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This brilliant collaboration between an anthropologist and a photographer has resulted in not only a handsome volume that does justice to word and image alike, but also something far more important – a beautifully successful balance between thoughtful ethnography, thought-provoking and appropriate theory, and a visual essay that sensitively and imaginatively investigates its themes rather than just illustrating them.



– Christopher Morton, University of Oxford





Suturing the City is a vivid image for the kind of attentive, careful but also painful practices which bring a city into existence. It is a specific place+ of urban becoming, and a particular collaboration from which this urban anthropological photo-book stems.



– Abdoumaliq Simone, The University of Sheffield
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	Je suis riche I am rich


	Tu es pauvre You are poor


	Il est célibataire He is single


	Elle est belle She is pretty


	Nous sommes à l’église We are in church


	Vous êtes les bakongo You are bakongo


	Ils sont au bureau They are in the office


	Elles sont au marché They are at the market








1. Preface: Suturing the City. Living Together in Congo’s Urban Worlds.




‘Inhabiting only that ocular ground in which the country appeared out of nothing and vanished again into nothing, tree and rock and the darkening mountains beyond, all of it contained and itself containing only what was needed and nothing more.’ (McCarthy 2002: 542)




‘Our purpose has been to recognize in the zero number the suturing stand-in for the lack.’

(Miller 2012 [1966]: 99)




A Tale of Three Mountains:



Kinshasa, the capital of the Democratic Republic of Congo and home to at least ten million inhabitants, is growing at an alarming speed. It is bordered on its north flank by the Malebo Pool, the vast inner sea that the Congo River becomes at this point, and thus has no alternative but to expand to the west and south of its old colonial core in direction of the Lower Congo, and to the east, where a vast sandy plain stretches from the southern bank of the Malebo Pool to the foot of the imposing Mount Mangengenge, the eastern gateway to the city for newcomers coming from its rural hinterlands.

Let us now enter the city like these rural migrants from the vantage point of Mount Mangengenge, and start this book about Kinshasa with the figure of the mountain.

Rising up into the sky like the white cliffs of Dover, Mount Mangengenge has always been held sacred. In precolonial times, it was a site of ancestral worship for the local Bateke, Bahumbu and Banfunu populations that inhabited the area long before the arrival of Bula Matari, ‘breaker of rocks’, as the local population dubbed Henry Morton Stanley, who represented and embodied King Leopold’s harsh colonial rule. The colonial intrusion and occupation that Stanley set in motion when he first arrived in the Pool in 1877 greatly disturbed the world of its inhabitants and would forever change the existing political and spiritual geography of the Pool.

Mount Mangengenge bears the marks of that process of transformation. Due to the impact of the new world that was introduced by the Belgian colonisation, Mount Mangengenge gradually lost its former spiritual significance as an ancestral site to become a Christian place of worship, close to the Almighty God that the white missionaries had brought along with them. Over the years, the mountain became an established pilgrimage site for Kinshasa’s Catholics. And today, it is in the process of being re-colonised yet again; this time by Kinshasa’s rapidly growing army of Pentecostals. In the process, Mount Mangengenge has now become Mount Tabor in reference to the place where Jesus started to shine with bright rays of light. This miraculous event on the Mount of Transfiguration is an important episode in the New Testament (Matthew 17:1-9, Mark 9:2-8, Luke 9:28-36) and of crucial importance in Pentecostal theology.


[image: A large concrete cross on a mountain top sparsely vegetated with three large trees and some shrubs, a woman is walking towards the trees, other people are lying on the ground.]

February 2013: Sammy Baloji and I climb the path that leads up to the top of Mount Mangengenge. The path is punctuated by the Stations of the Cross, which were inaugurated in the early 1990s by Cardinal Frédéric Etsou Nzabi Bamungwabi, the Archbishop of Kinshasa from 1991 until his death in 2007. On reaching the windswept mountain top, we follow a narrow sandy trail that leads to a rudimentary prayer camp, built around a huge cement cross. The camp overlooks a large portion of the Malebo Pool, and Kinshasa’s landmark Sozacom Tower glitters in the distance. The contours of the downtown city centre are blurred in the afternoon heat and a yellowish haze of dust and pollution seems to envelop the whole city. Up here on clearer days, you can see the skyline of Brazzaville on the opposite side of the Pool, but today Kinshasa’s mirror city has evaporated in the opalescent light.

In the prayer camp itself, voices rise above the low moan of the wind. People have begun to shake as they go into a trance while singing, praying and preaching in ardent, high-pitched tones. Some will remain here for days or even weeks to fast and meditate. High above our heads, an eagle is circling in slow motion around the mountain, as if the Holy Spirit itself has decided to descend from heaven to listen to the people praying. On the slopes of one of the nearby mountain ranges that descend into the green emptiness of Bandundu province, I can distinguish tiny, motionless solitary figures. Some are dressed in white robes. Some are crouching in the sand while others are kneeling, with their arms raised towards the sky and their palms turned upwards. All these men and women are in deep, concentrated prayer in a fervent attempt to retreat from the urban pool of sin and its temptations, problems and disillusions. They pray to purify themselves of the omnivorous giant called Kinshasa that is rapidly approaching the foot of the mountain and engulfing the once empty sand-plains now overrun with thousands of small rudimentary rectangular constructions, which are often merely shelters. Their grey cement brick walls are barely distinguishable from the sand of the plains, and it is only the recently added glistening sheets of corrugated iron roofs that expose their presence. But before long, these sheets will start to rust and the houses will blend in with the colour of the sand and sink back into the landscape.



If today the provisional endpoint of Kinshasa, which spreads along the southern bank of the Malebo Pool, is Mount Mangengenge to the east, the actual starting point of the city was another mountain, Mount Khonzo Ikulu. Located near the rapids where the Pool narrows to become a river again, Khonzo Ikulu was chosen by Stanley as the site to set up camp shortly after his return to the Malebo Pool in 1880, three years after the epic transcontinental journey that brought him worldwide fame. Soon renamed Leopold Hill, Khonzo Ikulu was a salubrious and easily defendable site that overlooked the small bay of Kintambo, a short distance from the market-village of Kintambo (also called Ntamo or Kintamo), one of the most important precolonial Teke villages of the Pool. In Stanley’s wake, the Arthington Mission of the Baptist Church established a mission station at the top of Leopold Hill in July 1882.

