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A Brief Note on the Syllabus  
 

The Literature of Engagement guide explores the forms and genres of national and 

transnational African literature, as written or translated into the English language by some 

influential African/black authors and scholars. Africa has a long and complex literary history. 

Colonial writing represents African people through a western gaze that reduces them to the 

status of primitives. African/black literature emerged thus as a counter-narrative to reclaim 

agency in representing their communities and allowed for new historical, social, and political 

narratives based on their perspective. This guide seeks to put forth a general overview of 

African and black literary expressions to allow its readers to gain a sense of the literary genre 

by delving into African literature and black writing across time and regions (including diaspora 

writing). The aim of the guide is to demonstrate the diversity of literature written by African 

and black authors and to understand a few key themes. It is not an extensive list of the subject 

matter but rather a selection based on my literary and African studies background.  

Lastly, the question of language is a central issue in African literature that deserves a 

few annotations. The novels chosen for this guide were written in English or translated into the 

English language. As Colonization reduced African languages to an alienated and unprivileged 

status, the languages of the colonizers became the primary language of instruction in schools. 

Consequently, they became the African elite's language, who adopted these imposed languages 

in their literary writing. There has been an ongoing discussion on what language to use to 

consider an academic work as African literature. For this guide's purpose, I have decided not 

to focus on language as a criterion for African literature but instead as a medium of expression.    
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Biographical note on the author  

 

My name is Márcia Semedo, I created the Literature of Engagement: An Exploration of 

national and transnational African Literature guide as part of a research internship work at the 

Black Archives based in Amsterdam and with the help of Dr. Prof. Annachiara Raia.  This 

guide reflects my literary and African studies background and my keen interest in post-colonial 

critical theory and African affairs.  

 

The Literature of Engagement guide is divided into five thematic sections and does not 

constitute a complete representation of all the themes, concepts, authors, novels, etc., related 

to African literature. I deliberately choose not to use Africa's colonial past as a time frame for 

categorization or the naming of the different thematic sections. Instead, I used the recurrent 

themes and type of literature for the sections' names. Additionally, Africa's influences exceed 

its continental borders. I have therefore decided to focus on both national and transnational 

African literature as a means to show the diversity and influences of this literary genre. To 

conclude, as the name states, this guide explores African literature and is not a fixed 

categorization of it. Therefore, any omission of any African/black author or genre is not a 

neglect of them but a matter of space and time.   
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Section 1: The Art of Oral Storytelling  
 
Description: Oral literature has existed for many centuries and continues to flourish in 

contemporary Africa. What defines the genre is its tradition to transmit its various forms by 

word of mouth or performances. In other words, while written elements are the fundamental 

and primary material in written literature, the aspect of performance is most significant to Oral 

literature. The genre encompasses various forms such as myths, epics, folk tales, funeral dirges, 

praise poems, and proverbs. It is important to note that these genres are not necessarily made 

distinct in local languages, although they vary in content, form, and function. 

 

Core texts: 

Finnegan, Ruth. Oral Literature in Africa, 1st ed., vol. 1, UK: Open Book Publishers.  

 

Novels: 

- Forest of a Thousand Demons: A Hunter’s Saga by D.O. Fagunwa Wole Soyinka 

- Segu by Maryse Condé 

- Sundiata: An Epic of Old Mali by Mamadou Kouyté 

 

Films and other forms of media: 

Touki Bouki a film by Djibril Diop Mambéty  

 

The Griot/Griotte: In West Africa, griots (male) and griottes (female) occupy the role of oral 

historian and/or storytellers.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QdrPmZwsXiM  

 

Articles/Essays: 

- The value of a people and their social structure by Basia Cummings (2012) Available 

here: https://africasacountry.com/2012/04/classic-african-films-n2-touki-bouki-by-

djibril-diop-mambety 

- African oral genres (tales, proverbs, riddles, and lullabies) as a sociolinguistics topic: 

some methodological directions by Negessimo M. Mutaka (2016) Available here:  

https://soascrossroads.files.wordpress.com/2016/06/chantefa-paper2.pdf   

https://archive.org/details/ToukiBoukiDjibrilDiopMambety1973DVDRip
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QdrPmZwsXiM
https://africasacountry.com/2012/04/classic-african-films-n2-touki-bouki-by-djibril-diop-mambety
https://africasacountry.com/2012/04/classic-african-films-n2-touki-bouki-by-djibril-diop-mambety
https://soascrossroads.files.wordpress.com/2016/06/chantefa-paper2.pdf
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Section 2: Post-independent African literature / The African 

Novel 
 
 

Description: The post-independent society remains an essential topic in African literature. 

