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Abstract 
The paper approaches the question of global literature and its putative public 

by reviewing some of the major debates about world literature (Damrosch; 

Spivak; Casanova; Moretti) and focusing on the contribution of Alexander 

Beecroft and his notion of literary ecologies. The institutions officially and 

unofficially governing the world republic of letters (publishing houses, 

literary prizes, and so forth) are briefly reviewed and criticized (following 

Parks; Owen; Coletti). I then address the “global literary ecology” by looking 

at a few recent examples from Africa, first that of J. M. Coetzee, and then 

briefly that of Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, as well as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, in 

order to question the viability or desirability of the de facto Anglophone 

hegemony in the world republic of letters. I conclude by rehearsing the 

position more or less against global literature (with Spivak and Apter) and for 

a renewed philology and multilingualism in the spirit of Auerbach and Said. 
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The best gift of all enlightenments is 

reasonable doubt. The best guarantee of all 

worldliness is attention to space and time. 
—Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 

“Translating in a World of Languages” 

 
I take it as axiomatic that talk of literature now, and indeed since the 

beginning of the modern period, necessarily involves consideration of the literary 

world system. I am trained as a European comparatist of the modern period but 

accept fully the claim by the Warwick Research Collective that “the effectivity of 

the world-system will necessarily be discernible in any modern literary work, since 

the world-system exists unforgoably [sic] as the matrix within which all modern 

literature takes shape and comes into being” (20).1 It is crucial however to question 

the nature of “world literature” as it evolves as a system and as a canon for teaching 

and reading within the current dispensation, a questioning that includes in its scope 

readers, scholars, writers, and other institutional players (awards committees, 

publishers, translators, and so forth). I intend here to review some of the main 

interrelated topics of the world literature phenomenon as global (though still based 

to a great extent in North America and Western Europe) and then focus on some 

African examples to try to identify strategies of resistance to and productive 

critique of world literature within a global regime. 

 

Global Literature 
 

In An Ecology of World Literature, Alexander Beecroft, having established 

that for his purposes, “a language is a dialect with a literature” (6), proceeds to 

review some questions typically begged or problems raised in the very concept of 

“literature” as a general or universal term, and despite differences in the rough 

equivalent and its contrasting and related terms in Chinese, Japanese, Sanskrit, 

Arabic, and other traditions, Beecroft can conclude that “literariness, however 

manifested, necessarily involves a certain level of self-awareness concerning the 

linguistic form taken by a given text” (6).2 He writes, “Literatures, in the sense in 

which I use the term, are techniques or practices of reading texts, and specifically of 

linking texts together, through a series of relationships that usually begins with 

                                                 
1  “‘World literature’ is what happens to comparative literature when—having, however 

belatedly, engaged the task of ‘unthinking’ Eurocentrism—it goes ‘global’” (Warwick 5). 
2  So, something like Jakobson’s poetic function more than anything like “imaginative 

literature” or fiction. 
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language and/or the polity, but which also include questions of genre and influence, 

among other criteria” (16). This allows Beecroft to set up his notion of literary or 

cultural ecology that is rather more nuanced than the model of a World Republic of 

Letters as influentially articulated by Pascale Casanova (1999—that is, almost 

twenty years ago). 

At the end of his book Beecroft finally arrives at the ecology he calls 

“global,” after a survey of other types: epichoric or local; panchoric or regional; 

cosmopolitan; vernacular (as against the cosmopolitan); and then national. The 

global situation emergent today is marked, as we know, by English as a “hyper-

central language” (250).3 Beecroft notes that with “the increasing dominance of a 

handful of languages, especially English, the increasing concentration of the 

publishing industry, and the increasing need for sales in translation to sustain a 

literary career,” there is a push “towards an increasingly homogeneous literary 

world, one in which universality is achieved through the creation of a monoculture” 

(249). 4  The consequences of this situation are not, obviously, good: “a global 

literary ecology will result either in the hegemonic domination of literature in 

English at the expense of all other literatures (and perhaps many languages), or in 

the emergence of a sort of standardized ‘world-novel,’ designed for easy translation 

and consumption abroad” (249). To be fair, two futures open out from this situation 

according to Beecroft (295-96). On the one hand, the risk of a “Global English . . . 

as a rootless lingua franca” (260) dominating international production characterized 

by those “world novels” written in English or in other languages in a simplified 

style suited to easy translation into English; or perhaps there is the alternative 

possibility of increasing creolization, hybridity, and so forth (e.g., Singlish) plus 

local or regional resistances that will complicate apparent uniformity (as one sees 

for example in Catalunya). 5 Despite Beecroft’s hopes for a positive development 

out of this situation, the prospects of global literature do not look bright. 

Italian based British writer and translator Tim Parks has been an acute critic 

of this leveling of prose styles in the global novel, noting the role of the prestige 

prizes in the standardization of literary styles and forms, and the development of a 

                                                 
3 As opposed to “peripheral,” “central,” and “super-central ones” (Beecroft 250).  
4 By the third edition, at the latest, of After Babel, George Steiner had already bemoaned the 

“ecological ravage” of a global English, “eroding the autonomy of native-language culture” 
elsewhere and weakening itself as it turns into an Esperanto (494-95). 

5 See Venuti in Bermann and Wood’s Nation (192-202). See also Parcerisas’ Sense (87-92, 
111-16, 147-51). 
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world market for literature (and specifically the novel).6 “Despite its questionable 

selection procedures and often bizarre choices, the Nobel [Prize] is seen as more 

important than any national prize. Meanwhile the IMPAC in Ireland, [the] Premio 

Mondello in Italy, and the International Literature Award in Germany—prizes 

aimed at ‘international’ literature rather than works from the country in question—

are rapidly growing in prestige” with the result that “the arbiters of taste are no 

longer one’s own compatriots—they are less easily knowable, not a group the 

author himself is part of” (27). The “local”—in terms of both production and 

assessment—is thus truly endangered by such developments, whatever their merits. 

