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Introduction:  
Postcolonial Optimism

In studies of anglophone African literature, the oft-told narrative of the 
postcolonial nation is one of progressive disillusionment. Exemplified 
by E.N. Obiechina’s 1978 account, this history suggests that literature 
of the 1950s and early 1960s “was dominated by nationalist assertive-
ness.”1 It reflected a hopeful political context in which ideas proliferated 
on the character of a postcolonial global order. “In the wake of the 
euphoria that came with independence,” Obiechina observes, “better 
and better prospects were held out to the masses.”2 By the late 1960s, 
however, African writers such as Chinua Achebe and Ayi Kwei Armah 
had published works that expressed disappointment not only with 
specific postcolonial national governments but also with the postcolo-
nial nation as such.3 “The stage at which we find ourselves,” asserted 
Wole Soyinka of “The Writer in a Modern African State,” “is a stage of 
disillusionment.”4 Writers channeled a broader social milieu in which 
“hopes had collapsed” following the entrenchment and exacerbation of 
inequality under postcolonial governments that were themselves marked 
by political instability.5 Per Frantz Fanon, nationalism, “that magnifi-
cent song that made the people rise against their oppressors, stops short, 
falters, and dies away on the day that independence is proclaimed.”6 
When Kwame Anthony Appiah declared in 1991 that the postcolonial 
is postoptimistic, as well as postnational, he offered a concise synthesis 
of a critical commonplace.7 That consensus was somewhat disrupted 
by South African democratic elections in 1994. Having voted Nelson 
Mandela to the presidency and adopted the most liberal constitution in 
the world, the “new” South Africa was conceived, as Jennifer Wenzel 
puts it, as “a second chance to redeem the failures of African decoloni-
zation.”8 Yet, this sense of exceptionalism waned as euphoria was once 
more followed by disillusionment; what is sometimes called post-transi-
tion South African fiction has been markedly “disenchanted.” 9 Writing 
in 2021, Keguro Macharia, tracing how “pessimism has transferred and 
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morphed across different African generations,” suggests that those gen-
erations of African writers subsequent to independence and structural 
adjustment have “absorbed cynicism and treat it as wisdom.”10

Anglophone African literary studies have reflected the national disil-
lusionment associated with postcolonial African literature, including in 
accounts of the gendered exclusions of postcolonial nationhood.11 At the 
same time, the field has seen the productive methodological decentering 
of the nation in its engagements with globalization. Scholars have high-
lighted the multifocal, Afropolitan, and vernacular address of texts, while 
charting how their production and circulation are imbricated in a system 
of global capital.12 In a 2016 article that considers the futures of this trajec-
tory, Tejumola Olaniyan declared African literature to be “post-global.”  
For Olaniyan, “the global assumed and did not question much the cer-
tainty of the nation-state and territorial sovereignty.”13 The “post-global” 
of African literature “is a query, in part, of this certainty,” as “probably 
no one can tell a more moving story about the emptying out of the nation-
state and territorial sovereignty than the African of the last thirty years 
or so.”14 The evacuation of national sovereignty, Olaniyan argued, is a 
primary reason for “the extreme corporeal, locational, linguistic, formal, 
and thematic dispersion of contemporary African literature and literary 
theorizing.”15 In African literary studies, the nation has become an increas-
ingly problematized framework for understanding African literatures. 

Concomitantly, twenty-first-century analyses of hope and optimism 
in African literature rarely highlight the nation, and instead attend 
to how aspiration has been both individualized and globalized in the 
decades following political independence and structural adjustment. In 
his literary anthropology of twenty-first-century Accra, for example, Ato 
Quayson described how the city’s “gymmers” commit to intensive daily 
exercise in the hopes of one day finding employment in Hollywood, 
whether as celebrity bodyguards or otherwise. Quayson contended that 
the phenomenon of gymming demonstrates how widespread unemploy-
ment has created a “burden of enforced free time” that generates “epic 
dreaming of an economic kind.”16 Such dreaming is of a piece with a 
broader “discourse of enchantment” that Quayson argued emerged in 
Ghana in the mid-1980s as an effect of neoliberal policies and that mate-
rialized in texts ranging from tro-tro slogans to cellphone ads to the liter-
ature of prosperity churches.17 As the editors noted in Hard Work, Hard 
Times (2010), “African subjects, despite the crises produced by austerity 
and privatization, continue to produce, to aspire, and to fantasize while 
laboring under incredible hardships.”18 Scholarship such as Quayson’s 
suggested, however, that these fantasies have been targeted less toward 
national futures than individual achievement. James Ferguson described 
this process in Global Shadows (2006) as the “de-developmentalization 



