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 Introduction
Towards a Postcolonial Narrative Aesthetics

Walter Goebel and Saskia Schabio

Genres classify and order the textual world and have allowed us to talk eco-
nomically about it at least since Aristotle’s Poetics. They do not exist a priori, 
but in the texts themselves and in the interpreters’ heads. They are com-
municative constructs which depend upon family resemblances or structural 
homologies between a number of texts. What makes them so interesting 
as an object of analysis is that they have limited life-spans (Fowler 1987). 
These—while also following an internal logic of the evolution of literary 
forms and of the devolution from genre to mode—seem to often correspond 
to long-term dispositions in societies, refl ecting on social structures, com-
munal vs. individualized concepts of interaction, ontological beliefs, forms 
of self-fashioning, and—especially in satires, parodies and utopian forms of 
literature—on shortcomings and tensions within a given society. This volume 
aims to fi nd out how postcolonial texts have determined the evolution or 
emergence of specifi c formal innovations in narrative genres.

In the fi eld of postcolonial studies questions of subversion, parody, and 
mimesis have predominated over other aspects of aesthetic form. It is high 
time to attempt to explore wider dimensions of a postcolonial aesthetics, a 
main aspect of which being specifi cities of generic evolution or emergence. 
This collection of essays presents a fi rst foray into this most complex fi eld. 
Lukács and Bakhtin have frequently been quoted as avant-garde theoreti-
cians who explored the links between aesthetic form and general cultural 
formation typologically. They provide inspiration for this collection, how-
ever Eurocentric and dated some of the questions they posed may appear 
today, and this volume obviously moves beyond their main concern with 
epic and novel. Some of the fi ndings open up and also subvert Western 
narratives about the development of genres, narratives which in our post-
modern days generally stress a liberal fl uidity or even lead to the postulation 
of the death of genre as such, in the wake of Derrida’s sceptical comments 
on the prescriptive dimension of the laws of genre (Derrida 1981). Notwith-
standing postmodern and poststructuralist visions of a transgeneric free for 
all, however, the evolution of new narrative forms continues even in the 
West with e.g., fantasy, neo-gothic, magic realism, neo-realism, metafi ctional 
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novels, along with many hybrids like the epic novel, a form most popular 
today, or varieties of the fi ctionalized autobiography. Deconstruction and 
construction appear to be—and always have been—parallel and interlaced 
movements. Even in the Renaissance, when hierarchies of genres were sup-
posedly more stable, forms like the utopia and the autobiography evolved 
along with hybrids like the tragicomedy—and the pastoral has been the most 
hybrid of forms since antiquity.

The vision of a totally hybridized and transgeneric literature in a trans-
national and globalized world appears to some extent to be germane to the 
satiated and in some respect parasitical culture of the Western metropolis. Its 
very freedom of aesthetic play and experiment depends on the existence of the 
genres it deconstructs, inverts or fuses while ignoring the continual articula-
tion of new generic forms. This vision also neatly dovetails with a world of 
rootless, transnationally available labour forces and ubiquitously marketable 
commodities. On the so-called margins, however, it is to be expected that ques-
tions of self-defi nition and of the provincializing of the dominant discourses of 
Others will trigger off more clearly articulated aesthetic trajectories. Some of 
these return to early, often precolonial, non-Western narrative forms, to She-
herazade’s legacy or to early Indian narratives—and thus direct our attention 
towards the Oriental roots of Western narrative self-fashionings and of Western 
histories of the novel as the ultimate form of modernity. To de-centre Western 
aesthetics means to develop a susceptibility for earlier forms of orature, myth, 
tale, and forms of communal storytelling (Wiemann, Trivedi, Ghazoul, Msiska 
below) which were at a later stage individualized. Here Bakhtin’s observations 
on the evolutions of new genres from popular—often oral and communally 
shared—forms are inspiring (Bakhtin 1986). The socio-historical long-term 
opposition between forms of Gemeinschaft and of Gesellschaft (Tönnies 1963) 
often dovetails with the longue durée of narrative forms, for example the autobi-
ography and the autobiographic novel, as both were and are intimately linked 
to articulations of Western individualism and as both form the nucleus of Ian 
Watt’s grand narrative about the rise of the novel.

