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The Secessionist Manifestos
of Certain Received Wisdoms

JOHN AKOMFRAH AND KODWO ESHUN

In the winter sun in carly 2016, 21 years after the first transmission of The Last An-
gel of History on ZDF in 1995, John Akomf{rah and Kodwo Eshun were invited by
the two editors, kara tynch and Henriette Gunkel, to discuss the film’s interventions
into critical debates around black popular culture in the mid-1990s, its epistemolog-
ical enquiry into modes of becoming, its analysis of the foreclosure of Aftican polit-
ical utopias, and its role in the evolution of Afrofuturism and African futures during
the last two decades. The conversation between Kodwo Eshun and John Akom(rah
took place on Tuesday March 15, 2016 {rom 7-9pm at Radio Extra Terrestrial at
Galerie KIT. It was produced and presented by Miss Despoina during the exhibition
We Hold This Myth to Be Potential: Investigations into Afrofuturism at Trondheim
Academy of Fine Arts, Norwegian University of Science and Technology. We Hold
this Myth 1o be Potential was curated by Annett Busch and Florian Schneider for
Meta.Morf 2016: Nice to be in Orbit! The Trondheim International Bicnnale for Art
& Technology from March 10 to May 8, 2016.

Kodwo Eshun: What we wanted to do today is to analyze three moments. The first
would be the moment of 1995 when The Last Angel of History was broadcast in
September on ZDF in Germany and Channel 4 in the UK under the name The
Mothership Connection. The second would be the efflorescence of Afrofuturism in
which we can observe its continuing popularity in the US and in Europe especially
in the art worlds. The third moment would be the recent critiques of Afrofuturism
developed from within the continent, South Africa largely, but also Kenya, Nigeria,
and Ghana. These critiques question the term for its exclusions of practices formu-
lated from within the continent, now and in the past, that are overshadowed by the
attention paid to canonical African-American artistic practices. John, could you out-
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line some of the impulses and imperatives that werc informing The Last Angel of
History in 19957

John Akemfrah: Trying to remember the detail of that moment is going to be
difficult. But I will have a go. There are certain pointers that are still legible for me,
even now. Some were intellectual, some were musical, some were cultural and po-
litical. Let’s look at the intellectual one, to start with. It was clear from about the
carly 1990s that a disparate range of writings on what one could call the Afrofuture
was beginning to take shape. A number of essays about what could be an Afrofutur-
ist narrative were beginning to be published in critical journals. It was increasingly
clear that a certain cultural studics take-up of black cultural production was begin-
ning to reach its ascendancy and that a number of genres and practitioners would
not be part of that canon forming moment. The black popular culture moment
seemed to suggest that the unpopular elements of what one could call black popular
culture were not going to be addressed.

A number of us were beginning to become aware that a set of musicians, com-
posers, and producers could form the basis of a discussion. Not all of them neces-
sarily made it into The Last Angel of History, but certainly the ones who did sug-
gested what that ficld could be. Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry, George Clinton, and Sun Ra
were exemplars. They were by no means the sole representatives, but they seemed
like emblematic figures. By the early 1990s you could sce the emergence of musical
genres that seemed to hint at the presence of these figures. Whether it was drum ’n’
bass or Detroit tecchno or what was beginning to happen in Germany with the be-
ginnings of Basic Channel, these emergent sonic practices seemed (o be borrowing
heavily from this range of writers and thinkers. So all of that scemed to make sense
for a research project like The Last Angel, which like all the Black Audio Film pro-
Jects started essentially as research.

KE: Gina Dent’s edited volume Black Popular Culture was an important refer-
ence for an American adaptation of British cultural studies that attempted to survey
the entire scope of American popular culture. The popular in popular culture en-
sured an overwhelming emphasis on certain kinds of hip-hop at the expense of oth-
ers. Detroit techno was written out of the grand narrative of popular culture that in-
herited the imperatives of gospel and R&B. The black in black popular culture did
not stretch towards what was happening in Britain, The fact that Chicago acid house
and Detroit techno were received better in Manchester, in London, in Berlin than in
the USA indicated that a process of technopoetic creolization was underway. Acid
house hybridized with British reggae sound system culture to form the hardcore
continuum that would generate jungle techno, jungle, and drum ’n’ bass and then
speed garage, 2 step, and grime, all of which were sustained by a pirate ecology of
radio stations, independent record labels, and independent record stores. None of
that would ever show up in a volume like Black Popular Culture which did not
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have a theoretical or critical vocabulary capable of accounting for that sonic and
social process on its own terms.