 Introduction  3

of historical time,” whereby the very “hope and dream” of overcom-
ing colonial inequality in postcolonial Africa declined and was replaced 
by experiences of “nonprogressive temporalizations” centered not on 
“societal becoming” but on individuals negotiating spatial boundaries 
and borders.19

My study brushes against the grain of this scholarship on hope and 
the African nation by selecting out anglophone African literature in 
which, to adapt Olaniyan, even the non-sovereign, hollowed-out nation 
persists as an object of optimistic attachment. What I call literature of 
postcolonial optimism asks why dreams of the postcolonial nation die 
hard, despite decades of disillusionment with national governments 
beholden to a global system characterized by imperial hierarchy and 
oppression. I argue that literature of postcolonial optimism answers this 
question by illuminating, on the one hand, how postcolonial national 
dreams have been integral to the expansion of US empire, and, on the 
other, how they function to maintain hope for a world after empire 
in which anticolonial politics are fully realized. Literature of postcolo-
nial optimism thus describes an ambivalent relation between postco-
lonial national dreams and US empire, suggesting how these dreams 
at once entrench and exceed imperial control. Neither embracing nor 
condemning attachment to the postcolonial nation, this study explores 
the affective power of nationalisms that reflect both US efforts to global-
ize the so-called American dream and anti-imperial efforts to disengage, 
reform, or transcend that dream.

Insofar as postcolonial optimism describes an attachment to post-
colonial nationhood under conditions of US empire, it offers an inter-
pretative lens that could apply to a range of African and postcolonial 
literatures. For two reasons, I will turn to Nigerian and South African 
anglophone writing from the 1960s to the 2010s to develop and con-
cretize my claims. First, this writing responds to robustly articulated 
dreams of exceptional postcolonial nationhood, encapsulated in formu-
lations such as the “pan-African nation” (Nigeria) and the “new” or 
“rainbow” nation (South Africa), that to some degree have exemplified 
the expression of US empire through the globalization of the American 
dream. As the biggest US export markets in Africa, both Nigeria and 
South Africa have been targets of US economic, military, cultural, and 
diplomatic power that has, in turn, significantly affected anglophone 
cultural production.20 This project examines creative nonfiction and 
novels that engage this international relation, especially as it pertains to 
US influence on Nigerian education and South African economic policy. 
I chart how the prioritization of higher education as a key to decol-
onization in Nigeria in the mid-twentieth century corresponded with 
US investment in the same to entrench influence during the Cold War.  
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Considering South African state support for the expansion of credit on 
a US neoliberal model reflects a shift in US imperial strategic emphasis 
by the late twentieth century. Comparative study of Nigerian and South 
African literature of postcolonial optimism thus offers the opportunity to 
analyze distinct mechanisms of US imperialism since the mid-twentieth 
century. Taken together, Nigerian and South African literature of postco-
lonial optimism critically responds to dreams of exceptional postcolonial 
nationhood whose celebrations of education and entrepreneurship have 
reproduced the racialized, gendered, and classed inequalities endemic to 
US empire. This literature’s critiques of the university and credit redound 
across Nigeria, South Africa, and the US. 

The second reason for focusing on Nigerian and South African anglo-
phone literature pertains to the ways stubbornly affecting Nigerian and 
South African dreams of exceptional nationhood exceed the Ameri-
can dream and engage pan-African imaginaries. Achebe wrote in 1984 
that the “vast human and material wealth with which she [Nigeria] is 
endowed bestows on her a role in Africa and the world which no one else 
can assume or fulfill.”21 These resources have been a recurrent source of 
what Andrew Apter called “unbridled optimism” for Nigeria to emerge 
as a “pan-African” model for nationhood that fulfills the promises of 
decolonization.22 Visions of an exceptional “new” South Africa have 
similarly emphasized its perceived exceptional potential for realizing 
decolonization and modeling Black liberation. The years surrounding 
the transition to democracy in South Africa, as Mahmoud Mamdani 
observed in 1996, were rife with accounts of South African exceptional-
ism, as South Africa’s historical development was conceived apart from 
that of the rest of the continent.23 As in the Nigerian instance, hopes for 
national becoming included the realization of pan-African aspirations for 
political and economic justice for Black people. In tandem with African-
American reworkings of the American dream,24 these articulations of 
exceptional postcolonial nationhood maintain the hope that the nation 
may yet facilitate Black liberation.