Only months before on 9 April 1882, Stanley was at the top of Leopold Hill and looked over what he would later describe as ‘the glories of the Pool and its encircling ring of hill and mountain’, ‘bright and clear’ under ‘opalesque skies’:


‘That broad low plain — from Kintamo south, to the foot of Mabengu mountain — which forms the western shore of the Pool, is to me full of promise and beauty. Even now it is almost idyllic in appearance, yet there is only the grass huts from Kintamo conspicuously in view; the rest is literally only a wilderness of grass, shrubs and tree-foliage. But my mind, when I survey the view, always reverts to the possibilities of the future. It is like looking at the fair intelligent face of a promising child; we find nought in it but innocence, and we fondly imagine that we see the germs of a future great genius; perhaps a legislator, a savant, a warrior, or a poet. Supposing the rich fertile soil of that plain, well-watered as it is by many running streams, were cultivated, how would it reward the husbandman! How would it be bursting with fullness and plenty!’ (Stanley 2011 [1885]: 391)



A year later in 1883, Stanley and his Association concluded an important treaty with a confederation of local chiefs including the powerful Teke chief Ngaliema, who lived in a hamlet near Kintambo village. From then onwards and for many years to come, the flag of the Association would fly from the summit of Leopold Hill on important occasions, while all the surrounding villages were ordered to hoist the same flag on Sundays, signalling their obedience to the new colonial rule.



March 2014: Sammy and I stand on almost the exact same spot on Leopold Hill where Stanley viewed the bay and its surrounding mountain ring over a century ago. In front of us lie Kintambo Bay and the Chanic shipyard, which replaced the original port in Leopoldville, as Kinshasa was then called. The water surface still reflects the same opalesque skies as in Stanley’s days. But where Stanley saw promise and future, the landscape that now unfolds below us seems to point mainly to the past. The shipyard, once the Bay’s industrious heart bustling with life and activity, is now a sorry sight filled with decaying and half sunken ships. In the distance three canoes with fishermen glide by.

Just a few metres away from us lies a larger-than-life bronze statue of Stanley in the grass. His feet are missing: they broke off when Mobutu ordered the statue to be removed from the commemorative site where the Belgian coloniser honoured the colonial pioneers. The statue had been erected in 1950 on the very same location where chief Ngaliema’s court had once been, and where some of Stanley’s companions still lie buried. Mobutu well understood the political importance of symbolic grand gestures. Not only did he remove Stanley’s statue but in line with the anti-colonial and nationalist ‘return to authenticity’ campaign that he launched in the early 1970s, Mobutu also built a new presidential palace on top of Leopold Hill, which was officially renamed Mount Ngaliema, in honour of this former Teke chief. Alongside the new presidential palace, Mobutu also constructed a number of warehouses that would become the Institut des Museés Nationaux du Congo (IMNC), a new ethnographic museum meant to replace Leopoldville’s former colonial Musée de la vie indigène.1 Placing the ethnographic museum and its collection of ‘traditional’ power objects within the walls of the new presidential compound was Mobutu’s way of stressing that he, and he alone, was Ngaliema’s legitimate heir.


[image: A shipyard with a sense of industrial decay is situated at the end of a bay. In the distance, on the opposite side of the bay the horizon is lined with a city skyline.]

In 1997, when Kabila’s troops were already at the city’s gates, Mobutu exhumed the mortal remains of a few of his family members who had been buried in the Mount Ngaliema presidential graveyard, and fled to Morocco in their company. Shortly afterwards, Kabila’s soldiers looted the presidential grounds and converted the palace building into army barracks.

Against all odds, Kabila’s looting troops left the museum intact. As Sammy and I stroll through the main exhibition room, our attention is caught by an object that stands out amongst the masks and power objects on display. It is one of Mobutu’s thrones and seems to have miraculously survived the looting spree in the palace. Covered with a leopard’s skin, its overall shape seems to be a vague imitation of a Louis XV chair. This iconoclastic quality well illustrates the fact that Mobutu considered himself not only heir to Ngaliema’s legacy but paradoxically also to that of King Leopold II, the Belgian sovereign whose absolutist style of personal rule served as another source of inspiration for Mobutu’s patrimonial state project (cf. Young and Turner 1985). Sammy takes a picture of the leopard skin throne, and we continue our walk through an otherwise silent and deserted museum. When we ask a museum attendant why there are no other visitors, she explains that school children, who used to visit the museum, no longer come because they have all converted to charismatic Christianity, which, in its attempt to break with autochthonous pasts (cf. Engelke 2010), considers the museum’s collection of ancestral objects and ‘fetishes’ to be diabolical and satanic.


[image: A throne covered with leopard skin is standing against a wall and flanked by two exhibition cabinets with ancestral objects.]



Like Mounts Mangengenge and Khonzo Ikulu, many of the Pool’s surrounding mountains underwent profound transfigurations during colonial and postcolonial times. As the geographical emanation of local notions of sovereignty and ancestral authority, the mountains had once been important places in the topography of precolonial political and ritual power constellations. They were then transformed into sites that came to symbolise the superiority of the new colonial powers. The colonial intruders colonised the mountains through military might and missionary zeal. They planted their flag or cross on the mountain tops, and by renaming the mountains they erased their former connotations and inscribed new meanings on their surface: new notions of sovereignty and governance, new power and knowledge regimes and the new ideologies of colonialist modernity and Christian faith (which in turn are being redefined today by the agendas of neo-liberalism and charismatic Christianity).

The last mountain site that the Belgians converted into a glorification of their colonial endeavour was Mount Amba. This mountain had been an important place, like Mount Mangengenge, for ancestor worship before colonisers arrived. Its slopes had been ancestral burial grounds and access to them was once guarded by Lemba, one of the most important chiefs and land custodians of the precolonial landscape that would become Kinshasa. In the early 1950s towards the end of the Belgian colonial period, the Catholic University of Leuven in Belgium started on its plans to build a campus on Mount Amba, which was part of the Kimwenza plateau above the main city.2 To this end, Mgr. Luc Gillon, a Belgian priest and nuclear scientist with a Princeton University degree, was sent to Congo, where he managed to conclude a land deal with a local Humbu land guardian, chief Matsanga Kintete, and obtain a large plot of land on Mount Amba on which the campus of the University of Lovanium was then built. Gillon himself became the first rector of this university in 1954, a position he occupied till 1967. And in this capacity, he founded one of the grandest and most spectacular modernist campus infrastructures of the African continent with large faculty buildings, lecture halls, a cathedral, cafeterias, a swimming pool, tennis courts, spacious villas and bungalows for professors and academic staff, and even a nuclear reactor for research purposes. Today, the reactor is threatened by the soil erosion that is eating up the sandy slopes of Mount Amba, and the university campus itself is increasingly surrounded by several slum areas. In one of these encroaching slums, a neighbourhood known as Tchad, land chief David Ebalavo, a descendant of Matsanga Kintete and head of the Mbuku Mvemba Mavuba clan, continues to contest the land deal that his forefather signed with Mgr. Gillon.



