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Materials, Structures and African Literary Criticism: A Response 

Madhu Krishnan 

 

The essays collected in this special issue, brought together under the title of ‘The Materials of 

African Literature’, position themselves as a collective effort to fill what they identify as a 

gap in current scholarly examinations of African literary writing, both as a body of work and 

as an institution (a term I use, following Peter D. McDdonald,1 in both its meanings asto 

evoke the dual meanings of ‘institute’ as both a noun and a verb). Central to the claims 

underpinning these interventions is the belief that what we might broadly characterise as the 

‘materialist turn’ in African literary studies has yet to fully realise a robust engagement with 

the text as an aesthetic artefact. Asha Rogers, drawing on the work of Gisèle Saprio, observes 

that literary criticism today remains divided between methods that can be broadly defined as 

either ‘internal’ (that is, concerned largely with the text through its internal structures and 

forms, preoccupied with close readings and literary analysis) or ‘external’ (focused more 

primarily on the text’s social function, the triad of production, circulation and reception and 

the author’s embeddedness within a larger sociality); for the authors of the pieces in this 

special issue, materialist criticism has for too long favoured the latter over the former, as 

evidenced, for instance, in recent scholarship which seeks to read the literary text through 

post-Marxist and dependency theories, spatial geographies and the constitution of space, 

book history and print cultures, economic and financial lenses and so on. Without denigrating 

the insights derived from these approaches, this special issue seeks to develop methods which 

might enable an engaged and invigorated reckoning with the text as a text by paying 

particular attention to its diverse ‘materials’. 
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The ‘materials’ in the ‘Materials of African Literature’, then, and as Nathan Suhr-Sytsma 

traces in his contribution to this collection, might be defined following Theodor Adorno’s 

own definition of aesthetic materials and its further refinement by Ben Etherington as the 

loose collection of all tools and methods available to the writer, whose own availability is 

determined by a set of material conditions and constraints, and to which new materials are 

added through a process of constitution based on absence and need. Before I turn more 

specifically to the pieces in this issue, I would like to briefly consider the very concept 

of materials to which they variously respond. Emerging from a frustration with the current 

state of world and postcolonial literary studies – the vacuity of the former, in its guise as a 

happy ‘global literary village’ and the ‘the eclipse of literary technique in the discipline’ of 

the latter – the turn to an examination of ‘materials’ positions itself in these four essays as a 

means of re-enlivening literary study through a close attention to the possibilities of lines of 

influence and constraints on composition.2 As a means both of interrogating the partiality of 

supposedly universal systems of world literature, on the one hand, and to enable a literary 

method that is attentive to the iterative and often imperceptible processes through which 

certain materials (by which, it seems, is largely meant technique, form, style, diction, idiom, 

etc.) are made available across regions of literary production, materials emerges as a keyword 

(and here, I deliberately reference Raymond Williams’s term) through which we might 

understand a ‘work’s context of intelligibility: that configuration of potentiality in a given 

moment and place that impels and shapes the work and makes possible its emergence into 

meaning’.3  

 

At a basic level, the concept of the material strikes me as a productive extension of Raymond 

Williams’s formulation of culture as articulated across his body of work and most explicitly 

in The Long Revolution.4 In this text, Williams introduces a number of concepts or ideas 
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which enable the critic to recuperate the historical genealogy and fullest 

understanding of ‘culture’, both as a concept and as a set of practices, from the peripheries of 

society, re-centring it as one of many constituent and interactive parts of a complex totality. 

Arguing against what he terms the ‘assumed duality’ that is ‘the separation of art and 

reality’,5 Williams urges us to regard culture as part of a holistic system of social organisation 

defined by the interactions and interrelations between what appear to us as its constituent 

parts (art, science, industry, politics, economics, education and so on) but which, in reality, 

can only bear meaning as part of this larger whole. Culture, of which literature, in Williams’s 

estimation, holds a particularly vital role, can no longer be viewed as subordinate, 

supplementary or extraneous to society under this view, and it is further true that art ‘can be 

seen as expressing certain elements in the organisation which, within that organisation’s 

terms, could only have been expressed in this way’,6 including those which are ultimately 

effaced by the dominant social character of a period or location. Art (including literature) 