The project’s comparison of Nigerian and South African anglophone 
literature permits a transatlantic study of how experiences of national 
optimism under US empire are enforced, embraced, and contested. 
Deeply felt national dreams, as they are represented by these African 
writers, are not necessarily naïve or symptomatic of ideological hood-
winking. Rather, in literatures of postcolonial optimism, they are oppor-
tunities for reflecting on pan-African aspirations that are not always 
liberatory in their effects, as well as opportunities to imagine structures 
of feeling alternate to those propagated by empire and the nationalisms 
that support it.25 
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As this overview of postcolonial optimism intimates, two key meth-
odologies inform this study. First, the book’s approach to postcolonial 
African literature foregrounds the nation, albeit with attention to its 
imperial and pan-African dimensions. Second, a focus on optimism 
brings affect studies—a field that in anglophone literary studies of the 
past thirty years has predominately engaged European and US works—
into conversation with Nigerian and South African literatures. How I 
conceive of these methods deserves additional explanation.

The Postcolonial Nation

This project’s commitment to examining scenes of national affect places 
it in a subset of postcolonial studies that, working besides the turns to 
the world, global, and cosmopolitan, has maintained the significance 
of the nation for conceptualizing postcoloniality and its literatures. 
As early as 1997 Arif Dirlik warned that postcolonial studies risked 
underplaying the appeal of nationalism to many postcolonial subjects, 
whose livelihoods had come to depend upon the incorporation of the 
nation into the global economy.26 Soon after, Timothy Brennan argued 
that the postcolonial nation remained, however imperfectly, a crucial 
institutional defense against the operations of global empire and global 
capitalism.27 Pheng Cheah’s Spectral Nationality (2003) likewise empha-
sized how the postcolonial nation stands as a potentially resistant force 
to domination by global capitalism, although, for Cheah, the postcolo-
nial nation remains a potent horizon for imagining freedom precisely 
because it is haunted by this domination.28 More recently, Weihsin Gui 
has argued against conceptualizing postcolonial national conscious-
ness as homogenizing and exclusionary.29 As a literary study, this book 
makes no claims that its fictions reveal anthropological truths about the 
affective investments of living postcolonial subjects. Nor does it seek 
to defend or recoup resistant potential in postcolonial nationalisms. 
Its bid, rather, is that examining literary works that address ongoing 
attachments to the postcolonial nation reveals something about how 
those attachments simultaneously maintain both US empire and imag-
ined pan-African communities that makes it reductive to designate them 
either oppressive or liberatory. By focusing on the postcolonial nation 
but declining to read its literature as strictly national, this book aligns 
with the scholarship outlined here. Yet, by thinking the nation in rela-
tion to US empire and pan-Africanism, specifically, it offers a distinctive 
approach to conceptualizing how the nation intersects with the transna-
tional in anglophone African literary spaces.
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Thinking about the relation of the postcolonial nation to US empire 
necessitates considering the ways US imperialism has been addressed 
(and not addressed) in postcolonial literary studies. Scholarship on 
the relation between US empire and postcolonial literature during the 
Cold War has tended to favor continental and global frameworks over 
national ones and to focus on disciplinary and cultural histories.30 US 
empire figures prominently in accounts of how US institutions, such as 
the CIA, the Congress for Cultural Freedom, and the Ford Foundation, 
sought to foster international cultural production in line with US Cold 
War agendas across Africa and the global South.31 Monica Popescu’s 
field-defining work situates this activity in relation to Soviet imperial-
ism and institutions of Afro-Asian solidarity to better understand how 
African writers were shaped by and gave form to the “development of 
a global Cold War culture.”32 While drawing on this scholarship and 
inspired by its model of thinking about African cultural production 
vis-à-vis imperialism, my work diverges from the paradigm of postco-
lonial Cold War literary studies by foregrounding African literature’s 
engagement not only with US cultural imperialism but also with US 
influence at the level of national policy. I further build on these founda-
tions in postcolonial Cold War studies by charting these influences into 
the twenty-first century.

In postcolonial literary studies focused on the decades after the Cold 
War, US empire has tended to be subsumed by broader discussions of 
globalization. The approach makes sense insofar as the center of global 
capitalism is not unitary or clear.33 “Empire,” as Michael Hardt and 
Antonio Negri described sovereignty in the late twentieth century, 
“establishes no territorial center of power and does not rely on fixed 
boundaries and barriers”: “The distinct national colors of the imperialist  
map of the world have merged and blended in the imperial global rain-
bow.”34 Yet, as Neil Lazarus argued in The Postcolonial Unconscious 
(2011), postcolonial studies risks the mystification of the postcolonial 
world if it does not reckon directly with not only the enduring repre-
sentative power of nationalism, but also the emergence of the US as the 
“postwar hegemon.”35 The “urgent” task of postcolonial studies in the 
twenty-first century, Lazarus maintained, “is to take central cognizance 
of the unremitting actuality and indeed the intensification of imperial-
ist social relations in the times and spaces of the postcolonial world.”36 
Lazarus called for “a new reading, above all of the second half of the 
twentieth century” that emphasizes, among other concepts, US capital-
ist imperialism.37 

