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African Feminist Epistemic Communities

Keynote Address Presented at the Reflections Meeting on the
CODESRIA Gender Institutes: Pasts and Futures

his paper was given as a
Tkeynote address at a conven-

ing for one of CODESRIA’s
flagship institutes—the gender
institute. The CODESRIA gender
institutes have been running for
twenty-eight years, with 428 di-
rect beneficiaries. My engagement
with CODESRIA gender institutes
has occurred across three differ-
ent periods and different thematic
areas. In 2013, I served as a re-
source person for African Sexuali-
ties: Theories, Politics and Action,
which was co-directed by Profes-
sors Tamale and Bennett. In 2018,
I was a resource person for Femi-
nist Scholarship, Universities and
Social Transformation in Africa,
directed by Professor Philomena
Okeke-Thejirika. In 2021, I direct-
ed a virtual gender institute during
Covid-19 on Women and Girls in
Contexts of Shrinking Civic Space.
As aresource person and a director
who sets the intellectual tone and
coherence of the institutes, I of-
fer two reflection points. The first
is on methodology—the institute
and its accompanying methods,
which are training, research and
publications. The second reflection
point focuses on the intellectual
imperatives for gender institutes
that take feminist theories and ap-
proaches as a foundational starting
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point from which to frame intellec-
tual encounters. The continental,
transnational and transdisciplinary
imperatives of this work are laid
out below.

On the Institute as
Methodology

Research and Training as
Method

The gender institute proceeds on
the basis that an intensive model of
knowledge transfer, anchored on
two weeks of robust engagement
with scholarship through lectures,
peer review and discussion of re-
search papers, will collectively
begin a process of introducing,
re-introducing and strengthening
feminist scholarship. Accompany-
ing these two (occasionally three
or four) weeks of intensive learn-
ing is the idea that a post-institute
publication will offer a framework
for illustrating and advancing
knowledge transfer and learning.
In addition, the process of work-
ing on a publication within a com-
munity of peers should strengthen

the cohort and extend an epistemic
community. If this methodological
orientation is taken as true, then
it is important to formally assess
whether the body of work that has
been developed across the insti-
tutes over twenty-eight years has
expanded the discursive terrain on
various themes. It is here that the
question of CODESRIA’s role in
building, sustaining and nurturing
feminist epistemic communities
lies because it requires an exami-
nation of the demands placed on
institute participants to advance
knowledge while recognising that
the teaching space is often filled
with ephemerality.

There are multiple ways of track-
ing knowledge transfer. One is
tracking the substantive approach
to citation of feminist scholarship
across publications developed
from the institutes. The second is
cross-citation of feminist scholar-
ship generated through reading
lists created for the institute and
used by adjacent institutes, such
as the governance institute. Third,
would be to examine who down-
loads open access books and jour-
nals. The last is conducting a trac-
ing study with institute participants
to reflect on the long-term impact
of the experience in their journey
as intellectuals and academics.
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Language and Intellectual
Genealogies

CODESRIA has attempted to re-
solve as far as is possible the co-
lonial legacies of the European
language divide, which is often
understood through anglophone,
francophone, lusophone and ara-
bophone descriptors. CODESRIA
language-divide  disruption ef-
forts are seen in the reduction of
the domination of English—in the
choice of resource persons, access
to interpretation and the diversity of
successful applicants. The question
of language justice across Africa is
broader than the Council, which
means that translation and inter-
pretation efforts, while important,
will not resolve this conundrum.
Yet, there is a second challenge,
which sits at the nexus of language
and intellectual genealogies. I have
always been struck during my en-
gagements in the gender institutes
by the vast differences in who we
read and know based on our colo-
nial histories and how these have
been sustained by our education
systems. What we read or do not
read means that we are speaking
and writing in very different in-
tellectual languages. For feminist
scholarship that also means a Eu-
rocentricity that reproduces Africa
through the white gaze, on the one
hand, and scholarship that is unin-
terested in Africa unless it is con-
nected to foreign policy interests,
on the other hand. We can think
here of the vast amount of Euro-
American scholarship on the Sahel
that is focused on violent extrem-
ism, anti-terrorism and militarisa-
tion, or the ‘African studies’ field.
In addition, the dominance of Eng-
lish-language scholarship has cul-
tivated an environment in which
scholarship from the global South
i1s underengaged—it is not cited
in any substantive way that illus-
trates a full engagement with the

scholarship. Herein lies the impact
of scholarship in the world, how it
travels and the geopolitical econo-
mies that shape knowledge produc-
tion and transfer.

