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 INTRODUCTION

 Wh\ African
 AXtobiograph\

 Patricia Geese\

 tYen to the casXal obserYer looking at the deYelop-
 ment of contemporar\ African Zriting, aXtobiograph\ ZoXld certainl\ seem
 to stand oXt as a major component in the Yast arra\ of cXltXral prodXctions
 from that continent. From Camara La\e's Lenfant noir (1953) to Assia
 Djebar's Vaste est laprison (1995), the third YolXme of her aXtobiographical
 qXartet, aXtobiographical discXrsiYe practices haYe been at the critical
 crossroads of the theoretical, cXltXral, and historic implications of African
 Zriting. The stXd\ of African aXtobiograph\, as ma\ be determined b\ the
 essa\s collected in this YolXme, intersects Zith the critical and theoretical "-
 isms" of oXr da\, namel\: postcolonialism, postmodernism, and feminism.
 At the core of each of these critical moYements is the qXestion of the sXb-
 ject, and the "first-person" speaking position. As Leigh Gilmore reminds Xs
 in her essa\ "The Mark of AXtobiograph\: Postmodernism, AXtobiograph\
 and Genre," postmodern theor\ alloZs Xs to YieZ aXtobiographical te[ts as
 "sites of identit\ prodXction"?the\ "both resist and prodXce cXltXral iden-
 tities" (4). It is precisel\ Zithin the parameters of "prodXction" and "resis-
 tance" that African aXtobiographies, and the sXbjectiYities the\ constrXct,
 are noZ being stXdied. Scholars Zho e[plore the postcolonial in all of its
 m\riad manifestations also concentrate on the notion of the postcolonial
 sXbject and sXch related themes as "h\bridit\" and "mXltiplicit\." The
 deeper Xnderstanding of Zomen's sXbjectiYit\ broXght forth b\ feminist
 scholars of aXtobiograph\ noZ inflXences YirtXall\ all readings of Zomen's
 self-Zriting projects. GiYen the groZing importance of feminist stXdies, it is
 perhaps not sXrprising that Zhen the "call for papers" for this YolXme on
 aXtobiograph\ Zas issXed, the majorit\ of papers sXbmitted dealt Zith
 African Zomen's Zriting and the qXestion of the gendered sXbject.

 In 1973, James Olne\ pXblished Tell Me Africa: An Approach to African
 LiteratXre. Toda\, this stXd\ ma\ jXstifiabl\ be considered a "classic" of
 African literar\ criticism. Olne\ Zas one of the first scholars to deYote a
 book-length anal\sis to the specificit\ of African aXtobiograph\; he Zas also
 one of the first critics to e[amine the qXestion of non-African readership
 and African self-Zriting. While Olne\'s initial project ma\ haYe been sXper-
 seded b\ more comple[ theoretical notions regarding self-Zriting and the
 constitXtion of sXbjectiYit\, man\ scholars and readers toda\ continXe to
 search for ansZers to the same qXestions Olne\ raised regarding the stXd\
 of African aXtobiograph\. Indeed, as the essa\s collected in this YolXme
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 Research in African LiteratXres

 shoZ, Olne\'s inflXence is still felt, eYen if it is onl\ as a faint shadoZ,
 ZheneYer the critic e[amines tensions prodXced Zithin the African aXtobi?
 ograph\, sXch as the portra\al of the aXtobiographer's singXlarit\ against or
 Zithin the commXnit\, and qXestions, inclXding: Is the ideal reader African,
 Western, or XniYersal? Does the aXtobiographer's choice of langXage affect
 the constrXction of the te[tXal self? Does fiction in aXtobiograph\ make
 a difference? From Zhich position does the African sXbject as aXtobiogra-
 pher speak?

 In his essa\ that serYes as a XsefXl introdXction to the recent pXblica-
 tion Genres aXtobiographies en AfriqXe, Janos Ries] notes that in the past, the
 critical reception of African aXtobiograph\ has sXffered from tZo mXtXall\
 e[clXsiYe prejXdices: first, aXtobiograph\ is inherentl\ Western and has onl\
 been "grafted" onto African literar\ prodXction; second, all African Zriting
 in EXropean langXages is, at some leYel, aXtobiographical and hence less
 "sophisticated" than EXropean literatXre (9). The essa\s collected in the
 YolXme edited b\ Ries] and Ulla Schild demonstrate that looking at African
 aXtobiograph\ from onl\ one of the aboYe-mentioned perspectiYes is total-
 l\ inappropriate. Increasingl\, scholars Zho stXd\ African aXtobiograph\
 are inflXenced b\ neZ directions in cXltXral and critical stXdies.
 FXrthermore, cXrrent research on African aXtobiographical Zriting has
 greati\ benefited from an interdisciplinar\ approach.

 The nine essa\s presented in this special issXe all share a basic concern
 Zith appl\ing contemporar\ critical theor\ to African aXtobiographical
 te[ts. The resXlting anal\ses are both informatiYe and proYocatiYe and, I
 belieYe, shift the focXs of the stXd\ of African aXtobiograph\ from the the-
 matic (Zhere it Zas centered in preYioXs stXdies) firml\ into the arena of
 "postcolonial stXdies." This is not, hoZeYer, to sXggest that in the essa\s col?
 lected here African aXtobiograph\ is stXdied e[clXsiYel\ in light of recent
 critical theor\. In his essa\ pXblished in Genres aXtobiographiqXes en AfriqXe,
 Stephen H. Arnold Zarns scholars of the dangers in sXccXmbing to Zhat he
 calls "AcXte Post-Modernism Embrace S\ndrome" (144). Keeping in mind
 Arnold's Zarning, it is of coXrse still possible to e[amine African aXtobiog?
 raph\ and discoYer the aXtobiographer's oZn e[pressed concern Zith the
 e[istence of a fragmentar\ sXbjectiYit\. The essa\s contained in this YolXme
 of Research in African LiteratXres sXccessfXll\ appl\ contemporar\ theories on
 the natXre of the sXbject ZithoXt losing sight of the cXltXral, lingXistic, and
 historical specificities of the African aXthors stXdied.