This project contributes to Lazarus’s “new reading” insofar as it 
traces literature’s reckoning with histories of US imperial intervention 
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within specific African national contexts. Eschewing debates as to the 
degree to which globalization expresses or delimits US power,38 this 
book’s two case studies chart distinct US imperial ideologies and prac-
tices, respectively dominant when Nigeria claimed political indepen-
dence in 1960 and South Africa instituted democratic elections in 1994,  
as they echo through literary engagements with national becoming. Part I,  
titled “Nigerian Literature and Pan-African Optimism,” focuses on 
the historical and literary legacies of US Cold War policies that priori-
tized educational aid in order to secure US political and cultural influ-
ence in newly-postcolonial nations. Chapters on literature of the First  
Republic (1963–66), the Second Republic (1979–83), and the Third 
Republic (1993) engage respectively with US–Nigeria relations during 
the Kennedy (1961–63), Carter (1977–81), and Bush (1989–93) admin-
istrations. These chapters demonstrate that a postcolonial national 
imaginary in which universities were central to decolonization efforts 
both endured across decades and overlapped with instantiations of 
US imperial power, whether exercised through educational aid and the 
promotion of technical training in the 1960s and 1970s or through 
the global dominance of US MFA and MBA programs in the 1990s.39  
Part II, “Compounding Optimism in South African Fiction,” moves 
from education to finance, as it shows how the expansion of credit was 
key to both the South African postcolonial national imaginary and to 
US imperial power in the 1990s. South Africa, that is, became “post-
colonial” in a moment when neoliberal ideologies proffering so-called 
market solutions had usurped Cold War commitments to education as 
a keystone in both US and postcolonial developmentalist discourse. The 
three chapters in this section construct a literary history of US–South 
African relations centered on credit by examining fiction of the apartheid 
era (1948–94), the postapartheid Mandela presidency (1994–99), and 
the post-transition Zuma presidency (2009–18) that correspond respec-
tively to the Johnson (1963–69), Clinton (1993–2001), and Obama 
(2009–17) administrations. By examining the lead-up to and aftermath 
of the globalized celebration of microloans and market competition that 
shaped the policies of the “new” South Africa, these chapters chart how 
US empire has been enfolded in national dreams of the postcolonial, 
postapartheid nation.

Bringing these literary histories of US imperialism together highlights 
that dominant US ideologies and policies of development have shaped 
postcolonial nationhood in ways that have both impeded decoloniza-
tion and proven remarkably enduring. The aim here is not to claim that 
US power has operated or continues to operate exclusively or discretely 
through educational or financial institutions in either Nigeria or South 
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Africa. As individual chapters demonstrate, debt has been crucial to the 
pursuit of higher education in Nigeria (chapter 2), and the pursuit of 
higher education has in some cases redoubled commitments in South 
Africa to the expansion of credit (chapter 5).40 Instead, this comparative 
study of African literatures that emphasize different dominant modes 
of US empire intends to throw into sharp relief a shared affective tra-
jectory. The chapters in each part parallel each other in their progres-
sion from anticolonial or anti-apartheid movements (chapters 1 and 4) 
through a period often described in terms of progressive disillusionment 
(chapters 2 and 5) and then on to decades of accelerated financialization 
and further hollowing of national sovereignty in the twenty-first century 
(chapters 3 and 6). Yet, both parts also present a narrative of continually- 
renewed investment in visions of postcolonial nationhood centered 
on the very educational and financial institutions that have repeatedly  
compromised it. 