As James English notes, “to honor and recognize local cultural achievement from a 

declaredly global point of vantage is inevitably to impose external interference on 

local systems of cultural value” (298).7 

Beecroft, summarizing criticism by Parks and by American sinologist Stephen 

Owen, pinpoints one major problem: “writers working outside the English language 

are designing their work for ease of translation [and] excising local content that 

exceeds the interest level of an audience in translation” (Beecroft 281). Beecroft 

dubs the consequence of this state of affairs “Booker Prize literature” (263)8—

meaning not, of course, good books that have won it or other similar prizes, but 

books written deliberately in order to be considered for it, thus anticipating and 

integrating the perceived values of the international judges.9 

Stephen Owen has audaciously proposed a “food court” model of world 

literature, explaining that “university students, like the Nobel Prize Committee, 

                                                 
6 The standard work on this topic is the 2005 The Economy of Prestige by James English who 

provides a sociological account of the prize phenomenon within the larger literary and cultural 
fields and tracks the development of a global ecology in the institutions and practices that support 
and define literature. English stresses that “prizes are not a threat or contamination with respect to 
a field of properly cultural practice on which they have no legitimate place. The prize is cultural 
practice in its quintessential contemporary form” (26). 

7 Moreover, English continues, “while the global production of [a] canon of world literature 
can and increasingly does flout national hierarchies of prestige, it is certainly difficult in the long 
run for a national market to support a scheme of symbolic pricing that is radically different from 
that which obtains on the global market” (305). 

8 There is a significant amount of criticism on the Booker Prize, e.g., Huggan (ch. 4) and 
English (ch. 9), all of which ends up, as per English’s argument, in making the prize yet stronger 
and more effective. 

9 “One useful way of thinking about the Nobel Prize might be to imagine it not so much as a 
device for establishing a canon of world literature but rather as a means of establishing a 
European canon, to which occasional non-European works can be admitted, with the specific task 
of augmenting the role of the European periphery within the European literary system” (Beecroft 
258). The image of that non-European other is very narrowly defined, though, as revealed by 
Quist. On this putative canon formation, however, see note 19 below. 
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hear only of those literatures for which there are talented translators and academic 

brokers. The literature in question can be neither too common nor too exotic; it has 

to be on some comfortable margin of difference for the target audience” 

(“Stepping” 253; emphasis added), like the “Chinese” or “Indian” food at the mall. 

Of course, exoticism is important, but as Beecroft explains, summarizing Vittorio 

Coletti’s argument about the romanzo mondo, “[C]ontemporary fiction aimed at a 

global audience, whether in mass-market genres, such as fantasy or crime fiction, or 

in literary fiction, uses local color as a purely decorative element, while 

constructing plots that could readily be transferred anywhere in the world, or at 

least the developed world” (Beecroft 282). 10  In this context, Emily Apter is 

certainly right to “harbor serious reservations about tendencies in World Literature 

toward reflexive endorsement of cultural equivalence and substitutability, or toward 

the celebration of nationally and ethnically branded ‘differences’ that have been 

niche-marketed as commercialized ‘identities’” (2). As Gayatri Spivak had already 

noted in 1993, there is a great danger “when all the literature of the Third World 

gets translated into a sort of with-it translatese, so that the literature by a woman in 

Palestine begins to resemble, in the feel of its prose, something by a man in 

Taiwan” (“The Politics” 315). But, we must now ask, what if the Taiwanese and 

Palestinian writers begin to genuinely resemble each other in a shared imitation of, 

say, Kazuo Ishiguro, for an international Anglophone audience? 

British sociologist John B. Thompson has written extensively about the 

contemporary publishing industry in the US and Britain. He delineates the logic of 

the contemporary publishing field, charting “the growth in retail chains leading to 

rise of literary agents, and consolidation of publishing houses” from the 1970s up to 

the 1990s, leading to “the polarization of the field, preoccupation with big books, 

extreme publishing, shrinking windows and fast turnover, and demand for high 

returns” that have subsequently resulted, even in the digital age (Merchants 293). A 

general “short termism” now reigns, a lack of diversity and a sort of blockbuster 

syndrome (a privileging of copy-cat, pre-digested, proven material), and an 

incredibly ruthless market run ever-increasingly for profit-only considerations as 

                                                 
10 For instance, “Nel romanzo mondo di oggi i luoghi sono ininfluenti narrativamente, perché 

fragile e ambigui politicamente, posticci o di gradevole apparenza più che necessari 
all’invenzione, alla sua forma, al suo linguaggio. Utili più alla commercializzazione del romanzo 
che al suo valore” (“In today’s global novel, place is narratively unimportant because fragile and 
politically ambiguous, artificial or merely pleasant rather than necessary for the plot, form, or 
language”; 128-29). Coletti notes how the opposite was the case, with respect to place as much as 
to idiom, in the great age of the novel from romantic nationalism through the pinnacle of realism 
at the end of the Ottocento (33).  
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other values (like culture, beauty, dignity, nobility) wane. Digital has changed the 

format, and actual bookstores may be going the way of the dodo (although both of 

these trends are uncertain), but digital hasn’t necessarily changed the nature of the 

industrial production of literary content—or, at least, not for the better. Perhaps 

many self-published works are good and freely, democratically accessible, but the 

lack of editing and professional treatment shows forth.11 In any case, digital—that 

is, digital marketing and service provision and digital content delivery (since digital 

operating systems and digital content manipulation are effectively universal these 

days)12—still remains, if not a proven counter-trend in global letters, a potential 

dimension of positive change, as we shall see below in the case of Africa.  