Another focus of the collection concerns the re-articulation of the amaz-
ingly fecund epic form as a mould for the creation of traditional or emerging 
national, communal, and also individualized voices. Here it is fascinating 
to follow Patrick Williams’s argument concerning the birth of a new kind 
of lyrical epic which is to some extent also an anti-epic: an epic of Pales-
tine suffering and defeat which questions the very foundations of imperialist 
modernization and its ramifi cations in the ideology of heroism, dovetailing 
neatly with Paul Gilroy’s concept of the Black Atlantic and the concomitant 
traumatic experiences of Western modernization. Williams speaks of the 
‘resistant epic.’

A central concern and perhaps even conundrum of this collection is the 
predominance of Western aesthetics and its terminology. The evolution of 
the new appears to be only describable and even discernible through the 
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lenses of established generic concepts and their transcendence. It is diffi cult 
to introduce a new terminology after so many centuries of Eurocentric aes-
thetic and narratological refl ection. Only by forming new and often para-
doxical compounds can the limitations of narratology itself and the necessity 
of its very provincialization be hinted at between the lines. We hope that this 
effort at aesthetic decolonization is felt here and there in peculiar terms like 
“non-teleological autobiography,” “heterobiography,” or “anti-heroic epic.” 
As long as an awareness of the dialectics of blinding terminology and par-
tial insight is maintained and of the linguistic and conceptual limitations of 
a hermeneutics of cultural alterity (see Trivedi), it seems, we may blunder 
on with limited access and often somewhat parochial analytic tools. The 
assimilable artifacts of the more or less alienated and Western-educated 
elites will, because of such aesthetic and epistemological distortions, always 
be acknowledged fi rst: Achebe, for example, is the acclaimed father of the 
Nigerian novel, and not Tutuola.

Generally speaking, we know two main patterns for generic evolution/
devolution: the earlier formalist one and Bakhtin’s, that is, a more elitist devo-
lutionary one and an evolutionary popular one. According to the fi rst, new 
genres are born more or less spontaneously by the craft of the gifted author/
artist who can assemble intertexts and remould them effectively, which then 
in the course of productive reception become automatized and popularized, 
ending up as mass-produced formulaic literature, e.g., from Ben Franklin’s 
autobiography to Ragged Dick. Bakhtin, on the other hand, highlights the 
formation process and emphasizes the infl uence of popular and communal 
forms, e.g., of speech genres and orality in general, on the evolution of the 
new. Bakhtin’s approach is essential for aesthetic decolonization and for a 
new respect for the precolonial too, but is hampered by some diffi culties. In 
order to discover the power of popular forms, for example in Amos Tutuola’s 
or in Ben Okri’s novels, we need a quasi-anthropological familiarity with the 
cultures and languages concerned (e.g., for Tutuola with Yoruba mythology). 
Unfamiliarity with the specifi c culture will lead to the imperialist projec-
tion of assimilative comparative literature agendas and possibly allow “that 
generic defi nitions are simply drawn from Western theory and then applied 
in a suspiciously general fashion all over the globe” (Hitchcock 2003: 317). 
The other, more decolonizing and Bakhtinian model of aesthetic emergence 
would allow postcolonial genres to “denature repressive modes of classifi ca-
tion, such that its task as genre is to reconfi gure genre, as speech genres 
perhaps” (Hitchcock 2003: 320). It goes without saying that there are many 
modes of the productive reception of forms between these two prototypical 
models of generic evolution and devolution.

We know that this collection offers only a few inroads into a complex 
topic, but we have—after this volume was completed—been confi rmed in 
our endeavours to link the aesthetic and the socio-historical once more by 
discovering a cognate publication by Eli Park Sorensen, who also turns to 
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Lukács—if not to Bakhtin—to analyse the emergence of aspects of a postcolo-
nial narrative aesthetics. Sorensen specifi cally questions the streamlining of 
interpretive techniques in the postcolonial fi eld, what he calls the predomi-
nance of the “modernist ethos,” which correlates (post)modernist aesthetic 
features, such as formal disruptions, meta-fi ction, or language games with 
political subversion. He demands a more differentiated approach to post-
colonial literary form beyond the “modernist ethos” which, he believes, has 
come to act as a prescriptive formula. One of the strands of his investigation 
takes him to the defence of a version of Lukácsian utopian realism which 
is not at all compatible with modernist aesthetics as the only expression of 
resistant form. In spite of a marked defence of utopian gestures in our volume 
(Ashcroft, Schabio), Sorensen’s support of utopian realism seems, as it were, 
somewhat limited to us, as it does not consider the lack of teleology in many 
postcolonial (utopian) texts. Sorensen does, however, add a formal paradigm 
to our investigations, while fi ghting the same battle against a lack of aesthetic 
latitude and susceptibility in postcolonial studies.