Of mountains and holes:



The histories of the autochthonous Humbu and Teke courts, the Belgian colonial enterprise and Mobutu’s postcolonial state project of Zaire were to a great extent connected, within the setting of the Malebo Pool, by the fact that they all ‘thought like a mountain’ (cf. Pandian 2014) in their own individual ways. All these actors (chiefs, colonisers and postcolonial nationalists) turned the topography of the mountain into a powerful metaphor to convey and give form to how each of them understood governance, sovereignty, domination, control and coercion. The figure of the mountain anchored in all these historical time frames the specific (and often conflicting) meanings given to notions of colonisation, territorialisation and occupation. And today, the mountains surrounding the city of Kinshasa continue, like living palimpsests, to carry within them these various pasts.

In colonial times, the topographical framework offered by the mountain also provided the conceptual ground that enabled the birth of the colonial city. The mountain not only symbolised the panoptical and authoritarian ambitions of the colonial state but its vertical dimension also formed the perfect illustration of the ambitious dreams of colonialist modernity. The emerging physical landscape of the post-World War II colonial city symbolised these dreams to the full. In the period following World War II, the sky was the limit for Leopoldville, and the colonial image of the mountain was reinforced by and translated into the vertical propositions of tropical modernist architecture. In 1946, the Forescom Tower, Central Africa’s first skyscraper, was built in the centre of Leopoldville, and epitomised colonialism’s triumph. After independence, colonialism’s vertical topographies were re-appropriated by the Mobutist state. Renaming and reclaiming Leopold Hill, the Mobutist regime also constructed its own skyscraper alongside the Forescom Tower. This postcolonial skyscraper was the Sozacom Tower, which was built on the central Boulevard du 30 Juin between 1969 and 1977. Higher and more imposing than its colonial predecessor, it became the city’s new landmark.

However, many of the dreams that the city engendered have become disappointments. Even though the image of the skyscraper is recycled in the new urban overhaul that is taking place in Kinshasa today (see Chapter Two and Seven), and even though it still functions as a powerful topos that embodies the current regime’s aspirations of insertion into a more modern and global world, the raw urgencies of living in the physical and social environments of Congo’s capital constantly belie these dreams. There is a large gap between official urban planning projects and management policies and the reality of everyday lives in the shadow of the colonial and postcolonial towers. The political, economic and cultural structures and processes that have caused this gap are multiple and, as will become apparent throughout this book, they not only have deep historical roots but they are also exacerbated nowadays by the extractive nature of neo-colonial economies at play throughout Congo, as well as by increased global processes of financial speculation, a growing democratic deficit and quite simply a profound lack of concern on behalf of the state as to whether its citizens live or die. Participatory urban planning strategies are non-existent, the legal frameworks concerning land rights, property value, and zoning rules are completely non-transparent, and basic infrastructural services such as the supply of water and electricity are utterly neglected by the state. Moreover, there seems to be a general lack of genuine interest on the part of decision-makers to know more about what actually constitutes everyday life for the majority of people trying to survive in the often harsh realities of the existing urban environment. In the face of all this, Congo’s urban residents have long since stopped thinking that their cities are glorious mountains, for the only mountains that appear on the horizon of their urban worlds are ones made up of garbage piles that urban authorities have ceased to collect. Instead, in their attempts to make sense of the life that the city imposes on them, urban denizens have turned to opposite topographical figures: the sinking ground and the hole.

In Kinshasa as in Congo’s other cities, the concept of hole, or libulu in Lingala (which is the city’s lingua franca), has come to define the wretched, dreary place that the city has become for many of its inhabitants. ‘Hole’ has become a local master trope, a conceptual figure, to express the dismal quality of urban life in the postcolonial city. In the minds of many, the city has quite literally become ‘hollowed land’. This should not be confused with Eyal Weizman’s use of the term to describe the sophisticated tunnel infrastructure that Israel employs in its late-modern colonial occupation of the West Bank (Weizman 2012), but should be understood in a much more immediate and less sophisticated way. Postcolonial urban living in Congo literally means living with potholes as generic urban infrastructures (Chapter Three). It also means living with the constant danger of soil erosion after heavy rainstorms, which create giant holes and ravines that swallow houses, streets and people. Living in the postcolonial hole also means surviving on the meagre livelihoods provided by artisanal mining holes. Finally, the image of the hole refers to the ultimate hole of the grave and to the city itself as a death-world and a ‘cemetery of the living’ (Mavinga 2011) (see also Chapter Five).

The concept of holes that urban residents revert to in order to express the quality of their lives in the setting of the city refers to the tangible physical depressions on its surface as well as to the black hole of urban living, the dark matter of the urban praxis itself. It is used as a metaphor to describe all of the shady deals that urban residents have to rely on in order to survive in the city’s informal economy, and all the impromptu movements into often uncharted spatial, social and mental territory that the city obliges them to make. As Joshua Walker observes in his anthropological analysis of the diamond mining city of Mbuji Mayi, holes are both symptom and metaphor ‘for an experience of loss that is simultaneously material and moral. Erosion itself signifies not only the city’s physical decline; it also informs discourses about the corrosion of wealth and values (…)’ (Walker 2014: 76). Holes, in other words, have become potent local tropes by means of which Congo’s urban residents encapsulate their experience of living in what they often describe themselves as a ‘multi-crisis’. At the same time, Walker rightly reminds us that ‘discourses of holes — which imply removal and the empty spaces it produces — are deeply problematic’ in that they suggest that urban existence is solely defined by ‘depletion, as if the processes of extraction were not, themselves, productive in any sense besides the depletive’ (Walker 2014: 31). Indeed, the hole is never just a black hole. It is never merely hollow or emptied of content. Holes also have the capacity to metaphorically elide how life continues through, and despite, decline. And even if living the experience of the hole considerably complicates life and often degrades its quality, the hole itself also offers an aperture, an opening, a possibility, at least for those who know how to read an alternative meaning into its blackness.