 

Translation 
 

One pertinent question to ask is “who reads this stuff?” And thence, what is a 

global public? When thinking of “the public” we tend to think, following a recent 

critical strand from Jürgen Habermas to Benedict Anderson, of the print-supported 

public sphere of the Westphalian-National World System. It is often assumed that 

we have effectively moved beyond that system, although this is a contested claim as 

far as political economy goes: true, major economic decisions, crises, and so forth 

have long ceased to be primarily merely national or even regional phenomena, but, 

of course, production (labor) and profit-accumulation (despite off-shoring) do 

remain importantly national, and talk of a global, post-national system often serves 

as ideology to hide that fact.13 With the so-called Brexit phenomenon in the EU 

(and Trump in the US) we see ugly, latent national energies of reaction that, if 

nothing else, give the lie to talk of post-national publics. In any case, we must 

question the value of a “public” whose only intervention is purchasing or 

consumption. As Dan Hind writes, such a “public” is more accurately called an 

“audience” (The Return 39). And such an audience must be understood through the 

powers that construct it and manipulate it more than as some kind of autonomous, 

much less spontaneous force.  

According to UNESCO’s index translationum, the most world translations by 

far occur from English, and the fourth most (narrowly) occur into English (after 

                                                 
11 For an optimistic take, see Vadde. 
12 See Thompson, Books in the Digital Age, ch. 12. 
13 On the literary field in this respect, see English, ch. 11. 
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German, French, and Spanish).14 Given the omnipresence of English in the business 

and finance worlds and other domains, we are dealing with a problem, if it is one, 

of Anglophone domination: for the most part Anglo-American (or rather Americo-

British) dominance. Though keen to differentiate linguistic and cultural dominance 

from other forms of power, Pascale Casanova notes the assimilating and 

homogenizing force of English as a characteristic of “universal language” in 

general, in her Bourdieusian model of an agonistic world system of language: “It is 

in the nature of a global language to expand more quickly than others (notably 

through ‘translation operations’) and to impose its categories of thought . . . on 

those who master it; thus it is not simply a [putatively] universal language that 

spreads, but an entire civilization manages to export and impose itself via the power 

of its universality” (La langue 129-30).15 It would obviously oversimplify things to 

suggest that the global public is in the first instance an Anglo-American one, but it 

would be equally foolish to think that, say, the United States is an equal partner 

with anyone else in a putative global public. Casanova has productively introduced 

from Immanuel Wallerstein’s world systems theory the notion of center and 

periphery into this discussion, as well as the spirit of agon that obtains: world 

literature as competition, indeed, these days, as “prize fighting.” Casanova’s work 

has been much criticized for this and other reasons (e.g., Prendergast). Aamir Mufti, 

for instance, sharply draws attention to the specific geopolitical context of the very 

discussion of global literature:  

 
The resurgence of world literature in our times—in academic 

discourse, in the practices of literary publishing, and in reading habits 

in the Global North and elite sectors of society worldwide—is in a 

strong sense a post-1989 development, which has appeared against 

the background of the larger neoliberal attempt to monopolize all 

possibilities of the international into the global life of capital. This 

mode of appearance of the literatures of the Global South in the 

                                                 
14 See <http://www.unesco.org/xtrans/bsform.aspx>. See also a discussion by Parcerisas (75-85) 

who presents an interesting model, similar to Berman’s ethics of translation as “l’épreuve de 
l’étranger,” and focusing on connection in difference through translation that would avoid any 
ethnocentrism.  

15 “Le propre de la langue modiale, en effet, c’est de se répandre plus vite que les autres 
(notamment à travers les ‘opérations de traduction’) et d’imposer les catégories de pensée qui lui 
sont attachées . . . à ceux qui la maîtrisent; ainsi, ce n’est pas seulement la langue universelle qui 
se diffuse, mais une civilisation entière qui parvient à s’exporter et à s’imposer, via la puissance 
dont la langue universelle est porteuse” (129-30) [my translation].  
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literary sphere of the North is thus linked to the disappearance of 

those varieties of internationalism that had sought in various ways to 

bypass the circuits of interaction, transmission, and exchange of the 

emergent global bourgeois order in the postwar and early 

postcolonial decades in the interest of the decolonizing societies of 

the South. (91) 

 

No one doubts the effect of neo-liberal globalization on the so-called world “market 

of ideas,” but Mufti cautions that we simply must not be too quick to gloss over the 

histories that have led to the current dispensation, whatever we might think of its 

productions so far or its potential going forward. “[W]e cannot ignore the global 

relations of force that historically the concept [of world literature] has put in play 

and simultaneously hidden from view” (Mufti 94). It is the goal of this essay to 

draw attention to some of the contemporary, if not historical, forces at play in our 

current dispensation with the aim of challenging how we might go about teaching 

and approaching “global” texts—and texts potentially subversive of this global 

order. 

 

Reading, Teaching, and the Canon 
 
Our concern is not how to situate the peaks of 
the literary production of the world on a level 
playing field but to ask what makes literary 
cases singular. The singular is the always 
universalizable, never the universal. 

—Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 
 “Comparative Literature/World Literature: 

A Discussion”  

 
The contemporary global situation affects not just current writers and the 

pressures of a global market, but also causes reconsideration of the canon or canons 

organizing teaching and scholarship. The classics of the whole world, that is, of 

various different national and regional traditions, are brought together in an ideal 

canon of world literature. A modified notion of “masterpiece” (Damrosch, What 15) 

is perhaps replacing “classic” as a functional term for the most influential and 

enduring works (particularly in translation) of various different traditions meeting 

in a “canon” of world literature—an ideal typically still centered in Anglo-
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American and Western European sensibilities, cities, and centers of publication.16 

In this context Ankhi Mukherjee rightly asks:  

 
Does the classic criterion speak to the planetary system of literature 

rising out of the movements of capital, commodities, services, and 

discourses, or does it constrain such flows? And if the classic ideal 

could be renovated for a postcolonial, global world, would it 

inevitably replicate global capital and . . . the “globalizing 

imaginary” by synchronizing and homogenizing historical difference 

or differentiation and creating a centralized (not constellated) literary 

studies? (1035) 

