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Writing Africa 
 

 

Dates Mondays 9, 16, 23, 30 September and 7, 14 October 

Times 18.00-20.00  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre  

Level All levels; please note this course requires some advance reading  

Class size Maximum 16 participants  

 
 

Course description 

This six-week course provides an introduction to African literature, placing the works of well-known 

contemporary African writers in dialogue with earlier writing from the continent. Exploring the work 

of writers such as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie and Warsan Shire, this series of seminars examines 

literature from the different regions of Africa in an effort to engage with the broad cultural, social and 

political dimensions of the continent’s writing. 

Texts will include short stories, poetry, plays, essays and novels, ranging from speculative 

fiction/African futurism to crime writing. Participants will examine a number of themes, including the 

lasting impact of colonial rule; the language of African literature; nationhood and identity; Africa and 

its diaspora; the politics of gender; the environment in African writing and spirituality in African 

contexts.  

This course provides the opportunity for participants to access the British Library’s archives on African 

writing, which includes letters from Chinua Achebe, audio interviews with some of the continent’s 

most celebrated writers, and a wide selection of African texts.  

 
 

 

Week One: Chinua Achebe Things Fall Apart & Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie ‘The Headstrong 

Historian’ in The Thing Around Your Neck 

In our first session we will explore depictions of the impact of colonial rule as presented in the works 

of two of Nigeria’s most celebrated authors. We will discuss Things Fall Apart in relation to the first 

generation of African writers whose works ‘wrote back’ to the West, challenging colonialist depictions 

of Africa. Adichie’s short story The Headstrong Historian will be placed in conversation with Things 

Fall Apart, and serve as the basis for a discussion on the development of a Nigerian literary tradition.  

 

 

Week Two: Nervous Conditions by Tsitsi Dangarembga  
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This week we will explore the coming of age narrative or bildungsroman of Tambu, protagonist of 

Nervous Conditions. Set during a period of white settler rule in colonial Rhodesia, we’ll discuss 

Nervous Conditions with reference to gender and patriarchy, colonialism and missionary education, 

class difference, racial politics, alienation and Africa and its diaspora. 

 

 

Week Three: Woman at Point Zero by Nawal El Saadawi 

This week explores the feminist impulses in the work of Egyptian writer Nawal El Saadawi. We will 

examine themes of survival and resistance as depicted through the narrative of the protagonist, 

Firdaus. Our discussion of Woman at Point Zero will engage with topics such as gendered experiences 

of the city, patriarchy, biography and the novel, prison narratives and literature in translation.     

 

Louisa will be joined by Marion Wallace, Lead Curator, British Library Asian and African Collections, 
to give a show-and-tell at this session. 
 

 

Week Four: Teaching My Mother How to Give Birth by Warsan Shire 

In our fourth week we will look at narratives of migration with specific focus on refugee narratives. 

Reading Warsan Shire’s poetry collection Teaching my Mother How to Give Birth, we’ll discuss 

themes of home and community, gender, violence, intimacy, identity and belonging.  

 

 

Week Five: ‘Early Morning’ in Plays One by Oladipo Agboluaje  

Our fifth session will be led by playwright Oladipo Agboluaje, discussing his play ‘Early morning’ from 

his collection Plays One. The discussion will situate ‘Early Morning’ within a broader tradition of satire 

in African literature. Engaging with the intersections of class, race and culture, this session will 

examine narratives of Nigerian working class migrants in Britain.  

 

 

Week Six: Lagoon by Nnedi Okorafor 

In our final session we will look at an Africanfuturist/speculative novel. Written by Nigerian-American 

writer Nnedi Okorafor, we will examine Lagoon’s depictions of Lagos through an ecocritical lens. In 

our discussion we will situate Lagoon within a broader tradition of speculative African and African 

diaspora literature. Our discussion will touch on alien invasion narratives, the incorporation of myth 

and folklore and the construction of urban centres.  

 

 
 

Tutors 

 

Louisa Uchum Egbunike is a lecturer in English at City, University of London. She completed her PhD 

on ‘The Igbo Experience in the Igbo-Nigerian Novel’ at SOAS, University of London, where she has 

also lectured in contemporary African literature. In 2016 she was selected as one of the BBC and the 

Arts and Humanities Research council’s ‘New Generation Thinkers’ which has seen her create and 

present content for BBC Radio 3 and BBC Arts Online.  Louisa is currently working on a multifaceted 

project, which includes a series of events, an art exhibition and a documentary film, which reflects on 

the legacies of the Nigeria-Biafra war.  
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Required Reading 

 

Week One 

Things Fall Apart, Chinua Achebe (Penguin Classics, 2006) 

‘The Headstrong Historian’ in The Thing Around Your Neck, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (Fourth 

Estate, 2017) 

 

Week Two 

Nervous Conditions, Tsitsi Dangarembga (Ayebia Clarke Publishing Ltd, 2004) 

 

Week Three 

Woman at Point Zero, Nawal E Saadawi (Zed Books, 2017) 

 

Week Four 

Teaching My Mother How To Give Birth, Warsan Shire (Flipped Eye Publishing Limited, 2011) 

 

Week Five 

‘Early Morning’ in Plays One, Oladipo Agboluaje (Oberon Books, 2013) 

 

Week Six 

Lagoon, Nnedi Okorafor (Hodder & Stoughton, 2014) 

 

 
 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

None required. A willingness to participate in group discussion, and to undertake the required reading 

for each session, will help you get the most from this course. 

 

Facilities and refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated course 

start time. Tea and coffee will be provided at each session.  

 
 