operates as a form of communication defined by selection and interpretation. Far from being 

a passive container of meanings ready to be decoded, the literary text is an (inter)active site 

of engagement, whose ultimate interpretation varies across space and time. Influenced by 

mid-twentieth century theories of perception which foreground the act of seeing as an act of 

inherent human creativity, Williams argues that culture, too, cannot be seen as separate from 

the larger political, economic, scientific or industrial orders alongside which it emerges. In a 

spirit similar to Etherington’s claim that a primary pitfall of materialism as it currently stands 

is its tendency to view the ‘text as prosthetic eye, providing privileged vantage onto 

capitalism’s logic of production’,7 Williams makes the central point that there is no outside 

whole against which we can read and that the only robust reading practice is one which is 

attuned to every other co-existing element and their inter-relations. If, as the papers collected 

here suggest, literary criticism requires a method which moves beyond the duality of 
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‘internal’ and ‘external’ readings in favour of a mode of analysis that combines the two, 

attuned to their mediations, then Williams’s own conception moves a step further, arguing 

that ‘there can be no separation […] between “content” and “form”, because finding the form 

is literally finding the content’.8 In response, Williams develops the now-familiar concept of 

the structure of feeling, ‘the living result of all of the elements in the general organisation’,9 

whose appearance and traces might be best expressed in all of its complexity in the arts.  

 

I have made this diversion through Williams for the reason that, on reading the pieces 

collected in this special issue, what struck me was the extent to which each attempted, 

in various ways, to reconstitute something of the structure of feeling within which each text 

under examination was constructed in its time and against which it travels. These four essays 

address the question of the materials of African literature from 

diverse starting points, examining the poetry of Christopher Okigbo through the writer’s 

revision process; the constitution of six anthologies of anglophone African poetry as 

constitutive of national literatures; the extent to which readings of the writer’s own archive 

enable different modes of interpretation of their own work; and the interaction between 

cultural production, literary materiality and theories of extraction. Each attempts in some way 

to use the concept of materials as a way of discerning the precise mechanisms through which 

certain literary choices were made and certain models of intelligibility were alternatively 

leveraged and extended. It is no surprise then that each piece, in its own way, grapples with 

the question of how to reconstitute an archive of lived experience and immediacy outside of 

its own time and place: the traces of a structure of feeling. While all four essays remain 

firmly rooted in the Anglophone world which seems to dominate African and world literary 

studies, taken together they explore a broad range of genres and forms, moving variously 

across the long twentieth century in their interrogations of the role of the material in the 
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constitution of certain types of institutions, traditions, archives and conceptions of African 

literature. In a welcome riposte to the tendency towards ‘distant’ or ‘surface’ reading,10 as 

well as readings which subordinate form to content,11 each brings together close, detailed 

attention to the literary text with a concern with the larger material apparatus, broadly 

defined, from which it arises. Each, moreover, shows a preoccupation with history and 

context which extends the concept of the material by embedding it in specific places and 

times, subject to an iterative process of change. 

 

Perhaps less explicit in these essays than their close attention to the materials which mediate 

the creation of a literary text is the extent to which each openly explores the contours of 

readerships, reading publics and communities of interpretation. Alluded to in Rachel Bower’s 

and Rogers’s contributions, interpretation and reception, like the act of composition itself, 

must surely be as defined against its own materials. The questions, for instance, of how an 

anthology of anglophone African poetry might be received by a British audience 

differently from a Nigerian one or how a group of American school children might 

re-interpret a short story by an apartheid-era South African writer, are themselves questions 

of the material and, more specifically, the materials of interpretation and analysis through 

which the text is instantiated. If, as Williams suggests, literature, like all modes of culture, is 

at its heart a form of communicative activity in the most expansive sense, then the act of 

composition can only be one of its interlocking and constitutive elements. Indeed, this begins 

to come to the fore when we consider the different ways – and different valuations – through 

which a single text or body of work has been received in different places and, more crucially, 

times. Suhr-Sytsma, for instance, makes a strong argument for the need to place scholarly 

attention on the ways in which a poet such as Okigbo might have ‘conceptualised language as 

his medium’. For Suhr-Sytsma, the key issue with extant versions of materialist criticism lies 
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in its great concern with ‘divining writers’ ideological commitments’ rather than ‘the textual 

materials at hand’. This could be taken as a rather uncharitable 

reading of much recent materialist criticism in African studies. Nonetheless, I 

would point to the ways in which Suhr-Sytsma’s reading of Okigbo’s modernist influences 

enables us to see how reading and interpretative practices themselves remain inextricably 

bound up in the often impoverished materials with which a writer is received. For a figure 

like Okigbo, this act of interpretation is often filtered through the mythos surrounding his 

premature death during the Nigerian-Biafran War, an abrupt end to the writer’s life which has 

been memorialised by innumerable of his colleagues and successors in the Nigerian and 

