions were firm, so thought-through and fully realised in his own mind that he
         sometimes seemed surprised that [Ifemelu], too had not arrived at them herself’ (2013:
         313). Blaine has a way of letting ‘a tight smile’ reveal ‘disappointment that she
         had not yet learned enough from him’ (2013: 313). With more than an occasional ‘race’
         chip on his shoulder and having grown up as the token bright black kid in class who
         eventually made it big, Blaine’s intellectual pose—taking on topics like ‘canon formation and topography of the spatial and historical consciousness’ (2013: 312)—makes it difficult for Ifemelu to insist on her own independent voice
         and on her experience as different from his. ‘I don’t want to explain, I want to observe,’
         says Ifemelu to Blaine’s suggestion that the popularity of her blog ought to make
         her take on ‘real responsibility’ and ‘add more depth’ to her posts (2013: 312), as
         if to suggest that ‘cultural commentary’ which is not directly tied up with activism
         is ‘lazy’ and lacking in substance (2013: 312). Ifemelu senses that what Blaine calls
         lazy is really ‘a subtle accusation’ directed at ‘her Africanness; she was not sufficiently
         furious because she was African, not African American’ (2013: 345). Blaine, it seems,
         is not comfortable with Ifemelu’s different kind of blackness.
      

      
      When Ifemelu attracts the attention of the newly appointed Yale Professor, Senegalese
         Boubacar, who suggests that she should apply to Princeton for a fellowship (which
         she does), arguing that ‘[w]e [meaning experienced migrants] need to get into these
         places, you know. It is the only way to change the conversation’ (2013: 340), Blaine
         responds with mocking jealous irritation and a ‘territorial dislike’ (2013: 339) of
         ‘something primally African from which he felt excluded’ (2013: 340). The tension
         suggests that he fails to appreciate the benefits of Ifemelu’s intervention as an
         outsider who can offer the value of subtlety and nuance to the debate on ‘race.’ Even
         if Blaine is wholesome, considerate, and encouraging in his love for Ifemelu, he is
         thoroughly paternalistic in his manners which may well be one of many reasons that
         Ifemelu’s experience of black America, too, had ‘grown thorns on her skin’ (2013:
         17). Ifemelu and Blaine survive their disagreements and bond through their shared
         passion for Obama: ‘On election night, before Blaine kissed her, his face wet with
         tears, he held her tightly as though Obama’s victory was also their personal victory’
         (2013: 7), but in the end (the beginning of the novel), Ifemelu has decided to pack
         up and leave America and return home to her never-forgotten love in Nigeria who matches
         the size of her ‘skin’ and her desire to be ‘seen’ in non-racial terms.
      

      
      Obinze, who had always ‘made her like herself’ (2013: 61) thus has an important part
         to play in Ifemelu’s quest for wholeness and fulfilment. Meeting up with him again
         as an experienced adult woman, she realises that ‘[s]he had never had this before,
         to be listened to, to be truly heard’ (2013: 450). In order to appreciate, then, how
         the ‘lush’ love story of Ifemelu and Obinze is ultimately a different ‘skin’ story
         from whatever both have experienced since their adolescent years, when Ifemelu left
         for America and Obinze for England (only to be deported and returned to Nigeria three
         years later), let us turn briefly to Sarah Ahmed’s ideas on the agency of skin in
         human encounters. ‘To recognise’ means ‘to know again’ and ‘to acknowledge’ (Ahmed
         2000: 22). If we think about human encounters at ‘the level of the body,’ Ahmed says,
         we invariably ‘think through the skin’ (2000: 44) in order to recognise one another.
         However, ‘[t]he skin is not simply invested with meaning as a visual signifier of
         difference,’ as with ‘race,’ or ‘a border . . . containing the subject within a certain
         contour, keeping the subject inside, and the other outside’ (2000: 44–45), or, as
         in Frantz Fanon’s notion of skin as ‘a seal’ (2000: 45). As we explored in chapter 8, skin is also an exposure, ‘where the subject
         risks its interiority, where it meets and leaks into [the other or] the world at large’
         and becomes ‘a border that feels,’ an ‘affective opening out of bodies to other bodies’ (2000: 45). This opening makes
         skin an ambiguous boundary that records, by way of the senses, how we touch and how
         we are affected by the touch of others. When they reunite in Nigeria, Ifemelu and
         Obinze touch each other in that specific phenomenological sense which works to make
         their love appear genuine and convincing, precisely because their mutual touching
         of skin leaks into recognition. While Ifemelu’s skin was made to glow as well as itch
         in America, it never led to any real recognition of her full humanity. She always
         longed for that in America while secretly yearning for Obinze who had left for Europe.
         Obinze’s unsuccessful migration to England is also skin-related and eventually finds
         him feeling ‘raw, skinned, the outer layers of himself stripped off’ (2013: 281) when
         he is arrested, after a sham marriage attempt, and deported to Nigeria. Back home,
         he eventually enters into a marriage of convenience—‘a touchstone of realness’ in
         its domestic, predictable, and reliable routines (2013: 459)—that soon proves to be
         a ‘second skin that had never quite fitted him snugly’ (2013: 456). Unlike Curt and
         Blaine, Obinze is emotionally reflective and soft-spoken on matters of love. He matches
         the description of the new African man and the different masculinity that Adichie
         calls for in her 2013 TED talk on African feminism: not ‘a hard man’ who is ‘fearful
         of emotions and vulnerability,’ but a man who agrees that ‘Yes, there is a problem
         with gender and we must fix it’ (Adichie 2013a).
      

      
      However, when Ifemelu and Obinze come together at the end of the novel in the name
         of a true love that craves to be embraced, they clearly do so as ‘Americanahs,’ returnees
         who have become susceptible to ‘white-people behaviour’ (2013: 472). Thus, when, after
         a moment of silent hesitation, Ifemelu responds to Obinze’s appeal to give their relationship
         a chance by uttering the final words of the novel: ‘Come in’ (2013: 477), the projected
         happy ending of their love story, at least if read as a Western-style romance, is
         realised at the cost of an African-style love arrangement. Obinze has a wife and a
         daughter, Kosi and Buchi, to take care of. If Americanah is an Afropolitan novel that works to complicate Africa and the figure of the African,
         then the novel ends at a point where the Afropolitan narrative itself calls for a
         complicating reading when Kosi pleads with Obinze to own up to his responsibility,
         irrespective of the fact that she had long been aware of his affair with the ‘old
         girlfriend’ that had come ‘into town’ (2013: 464): ‘“It’s not about another woman,
         Obinze,” Kosi said . . . “It’s about keeping this family together . . . I am a good
         wife. We have a marriage . . . You have a responsibility”’ (2013: 464). For Ifemelu,
         if not for Adichie, then, there is at the end of the novel, also a politics to pursuing
         romantic love in an African setting when this involves breaking up a marriage that,
         in standard practise, it said to allow a man to have extramarital affairs as long
         as he lives up to his responsibilities as husband and provider. When Kosi refuses
         to be divorced and unsuccessfully seeks to avoid it, the novel’s great love story
         is set off into a future beyond the last page where the novel’s gender politics will
         doubtlessly have to be renegotiated on African ground—the repatriated love story must
         see and learn again. Ifemelu’s feminist resolve to get what she wants and Obinze’s
         soft masculinity that requires him to let go of his customary right to promiscuity
         is a theme that lies at the core of what is currently debated as African nego-feminism.
         In an African context, the themes of ‘race,’ hair, and love seem to be challenged
         by a new set of themes that are concerned with custom, gender, and desire, as we will
         discuss in the remaining pages of this chapter. When Seth Cosimini argues that Americanah is ‘neither a manifesto nor a morality play’ (2013) but a novel that ‘takes the important,
         brave risk of building a full, human story where the blunt and hurtful realities of
         race-based oppression are frank parts of the endlessly complex relations of our world’
         (2013), this observation is equally relevant to the African part of the novel, where
         we would merely have to substitute ‘blunt and hurtful realities of race-based oppression’
         with the tense and ambivalent issues of gendered desire in customary, tradition-bound
         conformity. 
      

      
      The gendered desire for recognition and agency appears to be a most acute concern
         in Diriye Osman’s Fairytales for Lost Children, a collection of short stories almost obsessed with calling attention to the urgent
         need for including narratives on same-sex desire into the repertoire of contemporary
         African (or indeed Afropolitan) literature. We will consider three stories here, one
         construed as a childhood quest to explore homo-erotic bonding through the romance
         plot of fairy tales, the second as a family tragedy related to homophobia, and the
         third as an anxious but still assured reality check on forbidden love in the African
         diaspora. All stories evoke worlds and experiences that most readers of African literature
         are unfamiliar with.[5]    In as far as Minna Salami’s conception of Afropolitanism is inclusive of the ‘queer’
         African experience (chapter 6, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Minna Salami’) that
         also calls for attention, Fairytales for Lost Children is a case in point. The dustjacket of the book presents Osman’s tales as ‘narrated
         by people constantly on the verge of self-revelation’; all characters are ‘young,
         gay and lesbian Somalis’ who must ‘navigate the complexities of family, identity and
         the immigrant experience as they tumble towards freedom.’ The publication of Fairytales for Lost Children in 2013 was timely as it coincided with the increasingly frequent reports of hate
         crimes against homosexuals in sub-Saharan African countries (many of which have banned
         homosexuality by law). It also coincided with the notorious attempt of the Ugandan
         government in 2013 to pass a law that would introduce the death penalty for violations
         against Uganda’s Anti-Homosexual Act. Binyavanga Wainaina’s decision in 2014 to publish
         ‘I am a homosexual, Mum,’ a ‘lost’ chapter from his 2011 memoir One Day I Will Write About This Place, is, like Osman’s partly autobiographical stories, a response to the strong antagonism,
         if not revulsion, that homosexuality stirs in African culture. Even if African homosexuality
         is perhaps predominantly a specific African issue in Osman’s stories, it is arguable
         that Afropolitanism offers a diaspora space in which bigotry against homosexuals and
         their need for recognition can become the subject of an unprejudiced inquiry. 
      

      
      The opening title story of the collection is narrated by Hirsi, a Somali boy who has
         escaped as a refugee to Kenya with his well-to-do family. Troubled by horrific memories
         of the violence he has witnessed as the family fled—‘I could never forget the corpse
         of a woman we saw as we drove out of Mogadishu, brains scattered across the roadside’
         (2013: 16)—Hirsi longs for his fairy-tale Somalia ‘with its guava and pawpaw trees,
         callas and azaleas,’ while aptly recalling that ‘[i]n Disney fairytales the bad guy
         always loses, but in reality he is rarely thwarted’ (2013: 15). In kindergarten, Hirsi’s
         fiercely nationalist teacher Miss Mumbi, however, introduces him to her school of
         political storytelling in which ‘each fairytale [was infused] with Kenyan flavour’
         (2013: 19) and a revolutionary spirit. Thus, Rapunzel is renamed Rehema, whose Afro
         grows so big and strong that it could pull her ‘out of the fort’ (2013: 19) in which
         she is kept as prisoner—‘[even] after her death, the Afro lived on’ (2013: 19). Similarly,
         Snow White, who becomes Kohl Black in Miss Mumbi’s storytelling, flees, not into the
         woods, but into the slums to escape her vicious stepmother Immaculate, who nurtures
         her skin with the best of all products, only to realise, suffering as she does from
         ‘Envylitis’ (2013: 23), that she can never become as beautiful as Kohl Black. Miss
         Mumbi nurses Hirsi’s spirit and he becomes a true believer in fiction, ‘his true religion,’
         because ‘[t]he real God was Imagination’ (2013: 20). Hirsi falls in love instantly
         when, as he is reading Sleeping Beauty, he meets ‘his first love’ in kindergarten, Ivar, a blue-eyed white boy (2013: 20).
         Ivar becomes Hirsi’s Prince but their ‘best friend[s]’ (2013: 29) relationship will
         not after all fit into the format of a fairy tale: ‘The road to Happily Ever After
         . . . was paved with political barbed wire. Three things stood in my way. 1. The object
         of my affection didn’t know he was the object of my affection. 2. The object of my
         affection preferred Action Man and Princess Aurora. 3. The object of my affection
         was a boy and I wasn’t allowed to love a boy’ (2013: 20).
      

      
      The dismissal of Miss Mumbi for conducting politics in her job breaks the spell for
         Hirsi, and in a tragic real-life accident, the promise of a happy ending to Hirsi’s
         love for Ivar, sends Ivar, morphing into Sleeping Beauty, to a sudden death when he
         falls head-first from a tree after an attack by a baboon. Hirsi, now performing the
         role of Prince, desperately attempts to wake Ivar up with a kiss: ‘I pressed my lips
         against his and kissed him. I kissed him until I tasted his blood’ (2013: 30). But
         Ivar is dead and Hirsi fears deportation because of his sinful conduct. The homophobic
         cultural environment that is Hirsi’s African world, and the sensuous and accepting
         freedom he finds in his secret, private fairy tale that does not taboo a boy’s infatuation
         with another boy clash. This breaks Hirsi’s heart to the point where the ‘baboon screeching
         in the tree’ (2013: 30) feels like a mocking laugh, associating society’s scornful
         attitude to queer boys like Hirsi. While there may be real-life stories to match the
         resourceful Rehema or the proud-to-be-black Kohl Black, real-life stories about a
         black prince kissing a white prince to bring him back to life can only end in irrevocable
         death, as indeed deserved according to local norms and customs. Osman’s evocation
         of the wondrous magic and romantic enchantment of fairy tales—known to teach children
         right from wrong and help them process difficult emotions—is effective and goes to
         show that in Africa there are no ‘once upon a time’ openings available for homoerotic
         fables of love and desire. Such emotions are unthinkable and detestable and, we understand
         from Osman’s stories, simply seen as un-African.
      

      
      ‘Osman is a courageous writer,’ writes Bernardine Evaristo, and adds that ‘[l]oss
         of homeland and family permeates [his] stories’ (14 October 2013) about pained characters
         and their quests for love. And this is most certainly true, as we learn from the various
         stories in the collection what it means to be a refugee from Somalia in Kenya, or
         in England. However, the loss of family, we suggest, means something quite different
         from what we usually associate with the refugee position, because loss in Osman’s
         stories is the result of a deliberate disowning of queer family members and, often
         also, expulsion, by their heterosexual family members. In ‘Shoga,’ Waryaa, the narrator,
         is ‘smacked . . . so hard across [his] face’ (2013: 41) when his grandmother discovers
         that he has a hot affair with Boniface, their physically attractive male house helper
         from Burundi (who is in fact a refugee with a university degree in engineering). After
         the fateful disclosure of the affair, the grandmother simply refuses to speak to her
         grandson and they become ‘two strangers bound by blood and bad history’ (2013: 41),
         inhabiting the same house in eerie silence until Waryaa leaves to pursue an education
         in London: ‘I got on that plane with a suitcase of painful memories and little else’
         (2013: 41). For the next four years, the grandmother refuses Waryaa’s daily phone
         calls and when, eventually, the phone is picked up in the family house in Kenya, an
         unknown person tells Waryaa that his grandmother has died from a stroke. 
      

      
      The story is tragic for a number of reasons, not least because Waryaa and his grandmother
         had developed a close relationship of mutual care and nurture after Waryaa’s parents
         had been brutally shot and killed by Kenyan policemen, ‘the shiftiest crooks this
         side of the Sahara’ (2013: 34), merely because they did not want to leave their car
         to be frisked at a police check point. A childhood hair braiding session, however,
         alerts the grandmother to her grandson’s effeminate habits: ‘My grandmother worked
         my roots with the vigour of a woman who meant business . . . “this business of me
         braiding your hair has to stop! You’re a boy not a lady-boy!” . . . She pulled my
         hair and said: “Waryaa, if you grow up to be gay, walaahi I will do saar”’ (2013:
         33). ‘Saar,’ the narrator explains, is ‘a brand of Somali exorcism. Those “possessed”—which
         was a code for the mentally unstable—were put through their paces . . . and my gran
         . . . knew its effectiveness at deterring unacceptable behaviour’ (2013: 33). Waryaa’s
         secret adolescent affair with Boniface had involved smoking lots of weed, listening
         to music, dreaming about ‘exotic’ places like England (2013: 39) and loads of funky
         sex in Boniface’s househelper’s lodge, as described in frivolously candid details.
         Irrespective of lurking danger, Waryaa had surrendered to sinful desire—wanting to
         ‘feel [Boniface’s] body against [his] and if it took a wrestling match to achieve
         this, [he] was game’ (2013: 36)—but when his grandmother finds out about the affair
         she bans Boniface from the home on the charge that he is a thief. While the grandmother
         pretends to carry on and keep calm about the disturbing occurrences in the home, Waryaa,
         however, is provoked into coming out in front of his grandmother, whose voice ‘dripped
         with contempt’ (2013: 39), literally ‘gagging on the words’: “‘I will not let a fanya
         kazi corrupt you. You will not become a . . . a” . . . “Go on, Ayeeyo, you can say
         it,” I snarled. “I will not become a khaniis? A shoga? A faggot? Well, tough luck!
         My ass is a khaniis. I am a shoga, a faggot.”’ (2013: 40–41). The story ends in London where
         Waryaa suffers from soul-crushing memories of being abandoned by the only family member
         he had left. He takes a break from his studies and gets a bartending job in ‘a dingy
         club in Soho’ and has casual sexual affairs. ‘Insha Allah, everything will work out,’
         he keeps repeating to himself ‘until it created an incantatory effect . . . and became
         something [he could] hold onto, something he could believe in; until it shifted from
         mantra to fact’ (2013: 43). The emotional hurt that familial exclusion confers on
         Waryaa points to a different kind of anxiety about belonging than the one experienced
         by other Afropolitan characters discussed in this book. Waryaa’s challenge is not
         so much one of negotiating a transcultural experience as it is related to an existence
         where, in the words of Jayawardane and Edoro, ‘there is no life-long love—a love with
         a long history that recognises and remembers him—to confirm his existence or to accompany
         him in life’ (31 July 2015).
      

