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Navigating African Studies:  Memory, Youth, Intimacy, and Migration 

Jennifer Cole 

 

Old stereotypes of the dark continent notwithstanding, it is by now widely accepted that Africa is a 
place with a complex history that has emerged—like all spaces –in complex interaction with other 
parts of the world. Africa has also been the site for enormously important theorizing in the broader 
social sciences. Our theories about social life are never entirely disconnected from the historical 
conditions of their production. Consequently, as the world changes, so too do our ways of viewing 
and understanding it. Using a primarily anthropological approach, this course explores key topics 
that have defined African studies since the late 20th century.   We will focus especially on social 
memory and historical consciousness, youth and generational change, and finally, migration; across 
these themes we will pay particular attention to gender and the emotional/affective dimensions of 
experience. Each session will be grounded in ethnographic case studies, offering students a concrete 
understanding of how these issues unfold in the daily lives of people both living on the continent and 
beyond. The goal of the class is to introduce students to these particular topics and how they have 
been addressed. The class will also encourage reflection on the nature of social and historical change, 
as it manifests in the lives of researchers and those they interact with when conducting long-term 
participant research.    

Requirements for the class include 1) two articles to be read in advance of each session (one article 
will be in French, the other in English) 2) class participation. This includes a) active discussion in 
class b) completion of in-class exercises  3) a final exam.   Although lectures will be done in 
English, all participation, as well as the final exam, can take place in French.  

Course Requirements and Expectations                           

1. Presence and Participation. This class requires active and consistent participation and engagement by 
everyone. Full and complete attendance, attention, participation, listening, and preparatory reading is 
expected. Come to class having read the two articles and be ready to discuss them in small groups and 
possibly to write about them if asked.   

  2. Technology. Experience has shown that laptop computers exert a pull on human attention that few 
people can resist (including the professor). Therefore, there is a no laptop and no cell phone rule 
throughout the lecture portion of the class – you need to come prepared with paper and pens.  You may, 
however bring and use your laptop during discussions of the readings if you are unable to print out the 
readings and you are used to reading them on screen. 

 

2.5 AI. I have a zero-tolerance policy for AI in this course. It is not a tool that we need in this class.  
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Assignments and Weights 

Classroom Attendance and Participation (20 percent) 

This class requires your active presence in the classroom, your attention to the readings assigned, and 
your generous and constructive contributions to the discussions.   Every day we will use part of our class 
time to break into small groups to discuss the reading. I may also ask you to take a sheet of paper and 
write a response to the reading in class, that we will then use to generate discussion.  

 

In-Class Exercises for Days 2 and Day 4 (this may be determined by group depending on the size 
of the class). (20 percent).  

 

With respect to day 2: bring a new item or other historical object of some kind that evokes contemporary 
debates and concerns around memory, whether visible with in your family with respect to the historical 
past, or with respect to public debates in Belgium and Europe more broadly.  How and in what ways 
does the object/item evoke memory? Whose memories? In what ways do they get deployed—or 
alternatively erased?   

 

With respect to day 4:  bring an advertisement, song, legal document, or other artifact that speaks to the 
discussions of love and materiality run throughout the readings.  How might the readings help you 
critically understand this particular item?  

 

Final Exam:  60 percent.  

The final exam will count for sixty percent of your grade; the exam will be in the form of essays and 
short answers.  

 

Schedule of Lectures and Readings 

 

Lecture 1:  Introduction: Legacies of Colonialism and Encounters in the Field  

This lecture will set the stage for the concerns of the 1990s/2000 and especially the emergence of 
practice theory and historical anthropology, and the growing awareness of the importance of the 
colonial legacy in the making of modern Africa. I also introduce the move made in my own 
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trajectory from historical anthropology to questions of reproduction and transformation in the 
intimate domain of everyday life.  

Comaroff and Comaroff, “The Consciousness of Colonization and the Colonization of Consciousness” 
in Ethnography and the Historical Imagination, John Comaroff and Jean Comaroff, eds.  

Cole, Jennifer. “Quand la mémoire résurgit: la rebellion de 1947 et la répresentation de l’état 
contemporaine à Madagascar ” Terrain (28): 9–28 

 

Lecture 2:   Memory in the Postcolony (and elsewhere) 

This lecture turns to focus squarely on the question of memory, a key site through which we can 
understand ideas about the self, the social and subjectivity in the context of broader power 
relations.   

Please bring your memory item to class and be ready to speak about it.  

Cole, Jennifer.  2003. “Narratives and Moral Projects: Generational Memories of the Malagasy 1947 
Rebellion,” Ethos 31(1): 95–126. 

Vidal, Claudine. 2004.  La Commémoration du Génocide a Rwanda : Violence Symbolique, 
Mémorisation Forcée et Histoire Officielle.  Cahiers des Études Africains. NO. 175. Pp. 1-16.  

 

Lecture 3:  Youth and Generations:  Navigating New Paths to Adulthood  

Around the turn of the millennium, and in the context of a largely young population, 
anthropologists (re)discovered youth as a potential category of analysis (even when they 
questioned how that category was constituted) and a topic of research in its own right. This lecture 
introduces students to debates on youth and generational change as they evolved in the Africanist 
context and drew from aspects of African social life in which questions of age and generation have 
been especially elaborated.  

Cole, Jennifer, “Fresh Contact in Tamatave, Madagascar: Sex, Money and Intergenerational 
Transformation,” American Ethnologist. 31(4): 571-586. 

Banegas, Richard and Jean-Pierre Warnier, Nouvelles Figures de la Réussite et du Pouvoir.  Politique 
Africaine. 2001.1/2, No. 82, Pp. 5-23.  
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Lecture 4: Love, Money,  and Intimate Economies in Gendered Perspective  

Anthropologists of Africa have taken questions of kinship and gender as important from the days 
of Evans Pritchard. What has changed, however, is an  close attention to issues of gender and 
affect or emotion. This lecture will take up the question of “love” in Africa, and its relation to 
gendered life course trajectories.  

Rolland, Lola.  “Constuire sa vie et façonner ses désirs: travail émotionnel, conjugalité et parenté dans 
l’archipel de Nosy Be (nord-ouest de Madagascar ) » Cahiers d’Etudes Africains. LXV(3), 259 , Pp. 
693-715.  

Smith, Daniel Jordan. 2017. Expensive Intimacies. In To be a Man is Not a One Day Job, Pp. 59-28. 
University of Chicago, Chicago, Illinois.  

 

Lecture 5:   Family Based Migration: What does Africa add to the story? 

This lecture will focus squarely on migration as it relates to family matters. In sharp contrast to 
dominant models of migration that see migration as a rupture, this lecture develops the idea of 
migration as part of the life course and it looks at how  Africans have adapted their family 
practices to the constraints of the contemporary moment, not least the need to live transnationally.  

Cole, Jennifer. 2016. “Giving Life and Regulating Affective Circuits in Malagasy Marriage Migration  to  
France,” in Affective Circuits: African Migration to Europe and the Pursuit of Social Regeneration, 
Jennifer Cole and Christian Groes, eds., Pp.  197-222. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Reading:  Chelsea Yount Andre, 2020. Investir dans plusieurs classes sociales. Enfance Transnational et 
Acceuil des enfants de la diaspora à Dakar.  Politique Africaine. Vol. 3, No. 155,Pp. 83-104.  

 

 