Closely connected to this knowl-
edge industry is the question of
access. In reviewing and engaging
with research papers, I am often
struck by the age of the literature
and theoretical frameworks being
used where debates have devel-
oped significantly. This observa-
tion is obviously linked to the de-
cay_of public universities across
Africa' that is partly a legacy of the
structural adjustments of the 1990s,
which demanded state divestment
in higher education as part of do-
nor conditionalities imposed by
the World Bank and the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund. These do-
nor conditionalities wreaked un-
told havoc on public universities
and sustained a political economy
of knowledge that consistently
places academics in Africa on
the backfoot.

While there is a growing move-
ment that pushes for open access
publishing? as part of democratis-
ing knowledge, we must also look
at the academic publishing model
that generates significant income
from academic publishing with-
out any of those resources being
redistributed to universities and
the academics who are central to
sustaining them. The academic
publishing economic model as
we know it has contributed to the
development of established and
respected journals across differ-
ent disciplines. The notion of ‘re-
spected’, often accompanied by
impact factors, is a legacy of a fair
amount of gatekeeping framed by
‘rigour and scientific standards’.
Yet, these scientific mechanisms
as secured by the peer-review sys-
tems of established journals® have

over the last decade come under
significant scrutiny for unethical
practices, which include publish-
ing research that can be considered
methodologically dubious.*

The specificity of feminist scholar-
ship in the context I describe above
lies in a global environment in
which there are increasingly delib-
erate attacks on feminist scholar-
ship.’ The marginalisation of femi-
nist scholarship, and scholarship
by women® specifically, is well re-
searched. In resolving the issue of
access to scholarship, the ideologi-
cal and political question around
the choices made about what to
read, what we refuse to read and
why there is resistance to sub-
stantively engaging with feminist
theorising remains. In my view,
at the heart of the erasure of femi-
nist scholarship is the challenge it
poses to how we understand power
and our location in those constel-
lations of power. This leads me to
my last point about naming what
undergirds the CODESRIA gender
institute as feminist thinking.

Gender or Feminisms?

Gender is not the study of what is
evident, it is an analysis of how
what is evident came to be. Maya
Mikdashi, 20127

I have always been intrigued by
who applies for the gender insti-
tute, who makes the cut and what
they imagine they are going to
learn from a gender institute. The
traces of expectations and assump-
tions about the gender institute are
found in the participants’ research
proposals, which institute direc-
tors receive in advance. Therein
you begin to see the questions that
preoccupy people and the avenues
along which they think through
these questions.
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https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/25434

CODESRIA Bulletin Online, No. 8, July 2023 Page 3

Two main traces can be seen. The
first trace is in citations or the lack
thereof of established African
feminist voices in various fields.
The second trace is a focus on the
woman question in which the per-
sonhood of women is central. The
research projects often focus on
an interpretation of patriarchy that
does not move beyond an articula-
tion of male and female (biology)
and instead solidifies the power
and/or powerlessness embedded
in those binaries as the site from
which to define the research prob-
lems and make meaning. To offer
this observation is not to ignore the
material realities that structure our
very gendered societies. Rather, it
invites us to think about the libera-
tion potential that is missed in the
expansive interpretation of gender
that foundational African femi-
nist scholarship® has offered to us
through which to re-interpret and
re-organise power.

Consequently, to deliberately
foreground the gender institute
as informed by feminist theories
is to focus people on the theoreti-
cal and methodological anchors
that will shape any discussion on
gender. Let me offer an example.
At SOAS, University of London,
the economics department makes
it very clear that its teaching and
research is predominantly hetero-
dox economics. It foregrounds the
theoretical orientation of its pro-
grammes as a way of signalling to
students what they will encounter
in their classrooms. In effect, no
students arriving at SOAS can ar-
gue that the department has not
delivered neoclassical economics
because that was never what it in-
tended to do. I argue that the de-
bate about gender and feminism in
the CODESRIA gender institutes
is the same. In boldly stating that

the gender institutes are grounded
in feminist thinking, we in effect
clarify from the onset what people
should expect in coming to a gen-
der institute.

Feminisms are the container for
the language and analytical tools
that use gender as a framework for
organising power across our soci-
eties. In essence, there is no gen-
der as an analytical category with
all its varied limitations without
feminisms. There are two chal-
lenges for CODESRIA. The first
is that in an environment charac-
terised by a scarcity of academic
resources, the institutes are read as
‘opportunities’, which are taken up
whether the successful applicant
believes they will learn anything
or not. There are those who are
invested in approaching the space
with openness, whereas for oth-
ers being confronted with feminist
theories this only opens the door
for pre-existing ghosts (stereo-
types, misogyny) to show up. The
second challenge, which may also
be viewed as an opportunity, is the
ability to hold very lightly while
firmly the importance of maintain-
ing a teaching space where debate
does not reproduce harmful and
violent power relations. In describ-
ing a gender institute as informed
by feminisms, this situates power
and how it travels through vio-
lence as a disciplinary and regula-
tory technology. It challenges the
dismissal of feminist scholarship
as a tactic of erasure and refusal.
Finally, it rejects the reproduction
of violence in the form of debate
and intellectual engagement even
when having difficult and complex
conversations. Consequently, for
a gender institute the task is not
about how you define yourself but
the theoretical tools we choose to
engage with and why.