 
What could a post-canonical canon conceivably look like?17 A gathering of books 

meaningful for readers not formed by the traditions that make these books 

meaningful in the first place? So what does grant them value? Why any given 

selection? Most likely we will simply be dealing with values determined by 

marketing, global intellectual/entertainment commodity culture, and those literary 

prizes (with their sometimes questionable connections to the publishing 

conglomerates)—in short, market-determined values of consumption—

supplemented by the fashionable academic ideologies of the day (of course, literary 

value has long been determined to a great extent by the press and the academy, by a 

“supplemental” discourse of evaluation, conservation, and reproduction. However, 

what now lacks, and has for some time, is any subtending and in-forming 

tradition—and, of course, no such tradition in the singular has ever obtained at a 

global level).18 And yet, a comparative canon of world literature would make no 

sense without a strong, guiding system of critical assessment and evaluation. As 

Rajagopalan Radhakrishnan rather boldly states in a somewhat polemical piece in 

                                                 
16 This in turn of course raises “die Frage, ob dem ‘westlichen,’ das heißt dem europäisch 

akzentuierten Kanon klassischer Autoren ein alternativer Kanon entgegensetzen ist, der alle 
überkommenen Urteile über literarische Qualtität als eurozentrische Vorurteile zu entlarven und 
außer Kraft zu setzen vermag” (“the question whether an alternative canon is to be set up against 
the Western, that is European, canon of classic authors which can expose the attendant value 
judgments of literary quality as merely Eurocentric and thus diffuse them”; Weinrich 222). 

17 Tim Parks incisively writes: “[I]n the publishing culture we have today, any idea that a 
process of slow sifting might produce a credible canon such as those we inherited from the distant 
past is nonsense. Whatever in the future masquerades as a canon for our own time will largely be 
the result of good marketing, self-promotion, and pure chance” (114). 

18  This issue, specifically in regard to “world literature,” has been discussed fruitfully in 
Spectres de Goethe: Les métamorphoses de la “littérature mondiale” (David 145-85).  
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the PMLA on the topic of world literature: “To compare while desisting from 

evaluation is either an act of cowardice or a gesture in the direction of divine 

forbearance and omniscient paternalism” (1403). 

As Stephen Owen writes with reference to Chinese anger and confusion about 

the Nobel canonization of Gao Xingjian (高行健) in 2000,19 “There can be no 

world literature or world poetry except as constituted locally, from some center that 

mediates and judges according to its own values—in Europe or the United States” 

(“Stepping Forward” 256). For David Damrosch, a classic, canonical or canonize-

able masterpiece is such precisely by virtue of translation and circulation: “a work 

only has an effective life as world literature whenever, and wherever, it is actually 

present within a literary system beyond that of its original culture. . . . All works 

cease to be the exclusive products of their original culture once they are translated” 

(What 4, 22).20 So, not only is a given work, once disseminated, free of all authorial 

control, but a world-text, no matter what is “lost in translation” or what 

misunderstandings motivated the translation or result from it, has its life and 

meaning as world-text in the perception and use of whatever interpretive 

communities take interest in it, irrespective of its originating tradition and culture.21 

This is obviously a dangerous position, and one that Damrosch actually disavows in 

his own practice, though he defends it in his account of world literature. Against 

such a conception, Gayatri Spivak insists on the singularity and untranslatability of 

the literary work. The literary is the particularity and irreducibility of idiom, not the 

universal of translatability. Translation is misprision, so the question is why we 

want to do it? To what ends? And for whom?22 

If, on the one hand, Spivak insists that we need to learn new languages rather 

than consume world literature anthologies in English (of the sort Damrosch edits), 

                                                 
19 See Zhang’s “Cultural” for a discussion of Gao as a writer of “world literature with Chinese 

characteristics” (135, in Torbjorn Lodén’s terms). 
20 “Une oeuvre non traduite n’est publiée qu’à demi” (“an untranslated work is only half 

published”). Ernest Renan qtd. in Kilito, Je parle 63.  
21 “[O]nce his works travel, in the original and in translations alike, Gao is also what others 

(including the Swedish Academy) express of him” (Zhang 142). 
22 As teaching/learning goes, “you do not learn culture as content; you learn language as 

practice” (“Translating” 36). “The verbal text is jealous of its linguistic signature but impatient of 
national identity. Translation flourishes by virtue of that paradox” (Death 9). In a way 
interestingly consonant with Spivak, Harald Weinrich asks: “Zu welchem Zweck brauchen wir 
überhaupt eine Weltliteratur, wenn außer Frage steht, daß “Welt” in der Literatur weit besser 
intensional als extensional zur Geltung kommt?” (“Why exactly do we need World Literature 
when unquestionably it is better to understand the world in literature intensionally rather than 
extensionally?”). How can this not be a superficial impoverishment? This is the subject of Pheng 
Cheah’s recent book critical of the notion of world involved in the project of world literature.  
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she naturally does not support ignorance of important texts from foreign traditions. 

Nor does Damrosch, a great language learner, support monolingualism and 

monoculture. And if, in an exchange with Spivak at the 2011 ACLA, Damrosch 

recognizes “that the study of world literature can very readily become culturally 

deracinated, philologically bankrupt, and ideologically complicit with the worst 

tendencies of global capitalism” (Spivak and Damrosch, “Comparative” 365), 

Spivak in response grants that “one should really try to proceed with what one has 

rather than try to be as good as one can be in a single literature” (374). With Spivak 

I would stress the otherness of language as revealed in the literary/poetic and the 

specificity of idiom as expressive and in turn partially-determinative of world view, 

of lived world. Spivak has some time ago proposed the notion of the planetary 

against the global (Imperatives; see also Apter, Introduction; as well as Ngũgĩ for 

his related idea regarding Globalectics [esp. chapter 3]), but what is really essential 

here is her conception of reading and of holding to the ideal of the universalizable 

rather than universal in the critical project of reading and teaching—that is, not 

presupposing norms, ideals, or absolute criteria of judgment, but aiming at 

communication, conversation, connection over and across difference towards 

greater understanding. This strikes me as a crucial insight for agents of world 

literature (readers, writers, translators, and teachers) in a global age in which 

translation is so central. 