African literary fields. Positioning ‘(textual) performance as a “sensuous practice” that 

creates as much as communicates experience’, Suhr-Sytsma’s reading of Okigbo’s verse both 

attempts to recuperate, for the modern reader, some of the materials of composition which 

drove the poet’s art, the better, it is presumed, to now understand that work, and points to the 

larger and more expansive notion of communication as an active process that is not merely 

about decoding, and which links the artist and viewer, or poet and reader, 

together in a collective act of transmission. 

 

Critically, however, the literary tradition which comes down to us is not innocent or pre-

defined. Rather, it is a product of a process of selection and selectivity that continues over 

time and across different spaces. This is a point which is beautifully illustrated in Bower’s 

contribution to this collection of essays, where she notes the ways in which selection and 

circulation impact upon the vision of ‘poetry’ from ‘Africa’ and the ‘Commonwealth’ created 

by poetry anthologies, elevating certain modes of reading while tacitly marginalising others. 

Crucially, she notes how the very appearance of a poem in a particular anthology, with a 

particular kind of ideological framing, can impact upon its reception, causing one to be read 
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politically, another allegorically and so on. Here, then, we see certain types of patterns 

emerging in which a particular structure of feeling and dominant social character can shape 

the very materials at our disposal, as readers, for interpretation. Beyond simply exacerbating 

tensions which arise ‘when readers are not based in the same cultural field in which the 

poems were produced’, the poetic examples in Bower’s essay demonstrate the uneasy 

relationship between different structures of feeling, amplified by the technological, industrial, 

economic and political imbalance which leads certain types of African literature to be read as 

though they were commodities for the enjoyment of readers in the global North. As 

Bower lucidly observes, with these anthologies ‘What is at stake is not really the 

interpretation of individual poems, however, but more fundamentally, that we close down the 

possibilities of these poems as poems if we approach them chiefly as windows onto the 

world, as Sergeant’s anthology (even if unintentionally) encourages us to do’. 

 

The essays collected in this special issue lead to a series of larger insights around the ways in 

which the diverse literary materials deployed by writers, along with the way in which writing 

travels or circulates, significantly impacts upon the threshold of intelligibility of a particular 

text or body of work. By focusing on the constitution of literary technique, these essays 

deliberately step away from more dominant modes of materialist criticism which seek to 

position the text and its production against the dynamics of combined and uneven 

development in the world-system, or its circulation in an asymmetrically loaded global 

literary market. At times, however, it might seem that they go too far in the other 

direction, largely consigning issues of production and circulation to the margins where these 

might be brought in to a robust and productive engagement with the materials under question. 

The question alluded to in Rogers’s and Bower’s essays of how certain texts, constituted 

from certain materials, travel, and how this act of travelling might be mediated or constrained 
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by larger vectors of power, might offer one way in which to expand the collective insights 

developed in this special issue. Equally, such an enterprise might open space to think about 

the uneven interaction between the materials of composition and the materials of 

interpretation across disparate locations in the broader cultural field. For purely practical 

reasons, moreover, it is understandable why the essays collected here focus largely on single 

authors or works; at the same time, there is an exciting suggestion in that work of what a 

larger-scale inquiry, exploring larger patterns across a particular social organisation, might 

uncover with respect to the broader structures and discrepancies which mark the use of 

literary materials in a specific time and place, or how the interpretation and resonances 

therein shift over space and time. This, too, might create a space for re-thinking now-familiar 

concepts in world literary studies outside the vagaries of transnationalism, opening room to 

think about different topographical orientations in the movement of literary writing, as well 

as the potential for a re-invigorated comparative study. 