[image: Seen from above: a busy road is carrying an endless flow of vintage cars and minibuses. Each side of the road hosts a vibrant sidewalk, alive with pedestrians and street vendors.]




Holes as points of suture:



In Congo’s postcolonial urban worlds, the hole is therefore the city’s baseline, its ground zero. And in this sense, the hole is also a suture. In a recent publication, Nancy Rose Hunt uses the concept of suture in order to join together different colonial medical histories in Congo in new ways (Hunt 2013). Suturing, she argues, suggests closing a wound, making an incision, or stitching together parts, locations and points of view; as such it points to new kinds of creativity with sources, evidence and interactivity. I would like to pick up on this idea and extend the notion of suture as closure, as junction and as a seam, to the way in which, often against all odds, the inhabitants of Congo’s urban landscapes read meaning into the black hole of the city; the way they use material, but also mental and moral holes, as suture points to fill the gaps, overcome the hiatus, design realignments and thereby redefine the zero — that is, the impossible circumstances of living in the kind of urban environment that Congo’s cities offer — into a possibility, a something else, a surplus. Taken like this, the notion of suture remains close to how Jacques-Alain Miller, who first introduced the concept of suture in Lacanian psychoanalysis, originally interpreted it. For him, suture is always between zero as a lack, as something impossible to conceptualise, and zero as a number, as ‘one’. It is in that sense that the hole as suture both represents lack while also placing and ‘suturing’ it:


‘Suture names the relation of the subject to the chain of its discourse; we shall see that it figures there as the element which is lacking, in the form of a stand-in (tenant-lieu). For, while there lacking, it is not purely and simply absent. Suture, by extension — the general relation of lack to the structure — of which it is an element, inasmuch as it implies the position of a taking-the-place-of (tenant-lieu).’ (Miller 2012: 93)



In a short text that accompanied the recent publication of Sammy Baloji’s photographic essay on Kolwezi’s artisanal miners and postcolonial mining holes, Achille Mbembe also refers to the zero’s potential to reformulate lack. ‘In this zero world,’ he writes, ‘neither the material nor life come to an absolute end. They do not become nothing. They simply move on towards something else, and in every case the end is deferred and the question of finiteness remains unanswered.’ (Mbembe 2014)



[image: A sidewalk at night, shrouded in darkness, its features barely discernible save for the occasional glow of passing headlights. Beams of white and red indicate the busy traffic on the road.]

Subsequently, what this book aims to capture and understand is how urban residents do exactly that: how they manage — with varying degrees of success — to turn the zero into a one; how they read potential, promise and prospect into the blackness of the hole; how they throw themselves — their words and their own bodies — into this daily struggle with the city’s madness; and how it is the hole itself that propels them to do that.

 In this sense, tropes of hole and suture tell us something about the changes that have taken place in how urbanity is imagined and lived in the Democratic Republic of Congo today. ‘(…) [W]hat sort of collective life and what sort of knowledge is to be gathered,’ Latour asks, ‘(…) once modernity has been thrown into doubt while the task of finding the ways to inhabit remains more important than ever?’ (Latour 2005a: 16-17). To a great extent, this book is one long exploration of that very question. If the notion of the hole offers a kind of meta-concept that people use to reflect on the material degradation of the city’s infrastructure and rework the closures and often dismal quality of the social life that has followed the material ruination of the colonial city, then this book explores the question of how this ‘reworking’ and reassembling takes place, and how this postcolonial hole is filled in the experience of Congolese urban residents. What possible answers does Kinshasa come up with in response to the challenge posed by the hole? If the city has transformed into a ‘zero world’ or a black hole that makes any clear assessment of it simply disappear by the force of its gravity, then how can this hole be ‘illuminated’ so as to remain and become the ‘animated space’ (Amin 2015) that enables living, and living together in the city?

I refer here to the notion of ‘living together’ in the sense of Derrida’s vivre ensemble: a living together that can only exist where the whole, the assemblage, is not fully formed and is not closed (Derrida 2013). For living together always implies a contestation about how a social body, a collective, completes itself; it is a process that is never completely finished. It never sums up or is never fully identical with itself. And through it, to evoke Latour again, ‘An entirely new set of questions has now emerged: “Can we cohabitate with you? Is there a way to survive together while none of our contradictory claims, interests, and passions can be eliminated?”’ (Latour 2005b: 30). These are questions that relate to any urban context, of course, but they seem to be particularly urgent in a city such as Kinshasa, where the gap between the topographies of mountain and hole is so conspicuous, where pleasure and poignancy always go hand in hand, and where the hiatus itself has become the topological framework to map out any existence in the city.

For Latour, the possibility of cohabitation situates itself in the time of simultaneity. The time of cohabitation is the contemporary, in which ‘space has replaced time as the ordering principle’ (idem). By lifting the opposition between time and space, or between history and world, the question for Latour is no longer: ‘Are you going to disappear soon? Are you the telltale sign of something new coming to replace everything else? Is this the seventh seal of the Book of Apocalypse that you are now breaking?’ (ibidem). While it is certainly true that much of Kinshasa’s drive is ‘anti-teleological’ by its very nature (cf. Malaquais 2011), and even if most of urban life in this context is lived in the temporality of the moment without a yesterday or tomorrow, nevertheless both the future and the past are not so easily evacuated. In spite (or even because) of the urgency of the contemporary that animates this city, it also very much lives in the anticipatory time-frame of the apocalyptic interlude (cf. De Boeck 2005a) while various pasts are constantly brought back and revived in a multitude of different, and indeed simultaneous, intertwined ways that make the cohabitation always a deeply uneasy and even ‘illicit’ one (cf. Mbembe 1992:4).


[image: At night, a courtyard furnished with dining tables glows under the illumination of lights. A side wall is topped with barbed wire.]