Having emphasized the role of international prizes, translation and pre-

translation, and canon formation in the current global literary ecology, I turn now to 

some examples from Africa to see what challenges one can find to the somewhat 

negative picture so far presented. What sort of resistances are there to the quasi-

imperial forces of literary globalization? 

 

Some Examples from Africa 
 

In a contribution to a 2009 special issue of New Literary History on 

“Comparison,” Rebecca L. Walkowitz had indeed proposed a concept of 

“comparison literature” (Felski 235); that is of transnational fictional works that are 

“born translated” (236-37), using J. M. Coetzee as the principal witness for her 

intervention. In her subsequent book, Born Translated (2015), Walkowitz notes that 

Coetzee’s Childhood of Jesus was translated even faster than Harry Potter 6 and 

like the latter was “born translated.” While this is obviously true as a marketing 

phenomenon and publication and distribution strategy, is it meaningfully true 

stylistically? That is, are Coetzee’s works written for translation or rather written as 
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(pre-)translations, because, of course, a multi-Booker, Nobel prize winner, to say 

nothing of J. K. Rowling, knows that his or her books are going to be widely 

translated sooner rather than later. 

Walkowitz has a good point about the “primacy” of translation here, but does 

not offer a very compelling reading of Coetzee. If we bracket away Coetzee’s 

editors and press, the facts of global marketing, and so forth, and look at the text of 

Childhood of Jesus, things are perhaps not so clear. Describing a quasi-utopian 

Hispanophone afterlife, where even one’s natural language is lost, Coetzee does 

indeed present a strange linguistic performance in the novel, but this needs to be 

contextualized.23  Coetzee has all along held to a late-modernist, minimal style 

derived from Beckett and Kafka, against the prevailing psychological realism of the 

mid-century in South Africa, or the Lukácian critical realism that dominated in the 

70s and 80s in southern and other parts of Africa (as elsewhere). To describe a book 

like Waiting for the Barbarians as pre-translated, because minimal, sounds wrong 

to me. Is Beckett’s Malone meurt pre-translated? In a literal sense, yes, since 

Beckett wrote two versions and usually had the one in mind when writing the other 

of his dual works. But to describe this in terms of a globalized “translation 

literature” seems utterly vapid. So, insofar as such a reading extracts Coetzee’s text 

from that specific (though not national) inheritance, it is an unhelpful misreading. 

But, of course, Coetzee’s novel (Jesus) is specifically about having no roots, being 

post-national, post-foundational, indeed post-mortem (like Summertime before it, 

and indeed in a truly Beckettian spirit), and thus clearly does deal with a frightening 

prospect of “global” rootlessness, and despite his good intentions, Coetzee does not 

manage to be very comforting or optimistic about it. 24  His utopia is not very 

satisfying, and in the end the protagonist with his adoptive family of sorts sets out 

on the road to escape, but without our sense that anything better lies ahead.25 Who 

are “we”? Again Walkowitz is right that the book was rapidly translated, marketed, 

distributed, and sold in decent numbers. To be a little cynical, it rather goes without 

saying that any book by a prestigious prize winner is going to reach a wide and 

indeed global audience these days—that’s the point of the prize, after all—all of 

                                                 
23 For such a contextualization, see Chesney’s Serious, especially chs. 2 and 6. 
24 Coletti, with reference to Calvino, also notes the “pre-translation” phenomenon (113), and 

places Coetzee centrally within the romanzo mondo development. Coletti seeks to remain un-
judgmental about the phenomenon, though he certainly distinguishes between the likes of Dan 
Brown or even Umberto Eco and Coetzee within the new dispensation. 

25 At the time of initial writing Coetzee’s continuation of the novel had not yet been published, 
but The Schooldays of Jesus does not seem to resolve many issues raised in the first installment. 
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which tells us absolutely nothing about the book and a lot about the mechanisms of 

publication, fame, and profit that characterize the contemporary book industry. 

In the first chapter of her book Walkowitz argues that this pre-

translated/transnational strategy forecloses native readers, because it significantly 

disavows “nativity” or “natality” as such. She mentions Beckett and Nabokov in 

this context, but it seems to me we need to recognize a difference between, say, Elif 

Şafak switching from Turkish to English, and the choices of those famous late 

modernists. To put it bluntly, Beckett most certainly did not switch to French to sell 

more books, to reach a wider audience, or to win prizes. His escape into French was 

precisely an escape: from Joyce, from Ireland, and into his new homeland, which 

was, it must be remembered, not one of cushy university appointments, writers’ 

colonies, and Manhattan publisher cocktail parties, but the French Resistance in 

Roussillon and subsequently years of isolation in his simple house in Ussy-sur-

Marne. 26  So, there is an essential difference between escaping a language of 

mastery for one of poverty (Beckett), or perforce adopting a language of political 

exile (like Nabokov or Kundera), and opportunistically choosing a more promising 

language for economic purposes, prestige, and prizes.27 

Moreover, Coetzee’s non-national identification is precisely a nationally 

motivated aesthetic-political choice: against a split and racist South Africa where, 

like so many of his protagonists, he could only be a beneficiary, however unwilling, 

of systematic injustice—injustice symbolized by his very native tongue (as well as 

by his Afrikaans second language fluency). As is well known, having tried escape 

even while addressing this situation in his studies (of Beckett in Texas) and in his 

writing (late modern minimalism), Coetzee finally emigrated to Australia which, 

not being his native land, has not given his late works a firm grounding. I agree 

with Walkowitz that his late works are, indeed, dépaysés, and disorienting. But I 

hesitate to connect him with others like Nancy Huston writing in French, Elif Şafak 

in English,28  or indeed Orhan Pamuk simplifying his Turkish, Roberto Bolaño 

writing his trans-regional trans-Spanish, and so forth. This risks effacing the local 

origins of Coetzee’s de-localization, and thus an essential part of the very challenge 

                                                 
26 See Knowlson’s discussion (505 ff.) of Beckett’s notable escape from the Nobel Prize to 

Tunisia; as well as, of course, his general hatred of interviews, prizes, press, etc.—all the 
consequences of being “Damned to Fame.” 

