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When I agreed to write an epilogue for this impressive collection on the social and 
historical trajectories of agency in Africa, the intention was not to discuss the various 
contributions – a job masterfully done by the editors in their introduction – but rather to 
draw inspiration from them to highlight further research questions for debate and 
reflection, especially those from a standpoint sensitive to the African predicaments 
described in this book and beyond. 

How does one meaningfully conceptualize and research agency in Africa? What 
basic assumptions must one make? These essays have led me to pose questions 
pertaining to the theorizing of agency research in and on Africa. What accumulated 
personal and collective prejudices must one check against to ensure that the trade of 
researching agency in Africa is sufficiently conscious of context and the interplay of 
both local and global forces, and adequately participatory to yield innovative results? 
How often do we reflect on the relevance of our research for the lives of those whose 
agency we seek to understand? In other words, are the issues we seek to research of 
importance to those who ‘innocently’ allow us into their lives, and to what extent have 
they consciously or unconsciously shaped our theoretical and methodological 
trajectories? Does it make sense, and, if so why, to ensure that African scholars and 
indeed the African communities whose agency is of interest are actively involved from 
the outset in the research design and implementation? And what, in concrete terms, is 
required of various actors in the knowledge production and dissemination chain to 
accomplish this? Is it useful or not to have a negotiated and nuanced understanding of 
agency based on the literature (orthodox and alternative) and, even more importantly, on 
the life situations and social positions of Africans in and beyond the confines of a place 
called Africa? 

How does one research agency beyond the bandwagon of intellectual and 
political fashions or ‘correctness’ of the times? The current tendency is for researchers 
to assume that the only agency which matters is that of the purportedly autonomous 
individual actor, whose assumed autonomy is defined fundamentally in opposition to 
local and national communities. But this same literature is silent on the impact of 
external or global forces on internal or local agency. To what extent can individuals, 
even where creditable with agency, move beyond the bounds of state and sub-national 
structures with the support of exogenously induced ideas of social change and 
development by objective and benevolent outsiders?  
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Is it possible that such enthusiasm to celebrate without problematizing the rights 
of the choice-driven individual vis-à-vis local state bounded structures overlooks some 
perennial hierarchies and power dynamics within and between states that make agency 
possible for some only at the best of times? Do African scholars, governments and 
advocacy groups, for example, have a point when they vehemently argue against the 
World Bank, the IMF, the WTO and related institutions for crippling the agency of 
African states, institutions, communities and individuals with draconian neo-liberal 
policies and stubborn insensitivity to alternative ways of thinking, seeing and doing? If 
so, how does a researcher on agency meaningfully factor in these concerns without, of 
course, throwing the baby out with the bath water? 

What do Africans, in their world views and dynamism, perceive agency to 
consist of for the individual, group, institution and community? How do these African 
perceptions of agency cope with social change informed by unequal encounters fed by 
local and global hierarchies of humanity dictated, amongst other factors, by race, place, 
culture, class, status, gender and age? If unequal encounters are possible and if African 
ideas of agency have not necessarily always coincided with competing ideas of agency 
by others encountered by Africans from positions of relative weakness, how have these 
dominant others set about imposing constrictive perceptions of agency informed by the 
arrogance and ignorance of power and privilege on Africans, in principle and in 
practice, and with what consequences? And how does one design and implement 
research in such a way that these unequal encounters are captured in their fullness and 
depth, highlighting the limits and possibilities of agency for the one or the other at the 
level of individuals, whole communities and cultures? Even more importantly, who 
decides, and when, that it is time to move on from using the past to explain the present 
and inform the future? This is especially relevant in a context where the wounds of the 
past are still so fresh, a context where Africa remains a scar on the conscience of the 
world, to quote British Prime Minister Tony Blair. And what power dynamics and 
interests are at play to belie the apparent objectivity/neutrality of such choices in 
scholarly, political, cultural, social or economic circles? 

If one assumes an interconnected world of ever-accelerating techniques of 
inclusion and exclusion, how realistic is it to seek to understand African agency in 
isolation from the agency of non-Africans, the not-yet-Africans or the Africans-plus?1 If 
not, what are the various forms (individual and institutional) and vehicles (political, 
cultural, economic, social, etc.) that such non-African, not-yet-African or African-plus 
agency assumes, and with what consequences for Africans and their agency? If the 
comforts of power tend to blunt one’s sensitivity to the predicaments of others, how do 
researchers, who are relatively better placed than the Africans they study, ensure that 
the assumptions natural to their social positions and cultural palates (race, ethnicity, 
class, status, gender, generation, etc.) do not influence the research process and its 
outcome? In a continent starved of basic research funding within universities and 
research institutions, and where the bulk of research-related activities are funded and 
controlled through consultancies by NGOs and grants by foundations with pre-
conceived ideas of what is relevant rather than in critical scholarly research, how does 

                                                 
1 A coinage to refer to those in and outside of Africa who claim African and non-African identities (for 
example, Africans in the diaspora, and European and Asian diasporas in Africa). 
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one provide for the type of critical predicament-oriented research that does justice to 
agency as a scholarly theme?  