A main difference is to be observed between Sorenson’s and our approaches 
to aesthetic form, however, a basically temporal one. Sorensen opposes what 
he calls the modernist ethos, which supposedly streamlines interpretations of 
postcolonial literature, by concentrating on features such as formal disrup-
tions, meta-fi ctional strategies, or language games and which, while turning 
away from supposedly ‘naïve’ realism, are, as it were, apparently unable to 
decode the formal complexity and the hidden utopian agendas in realist 
texts. Thus, according to Sorensen, postcolonial literature has been divided 
into two parts: the neglected realist texts, often in languages other than 
English, and the texts which are accessible to modernist interpretive strate-
gies. He quotes Neil Lazarus, whom he follows in his argument, claiming 
that basically all postcolonial literature was by Western critics reduced to 
the modes of reading usually applied to Midnight’s Children (Lazarus 2002), 
a prototypical novel for the postcolonial canon. To escape the ‘modernist 
ethos’ Sorensen offers his approach to apparently silenced realist voices.

We observe a somewhat bizarre quality in this debate between two groups 
of Western interpreters who hold the keys to postcolonial literature and who 
project Western dilemmas which we have been familiar with at least since 
the so-called expressionism debate in the Germany of the 1930s, if not before 
(e.g., in the classical opposition of mimesis and poiesis), onto the postcolonial 
fi eld—without taking into account the possibility of entirely new approaches 
which may have originated in non-Western societies with their unfamiliar 
formal traditions. Western aesthetic debates seem to offer the formal bound-
aries for all world literatures. But more important and to the point concern-
ing our volume: Lukács in his Theory of the Novel encompasses a longue durée 
timespan from the heroic epics to the modern novel and correlates ontologi-
cal changes with aesthetic forms, while Sorensen and others reduce the post-
colonial perspective to approaches to literature and modes of presentation 
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prevalent in the twentieth century. By this they cut off the precolonial history 
of narratology and narrative, from the vantage point of which postcolonial 
narrative, let alone what Lazarus calls pomo-postcolonial readings and nar-
ratives, are little more than an episode (cf. Trivedi). If we want to investigate 
the evolution/emergence of literary forms in socio-historical perspective, we 
must take into account Lukács’ (and Bakhtin’s) longue durée approach, e.g., 
include Sheherazade or the history of the autobiography since and predating 
Montaigne, for example in China and Arabia. Only then are comparative 
formal studies of a ‘planetary’ dimension, as they have been demanded by 
Gayatri Spivak in Death of a Discipline, truly rewarding. We do not want 
to deny that the differences between formal templates can be analysed in 
a synchronic comparative view—as some of the essays in this volume also 
do, but such a view must be informed by a sensitive thick description of long-
term cultural differences, rather than by the short-lived theoretical debates 
of Western scholars (e.g., about modernism and utopian realism). Otherwise 
we will only be able to discover grades of assimilation to varieties of West-
ern aesthetics—and here Lazarus’ attack upon pomo-postcolonial readings 
(Lazarus 2002: 774) indeed has a valid point—instead of at least attempting 
to provincialize Western aesthetics itself.