  

Suhr-Sytsma asks whether ‘a materialist postcolonial literary criticism [could] not just 

critique the capitalist world-system, but also attend to materials of literature, like these, with 

little or no thematic relation to capitalism?’ Yet, this special issue makes it plain that 

the text is related to the society, world-system or mode of organisation 

as an element in a holistic totality which goes beyond themes and 

thematic strands to encompass every facet of the literary creation in ways which are often 

subtle, nuanced or submerged. If I have any squabble with the papers collected here it is that, 

while they lay a fine foundation for a robust and re-energised study of African literary 

writing, at times they seem to hold back from loudly proclaiming their most provocative 

insights. To return to Williams, it is helpful here to recall his admonishment that all 

cultural study must remember that any analysis of art needs to explore the 
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complex whole of interrelations between it and other elements of a social organisation. This 

call for a radical thinking which views culture as a complex totality, whose true richness and 

interest lies in the relations and interactions of its parts, is gestured towards in each of these 

essays, but none so much as Christine Okoth’s ‘Materials of African Futures’ with its focus 

on ‘how cultural production interacts with the assumptions about literary materiality that 

emerge against the backdrop of oil extraction’

. Central to the essay is the claim that ‘acts of metaphorical 

mattering, in which the metaphorical mappings that publishers, economists, and 

anthropologists use to describe things on the ground generate a new set of real material 

properties that retroactively define the character of African literature and African 

geographies’

. Yet, to truly undertake a study of literature’s materials, this analysis must move away from 

. Yet, to truly undertake a study of literature’s materials, this analysis must move away from 

. Yet, to truly undertake a study of literature’s 

materials, this analysis must move away from the purely metaphorical to grasp the real and 

actual lived relationality between these systems whose own apparent separation is but one 

obfuscation of capital in its current guise. Observations, for instance, on the rise and fall of 

literary institutions such as the Heinemann African Writers Series as inextricably linked to 

the oil boom – and subsequent bust – in West Africa, as well as the impact of production 

chains on the ability of publishers to reprint and circulate their works, serve not merely as 

supplements to the study of a literature, but as intrinsic to the materials from 

which it arises. Most significantly, the observation that a novel such as Laing’s Major Gentl 

and the Achimota Wars is a work ‘engaging in alternative metaphorical materializations that 

are, unlike those of both the oil and the publishing industries, constructed out of literary 

material’ points to the crucial ways in which the literary text might serve as an archive of 
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those materials – structures, perspectives, social characters and values – which have 

ultimately been effaced by the movement of dominant ideologies. Transposed in graphic 

form to the twenty-first century and circulated in the radical Cape Town-based broadsheet 

published by the Chimurenga collective, The Chronic, these alternative perspectives are re-

shaped and re-formed for re-interpretation by a reading community whose own set of 

materials remains unique. This act of revision and adaptation itself demonstrates the urgency 

of using the materials at hand both as an attempt to constitute an aesthetic radicalism through 

the subversion of formal and generic distinctions, but also the use of materials to speak to a 

geographically-diffused, pan-African, anti-colonial public able, through the act of 

interpretation, to receive material no longer available in other forms

.12 

 

The essays collected here provide a rich historical sweep of the materials through which 

African literature, as an institution, has been constituted over the course of the last seventy 

years. Taken together, they give form to Williams’s observation that ‘these substances are 

forms of relationship which we can never finally isolate, since the organisation, throughout, is 

in interlocking terms. We begin to realise, from experience, that the relationships are 

inherent, and that each organisation is, precisely, an embodiment of relationships, the lived 

and living history of responses to and from other organisations’.13 ‘Substances’ – here, 

materials – only come to bear meaning through the inherent interweaving and layering of 

relationality with all other substances and organisations. Whether we are considering the 

ways in which Okigbo drew on the materials of his own education in modernist poetic 

traditions and theories; the materials – ideological and literary – which come together to 

produce anthologies; the materials through which a short story is constructed and revised 

across contexts; or the imaginative reconstitution of material to produce an alternative to a 
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late capitalist world order based on principles of extraction and expropriation, what comes to 

the fore is the very dynamism and complexity through which these elements function. 

Without this kind of close, attentive and transformative reading, we risk leaving the text inert 

and forever incomplete. 
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