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Introduction

Rémi Armand Tchokothe, Daniela Waldburger*

This special issue on Reflective Relational Research takes its cue from two
papers. In their seminal paper ‘Decolonizing African Studies’ (Kessi et al. 2020:
7) write:

“Decolonizing entails a political and normative ethic and practice of
resistance and intentional undoing—unlearning and dismantling unjust
practices, assumptions, and institutions—as well as persistent positive
action to create and build alternative spaces, networks and ways of
knowing that transcend our epicolonial inheritance.”

They invite us to revisit African studies by identifying four levels of un(doing)
African Studies: ‘structural’, ‘epistemic’, ‘personal’, and ‘relational’. The articles
in this issue fall within the decolonial turn in African studies by asking: How
much space do researchers give to daring, innovative, contextualized theories
and field-driven methods (epistemic level)? What do researchers do after
“coming into relation” (Glissant 1990) with different people and actors during
field research (personal and relational); How do researchers reflect on their
positionality, and research practice? How do they write about double
consciousness and their choice of the topic and corpora?
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What criteria guide their decisions about the languages of research and
publications? How are they guided or limited by the hierarchical structure of
institutions, research settings, gender, etc. (personal and structural)?; What can
researchers do to ensure that research partners during field research remain
visible and part of the final product (personal and structural)?

The last question builds on Paulin Hountonji’s (2009) groundbreaking paper
“Knowledge of Africa, Knowledge by Africans: Two perspectives on African
Studies” in which he argues against the extractive logic many research projects
on “Africa’ still follow. For instance, Hountondji criticises Africans doing African
Studies who think and write ‘vertically” i.e. for a “Western” and extroverted
audience rather than horizontally, i.e. to enter a conversation with other African
scholars (Hountondji 2009: 128). We recognise structural challenges in many
African universities which still strongly encourage their staff to publish in
‘Western” journals for promotion and tenure. Nonetheless, the political
implication of Hountondji’s call is publications which are academic

conversations should not be mainly oriented towards criteria of recognition
defined by the ‘West'.

These conversations can start in African universities, at places where the realities
shape the contents of the papers published in journals and then circulate. It is
also about seeing places of publication as places of legitimization without
feeding what Mudimbe (1988) called ‘the colonial library’, a situation wherein
knowledge is gathered in Africa, put into sophisticated jargon and becomes
knowledge through the ‘Western” experts’ eyes and is published in journals
whose key they hold.

As editors of the volume, we argue that sharing the methodology, involving
research partners in knowledge production, sharing the results, and making
them available to the people in a language they understand should be a
methodological and moral duty. However, we do so without claiming any moral
high ground. We are interested in the approaches that researchers have chosen to
address this goal, their experiences, their successes and failures, their struggles
against institutional and financial norms as well as those imposed by academic
disciplines.

The issue is trilingual: French, English, and German, and covers approaches and
topics from social anthropology, linguistics, literary studies, library studies, and
adult and community education. In the lead article, Iain Walker, a senior and
established anthropologist who has done four decades of research in The
Comoros, Mauritius, Tanzania, Kenya, The United Arab Emirates, Yemen, Saudi
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Arabia, the Arabian Peninsula reflects on his journey, the moments of meeting
the people who accompanied his research itineraries and how, as an
anthropologist who is conscious of the critical debates about the colonial history
of the discipline and especially the place of the ‘other” in the discipline, he has
managed to place morality at the centre of his practice.

In addition to this moral compass, he shows how caring about the personal
relations born during field research are necessary to decolonise the field and
getting away from the extractive and accumulative logic that has characterised
African Studies in general. The article also reflects on the violence of colonial
vocabulary regarding what the people we work with have been called by
suggesting the term ‘conject” which emphasises the encounter that shall not end
after the anthropologist’s ‘data collection’. Walker has also been concerned with
formats (informal versus academic writing) and places of publication, choices in
the field, addressing anonymisation that in many cases does not protect people
but silences and invisibilises them, making research results reach wider circles
and what to give back to the communities and how to give back so that both
researchers and research participants are involved in a win-win situation.