The discussion Sorensen highlights is also bizarre because he implicitly 
assumes that modernist aesthetics are predominantly a Western form of dis-
course, while many investigations have shown that its central categories were 
products of an intercultural African-European exchange. Heart of Darkness, 
the locus classicus of a modernist aesthetics of alienation, dissociation, brico-
lage, and the transcendence of the verbal by the visual was a (post)colonial 
novel. Modernism is defi nitely not a European product, in spite of prolonged 
attempts to present it as inspired mainly by European demi-gods like Marx, 
Nietzsche, Bergson, etc. Such intertextual, but not intercultural, yarns mask 
the breakdown of European logocentric dominance in the baffl ing postcolo-
nial encounter and the African roots of European modernism—which were 
never denied for the visual arts and music (cf. Göbel 2006). That Eliot’s origi-
nal epigraph for The Waste Land, which was taken from Heart of Darkness, 
was rejected in favour of a canonized European classic, symbolically unveils 
a much longer battle to Europeanize modernism and to deny its intercultural 
origins. The effective refunctioning of modernist tropes and strategies in 
African literature equally prove the intercultural nature of the movement 
(Brown 2005). Eliot’s version of modernism was later creolized by Walcott, 
Brathwaite, and others, emphasizing the cosmopolitan quality of modernist 
artefacts (cf. Pollard 2004).

In fact, the offi cial version of the literary history of modernism and its 
Eurocentric intertextualities are little more than examples of epistemologi-
cal imperialism. This imperialism is partly based on the privileging of the 
written text over both the situatedness of experience and over orality and 
visual culture—the latter to be counterbalanced by a return to Bakhtin’s 
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investigations into the genre-forming potential of popular (and oral) cultural 
forms. As Adriana Cavarero has maintained: “The whole affair about the 
centrality of the text [ . . . ] depends on the well-known tendency of intellectu-
als to represent the world in their own likeness and image” (Cavarero 2000: 
76). Our agenda in this volume, however, is rather to trace “the reinvention 
of the novel [and other narrative forms] in postcolonial writing,” a “vast and 
extremely diffi cult topic” (Hitchcock 2003: 324), which will along the way 
allow us to redefi ne our concept of a critical comparative literature, inspired 
by anthropological knowledge and modes of thick description, in a search for 
“alternative canons,” “indigenous theory,” and local experiences (Budholia 
2008: 17).

In our collection, debates about more mimetic/realistic versus more 
explorative concepts of literature are refl ected, between socio-historical cor-
respondences and the emergence of new generic forms. Our fi rst section 
reaches out beyond narratology towards the general positioning of a postco-
lonial aesthetics, which considers precolonial and utopian trajectories. The 
opening essay by Harish Trivedi voices a general critique of Western histo-
ries of the novel, whose non-Western roots—e.g., in Bangladesh or in Pales-
tine—have been generally neglected, partly because of the lack of linguistic 
and cultural competence on the part of postcolonial scholars. Trivedi insists 
on the importance of precolonial narrative forms for the development of the 
novel, and especially of short fi ction in the Indian context, challenging the 
term ‘postcolonial’ as referring to a rather short-lived phase within the rich 
literary traditions of India. In this respect Trivedi seconds Wiemann’s and 
Ghazoul’s contributions, which also evoke the importance of shorter forms of 
narrative for generic evolution.

Bill Ashcroft emphasizes the importance of ‘anticipatory consciousness’ 
for narrative evocations of the utopian—with special reference to Ernst Bloch, 
thus salvaging clear aesthetic trajectories from the metropolitan, postmodern 
spirit of ‘anything goes.’ What may sound like a traditional Marxist aesthet-
ics, gains postcolonial validity by relating the utopian to the supranational, 
rather than the international. According to Ashcroft, this means reaching 
out beyond the national towards forms of cultural community, racial iden-
tity etc., which are not easily reduced to geo-political formations. As exam-
ples the concept of Aztlán in Chicano culture, Gandhi’s Hind Swaray and 
the myth of ‘Mother India,’ which link India with peasant traditions, are 
analysed. It is upon the tendency to transcend the practical and the political 
that Ashcroft bases the postcolonial utopian mode, a position at odds with 
traditional Marxist ideas and also at odds with Trivedi’s more localized view 
of cultural identity.

Finally, Saskia Schabio explores the utopian dimensions of Glissant’s 
poetics of creolization. If for him the ‘Novel of the Americas’ prefi gures 
the appearance of the ‘New Man,’ whose lineaments, however, are already 
realized in literature, a radical questioning of the Western division of genre 
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is crucial to his enterprise. While pointing out the dangers of folkloristic 
deformation, Glissant strategically introduces the “poetics of the oral African 
text” and ponders notions of ‘oraliture,’ unsettling received concepts of both 
epic and novel (Glissant 1989: 137; 245). The “irruption into modernity” 
that has shaped Caribbean experience has engendered particular infl ections 
of the novel genre and informs Edouard Glissant’s attempt to delineate the 
specifi city of the ‘novel of the Americas’ (Glissant 1989: 146).

