  

In the early 1990s, Carol Breckenridge, then editor of Public Culture, suggested that the journal run a special issue on Africa. When we were asked
to edit it, it quickly became clear to us that producing such an issue without a profound reinterrogation of Africa as a sign in modern formations
of knowledge would have little value, both for Public Culture’s readers and
for us as editors. Instead, we thought that what was needed was a gesture
of defamiliarization capable of providing the reader with a sense of the
worldliness of contemporary African life forms. To undertake this gesture
of defamiliarization, there was no better scene or site than a late modern
African metropolis. We believed that a critical rereading of Johannesburg
could help to shift, if only partially, the center of gravity of traditional forms
of analysis and interpretations of Africa in global scholarship. We also hoped
to show that when it comes to “things African,” it is possible to move away
from the fascination with the horrors of a seemingly static world and to
rehabilitate our curiosity while also insisting on this virtue as a necessary
hallmark of a truly global academic project.
Beth Povinelli and Dilip Gaonkar not only vigorously endorsed the project
but also helped in shaping it intellectually. In particular, discussions with
Beth Povinelli in Johannesburg and New York enriched the overall rationale
of what has now come to be a full-length book. To the original articles published in Public Culture have been added new contributions and an afterword
by Arjun Appadurai and Carol Breckenridge. Public Culture’s editorial committee provided challenging comments on and criticisms about the original
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essays, to which we have now added previously unpublished chapters. Kaylin
Goldstein was a superb interlocutor and manager of the production process.
Ken Wissoker at Duke University Press has been a pleasure to work with and
an extremely valuable commentator on the manuscript. The Witwatersrand
Institute for Social and Economic Research (wiser) has been an extraordinarily conducive environment from which to produce this book. We owe a
great intellectual debt to all of our colleagues, specifically Deborah Posel, Jon
Hyslop, Liz Walker, Ivor Chipkin, Graeme Reid, Irma Du Plessis, Tom Odhiambo, and Robert Muponde. We would also like to thank Arjun Appadurai,
Carol Breckenridge, Paul Gilroy, Dominique Malaquais, Vyjayanthi Rao, and
Vron Ware for their intellectual companionship during a semester spent at
Yale University. Isabel Hofmeyr, Jon Hyslop, and Lindsay Bremner all commented on the introduction. David Goldberg read the entire manuscript,
and we are enormously indebted to him. Part of the funding for the research
and images in this book has come from a grant from aire-Développement,
a program of the French Institute for Research in Development, based in
Paris. William Kentridge generously granted permission for the reproduction of some of his Johannesburg drawings, which add immeasurably to the
visual life of the book.