Futures and Transnational
Intellectual Imperatives

Over the years of their existence,
the CODESRIA gender institutes
have offered a methodological
container in which to centre gender
and advance what was contested
in Engendering African Social
Sciences’ as missing in social sci-
ences. | close with three observa-
tions about contemporary trends

that require transdisciplinary,
transnational work in future
gender institutes.
Battle of Ideas

The ongoing threats to gender and
feminist studies across the globe
point to the threat posed by schol-
arship that challenges how we un-
derstand and organise the world.
At the heart of the challenge to
feminist and gender studies is a
counter-hegemonic battle of ideas.
Shaping this battle of ideas is the
notion of ‘gender ideology’ as a
coalescing framework. Early use
of the term ‘gender ideology’ can
be traced to the Vatican. Elizabeth
Corredor!® notes:

In 2001, Pope John Paul II de-
clared that ‘misleading con-
cepts concerning sexuality and
the dignity and mission of the
woman’ are driven by ‘spe-
cific ideologies on “gender.”
In 2002, the Vatican’s Pontifi-
cal Council for the Family as-
serted that a ‘feminist ideology
. . . known as gender’ has led
to a misunderstanding of the
complementary difference be-
tween man and woman and ‘a
growing confusion about sex-
ual identity’ that ‘complicates
the assumption of roles and the
sharing of tasks in the home.’


https://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/the-invention-of-women
https://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/the-invention-of-women
https://www.africanbookscollective.com/books/engendering-african-social-sciences
https://www.africanbookscollective.com/books/engendering-african-social-sciences
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/701171?mobileUi=0&
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/701171?mobileUi=0&
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The convergence between reli-
gious actors, such as the Catholic
church, Christian fundamentalist
groups and conservative secular
actors, and political organising re-
mains a critical concern for those
interested in understanding how
various actors mobilise to over-
turn hard-won freedoms. In ad-
dition, the use of formal political
spaces—parliaments, political par-
ties and legislation—as sites for
this type of organising is equally
critical. For example, US evangeli-
cal churches have supported anti-
LGBTQI rhetoric through ‘train-
ing’ and financial resources. This
strategy was evident in American
evangelist Scott Lively’s role in
the 2009 Bahati Bill'"' and, more
recently, the role of groups such as
Family WatchInternational'? in the
anti-homosexuality law Museveni
assented to. Brazilian scholar So-
nia Correa observes'® the transcon-
tinental nature of what she terms
as a hydra, actively mobilising
across Africa, Latin America,'"* Eu-
rope and North America. Brazil’s
growing community of evangeli-
cal Christians'® are now estimated
to make up almost one-third of the
country’s population of 215 mil-
lion. Bolsonaro, the former Brazil-
ian president whose campaign and
political messaging railed against
abortion, drugs, ‘gender ideol-
ogy’, anti-Black rhetoric and com-
munism, was backed by Brazilian
evangelicals, with seven in ten
backing him four years ago.

There are varying degrees of politi-
cal engagement and involvement
among groups such as the Swedish
Democrats, Danish People’s Par-
ty, Freedom Party of Austria and
Alternative fiir Deutschland that
could be viewed as fundamentalist
politics. These degrees of distinc-
tion reflect the differences between
the radical right and extreme right.

Radical right groups are often hos-
tile to liberal democracy but ac-
cept popular sovereignty and the
minimal procedural rules of parlia-
mentary democracy. Their support
base is derived from challenging
pluralism and targeting minority
rights, but they publicly condemn
the use of violence'® as an instru-
ment of politics. Extreme right or-
ganisations are often inspired by
fascism or national socialism, tend
to reject democracy and party poli-
tics, oppose all forms of ethnic and
cultural diversity within the nation-
state and are open to the use of vio-
lence to achieve political goals.!” It
is in these distinctions in political
mobilisation that distinct battle-
grounds emerge.

Old Issues New Battles

The place of citizenship defined
broadly in the nation-state and
globally, with gender, race and
sexuality sitting at the heart of de-
termining belonging, is a key fea-
ture of the battle of ideas. Most
fundamentalist projects will oppor-
tunistically use anti-Western and
anticolonial rhetoric as a basis for
mobilisation. Within this mobilisa-
tion there are varying degrees of
overlap between fundamentalism
and ethnonationalism. A key fea-
ture of right-wing discourse is a
return to a past and accompanying
historical structures of dominance
driven by the preservation of white
supremacy and freedoms, which
are perceived to be under threat
from minorities. Within this nar-
rative, historically marginalised
groups are reimagined as power-
ful and a threat to white identity,
thus necessitating a reaffirmation
of what was historically domi-
nant. The perceived threat from the
imagined power of minorities al-
lows the far right to mobilise a na-
tionalist discourse to define differ-

ence and thereby exclusion. These
discourses cut through the defence
of the family, ‘gender ideology’,
Islamophobia and homophobia,
and the preservation of the ‘pure’
nation is often defined through an
exclusion of those deemed as the
‘other’.