27 I count eighteen prizes or at least long-lists on Şafak’s wiki page, most notably for a work in 
English, Honour 2012. Doubtlessly Şafak is not to be faulted; this is simply the state of the 
“industry” these days. 

28 Yiyun Li (李翊雲) switching from Chinese to English, Youssef Rakha from Arabic to 
English, and so forth. 
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of his work. Certainly it is true, as Walkowitz writes, that “[s]ome novelists are 

closely tied to the mass market, some to prestige cultures, and others to avant-garde 

communities. But even those novelists who do not plan on translation participate in 

a literary system attuned to multiple formats, media, and languages. Born-translated 

novels approach this system opportunistically” (167). While I find this of 

questionable relevance to Coetzee, I do not in any case share Walkowitz’s sense 

that this state of affairs is something to celebrate. I find it rather more worrisome. 

Let us look at a counter-example. 

In this context it may be instructive to look at an earlier and more politicized 

age than our own, that of decolonization in the mid-twentieth century, and 

especially the example of Kenyan novelist Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o. For the white 

Anglophone West the “great African novelist” is the Nigerian Chinua Achebe, 

while Ngũgĩ, though reasonably well-known, seems to have a lesser reputation. I 

think this is because while providing plenty of “local color” about the Igbo people, 

and drawing obviously on oral traditions, Achebe published his works in English 

and strongly defended that idea. In “The African Writer and the English Language” 

(1964), Achebe wrote, “Those of us who have inherited the English language may 

not be in a position to appreciate the value of the inheritance. Or we may go on 

resenting it because it came as part of a package deal which included many other 

items of doubtful value and the positive atrocity of racial arrogance and prejudice 

which may yet set the world on fire. But let us not in rejecting the evil throw out the 

good with it” (Morning 96). The African writer employing a colonial language 

should not get caught in mere mimicry but use the language expressively to create 

something new. Referring to the case of James Baldwin, Achebe reaches a positive 

conclusion: the writer “should aim at fashioning out an English which is at once 

universal and able to carry his peculiar experience” (100). Ngũgĩ has famously 

opted for a different strategy. His first novels in English were very powerful and do, 

I think, tell a lot about Kenya at the time of the so-called “Mau Mau”29 and during 

the period of subsequent independence pains (The River Between, Grain of Wheat, 

Petals of Blood). But Ngũgĩ turned his personal experience, his imprisonment, and 

his general criticism in the direction of Fanonian Marxist anti-colonial critique, and 

is much to the left of someone like Achebe. His 1977 decision then to write and 

publish plays, novels, and children’s books in Gikuyu rather than English was very 

courageous and bold, and probably the reason Westerners are uncomfortable with 

him. It is not about accessibility, because he or someone else translates those works 

into English eventually, but it is political commitment against the language of the 

                                                 
29 See Ngũgĩ, Birth (67) on this mistaken term adopted by (Western) historians. 
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colonizers,30 his commitment to a “decolonization of the mind” of Kenyans of 

whatever region or language group, that can seem a slap in the face to multi-culti, 

happy melting pot global consumer culture (in English). 

Ngũgĩ, who has long lived in exile in California, is a reasonably cosmopolitan 

person, but his position here is instructively anti-global. He decries the “fatalistic 

logic of the unassailable position of English in our literature” bemoaned by Achebe 

himself.31 Ngũgĩ actively wants to make his works specific to his place and his 

people. 32  Following rather the Nigerian Obi Wali, Ngũgĩ insists that “African 

literature can only be written in African languages . . . the languages of the African 

peasantry and working class” (Decolonising 27). This is both a question of public 

or audience and of worldview, of conceptual schemes, dare I say of the “authentic 

expression” of types of experience specific to people of a given locality with its 

own traditions, climate, history, food, and so forth.33 Now, given the historical 

context, Ngũgĩ’s situation is, indeed, very different from some of the cases I have 

mentioned so far. And it is certainly an exception in even this situation. Achebe’s 

advice, rather, has been widely followed, as has his literary example (with 

variations in the language of the colonizer of the subversive, hybrid variety 

associated with Amos Tutuola),34 but, of course, times have changed.  

An interesting contrast to Achebe is his young compatriot Chimamanda Ngozi 

Adichie. Adichie’s Americanah (2012) for example is incomparably more fluent as 

a realist novel in the Anglo-European tradition than anything by Achebe. I can 

hardly question her choice of English over Igbo in her work, though one wonders 

what she could accomplish, given her obvious talent, in Igbo. Ngũgĩ effectively had 

to invent a literary Gikuyu in the 70s and 80s, a doubtless arduous task (time 

                                                 
30  “Europhone-African literature has stolen the identity of African literature” (Ngũgĩ, 

Something Torn 51). 
31 In the introduction to a 1970s reprint edition of Morning Yet on Creation Day, cited in Ngũgĩ, 

Decolonising 7. 
32 And he insists that this is not a “tribal” thing, as so often asserted in Western accounts of 

Africa (see Secure the Base, ch. 1; see also Appiah’s Cosmopolitanism on this topic); for instance, 
Ngũgĩ’s works are translated into Kiswahili—but their exemplarity for Gikuyu speakers is 
questionable, and they are not, apparently, widely available in Nairobi. He is rather read in 
English or in Kiswahili, I understand. But he is read since certain texts (e.g., the English The 
River Between) have been official school set texts (Tom Odhiambo, University of Nairobi; 
personal communication). The irony would be that even in Kenya Ngũgĩ is known through 
translation (in English) despite his linguistic “sacrifice.” 