This narrative emerged as a tool for self-affirmation and nationalism, at its core lies two 

fundamental post-colonial theories: Négritude (theory) and Pan-Africanism. The written work 

produced in the 1950s and 1960s attempted to change the West's derogatory representations of 

African culture. This literature type is also referred to as the African novel and is characterized 

by its literary devices that engage with slave narratives, colonialism, and thoughts of 

independence 

 

Key concepts: 

Pan-Africanism is a theory that attempts to unify people of African descent and to create a 

unified identity. Its leading exponent was the former president of Ghana Kwame Nkrumah. In 

his book, Neo-Colonialism: The Last Stage of Imperialism (1965), Nkrumah precisely 

discussed how ex-colonial powers continued to display control over African countries, 

including those like Ghana that had already gained independence. Consequently, Pan-

Africanism became a political movement that envisioned a unified African nation and was at 

the core of many independence movements before World War II. 

 

Key figures: W.E.B Du Bois, Kwame Nkrumah, Frantz Fanon 

 

Négritude is a theory coined by black francophone writers, intellectuals, and politicians in the 

1930s. It designates a literary and ideological movement that rejects Eurocentric and racist 

ideas of black people. Like Pan-Africanism, the Négritude movement sought to create a 

common black identity to show that African cultures and literature had aesthetic and critical 

standards of their own. 

 

Key figures: Léopold Sédar Senghor, Aimé Césaire, Léon Damas 
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Core texts:  

- Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature by Ngūgī wa 

Thiong’o (1986) 

- Black Skin, White Mask by Frantz Fanon (1958)  

- Discourse on Colonialism by Aimé Césaire (2000) Available here: 

https://libcom.org/files/zz_aime_cesaire_robin_d.g._kelley_discourse_on_colbook4m

e.org_.pdf  

Novels:  

- Coming to Birth by Majorie Oludhe Macgoye (1986) 

- Nervous Conditions by Tsitsi Dangarembga (1988) 

- A Grain of Wheat by Ngūgī Wa Thiong’o (1967) 

- Home Going by Yaa Gyasi (2016) 

- Chinua Achebe, Things Fall apart (1958)  

 

Articles/Essays: 

- Pan-Africanism by Kwame Anthony Appiah (2012) Available here: https://cpb-us-

w2.wpmucdn.com/u.osu.edu/dist/1/3078/files/2012/06/Appendix-X.pdf  

- Letters of resistance by Athambile Masola (2020) Available here: 

https://africasacountry.com/2020/03/letters-of-resistance 

 

 

  

https://libcom.org/files/zz_aime_cesaire_robin_d.g._kelley_discourse_on_colbook4me.org_.pdf
https://libcom.org/files/zz_aime_cesaire_robin_d.g._kelley_discourse_on_colbook4me.org_.pdf
https://cpb-us-w2.wpmucdn.com/u.osu.edu/dist/1/3078/files/2012/06/Appendix-X.pdf
https://cpb-us-w2.wpmucdn.com/u.osu.edu/dist/1/3078/files/2012/06/Appendix-X.pdf
https://africasacountry.com/2020/03/letters-of-resistance
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Section 3: Beyond the African Novel  

Description: This section aims at looking at different forms of literary genres within the genre 

of African literature by looking at alternative histories and experiences of African people, both 

coming from within and outside the continent. This section intends to show that African 

narratives are not about a specific theme, namely political and cultural independence, but also 

about different thematic unrelated to Africa’s colonial past. The section will focus on three 

selected themes, namely Afropolitanism, Afro-Feminism, and fantasy writing. The aim is to 

showcase the diversity that exists within the literary field that is African literature. 

Key concepts:  

Afropolitanism was introduced in the early 21st century by authors such as Achille Mbembe 

(2007) and Taiye Selasi (2013) and is used to describe the diverse manners by which Africa is 

entangled in the world of today. Thus, Afropolitanism connects the global flows and networks 

of the African diaspora, meaning its metropolises, transnational cultures, and mobile 

populations, showcasing its truly diverse nature. Proponents of Afropolitanism propose an 

African identity unrelated to skin color, cultural integrity, or the continent as the center of 

African-ness. 

Afro-Feminism was initiated to account for the peculiar plight African women undergo in 

contrast to their western counterparts. African women encounter complex experiences such as 

poverty, war, racism which African Feminism seeks to address. It originated in Western Africa 

and differentiated four main types of feminism based on indigenous models, namely, stiwanism 

(Molara Ogundipe-Leslie), African womanism (Mary Modupe Kolawole), motherism 

(Catherine Acholonu), and nego-feminism (Obioma Nnaemeka).  