Given these multiple exclusions and clisions, it was not so difficult to posc the
question of what a black unpopular culture would sound like. In the polemic spirit
of the time, it was possible to speculate upon the existence of an uncultured, un-
popular_unblack unculture that would pressurize the inherited terms by which
blackness was recognized, identificd, and secured as identity. Listening to jungle
and-drum ’n’ bass confronted you with situations in which you could not reliably

Jidentify the identity of a producer. The music was straining the certainties that you

brought to it: the recognition effects or the reality effects that previous generations
had. The mutational capacity of certain dance music to pressurize expectations of
what black dance music could be opened up a vector of mutation that could be fol-
lowed into_a taste for alicnation, a demand for artificiality, and a demand for syn-
thesis. This will to artificiality could be heard as a popular avant-garde produced by
young people across Britain. The sonic and social implications invited a new theo-
retical vocabulary that drew upon terms from science, technology, and informatics.
What was missing was the public acknowledgment and affirmation of this experi-
ment with life.

The Last Angel of History inherited thesc impulses and created a continuum of
mutational imperatives between multiple American and British contexts. On a first
encounter, one is struck by the alliance of musical producers with great science fic-
tion novelists such as Samuel R. Delany, Octavia E. Butler, and Ishmael Reed
alongside critics such as myself, Greg Tate, and Paul D. Miller. This transdiscipli-
nary imperative is personified in the figure of the Data Thief who embodies a desire
to connect different types of thought, each of which is conducting its own enquiry.

JA: 1 have not seen cnough written about the idea of The Last Angel of History
as an epistemological project invested in the formulation of knowledge. It was very
clear from the ,Uom::::m that that is what we were going to do. We were going to
hand over much of the space to listening to the epistemological productions of a
disparate range of black performers and cultural practitioners. The project would
need some problem space in which a figure or an emblem attempts to summarize or
listen to or ingest this information that was coming at you without synthesizing it. It
was never a Hegelian project in that sense. We never envisioned it being a totaliz-
ing project. 1t was clear that what you said was not necessarily going to tic in with
what Octavia Butler was saying which would not necessarily tie in with what Paul
D. Miller, for instance, was saying. But that was never the aim. The aim was to
point to the range of voices who could speak to this question of an Afrofuture from
the different vantage points from which they come from.

What always gets forgotten, especially when people talk about the film these
days, is not even the Data Thicf’s presence but what we as the ‘authors’ of the work
are then saying about what the Data Thief is doing. He is in the land of African
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memory. He is breaking into the vaults. Those are our statements about the activi-
tics of the Data Thief which suggested that we were interested in something much
more discursive than African-American production. We go back again and again
and again to this question of what constitutes Africanity and how it might be talked
about through and in the present. I regret that that part of the film has disappeared
in'a way, but | know some of the reasons why.

Looking back now, what is clear to me is that we are the children of dub. I came
from dub to [ree jazz and then to jazz. I knew more dub than | knew jazz. Dub made
me receptive to certain kinds of sounds; sounds which were voiceless. It became
clear to us that a certain canon forming moment was about to take place in which
certain forms of black musical productions were going to be valorized as the key
emblematic forms. And all of those seemed to have, at the center of them, the voice.
The acadenty could talk about voices because that is much easier than to talk about
the cffects the sonic has on the body or how one works with the sonic. So the role
played by the dub of Lee Perry, the Detroit Techno of Derrick M ay and Juan Atkins
and the {ree jazz of Sun Ra was not accidental. We were interested in them precise-
ly because of their alterity, for the very fact that they were not 12-bar blues with
voices that narrated their becoming for you. It was important that these were im-
mersive sonic spaces which called upon you to be formed by the sonic.