The second part is mainly concerned with narrative genres responding to 
or in dialogue with Western forms, subverting, parodying, or transcending 
them. Patrick Williams reads Darwish’s lyrical epic as postcolonial resistance 
genre. The recoding of the epic formula leads to a non-heroic, non-national, 
fragmentary, but polyphonic form, which Darwish calls his ‘epic of Troy,’ 
that is, an epic told from the perspective of the losers or the besieged, and 
which in some respect appears to be closer to the novel than the epic. In 
Darwish, the epic, much as in Glissant (cf. Schabio) is not a clearly defi n-
able, idealized, or dated genre (Lukács, Bakhtin), but quite alive again and 
expressive of the hybrid, the transitory, and cross-breeding.

Like Harish Trivedi, Mpalive Msiska challenges the postcolonial from 
the vantage-point of precolonial literacy and orature, which he engages in 
a dialogue with marginalized Western literatures. His topic is no more and 
no less than a re-interpretation of the history of the African novel, which 
he positions in opposition to what he calls the ‘racial romances’ of Conrad 
and Cary. The postcolonial African novel is, according to Msiska, inspired 
by British literature from the Scottish and Irish margins and by aspects of 
avant-garde modernism, on the one hand, on the other by Ngugi’s concept 
of orature, leading to a radical transformation of modernist-realist traditions. 
As an example Msiska mentions Ngugi’s Matigari (1987), a kind of textual-
ized oral performance which is conversant with Bakhtin’s concept of the 
multigenre novel.

Sharae Deckard demands a form of comparative literature for the “capi-
talist peripheries,” a chapter of which Msiska can be said to have offered. She 
seeks structural homologies in postcolonial African crime fi ction and focuses 
on the failed narrator/investigator and on grotesque elements in novels by 
Mabanckou and Pepetela, which register social deformations and uneven 
developments in Angola and the Congo respectively. Deckard links this aes-
thetic template to the function of some of Dostoevski’s deformed fi gures and 
to Bakhtin’s theory of the grotesque as well as to his concept of carnivaliza-
tion. The perspective becomes even more planetary by comparative glances 
at similar aesthetic strategies used in Machado de Assis’s Brás Cubas.

Walter Goebel fi nally focuses on V.S. Naipaul’s truncated autobiog-
raphies and what he calls heterobiographical narratives, which on the 
one hand seem to parody Western models of Cartesian individualism, 
as well as the offi cial history of the individualist novel, as presented e.g. 
by Ian Watt, while on the other exploring the existential dimensions of 
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a pervasive postcolonial melancholia, grounded in experiences of alien-
ation and discrimination. It is this existential dimension which distin-
guishes Naipaul’s mosaic fi ctionalized autobiographical texts from the 
epistemological and semiotic decentring prevalent in postmodern metro-
politan autobiographies. Melancholia for a lost communitarian ideal and 
traumatic experiences of alienation prevail over any form of postmodern 
playfulness in what can be called his fractured and mosaic heterobio-
graphical texts.

In our third section the evolution of oral forms into literature (Bakhtin) 
is the uniting theme, which was also focussed on by Trivedi. Ferial Ghazoul 
opposes a more spatial-horizontal approach to literature, in the terms of 
Self and Other, to a vertical one, which delves into the oral past and local 
memories. She explores the powerful infl uence of folktales, proverbs, and 
myths in Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and in Rushdie’s Haroun or the Sea of 
Stories, and emphasizes their kinship to the Arabian Nights and the Pancha-
tantra. Ghazoul’s third example of orature is Radna Ashour’s novella Sir-
aaj, which wavers between the genre of political allegory and the folktale, 
while combining African and Asian intertexts. All three examples, how-
ever different, deconstruct the opposition between native or nativist and 
modernist aesthetics.