      
      From the point of view of an Afropolitan inquiry, ‘Shoga’ is a good example of what
         we have already repeatedly referred to as the defamiliarisation of commonplace concepts
         and ideas. Waryaa’s relationship with Boniface is crucial in that regard. As househelper,
         Boniface is both a stranger and an intimate, not only in a sexual but also in a domestic
         sense. At the same time as he comes across as very masculine and sexually virile—and
         so a threat to the heterosexual order of domesticity—he is also, in his capacity for
         performing house-helping roles that are, as per custom, associated with femininity,
         nurture, and the daily routines that produce a sense of home. However, as Jayawardane
         and Edoro argue: ‘Being from the outside, the domestic labourer is worldly and knows
         much, hence capable of dangerous sexuality that might disrupt the household order.
         Spatially, he belongs in the house where he works, but is excluded to that outpost
         called the “boys quarters” where he lives—a liminal space that is both inside and
         outside the perimeter of the household, where same-sex desire is awakened or where
         that love is actually consummated’ (2015). Thus, they argue, ‘[t]he idea is not that
         we simply replace the traditional conception of household with a queer version of
         itself; rather, it is that we destabilise our conceptions of the domestic, the tame,
         and the socially acceptable so that something truly new can be imagined’ (2015). And
         while this ‘truly new,’ as we have seen, creates deep anxieties about belonging, it
         is also what an Afropolitan inquiry would want to highlight as the result of a continuous
         negotiation of who a twenty-first-century African of the world can also be. What Minna
         Salami infers, then, when she argues that Afropolitanism is also a queer space, is
         that it can help begin an important conversation about unresolved problems inherent
         in heterosexual supremacy and hetero-normativity as they occur in African gender discourses.
      

      
      This appears to be what the narrator in ‘Ndambi’ is already well aware of. She is
         a psychoanalyst who lives, we assume, in London, where she is currently undergoing
         a difficult emotional time because her girlfriend Adrienne has left her. But she is
         still happy to be lesbian and refuses to regard this as a sin. The main part of the
         story is set up as a telephone conversation between the narrator and her sister who
         ‘calls [her] on a regular to scope the situation’ (2013: 69), in particular with regard
         to Adrienne. The sister is hopeful that the narrator will outgrow her lesbian phase
         and become ‘normal.’ The narrator keeps her heartache a secret and says everything
         is fine; Adrienne is ‘[s]o sweet and gentle and . . . giving . . . nothing else matters. Alhamdulilah!’ (2013: 69), a reply that produces frustrated
         silence in her sister, as if the narrator had ‘made incisions into her vital organs’
         (2013: 69): ‘Walaahi, I pray that you see the light . . . I pray that the shatan leaves
         your spirit; I pray that you find a man because lesbianialism can be cured. I pray that Allah cures you. I pray. All you need to do is to find a good man and settle down’ (2013: 69–70). It is clear
         from the conversation, however, that the narrator has the upper hand and that she
         has found a way of dealing with repeated family pressure to conform that works quite
         well, for her that is. The sister’s frustration is not alleviated because, obviously,
         for the narrator there is nothing to negotiate about except the need for her family to accept her as she is. The conversation leads to a private
         night-time pondering in the narrator’s London home on the loss of Adrienne, the power
         of love, the demands of religion, and the meaning of home in the context of the freedom
         of choice that she is determined to protect at any cost—deep thoughts that, in what
         would no doubt come across as utterly blasphemous to a faithful Muslim like her sister,
         are only interrupted by an extensive masturbation scene. In between deep thoughts
         and masturbation, the narrator ponders: ‘The prophet once said that dreams are a window
         into the unseen. I have been told many times . . . that I, a black African Muslim
         lesbian, am not included in this vision; that my dreams are a reflection of my upbringing
         in a decadent, amoral Western society that has corrupted who I really am. But who
         am I really?’ (2013: 73). The narrator knows the answer to her question, as we understand
         from the ending of the story, but our additional suggestion is that she is an Afropolitan
         woman who insists on her right to self-definition. Irrespective of what religion,
         African custom, and other allegiances may expect her to be, she is uniquely herself.
         As the last unifying words of Osman’s collection make clear: ‘There are no limits,
         no borderlines . . . We own our bodies. We own our lives’ (2013: 156). Or, as the
         narrator of ‘Ndambi’ realises at the end of her story, ‘[i]t’s all about that elusive
         state. Freedom’ (2013: 74), a state of mind that cannot but destabilise the bonds
         between the individual and her family and home of origin: 
      

      
      
         Sometimes I associate [home] with my father, my mother, my grandmother, my sister,
            all of whom have rejected me. . . . Sometimes home takes the shape of my ex, Adrienne.
            I like to think that the memory of her beautiful Afro, spiky attitude and sweetness
            is sacred. . . . Other times, I regard Somalia, my birthplace, as home. . . . Many
            times home is Kenya or London. But none of these places truly embody home for me. Home is in my hair, my lips, my arms, my thighs, my feet and hands.
            I am my own home. (2013: 74) 
         

         
      

      As we have seen, the complex weave of love, ‘race,’ and hair—or custom, gender, and
         desire—is employed as thematic narrative patterns in quite different Afropolitan stories
         that nevertheless all pivot on love and desire as empowering emotions in the push
         for (human) recognition and (social) change. And so it is with Dinaw Mengestu’s All Our Names. The novel is essentially a double love story with two narrators and two connected
         plotlines. One unfolds in Uganda during a time of postcolonial political unrest and
         the other in Laurel, a fictional town in the American Midwest.[6]    In the first plotline we follow Isaac, a young Ethiopian who has fled to Uganda
         where he meets a local Isaac at the university in Kampala and, through him, gets involved
         in an insurgence against the corrupt government. In this tense environment of a postcolonial
         nation under siege, Isaac does not ‘have the heart to claim [he] wanted to be a writer’
         (2014: 4) rather than a revolutionary, and his friendship with Ugandan Isaac draws
         him into the struggle to the point where Ugandan Isaac sends him off with a fake passport
         and enough money for him to seek safety as a refugee in America. In the second plotline,
         Isaac has arrived in Laurel and is assigned to Helen, a local social worker, who is
         to assist him in settling into his new home and introduce him to the area. In the
         conservative small town of Laurel, where racism always lurks beneath the surface,
         the atmosphere also appears to be tense as a black man and white woman appearing as
         a couple in public spaces is unusual and bound to raise resentment and suspicion.
         When Isaac and Helen fall in love soon after Isaac’s arrival, this complicates things
         even further. The only safe place for their transcultural love affair is Isaac’s sparsely
         furnished and barely inhabited flat. Their relationship is fragile and when Isaac
         suddenly disappears without any signs of where he has gone, Helen, who cannot dissuade
         herself from loving a man whose background and history is completely unknown to her,
         passes time alone in Isaac’s flat imagining the kind of ordinary and everyday life
         they might have shared there, had the circumstances been different. When Isaac reappears,
         most likely from a stay with Henry, the American benefactor who facilitated his safe
         arrival, Helen has resolved that she must accompany Isaac to a less complicated life
         in the racially diverse metropolis of Chicago, rather than wait to be left behind,
         again, by her enigmatic lover. What interests us here, however, is how two equally
         contested and seemingly impossible love stories prove to be enduring against all odds
         as well as transformative in a personal sense. Both love stories recall, as we now
         do again, Achille Mbembe’s idea of Afropolitanism as a ‘worlds-in-movement phenomenon’
         and what Mbembe has identified as an Afropolitan ability to ‘recognise one’s face
         in that of a foreigner’ (2007: 28). 
      

      
      In her love for Isaac, Helen is aware that they come from two worlds so different
         that they may not be bridgeable: ‘Just as I had wanted him to talk, I needed him to
         stop,’ her fear being, as she says, ‘not that we couldn’t understand each other but
         that we could lay ourselves bare and in the end each find a stranger sitting on the
         other side’ (2014: 188). But their human connection across difference proves to be
         stronger, ‘loving someone and feeling loved in return was the best exercise for the
         heart,’ although ‘the strength training needed to do more than simply make it through
         life’ (2014: 154). And that is the challenge that Helen and Isaac seem to be willing
         to take up in the end. Contrary to Helen’s plan to bring Isaac to Chicago and leave
         him there, ‘[t]here was an alternate ending that [she] had been too afraid to consider’
         (2014: 243). To beat the poor odds of a future for difficult, forbidden love, the
         couple have to ‘invent new rules, phrases, and axioms to live by’ (2014: 243) in order
         to be ‘taking off . . . finally becoming ungrounded’ (2014: 244)—unafraid of the future
         as long as they are together. Ungrounded, of course, has to be understood here as
         a deliberate dissociation from the conservatism of comfortable and predictable white
         middle-class lives in Laurel and the bigotry of the small and the big racisms encountered
         by a couple that insist on their cross-racial, transcultural love. As Malcolm Jones
         suggests, ‘endings don’t have to be happy to be satisfying’ (19 March 2014).
      

      
      The friendship between Isaac (whom we come to understand rather late in the novel
         gave up all his names when he fled from Ethiopia to Uganda via Kenya) and Ugandan
         Isaac (who eventually passed on his name and identity to his friend so that he could
         leave Africa) is timidly described as a homo-erotic bond between two young men who,
         when thwarted by the ugly face of crippling violence and warfare, continue to reassure
         each other with caring concern and, indeed, love. Their love for one another is, we
         assume, platonic, even if it comes with ripe connotations of desire: ‘He offered me
         his hand as he bent down to kiss my forehead—a gesture that intended to say that there
         was no more between us now than just friendship. I gripped his hand just as tightly,
         and even lifted my head to his lips to make sure that he understood that I felt exactly
         the same way’ (2014: 91). Unlike Ugandan Isaac’s tabooed sexual relationship (that
         he expects to remain unnamed) with the influential Joseph, leader of the insurgence,
         in exchange for a certain amount of safety and mobility, their mutual attraction reaches
         far deeper than sexual desire. When Ugandan Isaac’s ‘revolutionary dreams came to
         an end, and he had to choose between leaving and staying, that name [Isaac, the only
         legacy he had left from his parents] became his last and most precious gift’ (2014:
         5) to his Ethiopian friend who could then flee into safety under an assumed name.
         Along with the passport that Isaac was given by his soon-to-die-in-combat friend was
         a note saying: ‘No one will have ever loved each other more than we did’ (2014: 256).
         These are the closing words of the novel that also double up as Isaac’s last words
         to Helen before she leaves Chicago ‘with a promise to return’ (2014: 256). If the
         love story between Ifemelu and Obinze in Americanah, as Adichie has suggested, is ‘the kind of love story where your inability to get
         a visa gets in the way of love’ (Aaron Bady 2014a), then, by way of an accidental
         encounter in America, a passport and a visa are exactly what makes transcultural love
         possible in All Our Names, at least that is what the reader hopes. 
      

      
      Isaac, of course, is doubly a refugee (from Ethiopia via Uganda to the US) and thus,
         if read as an Afropolitan figure, his possibilities of pursuing an Afropolitan life
         are easily compromised by his refugee status. As Kwame Anthony Appiah suggests: ‘I
         doubt that a Rwandan [for example] who grew up as an exile in Kenya is going to find
         “Afropolitan” a terribly useful way to think about him- or herself. The term does
         not seem to apply to the millions of people in African refugee camps who are living
         across borders from where they were born. It is not relevant to them’ (chapter 6,
         ‘The Authors in Conversation with Kwame Anthony Appiah’). On the other hand, as Simon
         Gikandi comments: Such people ‘may be political refugees, but this does not mean that
         they are merely victims—that is Mengestu’s point in his writing’ and ‘in that sense,
         Afropolitanism appeals . . . [as] a way of transcending the ontology of victimhood’
         (chapter 2, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Simon Gikandi’). Isaac’s position as
         a refugee is indeed ambivalent. As he recalls: ‘I went to Addis Ababa, and then took
         buses to Kenya and Uganda. I was no one when I arrived in Kampala; it was exactly
         what I wanted’ (2014: 179). In America, however, as a beginning point for yet another
         new life, that is far less satisfying than it was when Isaac arrived in Uganda, fuelled
         by Pan-African dreams and ‘intoxicated by the [revolutionary] possibilities of new
         beginnings and self-inventions’ (Jones 19 March 2014). As Jones rightly points out,
         Isaac ‘has not come to America to find the land of opportunity; he has come because
         he has nowhere else to go, and because there is nothing to go back to’ (2014). With
         a close to empty refugee file that merely states his (false) name and Africa as his
         ‘country’ of birth, Isaac feels insulated and forsaken. However, what is certainly
         notable about Isaac, as a newly arrived refugee, is precisely also that he retains
         his sanity and his worldly outlook by reading literature. ‘He had a growing stack
         of books, used and borrowed, around his bed’ (2014: 17–18), as Helen notices when
         she aptly brings him Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities for his selection. Just as Isaac was nicknamed Professor and Langston (Hughes) by
         Ugandan Isaac in Africa, he is given the nickname Dickens by Helen’s colleagues as
         a playful mocking of his desire for reading. To Ugandan Isaac, guerrilla in the making
         when Isaac first meets him on university campus in Kampala, literature is a superfluity,
         ‘[t]here’s only one thing to study’: ‘Politics. That’s all we have here’ (2014: 10).
         But Isaac insists on taking recourse in the worldliness of human thought and emotion
         as encountered in literature. Given that Benson, his friend by proxy, may be ‘the
         closest thing [Isaac has] to a past’ (2014: 156) in America, Isaac, we suggest, transcends
         the ‘ontology of victimhood’ and sustains his belief in the power of humanity, and
         has done so from an early age, not least through his literary imagination. The question
         is, of course, whether Isaac’s experience is applicable to other less-fortunate Afropolitans,
         refugees in general, or illegal migrants. This is a question that we will now pursue
         in the final chapter of the book. 
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. An interesting attempt at this, however, is Shirley Anne Tate’s Black Beauty: Aesthetics, Stylisation, Politics (2009) in which she offers a new radical (feminist) approach to black women’s hair.
                  Tate argues in favour of what she terms the performativity of stylisation in which
                  existing binaries associated with natural/unnatural or authentic/inauthentic hair
                  breaks down: ‘Stylisation [including relaxers, extensions, and the black ‘blond’ look]
                  does not mean that women are inscribing a white aesthetic on their bodies’ (2009:
                  15). As Tate argues, black women ‘are expanding the boundaries of what counts as Black beauty’ as ‘performative and at the same time investing beauty with recognizably
                  Black social capital’ (2009: 15). Thus, Tate suggests, ‘Stylisation allows us to do Blackness through hair’ (2009: 47) and ‘Black hair can be straight, curly, blonde/black/a
                  variety of shades as long as it is styled as Black’ (2009: 48). 
               

               Equally interesting is Kobena Mercer’s archaeology of the Afro and dreadlocks as diaspora
                  attempts to redirect black consciousness through a return to ’roots’ whereas in fact
                  in Africa ‘they would speak of a modern orientation, a modelling of oneself according
                  to metropolitan images of blackness.’ Therefore, ‘[i]n their rejection of artifice
                  both styles embraced a “naturalism” that owed much more to [diasporic perceptions]
                  than it did to Africa,’ (1994: 112–13) thus rendering Afro and dreadlocks ‘neo-African’
                  rather than authentically African styles (1994: 112–14). 
               

            

         

         
            2. In our conversation with Emma Dabiri about the significance of African women’s hair
                  in a precolonial African context, Dabiri notes that hair ‘had a great significance
                  extending beyond beauty. In terms of spirituality in Yoruba culture, for instance,
                  hairstyles would be as high possible because the higher they were, the stronger the
                  connection to the ancestral spirits. People would spend hours and days doing very
                  intricate hairstyles’ (chapter 6, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Emma Dabiri’).
               