It is through examining the stubbornness of optimism under empire 
that pan-Africanism emerges in this study as constitutive of postcolonial 
national dreams, which are consequently in an important sense never 
only national. In Adom Getachew’s clear formulation, the “ambitions 
of anticolonial nationalism” have always been “global” and “world-
making.”41 Tsiti Jaji has exemplarily explored this dynamic in a cultural 
register. Jaji calls on George Shepperson’s distinction between small “p” 
and capital “P” pan-Africanism. Where capital “P” Pan-Africanism 
designates more formal political organizations and movements of the 
twentieth century, exemplified by the Pan-African Congresses, small 
“p” pan-Africanism designates “an eclectic set of ephemeral cultural 
movements and currents.”42 Jaji’s Africa in Stereo (2014) showed how 
“the informal and formal registers of transnational black solidarity have 
variously reinforced, cross-fertilized, and interfered with each other.”43 
Acknowledging that “the language and efficacy of pan-Africanism seem 
attenuated, and even dated,” Jaji traces histories of pan-Africanism in 
order to “uncover and renew” the “latent political energies” of these 
forms of solidarity.44 If pan-Africanism, like the nation, is to some 
degree a belated concept, Jaji’s work on African-American, Ghanaian, 
Senegalese, and South African cultural production demonstrated how 
critically and politically enlivening it can be to consider pan-Africanism 
as “a continuum” of exchange that generates and regenerates practices 
of solidarity, including across national movements.45 As literature of 
postcolonial optimism considers national histories informed by pan-
African solidarities, it contributes to the critical project of examining 
postcolonial national movements that have stood in continuum with 
nonnational and often transnational visions of a decolonized Africa.46
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This project charts dreams of Nigerian and South African nation-
hood shaped by pan-African exchange, particularly with Black Ameri-
cans. Nigerian literature of postcolonial optimism suggests how hopeful 
attachments to US universities as a means to national development are 
not only symptomatic of US imperialism. They also evoke a history in 
which institutions of higher education, and particularly Historically 
Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), have been centers for dream-
ing international Black decolonization and have played an important 
role in Nigerian anticolonial imaginaries (chapters 1 and 2). Even as 
the potency of political Pan-Africanism declined over the second half 
of the twentieth century, this literature suggests that the US university 
remains an imagined site for cultural pan-African exchange and for 
Black people to reckon with the shared and divergent challenges of life 
under US empire both at home and abroad (chapter 3). The univer-
sity, to cite Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, is figured as a place to 
“steal what one can” to further the radical collective hopes that under-
cut official developmentalist policies.47 South African literature of post-
colonial optimism likewise posits a pan-African dimension to national 
dreams produced under conditions of US empire. Dreams of democra-
tized credit are bound to early and mid-century histories in which South 
Africans associated African Americans with an aspirational modernity 
that encompassed the free exercise of economic rights (chapter 4). The 
expansion of credit after apartheid not only follows the neoliberal ide-
ologies espoused by US international policy makers: it also follows from 
resonant struggles in the US and South Africa to secure Black people’s 
access to capital (chapters 5 and 6). 

My interest in imagined—which is to say cultural and literary—pan-
African connections between Nigeria and the US and South Africa and 
the US builds on contemporary scholarship on pan-African and Black 
Atlantic literary histories.48 Following Black feminist critics who chart 
the lines of mutual influence between Black American women writers 
and African women writers,49 I deploy a similar biographical approach 
when, for example, discussing the significance of Buchi Emecheta’s iden-
tification with writers such as Toni Morrison (chapter 2), or the expan-
sion of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s writing workshop to include Black 
American participants (chapter 3). Further, as scholars such as Stéphane 
Robolin have charted connections between US and South African writ-
ers and contextualized them in relation to liberation movements,50 I too 
am interested in how, say, Miriam Tlali sought aid in publishing her first 
novel from a seemingly sympathetic African-American bishop during 
apartheid, or how Hugh Masekela understood the contribution of Black 
South African mobility to the development of solidarity with African 
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Americans (chapter 4). While the project emphasizes Black Americans’ 
influence on Africans insofar as it centers African writers and their influ-
ences, pan-African exchanges were mutual, and chapters emphasize that 
the African literature under discussion speaks to Black American histo-
ries and aspirations. This literature extends its own invitations to pan-
African solidarity.

Relating the nation to US imperialism and pan-African exchange pro-
duces readings of African literature that reorient its relation to empire, as 
well as the disciplinary deployment of categories such as “postcolonial” 
and “global anglophone” literature.51 Anglophone postcolonial literary 
studies have often centered the relation between former colonies and 
metropoles, emphasizing that literature “writes back” to British empire. 
Literature of postcolonial optimism, however, highlights that this “writing 
back” has often been simultaneous with a “writing back” to US imperial-
ism and a writing for pan-Africanism; postcolonial writers as canonical as 
J.P. Clark-Bekederemo, Emecheta, and Tlali reckon with how US empire’s 
rhetoric of democracy and equality appeals to pan-African anticolonial 
and anti-apartheid sentiment. Concomitantly, the turn to global anglo-
phone and world literature accentuates that writers negotiate a set of 
contemporary political and economic circumstances described in terms of 
globalization, late capitalism, or neoliberalism. Read through the frame-
work of postcolonial optimism, however, exemplars of global anglophone 
literature such as Chimamanda Adichie and Zakes Mda prove engaged 
with how US empire produces neocolonial relations. 