On the other hand, Derrida’s answer to the question of how people can live together is located in a future-oriented ethics of unconditional hospitality (Derrida 2000, 2013). But what does such ethical humanism mean in a city such as Kinshasa? We commonly conceive of a city not only as a place where people attempt to chart out a life for themselves, but also where living becomes living together with others. And we therefore expect the city to be an entity with the capacity to stabilise itself so that we can inhabit and experience it in predictable ways, and turn inhabitation into cohabitation. And yet, even if there is no other choice but to live together, as Derrida puts it, in an urban environment such as Kinshasa’s, there always seems to be something that refuses such stabilisation, that makes all possibilities of inhabitation at least partially uninhabitable, and all gestures of hospitality and attempts at cohabitation at least partially suspect. Something about this kind of urban context eludes any attempt to tie it down, or to make it act in a predictable way. In light of the many clashes, frictions, suspicions, accusations, and contradictions that accompany any kind of life in the Congolese urban context, proposing an ethics of hospitality as a condition for living together does not, therefore, seem to fully cover the problem either.

So what can be posited against that dispersal, that refusal to remain in place, that unpredictability? What, in the end, does the nebulous notion of ‘living together’ in a city like Kinshasa still mean today? As family, kinship and neighbourhood solidarities are often eroded or stretched to the limit and residents desperately search for new viable experiences of being together, what new forms of collective life are emerging? Where and how do people stitch their lacks and losses together to ‘suture’ the folds, gaps and holes of the city, close its wounds, generate realignments and open up alternatives? What kinds of creativity with (both spatial and temporal) beginnings, and new forms of interactivity and sociability does this entail?




‘Acupuncturing’ the city through anthropology and photography:



These questions are of particular importance if one wants to understand the nature of urban life in Congo’s cities today, and in this book Sammy Baloji and I provide what can only be partial and provisional answers. Focusing upon the ‘urban now’ (cf. Robinson 2013), a moment suspended between the shattered wreckage of precolonial worlds, the broken dreams of a colonial past and the as yet unfulfilled promises of neoliberal futures, Sammy’s photographs and my texts aim to work together as a form of ‘urban acupuncture’, a delicate puncturing of the city’s surface in order to understand some of its underlying dynamics. In Chapter Two I will return to the notion of ‘acupuncture’ at greater length, but suffice it to say for now that we use the instruments of pen and photographic lens as analytical needles to stick into what we believe to be some of Kinshasa’s meaningful sites and suturing points. They could be certain buildings, or else a market, graveyard, mountain, pothole, or a new city extension. They could be various different places that form important though sometimes materially barely visible nodes in the city: sites in which the city invents and reveals its own rhythms most fully or places in which the city reworks the histories (often forgotten but nonetheless very present) that give it its specific character.

As a combination of two ways of ‘seeing’ that brings together ethnography and photography, this book is the outcome of a long collaborative work that began several years ago when we were offered the opportunity that arose within the context of a larger research project on new urban extensions, satellite cities and gated communities. Thanks to this project Sammy and I travelled not only to the Democratic Republic of Congo but also to Ghana and Kenya in order to document and create a visual archive of some of these emerging urban sites in Accra and Takoradi (together with my colleague and partner Ann Cassiman and her doctoral student, Geertrui Vannoppen), as well as in Nairobi (with Jan Van den Broeck, whose doctoral research I was guiding at the time). The Congo leg of the research soon started to have its own life. It developed into two longer research trips that took Sammy and me to Kinshasa, where I have worked as an anthropologist for over twenty years, and two shorter trips to the Katangese mining towns of Fungurume and Lubumbashi, Sammy’s home town. Our joint field research took place between February 2013 and March 2015, and most of this book’s visual archive was produced in that period. Our reading of the city, however, builds on a much longer knowledge of the sites that will be discussed throughout the book. Born in Lubumbashi, Sammy has been photographing mining sites and cities in Katanga for most of his professional career as a photographer. As for myself, I have been working as an anthropologist in Congo since 1987. My first long-term field research was carried out in Nzofu, a Lunda village in a remote rural area along the borderline between Congo and Angola. Over the years and in a similar manner that many Congolese discover the city upon leaving their villages, I started to follow in the tracks of my Lunda informants to some of the region’s secondary towns, such as Kikwit. And as in the case of many of my rural acquaintances, this journey finally led me to Kinshasa.

What Sammy and I had in common from the start was a shared fascination for ‘the mirror’, the spectacle of money and its impact on the ‘specular’ development of cities in Congo (see Chapter Seven). There is also the way in which people, on the level of their everyday lives, move beyond their own fascination with this mirror and the different kinds of — colonial and postcolonial — modernities that it reflects in order to construct more tangible and liveable, inhabitable urban lives and futures for themselves.

In my view, the combination of ethnography and photography provides a particularly powerful tool to delve into these dimensions, even though we have perhaps not yet fully understood and explored all the possibilities of such a combination in general. For me personally, Documenta 11, which Okwui Enwezor curated in 2002, proved a formative moment in which it became clear to what extent contemporary artists (and especially photographers, video artists and other producers of visual culture) had appropriated ethnographic methods of observation to capture, document and comment upon what Enwezor called ‘the black box’ of our contemporary world, which is being increasingly shaped, united and divided by powerful spectatorial regimes, each with their specific (necessarily fractal but simultaneously often very authoritarian) aesthetics (Enwezor 2002b). This somehow already strongly resonated with my own work when Enwezor invited me to the Documenta’s Platform 4 meeting in Lagos (Enwezor 2002a) because I had already started to move in the opposite direction, from anthropology to photography and video, in my own ethnographic practice. By then, I had nearly finished writing my first Kinshasa book, a collaborative project with photographer Marie-Françoise Plissart (De Boeck and Plissart 2004), in which we both tried to find a form and a language for our increasingly shared awareness of how important it was to combine the ethnographic fact and its politics of representation if one wants to say something meaningful about urban life.