KE: When you say there are reasons why the film’s reflections on the return to
the land of African memory are not recalled, now, could you say more about those
reasons?

JA: This is the weirdest thing for me; you put out a project called The Last An-
gel of History that announces itsel( in explicitly Benjaminian terms. It says that we
are going to be reflecting on the question of the historical and on how bodies arc
named and made in history. We are engaging in a Lukacsian, Benjaminian, Du-
Boisian project. It is clear from the beginning that the Data Thief is roaming across
the internet of black culture and that some of the major spaces he was going to get
into were banks of African memory. All of that the work says in advance, simply by
the way it names itself,

But it is also clear that the anxiety that informed this production, in a way, won
out. One of the reasons we were doing it was because we felt that we were at this
moment of rupture, when certain diasporic activities that had in the past been on the
margins of certain institutional frameworks and knowledges were about to enter.
You just sensed that something was going to happen — a door of representation was
going to open, certain things would go through, and some would be left out. One of
the things you wanted to see going in is that unfinished conversation about the Afri-
can utopian project. You sce very clearly in the film people waving banners, which
arc announcing the end of something. It just so happens that the end they were an-
nouncing was the closure of the post-war utopian futurist project of the Nkrumah
government in 1966. None of this was hidden but in order for that to register you
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have-to-be not only interested in the sonic or the literary but also in the historical
ambitions of the work. And I do not think that that translated sufficiently. I think
“,F.ov_o understood the literary ambitions and [ am not sure that it is only because
they are Americans. Because you could teach the literature. They almost certainly
understood the sonic aspects because they scemed viable as a diasporic project. The
historical meditation seemed to fall by the way side in these discussions. 1 think a
lot of that had to do with the unworkability of it. What do you do with an Afrofutur-
ist manifesto which says that we will spend our time unearthing futurist projects
from the continent, most of which by then, had failed. An Afrofuturist manifesto
had to be made up of things which were shiny and bright and new. Not fossils of
failed and discarded projects. | think if'1 were pushed I would say that the aversion
to touch on that material was not just to do with the fact that it is continental but
that these were failed projects in a way. Now I dispute that distinction, but I have a
feeling that is what it has to do with.

KE: I think you are right. The figure of the Data Thicf is a personification of
the desire to navigate the internet of black historics. The Data Thicf was the means
lo navigate the space of possibility opened up by sampling which Greg Tate articu-
lates when he says that the advent of sampling allows all the eras of black music to
be collapsed onto a chip and then freely accessed. The methodology of sampling as
an implied acsthetic of time §<o:=m through sound seemed at the time to prefigure
one’s relation to the internet. The Data Thicf is the figure that personilfics the exper-
iments with sampling in musics that foregrounded their deliberately posthuman di-

_mension that drew on Donna Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto. Those aspects an-

nounced the futurity that brought a cultural energy that converged with the melan-
cholia of Pan-Africanisms and the ending of Nkrumahist Futurisms to produce
complex geography of times that are collapsing, closing and opening in ways that
are more legible to audicnces now than at the time of the film’s release.

Moving forward twenty years, we can see the impact of Afrofuturism in con-
temporary art. Artists such as Ellen Gallagher and Wangechi Mutu have emerged in
the United States working a vocabulary of the extraterrestrial, the mythological, the
alien and the synthetic that is familiar in its novelty. That artistic linkage can be
seen in the projects of artists such as Kapwani Kiwanga and Kiluanji Kia Henda
that work in and between continents.

At the same time, there is an increasing critique that is directed at the term of
Afrofuturism itsclf. Especially within South Africa, critics and artists distance
themselves from its Americocentricity. One increasingly hears the argument that
the term fails to capturc the actual interest in inventing future-oriented practices
within the continent. It is not a question of defending the term but of registering
people’s impatience with it. More and more people sense a desire to clear a space
from which to account for contemporary African future-oricnted practices that are
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overshadowed by an Afrofuturism that sucks the air out of discussion and serves to
obscure as much as enable thought.