Rémi Tchokothe addresses win-win in a ‘giving-back” trip during which he
restituted relational research in the Comoros to the people. He returned to the
sites of research for 10 days. He presented the book in Moroni and Anjouan,
handed copies to his teachers in the field, to the national research and
documentation centre, gave a talk to more than 150 participants at the University
of Patsy, did a reading and talking session with a youth book club in Anjouan,
participated in the FUKA Festival which is an initiative launched by the writer
Anssoufouddine Mohamed and carried by the youth, and was available for two
interviews for Al Watwan (the nation). Discussing the research results with
Comorians also opened new ground like thinking about a ‘legal copy’ that
researchers who use Comorian institutions for their project should submit once
the work is published (Mboreha Mohamed Selemani, national research and
documentation centre, Moroni). This would be fair and will guarantee that
Comorians have access to what researchers publish about them. This is the
‘structural’” level Kessi et al. (2020) speak about. The ‘epistemic’ level
of decolonisation was pointed at by the youth who read the book and chose
a chapter to present during an open-air reading and discussion. It was
significant that they chose the chapter on unconventional methodology,
meeting the writer Saindoune Ben Ali in his place of retreat near the forest.
This shows that a method emerging from the field, labelled locally reached
the youth better than imported terminology because this method mirrors their
realities.
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The notion of the mirror figures in the following contribution which is an
interview that Tchokothe conducted with the Togolese writer Sami Tchak at the
end of the annual Chiala African Literatures days in Graz, Austria, on June 16, 2024
(CHIALA_tdal-2024_programmbheft.pdf). In this interview they address, among
other topics: verticality in the relations between the West and Africa, the
ambiguity of (neo)colonial anthropology, methodological and theoretical
invention and reinvention in African studies, the instances of legitimization and
delegitimization of African writers and strategies for Africans to see themselves
beyond the Western mirror.

Looking at oneself in the mirror is what Jennifer Brunner does by reviewing her
field experience in linguistics through the lens of her positionality and
situatedness as a white female researcher working from a University in Austria
and doing field research in Mexico, Rwanda, Tanzania, and Senegal. She reflects
on ways to render linguistic field research a space for decolonial practice. It is
interesting how she documents her journey into decolonial knowledge
construction and methodology after finishing her PhD whose methodology and
general framing were inscribed in colonial continuities which excluded non-
Western knowledge and methodologies, a knowledge system which consecrated
the dualism data (from non-Western) societies and knowledge (produced in
Western systems relying on data). One step forward she proposes is to rethink
collaborative linguistic field research by reinforcing among others: ‘relational
decolonizing’, ‘shifting agency in field work’, “prioritizing spontaneous speech
over elicitation’, ‘learning the local language and valuing context” (this has been
the tradition in the study of African linguistics in Germany), ‘collaborating from
the onset on the research design’, ‘learning to listen more” and the readiness to be
‘accountable’. These factors are clearly in contradistinction with the discipline’s
colonial history.

Social anthropology is also a discipline that grapples with its colonial history.
Samwel Moses Ntapanta and Samuel Kettler revisit the discipline by critically
examining their own research practices, especially the most important moment
of anthropological studies: field research. Like Tanzanian President Julius
Nyerere’s ‘long march’ initiative in 1967, they used the image of ‘moving with’
research partners in Dar es Salaam to document and exemplify their contextual
and decolonial approach. Their paper, combining ‘riding ethnography’ and
‘gathering ethnography’, falls within the lines of horizontal, mobile and
participatory ethnography which calls for flexibility and a sharp sense of
improvisation in the context of urban research. Here, the riders and the gatherers
are active, they have agency, they take the lead, design the routes to be taken
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during the research. They become the teachers and the researchers follow to
learn from these knowledgeable key actors in city life and especially to unlearn
from classical methodology. Thus, the research partners have a certain formative
power on the research setting.

“[R]esearch participants rarely exclusively occupy the ‘oppressed

victimhood” axis of identity, while the researchers” place is often one of

only limited power. Instead, respondents frequently exercise agency and

control over the researcher and the research process in different ways.”