            

         

         
            3. Other central aspects of Americanah are discussed in this book in chapter 4 (with reference to the notion of home), in
                  chapter 5 (with reference to the notion of return and return migration), in chapter
                  8 (with reference to the notion of community), and in chapter 10 (with reference to
                  Obinze’s restricted mobility as an illegal migrant to multicultural Britain).
               

            

         

         
            4. In an interview, Adichie bluntly suggests, in a confrontational manner that one does
                  not usually associate with her tone of voice in interviews, that readers who are troubled
                  by her insistence of romantic love, may regard Americanah as her ‘fuck you’ novel (Aaron Bady 2014a). 
               

            

         

         
            5. In their discussion of gay sexuality in African writing, Neelika Jayawardane and Ainehi
                  Edoro single out Osman’s Fairytales for Lost Children and Adichie’s recently published short story ‘Apollo’ as brave new attempts at portraying
                  African same-sex desire. Their discussion is set off against earlier representations,
                  for example, Wole Soyinka’s The Interpreters in which, they claim, Soyinka’s portrayal of homosexuality ‘is cringe-worthy and
                  extremely unsympathetic. Same-sex desire is caricatured and vilified through the figure
                  of a mixed-race African American gay man playing out the classic stereotype of the
                  non-African homosexual outsider whom everyone treats with mild indifference or open
                  revulsion’ (2015). In contrast, they point to ‘Adichie and the Somali-British writer
                  Diriye Osman because of the subtlety and emotional complexity with which they handle
                  same-sex desire, but also, and more importantly, because of their attempt to enact
                  same-sex desire in the household—a space that has “traditionally” (we want to emphasise
                  those scare quotes) been the location of heterosexual desire’ (2015). 
               

            

         

         
            6. Although the temporal setting of All Our Names is a 1970s Africa (during the violent time of Idi Amin’s presidency in Uganda) and
                  a 1970s America that has just come out of the most violent phase of the civil-rights
                  era, we still discuss the novel as an Afropolitan narrative because it is quite deliberately
                  vague on exact historical context. As Giles Foden comments: ‘[t]his is a book trying
                  to pull away from fixed dates and places’ (2014) in order to explore more freely the
                  characters’ sense of self in the world.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 10

      Less-Fortunate Afropolitans, ‘Lapsed Africans,’ and Class Conundrums

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         Southbank is crawling with them Africans in they colourful ethnic clothes it make
            you feel like you is not African enough. Many of them is also them lapsed Africans
            because they have live in London from the time when it was OK to kill kings, queens,
            and pigs. You can tell because they carry smiles like they have taken over the palaces
            at last. We is only one wearing jeans. But this is make up for by the fact that after
            the concert we have good cheerful smiles because of the one person who have the sense
            not to lumber himself with them ethnic things. That’s the original native from Kinshasa.
            The guitar men step up onto the stage. Three of them. All of them is dressed in flashy
            African clothes except for him the Kinshasa boy. The other two guitarists is just
            lapsed Africans, but they is busy spinning clouds of jazz numbers that they is Tanzanian
            and Cameroonian and whatever they can think of. (Chikwava 2010: 137)
         

         
      

      
         Alexa, and the other guests, and perhaps even Georgina, all understood the fleeing
            from war, from the kind of poverty that crushed human souls, but they would not understand
            the need to escape from the oppressive lethargy of choicelessness. They would not
            understand why people like him, who were raised well-fed and watered but mired in
            dissatisfaction, conditioned from birth to look towards somewhere else, eternally
            convinced that real lives happened in that somewhere else, were now resolved to do
            dangerous things, illegal things, so as to leave, none of them starving, or raped,
            or from burned villages, but merely hungry for choice and certainty. (Adichie 2013:
            276)
         

         
      

      In the first quote above, the unnamed narrator-protagonist and his friend Shingi,
         ‘the Original Native’ (2010: 9), attend a free concert at Southbank in Brian Chikwava’s
         2009 novel Harare North. The narrator is a twenty-two-year-old Zimbabwean living illegally in a squat in
         Brixton. When he is not busy looking for ‘graft’ (work), he spends his time observing
         and commenting on the people he sees around him. Many of his fellow Africans—who make
         up that heterogeneous and fluctuating group of Africans in the twenty-first-century-world—are
         seen as ‘lapsed’ in different ways. The lapsed Africans in this quote are long-term
         residents in London who have become, or aspire to become, ‘English.’ Their successful
         integration sees them performing their origins through a superficial display of ethnic
         gear. This performance sits uneasily with the protagonist who is made to feel somehow
         not African enough, dressed as he is in cheap jeans. Yet, the guitarist who sports
         the same outfit is hailed as the ‘Original Native.’ He has not lapsed. He has maintained
         his dignity and is thus a man of integrity and principles. He seems to have ‘just
         hit Harare North’ (2010: 137), the novel’s appellation for contemporary multicultural,
         or super-diverse, London, as he sits there on the edge of the stage looking like a
         lost, confused boy. However, when he gets up and starts to play his guitar, the audience,
         at least according to the narrator, is imbued with intense pleasure and a sense of
         something truthful, perhaps authentic in his performance. This is the real thing,
         not a display of ethnicity reified in ‘flashy African clothes,’ but a supreme musical
         performance. The narrator seems to recognise something of himself in the original
         native from Kinshasa—he believes that he, too, is a dignified native who maintains
         his integrity and remains true to himself, and, importantly, does not lapse. ‘Me I
         am a principled man’ (2010: 58), the narrator reminds us time and again in the novel,
         and this sense of self as different from other people, as somebody who does not succumb
         to the desire to lapse, informs the narrator’s attitude to people and places and his
         participation in encounters and conversations.
      

      
      In the dinner-party moment from Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah (2013) in the second quote, Obinze, Ifemelu’s ‘prince charming,’ finds himself in
         a position he never imagined himself in. He, too, is an illegal immigrant in London,
         his visa has long expired, and he is working under an assumed name trying to earn
         enough money to pay for a sham marriage that will secure papers and legality. Obinze
         is at a dinner party at his friend Emineke’s house. Mobility, educational opportunities,
         and marriage to a white British lawyer, Georgina, have catapulted Emineke into the
         middle class, and the dinner party is rife with bourgeoisie observations and opinions,
         that are mocked through Obinze’s focalisation. Emineke is to all intents and purposes
         also a ‘lapsed African.’ Before we read Obinze’s thoughts quoted above, with which
         the party scene concludes, we have been told about how self-satisfied Emineke has
         become, and it grates on Obinze who remembers him as a pathetic and ridiculed ‘Bush
         Boy’ (2013: 246) back home in Nigeria. When Emineke refers to how Americans love ‘us
         Brits’ (2013: 271), Obinze is astonished: ‘the man considered himself British’ (2013:
         272). The dinner conversation includes opinions on charity, immigration, ‘race,’ and
         class. If Ifemelu, as we discussed in chapter 9, is the novel’s vehicle for drawing
         attention to ‘race’ complications, then Obinze serves the same function when it comes
         to class. One of the few things he says at the party concerns class. Obinze opines:
      

      
      
         I think class in this country [the UK] is in the air people breathe. Everyone knows
            their place. Even the people who are angry about class have somehow accepted their
            place. . . . A white boy and a black girl who grow up in the same working-class town
            in this country can get together and race will somehow be secondary, but in America,
            even if the white boy and black girl grow up in the same neighbourhood, race would
            be primary. (2013: 275)
         

         
      

      Obinze has never been to the US, but he knows the place through literature and culture
         (and has always imagined that he would go there himself one day). This cultural capital
         sustains him in the conversation. And his comments immediately destabilise the other
         guests, who are mildly surprised every time he opens his mouth, yet tend not really
         to listen to him. Emineke manages to hide his annoyance and maintain the smooth sophistication
         he cultivates. A sense of conviviality characterises the conversation across the table
         while dissent and disagreement seethe under the surface. Obinze’s thoughts are precipitated
         by Alexa’s red-wine induced and rote-learned liberal comment that ‘this country must
         remain a refuge. People who have survived frightful wars must absolutely be allowed
         in!’ (2013: 276). Notions such as ‘immigrant’ and ‘refugee’ come with their own well-established
         discourses and accepted ways of operating in the world. But what if they do not fit,
         what if the gap between the signifier and the referent is huge and allows for all
         kinds of messy realities to muddy the semantic water? What if immigrants do not flee
         war but lack of opportunity? What if they flee not material poverty but poverty of
         options, even if this move entails a downward spiral in terms of class position? Even
         if a person is ‘well-fed and watered’ and thus not in need or deprivation, the lack
         of choice may be so stifling as to outweigh the coverage of basic needs. Obinze is
         thus willing to give up relative security in order to be where people live ‘real lives,’
         probably never imagining what kind of real lives those lives might actually be. Obinze’s
         internalised considerations index the unusual type of migrant he is, but they also
         tally with Nii Aikwei Parkes’s observation that ‘[m]ost migrants arrive at their destinations
         by a combination of serendipity and choicelessness’ (2011: 7). Indeed, Obinze’s desire
         has always been for the US, but he has to settle for the UK, because his mother manages
         to secure a six-month visa for him as her research assistant. This serendipitous opportunity
         coupled with the lack of choice when it comes to destinations is the reason why Obinze
         finds himself in London—and at this dinner party.
      

      
      This chapter breaks with the structure established in the earlier chapters of this
         book in that it reads two novels together, or more precisely, it reads two protagonists
         together in a search for the literary figure of the Afropolitan, and by way of conclusion,
         it also enfolds Chika Unigwe’s short story ‘Happiness’ (2014) into the discussion.
         In our search for the Afropolitan we are interested in trying to avoid default positions,
         such as automatically predicting that the Afropolitan figure is always-already a privileged
         member of the diasporic elite who has access to unfettered mobility and a wealth of
         material and cultural riches. Thus, we also want to complicate and disturb the notion
         of the Afropolitan. Indeed, and as we have repeatedly observed, Afropolitanism is
         typically glossed as an elite phenomenon, a privileged position accessible only to
         those for whom ‘travel is easy’ and ‘people are fluid’ (Wainaina quoted in Santana
         2013). In this chapter we take our inspiration from Marta Tveit’s impatient inquiry
         in ‘The Afropolitan Must Go’ (2013): ‘But what about the non-affluent African diaspora?’
         For her, the ‘socio-economic dimension’ is a glaring problem in Tayie Selasi’s evocation
         of the twenty-first-century African demography that she calls Afropolitan. According
         to Tveit, Selasi ‘belong[s] to a narrow class’ that she pretends is ready ‘to take
         up battle on behalf of the rest of Africa’ (2013). Consequently, then, and again in
         Tveit’s words, when Selasi employs the pronoun ‘we,’ this is tantamount to supporting
         a neo-colonial and ‘reductive narrative of Africa and the African’ where Africans
         are not allowed to be just like ‘Most People’ (2013). It is important to note here
         that Tveit’s intervention can be subsumed within the ongoing conversation and dialogues
         that take place under the appellation of ‘Afropolitanism,’ considered as a space of
         critical inquiry that opens up for a continued questioning and complication of what
         Africa is in the twenty-first century. However, Tveit draws attention to the notion
         of class, which is crucial, especially if we take Afropolitanism into the arena of
         literature, where things become even more messy, as we shall see in our exploration
         of the non-affluent and less-fortunate Afropolitans. Can they indeed be called Afropolitans
         at all? And what effect does migration have on their social status? Sara Ahmed’s pertinent
         point needs to be borne in mind in the following discussion: ‘migrations involve complex
         and contradictory relationships to social privilege and marginality (they are not
         necessarily about one or the other)’ (2000: 90–91). Indeed, marginality and (compromised)
         social privilege are central to an elaboration on class in connection with Afropolitan
         figures and our argument in this chapter pivots on these phenomena. But what do we
         mean by ‘class’ when we pull class into this debate? Indeed, it seems vital to insist
         at the outset that class becomes a highly unstable and unpredictable signifier in
         connection with migration. Class issues throw up all kinds of tensions, one of which
         is the tension ‘between legitimate and illegitimate mobility,’ to invoke Sneja Gunew’s
         brief comment on Americanah (2015: 86). Therefore, class is a fluid and ‘wobbly’ term, especially if attached
         to characters and processes of characterisation, and to ways of reading as well as
         attempts at interpretation. 
      

      
      Our way of thinking about class is inspired by Daniel O’Hara’s reading of Jon Elster’s
         definition of class in Making Sense of Marx (1985). O’Hara quotes and praises Elster’s definition: ‘A class is a group of people
         who by virtue of what they possess are compelled to engage in the same activities
         if they want to make the best of their endowments’ (Elster quoted in O’Hara 1995:
         415). O’Hara celebrates Elster’s ‘versatile post-Marxist theory of class’ and his
         ‘flexible empirical sense of class, which evades Marx’s more abstract and static structural
         formulations and stereotypes’ (1995: 416). Elster’s theory is especially suited to
         a late-capitalist, globalised, and postmodern world because it sees groups always
         ‘in formation and reformation, whose members are rational and self-interested agents
         who can choose among different options when responding to perceived historical conditions’
         (1995: 416). In short, O’Hara insists that Elster’s ‘making sense of class . . . frees
         us from thinking about classes as fixed’ (1995: 417). This loosening up of the category
         of class (so that, instead of denoting a fixed, essential entity—as in ‘the working
         class’—it can be more productively thought of as a fluctuating and elastic category
         with porous boundaries) is enabling in our exploration of less-fortunate characters.
         A person, or a literary character, can indeed be middle class in one location and
         reduced in social-class status in another and then find himself in and of the middle
         class again, when returned to the original location. Such characters are very much
         in formation and reformation in unpredictable ways that disturb conventional class
         connections and affiliations. Class is contingent, contextual, and ‘messy’ rather
         than discrete, bounded, and ‘solid.’ This messiness is different from the more ordered
         and established understanding of class that we see in, for example, Sam Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners (originally published in 1956), an important intertext in Brian Chikwava’s Harare North. In Selvon’s universe, class is so stable that it is graced with capital letters:
         ‘Wherever in London that it have Working Class, there you will find a lot of spades.
         This is the real world, where men know what it is to hustle a pound to pay the rent
         when Friday come. . . . It have a kind of communal feeling with the Working Class
         and the spades, because when you poor things does level out, it don’t have much up
         and down’ (1995: 73 and 75). What we see in recent Afropolitan literature, in contrast,
         is that there is a lot of ‘up and down’—and, emphatically, class cannot be crowned
         with capital letters. What we also see is that the natural solidarity, the ‘communal
         feeling,’ that exists between the white and the black working-class people in the
         emerging multicultural London of the 1950s is not naturally occurring in the increasingly
         super-diverse London of the early twenty-first century, as will become apparent in
         our exploration of the narratives studied in this chapter.
      

      
      In his ‘State of the Discipline’ article on comparative literature (2014), Aaron Bady
         brings class into the Afropolitan debate. In this connection, he cites Teju Cole,
         who in one of his tweets observes: ‘“The discourse around Afropolitanism foregrounds
         questions of class in ways the ‘I’m not Afropolitan’ crowd don’t want to deal with
         (and in ways the ‘I’m Afropolitan’ crowd are often too blithe about)”’ (2014). This
         is an important observation. The discourse of Afropolitanism, critiqued for being
         elitist, foregrounds, perhaps inadvertently, issues of class by so often being hinged
         on (upper)middle-class phenomena and experiences. Indeed, if we take Adichie’s Americanah as a case in point, then this Afropolitan novel par excellence takes the middle class and middle-class aspirations as its central preoccupation.
         But the middle-class migrant experience embodied in the successful and upwardly-mobile
         trajectory of protagonist Ifemelu is haunted and complicated by the contrasting, downwardly-mobile,
         and degrading migrant journey that Obinze undertakes, as a down-and-out, illegal immigrant
         in London. In fact, the novel foregrounds class in a somewhat roundabout way. Bady
         suggests that:
      

      
      
         Class is a problem, a term that has always unsettled when applied to Africa, and which
            has historically been displaced onto race. For the literary left, Africa has long
            served a particular symbolic function in the West, standing in as the racial proletariat
            par excellence, the wretched of the earth. For this Fanonian tradition, African literature
            was necessarily political, from the beginning: to speak was to curse the West, and
            those who did not were dismissed as the co-opted bourgeoisie, a neo-colonial elite
            class. (2014)
         

         
      

      Is this still the case, however, when we consider Afropolitan literature? Perhaps
         the writers of Afropolitan novels, whose characters are often middle class, refuse
         and resist that ‘symbolic function’ through their complications of what ‘Africa’ means
         and what it means to be African in a globalised world? The wretched of the earth are
         of course still there in some of the novels, but they cannot be said to function as
         the ‘racial proletariat.’ 
Chikwava’s unnamed protagonist, Adichie’s Obinze, and Unigwe’s protagonist Prosperous
         speak to the problem of how to read ‘class.’ Not necessarily because class issues
         are still ‘displaced onto race,’ but rather because class itself becomes destabilised
         as a result of unpredictable mobility, the forces of globalisation, and the complexities
         of twenty-first-century migration. The characters’ lowly migrant positions name a
         status as underclass, we suppose, especially if situated in the British class grid.
         In order to grasp this, we need to ponder the London that the two male characters
         find themselves in. 
      

