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INTRODUCTION

IRENE AssiBa p'ALMEIDA, Lucie VIAKINNOU-BRINSON
AND THELMA Pinto

he 36th Annual African Literature Association (ALA) Conference
met from March 10 to March 14, 2010 at the University of Arizona in
Tucson. The Conference was attended by nearly 300 participants, includ-
ing scholars, writers, local teachers, graduate students, and interested
members of the community. They traveled to Tucson from twenty-six
countries around the world and forty-two states within the United States,
taking part in eighty-one separate panel discussions and two teachers’
workshops, and presenting 267 papers. The paper presentations, the vig-
orous panel discussions and the reactions to them, film screenings, read-
ings of poetry, and the “Soundings in African Languages” served to bring
the participants together for spirited and educational exchanges. Such
teractions represent some of the most valuable functions

rticularly, in the ALA, which draws people from

v At 1 i P
diverse geographies and back rounds. We hope conference participants

and also other readers of this collection of essays will continue to draw
inspiration for their own work from this conference.

Over the years, the conveners of the ALA annual conference have
found very imaginative and relevant themes around which to organize
the conference’s discussions. These themes often engage and reflect
important and new directions in African literary Studies. We believe
the theme of the 2010 Conference, “Eco-Imagination: African and Dia-
sporan Literatures and Sustainability,” follows this excellent tradition.
If the world’s environmental concerns are still mainly a subject for sci-
entists, economists, and politicians, there is also.a growing sense of the
need to “spread the word, to make everyone around the world aware of
what is already in many locales and many particular situations a serious





image2.jpeg
ECO-IMAGINATION: African and Dissporan Litersturss and Sustainability

T el

e e

crisis. Of course, “spreading the word” is generally what fierature and
the related arts AEB@. media arts, journalism) always wanl Lo do. The
scientific community is needed to warn us; but, it should be the work of
writers and artists of every kind to make sure that the warning is heard,
and to move people to act on that knowledge. The attention our confer-
ence theme gives to these matters works toward that necessary end.

As with past conferences, there were also good papers and discus-
sions on various topics less directly connected to the Eco-imagination—
as always—we did not wish to make our theme an exclusive one. The
majority of the papers and panels in the 2010 convention, however, were
concerned with questions of ecology, sustainability, pollution, and how
these issues increasingly enter into the literature of our time. The opening
keynote address, a plenary presentation, and two screenings of documen-
tary films focused on environmental matters. Our first speaker, Tanella
Boni, poet, novelist and essayist from Cote d'Ivoire, offered a serious
challenge in her address, “La pollution du monde et le silence des écriv-
ains africains; (“The Polluting of the World and the Silence of African
Writers”). She spoke passionately about the extent of ecological danger
the world faces, and lamented that the danger is not given more attention
in the work of most African writers. Her address was a call for a new
sphere of engagement, an attention to problems that must not be ignored.
The second speaker, Jean-Gilles Quenum, an Afro-European artist born
in France, spoke on “A la source de Varbre, Valternative sculptée: reflex-
ions sur lart et la durabilité écologique” (“At the Source of the Tree, the
Sculpted Alternative: Reflections on Art and Sustainability”). An artist
who often works with wood, Quenum’s plenary presentation addressed
how closely-a sculptor is engaged with the material of his work, his sense
of its origins, and the res onsibility that arises from t iopn. The
artist can therefore be someone who recognizes acutely the need for con-
Sorvation, and that awareness has led him o an aesthetics of recycling,

re-using the material of his sculptures to create different forms

Mty

The second set of conference addresses introduced two award-
winning scriptwriters and filmmakers Jean-Marie Teno (Cameroon)
and Joseph Gai Ramaka (Senegal). Teno screened his documentary
film Lieux saints (Sacred Places), an exploration of the place of African
cinemna in Africa. The film was made in Burkina Faso’s capital, Oua-
gadougou, the site of the Pan-African Festival of Cinema (FESPACO),
held every other year. m.rm film engages questions of identity and global-
{zationin relation toart, opular culture, and business, Tt also addresses

jeully of "spreading the word” for an African filmmaker, Like
Joseph Gl Raimaka showed his eumentary Plan Jaxaay (The

pu—- Y
Jaay Project), which looks closely at an m=<._moﬂ.—3m=nw~ disaster in
wne ol Dakar’s suburbs, where torrential rains destroyed the homes o,m
thousands of people. The film also examines the subsequent failure of

e

onstruction project aimed at addressing the disaster. The Eowmmn
ywed by Malaysia was begun but never completed and Ramaka’s
| examines the consequences for the people left homeless. The film-

nker attempts to investigate the missing funds by visiting ﬁrw mmﬁwm..
{ated area, speaking to the survivors of the disaster, documenting their

s, and making their experiences the center of the larger story. g
Although many excellent papers were presented in the four days

of the conference, gur volume includes only eighteen. These essays are
representative of the conference’s thematic scope and the diversity of

E.. harticipants

' interests, We have selecte ‘papers in both English and
french. The collection of essays is divided into three general catego

vles on the basis of their subject matter and mmomnmwznw_ focus. (1) The
African Environment: Eco-criticism on the Continent; (11) The World’s
I'nvironment: Eco-criticism and the Diaspora; {111} Other Perspective:

com Translation to Pedagogy.