(Schulz 2021: 552)
In the context of Dar es Salaam, agency has some historical roots. Both authors
do well in reminding that the University of Dar es Salaam was a bedrock of
knowledge production in Africa that challenged neo-colonialism and
imperialism, disseminating knowledge beyond the 'ivory tower' of academia
(see for example Chuhila 2021). This established Dar es Salaam as an
appropriate site to test alternative and even risky research methods like riding
with the bodaboda.

Constance Mudondo, Karembe F. Ahimbisibwe, Dauda Waiswa Batega and
Kassim Mwanika address the issue of risks in research by examining among
others their identities, positionality, reflexivity, their methodology and data
generation, their interactions with people in the context of transboundary
research in a resource-protected wetland in Eastern Uganda. In designing their
‘reflective research practice’, they foreground how social relationality, names,
social capital and the right contacts, knowledge of recommended roads and
means to enter the field are essential in a conflict-ridden setting because it
requires adaptability and agility from the researchers. This flexibility is necessary
in dealing, for example, with issues of mistrust, misunderstanding, changing the
locations of interactions with research participants, gender representation in
different communities, the generational divide, the different status between
researchers and research participants, the communities” internal cultural norms,
participants” vulnerability, and the safety of people involved in the research:
both the researchers and especially the research participants. This all boils down
to what the authors rightly call ‘continuous reflexivity prior to the fieldwork and
in interpreting findings and ethical considerations’.

Reflexivity is one of the missing points in the documentary ‘How to Build a
Library? Therefore, Birgit Athumani Hango addresses this issue in her comment
on the documentary. As the head of the African and Middle Eastern Studies
Library at the University of Vienna, she reviews the journey of two Kenyan
Wanjiru Koinange and Angela Wachuka in reshaping and decolonising public



Stichproben

libraries in Kenya. The documentary has been a success so far, but the
experienced librarian lists some reservations about the process of ‘decolonising
libraries” and particularly the lack of the technical knowledge which can
endanger such an ambiguous project. Does wanting and being an insider equate
being competent i.e. having the technical skills needed to decolonise a field?

As mentioned at the beginning of this introduction, Kessi et al. (2020) suggested
four levels of un(doing) African Studies: ‘structural’, ‘epistemic’, “personal’, and
‘relational’. We started practicing reflective relational research in research
projects that culminated in our latest open access monographs (see Tchokothe
(2023) and Waldburger (2025) and wanted to continue the conversation with
other colleagues. The contributors to this special issue have explored these
dimensions, covering a variety of disciplines and fields of study. We sincerely
thank our colleagues who responded to our invitation to submit a paper on
Reflective Relational Research.

Vienna, March 2026

Bibliography

Chuhila, Maximilian Julius (2021): Whose History Is Our History? Six Decades of the
Production of Historical Knowledge in Tanzania. In: Tanzania Zamani 13/2, 2—40.

Glissant, Edouard (1990): Poétique de la relation. Paris: Gallimard.

Hountondji, Paulin (2009): Knowledge of Africa, Knowledge by Africans: Two Perspectives on
African Studies. In: RCCS Annual Review 1, online since 01 September 2009. https://
doi.org/10.4000/rccsar.174

Kessi, Shose/ Marks, Zoe/ Ramugondo, Elelwani (2020): Decolonizing African Studies. In:
Critical African Studies 12/3, 271-282.

Mudimbe, Valentin (1988): The Invention of Africa: Gnosis, Philosophy and the Order of
Knowledge. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Schulz, Philipp (2021): Recognizing research participants’ fluid positionalities in (post-)conflict
zones. In: Qualitative Research 21/4, 550-567. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794120904882

Tchokothe, Rémi (2023): 'Entré en tant que cousin, sorti en tant que gendarme' — Visa Balladur,
Kwassa Kwassa, (im)mobilité et géopoét(h)ique relationnelle aux Comores. Leiden/
Boston: Brill. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004678972

Waldburger, Daniela (2025): « C’était bien a I'époque mais ’avenir iko sombre » — Negotiating
Nostalgia with and among Ex-Mineworkers in Lubumbashi (DRC). Leiden/ Boston: Brill.
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004724907



	Impressum_50_26_rev.pdf
	SP_prefinal_5