      
      Harare North and Obinze’s story in Americanah are both narratives about lonely twenty-first-century Londoners and both novels are
         aware of contemporary London as a geographical space that houses heterogeneous groups
         of Africans in the world. In both stories, however, London is not the mother-country, as it was envisioned by the Windrush generation of the late 1940s and 1950s. For our characters it is a place they would
         rather not be in; they might be in England, but they are never interested in being of England. For both, this is intended as a temporary sojourn. In an analysis of contemporary
         British multicultural fiction, Michael Perfect sees in Harare North an ‘interesting shift’ (2014: 158), especially in its description of London. Perfect
         illustrates how Chikwava’s narrator is ‘largely indifferent to the city . . . [which]
         is not in any way an exceptional place but simply another capital city’ (2014: 172–73).
         Indeed, London is, in fact, a means to an end and not in any way a desired location.
         The city remains for both characters ‘a place of illusion’ (Wicomb 2015: 50), not
         the mother-country, and emphatically not a place of refuge or asylum.
      

      
      So what kind of London is it that the two characters have to face in their different
         ways? It is a multicultural London that struggles with what Steven Vertovec calls
         ‘super-diversity.’ Vertovec coined the term ‘super-diversity’ in a BBC paper in 2005
         and developed it in a much-cited article from 2007. Super-diversity describes the
         complex and intertwined diversity of a 
metropolis such as London. It focuses on the interplay of a range of factors that
         relate to ethnicity and the fact that there are multiple diversities within ethnic groups. Other factors relate to differential immigration statuses, multiple
         countries of origin, and divergent labour market experiences and legal statuses. Finally,
         the focus is also on diverse local area responses to increased diversities as a result
         of the factors just mentioned and what is sometimes called ‘new immigration’ (2007:
         1043). Consequently, super-diversity is best understood as a ‘multi-dimensional perspective
         on diversity’ (2007: 1026) and is descriptive of what has relatedly been termed ‘new
         diversities.’ In Diversities Old and New (2015), Vertovec writes that in order to understand daily and ordinary encounters
         in urban locations of super-diversity (such as those depicted in Harare North and Americanah), and ‘the spectrum of outcomes and qualities [that] tends to characterise urban
         encounters with difference’ (2015: 256), we must note the interplay between everyday conviviality and shared multicultural experiences, and ‘long-standing
         or incipient tensions, conflicts, modes of self-dissociation, and practices that implicitly
         or explicitly exclude others’ (2015: 4). This interplay of conviviality and conflict
         is often seen in shared public places where different people meet and are sometimes
         forced to interact in willing and unwilling ways. Super-diversity is a term that subsumes
         so-called ‘new diversity.’ If ‘old diversity’ describes ‘long-standing understandings
         and patterns of social and cultural difference around which particular societal—and,
         importantly, state—systems have developed . . . “new diversity” (or super-diversity)
         refers to more recent configurations marked by ongoing shifts in migration patterns’
         (2015: 6). This new diversity is ‘“layered” upon’ old diversities (2015: 247). For
         our purposes, we can think of the Windrush generation and Sam Selvon’s London narratives as evocative of ‘old’ diversity and
         the migrant experiences of Obinze and the narrator of Harare North as embodying ‘new’ diversity. The layered effect of new diversities imposed upon
         old diversities is obvious in both texts. In fact, the novels engage critically with
         the intersection of old with new diversity in their reconfigurations of twenty-first-century
         London. Both novels trace encounters and conversations, and since they are focalised
         through narrators who find themselves at the bottom of the social ladder—as illegal
         and awkwardly invisible-visible—we are exposed to conversations from the bottom-up,
         as it were, rather than from the top-down. The characters’ present circumstances naturally
         affect the way they think about ways of being African in the world today—as well as
         ways in which Africa and African are seen by others.
      

      
      In Americanah, for example, Obinze notes the ‘climate of fear,’ to echo Wole Soyinka’s diagnosis
         of the post-9/11 world in his Reith Lectures (Soyinka 2004), that characterises early
         twenty-first-century Britain, obsessed as it is with ‘bogus’ asylum seekers and illegal
         immigration. To Obinze, the obsessive fear evinces a lack of historical awareness,
         as if people live in a present that is unconnected to the past and show no conception
         of ‘the normal course of history: the influx into Britain of black and brown people
         from countries created by Britain’ (2013: 258–59). ‘We are here because you were there’
         is effectively what Obinze says. What he observes is ‘old diversity,’ linked to the
         legacy of Empire, yet what he lives (as an illegal migrant working under an assumed
         name and with a friend’s ID card) illustrates how the ‘new diversity’ is layered upon
         the old. In Harare North, the same layered effect is achieved through that novel’s intertextual employment
         of Sam Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners. Selvon’s novel thematises aspects of old diversity, here understood as a short-hand
         term for the experiences of the Windrush generation, which of course had multiple links with the mother-country, such as a
         sound colonial education and British citizenship secured for them in the British Nationality
         Act of 1948. Harare North’s lonely Londoners are heterogeneous in terms of origin, legal or illegal status,
         employment patterns, and labour market experiences. Yet by intertextually weaving
         Selvon’s novel into the fabric of Harare North, Chikwava achieves a layered effect that serves to underscore how new diversity is
         added to old diversity in a complex, ambivalent, and unpredictable way. 
      

      
      Vertovec and his fellow researchers have conceptualised such layered effects in public
         places of contemporary metropolises in productive ways. Exploring daily encounters
         and interactions between peoples in urban spaces, what they call ‘common socio-spatial
         patterns’ (2015: 16), requires new analytical concepts. One such concept is particularly
         useful for our reading of Harare North. Vertovec et al. propose the notion of ‘rooms without walls’ as a concept that refers
         to a large urban space where ‘groups of individuals tend to socially cluster inside
         smaller, “carved-out” spaces within these larger ones . . . such groups sometimes
         collectively behave as if the larger space was not there’ (2015: 16). The smaller
         spaces allow the groups to behave as if they are ‘in their own “room”’ and this ‘room’
         has ‘permeable boundaries’ that ‘allow for affinities to form and be displayed within
         a heterogeneous arena’ (2015: 193). In this way, the group develops a kind of ‘separate
         togetherness’ (2015: 194). We want to read the impromptu community that gathers daily
         in the ‘carved-out’ space under the chestnut tree in the Brixton of Chikwava’s novel
         as such a ‘room without walls.’ The narrator provides us with insight into the ‘separate
         togetherness’ of the community of ‘homeless and asylum seeker’ (2010: 179) under the
         chestnut tree:
      

      
      
         I go to Ritzy Cinema. Under the big chestnut tree. There is heap of them laid-back
            liars, dog thieves in trench coats, pigeons, coarse runaway married men that have
            develop bad habits like spitting on pavement every minute, them crazy ones and them
            the ex-pig keepers who have flee they crazy countrymen in hot climates; all them funny
            types is gathered there on the grass or the benches. (2010: 127)
         

         
      

      This is a good example of new diversity, and it foregrounds the sheer variety of this
         random collection of people. Here are migrants who have reinvented themselves, such
         as the master of the Foxhounds, who we are led to believe is Colonel Mhiripiri, the
         former leader of the Green Bombers in Zimbabwe. Here are people who have been declassed
         and spiralled downwards: ‘Sometimes people don’t like it if they think you can see
         how far they have fall’ (2010: 128). All kinds of unfortunates gather under the chestnut
         tree: ‘Like them immigrants that spend time mixing rhythms and politics under the
         chestnut tree outside the Ritzy Cinema, Jenny and Dave is also failures in life. .
         . . Like them immigrants they also have them asylum-seeker eyes; them eyes with the
         shine that come about only because of a reptile kind of life, that life of surviving
         big mutilation in the big city and living inside them holes’ (2010: 2). Such people
         clearly need ‘rooms without walls’ if only to alleviate a reptilian existence in holes
         such as Shingi’s rat-infested squat, where Jenny and Dave also seek shelter. The down-trodden
         people have ‘asylum-seeker eyes,’ the narrator observers, and as readers we wonder
         what such eyes look like, and what such eyes see? They are described as failures and
         is this perhaps what the narrator sees in their eyes? They will never find sanctuary,
         refuge, or security, ‘non-reptilian’ states of being implied in the notion asylum.
         It is as if that hope is ‘mutilated’ and all that is left is temporary shelter, meer
         existence, in a ‘room without walls’ under the chestnut tree. It is striking how diverse
         this community under the chestnut tree is, almost as a microcosm of a London that
         most people do not, or refuse to, see. The people under the chestnut tree are ambiguously
         visible-and-invisible, the urban underbelly, as Chikwava terms it (chapter 7, ‘The
         Authors in Conversation with Brian Chikwava’). The narrator observes encounters and
         eavesdrops on conversations here, yet he keeps to himself, and cultivates his posture
         as a principled man. This also entails a refusal to nurture any potential Pan-African
         solidarity, as we see when the narrator is walking around Brixton market and encounters
         a ‘pathetic drunk’ who approaches him, begs for money, and tries ‘the old emotional
         blackmail style’ (2010: 172). The narrator shoos him off, since he is not interested
         in entering into a conversation with this man, and explains that ‘[j]ust because me
         I’m black native and he’s black don’t give him the right to pick me out of all them
         people. Sometimes you have to take firm stand with them things otherwise you get run
         over’ (2010: 173). The narrator is a black native not a black Briton and he does not take kindly to people who presume to know him,
         or who make claims on him. He is not in London to become an integrated part of the
         nation, he is there only to accumulate enough money to get him home and settle his
         debts. This is the one goal that keeps him going, but it is a goal that is difficult
         to achieve for a principled man, hell-bent on protecting his native integrity.
      

      
      In our search for the Afropolitan we cannot help being particularly taken with Chikwava’s
         representations of what the narrator calls ‘lapsed Africans.’ One group of lapsed
         Africans can be read as a virtual caricature of an Afropolitan, conventionally perceived.
         The first lapsed Africans we meet in the novel are the narrator’s cousin Paul and
         his wife Sekai, who ‘no longer remember who she is or where she come from’ (2010:
         5). The narrator stays in their house upon his arrival in London, and although they
         are family, he immediately notices that migration has changed them: ‘But then again,
         me I don’t think that I am like them people; Paul and Sekai have been given notice
         that I am soon going to be stepping into they house in east London. . . . Me I am
         guest and there she [Sekai] is, expecting me to buy my own ticket on the first day?’
         (2010: 5). A lapsed African is apparently what an African person turns into (2010:
         5) when he or she is upwardly mobile, and aspires to middle-class status. When such
         a person indulges in DYI, keeps dogs, and tries to ‘go native’ in the sense of becoming
         British, then he or she lapses, in the narrator’s eyes, and forgets his or her origins
         and integrity. Zöe Wicomb elaborates on what she calls the lapsed Africans’ ‘deracination’
         as expressed through the metropolitan manners just described (2015: 52). Deracination
         is suggestive in this context—it implies being uprooted and moved from your natural
         surroundings. What we might infer from this is that Africans who lapse are rootless,
         lost, and, possibly, considered somewhat ‘inauthentic.’ It is also interesting, however,
         that according to the narrator an African person can also turn into a lapsed African
         if he lets go of his dignity and integrity and, ‘like many of them Zimbabweans who
         don’t know what else to do in the UK’ (2010: 41), takes a job as a BBC, a ‘British
         Buttock Cleaner’ in an old people’s home, however well-paid such a job might be.[1]    So you can ‘lapse up’ and ‘lapse down,’ it seems, in terms of class. The word
         ‘lapse’ comes from the Latin lapsus, meaning error and it carries many connotations, such as discontinued, declined,
         expired, invalid, and non-practising. We must understand this term, then, to mean
         that the narrator sees lapsed Africans as having made a mistake, or an error of judgement,
         by reneging on their Africanness, their roots. By declining their Africanness, they
         have also given up ‘practising’ their origins in a principled manner. A principled
         man, as the narrator insistently claims to be, refuses to lapse, refuses to make this
         error of judgement. As the narrator tells Aleck, one of the people living in the squat
         who claims to work as a shop assistant in Croydon, and who is mortified when it is
         revealed that he is in fact a BBC in Croydon: ‘Some of us is here not because we want
         to spin jazz tunes and have a few crumbs of bread dusted our way by them white people.
         Neither is we in Harare North to wipe their bottoms’ (2010: 124). Principled men maintain
         a middle position, as the ‘original native.’
      

      
      However, this is an increasingly difficult position to uphold in Britain. The protagonist
         still has to work, and ‘graft’ is hard to come by. He works on a building site in
         Wimbledon and labours so hard that ‘migrant flesh start to stink around you as shirts
         and underpants get damp’ (2010: 49). Such hard physical labour is what you can do
         as an illegal, but principled, migrant. This is unpredictable work that quickly ends
         without warning (2010: 49). What is more, a super-diverse economy is also hugely competitive,
         as ‘there is now too many Polish builders to compete with’ (2010: 50) who are better
         suited, and who come with their own toolboxes. It becomes less difficult to get work,
         however, when the narrator uses Shingi’s passport and National Insurance number, but
         since he behaves in increasingly irrational and erratic ways, it is hard for him to
         keep the few jobs he lands. When the narrator finds out that his cousin’s Sekai is
         unfaithful, he gives up graft, and begins to blackmail her instead. Thus he does not
         have to succumb to the degradation of BBC work. Yet this only works up to a point
         and when Sekai refuses to cooperate, difficulties accumulate for the narrator. At
         the end of the novel we see him walking around London: ‘I am in a vigilant mood and
         not walking on them pavements, but right in the middle of the streets, on the white
         line, with suitcase on my head while traffic flowing past me in different direction’
         (2010: 225–26). Perhaps one way of interpreting this image of the narrator that we
         are left with at the end of the novel, wandering, as he does, exactly on the white
         line in the middle of the road which he construes as a ‘principled’ zone of safety,
         is to see it as a comment on this very difficult balancing act—of refusing to lapse
         while maintaining your ‘original native self’ in a middle position as a self-proclaimed
         principled man of integrity (2010: 62). 
      

      
      The narrator is also torn in terms of location in this novel. We find him shuttling
         between the chestnut tree and the squat. It is possible to see the squat as an ironic
         twenty-first-century comment on Selvon’s Trinidadian Moses’s room in the Water (i.e.,
         Bayswater), where the boys in that novel hang out and talk about white women and life
         in the West Indies. However, the squat is also affected by the complicated super-diversity
         of contemporary London. The narrator is tuned to this diversity, especially if it
         impinges on his role as symbol of integrity and dignity. In an interesting conversation
         inside the squat, he chastises Aleck for thinking that just because they share the
         same roof they are the same: ‘You see me hiding under the same roof as you and you
         think that we is all the same folk. Me? Me and you being same same? Nooo, Aleck! Some
         of us have defend the country from them enemies of the state who have break loose
         inside house of stones. Yes! Those people that everyone despise; the Green Bombers
         . . . they know them things that BBCs don’t know’ (2010: 124–25). The narrator certainly
         complicates what it means to be an African in the diaspora by fighting against people’s
         tendency to flatten the diversity of lived realities—African migrant experiences are
         not the same. He insists that the heterogeneity of African migrants should always
         be recalled: some lapse and others do not! Some have integrity and others have no
         integrity, as the narrator holds. He also feels equipped to educate Shingi and Tsitsi,
         who lives in the squat, too, on how to behave in England and how to ‘catch culture,’
         which is another difficult balancing act. It is not a good idea, for example, to go
         to a music vendor and ask for Red Hot Piri-Piris if you mean Red Hot Chili Peppers,
         he tells Shingi. It is a matter of keeping ‘the native way down in the hole because
         if he jump out he can cause disorder’ (2010: 147). Shingi must learn how to negotiate
         and how to control ‘the native way’ without lapsing. Furthermore, the narrator tells
         Tsitsi that she should not ask how she can get to Animal Something when she means
         Elephant Castle. If you do not know how to control the native way, he lets her know,
         then you can be sent home because you are an embarrassment—and this lack of control
         is not unlike the ‘sin’ of lapsing (2010: 147). The narrator’s struggle in Harare
         North is complex, since it is also a struggle to control the native way, especially
         in public.
      

