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My interlocutors have done a good job of pointing out the cluster of con-
cerns that drove me to make what was initially supposed to be a short 
excursus into the library of slavery and enslavement. They are right to 

note, explicitly or implicitly, that my concern was not the institution of slavery (of 
which much has been written about), nor the experience of enslavement (who has 
the authority to bear witness to unspeakable events?). Mine was an allegory of 
reading, one that sought to understand the inscription and imagination of bond-
age in the extensive library left behind by both masters and by slaves (to the extent 
that they could). I considered this library to be the depository of a certain narrative 
of modernity that could only be accessed through its symptoms, left behind as 
traces, fragments, images, and fictions of the self.

The four reviewers provide us with a good map of my readings or misreading 
of this library. They note that my book is structured by a desire to understand two 
archives—that of enslavement and taste—as both connected and disconnected in 
the making of modern culture in the long eighteenth century. They note that my 
book is informed by a long standing problematic in African criticism, first evident 
in Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic—how to account for the place of Africa and African 
discourses in the making of the Atlantic world. My interlocutors further note that 
what is at stake in this reading or rereading of the past is nothing less than the 
terms into which a modern subject emerges at the interstices of bondage and free-
dom. Sometimes the reviewers are puzzled by my intellectual preferences: why 
focus on the culture of slavery on the West African coast instead of the interior 
(Adéåkö)? Why do I work with a frame that seems to obscure the complex, dialecti-
cal relationship between masters and slaves (Harrow)? Why does a discourse that 
set out to expose the mutual imbrication of slavery and taste seem to leave them 
separate on the conceptual level (Quayson)? Why do I seem to insist on a rhetoric 
of newness when it comes to the study of margins in the making of centers when 
others have been there before me (Tejumola)?

When I started reflecting on the relationship between slavery and enslave-
ment and their separation in the conceptual sphere, even when they were con-
stantly brought together in everyday life, I was thinking about the larger problem 
of explanation and of the disciplinary formation in which making sense of things 
takes place. My initial target was the philosophers of freedom (Immanuel Kant 
and David Hume, for example), who seemed so keen to get to the desired ideal 
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(universal emancipation) that they were ready to step on the many black bodies 
that littered their intellectual landscape. Was the conceptual value of freedom 
only possible through violent negation? But I was also thinking about the limits 
of explanations in the current order of knowledge, namely that what seems obvi-
ous in some displinary quarters is alien or marginal in others. In regard to the 
philosophical and literary study of the eighteenth century, for example, my book 
would turn out to be revelatory in its concern with the interstices of the art object 
and political economy. In historical studies, where monumental histories of empire 
and slavery are common, what seemed original was my attempt to step out of 
epistemological frameworks and to engage with the phenomenology of blackness.

In regard to periods, the eighteenth century occupies an important place in 
Slavery and the Culture of Taste for obvious reasons: it was a transformative moment 
in the making of modern culture; it was the age of freedom; it was the age of 
slavery. What this means, among other things, is that it is a period that secures 
identities for some (the subjects of the so-called modern West), while it condemns 
others to transcendental homelessness. My main quarrel with the teachers who 
taught me this period was that they were so keen to insulate the culture of freedom 
from the detritus of slavery that they considered enslavement to be a subject better 
left untouched or confined in the prison house of abolitionist sentimentality. In 
graduate school, my teachers taught Dr. Johnson in terms of his prefaces to Shake-
speare, his interest in the English language, his concerns with civic responsibility, 
but not a word about his radical engagement with slavery as a counterpoint to 
freedom. In the age before feminist criticism became established as an important 
mode of reading, one could go through the whole of Jane Austen oblivious to 
her engagement with the contradictions of the culture of taste and the irony that 
would emerge out of her concerns with a domestic sphere powerfully connected 
to rules of gender, the transformation of property rights, and, as Edward Said was 
to argue, with empire. My book was, in a sense, an attempt to account for what I 
had considered to be a missing gap in my own Bildung.

There was another indirect motivation for this book: how could Africanist 
criticism, or criticism that takes Africa to be a serious source of theoretical and 
historical insights rather than the charity case of academic adventurers, intervene 
in the ongoing debates on the making of modern knowledge? An unspoken goal 
of my book was to wade into territory that has often been foreclosed to African 
criticism, or one that seeks to reduce African critics to native informants. We have 
increasingly seen works that address the problematic of slavery from an African 
point of view, but this was not the case when I started writing Slavery and the 
Culture of Taste. This does not mean that Africans had not produced histories of 
slavery (I regret not having called greater attention to the work of Joseph Inikori), 
but their works were often sublimated to the dominant narrative of slavery on the 
other side of the Atlantic, more specifically the United States.