1.
THE AFRICAN ENVIRONMENT: ECOCRITICISM
oN THE CONTINENT

Elizabeth Applegate and Judith Miller’s paper “Recuperations at ﬁ.rm
Crossroads” discusses the Togolese playwright Kossi Efoui, situating
him among other transnational African playwrights who move Gmg.mms
jurope, Africa, and various sites of the Diaspora. >Eu_mm§.m m:@ Miller
\¢ Efoui as a “kind of literary ecologist” who uses the narratives, images,
and symbols of many cultures to create 2 patchwork representation of
contemporary Africa. -

Ada Azodd's study examines global power structures by setting H.J.
de Blij and Peter O. Muller’s negative viewpoint in their book mmon\&m
phy: Realms, Regions, and Concepts against Tess Osonye Onwuemes
optimism in her novel Why the Elephant Has No Butt. As >N.o,mo sees it,
Onwueme's novel draws out the global implications of a traditional igbo
{olktale and points out the necessity of offering hope in any effort made
to change those power structures. o

~ Like Azodo, Sule Egya focuses on Nigerian literature, examinl
the works of two poets in “Rot Oil, But Blood: the Wounded Earth in_
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the Poetry of Nnimmo Bassey and Ogaga lfowodo,” He shows that while

G N N
o %\ older Nigerian poets have explored the relationship between human

beings and the environment, the poetry of Ifowodo and Bassey makes

a more direct connection between art and activism by confronting the

T3
&/W. g. destructive exploitation of crude oil in the Niger Delta. ,

Rl

In “Conscience écologique dans Matins de couvre-feu, roman de
Tanella Boni”, Raymond G.Hounfodji examines Boni’s environmental
awareness in a single novel. Hounfodji argues that though the novel is
overtly political, it includes a multiplicity of discourses, and the envi-
ronmental discourse is one of the most important. He suggests that the
novel represents, on the one hand, nature and the environment as posj-
tive and harmonious sources of rejuvenation for human beings, while on .\

—_—

the other, unplanned urbanization as representative of the ills of Africa.
Syned Mthatiwa’s paper “Chromosome Cousins and Familiar
Strangers: Relational Selfhood in Chris Mann's Ecopoetry” examines
Chris Mann’s imagined relationship with animalsini the poems of his
collection Lifelines. He posits that the persona presented in the poetry
is one intimately connected to the animals of the world around him,
forming a symbiotic web which, however, is not only pacific but also
fraught with violence and conflict. v’

#  In “Eco-féminisme au cceur de la forét africaine: Vénus de Khal-
akanti d'Angéle Kingué; Marie Chantale Mofin Noussi argues that
Kingué's novel is an example of eco-feminism anchored particularly in
African realities. She shows how Kingué’s women restore their sense of
personal worth and identity by their work resisting the thread of envi-
ronmental degradation. v

I1.
THE WORLD’S ENVIRONMENT:
ECOCRITICISM IN THE DIASPORA

Yvette Balana, in “Enjeux et déterminants du développement
durable dans le roman de I'émigration africaine: esquisse d'une écocri-
tique, looks at several African contemporary novelists living outside the
ntinent to find connections between their literature and questions
of politics, sustainable development, and migration. Novels by Mongo
Keti, Jean-Marie Adiaffi, Calixte Beyala, Kossi Efoui’s, Alain Mabanckou
and Daniel Biyaoula are all considered from an eco-critical perspective.
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In “Lanalyse du rapport entre 'Homme et lenvironnement dans

{ ionverneurs de la rosée, le récit de Jacques Roumain; Obrillant Damus

yzes the ecological discourse contained in Roumain’s novel in light of

today’s Haiti and the problems of severe deforestation. He suggests that

(iouverneurs de la rosée gives a realistic prediction of what has happened

to Hait{'s environment and offers ecological lessons that are still relevant,

""Rita Dandridge’s essay “Ecofeminism and Sarah E. Wright's This

¢ hild’s Gonna Live” examines how the local environmental crisis in a

joor southern United States town underlies other problems manifested

In race, class, and gender relations. She finds that while the novel cannot

offer many solutions, its narrative presents an early example of proto-

{eminist ecological engagement. v

Brandy N. Kelly's review essay on Alice Watker in “Self-Love, Lan-
puage and Nature: An Ecofeminist Book Review” looks at how Walker’s

Now is the Time to Open your Heart re-imagines nature in terms of

race, gender, and sexuality. Offering a way to a new balance between

{he individual and the material world, Kelly connects ‘Gretchen Legler's.

seven emancipatory strategies of ecofeminist lite criticism,to Walk-

or's namaﬂmﬂs._:m of :».mmmmm,mm; rc‘%gw.m relationships within the African

" Diaspora and the natural world,

‘v»vv In his paper “Re;Visioning a Poetics of Landscape: Resistance and
Contiuum in the Poetry of Kamau Brathwaite and Derek Walcott,’
James McCorkle points out that though often set in opposition, Derek