      
      But who exactly is this unnamed narrator-protagonist that feels in a position to tell
         people how to behave and to critique how people integrate or display what he sees
         as an error of judgement? He is a former member of the Green Bombers and a die-hard
         supporter of Robert Mugabe. He has spent time in prison in Zimbabwe, possibly because
         he killed a supporter of the opposition party. This we are told, but it is also a
         story he cannot tell the authorities in the UK, of course, so with recourse to his
         vivid imagination, he spins a tale of asylum that he accompanies with a flash of ‘toothy
         grin of friendly African native’ (2010: 4). The friendly ‘African native’ act speaks
         to the surplus energy with which the narrator arrives in London, secure in the conviction
         that he will soon get money enough to go home to Zimbabwe. However, the toothy grin
         is soon replaced by worries and guilty feelings, when problems accumulate and life
         in Harare North becomes increasingly unbearable. Upon arrival, the narrator only brings
         with him an old cardboard suitcase, a ‘metonymic link to his mother’ (Wicomb 2015:
         54) and to his home in Zimbabwe. At the end of the novel, the suitcase that he has
         carefully guarded, and that he carries on his head while walking in the middle of
         the road, breaks open ‘and the things inside have unravel and scatter all over them
         streets and get lost. . . . Nothing is left inside the suitcase except the smell of
         Mother . . . it’s full of nothing’ (2010: 227–28). The suitcase is full of nothing.
         That oxymoronic description depicts the outcome of the narrator’s sojourn in London
         by drawing attention to how little he achieved and how much he has lost—there is no
         money, no link to home save the smell of his mother, only emptiness. Perhaps the empty
         suitcase also signals the emptiness inside the narrator’s head?
      

      
      The notion of heads is foregrounded in the narrative and operates on many levels.
         Zimbabwe means ‘house of stone’ (2010: 90) and when the narrator first approaches
         the squat in Brixton (the house of stone where Shingi lives) he notices that the house
         looks like a head, but he also realises that ‘you don’t tell anyone that they head
         look like house if you still want to be friends’ (2010: 29). Zimbabwe and the Brixton
         squat are, obviously, joined together as houses of stone that double as heads. When
         the narrator is inside the squat he is, in a sense, inside Shingi’s head, yet in the
         course of the novel, as the doubleness that haunts the story begins to take on a life
         on its own, he also feels that Shingi is inside his head (2010: 206). In a recollection of his mother early in the story, the narrator
         remembers how she tells him that ‘[y]our house is like your head . . . you have to
         keep sweeping it clean if you want to stay sane’ (2010: 14). The last glimpse we have
         of the narrator in the squat sees him tearing up the floorboards in order to locate
         the rat that torments him. This cleaning exercise symbolises his attempt to stay sane,
         but the novel seems to suggest that it is a doomed attempt, especially if we consider
         that last image of the narrator and his empty suitcase in the middle of a London street.
      

      
      In his discussion of Harare North, Dave Gunning comments on how Chikwava teases his readers (2015: 130). It is certainly
         a novel that allows for puzzled reader responses. Who is the narrator exactly? What
         is his relationship to Shingi? Who possesses who, we wonder? Right from the beginning
         of the novel, the narrator draws attention to how ‘things can get mixed up and time
         become one tangled heap and you no longer know whose story belong to who’ (2010: 9).
         How do we diagnose the narrator—does he suffer from a dissociative disorder, a divided
         self, spirit possession, trauma, or is he the image of someone who has not managed
         ‘the pressure of Harare North’ (2010: 77)? Is Harare North centred on Chikwava’s portrayal of somebody who is mentally disturbed? As we have
         noted, the narrative is focalised through the narrator who is, as Gunning reminds
         us, ‘chronically, constitutionally unreliable’ (2015: 127). This unreliability is
         evident throughout the novel, of course, and also partly helps to explain why we laugh
         at him and with him. Michael Perfect argues that the narrator is ‘a highly manipulative
         individual’ who in the course of the story begins to feel increasingly ‘betrayed,
         confused, and misplaced’ (2014: 174–75). Indeed, we start to feel sympathy for the
         narrator when he becomes increasingly ‘worryful’ as the novel progresses and things
         do not go according to plan. He cannot sleep or eat and he keeps looking for ‘graft’
         that will not degrade him, since he nurtures his idea of himself as a principled man.
         He worries about Shingi and struggles with feelings of guilt and frustrations. There
         is therefore something very human about this character that appeals to the reader,
         even if he is manipulative and, at times, exceedingly selfish.
      

      
      Zöe Wicomb makes a very pertinent comment on how to read Chikwava’s hugely problematic
         protagonist-narrator that resonates with our approach to literary characters in this
         book: ‘The ethical imperative for the reader is to accept the narrator, for all his
         scheming and reprehensible affiliation, as himself a victim of poverty, ignorance,
         and an exploitative system, whose thoughtfulness, humour, and generosity go some way
         towards eclipsing his political blindness’ (2015: 60). The novel does demand a reader
         response that is sympathetic to the narrator however morally corrupt he might be.
         This notwithstanding, and bearing in mind the idea of a novel that teases readers,
         the narrator might also manipulate us into falling for his humorous accounts of life
         in the urban underbelly. Wicomb further suggests that the novel’s story ‘of impoverished,
         persecuted, and displaced Zimbabweans exemplifies a globalised age of migration, unequal
         resources, and of the restrictions imposed on refugees’ (2015: 50). Such a summary
         tallies with Perfect’s conclusion that ‘Chikwava’s novel asks pertinent and complex
         questions not just about who is but also about who should be allowed to become part of twenty-first-century, multicultural London’ (2014: 201).
         In fact, the novel might also be said to engage in debate about how migrancy affects
         people’s psyche and, more specifically, how migrancy from Africa affects the ways
         in which ideas about Africa and Africans are in circulation in the contemporary moment.
         In that sense the novel partakes in that ongoing conversation that characterises an
         Afropolitan space of inquiry. What is more, the novel ends, as do so many Afropolitan
         narratives, with no resolution in sight, as if to suggest that there are no easy answers
         to questions about the unfairness of global migration and the ambiguous status of
         refugees. On the last page we see the protagonist putting one reluctant foot in front
         of another in a kind of mobility that seems to be leading nowhere. He holds a mental
         conversation with himself, inside his head, and begins to address himself as ‘you’:
      

      
      
         Half naked, you turn left into Electric Avenue and walk. You start to hear in tongues;
            it feel like Shingi is on his way back to life. . . . Already there’s struggle over
            your feeties; you are telling right foot to go in one direction and he is telling
            left foot to go in another direction. . . . You stand there in them mental backstreets
            and one big battle rage even if you have no more ginger for it. (2010: 230)
         

         
      

      This is the ambivalent manner in which the protagonist wanders out of the novel, feet
         following the white line in the middle of a road that leads anywhere or nowhere. Whereas
         the novel has focussed on the narrator’s larger struggle not to ‘lapse,’ in the closing
         lines of the narrative that struggle is reduced to a bodily and mental inability to
         move with purpose that takes place inside the narrator’s head. We are left in an aporetic
         situation, with a paralysed narrator torn in two directions while caught up in a mental
         battle he cannot deal with. Standing there in the middle of the street, the narrator
         seems to have lost his spirit, as if the migrant’s struggle to survive in London finally
         got the better of him, and he cannot move, physically or psychologically. He is no
         longer, it seems, keen or able to maintain his stance as a principled man, and the
         novel ends, as Wicomb suggests, with dissolution rather than resolution (2015: 64).
         
      

      
      Gunning claims that Harare North disrupts and upsets the genre of trauma. This impatience with genre restrictions
         is something that the novel shares with Americanah. Somewhat tongue-in-cheek, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie herself suggests in a Guardian interview that that novel is about love, ‘race,’ and hair (Kellaway 7 April 2013).
         In the novel’s third part that we focus on here, however, we realise that it is also
         about immigration and illegality in twenty-first-century Britain. Part 3 of Americanah is solely devoted to Obinze’s degrading experiences as an illegal and invisible migrant
         in London. The words that open this section are indicative of Obinze’s emotional state,
         and unused as he is to thinking about himself as illegal and invisible, such words
         have not been part of his identitarian lexicon: threat, mournful, cold, menace, anxieties,
         all from the first two sentences (2013: 227). The section begins—and ends—with the
         sham marriage that will provide Obinze with a more secure social status. Although
         this section sees Obinze in London, we learn that his personal desire was always the
         US: ‘It had always been America, only America’ (2013: 232). In fact, it is tempting
         to see Obinze as already an Afropolitan in the imagination. Obinze’s infatuation with
         American culture is reminiscent of Simon Gikandi’s ‘non-elite’ Africans who live ‘Afropolitanism
         through the imagination’: ‘Now, first of all, you do not need to travel across boundaries
         to be cosmopolitan or Afropolitan. . . . The non-elite group lives Afropolitanism
         through the imagination and the elite group lives Afropolitanism as an experience
         of being born across boundaries. That is the way of these people—they are imagining
         themselves to be American. . . . They are the Afropolitans who have not left’ (chapter
         2, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Simon Gikandi’). With this in mind, we suggest
         that before Obinze finds himself in the UK, he is an Afropolitan who has not left,
         who imagines himself in America, and who lives an Afropolitan life through the imagination.
         In many ways, he still does this in the UK, and that is why, as we argue, he looks
         at Emineke’s life with envy. From Obinze’s perspective, Emineke is living the life
         that Obinze can only live in his imagination. So England is not his dream destination,
         but a means to an end, as it is for the unnamed protagonist of Harare North, and as Belgium is for Unigwe’s protagonists in On Black Sisters’ Street (2009) and in ‘Happiness.’ For Obinze, the three years he spends in London have a
         corrosive effect on his sense of self. Presented largely as an observer in London,
         Obinze is acutely aware of the ‘odorous fear of asylum seekers’ (2013: 258) that infects
         everyone in Britain. On a train to Essex, he notices that ‘all the people around him
         were Nigerians, loud conversations in Yoruba and Pidgin filled the carriage’ and he
         sees ‘the unfettered non-white foreignness of this scene;’ consequently he imagines
         how this must seem ‘through the suspicious eyes of the white woman’ with whom he shares
         a train carriage (2013: 259). Such episodes make him self-consciously aware that he
         is part of this new diversity, and that he is not noticed as an individual human being,
         but rather as representative of foreignness and difference.
      

      
      The episode on the train to Essex is contrasted with a brief encounter in a café in
         a London bookshop. Obinze sits at a table, drinks a cup of coffee, and reads a magazine.
         He feels almost normal:
      

      
      
         He was comfortable, cosy even, and absorbed in a magazine article when a woman and
            a little boy came up to ask if they could share his table. They were nut-coloured
            and dark-haired. He imagined that they were Bangladeshi or Sri Lankan. . . . She asked
            if he had room enough for his magazines, if he wanted her to move her chair a little.
            . . . It filled him with possibility, this chance meeting with a stranger, and he
            thought of the paths on which it might lead him. . . . ‘Do you live in London?’ [the
            little boy] asked Obinze. ‘Yes,’ Obinze said, but that yes did not tell his story,
            that he lived in London indeed but invisibly, his existence like an erased pencil
            sketch. (2013: 256–57)
         

         
      

      Such a strikingly quotidian moment speaks to everyday encounters and conversation
         in the metropolis. As Obinze engages in small talk with a strange woman and her son,
         he is aware of their differences—she is a woman, he is a man, she is nut-brown, he
         is black—but while diversity is noticed, it is not important. Instead, the moment
         foregrounds communication and conversation among strangers and for Obinze it becomes
         imbued with significance. The mother and son recognise him as a human being with a
         place to live—to them he is ordinary and normal, a man drinking coffee and reading
         a magazine in a café. Such brief encounters remind him of the fact that in spite of
         his lack of social status, he is still a human being. However, this moment of humanity
         is fragile and brief—the reference to his existence erased like a pencil sketch speaks
         to this. That is why the encounter, important as it is for Obinze, also serves to
         remind him that ‘[h]e had never felt so lonely’ (2013: 259).
      

      
      Since he is illegal and invisible, Obinze is forced to take on work he never imagined
         he would do—toilet cleaning or delivering kitchens. In his first job, working under
         an assumed name using the ID card of an acquaintance, Obinze encounters a fellow cleaner,
         a beautiful Ghanaian woman. In his imagination, he creates a story out of her life,
         perhaps in order to fabricate a fragile yet solid link, a ‘gossamered sense of kinship’
         (to recycle Ifemelu’s phrase used in her description of the community created in the
         braiding salon, 2013: 363) which might help soothe his loneliness. However, the Ghanaian
         woman ignores his friendly overtures—perhaps because he is ‘too close’ to what she
         is and because he knows ‘her nuances’ (2013: 236). She is also degradingly de-classed,
         Obinze intuits, because she has ‘a background similar to his, a childhood cushioned
         by family, by regular meals, by dreams in which there was no conception of cleaning
         toilets in London’ (2013: 236). We do not know if it is Obinze’s desolation that makes
         him transfer his own story onto her or whether he senses the truth of her life. The
         unnamed woman chooses to ignore Obinze and to ‘reinvent herself’ (2013: 236) in a
         gendered space, together with her female Polish colleague. Consequently, Obinze is
         fated only to observe, not converse. Brian Chikwava suggests that Afropolitanism might
         be offering ‘a possibility to explore new ways of being. . . . It seems to me that
         with the concept of Afropolitanism, it is possible to find a space where you can .
         . . reimagine yourself’ (chapter 7, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Brian Chikwava’).
         Perhaps this is true for the Ghanaian woman. It is certainly true for Emineke, who
         has managed to escape the Nigerian bush to reinvent himself as successfully middle
         class and British, as we have seen. Obinze, however, never manages to properly reinvent
         himself in London in ways that he sees other characters do. The reinvention has to
         wait until he reconnects with Nigeria, after he has hit rock bottom abroad. 
      

      
      The desire to reinvent oneself, out of necessity, frustration, or embarrassment, however,
         stays with Obinze in London. Meeting up with his cousin Nicholas and former friends
         from Nigeria leads to a troubling consideration of what life abroad does to a person’s
         sense of self, a person’s identity: ‘He knew of the many stories of friends and relatives
         who, in the harsh glare of life abroad, became unreliable, even hostile, versions
         of their former selves. But what was it about the stubbornness of hope, the need to
         believe in your own exceptionality, that these things happened to other people whose
         friends were not like yours?’ (2013: 247). Obinze’s hope is soon extinguished when
         he discovers that the new selves that his former friends have nurtured and cultivated
         in London cannot stand too much intimacy. They resist links to the past that might
         compromise their newfound status. The second time Obinze fabricates a past for another
         character is when he meets a friend of a friend, Vincent Obi, whose ID card he borrows
         and whose name he assumes. Obinze imagines Vincent’s Nigerian life, again as with
         the cleaning lady from Ghana, through a class lens—in fact, we might say that class
         becomes the medium through which difference and similarity are constructed, in a manner
         similar to how Mitchell (2012) discusses ‘race’ as a medium. In Obinze’s imagination,
         Vincent probably went to a ‘community secondary school, full of barefoot children,
         a polytechnic paid for with help from a number of uncles, a family of many children
         and a crowd of dependants in his hometown who, whenever he visited, would expect large
         loaves of bread and pocket money carefully distributed to each of them’ (2013: 249–50).
         Obinze also fantasises how Vincent sees him—as ‘a university staff child who grew
         up eating butter and now needed his help’ (2013: 250). Thus this encounter stages
         ways of seeing and being Africans in the world in a somewhat dizzy and kaleidoscopic
         manner: in his imagination Obinze sees Vincent and how he in return sees him and we
         do not know if these reflections only reside within Obinze’s optics. Vincent’s way
         of seeing is not relayed to us, as the story is focalised through Obinze. The reversal
         of fortune the moment pivots on is perhaps only made possible abroad and while it
         deflates Obinze, it puffs up Vincent. It also demonstrates the unpredictability of
         class as a stable signifier. Furthermore, it elucidates how class is part of the haunting
         past and the anxieties of the present that Africans in the world have to constantly
         negotiate. 
      

      
      Pondering on the Obinze character as he develops in Part 3 also resonates with Kwame
         Anthony Appiah’s observation in Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers: ‘The well-travelled polyglot is as likely to be among the worst off as among the
         best off—as likely to be found in a shantytown as at the Sorbonne. So cosmopolitanism
         shouldn’t be seen as some exalted attainment: it begins with the simple idea that
         in the human community, as in national communities, we need to develop habits of coexistence:
         conversation in its older meaning, of living together, association’ (2007: xvi–xvii).
         Still, a materialist critique of this deeply humane proposition would insist that
         even though cosmopolitanism rightly should not be regarded as an accomplishment, but
         as a way of living and conversing together across difference, it is still undercut
         by class conundrums. Consider, for example, Emineke’s conversation with Obinze, where
         Emineke asks if Obinze has been to see a play in a theatre in the West End. The narrator
         comments thus on Emineke’s question: ‘as though Obinze, in his delivery job, saving
         austerely, consumed by immigration worries, would ever even think of seeing a West
         End play’ (2013: 263). Such a telling comment underscores class issues: if one does
         not know where one’s next meal is going to come from, perhaps one will not have the
         wherewithal to plan a cultural outing, let alone the money that allows one to consider
         even one of the cheap day tickets. The narrator refers to Emineke’s ‘obliviousness’
         and this suggests both Emineke’s disregard and indifference—but perhaps also an unacknowledged
         anxiety? We remember that Emineke was once ridiculed because he came from the Nigerian
         ‘bush.’ He knows hardship and what it is like to be (constantly reminded that he is)
         an outsider. Yet this anxiety of living in the diaspora, even among old friends, does
         not automatically throw up solidarity. Emineke’s invitations to meals in restaurants
         and dinner parties are presented in the novel not as acts of generosity and kindness,
         but, seen through the eyes of Obinze, as bragging demonstrations of achievement and
         displays of riches. What is more, we also need to read Obinze’s envy into this: his
         attitude to Emineke is one of ridicule (he knows where he is coming from) but possibly
         envy is also involved. Perhaps Obinze is thinking that Emineke lives a life that ought
         to suit Obinze, not that of an undeserving bush-boy.
      