A limit of this study is that it does not substantially account for the 
ways in which US empire has increasingly defined itself against Chi-
nese global power, which has rapidly extended its sphere of influence 
across the African continent.52 That said, this project is in conversa-
tion with approaches to the postcolonial nation that have emerged from 
the burgeoning movement to address China in African literature. For 
example, Duncan M. Yoon builds on postcolonial Cold War studies 
to think about Chinese investment from the perspective of “southern 
globalization” and to identify the critical possibilities in conceiving of 
contemporary African fiction as the “global South novel.”53 Yoon’s 
reading of Koli Jean Bofane’s Congo Inc. (2014) demonstrates how this 
approach cracks open new understandings of postcolonial nationhood: 
“The novel reimagines the [Democratic Republic of Congo] not simply 
as a catachresis of the Western nation-state, but as a series of temporali-
ties compressed together by the collision between the Internet Age and 
Chinese investment in the Congo.”54 While delimited by a continued 
focus on Western empire for framing discussion of African literature, 
this project likewise seeks to understand the postcolonial nation as other 
than catachrestic by focusing not on temporality but on affect. 
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Postcolonial Affect

In describing postcolonial optimism, I mobilize the analytic possibilities 
of affect studies, while also running up against some of its limitations. 
To look for affect in a text is often to describe textures, moods, and 
atmospheres—to undertake what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick described as 
reparative, as opposed to paranoid, reading. It is to sketch relationality 
as it is expressed through feeling.55 To be sure, this descriptive project is 
not necessarily divorced from structural critique in the paranoid style: 
feelings and emotions, the field has proven again and again, are always 
public and political.56 But affect studies explores how and why intimate 
iterations of power can be alternately vulnerable and impervious to ide-
ological critique. Sara Ahmed has shown that the study of emotion can 
help us understand how we become attached “to the very conditions of 
our subordination.”57 This project contributes to this claim by examin-
ing, in postcolonial optimism, how subjects come to desire conditions 
that both subjugate and liberate, and by considering how the desire for 
conditions of subjugation can persist even when it is consciously known 
that those conditions and the opportunities they offer for individual 
or national freedom are collectively oppressive. Focusing on affect can 
seem to delay the project of imagining worlds after structural critique. 
Why study attachments to visions of the democratic nation when think-
ing beyond the nation is already a rich field of inquiry in postcolonial 
and Black studies? Why dwell with the powerful attraction of expand-
ing lines of credit when arguments to abolish racial capitalism are well-
established? Though a study like this one might seem to lag behind the 
vanguard of disciplinary critical thought, I would posit that the precon-
dition for acting for or even wanting a world that is radically otherwise 
is understanding how relations of domination intimately shape agential 
potential, a shaping that is affectively structured all the way down. 

The coming chapters find no easy answers to the contradictions 
marked by postcolonial optimism. Literature of postcolonial optimism 
does not propose a singular, clear alternative to postcolonial optimism, 
such as, say, “postcolonial happiness,” which Ananya Jahanara Kabir 
theorizes as a positive, future-oriented affect that resists neoliberal 
regimes.58 Instead, each part of the book looks at a collection of works 
that scrutinize an exhausting and exhausted optimism. These works do 
so not by encouraging disillusionment or despair (which inevitably calls 
for the renewal of optimism) but by considering and, indeed, exem-
plifying how pan-African creative and intellectual exchanges have yet 
been possible under an imperial affective regime. Literature of postco-
lonial optimism, by dwelling with the nation and its key educational 
and financial institutions, implicates itself in both the perpetuation 
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and dissolution of the affects that maintain nation and empire. In this 
fundamental political ambivalence, postcolonial optimism, despite its 
“positive” valence, is like the “ugly feelings” attached to experiences of 
suspended agency that Sianne Ngai found resist being reduced to either 
oppressive or liberatory.59 It is thus unlike the more redemptive “edu-
cated hope” described by Ernst Bloch, which, as Andrew van der Vlies 
highlights, is informed by past disappointments and imagines an always 
contingent futurity.60 Postcolonial optimism often remains uneducated 
by the past as it conjures a certain future. Literature of postcolonial 
optimism exposes the critical necessity of understanding this seemingly 
uncritical orientation. 

In its analyses of optimism, this project is beholden to scholarship 
within postcolonial and Black studies that challenges the assumed uni-
versality of the subject within institutionalized affect theory. Neetu 
Khanna, for example, has looked to writing from the Progressive Writ-
ers Movement, a Marxist group active in India in the mid-twentieth 
century, to theorize how specifically “colonial traumas and their struc-
tures of feeling [are] inherited,” which requires in turn thinking through 
“the transformative potentialities of various visceral states that motivate 
‘progressive’ feeling.”61 Sneja Gunew has similarly demonstrated the 
critical productivity of attending to “the affective grammars arising out 
of specific languages and belief systems,” arguing that “affects and emo-
tions are useful tools for registering distinctive forms of embodiment or 
the somatic.”62 Working from within Black Studies, Tyrone S. Palmer 
shows how affect studies has not fully reckoned with blackness in its 
articulation of what it means to affect or be affected by others.63 The 
ontological meditations on blackness that have been undertaken under 
rubrics such as Afropessimism and Black optimism, Palmer contends, 
suggest how blackness precedes and defines the feeling subject, both by 
producing racialized affective experiences and by rendering Black feel-
ings illegible within global anti-Black epistemological regimes.64 While 
this project does not intervene in the metaphysics of Black being, it does 
attend to the capacity for literature to expose optimism as a relentlessly 
racialized feeling that is differentially bound to other feelings, including 
despair and disillusionment. 