Personally, I find it hard to conceive of an ethnography of ‘cityness’, of a truly urban anthropology, without photography. To say that the ‘modern’ city is a visual thing is stating the obvious. As Geoff Dyer remarks in his captivating meditations on the history of urban photography (Dyer 2012), in many ways the city only exists through the photographic image. In the same way, photography itself could not have developed without the city. It is very likely that the images that immediately come to mind when we think of Paris, for example, were shaped and fashioned by Brassai’s photographs. Similarly, the New York in our mind’s eye would not exist without Walker Evans or Paul Strand, nor would our image of Istanbul exist without the photographic work of Ara Güler, the ‘eye of Istanbul’. Jean Depara’s photographs of Leopoldville — or more recently Kiripi Katembo Siku’s photos of Kinshasa as a broken mirror, reflected in the puddles and potholes of its streets — have likewise become our collective image of this city.
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The present study is both a textual narrative of life and place in the urban setting as well as a visual study of things that defy verbal narration: the city’s affective landscapes, its moods and the ways in which it ‘touches’ its inhabitants. This is completely different from a verbal narration, from what people themselves say about their city and what I, as an anthropologist, can narratively capture about the city. It is a dimension that photography can provide. It is said that photographs objectify, render static and freeze. Depending on how the medium is used, however, they can also do the opposite: they can make the city a particular kind of fluid, living subject. In this way, Sammy Baloji’s photographs have helped me to take in and understand — and render — the feel of the city. They have helped me to bridge the gap between theory and the lived experience of the city and construct an analysis or a narrative of the paradoxes of urban life as an oscillation between the simultaneous character in which life in the city unfolds, that is on one hand, the dissolution of a linear continuation between past, present and future in the kind of spacing out of time that Latour commented on, and, on the other, the particular ways in which the dimension of time (and history) is constantly re-introduced and re-inscribed in the urban space.
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The possibility of combining both dimensions in novel and alternative ways entails the different compositional possibilities of text and image. A straightforward linear narrative of the city seems somehow impossible because the city — and certainly an urban context such as Kinshasa — refuses to be captured in one single master narrative. But at the same time, a narrative is always implied in what one writes. Subsequently, there is this inevitable tension between the successive time that a narrative imposes and the simultaneous time in which the city happens and unfolds. Here photography has helped us to overcome this difficulty and make chronology subordinate to the analytic/narrative demands of the sequence. Photography carries within itself the possibility to negate chronology. It has indeed the capacity to impose a visual narrative that invents its own sequences. For example, it can represent simultaneity through working with paradox and random juxtapositions. In that sense, it is extremely well suited to cover an urban landscape such as Kinshasa in which juxtaposition and paradox are omnipresent. Employing these visualising strategies enables a different kind of narrative to emerge away from more standardised and strictly linear records that are actually not at all suited to this kind of city. Instead, we have tried to generate a narration of the city as a set of interdependencies between figures, places, segments, colours, shades, moods and affects. In that sense I have learnt a great deal from the photographer. It is perhaps no coincidence that Sammy Baloji started out as a creator of comic strips, a genre in which visual chronology evidently plays a very important role. The question of chronology and sequence is therefore something that is very much on his mind in his own artistic practice, and it has been something that has connected the two of us in what we have tried to do and say.
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Photography does many other things too. First of all, it is a surface intervention in that it is horizontal and therefore well suited for capturing the fluid geography of a city such as Kinshasa that constantly negates and transcends matters of the map as well as attempts at more formal planning. On the other hand, photography can also be vertical. Photos allow access to an inside, an interior, or what Walter Benjamin famously described as an ‘optical unconscious’ (Benjamin 1972). That is why the night is so prominently present in the work of many photographers who try to capture urban reality. Photos have the potential to reveal the inside of darkness, make the content of the shadow and the hole visible and ‘illuminate the shadow’, as the artist William Kentridge would say (see Chapter Two). This is an idea that shaped my previous collaboration with photographer Marie-Françoise Plissart. Our book, Kinshasa: Tales of the Invisible City was in many ways a vertical examination of the city as a space of the unseen and the occult: the invisible forces that drive the city forward and ‘beyond’ the hardware of its architecture and infrastructure. It was about the city as ‘zero degree infrastructure’ (De Boeck and Plissart 2004: 242); the city as it exists as a mental space, a mirror of the mind, a specific form originating from autochthonous and more global imaginations. It was a book that wanted to render darkness — the hidden underneath of the city — visible. To a certain extent, the present book advances from the opposite direction. It is a much more horizontal book, an exploration of the surface of the city, not beyond but within its various topographies and material appearances, its current infrastructures and architectures, the various stages of dilapidation or emergence in which they find themselves, and the different ways in which such spaces animate life in the city and are themselves animated by it. Our horizontal exploration of this cityscape thus becomes an investigation into the qualities of a surface that includes both ‘mountain’ and ‘hole’, and thus inevitably re-introduces the vertical.

The vertical is always there in terms of the temporal layers, the historical palimpsests that have contributed to the creation of the city’s contemporary surface. Sammy Baloji has been very attentive to these layers and to ‘the anxiety of history made invisible’ (Arndt 2013) in all his photographic and artistic work (see also Jewsiewicki 2010, 2014). His art is basically about how different times convert into the space of the now. He is rightly famous for his photo collages that reveal so clearly the presence of various pasts and strive to unravel the palimpsest of the city through photographic work on themes such as memory, history and nostalgia. In this sense, I see his work as a collecting and recollecting of urban pasts in the present, and the possible futures one can live in from that point on.

In conclusion, the joint effort of bringing together our textual and visual urban acupunctures is about the spacing of time and the timing of space. On a first level, it lays bare the horizontal and synchronic lines that spatially connect the various sites of the city and sometimes branch out far beyond its actual geographical limits to include other urban (and rural) sites within Congo and beyond. But these acupunctures also work vertically, blending space and time. They are more ‘archaeological’ acts, diachronic test drillings that bore into the various historical sedimentations that have made ‘living together’ in the city what it is today. These layers have not crystallised or fossilised into the solidity of dead matter. They form the organic material, the humus that feeds the living organism of the city. They are the compost, or ‘rubble’ as Gordillo (2014) has called it, in which various precolonial and colonial pasts decompose and are recycled in order to fertilise the present with new, hybrid, and palimpsestual meanings that often distort older contents, but also provide a certain continuity (albeit shaky and not always in recognisable or illuminating ways). Our urban acupunctures, therefore, never become an autopsy. Instead, they enable us to encounter and describe emerging urban assemblages as living bodies in alternative and novel ways.
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2. The Last Post: Congo, (Post)colonialism and Urban Tales of Unrest





First Post, also called ‘Reveille’, is a military bugle call, used to wake soldiers at sunrise. The name comes from ‘réveille’ (or ‘réveil’), the French word for ‘wake up’.






Last Post was originally a bugle call used in British army camps to signal the end of the day. The name derives from the practice of playing a bugle call at all the sentry posts around such a camp at the end of the day. Today the ‘Last Post’ is played as a final farewell at military funerals, symbolizing the fact that the duty of the dead soldier is over and that he can rest in peace.