      
      There are many ways of interpreting the character of Obinze. We suggest here that
         it is possible to read him, as he develops in Part 3 of Americanah, as an uncomfortable and unwilling ‘vernacular cosmopolitan.’ In his autobiographical
         piece, ‘The Vernacular Cosmopolitan’ (2000), Homi K. Bhabha writes about himself as
         somebody who is ‘caught between worlds that collide as often as they collude’ and
         he wonders whether he is ‘representative of anything but [himself]?’ (2000: 135).
         He explains that he needs to make sense of that state of being ‘in between colony and metropole’ (2000: 137), and he does so by reading his hybrid experiences
         together with ‘the double life of British minorities,’ whom he calls ‘vernacular cosmopolitans,’
         and who occupy an ‘interstitial,’ ‘“in-between” space’ (2000: 139). Because they straddle
         two locations, they are constantly ‘translating between cultures, renegotiating traditions
         from a position where “locality” insists on its own terms, while entering into larger
         national and societal conversations’ (2000: 139). In his exploration of what he calls
         the two faces of cosmopolitanism, Ulf Hannerz suggests that vernacular cosmopolitanism
         is ‘a kind of modest bottom-up cosmopolitics’ through which one can maintain ‘a certain
         immunity to extreme antagonism’ (2005: 212). He provides us with a vocabulary with
         which to think of the kind of cosmopolitanism that might be descriptive of less-fortunate
         Afropolitans: in addition to vernacular, he suggests that banal, quotidian, or low-intensity
         cosmopolitanisms might go some way towards unhinging cosmopolitanism from its elitist
         connotations, and help us consider what Appiah calls cosmopolitan ethics and what
         Hannerz calls political cosmopolitanism, or cosmopolitics (2005: 212). Sneja Gunew
         also sees vernacular cosmopolitanism as a way of ‘signalling difference from earlier
         forms of elitist or banal cosmopolitanism (dedicated to consumption)’ (2015: 91).[2]    To Gunew, vernacular cosmopolitanism names an ‘everyday cosmopolitanism as well
         as a cosmopolitanism from below: a subaltern cosmopolitanism that makes claim for
         the recognition of the cosmopolitan nature . . . that is associated with groups that
         have been ruthlessly marginalised by nationalist enterprises,’ such as migrants and
         asylum seekers (2015: 91). While the term might signal an ‘inherent contradiction,’
         it does so purposefully, she insists (2015: 91).
      

      
      What such considerations ask us to ponder, then, is what we might call a modified
         cosmopolitanism, anchored to and shaped by time, place, and circumstances. Thinking
         about Obinze with this intervention in mind, we might propose Obinze as a ‘vernacular
         Afropolitan,’ who is somehow translating between England and Nigeria mentally while
         temporarily situated in England physically. He is trying to cope with the super-diversity
         of a twenty-first-century metropolis that, while it does not recognise him as a human
         being, will still exploit his labour and his body. The people in the city somehow
         see him at the same time as they do not see him, Obinze the individual. He is illegal, and thus invisible. Yet he also visible, and
         since he has bodily integrity, he can be recognised: seen, heard, and touched. Obinze
         tries to translate experiences of illegality that are strange and unexpected to him.
         Yet in a metropolitan space such experiences are also commonplace, vernacular, and
         quotidian amongst (legal and illegal) migrants. Obinze, we suggest, can be read as
         a vernacular Afropolitan because the ways in which he tries to renegotiate traditions and experiences and
         enter into conversations are always affected and inflected by his own individual ways
         of being African in the contemporary moment. The ‘vernacularity,’ or ordinariness,
         of this experience also helps us to unhinge elite connotations from the figure of
         the Afropolitan. One does not have to be a privileged member of the elite to be mobile
         or to ask complicated questions about what it means to be African in the twenty-first-century
         world, and to ponder on what effect this has on body and soul.
      

      
      Part 3 ends with Obinze’s aborted sham marriage and his brief stay in detention before
         his removal to Nigeria. Again, what Obinze realises is that these are ordinary and
         everyday occurrences, even though this is hard to grasp. In his shocked state he expresses
         a willingness ‘to go back to Nigeria’ which clashes with the official term ‘removed.’
         That cold term would deprive him of agency and strip him of dignity. The term ‘removed’
         makes him feel ‘inanimate’ (2013: 279) and as if he is ‘raw, skinned, the outer layers
         of himself stripped off’ (2013: 281). Obinze’s attempt to make sense of his existence
         in detention resonates with Brian Chikwava’s comment: ‘The underclass is mostly stripped
         bare of artifices—so there is an immediacy and an urgency that is interesting to explore’
         (chapter 7, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Brian Chikwava’). Clearly Adichie has
         also realised the immediacy and urgency of a character that is reduced to being an
         ‘unaccommodated man.’[3]    Debased to a state of a bare, essential thing, Obinze becomes painfully aware
         of privilege and riches in the company of fellow Nigerians in detention, who are perhaps
         even more properly vernacular Afropolitan than tortured Obinze: ‘He did not have their
         savoir faire; he was soft, a boy who had grown up eating cornflakes and reading books
         . . . he was ashamed to be with them, among them. They did not have his shame and
         even this, too, he envied’ (2013: 281). Again focalised through Obinze’s envious gaze,
         the Nigerians in detention seem skilled in cultural translation, planning their next
         move and not unduly bothered by their current phase of bad luck. This is the shameful
         and painful luggage Obinze brings back ‘home,’ a humility earned through suffering,
         both in mind and body. The loss of dignity and the temporary deprivation of agency
         profoundly affects Obinze’s way of being in the world: ‘A new sadness blanketed him,
         the sadness of his coming days, when he would feel the world slightly off-kilter,
         his vision unfocused’ (2013: 284). Returning with ‘vision unfocused’ we witness how
         migration negatively affects Obinze, as it does the unnamed protagonist of Harare North, but, as we have seen, in profoundly different ways.
      

      
      Upon his return to Nigeria, Obinze is, nevertheless, re-established in society. As
         a Westernised returnee, he is a type of ‘Americanah,’ even though he has been in the
         UK. Back in Lagos he does so well that he takes up a position as a Big Man amongst
         the wealthy elite. He is even in a position to repay a debt of kindness: he provides
         Nigel, his white English friend and former colleague from the delivery job, a cushy
         job in Nigeria. In that sense, Aaron Bady is only partly right when he reads the novel
         as ‘a middle class love story’ (2014a). It is a middle-class love story, but it is also a story about being ‘de-classed’ as a result
         of illegality and invisibility and a story about being ‘up-classed’ as a result of
         connections, hard work, and luck. Indeed, as Bady further suggests, Part 3 of the
         novel, that focuses on Obinze’s sojourn as illegal migrant in London, ‘cast[s] the
         bourgeois pettiness of the petite bourgeois . . . into a kind of sharp relief’ (2014a),
         as we saw in the moment with which this chapter begins. And since the section uses
         Obinze as focaliser, the human factor is foregrounded through a register of emotions
         and affect: Obinze’s envy, pain, humiliation, and shame are personalised in a way
         that although such experiences may be vernacular and quotidian, they are no less felt
         as individually extraordinary.
      

      
      By way of conclusion we briefly want to include another perspective on the central
         issue of this chapter, this time focalised from a female character, the protagonist
         of Chika Unigwe’s short story ‘Happiness’ (2014). This narrative centres on Nigerian
         migrants, Prosperous and her husband Agu, and their life in Belgium. It pivots on
         how class becomes an unstable signifier in connection with migration and thematises
         ways in which ‘moving here had done things to them’ (2014: 78). Unigwe complicates
         this topic through a gendered perspective—migration affects women in different ways
         than it does men. Focalised through Prosperous we are exposed to her notions on how
         things are easier for men—they adapt ‘better to change’ and are ‘better disposed to
         find happiness away from the familiar’ (2014: 74). Women, on the other hand, feel
         homesick and unhappy. In Belgium, Prosperous experiences profound changes to her life
         and lifestyle, changes that speak to how gender and class intersect. ‘Maybe men were
         happier here because they had the upper hand,’ Prosperous wonders, ‘[t]hey were the
         ones with jobs that paid the house rent’ (2014: 76). Prosperous works as a cleaner.
         The current situation is thus very different from back home in Nigeria where the couple
         ‘would have been comfortably middle-class, lying in bed while the food got made. They
         would have had a maid to do the cooking. They had led a life like that’ (2014: 77).
         Migration upsets the balance of power in the relationship, and this has repercussions
         on how Prosperous feels about her husband and how he behaves towards her. While back
         home ‘they both had jobs they enjoyed,’ and their love was ‘steady,’ not ‘slippery’
         (2014: 77). Then Prosperous’s self was solid, not porous, as it is in Belgium. From
         Prosperous’s perspective, then, migration makes men feel happiness and women homesickness.
         Thus, when the character Shylock, newly arrived from Nigeria and smelling of home,
         enters their house, things change again for Prosperous. An affair with him helps ‘close
         up the holes in her’ (2014: 80). Shylock seems to symbolise home and memories for
         Prosperous—indeed he is, to all intents and purposes, her husband’s double, standing
         in for ‘the Agu of before’ (2014: 78). He even looks like Agu’s brother. That is why
         Prosperous is not so worried when she realises that she has become pregnant by him.
         In fact, this baby might fill up ‘the holes in her so that she never, ever felt homesick
         again’ (2014: 81). In this way Prosperous possibly finds a solution to her troubles
         in the shape of a baby, and surreptitiously also manages to skew the balance of power
         in her favour. She might even have a chance to prosper in Belgium. In Prosperous,
         we suggest, Unigwe has created a clever and potentially powerful less-fortunate vernacular
         Afropolitan figure.
      

      
      In our conversation with Brian Chikwava, the author has this to say about the Afropolitan:

      
      
         I may as well add that the Afropolitan as seen, say, in the bars and cafes of Hackney
            (London), Canal St. Martin (Paris), Kreuzburg (Berlin), Williamsburg (NYC), etc.,
            lives by a very different set of values compared to the African migrant seen in a
            chicken and chip shop; in that regard perhaps the latter may find it easier to recognise
            their face in that of an eastern European or Latin American, etc., whose life is similarly
            given shape by tight economic circumstances. (chapter 7, ‘The Authors in Conversation
            with Brian 
Chikwava’)
         

         
      

      Bearing this in mind, it is tempting to conclude that the narrator of Harare North, Obinze, and Prosperous cannot be construed as Afropolitans, since Afropolitanism,
         almost per definition, seems to entail some kind privilege and status: you find Afropolitans
         in bars and cafes, and African and other legal or illegal migrants behind counters
         of chicken and chip shops. If this is true, then the term ‘less-fortunate Afropolitans’
         is a misnomer. But if we take our point of departure in a different take on Afropolitanism,
         inspired by the more revolutionary and radically open suggestions put forward by Minna
         Salami, then another possible reading emerges:
      

      
      
         I think the Afropolitan space is inherently a . . . non-class aligned space in terms of the questions that it interrogates
            and in terms of what it desires for Africa. It is crucial, of course, for that space
            to be aware of who is taking part in the dialogues, what are the backgrounds of those
            people, and what privileges do they have. [It is] a philosophy of the twenty-first
            century. No serious philosophy of the twenty-first century can ignore feminism, queer
            politics, or class tensions. (chapter 6, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Minna Salami’)
         

         
      

      From this perspective, it is possible to argue that the characters discussed here
         can be construed as less-fortunate, possibly vernacular, Afropolitans. The narratives
         we have probed are focalised through the African-origin protagonists who have fallen
         on hard times in twenty-first-century London or Belgium. But in so far as they constantly
         ponder on what it means for them to be in the world, and what Africa signifies in
         the world, they are, in a manner of speaking, part of the dialogue, the ongoing conversation
         that turns Afropolitanism into a flexible and adaptable twenty-first-century philosophy.
         The authors let their characters speak from a position of (possibly temporary) lack
         of privilege, but this should not disqualify what the characters have to offer in
         terms of interrogation and complication. By inviting such figures into the space of
         an Afropolitan critical inquiry, the authors, by extension, participate in a serious
         twenty-first-century inquiry into what it means to be an African of the world that
         refuses the default position of privileging the already privileged. Afropolitanism
         is not only and always about the privileged elite. As this chapter has insisted, there
         is, obviously, much more to the Afropolitan than merely middle-class bourgeois lives
         and experiences.
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. Fellow Zimbabwean, Tendai Huchu’s The Maestro, The Magistrate & the Mathematician (2014) thematises a similar downward spiral in the character of the Magistrate, who
                  holds a First class degree in Law from Zimbabwe University and who worked as a lawyer
                  and prosecutor in ‘Zim’ before migration to Edinburg sees him working night shifts
                  in a care home, as just another BBC (British Bum Cleaners). The Magistrate admits
                  that this ‘[f]alling out of the middle class was harder on him than he could have
                  imagined’ (2014: 47). He is also painfully aware of how the British economy relies
                  on his labour. Indeed, just like the generic toilet attendant, who ‘is always an African
                  immigrant [and who seems to] have cornered this aspect of the British night-time economy’
                  (2014: 238), such lowly and underappreciated labour is reserved for the dreaded and
                  maligned migrants, who are alleged to take jobs that, ironically, no one else seems
                  to want. According to the Guardian (Carroll 24 April 2006), the ruling ZANU-PF party calls Zimbabwean health care workers
                  in Britain ‘British Bum Cleaners,’ as a pun on the banned BBC.
               

            

         

         
            2. We notice that Hannerz and Gunew use the term ‘banal’ to describe two quite different
                  versions of cosmopolitanism. Hannerz, it seems to us, uses banal to signify the everyday
                  and commonplace, an ordinary ‘bottom-up’ political cosmopolitanism. Gunew, contrarily,
                  uses banal to connote something superficial and shallow, descriptive of a ‘top-down’
                  consumerist cosmopolitanism. Such divergent views hinged on the same signifier are
                  not unlike the quarrel over the term ‘Afropolitanism’ that we explored in chapter
                  1—Afropolitanism as a consumerist and superficial label attached to a diasporic elite
                  or Afropolitanism as an ontologically inflected term that speaks to (ordinary) ways
                  of being African in the world.
               

            

         

         
            3. The phrase ‘unaccommodated man’ is culled from William Shakespeare’s King Lear.
               

            

         

      

   
      A Statement by Taiye Selasi

      
         
         
         
      

      
      This is a short and evocative statement from Taiye Selasi in response to the authors’
            invitation for her to evaluate the intense global debate that her essay ‘Bye-Bye,
            Babar’ sparked off in the years after its publication in 2005. How does Taiye Selasi
            evaluate its impact and dissemination?

       

      In 2005 I wrote an essay describing a particular experience: no less and no more.
         No less, in that I believed then and believe now that much of the power of writing—fiction
         or non—resides in the transformative power of description. To hear one’s experience
         described in words can, very simply, change the way one sees oneself: where one once
         felt entirely alone, she now feels utterly human. As Scott Fitzgerald has it: ‘That
         is part of the beauty of all literature. You discover that your longings are universal
         longings, that you’re not lonely and isolated from anyone. You belong.’ In a very
         basic sense ‘Bye-Bye, Babar’ said to a great many people (myself foremost): ‘You are
         not isolated.’ To those for whom the description rings true, the essay says: ‘You
         belong.’ 
      

      
      It says no less than this, and no more. A description of a particular experience,
         by definition, does not apply to all experiences in all places. ‘Bye-Bye, Babar’ seeks
         to describe one experience and does so ably, to my mind. That there are those—among
         the 1.3 billion Africans living on the continent, 169 million living off—who do not
         share this experience should neither surprise nor alarm us. ‘Bye-Bye, Babar’ is no
         more than a consideration of a particular experience that has done no less than create
         space for those Africans who share in the same.
      

      
      To create space. This is why I write anything at all, and why I wrote ‘Bye-Bye, Babar.’
         In 2005 the experience I was describing had yet to join what we might call the fascinations
         of mainstream media. There were no Facebook pages dedicated to this demographic, no
         colourful Instagram images celebrating its cool, no symposia organised to debate its
         definition, no concerts bearing its name. Ten years on we are all well aware of the
         existence of this demographic; social media has, among other things, facilitated the
         formation of visible communities. The idea of a soi-disant Afropolitan in Brixton or Brooklyn feeling ‘lonely and isolated’ seems happily laughable
         now. Writing in 2005, I sought above all to create space—to clear space—for her to
         consider herself as belonging.
      