Nadia El Kholy’s contribution on the Gayer-Anderson-Museum in Cairo 
offers a markedly contrastive view of orality. While for Ghazoul orature 
transforms the modernist novel from within, especially with embedded 
forms, her argument basically following a Bakhtinian trajectory, El Kholy’s 
essay questions the very basis of orature. Gayer-Anderson bought an old 
Mamluk house which had belonged to a family from Crete, and turned 
it into a museum for Arab monuments, paintings, and furniture. He then 
interlaced these objects with legends collected from the head of the Kretan 
family, a holy old man. Recording, cutting, editing, and annotating the sto-
ries he deemed noteworthy, fi nally even commissioning an artist to produce 
14 copper plates corresponding to the legends collected, Gayer-Anderson 
produced and lived in his own self-contained version of the Orient. El 
Kholy thus calls into question the idea that oral culture can generally offer 
access to an unadulterated version of a communal past, questioning the, 
as it were, largely unmediated reception of orature in Trivedi’s, Ghazoul’s, 
and Msiska’s contributions.

Dirk Wiemann emphasizes the socio-historical and communal dimen-
sions of genres, much like Msiska, and at the same time aims at a trans-
modern re-writing of the centre. He focuses on Indian short story cycles as 
updated forms of the village sketch which traditionally, e.g., in the Canter-
bury Tales, in Mitford’s Our Village or in the caravanserai of Arabian Nights, 
projected idealized communitarian chronotopes—though often under 
siege. These kinds of chronotopes implicitly oppose Eurocentric theories 
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of the novel as the form of enlightened individualism by presenting what 
Wiemann calls fi ctions of localization.

The fourth section targets ‘emerging’ genres. Sue Kossew introduces 
Australian ‘Sorry Novels,’ which apologize for colonial injustice against 
the indigenous population. She emphasizes the ambivalent quality of such 
literature, which can lead, on the one hand, to white self-righteousness, 
but on the other can open up shared spaces for ethical understanding. 
Noha Hamdy interprets Soueif ’s A Map of Love as a ‘translational’ novel 
with double cultural encodings. She speaks of a code-switching aesthet-
ics, which generally vacillates between Oriental tale and travelogue. 
Renate Brosch focuses on the postcolonial as a “mode of reading” for 
which the aesthetics of the short story, which privileges opacity, density, 
and complex imagery, proves especially suggestive, as well as being con-
ducive to the social functionalization of literature and the formation of 
a communal cultural imaginary. In particular, the visual semiotic quali-
ties of the short story form allow for active reader immersion and for 
the formation of communal audience responses, thus being especially 
open to postcolonial readings. For Georgiana Banita a growing heteroge-
neous transnational readership implicated in the process of writing gives 
rise to a larger strategy to dialogize narrative culture. Her examples are 
Ondaatje’s Divisadero and Anil’s Ghost, novels not usually categorized as 
postcolonial. All the more her contribution elucidates the danger of fuzzi-
ness in the concept of a postcolonial aesthetics, as it comes to include 
aspects of postmodernism and the world novel. Banita can also show that 
postcolonial nostalgia still infl uences the transnational paradigm of the 
emergent genre of the world novel. Read in this light, her contribution 
is a counterpoint to our initial emphasis on the utopian dimensions of a 
postcolonial aesthetics. At the same time, the tension between a postcolo-
nial and a transnational and in this case also postmodern perspective on 
genre prompts us to critically review current debates on the scope of the 
novel (e.g., Wai Chee Dimock and Franco Moretti) as a planetary form, 
and the implications for a world literature perspective—the globalizing 
tendencies of which our project implicitly calls in question.

Besides a marked emphasis on oral literature and its problems of trans-
mittance (El Kholy) and on orature, our collection attempts to cautiously 
approach some emerging genres, however diffi cult to defi ne, and even to 
name, these may be. With such tentative and sometimes overlapping terms 
as lyrical epic, resistance epic (Williams), postcolonial utopia (Ashcroft), 
transgressive novel (Msiska), heterobiography (Goebel), sorry novel 
(Kossew), fi ction of localization (Wiemann), translational novel (Hamdy), 
‘Novel of the Other America,’ or creolized novel (Glissant/Schabio), we 
hope to have, however dimly, lit up a few paths towards a postcolonial 
narrative aesthetics.
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