‘The world of the living contains enough marvels and mysteries as it is; marvels and mysteries acting upon our emotions and intelligence in ways so inexplicable that it would almost justify the conception of life as an enchanted state.’ (Conrad 1962 [1917]: v)







Reveille: The First Post, An Outpost of Progress



Joseph Conrad wrote An Outpost of Progress in 1896, just a few years before his celebrated novel The Heart of Darkness came out in 1902. He first fictionalised some of his life experiences in Congo in this short story and it was included in his Tales of Unrest collection (Conrad 1898). As poignant as its famous successor, An Outpost of Progress can be read as a psychological thriller as well as a political statement undermining the very idea of empire. Conrad gives the reader an account of two white traders, Kayerts and Carlier, who are put in charge of an ivory trading station along an unnamed river easily identified as the Congo River. In all likelihood, the station itself was modelled on Léopoldville, a trading post founded by Henry Morton Stanley in 1882 next to Kinshasa, a small village under the authority of chief Ngobila.

This historical colonial context forms the backdrop of Conrad’s fictional narrative, but as will become apparent, fiction and fact are often tightly intertwined in the context of Congo. Kayerts and Carlier begin to feel slightly uneasy and on their own soon after the steamer that had brought them disappears over the horizon of Stanley Pool, the vast inland sea that the Congo River forms at this point. At first, they enjoy discussing the few books they have with them and from time to time they receive the visit of ‘Gobila’, the old chief of the neighbouring village, with whom they get on well. They also find some old copies of a ‘home paper’ left by the previous stationmaster, who died of a fever and lies buried in the yard.



‘That print discussed what it was pleased to call “Our Colonial Expansion” in high-flown language. It spoke much of the rights and duties of civilization, of the sacredness of the civilizing work, and extolled the merits of those who went about bringing light, and faith and commerce to the dark places of the earth. Carlier and Kayerts read, wondered, and began to think better of themselves. Carlier said one evening, waving his hand about, “In a hundred years, there will be perhaps a town here. Quays, and warehouses, and barracks, and — and — billiard-rooms. Civilization, my boy, and virtue — and all. And then, chaps will read that two good fellows, Kayerts and Carlier, were the first civilized men to live in this very spot!”’ (Conrad 1961 [1898]: 94-95)




In spite of this comforting thought, it soon becomes painfully clear that Kayerts and Carlier are not really up to the job. They have no idea how to go about the heavenly mission of ‘bringing light, and faith and commerce to the dark places of the earth.’ In a way they prefigure Vladimir and Estragon, the tragicomic characters from Beckett’s play ‘Waiting for Godot’, as all Kayerts and Carlier seem able to do is to sit and wait for the steamer to return. A deep silence falls between them and, as time goes by, they grow increasingly aware that they are out of their depth, not in control of events and totally dependent on their ‘nigger’, Makola, (who maintains that his name is Henry Price), their very own Caliban or Friday, who, ‘taciturn and impenetrable’, despises his two white bosses.



‘They lived like blind men in a large room, aware only of what came in contact with them (and of that only imperfectly), but unable to see the general aspect of things. The river, the forest, all the great land throbbing with life, were like a great emptiness. Even the brilliant sunshine disclosed nothing intelligible. Things appeared and disappeared before their eyes in an unconnected and aimless kind of way. The river seemed to come from nowhere and flow nowhither. It flowed through a void.’ (Conrad 1961 [1898]: 92)




Foreshadowing the fate of Conrad’s best-known character, the infamous Mr. Kurtz in The Heart of Darkness, Carlier and Kayerts are overtaken by what they call ‘the unusual’ and slowly go out of their minds.

It is this Africa of the second half of the nineteenth century that has become the most powerful and emblematic topos in the Western collective imagination and representation of the historical process of colonisation. It is not only the Africa of Joseph Conrad’s Congo and his characters Carlier, Kayerts and Kurtz, but also that of Henry Morton Stanley, Livingstone, Casement and Morel, Leopold II of Belgium, the 1878 Berlin conference and the ensuing ‘Scramble for Africa.’ As Kevin Dunn (2003) has pointed out, it is the screen of the ‘discursive landscape’ of this nineteenth-century Congo that still haunts Western imaginings and re-imaginings of Congo and therefore of Africa as a whole. Through this discourse, one can draw a straight line from the first to the last post: from the beginning of the colonial era, when Congo is depicted as a hopelessly backward, cruel and savage ‘heart of darkness’, a ruthless colonial enterprise, a place where rubber is soaked in blood (Vangroenweghe 1986) and where European travellers, explorers and administrative agents go ‘out of their minds’, to paraphrase Fabian (2000), all the way across to the postcolonial present, wedged between ‘hope and despair’ (Deibert 2013). Here Congo is still largely perceived as a country that continues ‘in the footsteps of Mr. Kurtz’ (Wrong 2001), still haunted by Leopold’s ghost (Hochschild 1998) and its Mobutist reincarnation (Michel 1999); a violent land now defined as ‘Africa’s broken heart’, where blood continues to run through its many rivers (Butcher 2007) and the neo-colonial horror of a New Barbarism continues to thrive; where people keep ‘dancing in the glory of monsters’ and warlords (Stearns 2011); where the forces of neo-liberal globalisation rage in their most brutal and unchecked forms and the dead have by now become so numerous they can no longer be put to rest.1

If colonialism is to be understood as a space producing both physical and cultural death (Taussig 1992), then all recent books, films and articles on the subject catering mainly to larger non-academic audiences seem to suggest that the colonial enterprise produced its ultimate mass grave in Congo. With a few exceptions (see for example Van Reybrouck 2014), they also seem to indicate that Congo’s postcolonial reality is best defined as an endless afterlife, a post mortem world (De Boeck 1998) situated beyond the grave of colonisation and born from the tomb of its assassinated first post-independence leader, Patrice Lumumba, that other spectre from the past that continues to haunt the present.2 In darker moments of doubt, it appears as if more than five decades after the short period of réveil, from the Fanonian grande nuit to the sunrise of independence, the only possibility open to Congolese citizens consists of picking up a bugle and playing the Last Post over this postcolonial graveyard as it rots away in the ‘shadow’ of the neo-liberal global world order (cf. Ferguson 2006).
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The impossible is not Congolese