See also: snail-sense feminism (Akachi Ezeigbo), womanism (Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi), 

Femalism (Chioma Opara) 

Fantasy writing is a type of fiction that focuses on fantastical elements such as the supernatural, 

magic, alternate worlds, magical and mystical figures. These supernatural elements are at the 

center of the plot or storyline. See also: Afrofuturism  
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Novels: 

Afropolitanism  

- Americannah by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2015) 

- Ghana Must Go by Taiye Selasi (2013) 

- Everything Good Will Come by Sefi Atta (2005) 

- Open City by Teju Cole (2011) 

- The Beautiful Things Heaven Bears by Dinaw Mengustu (2007) 

Afro-Feminism  

- Girl, Woman, Other by Bernardine Evaristo (2019) 

- So Long a Letter by Mariama Bâ (1989)  

- Efuru by Flora Nwapa (1966) 

- Dear Ijeawele, or a Feminist Manifesto in Fifteen Suggestion by Chimamanda Ngozi 

Adichie (2017) 

- The Secret Lives of Baba Segi’s wives by Lola Shoneyin (2010) 

Fantasy 

- Children of Blood and Bone by Tomi Adeyemi (2018) see also the sequel: Children 

of Virtue and Vengeance (2019) 

- The Famished Road by Ben Okri (1991) 

- The Icarus Girl by Helen Oyeyemi (2006) 

- Akata Witch by Nnedi Okorafor (2011) see also the sequel: Akata Warrior (2017) 

- Everfair by Nisi Shaw (2016) 

 

Articles/Essays:  

- Bye-Bye Babar by Taiye Selasi (2005) Available here: 

http://thelip.robertsharp.co.uk/?p=76 

- Abdi Latif Ega and the rejection of the ‘Africa’ novel by Zachary Rosen (2016) 

Available here: https://africasacountry.com/2016/02/abdi-latif-ega-and-the-rejection-

of-the-african-novel  

- In Africa, the Laureat’s curse by Adaobi Trica Nwaubani (2010) Available here: 

https://www.nytimes.com/2010/12/12/opinion/12nwaubani.html  

- Teju Cole talks to Taiye Selasi: ‘Afropolitan, American, African. Whatever’ by Taiye 

Selaso (2016) Available here: https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/aug/05/teju-

cole-taiye-selasi-interview-known-strange-things  

http://thelip.robertsharp.co.uk/?p=76
https://africasacountry.com/2016/02/abdi-latif-ega-and-the-rejection-of-the-african-novel
https://africasacountry.com/2016/02/abdi-latif-ega-and-the-rejection-of-the-african-novel
https://www.nytimes.com/2010/12/12/opinion/12nwaubani.html
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/aug/05/teju-cole-taiye-selasi-interview-known-strange-things
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/aug/05/teju-cole-taiye-selasi-interview-known-strange-things
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Films and other forms of media: 

- TEDx Talk: The danger of a single story by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2009) 

Available here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9Ihs241zeg&t=1041s  

- TEDx Talk: Don’t ask where I’m from, ask where I’m at by Taye Selasi (2015) 

Available here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LYCKzpXEW6E&t=54s 

 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9Ihs241zeg&t=1041s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LYCKzpXEW6E&t=54s
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Section 4: Harlem Renaissance  

Description: The Harlem Renaissance was an iconic cultural revolution that constituted the 

resurrection of African Americans’ artistic, intellectual, and cultural movements in the early 

20th century (c. 1918-1937). It transpired after the Great Migration of African Americans from 

the repressive South to urban centers in the North like Harlem. The movement sought to 

redefine ‘the Negro’, who until then had been subjected to primitive and racist 

characterizations, noticeably through the Jim Crow laws, by white Americans. Harlem became 

the symbolic capital of the movement because of its diverse cultural and social life. 

Nonetheless, the Harlem Renaissance also influenced the Caribbean and African exiles and 

expatriates. The Harlem Renaissance became the groundwork for contemporary African 

American and black literature.   

 

(Some) Key figures: W.E.B Du Bois, Langston Hughes, Sterling Brown, Zora Neal Hurston, 

Countee Cullen, Jessie Redmon Faust, Richard Wright   

 

Core readings: 

- The Souls of Black Folks by W.E.B Du Bois (1903) 

- The Big Sea by Langston Hughes (1940) 

- America (Poem) by Claude Mckay (1921) Available here: 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44691/america-56d223e1ac025  

- Within the Circle: An Anthology of African American Literary Criticism from the 

Harlem Renaissance to the Present by Angelyn Mitchell (1994)  

- The New Negro by Alain Locke (1925)  

Novels: 

- Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zola Hurston (1937) 

- Native Son by Richard Wright (1940) 

- Quicksand by Nella Larsen (1928) 

- The Ways of Black Folks by Langston Hughes (1934) 

- The Chinaberry Tree by Jessie Redmon Faust (1931) 

 

 

 

 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44691/america-56d223e1ac025
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Film and other media forms:  

- The Harlem Renaissance: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9gboEyrj02g  

- I, Too Sing America: The Harlem Renaissance at 100: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y34EPRpePTw 

- Against all Odds: Artists of Harlem Renaissance (1994) Available here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6sh3GnMRFFc  

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9gboEyrj02g
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y34EPRpePTw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6sh3GnMRFFc
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