To theorize postcolonial optimism within specific, racialized geog-
raphies of the postcolony and its diasporas, I draw on critical writing 
grounded in African literary and cultural studies that, while trenchant in 
its analyses of affective conditions, is not often included under the rubric 
of affect studies per se. For example, I discuss Appiah’s description of 
postcolonial postoptimism (chapter 2) and Andrew van der Vlies’s recent 
descriptions of postcolonial disillusionment (chapter 4). Throughout the 
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book, however, literary works provide the main criterion for thinking 
about feeling. The concept of postcolonial optimism is given dimension 
through discussions of, say, J.P. Clark-Bekederemo’s cautious optimism, 
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s uncertain futurity, and Miriam Tlali’s ret-
rospective hopefulness. 

Because the maintenance of postcolonial optimism is a function of US 
empire, I also draw on analyses of affect in the context of the US. Lauren 
Berlant’s Cruel Optimism (2011) is a touchstone for several chapters 
in part I, while Martjin Konings’s The Emotional Logic of Capitalism 
(2015) informs part II. In drawing on this work, I do not assume its 
easy application to African contexts. Postcolonial optimism, I show, is 
like and unlike Lauren Berlant’s account of cruel optimism. A relation 
of cruel optimism, as Berlant describes it, “exists when something you 
desire is actually an obstacle to your flourishing.”65 To be sure, anglo-
phone African literature often anticipates Berlant in making clear the 
cruel optimism of Nigerian attachments to US universities and South 
African attachments to US-style financialization as a means to securing 
individual and national thriving. Yet, a diagnosis of cruel optimism is 
also inadequate to such scenes of aspiration. For one, such optimism is 
rarely only cruel, as its continuance produces hoped-for and unexpected 
effects, including opportunities for forging and reflecting on relations of 
anticolonial Black solidarity. For another, whereas Berlant tracks how 
cruel optimism elicits postoptimistic responses characterized by a mov-
ing-past-optimism, postcolonial optimism’s positioning within the cru-
cible of empire means that optimism is often redoubled: frayed fantasies 
produce not postoptimistic forms of (im)passivity but an ever-amplified 
performance of optimistic attachment. The deeper the despair, the more 
pronounced the euphoria, as the very possibility of continuing to exist 
in the world as it is requires the performance of ongoing investment in, 
say, the educational and financial institutions that are known to delimit 
aspirations as much as realize them. Postcolonial optimism is thus both 
more promising and crueler than the relations Berlant locates in US and 
European affective scenarios of the early twenty-first century. While 
affirming that the postcolonial nation and the attachments it engenders 
are tools of empire, literature of postcolonial optimism recalibrates the 
affective force of such attachments by amplifying their entwinement 
with intimately felt desires for transnational Black thriving.

Similarly, Konings’s analysis of hope and disappointment in the 
US capitalist economy, driven by the historical widening of credit and 
grounded in salvific Protestantism, is useful but insufficient for under-
standing the cycles of euphoria and despair engaged by South African 
writers. Part II qualifies and builds on this account of the imbrication 
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of capitalism and sociality by reading it in connection to racialized his-
tories of credit apartheid and the distinctive postapartheid economic 
regime that Deborah James has called “redistributive neoliberalism.”66 
The cycles of hope and disappointment that Konings describes are ampli-
fied in the South African context, where writers have long anticipated 
Konings’s insight that credit and debt are central affective mechanisms 
of state control, especially for regimes characterized by widespread 
poverty and extreme inequality.67 Literature of postcolonial optimism 
centers the peculiar hopefulness of nations formed after mid-century 
anticolonial movements. It also, however, speaks to the US settler colo-
nial nation, where imperial modes of domination continue to structure 
domestic governance.

Postcolonial optimism does not finally index a unified, homogenous 
experience. Nigerian and South African literatures register how distinct 
constellations of national history and imperial intervention produce dif-
ferent forms of postcolonial optimism. Nigerian literature scrutinizes 
a persistent, self-consciously performative optimism that maintains 
that US educational institutions may yet facilitate national democratic 
becoming. As the betrayals of US empire accrue, writers mark how opti-
mistic attachments to US universities become increasingly untenable 
but are nevertheless sustained as a means of pursuing individual and 
national thriving. Writers of the First Republic (chapter 1), reflecting 
on the role of HBCUs and land-grant institutions to Nnamdi Azikiwe’s 
anticolonial project, express hope that they might yet steal from the 
Cold War US university opportunities and resources that promote Black 
liberation. In writing of the Second Republic (chapter 2), this optimism 
gives way to what I describe as postoptimism, in which the “post” sig-
nals not just an aftermath but a continuance. In writing of the Third 
Republic (chapter 3) that engages histories of the new Nigerian dias-
pora in the US and of educational strikes and decline at home, I find 
a postoptimistic optimism; the recursive absurdity of the term signals 
how an exhausted optimism is nonetheless performed in order to main-
tain the fictions of individual upward mobility and so-called national 
development. As Nigerian writers grapple with the stubborn persistence 
of an optimism that has never fulfilled the future it promises, they both 
diagnose and short-circuit the affective workings of empire vis-à-vis the 
ideals of democracy and education. 