In many respects, the legacy of the nineteenth-century discursive landscape about Congo, with the strength of stereotypical imaginings of Africa, is so powerful that it can render the real physical reality of Africa invisible and make it as impossible for us as it was for Kayerts and Carlier to see ‘the general aspect of all things’ as they really are in contemporary Congo. In that respect, Conrad’s An Outpost of Progress, and later The Heart of Darkness, proved to be almost visionary, programmatic texts in which the author does not just describe a specific historical moment of colonisation in Central Africa. Above all else, these texts deal with a number of key themes that were crucial to the colonial encounter but have also retained their relevance in the ambivalent postcolonial universe that has emerged in Congo since. Essentially, these themes linger over issues concerning identity, alterity, inequality and diversity. These are issues that also involve the significance of belonging, place and displacement, as well as the meanings attached to the never-ending production of margins, difference and the hybrid, in an increasingly globalising world where the intrusion of colonialism formed an earlier but decisive moment. Generally speaking, what is covered and foreshadowed here are the ambiguities, paradoxes, struggles, attractions, fears, fantasies, hidden conflicts and open clashes; the complex interplay between hegemonic and counter-hegemonic practices and discourses that punctuate and define power relations in the laborious cohabitation between the West and this part of Africa.

If Leopold’s Congo Free State epitomised the brutal workings of nineteenth-century colonialism to the full, the Belgian colonial era that followed this period (from 1908 to 1960) also constituted a textbook example of what the enterprise of formal colonisation stood for. Subsequently, Congo became the most important icon of the decolonisation struggle, but only for a brief moment. As such, it occupies a special place in the writings of Aimé Césaire, Frantz Fanon and others in the foundational gene-ration of the postcolonial theoretical canon. The euphoric moment of Congo’s independence — a historic moment that crystallised around the prophet-like figure of Lumumba — presented a whole continent with the chance to dream of alternative African futures; a possibility that continues to inspire many, even if the dream has often been transformed into a nightmare since then. But let us start with the Belgian colonial period first.
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The Postman Always Rings Twice: From Leopold’s Congo Free State to the Belgian Congo



Congo went through fifty (1908-1960) formative but, at various levels, also very destructive years of formal Belgian colonisation between its infamous Leopoldian beginnings and its often bleak present; between the emblematic image of a brutal nineteenth-century trading post economy and the violent economies of extraction that Mobutu’s long and ruinous reign put in place and which still mark life in today’s postcolonial state.

It is perhaps Congolese writer and scholar V.Y. Mudimbe who has best succeeded in dissecting the workings and methods of colonialism as applied to the Belgian Congo. A number of his widely acclaimed books, such as The Invention of Africa (1988) and The Idea of Africa (1994a), attest to this. But Mudimbe’s lucid analysis of Belgian colonial politics also remains very informative in his internationally less known French writings, such as L’odeur du père (1982), and the fascinating autobiographical Le corps glorieux des mots et des êtres (1994b). Even though the formal Belgian colonial period represented but a brief moment in the history of Congo (and Africa), it created the possibility of radically new types of discourse about African traditions and cultures, and these are the discourses Mudimbe lays bare.

In essence, according to Mudimbe,3 colonising means organising, classifying and ordering (from the Latin colere: to design, to cultivate). The practice of colonisers (those exploiting a territory by dominating a local majority) was strongly marked by the tendency to redefine non-European societies and turn them into fundamentally European constructs. In a Foucauldian reading of this colonising effort, Mudimbe anatomises that process by focussing on three phases which play a crucial role in any colonising process: acquisition, domination and exploitation of physical space; domestication and reformation of the colonial subjects’ mental space; and transformation along Western lines of precolonial modes of political and, above all, economic organisation. These are what constitute the core of the structure of colonisation. Each is accompanied by specific technologies of domination and control. Obviously, these technologies often imply the use of brute force. It is no coincidence, for example, that the ‘chicotte’, which is a specific kind of whip, occupies a central place in the Congolese collective memory of the Belgian colonial presence in the Congo Free State and later (cf. Peffer 2013).

Even more importantly, colonising techniques involved a much more covert, symbolic violence through their use of different sorts of ‘sequestrating’ methods to control, punish and reward colonial subjects and, in the process, colonise their minds and redefine their thoughts. A colonising tool that proved much more powerful and effective in achieving this than the whip was the ‘colonial library’ (Mudimbe, 1994a: 213), the West’s knowledge production, which was deposited in and transmitted through the technology of the ‘book’. In this way, the Bible became a very effective colonising instrument, together with maps, for example, or the totalising register of the census. The last two effectively allowed colonisers to take hold of and tie down a dominated territory in one document, thereby localising, categorising and ranking ‘tribes’, races and belief systems, and eventually redefining ‘culture’ in terms of governance and administration. In this respect, more than physical violence grafted onto the bodies of unruly colonial subjects, colonial violence was essentially a mental violation, characterised by the alienating violence of the mimetic, inherent in the attempt to redefine Africans along Western lines.

This more diffuse colonial violence manifested itself in the imposition of new modes of spatial organisation, new time frames (imposed by state and church), a new labour division and work ethics, and new moral matrices which intervened in the most intimate aspects of indigenous life, its social organisation, belief systems and the moral economy of its body politics (in terms of hygiene, sexuality, clothing and diet). It was, in short, the violence of being turned into ‘mimic men’ (Naipaul 1969) and ‘black skins with white masks’ (Fanon 1952), and of being matriculated as ‘évolués’, a specific status for ‘advanced’ blacks in the Belgian Congo, granted by the Commission du Statut des Congolais civilisés (Sohier 1949; see also Maquet 1949).

In this way, Mudimbe lays bare the foundations of colonial discourse as an apparatus to define racial, cultural and historical differences and create a ‘subordinate’ space. This strategy is authorised by the Western production of a certain ‘Africanist’ knowledge concerning a stereotypical but antithetically defined relationship between coloniser and colonised. In such Africanist discourse the African continent is defined by means of negative statements which lead to a definition of Africa as a pathological case and a field of lack, thereby enabling the construction of a colonial master-and-subordinate relationship that allows the coloniser to define the colonised as inferior, or inadequate, and therefore in need of being colonised. Mudimbe thus reveals how Africa is ‘invented’ in the West. His work localises the epistemological locus of that invention, and its continuing relevance for contemporary (Western and African) discourses about Africa in general and Congo in particular.
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