, Walcott and Karmau Brathwaite are alike in condemning as ahistori-

_cal and destructive the intertwined human and natural envirgnments,
' consiifiiérismy and touristic %<m_ov..$mmﬁ». in the ‘Caribbean” Both see

' language m:mpwmmm_mowvm as palimpsests of histories as well as spirituall
‘inferconnectsd, and their long poems Omeros (Walcott) and Ancestors

(Braithwaite) are re-mappings of Caribbean_historieg, topographies,

and ecologies.

fina Pamela Vasser’s paper {The Double Bind: Women and the
:rvironment in Manuel Zapata Olivella’s Chambacti Black Slum and
A Saint is born in Chimd” describes ﬁrm.,wn“.oumm”&mm\_.mza eco-feminist.

i approaches she sees as necessary forunderstanding the Afro-Colombian

novelist’s historical setting. Vasser argues that while Olivella’s novels

. _ powerfally depict the oppression of Blacks and indigenous peoples and

the effects of the nationalist ideology of Africanidad in rehabilitating

their cultural identity, he finally cannot imagine wormen outside their
_traditional roles in a patriarchal system. Women in the novels remain

<£Euom ih the familiar “double bind”” _~ X
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III.
OTHER PERSPECTIVES:
From TRANSLATION TO PEDAGOGY

Ashaolu in “Power and Resistance: Reading the Colonized African
Transcripts in Khobio's Le Grand Blanc de Lambaréné draws on theo-
ries such as Foucault’s dialectics of power and resistance and James C.
Scott’s public and hidden transcripts of resistance to explain the colo-
nized’s cultural performance. She demonstrates how Khobio employs
the character of the saintly colonizer Dr. Albert Schweitzer to depict
colonialism as an unjust process. The rhetoric of indirection, seen espe-
cially in public transcripts, allows the supposedly powerless colonized
to surmount the colonizer's violence and disprove the Furocentric dis-
course of the passive Orient.

Ernest Cole in “Violence, the text, and the Child Soldier: A Peda-
gogy of Transcendence " offers an alternative methodology to the teach-
ing of violence in African Literature by exploring pedagogy of transcen-
dence that focuses on violence not essentially as suffering, but as an
ethical moment of recognition and acceptance that would pave the way
for transformation. He examined A long Way Gone and The Bite of the
Mango to argue that a reflective classroom community in post-conflict
societies that uses its own war literature to address the past, teaches its
students new ways to write and tell their own stories. Such pedagogy
uses the theater as a vehicle of restitution and transformation, creates
conducive classroom environment for dialog, and develops classroom
activities that foster understanding of violence in using a pedagogy of
transcendence. : ’

Eve Eisenberg's essay investigates the way J.M. Oommns.mmw novel, Foe;
émploys two different modes of intertextual nmmmnmznwsm in order to put
Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe into conversation with Conrad’s Heart of Dark

ness. By inscribing his rewriting of Robinson Crusoe on top of Heart of

Darkness as a palimpsest, Coetzee forces two canonical English texts to
cancel out each other, to silence each other, potentially making a place
on the literary stage for other speakers. Via this mixture of rewriting of
the palimpsest as intertextuality, Coetzee indicts the metaphorization
of wilderness for its role in the imbrications of literature with imperial
ontology, and in doing so, offers the space of the canceled out metaphor
as a newly empty location for literary intervention and creation. %
George Joseph's “An ‘Unintended’ Reader Writes Back: Linguistic
and lcological Considerations of the Fvangelical 'TI'ranslation of the
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Bible into Wolof” examines the reception of the Evangelical transla-
tion of the Bible into Wolof, based on a commissioned critique written
by a Protestant church worker, Jean-Bapiste Mende. Although Joseph
is not the type of reader for whom the translation was intended, his
reactions raise critical questions that can best be understood from the
perspective of language ecology. According to an old cliché, “books are
like children: after all the love and attention, they fly the coop and have
independent lives” The evangelical translation of the Bible is no excep-
tion to this rule. o

Assiata Sidikou’s paper “Death, Language and Space in Moolaade”
examines Ousmane Sembéne’s 2004 film. While critical commentary at
the film’s release focused on a violent scene of excision, Sidikou points
out that Sembeéne’s concerns are both subtle and extensive in the movie
and are situated within the social, historical, and geographical contexts
of the sexual and hierarchical tensions between women and men. o

Janice Spleth's paper, “Gendering the War Story in Marjorie Oludhe
Macgoye's The Present Moment,” looks at how Macgoye explores the
lives and memories of seven elderly Kenyan women in the eighties who
have taken refuge in a Nairobi shelter managed by a Christian charity.
Central to the novel are events surrounding the State of Emergency in
the fifties conventionally referred to as “Mau Mau.’ Macgoye's sharply
focused version of the insurgency deals almost exclusively with women’s
involvement and sacrifices. This reading of the novel analyzes the way
that the war story is regendered in the narrative by looking at women’s
participation in the Mau Mau revolt, how violence destabilizes women’s
lives, and finaily how Macgoye offers a critique of war’s destruction and
divisiveness that reflects feminist theories about the very nature of war.