      
      And so ten years later I evaluate the essay only on the terms on which I wrote it.
         I was not (and am not) interested in creating categories for creative output—less
         in reifying the grotesque social and economic inequalities that continue to distinguish
         twenty-first-century life on the continent. Like all writers, I am obliged to let
         my writing live a life of its own—to enter discourses for which I did not intend it,
         to suffer interpretations I never imagined. But what I ask of my work is simply that, in telling truth, it creates space. Does ‘Bye-Bye,
         Babar’ tell a truth? Create a space? It does. No more and no less.
      

      
      
   
      End Notes

      
         
         
         Afropolitan Narratives, Tropes, and Styles 

         
         
      

      
      
         Afropolitanism is a language and a vocabulary aimed at encouraging conversations of
            African journeys and imaginations. . . . Since Afropolitanism is in constant flux,
            the conversations, the issues, and the aesthetics it grapples with are also in constant
            flux. (Salami 7 October 2015) 
         

      

      In response to Minna Salami’s points above, a book like In Search of the Afropolitan can hardly—we hope our readers agree—come with a conclusion. And it does not aspire
         to do so. Instead, we propose in these end notes to take stock of the insights that
         our readings of Afropolitan literature have brought about and consider them in the
         context of what we may term an emerging aesthetics. We propose to call this aesthetics
         an Afropolitan literary aesthetics but, as it is currently in the making, it is perhaps
         not yet a fully formed extrapolation. However, insofar as a literary aesthetics refers
         to the central ideas and tropes that characterise a specific type of literature and
         its varied styles, or manners of expression, and insofar as a literary aesthetics
         pays particular attention to the features and functions of a specific type of literature,
         the narratives that we explore in this book certainly point in the direction of a
         literary aesthetics. We have been particularly interested in modes of writing—styles—that
         shape, and are shaped by, a process of troping that foregrounds a specific set of
         ideas that take on different connotations in the various narratives. It is these recognizable,
         yet differently inflected, ideas that we have explored in multiple ways in the preceding
         chapters that we now want to identify as tropes. 
      

      
      As rehearsed many times and tested out in this book, Afropolitanism is best understood
         as a space of critical inquiry into what it means to be a twenty-first-century African
         in, or of, the world. An Afropolitan, then, is someone who partakes in, or is part
         of, that inquiry, often, as we have seen, from quite different backgrounds and perspectives.
         What this book has pointed out is that Afropolitanism names an ontology that is related
         to African mobility and that an Afropolitan is someone who, through a conscious engagement
         with the possibilities and obstacles related to such mobility, wants to complicate Africa and the idea of the
         twenty-first-century African. Such a process of critical inquiry was kicked off with
         vigour and resolve by Taiye Selasi in her 2005 essay ‘Bye-Bye, Babar,’ which abounds
         in self-validating suggestions about the complex and multiply affiliated outlook of
         the ‘scattered tribe’ of Africans who have ‘set up camp around the globe’ (Selasi
         2005). The agitated debate that ensued from Selasi’s essay is still ongoing, but,
         as we have explored, ideas about the Afropolitan have matured since 2005 and they
         are now finally attracting the attention of serious scholarship, even when they are
         also contested.
      

      
      Taiye Selasi’s perspective on Afropolitanism implies that it is a new diaspora phenomenon
         that incessantly complicates what Africa is and what it means to be African for a
         hybridised, globalised, diasporic African of the world who maintains a strong connection
         to an African origin. We have found that to be a facilitating approach in our search
         for the Afropolitan as a literary figure. If Afropolitanism has become a widespread
         and constantly morphing discourse, or in the words of Minna Salami, a twenty-first-century
         philosophy (7 October 2015), then, we suggest, Taiye Selasi should be regarded as
         a founder of (a new) discursivity. In the words of Michel Foucault, founders of discursivity
         ‘are not just authors of their own work. They have produced something else: the possibilities
         and the rules for the formation of other texts . . . they have established an endless
         possibility of discourse . . . made possible not only a certain number of analogies,
         but also (and equally important) a certain number of differences’ (1991: 206). In
         that sense, 
Selasi’s conception of Afropolitanism articulates what Simon Gikandi has termed a
         ‘new phenomenology of Africanness’ (2011: 9) that emanates from an unstable and fluctuating
         world. But if Selasi is a founder of discursivity, she shares this role with Achille
         Mbembe. While Selasi sees Afropolitanism as ‘a strictly novel phenomenon’ (Makokha
         2011: 18), Mbembe insists that it derives from a cosmopolitan tradition in Africa
         that predates colonial history (Makokha 2011: 18). Although we are informed by Selasi’s
         conception of the term as a diaspora response to global mobility, we have never lost
         sight of Mbembe’s 2007 definition of Afropolitanism as an African-derived ‘worlds-in-movement
         phenomenon’ that cultivates an ‘interweaving of the here and there’ (2007: 28), that
         is to say, the dual perspective, or double writing, of the world in Africa and Africa
         in the world. The central contemporary shaper of the term, however, is Minna Salami,
         whose radically open definition of Afropolitanism picks up on the ambiguity of the
         term as both old and new and as always informed by the unsettling modifier ‘Afro.’
         As it appears from our discussions, we are inspired by Salami’s dialogical intervention
         into the debate on what characterises Afropolitanism and the discourses surrounding
         the term. Some of the dialogues within the ongoing conversation that is Afropolitanism are old—we keep coming back to ‘race,’ class, and gender—and some
         are new—and thus the need to engage in new ways of thinking about migration and about
         how multiple types of migrations affect, for instance, the new ‘super-diversity’ that
         is part of the contemporary global moment.
      

      
      Our study turned to literary narratives in the attempt to search for a figure that
         can be called ‘Afropolitan.’[1]    Rather than committing ourselves to take sides in the quarrel with Afropolitanism
         that fuels many cultural studies debates, we find it far more rewarding to engage
         with literary narratives that provide a varied, nuanced, and sustainable qualifier
         for the figure of the Afropolitan as a nomenclature that speaks directly to the experience
         of living twenty-first-century African lives in the context of mobility, travel, and
         change. Thus, the dialogic orientation of the book: In an undogmatic and curious manner
         we have searched for experienced insights and knowledges by entering into dialogue
         with central writers and critics about their work, just as we have entered into dialogue
         with critical texts, literary narratives, and their characters. Such dialogues are
         all parts of a comprehensive conversation about the Afropolitan. In searching for
         the Afropolitan and in setting out to explore how the Afropolitan complicates Africa,
         our re/search has disclosed that it is (of course) not possible to think of the Afropolitan
         in the singular. There are many different ways in which individual lives may constructively
         be thought of as Afropolitan and there are therefore many different ways in which
         an African of the contemporary moment may be construed as Afropolitan. Or, we might
         say, Afropolitans appear to be quite different in their apparent similarities. Consequently,
         what our conversational process has also disclosed is the (perhaps less obvious) fact
         that literary narratives work effectively towards complicating the term ‘Afropolitan’
         itself. In letting the characters discussed in this book speak to us instead of forcing
         an already defined identificatory label on them, we nevertheless contend that their
         Afropolitan lives are never synonymous with the commodified, merely trendy, and privileged
         status that many cultural critics associate with the Afropolitan. The Afropolitan
         position, as discussed in the chapters of this book, often engenders deeply felt anxieties
         about belonging, even (or perhaps especially) in people or characters who appear to
         be privileged through mobility, education, and class background. Whereas Afropolitanism
         has come under attack for dissociating itself from any obligation to reflect on African
         lives that are (still) disadvantaged in the global age and for promoting a new kind
         of African exceptionalism, the Afropolitan characters we encounter in literary narratives
         seem to yearn for the exact opposite. They insist on the right to be, and to be seen
         as, ordinary human beings whose lives pivot, not only on the challenges of being recognised
         as human before they are cast as African, but also on the quotidian moments in life
         that reflect both their individual aspirations and their anxieties.
      

      
      They also, quite evidently, resist the representational burden of having to embody
         the quintessential ‘African,’ thus avoiding what Chimamada Ngozi Adichie has diagnosed
         as the danger of a single story. As she argues: ‘It robs people of dignity. It makes
         our recognition of our equal humanity difficult. It emphasises how we are different
         rather than how we are similar’ (2009). In all these moves towards complicating Africa
         and the African that we associate with the Afropolitan inquiry, Adichie’s call to
         emphasise the equal humanity of Africans is, we might say, an interesting defamiliarising
         one that in fact un-complicates the humanity of the African. That is to say, it frees
         the African from having to carry an unbearable essentialist signifying load. The Afropolitans
         we encounter in contemporary African diaspora literature challenge and, we suggest,
         subvert the critique that Afropolitans are merely Westernised bourgeois Africans who
         have embraced a globalist, materialist conception of culture and opted out on being
         ‘authentically’ African. More to the point, we believe, Afropolitans ask complicating
         questions of what it means to be ‘authentically’ African in the first place, as they
         ponder on the possibility that the notion of authenticity is in fact very much a Western
         construct or a prescribed expectation. We think it important to emphasise that even
         though studies of African diaspora literature are often critiqued for being unduly
         in favour of narratives that are directly entangled with the West and for not being
         interested in African writers who have not left the continent and who are not invested in the West, the lives and perspectives of writers among the 160 million
         Africans (or people of African lineage) who live outside of Africa must nevertheless
         warrant serious consideration. We do not accept the proposition that these Africans
         are somehow less authentic or that their literature is less African. An Afropolitan
         inquiry wants to critique such an easy dismissal of the diaspora. In our search, we
         have taken the diaspora seriously, yet never lost sight of its entangled relationship
         to the African continent. We need not rehearse how we find the claim that Afropolitanism
         marks a new variant of African exceptionalism convincingly contradicted by the narratives
         we discuss in this book. Let us therefore instead ponder more generally on our approach
         and what we have gained from it. 
      

      
      Simon Gikandi suggests that Afropolitanism is ‘a response to . . . the incomplete
         project of transnationalism, or of globalisation’ and he observes that ‘what makes
         Afropolitan literature interesting is that it rehearses [an] anxiety. . . . Instead
         of celebrating transnationalism, it creates a new space’ (chapter 2, ‘The Authors
         in Conversation with Simon Gikandi’). With specific reference to such a ‘new space,’
         and perhaps also implicitly to the anxiety that Gikandi points to, Minna Salami proposes
         that Afropolitanism is an ‘important,’ if ‘imperfect,’ conversational space. It is
         ‘a revolutionary and spiritual space of sense and sensibility; of reconfiguration
         through revelation; of deconstructing to reconstruct; of trying and erring’ (7 October
         2015) and, she adds with an equally specific reference to its purposeful agenda, it
         can ‘serve to reduce the discord and asymmetry of separation between Africans themselves
         as well as between Africans and the rest of the world’ (2015). While this might serve
         as an illustrative thematic summary of our findings in this book, it is also closely
         related to what we may heuristically identify as two sets of emerging tropes in Afropolitan
         literature: the tropes of mobility and return, and the tropes of anxiety and self-understanding,
         all so intricately intertwined that they can be difficult to separate from one another.
         
      

      
      Although mobility (physical or mental) is the overall defining trope that makes it
         possible at all to talk about a literary narrative as Afropolitan, the trope is nevertheless,
         in its intrinsic concern with movement, both in literal and conceptual terms, unsettling
         and affective. In the context of our discussions, mobility is seen to break with the
         conception of an authentic Africa as a rooted and exclusively territorial figuration,
         and this also means that to be African can be a routed, multi-locational, and exterritorial
         experience. Insofar as mobility involves a departure from Africa it can therefore
         also, as we have seen, result in an anxiety about belonging that affects questions
         about self. In a globalised world, the de-territorialised self needs, after all, to
         make (re)connections, not in a rooted sense but as a way of establishing affiliations
         that make Africa and to be African meaningful in an inclusive and profoundly personal
         sense. In one way or another, the idea of return to Africa is integral in all the
         narratives we discuss in this book, whether it is a possibility or not. But what kind
         of return and return to what kind of Africa? Achille Mbembe, of course, reminds us
         that ‘there is no single way of “seeing” Africa,’ neither among insiders, the ‘nativists’
         who have remained on the continent, nor among outsiders, ‘those in exile from Africa
         in the West’—‘plurality is the norm’ (2001: 2). Thus, as we have explored, there is
         no singular sense of an Africa that those who left can, or do, return to.
      

      
      The Afropolitan writers that we have engaged with typically elaborate on a type of
         reconnection or a notion of going back that is emphatically different from the certainty
         implied by the notion of return. To be Afropolitan, as Gikandi reminds us, is invariably
         connected to Africa in one way or another but it is ‘to be of Africa and of other worlds at the same time’ (our italics, 2011: 9). Such a position does not
         allow for return to a known, safe location, but to an individual version of an African
         attachment that one may or may not have a secure sense of belonging to. Going back,
         then, is better grasped as a reconnection to and a complication of the figure of Africa.
         But is reconnection also a reinvestment in Africa and is it a reorientation away from
         the West, not only physically, but also mentally? Such complicated questions are addressed
         in quite different ways by the characters that we encounter in Afropolitan literature.
         This highlights, we contend, that the figures of Africa and the African function as
         highly unstable and slippery signifiers in the early twenty-first century and that
         Afropolitan literature provides a means by which this instability can be negotiated
         in ways that are context specific and attuned to individual experiences, while always
         searching for an equitable, unsentimental, and explorative engagement with Africa.
      

      
      This complication of contemporary meanings associated with Africa as signifier is
         a central concern in Afropolitan literature as explored, for instance, in Madhu Krishnan’s
         discussion of Taiye Selasi’s Ghana Must Go. Krishnan suggests that the novel offers ‘a view of the continent both as a space
         of refuge . . . and a space of degeneration’ (2014: 21) and, moreover, that for Africans
         or Afropolitans born elsewhere, Africa is simultaneously ‘a site of regeneration and
         estrangement’ (2014: 21). This complexity of refuge and site of estrangement is bound
         up with the multiply voiced trope of return.[2]    As we have seen in our discussions, return is imagined and enacted in a number
         of different ways in Afropolitan narratives: as homecoming or multiple homecomings,
         as reconnection and relocation, or indeed as reappraisal. Return figured as retour,
         a final return to a place of origin, is what we find, for example, at the end of Adichie’s
         Americanah when Ifemelu goes back to Nigeria after fifteen years in the US. But return can also
         be figured as a frequent series of reconnection and reorientation, as going back in
         a different way from returning, as we see in Sefi Atta’s A Bit of Difference. In that sense, return and reconnection name two somewhat different ways of relocating
         and reappraising; they are expressive of rather different investments in the emotional
         and political complications of how to figure and represent Africa in today’s globalised
         world. Yet, they are negotiated in what Gikandi calls ‘a new space’ and what Salami
         proposes as the ‘reconfiguration through revelation’ that can work to ‘reduce the
         discord and asymmetry of separation between Africans themselves as well as between
         Africans and the rest of the world.’
      

      
      As our discussions have made explicit, mobility is not merely a privilege and privilege
         is not merely what shapes an Afropolitan—it helps, of course, but more than anything
         else, an Afropolitan outlook on the world is closely related to the questions asked
         about the politics of mobility, location, and signification in the context of lived
         African experiences in the diaspora. And anxiety is indeed a significant aspect of
         that lived experience, so much so that we identify it as a trope. Our search for the
         Afropolitan began with the trope of mobility explored as a spectrum—from mobility that leads everywhere to mobility that leads nowhere—and with an exploration
         of how mobility affects and informs individual ways of being African in the world.
         An important revelation to come from that inquiry, however, is also that while mobility
         may provide access and opportunity in global contexts, it also engenders anxieties
         about belonging. Thus, we have encountered the young, affluent, and culturally savvy
         Julius in Teju Cole’s Open City who, despite his privileged life and worldly outlook as a connoisseur of high culture,
         comes across as an anxious figure who is unsure of his place in the world, as African
         that is. Similarly, we have encountered Deola in Sefi Atta’s A Bit of Difference who, as an intercontinental commuter between different home locations, is privileged
         by having a choice of homes, but seems unsettled in an existential sense as she is
         pulled into African gender roles when she is in Lagos and pushed into the role of
         black woman when she is in London. In a different way, but still related to the conundrum
         of difficult belonging, the young, seemingly glamorous Afropolitan characters in Taiye
         Selasi’s Ghana Must Go are not only anxious about their place in the world but, in fact, they are traumatised
         by the hurtful memories of their parents’ African pasts that are hauntingly recapitulated
         in their own African experiences. The four African women at the centre of Chika Unigwe’s
         On Black Sisters’ Street are certainly not privileged by their opportunity to plan a future for themselves
         from the economic gains of being sex workers in Europe, even if their friendship serves
         as a flexible provider of community that sustains their aspirations for upward mobility.
         We are nevertheless invited to understand that their anxieties are related to women’s
         lack of choice for an independent life in Africa and the fear that their African trafficker
         might turn up with a vengeance and punish them for betraying his investment in them.
         