Which approaches to agency are likely to yield the best results? Is it those 
wherein the research is designed with agency as a primary focus, or those in which 
structure and agency are seen in interplay? But then, is this question worth posing in the 
first place for those to whom agency is as much a possibility open to individuals as well 
as to the groups, communities and structures that they produce, reproduce and 
transform? When does it become necessary to talk of domesticating or harnessing 
agency? Are certain cultures and material conditions more predisposed to the one than 
the other? What experiences and possibilities does Africa have to share in this regard? 

What methodologies or methodological cocktails and buffets would best suit the 
sort of accounts craved to ensure a comprehensive understanding of African agency in 
all its social and historical complexities and trajectories? If it is not sufficient to be 
passionate about researching agency in Africa without being equally compassionate 
about the individuals and communities studied, how does one avoid this 
methodologically? Is it by emphasizing intersubjectivity and conviviality between the 
researcher and the researched? Is it by ensuring that researchers take up community 
membership amongst the researched beyond the participant observation of 
anthropologists that lasts only as long as it takes to complete their research and unturn-
native? And shouldn’t the merits of ethnography be pushed beyond anthropology to 
influence other disciplines that inform policies on Africa disproportionately, despite 
their tendency to celebrate economic, political and cultural snapshots that reproduce 
problematic images of Africa? In this regard, shouldn’t a systematic effort be made to 
review methodology courses in view of the fact that the data one collects and the 
interpretations one brings to bear on agency or whatever other phenomenon can only be 
as rich as one’s research questions? How can one make a culture of the fact that agency 
research in and on Africa can only be as good as the questions interested researchers are 
willing and ready to ask, and how open-minded and ready are they to go beyond 
rhetoric?  

If agency is almost always negotiated, what are the local and global structures 
that Africans have, at different points in time, negotiated or at least attempted to 
negotiate themselves out of or into, and with what outcomes? What are the current 
structures Africans would want to negotiate themselves into or out of, and with what 
prospects and challenges? 

If agency in and on Africa is not homogenous, as both African and external 
agents (re)acting on, in and to or interacting with Africans are differently positioned in 
tune with the hierarchies that govern their worlds, how does one avoid a monolithic 
discourse on agency and Africa without falling into sterile relativism? Similarly, what 
form would empowering African agency take in knowledge production vis-à-vis non-
African structures and scholarly agents? Who defines which literature available to 
African researchers, in a context of unequal global flows and the exchange of 
knowledge products, is credible? Are African scholars involved as co-producers with 
equal say or as research assistants, ‘shoe-shine’ collaborators, and other passive 
presences to be acknowledged in footnotes and appendices or simply ignored? What 
would guarantee the sort of collaboration that minimizes prejudices, stereotypes, 
ignorance and opportunism both ways? 
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It is true that even when we as scholars are predisposed to addressing these 
weighty questions, constraints of time and money may prevent us really squaring up to 
them. However, this should not subtract from the fact that in researching agency in 
Africa, it is only proper for us scholars to be conscious of (and even to question) our 
instinct by training to seek to ensure that established scholarly traditions and 
expectations are maintained. In a world heavy with economic, cultural and political 
hierarchies informed by, for example, race, place, class, gender and age, such instincts 
beg a few questions: Whose traditions? Whose scholarly yardsticks? Why traditions and 
yardsticks? Hence the importance of yet other questions: Who has the power to define, 
enforce and manage these traditions, tastes and standards? How feasible is it to promote 
scholarly or research traditions and ideals when they are at variance with dominant 
economic considerations or with the ambitions of dominance of those who have the 
means and power to determine the rules of the game with scant regard for participatory 
democracy? If he who pays the piper calls the tune, then the research and scholarship 
most likely to inspire investment are those familiar to the paymaster’s race, place, class, 
gender or generation; those into which s/he has been schooled to the point of second 
nature and which, instinctively, s/he expects every piper worth the name to internalize 
and reproduce. Yet pipers are just as shaped by their race, place, class, gender and 
generation as those who pay them. Inviting them to internalize and reproduce tunes at 
variance with their own traditions and tastes is to devalue and marginalize their own 
human experience. Over time, in the interests of convenience and material comfort, 
many a piper yields to the whims and caprices of the wallet and reproduces the research 
and scholarly expectations of their paymasters. This, in a way, makes all research and 
scholarship (non-African and African alike) a very conservative industry where, despite 
rhetoric to the contrary, the emphasis is less on creativity than mimicry, and less on 
production than reproduction. 

Thus, socialized into these hierarchies, researchers of Africa and African 
researchers operate in scholarly contexts where it is normal to minimize the scientific 
and creative capabilities of the African mind. Increasingly, for reasons of political 
correctness, this is true in practice even when it remains unstated. It is hardly surprising 
then, on the one hand, that African social scientists continue to face an uphill task 
convincing their non-African counterparts about the maturity and validity of their 
scholarship. Similarly, it is not surprising that non-African counterparts face a 
Herculean task to convince African social scientists about the integrity of their research 
ventures in the context of such inequalities and prejudices. Perhaps the time has come to 
pay greater attention to changing not only what is produced as knowledge on Africa but, 
even more importantly, the institutional cultures within which that knowledge is 
produced, in view of encouraging greater and more genuine collaboration between 
African, non-African and African-plus scholars. This book and the questions it has 
inspired provide the kind of background context for the journey to begin the process of 
redressing the inequalities, prejudices and tensions that continue to stand in the way of 
meaningful research on agency in and on Africa and on African agency. 
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