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AFRICAN LITERATURE IN THE WORLD

In African Literature in the World, Simon Gikandi asks: Why do
debates on language continue to inform and haunt African writing?
What happened when writing replaced orality as the primary form of
creative expression? When, how, and why did the novel come to
occupy such a dominant role in African literary history?
This is a comprehensive study of the histories and theories of

African literature in the twentieth century and shows how African
writers adopted and transformed the English language and its tradi-
tions to account for African identities and experiences. Concerned
with writing and reading as forms of mediation, Gikandi provides
examples of how imaginative works shaped the public sphere in Africa
in relation to decolonization and the politics of language. He explores
how the emergence of a modern tradition of African writing has
generated new forms of criticism in relation to the form of the
novel, modernity, and modernism.

simon gikandi is Class of 1943 University Professor of English at
Princeton University. He is a scholar of the literatures of Africa and its
diasporas, and postcolonial criticism, and the author of many award-
winning books including Slavery and the Culture of Taste, winner of
the James Russell Lowell Prize.
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“This indispensable volume by a preeminent scholar offers fresh ways to
think about African writing and literary criticism in the context of world
literature. Always alert to the global locations of authors, readers, scholars,
and ideas, Simon Gikandi examines the shifting histories of literary genres,
questions the limits of postcolonial theory, and reflects on the role of
intellectuals in African literary criticism. In the process, he reimagines
colonial identity and modernity, and rethinks debates about the language
of African literature. The intellectual honesty of this volume rubs off on
readers as Gikandi blends cultural history with theory, personal reflections,
and close readings.”

Stephanie Newell, George M. Bodman Professor of English,
Yale University

“To read Simon Gikandi’s African Literature in the World is to bear witness
to a master craftsman at work. The modulation of his critical rhythms, the
isolation of examples and then the manner of their embedding in larger
patterns of significance, and the absolute clarity of his expression deliver to
us African literature and literary history as worthy objects of serious schol-
arly attention. Superb!”

Ato Quayson, Jean G. and Morris M. Doyle Professor of Interdisciplinary
Studies, Stanford University

www.cambridge.org/9781009555098
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-55509-8 — African Literature in the World
Simon Gikandi
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

AFRICAN LITERATURE

IN THE WORLD

SIMON GIKANDI
Princeton University, New Jersey

www.cambridge.org/9781009555098
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-55509-8 — African Literature in the World
Simon Gikandi
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge cb2 8ea, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, ny 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,
New Delhi – 110025, India

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment,
a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781009555098

doi : 10.1017/9781009555104

© Simon Gikandi 2026

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions
of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take

place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

When citing this work, please include a reference to the doi 10.1017/9781009555104

First published 2026

Cover image: Wosene Worke Kosrof, A Taste for Words X, (2021). Permanent collection Crocker Art Museum.

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
names: Gikandi, Simon author

title: African literature in the world / Simon Gikandi.
description: New York : Cambridge University Press, 2026. | Includes bibliographical references and index. |
identifiers: lccn 2026012578 (print) | lccn 2026012579 (ebook) | isbn 9781009555098 hardback |

isbn 9781009555111 paperback | isbn 9781009555104 ebook
subjects: lcsh : African literature – 20th century – History and criticism | Language and languages

in literature | Decolonization in literature
Classification: lcc pn849.a35 g55 2026 (print) | lcc pn849.a35 (ebook) |

ddc 809.896–dc23/eng2026311
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2026012578

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2026012579

isbn 978-1-009-55509-8 Hardback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence
or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this

publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,
accurate or appropriate.

For EU product safety concerns, contact us at Calle de José Abascal, 56, 1°, 28003 Madrid, Spain,
or email eugpsr@cambridge.org

www.cambridge.org/9781009555098
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-55509-8 — African Literature in the World
Simon Gikandi
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

To the memory of Ngũgı̃ wa Thiong’o, Mı̃cere Mũgo, Henry

Chakava, and Abiola Irele, teachers, mentors, friends, in

remembrance of times past . . .

“for I was hungry and you gaveMe food; I was thirsty and you

gave Me drink; I was a stranger and you took Me in.”
Matthew 25:35
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The regeneration of Africa means that a new and unique civilization
is soon to be added to the world. The African is not a proletarian in
the world of science and art.He has precious creations of his own, of
ivory, of copper and of gold, fine plaited willow-ware, and weapons
of superior workmanship. Civilization resembles an organic being
in its development – it is born, it perishes, and it can propagate
itself. More particularly it resembles a plant, it takes root in the
teeming earth, and when the seeds fall in other soils, new varieties
sprout up. The most essential departure of this new civilization is
that it shall be thoroughly spiritual and humanistic – indeed
a regeneration moral and eternal!
P. Ka Isaka Seme, “The Regeneration of Africa,” Curtis Medal

Oration, delivered at Columbia University, New York City,
April 5, 1906
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