By corralling moveable notions
of ‘African culture’, ‘Christianity’
and ‘family values’, the spate of
antihomosexuality laws across Af-
rica mobilise very specific notions
of heterosexuality designed to re-
constitute a conservative interpre-
tation of gender relations and roles.
These laws respond to the unstable
power that is attached to heterosex-
uality and vested in certain forms
of dominant masculinities that are
reliant on constructing woman-
hood in ways that sustain this. As

Danai Mupotsa'® argues:

the success or failure of the
project of ‘national culture’ (if
we are to call it that) appears
to be placed at the national
family’s ability to manage and
control the mobility and sexu-
ality of women’s bodies, be it
through mothers, fathers and
brothers [...]°

In addition, the accompanying eth-
nonationalist politics that shape po-
litical actors who mobilise a range
of far-right ideologies is character-
ised by anti-Black and racist articu-
lation of the ‘other’. Donald Trump
and Jair Bolsanaro’s presidencies
in the USA and Brazil, respective-
ly, serve as examples of regimes
that emboldened far-right groups,
thus ramping up hate crimes as-
sociated with anti-immigrant and
Islamophobic rhetoric, as seen in
counter-movements such as White
Lives Matter and the January 6th
insurrection in the US capitol!® by
Trump supporters in 2021.
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Responses by various political re-
gimes to questions that sit at the in-
tersection of race, gender, sexual-
ity and religious identity highlight
how ‘panics’ often facilitate in-
creasingly authoritarian measures
for minorities. These panics have
also arrived in universities through
‘academic freedom’. Across Africa,
academics point to the constrained

university environment within
which they are to debate and teach
complex contemporary issues.

The question of academic freedom
is not isolated to Africa, even if the
nature of institutional autonomy
differs greatly. The UK govern-
ment has proposed a new law? to
protect free speech and academic
freedom, including appointing an
academic freedom czar. The law
places a duty on not only the uni-
versity but also student unions to
prevent discrimination against stu-
dent faculty, staff or visiting speak-
ers on their premises who hold
views that are regarded as offen-
sive. The law specifically sought
to address concerns that right-wing
actors are victims of silencing by
left-wing activists on campuses.

Saini notes*' the recent growth in
scientific racism framed as intel-
lectual inquiry, which is seen in
how this knowledge is rooted in
science, repackaged as ‘fact’ and
supported by data and peer-re-
viewed journals. By legitimising
racist claims as ‘scientific’ they are
then framed as indisputable and
disseminated accordingly. Target-
ing counter-hegemonic scholarship
is a deliberate strategy of curbing
the growth of ideas that challenge
systems of power. The increas-
ing surveillance of universities
by governments has the potential
to severely paralyse institutional
governance and threatens fields of
study, such as feminist and gender
studies, and the scholars invested
in them.

Transnational and Transdis-
ciplinary Imperatives

If, as illustrated above, the stakes
in protecting and sustaining gen-
der studies are high, then the task
of future CODESRIA gender in-
stitutes becomes even greater in
three ways. The first task is in both
elevating and strengthening the
feminist underpinnings of the gen-
der institutes, including insisting
on adjacent institutes—such as the
governance institute—taking femi-
nist scholarship seriously as part
of an inter- and transdisciplinary
commitment. In elevating the
feminist logics that shape how we
understand the utility of gender in
governing the world, the institutes
must seriously consider the mate-
rial realities of women in Africa
while not retreating to an essential-
ist and instrumentalist understand-
ing of women and gender. To focus
solely on the victimhood of women
and girls is to ignore what feminist
scholarship demands of us, which
is to explore how gender roles and
relations came to be rather than a
focus on what gender relations are.

The second task is the pedagogical
expectations we place on the insti-
tute as a methodology for mean-
ing- and change-making. If, as ob-
served earlier on, the institutes play
a critical role in building feminist
epistemic communities, then the
pedagogical demands on the in-
stitutes from those who resource
them as teachers and those who at-
tend the institutes becomes greater.
The institute moves from being yet
another ‘opportunity’ for training
and potentially being published to
a space that embraces its role in the
development of counter-hegemon-

ic knowledge®.

The third task concerns the role of
knowledge production, particular-
ly the research outputs that emerge

from the gender institutes. Here I
return to the question of ethical ci-
tation practices and an accompany-
ing demand for effective and pro-
ductive engagement with African
feminist scholarship specifically
and feminist scholarship generally.
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