JA: As you were speaking one thing struck me: one of the major reasons for
cmbarking on what became a prophetic project has to do with the need to try and
emerge from an earlier moment of debate around essentialism and anti-essentialism.
Once you have participated in this discussion from an anti-essentialist position, it
then becomes incumbent upon you, the anti-essentialist, (o try and give some indi-
cation of the becomings of these ontologics. For me, what was always interesting
about the Afrofuturist project was the sense in which it comes at this question of
identity via becomings, via constructions, via the notion of performance and so on.
The fact that people were naming themselves in alien forms as extra-terrestrial at-
tested to this question of becoming as self-realization. At the heart of this was the

philosophical question that interested me: how do we get outside this cul-de-sac of |

anti-essentialism and suggest ways in which it might connect to the actual ic..ﬁ:mm

ol identity? That was critical. Now to the extent that the project can be named as an
Afrofuturist one — I am not that heavily invested in the term itself. But what I would
say is this: what [ do not think is interesting is to hold up another bloc of unchang-
ing, untheorized identity called the African as articulated in the critique that comes
from inside the continent and then use that as some sort of idcal type against which
the diasporic valuation of itsclf as another solid unchanging bloc could be meas-
ured. I am not interested, in other words, in a counter-narrative that just says ‘Well,
since we have had the African-American or the Afro-diasporic take on futures, ac-
tually all we need is to add more African and everything will be cool.” Because that
is missing the point of the whole project. The point of the project is to question that
! totalizing impulse.-If you understand things as constructed and those constructions
include questions of identity, it is then incumbent on cveryone to specify the ways
in which those formations come into being. If the critique of Afrofuturism is about
/som:::m to that, I am all for it. If it is just offering up another bloc as 1 have heard
Sometimes in the past that states ‘Oh well, you speak about Lee Perry, but we have
.:F. Dogon cosmology’, as if every African has some access to Dogon cosmology,
then I am not interested. Because that would, for me, undercut the profoundly phil-
vmcc_:om__ dimension of the project itself.

KE: | agree. The term itself acts as a strange attractor that seduces and compels
_cséw admiration. A discourse of becoming narrates means and methods of muta-
 tion that entail recognizing the degree to which one is already alienated and carries

out a project of alicnation as a self-conscious project. The focus on the term is al-
most beside the point. In The Last Angel of History Afrofuturism is barely men-
tioned, actually. More Brilliant than the Sun mentions it sparingly. The operative
term is sonic fiction, not Afrofuturism. The project is to produce fictions from
sound that foreground their fictionality.

JA: There is a section going towards the end of The Last Angel of History
where the Data Thief spills out an array of terms that are sonic and digital. A list of
terms that piles up in front of you in this almost Benjaminian way.

KE: Which does not privilege any single term.

JA: No, it does not.

KE: The Data Thicl invokes them in order to move on. He is encountering
them.

JA: [ think people are aware that the term has a certain purchase, a certain
brand efficiency that if you could own it, you could do some work with it. At the
very least, it invites you into a very exclusive club without cven having to have
done anything cosmopolitan, So everybody wants the term. But it cannot be at the
expense of something that you mention in the film: at one point you talk about the
question of secession. The extent to which the voices you are hearing in the film arc
secessionist manifestos in themselves of a certain received wisdom about *black
culture’ or ‘African identity’. The sensc in which these secessionist manifestos un-
dercut what one would call the oratorical ‘we’, these binaries of we versus them
that scem to always know what the ‘we” means and almost certainly what the ‘they’
means. All of that work of undercutting which was part of the project of The Last
Angel of History seems attractive to reject if you could just hang on to this notion of
an Afrofuturism. Because, in a way, the term itself suggests that there is a *we” and
‘them’. The term just feels like a credit card or something. And that is why people
struggle over it. That is why no one fights over any of the other terms that we have
talked about. Because the terms coming from The Last Angel of History or the oncs
that an array of people, including yourself, formulated are not credit cards at all.
They are really difficult ways and means for picking your way through the morass
of identity, which is still the case, despite what anyonc might say.
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