 The first three essa\s ma\ be considered as a tripartite stXd\ of seYeral
 crXcial te[ts in the deYelopment of African Zomen's aXtobiograph\. In "M\
 Mothers/M\ SelYes: (Re)Reading a Tradition of West African Women's
 AXtobiograph\," Mar\-Ka\ F. Miller e[amines notions of (self-)reprodXc-
 tion and constrXction in Catherine N'Dia\e's Gens desable (1984), and high-
 lights the te[tXal tension of N'Dia\e's insider/oXtsider perspectiYe toZard
 her oZn cXltXre. Nicki Hitchcott's essa\ "African 'Herstor\': The Feminist
 Reader and the African AXtobiographical Voice" reads three African
 Zomen's te[ts: AoXa Keita's Femme d AfriqXe (1975), Ken BXgXl's Le baobab
 foX (1984), and NafissatoX Diallo's De Tilene aX PlateaX (1975), and points
 to the te[tXal and narratiYe strategies that enable these aXthors to reZrite
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 Patricia Geese\ 3

 the paradigms of earlier, male-aXthored aXtobiographies to prodXce a "gen-
 dered" discoXrse on the "Occidentali]ation" process. JXlia Watson also
 e[amines Diallo's De Tilene aX PlateaX and considers this te[t in light of
 Diallo's conscioXs efforts to blXr the boXndaries betZeen aXtobiograph\
 and ethnograph\, prodXcing a h\brid te[t that Watson refers to as
 "aXtoethnograph\." Like the tZo essa\s that precede it in this collection,
 Watson's article astXtel\ anal\]es the ambigXities of the female aXtobiogra-
 pher/noYelist/essa\ist's sXbject position.

 The ne[t tZo essa\s, CarmelaJ. Garritano's reading of Ellen KX]Za\o's
 Call Me Woman (1985) and Irene Assiba d'Almeida's stXd\ of Kesso Barr\'s
 Kesso, princesse peXhle (1988), e[amine the inherent tensions and parado[es
 in the aXtobiographies of tZo African Zomen Zho are pXblic figXres. Their
 anal\ses highlight the aXtobiographers' oZn "blind spots" concerning their
 mXltiple sXbject positions. "Reading" the trope of the pXblic figXre dis-
 cXssing her priYate life, Garritano and d'Almeida deconstrXct the narratiYe
 strategies emplo\ed b\ KX]Za\o and Barr\ to both sXbYert and inYent their
 female sXbject speaking positions.

 In her essa\ "AXtobiographical SXbjects," Lisa McNee challenges the
 reader's preconceptions concerning African (Zomen's) aXtobiograph\,
 and hence sXbjectiYit\. She argXes forcefXll\ for a reYision of the old binar\:
 the West = indiYidXalistic, Africa = collectiYist in her presentation of
 Senegalese Zomen's praise poetr\ called taasX. Mildred Mortimer's per-
 ceptiYe essa\ on Assia Djebar's aXtobiographical project that presentl\ spans
 three pXblished YolXmes sheds neZ light on the tightl\ interZoYen strands
 of Djebar's narratiYe and cinematographic Zeb. Reading Djebar's project in
 its e[tant totalit\, Mortimer notes the e[tent to Zhich Djebar's Zork mani-
 fests the principal concerns of postcolonial and postmodern theor\.

 Finall\, tZo essa\s that do not e[clXsiYel\ focXs on African Zomen's
 aXtobiograph\: DaYid BXXck's anal\sis of h\bridit\ and identit\ in
 DambXd]o Marechera's Zork and JXdith LXtge CoXllie's stXd\ of SoXth
 African Zorker testimonies and their relationship to resistance to
 apartheid. BXXck's stXd\ Zill proYe to be inYalXable to scholars Zorking on
 the notion of constrXcted identities in the postcolonial conte[t. Liitge-
 CoXllie's essa\ reminds Xs of the potential political Xses of African aXtobi?
 ograph\, as Zell as of the perceiYed relations of poZer betZeen the
 aXtobiographical sXbject, the researcher, and the reader.

 Wh\ African aXtobiograph\? BecaXse the aXtobiographical te[ts
 (fictional, nonfictional, or someZhere in betZeen) discXssed in the essa\s
 collected here represent Zhat ma\ be the most Yibrant element in the
 African literar\ (and oral) corpXs. In 1973, Olne\ Zrote that "the shape" of
 African aXtobiograph\ "is determined b\ the especial African-ness of the
 Zriter" (52). Toda\, after nearl\ 25 \ears of postmodern and postcolonial
 critical theor\ qXestioning national identities and sXbject positions, Ze
 noZ knoZ that aXtobiographical Zriting is definitel\ not a te[t that reYeals
 a Xnified, monolithic African identit\. What Ze ma\ knoZ Zith certaint\,
 and the essa\s presented in this issXe reaffirm this, is that the corpXs of
 African aXtobiograph\ helps readers and researchers alike begin to ask the
 correct qXestions aboXt the (re-) prodXction and (re-)constrXction of gen-
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 der, cXltXral, ethnic, and national identities.
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