At the beginning of my project, I decided to approach the problematic of 
enslavement outside what was considered to be its beginning (the Middle Passage) 
or its end (the Emancipation Declaration of 1863). Assuming that these were just 
two historical nodes among many, I set out to seek the signs of slavery where they 
were least expected. In Britain, I sought to read the signs of enslavement where 
slavery had been normalized: at the Goree Docks in Liverpool, the Codrington 
Library at Oxford, and William Beckford’s fabulous pieces at the Victorian and 
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Albert Museum. Starting at this North Atlantic node, I would make my way back-
wards and read slavery as an allegory of ruins in Jamaica, stopping to gaze at Dax 
Hall, the Beckford’s plantation, or to make sense of Rose Hall, now turned into a 
luxurious hotel. I would track the movement of Barbados planters as they spread 
their wings from the island to the Carolinas. Later, I would make my way through 
the Antebellum South, avoiding the rhetoric of the present to try and glimpse the 
reminders of the past covered in dirt and murk in forgotten places. From here I 
could then circle back to Cape Coast, Ghana.

Everywhere I went, I discovered that the relations between masters and 
slaves were different and even the idea of what it meant to be a slave was dis-
similar. If my book appears incomplete, it is because I was always reminded of the 
difference and differance of slavery and the subjects it constituted. I wish I had 
more time to compare the meaning of enslavement within these different sectors. 
Adéåkö is right to note that if we confine our study of slavery to familiar scenes 
we diminish its full meaning and force for Africanist criticism. Tejumola is right to 
ask for a larger history narrative of slavery, one that reaches before the eighteenth 
century. One has to work with limits.

What I sought to remove from the project—and this might explain what 
Adéåkö sees as its forensic approach—was a politics of identity. After the book was 
published, it was not unusual for friendly interlocutors to wonder how I had been 
able to make my way through the archive of enslavement with what appeared to 
be dispassion. The truth is, the passion of the book is to be found in its form not 
its content. Slavery and the Culture of Taste is not a work of witnessing, of recovering 
witnesses, or even of my own relationship to enslavement as an object of analysis. 
The melancholic tone in the work emerges out of a desire to probe the loss that was 
evident in the narratives that the slaves left behind in the archive—their aware-
ness of being unhomely in the world, of their vulnerability and incompleteness, 
and their knowledge that the only places where the soul could be rooted were 
already foreclosed to them. There was no returning to Africa.

There is, of course a case to be made for works on enslavement that are driven 
by a politics of identity. At the same time, however, we cannot lose sight of the 
diversity of slavery, its global character, and its connection to specific localities. If 
my narrative had been driven by an autobiographical impulse, my story would 
have looked East, across the Gulf of Arabia and period—the end of the nineteenth 
century and beginning of the twentieth. The kind of story I could have told would 
be different. When my mother talked of slavery, she meant the children of Israel 
in Egypt. When my fourth grade history teacher reflected on the history of slavery, 
she referred not to the Atlantic world (one didn’t encounter that until high school), 
but of the slave markets of Bagamoyo and Zanzibar. The first slave narratives I 
read were not the classics by Olaudah Equiano, Mary Prince, Fredrick Douglass, or 
Harriet Jacobs, but James Juma Mbotela’s Uhuru wa Watumwa, the stories of Central 
African captives in the Arab slave trade. It would be interesting to figure out how 
the dialectic that Harrow lays out—that of the master and the slave—played out 
in Zanzibar or Oman. It would also be interesting to push Quayson’s questions 
further and ask how mastery and bondage were also shaped by economies of 
gender and sexuality. These are all questions that I hope others will pursue. For 
me, the more urgent question, the one that I’m pursuing in my current research, 
is simply how to recover the voices of the enslaved in the archive of the masters.
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I thank Tejumola Olaniyan for organizing the panel from which these reviews 
first emerged and his tenacious struggle to keep Africa at the center of the critical 
enterprise. I thank Adeleke Adéåkö, Kenneth Harrow, and Ato Quayson for their 
engagement with my work and their consistent belief that only serious interroga-
tion can give African criticism the energies it needs to defend itself against those 
who question its legitimacy. Many years ago, as a young student at the University 
of Nairobi, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o and Micere Mugo demonstrated to me what an 
African mode of criticism would do outside its borders, in the black diaspora and 
the world. I owe them a debt of gratitude for this singular lesson.
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