33 Gikandi insists that in Ngũgĩ’s case this is not a matter of identity politics per se; if there is 
in the early works a national, decolonizing goal, the later works engage a post-colonial, no-
longer-exactly-national audience and ideal. 

34 See Zabus’s “Under” on “relexification” in Tutuola and Gabriel Okara. 
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wasted when he could have been winning international prizes writing English-

language novels). In Nigeria, Wole Soyinka famously felt that his contribution to 

world dramaturgy, though drawing so brilliantly on Yoruba tradition, had to be 

written in English.35 But for whatever personal reasons, many younger Nigerian 

writers like Adichie, Chigozie Obioma, Chika Unigwe, or Teju Cole feel most 

comfortable or committed to writing in English. What is lost in this decision?36 

Fredric Jameson, in a once much discussed and much contested article on 

“Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism” (1986),37 wrote of 

the curious nature of novels of decolonization like those of Achebe and Ngũgĩ to 

the Western ear, as if written for “an ideal Other reader” not primed in the specific 

Western Canon to certain forms of attention and aesthetic concerns of the Western 

literary genres (e.g., the novel); or in any case, since a writer like Ngũgĩ was to a 

large extent thus primed, novels written for immediate and compelling reasons that 

trumped mere formal experimentation or exploration of psychological depth.38 Here 

Jameson moved infamously to his argument of national allegory by way of 

suggesting a primary political dimension of these works given their implied 

readership. Ngũgĩ’s epiphany was that the readership he implied or intended was in 

fact foreclosed by the very choice of language (and form) he first adopted. Like his 

older Algerian contemporary Kateb Yacine, then, in a politically motivated change 

of language, Ngũgĩ first changed forms to popular theater in order to more directly 

address that audience.39 Jameson is certainly right that a print version (in English 

translation) of a play like I Will Marry When I Want (1982) sounds regressive to 

                                                 
35 For which he was strongly criticized in Nigeria, for instance by Chinweizu. For Ngũgĩ’s 

criticism of Soyinka, see Homecoming 65-66. 
36  See Ikhide R. Ikheloa “Of African Literature.” See also Mũkoma wa Ngũgĩ: “Putting 

resources into African languages is the most culturally significant Pan-African act African 
Governments can do” (n. pag.). 

37 Above all by Ahmad; but see recent recuperations, partial (Brown 8, 204 n.24) and more 
general (Lazarus 89-113). 

38 As he discusses in In the House of the Interpreter (2012) and earlier in Dreams in a Time of 
War (2010). Figuratively, this formation resembles that of Mustapha Sa’eed in Tayeb Salih’s 
great novel Season of Migration to the North (136-38). See Mufti 149-52. 

39  Similarly Sembène Ousmane famously switched around the same time from novels in 
French (e.g., Les bouts de bois de Dieu [1960]) to films (e.g., La Noire de. . . [1966]) eventually 
in Wolof (starting with Mandabi [1968]) and aimed at a domestic audience, which, somewhat like 
in Ngũgĩ’s case, he himself had to more or less create—not the language Wolof, but the basic 
institutions and language of an African cinema. See Armes 281-92; Ukadike 71-80, 166-203; 
Lequeret 10-21; Taoua 221-23.  
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readers of post-Beckettian Euro-American drama. 40  But then the play was 

enormously popular among workers, peasants, and students in Kenya. 41  In his 

subsequent Gikuyu-language novels Ngũgĩ has fused prose techniques adapted 

from the Western tradition with traditional story telling themes and forms: proverbs 

and sayings, songs, and so forth in Devil on the Cross as much as I Will Marry 

When I Want; tall-tale mythic allegory in Matigari (and Wizard of the Crow).42 This 

is a very different development from a writer like Adichie, whose very fluency and 

mastery thus implicates her in a different conversation—with a different reader. 

Adichie in the USA (or for example Calixthe Beyala in France—another 

excellent and celebrated novelist) is a very successful “African” novelist in the 

global ecology, but there are other examples that reveal some different strategies. 

The current African situation in fact reflects the broader trends I have been 

describing so far. As shown in a recent dissertation by Doseline Wanjiru Kiguru, 

“Prizing African Literature: Awards and Cultural Value” (2016), focusing 

particularly on the Caine Prize for African Writing and the Commonwealth Short 

Story Prize, African Region, “[t]he international literary prize has become a 

legitimizing agency for African literature, determining literary production and 

canonisation” (2). Awards play a major role in determining who gets recognized as 

a writer and securing for those writers publication opportunities and access to other 

resources in the Western world. However, these “major literary prizes for African 

literature are administered from Europe, and whether consciously or unconsciously, 

they are still implicated in the history of colonial domination” (16). Grace Musila 

explains the “double addressivity” of contemporary African writing whereby 

writers who seek to speak to “ordinary African publics” are at the same time 

“increasingly forced to prioritize the tastes of a perceived international audience 

and a predominantly urban, local elite . . . ” (1454). Besides analyzing the 

mechanisms of publication and consecration, Kiguru speculates on the effect of the 

international (read: Western) nature of the definition of good African writing which 

emphasizes not only exoticism but especially suffering. 43  Thus the prize 

competitions, important for launching the careers (and financially enabling them) of 

                                                 
40 Though see Brown for a spirited defense of the strategies of this Lehrstück (ch. 7, 150-68, 

esp. 164). 
41 See Gikandi’s Ngugi (185-96) for a discussion of the play and its reception. Gikandi was a 

student at the University of Nairobi at the time and personally attests to the power and effect of 
the play. 