      

      
      In Americanah, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie stages an equally thought-provoking conversation about
         gender and ‘race’ and a different set of anxieties through her protagonist Ifemelu.
         Despite the fact that Ifemelu’s Afropolitan privilege is related to her influential
         position as celebrity blogger and her access to a platform from where she, as the
         anonymous outsider, can connect to black communities worldwide and debate the oppressive
         reality of ‘race’ in a society that imagines itself as post-racial, her powerful intervention
         as blogger is strikingly at odds with her personal life as an African woman in America
         where she is constantly interpellated as black. This means that she becomes increasingly
         anxious about how, in the US, her personhood is always misrecognised, denied, or called
         into question. And furthermore, our encounter with the less-fortunate Afropolitans
         of Brian Chikwava’s Harare North and Adichie’s character Obinze in Americanah leaves us convinced that for both the disadvantaged, under-educated, and the privileged,
         well-educated migrants of the African diaspora, the life of an Afropolitan without
         a valid visa is instantly thwarted. To be an African of the world requires legal papers
         and to be seen and recognised requires a legitimate presence in public spaces. 
      

      
      As this quick run-through of our encounters with the central Afropolitan figures on
         the move in the chapters of this book clearly point out, ‘mobility,’ ‘access,’ and
         ‘privilege’ are ambivalent, contestable, and anxious terms. Obviously, according to
         the critical stance that Afropolitanism is a descriptor of an elite diasporic position
         that allows unhindered movement and unimpeded access to communication, Atta’s, Selasi’s,
         and Adichie’s female characters stand out as occupying an advantageous position, although
         obviously not an unworried one. Still, when we read many other less-advantaged characters
         as Afropolitan, too, and in quite different ways, we do so in order to problematise
         default and lazy readings that emerge from a hasty consideration of Selasi’s intervention
         in her famous 2005 essay. We engage, together with the writers whose work we discuss,
         in a complication, not only of Afropolitanism but also of the figure of the Afropolitan.
         We contend that, when subjected to an Afropolitan inquiry, such other characters either
         highlight the need for, or enter themselves into what Minna Salami terms ‘a revolutionary
         and spiritual space of sense and sensibility; of reconfiguration through revelation;
         of deconstructing to reconstruct; of trying and erring’ that helps to complicate,
         not only conventional ideas about African lives, but also issues to do with Afropolitan
         self-identification.
      

      
      The complications we offer, however, are closely tied up with our aspiration to defamiliarise
         stale terminology when we talk about the figure of the Afropolitan. Our character-based
         discussions have inevitably pivoted on notions of identity and identification and
         on how such notions are contingent, and thus cannot be properly addressed without
         recourse to reflection, again, upon the language we employ when we debate the Afropolitans
         and come up against the instability of the terms we usually resort to when we identify
         people or characters. Although we would have liked to activate a new vocabulary in our search for the Afropolitan, we have had to make do with exploring
         what Salami sees as a new ‘language . . . aimed at encouraging conversations of African
         journeys and imaginations.’ For us, a feasible approach to such a language has been
         our attempt to defamiliarise and trouble the categories with which we think about
         the thematics, styles, and tropes in the literature we explore, even if such an approach
         keeps alerting us to the fact that we cannot circumnavigate the sometimes tired troika
         of ‘race,’ class, and gender, quite simply because we do not live in a post-racial
         society, class still affects how Africans see, and are seen in, the world, and patriarchy
         seems hegemonic everywhere.
      

      
      The trope of anxiety is manifested, as we have made abundantly clear in the previous
         chapters, in complex and sometimes frustrated ways of presenting a sense of self.
         In looking, as we have done, at literary figures through the lens of self-definition,
         we have been informed by Gikandi’s and Mbembe’s elaborations on Afropolitanism as
         descriptive of specific ways of being African in the twenty-first-century world that,
         among other things, go beyond the one-dimensional victim position. This approach is
         also inspired by Chielozona Eze’s argument that Afropolitanism precipitates new and
         nuanced understandings of identity (2014a). The Afropolitan self is inevitably hybridised
         as a result of multi-locality, mobility, and its multiplex cultural embeddedness.
         Furthermore, the trope of self-understanding is often embodied in characters whose
         desire is to be seen as and see themselves as ordinary. As an emergent trope in Afropolitan
         literary aesthetics, self-identification draws from a global, cosmopolitan perspective
         coupled with the hybridity of cultural identity. This is central to Afropolitan self-identification.
      

      
      In a Guardian review of Dinaw Mengestu’s All Our Names and NoViolet Bulawayo’s We Need New Names, Giles Foden argues that we currently witness ‘a significant moment in African literary
         history, a sort of lifting free from postcolonialist literary discourse into one of
         self-performance’ (Foden 4 June 2014). This is an astute observation that we find
         reflected in most, if not all, of the literary narratives discussed in this book.
         In lieu of the anxieties that characters feel about their position as Africans of
         the world, and the constant challenge they face when they negotiate their claim to
         be African vis-à-vis a world that still thinks in terms of fixed categories, to be
         ‘Afropolitan’ offers the possibility to self-perform one’s identity and to adopt Afropolitan
         as a complementary identity in a time when available identity categories are seen
         to be insufficiently or too tightly scripted or, even, miniaturising, in Amartya Sen’s
         use of that term (2007). In that sense, diasporic Africans can prescribe to being
         Afropolitan at the same time as they can also perform other identities. Even if Minna
         Salami insists that she does not see Afropolitan as an identity (chapter 6, ‘The Authors
         in Conversation with Minna Salami’), other commentators emphatically do denote it
         as an identity, albeit always a complementary one. As Asta Busingye Lydersen explains:
         ‘[I]n some contexts I am Afropolitan. . . . But I am not always and only Afropolitan.
         You cannot be only a minority, or only a woman. You cannot be your gender all the time, and you cannot be your ethnicity all the time. First of all, you are a human being’ (chapter 6, ‘The
         Authors in Conversation with Asta Busingye Lydersen’). Or as human rights worker Afua
         Hirsch argues: ‘being African is an increasingly complex identity. As someone who
         has been told she is too black to be British, and too British to be African, I am
         strongly against the notion that identity can be policed by some external standard.
         . . . It doesn’t matter whether [we Afropolitans] are born abroad or not; the important
         thing is [our] global perspective on issues, as well as [our] mixed cultural identity’
         (26 August 2012). We are in no doubt that the characters we have discussed would nod
         in approval.
      

      
      The complex processes of identity and identification that we have explored in this
         book as an Afropolitan ontology and a renegotiation focus, of course, on the narrative selves that come into being through fictional storytelling and characters as fleshed
         out by storytellers. The self, as Lucia Artner and Achim Stanislawski argue, is in
         a sense always a matter of negotiation and always in translation to begin with. With
         reference to Paul Ricoeur, they suggest that identity ‘is a complex narration . .
         . consisting of [the search for] a coherent story that negotiates immanent and external
         forms of identifying a person [through] a form of storytelling’ (2013: M47). In the
         context of transcultural migration, this is, as they suggest, a process that becomes
         increasingly difficult when the ‘coherent story’ is a ‘hybrid mixture of narrations’
         that are invariably subjected to critical probing or cultural rejection by environments
         that tend to think, for instance, of African identities as belonging to a monolithic
         category. Artner and Stanislawski refer to ‘the urge to find new narratives for transnational
         and personal forms of identity’ (2013: M49) and suggest that ‘“the Afropolitan” may
         function as a means of projecting . . . new forms of storytelling [and] shifting forms
         of social identity’ (2013: M50). They caution, however, against employing the term
         ‘Afropolitan’ too readily in a (literary) field that is projected as ‘wide open’ (2013:
         M50). Their argument is persuasive, but we must add that—as the narrative selves that
         unfold in the literature discussed in this book bring out—it is precisely the openness
         and flexibility of the term ‘Afropolitan’ that enables the process of ‘inventing new
         forms of transnational identity in the act of storytelling’ (2013: M49). The multifaceted
         figure of the Afropolitan is expressive of such new narrative identities constructed
         in and through the act of storytelling. It is indeed to this act of storytelling—the
         craft of narrative processes and the construction of convincing and ‘truthful’ characters
         (spanning from Julius in Teju Cole’s Open City, via Deola in Sefi Atta’s A Bit of Difference to the unnamed narrator in Brian Chikwava’s Harare North)—that the authors feel a sense of responsibility, as reflected in our conversations
         with them about their work. 
      

      
      In our view, Afropolitanism is not an ideology but an African variant of a cosmopolitan
         approach to the twenty-first century. It is not an either/or position but an additional
         affiliation that makes it possible to ask questions that ideologies usually do not
         allow for. But unlike the many variants of cosmopolitanism that have been proposed
         in recent decades, it does not come with a manifesto—yet. Still, however, Afropolitanism
         keeps reminding us that for an African of the world, even in the twenty-first century,
         cosmopolitanism cannot make do without the ‘Afro.’ Because Afropolitanism is not an
         ideology, it also reflects an awareness of the fact that just as many Afropolitans
         cannot take a secure African location for granted as their home, they also cannot
         take African solidarity for granted. Perhaps the complex anxiety about belonging and
         the renegotiation of what is meant by African solidarity are foregrounded themes in
         current Afropolitan debates, as they are indeed in Afropolitan narratives, because
         the individualised focus that seems to characterise Afropolitan endeavours to engage
         with the world and with Africa requires this to become an ethical concern in a more individualised articulation.
         While aspects of Pan-Africanism, postcolonialism, and Black Atlantic studies may live
         on in Afropolitanism as tradition and habitual manners of thinking (on a par with
         how Zygmunt Bauman views ‘solid modernity’ as living on as tradition and habit in
         ‘liquid (post) modernity,’ see Beilharz 2001: 6), Afropolitanism evinces little concern
         with the organised communal, political solidarity that, for example, Pan-Africanism
         relies on. But that does not mean that Afropolitanism is bereft of politics, rather
         it means that its individualised take on politics cannot develop into an overarching
         and all-encompassing ideology. 
      

      
      In its profoundly more open conception of being an ontology, Afropolitanism is almost
         fated continually to ask, ‘what does Africa mean and what does it mean to be African
         in the world today?’ This ontological complication is addressed in a recent essay
         by Caryl Phillips. In ‘What is Africa to me now?’ Phillips’s concluding paragraph
         is suggestive and interesting for our argument here, even if Phillips speaks as a
         Black British person of the ‘old’ diaspora, not as an Afropolitan of the ‘new’ diaspora:
      

      
         African writers have been consistently eloquent about themselves and their world for
            the longest time, and if one really wants to know about Africa—as opposed to ‘What
            is Africa to me?’—then it’s a relatively straightforward task to go to the library
            or the bookshop. As we move into the twenty-first century it’s extremely exciting
            to see the growing numbers of African writers who are commenting with insight and
            authority on not only their own continent, but on Europe, and the Americas—in fact,
            on the world. (2015: 14)
         

      

      Insofar as it is a constant feature of Afropolitan narratives to ponder on the question
         of ‘what is Africa to me?’ Phillips’s comment is an instructive one. This again emphasises
         the importance of conversation and critical dialogues as the hallmark of the Afropolitan
         inquiry. This cannot be emphasised too often. Taiye Selasi’s 2005 essay ends with
         an urgent intervention and a series of questions—and it is essential to understand
         that these questions invite not only complication, but also dialogue, discussion,
         and negotiation. Selasi is right when she claims that, looking back on her essay,
         ‘Afropolitanism is encouraging a fresh look and a shift in the discourse’ (Otas 2012:
         39).
      

      
      In this book, we have relied on an interest in Afropolitanism as a cultural, or more
         specifically, literary phenomenon. If Afropolitanism, to Chielozona Eze, corresponds
         to ‘the cultural face of cosmopolitanism’ (2014a: 240), for us, the ‘literary face’
         of Afropolitanism has now taken centre stage. By heeding and reading encounters and
         conversations about the literature and within the literature, this book has been especially tuned to the human dimension of Afropolitanism—the
         human face of the African as it comes across in literature. Our conversations with
         the narratives studied have contributed to these preliminary thoughts on an understanding
         of Afropolitanism as an emergent literary aesthetics, descriptive of the styles of
         writing in a number of very different works, popularised under the banner of ‘Afropolitan
         literature.’ Afropolitan styles of writing, the bedrock of an Afropolitan literary
         aesthetics, play an important part in the ongoing process of developing recurring
         and recognisable tropes. 
      

      
      The many explorations on ways of being African offered by Afropolitan narratives shift,
         as we have seen, the signifier Africa for the characters in the novels and for the readers of the novels. The meaning of Africa lies at the heart of the Afropolitan
         inquiry. Simon Gikandi talks about the many Africas in circulation in the twenty-first
         century (chapter 2, ‘The Authors in Conversation with Simon Gikandi’). Madhu Krishnan
         pinpoints a similar conundrum: ‘Africa . . . remains elusive; yet, it perpetually
         offers its spectral presence. In its simultaneous transparency and opacity, Africa
         stands as a paradox that speaks as much about us, its readers, as it does about the
         place and its people’ (2014: 15). Perhaps the fact that Afropolitanism has unhinged
         the negotiation of what the signifier ‘Africa’ stands for from the safe platform of
         a comprehensive African ideology is one of the reasons why Afropolitanism has garnered
         so much interest, and generated so much criticism.
      

      
      Let us end, then, by touching upon the alleged demise of Afropolitanism. In their
         recent essay on the topic of Africa as signifier, Daria Tunca and Bénédicte Ledent
         comment in a footnote, admittedly in a cynical manner, that ‘an obscure notion of
         post-Afropolitanism is only just around the corner’ (2015: 8). This suggestion sits
         nicely together with the title of Columbia University’s exhibition of early 2015 called
         ‘After Afropolitan.’ One of the questions debated in events connected to the exhibition
         was: What comes next, after Afropolitanism? To us, such a question seems somewhat
         premature, to say the least. The foremost shaper of the term, Minna Salami speaks
         directly against the idea that Afropolitanism is about to end or that it already deserves
         the modifier ‘post.’ The signification of Africa is still an ongoing conversation
         and for as long as it is going on, Afropolitanism and the Afropolitans are a crucial
         part of that conversation. In the meantime, Salami’s notion of Afropolitanism as an
         unpredictable and flexible space that keeps developing into many new and related directions
         across continents and epistemological divides seems an infinitely more productive,
         vital, and open-minded avenue down which to continue a search for the, at times, elusive
         but always complicating figures of Afropolitans on the move.
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. Sam Knowles expresses a similar frustration with received ideas about cosmopolitanism,
                  which suffer under ‘such a proliferation of meanings that it can be anything to anyone’—and
                  how the figure of the cosmopolitan struggles under the weight of the semantic excess
                  of the ‘ism’: ‘Does anyone know what “cosmopolitanism” signifies? On a separate—but
                  related—topic, has the idea of “cosmopolitanism” become detached from the figure of
                  the “cosmopolitan”?’ (2007: 2).
               

            

         

         
            2. For other examples of the trope of return than the ones we have discussed in this
                  book, see, for example, Hannah Pool’s My Fathers’ Daughter, Helon Habila’s essay on returning to Nigeria or Frances Mensah Williams’s debut
                  novel, From Pasta to Pigfoot (2015), which pivots on the central theme of return or transformative homecoming,
                  to Ghana, where the London-based protagonist not only finds cultural and ancestral
                  connection, she also finds love. In Pool’s My Fathers’ Daughter: A Story of Family and Belonging (2005) the author describes how tracing her biological birth parents takes her from
                  England, where she has been living all her life, to Eritrea. Her journey of discovery
                  and reconnection is emotional, wonderful, and devastating. In a short conversation
                  on her first day in Eritrea with Teame, she tells him how proud people seem and how
                  tall they walk. Teame responds: ‘When you go from Africa to the US or Europe on a
                  scholarship you get treated differently, badly, but it doesn’t matter because you
                  always have Africa, you can always come back. You will be different now you know you
                  can always come here. If they treat you badly back at home, if someone is racist to
                  you, it won’t matter so much because now you know what it feels like to belong somewhere’
                  (2005: 62).
               

               In an essay published in the Guardian, 17 October 2015, Helon Habila explains his thoughts on return to his mother in Nigeria:
                  ‘I wanted to tell her that sometimes I felt guilty living so far away, from her, from
                  home. To explain that writers often had to distance themselves from home in order
                  to be able to create a more perfect home in their books, and that for me there could
                  never be a return, only visits like this. In that sense, my father-in-law was right
                  when he said we must make our home wherever we happened to be. Perhaps it was because
                  he was a preacher that he saw it clearly. In most religions this body, this home,
                  is always temporary, a mere preparation for another more permanent home’ (2015).
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