42 On which, see Ogude’s Ngugi’s Novels, ch. 4. 
43 “[T]he award sector has created a platform for the foregrounding of a particular kind of 

literature whose value is measured in the aesthetics of suffering” (Kiguru 21). 
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African writers, are ambivalent: the gifts of funding and prestige come with 

insidious, neo-colonial projections of theme and style (and their standardization).44 

Kiguru optimistically chooses to see this as on the whole beneficial and celebrates 

the “strategic exoticism” (133; Huggan 32) deployed by savvy writers looking to 

make the best of the patronage on offer.  

Less sanguine about the state of affairs, and particularly the Caine Prize—the 

“African Booker” (48)—which he himself won in 2002, is Binyavanga Wainaina, 

who used the proceeds from the prize in part to found the Kwani? Trust (One Day 

189) which has developed into a major platform for publishing and discussing 

writers from all over Africa, primarily in English but also in Kiswahili. Publishing 

has long been a problem for African writers for a whole range of reasons from 

resources to logistics and limited audiences, 45  and in this respect digital 

publication—at platforms like Jalada—has been especially effective and enabling 

for young writers, as have prizes open to unpublished works, like the 

Commonwealth Prize after 1996 (Kiguru 7). “In the absence of funding, the internet 

has played an important role in not only the production of literary culture but also 

by providing space for engaging in critical debates regarding the role of different 

canonizing agents for African literature” (93). Wainaina, in founding Kwani?, is 

eager to contribute to building institutions in Kenya and Africa more generally (he 

is active in Kenya and Nigeria)46 that could support literary and critical cultures 

without the mediation of the Western prizes and publishing priorities. 

The pan-African writers’ collective Jalada (founded by Okwiri Oduor, again 

with the proceeds from her Caine Prize) is an excellent example of a regional, 

digital public platform for contemporary writing, in its dazzling array of languages 

presumably not fully available to any given reader, but bringing together and 

making accessible contemporary fiction from all over Africa in original languages: 

a highly laudable, if sadly under-funded endeavor. Wainaina’s Kwani? has served a 

similar function specifically for Kenya (though it seems to have run aground, 

presumably for lack of funding). Kwani? and Jalada, along with endeavors like 

Storymoja Africa (Kenya), Chimurenga (South Africa), FEMRITE (Uganda), the 

Farafina Trust and Saraba (Nigeria), belong in a regional or panchoric ecology (in 

Beecroft’s terminology), but do so with respect to the global in a way similar to 

Beecroft’s notion of the vernacular as defined specifically against the cosmopolitan. 

                                                 
44 See Adesokan’s New African for a description of the type of “New African Novel.” 
45 See Kotei in general; also Huggan on the Heinemann African Writers Series 49-56; in 

contrast, see Ngũgĩ on Heinemann, In the Name of the Mother 1-10. 
46 As he asserts in Kwani? 1, “we are finally becoming a country” (6). 
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This ecology comprises local, African institutions, venues,47 and prizes48 that aim to 

break away from Western (formerly colonial and presently neo-colonial) forces: 

like the very Caine Prize that enabled Wainaina’s foundation of Kwani?:49 “What is 

happening is . . . people are allowing the Caine Prize to receive funding and build 

itself as a brand and make money and people’s career there in London while the 

vast majority of these institutions [Saraba, Cassava Republic, Farafina, Jalada] are 

vastly underfunded and vastly ungrown, and they are the ones who create the 

ground that is building . . . new [African] writers” (Wainaina, “We Must” n. pag.).50 

Without following Ngũgĩ in switching to writing in Gikuyu, 51  Wainaina is 

nonetheless a key activist in the intellectual and practical work of making possible 

Kenyan and regional African literatures that would, of course, be a part of world 

literature in the global regime but would resist the defining of the styles, themes, 

and forms of the literary by Western agents and institutions. 

We are all aware of the contemporary forces of economic globalization on 

culture in general, including literature. I have sought to focus on some key 

institutions involved in the current world-literary regime. I believe Spivak is right 

when she states that “Globalization takes place only in capital and data; everything 

else is damage control . . . I don’t believe the humanities can be global. I think our 

task is to supplement the uniformization necessary for globalization. We must 

therefore learn to think of ourselves as the custodians of the world’s wealth of 

languages, not as impresarios of a multicultural circus in English” (“Translating” 

36). Spivak thereby joins Emily Apter in “a politics of literature critical of global 

literary management within corporate education” (Apter, “Introduction” 16) and 

notably resists the efforts of Damrosch and others in support of world literature as a 

discipline or domain of undergraduate teaching. I think this is an important stance. 

There are many reasons to be pessimistic about the “global literary ecology,” and 

our responsibility as teachers and scholars (as well as literary consumers) is to be 

honest and informed about it. However, I think the examples I have presented from 

                                                 
47 See, for example, Arenberg on the Umoja wa Washairi Kiswahili poetry group on Facebook. 
48 I refer to prizes in a whole range of languages. Relevant to East Africa and mentioned by 

Kiguru are the International Prize for Arabic Fiction and the Mabati-Cornell Kiswahili Prize for 
African Literature (neither local, but potentially counter-hegemonic in this context), as well as the 
Tuzo ya Fasihi ya Ubunifu Kiswahili Literary Award. 

49 An irony that would certainly not be lost on James English. 
50  See also Ikheloa, “The 2011 Caine Prize”: “many writers are skewing their written 

perspectives to fit what they imagine will sell to the West and the judges of the Caine Prize. They 
are viewing Africa through a very narrow prism” (n. pag.). 

51 His third language, so never a possibility. See his satire “In Gikuyu, of Gikuyu, for Gikuyu,” 
a follow-up to his famous “How to Write about Africa.” 
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Africa give reason for hope that there can be resistance to global forces within the 

literary world system and that world literature need not merely and passively reflect 

a neo-imperial system centered in New York, London, and Paris. It is our task as 

teachers and scholars then to seek out such work, critically engage it, and try to 

teach our students and communities about the realities of the current situation. 
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