In contrast to an ever-attenuated optimism that is performed despite 
disappointments, South African fiction delineates a boom-and-bust, 
cyclical optimism that associates US-style financialization with equality. 
In this form of postcolonial optimism, optimism gives way to disillu-
sionment but is ever-renewed in hopes that the extension of credit will 
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yield an equitable nation. Apartheid (chapter 4), postapartheid (chap-
ter 5) and post-transition (chapter 6) writing scrutinizes why hopes 
for national transformation have recurrently prioritized Black people’s 
access to credit, even as these hopes unfailingly have yielded the miser-
ies of debt. Nigerian and South African authors present forms of post-
colonial optimism that are linked to distinct histories of US imperial 
power (in education, in finance); they are comparable but nonequiva-
lent constellations of feeling.

Nigerian and South African Dreams

African Literature and US Empire offers the first book-length study 
of how postcolonial national feeling has been imagined in relation to 
US imperialism. While offering a sustained critique of the affective 
dimensions of US empire, the project is original for emphasizing how  
Nigerian and South African writers imagine opportunities for pan- 
African solidarity within the context of US-enforced national initiatives 
for “development” and austerity. Examining the interplay of imperial 
and national affect, the book shows how subjectification and resistance 
to US empire shapes expressions of futurity in different literatures that 
must be conceived as simultaneously national and pan-African in their 
imaginative scope. 

Part I, titled “Nigerian Literature and Pan-African Optimism,” 
includes three chapters that offer a cumulative argument about the 
place of the US university in visions of Nigeria as a democratic, pan-
African nation. Chapter 1, “Pan-African American Dreams of the First 
Republic,” examines postcolonial optimistic attachments bound to US 
universities in writing by Chinua Achebe and J.P. Clark-Bekederemo. 
There is a through-line, I show, between Achebe’s late twentieth-century 
lectures and his mid-twentieth-century education and fellowships, as his 
nonfiction highlights how the global Cold War aspirations of US univer-
sities unintentionally facilitated opportunities for honing pan-African 
critiques of US power. Achebe’s mid-century relation to the US univer-
sity was, he emphasizes, mediated by the writing and career of Nigeria’s  
first president, Nnamdi Azikiwe, who cultivated connections with 
both HBCUs and land-grant universities in the US as part of a national 
anticolonial project that dreamed of securing pan-African sovereignty. 
Achebe’s optimism, I argue, was enabled by his historical proximity to 
an inter-war pan-African Nigerian imaginary cultivated, at least in part, 
within institutions of US higher education. As this chapter goes on to 
trace a legacy of this optimism, it turns to J.P. Clark-Bekederemo’s 1964 
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travelogue America, Their America, which excoriates the appropriation  
of this imaginary by predominately white educational institutions  
during the early decades of the Cold War. At the same time, Clark-
Bekederemo’s writing shares with Achebe a marked optimism regarding 
the possibilities of stealing, in terms resonant with Harney and Moten’s 
work on the undercommons, Black solidarity from the jaws of US Cold 
War imperial institutions, not least because his fellowship to Princeton 
allowed Clark-Bekederemo to sustain relationships with Black US writ-
ers such as Langston Hughes. Black artists, these writers optimistically 
suggest, might yet secure Nigerian authority from predominately white 
US campuses.

Chapter 2, “The United States of ‘Emelika’ and Literature of the 
Second Republic,” interprets the renewal of a national optimism ori-
ented to the US, including the US university, in the years leading up 
to the Second Republic. Buchi Emecheta’s 1979 novel The Joys of 
Motherhood has long been read as an exemplar of postcolonial litera-
ture of disillusionment insofar as it critiques the gendered and classed 
inequalities of postcolonial Nigeria. Its representation of the cusp of 
national independence promises that US neocolonialism will supersede 
British dominance.68 I argue, however, that the novel is as much about 
the Second Republic as it is about the First, especially as it meditates 
on how optimistic attachment to US education and aid is sustained 
and renewed despite its clearly devastating effects, not least follow-
ing the thawing of US–Nigerian relations abetted by the US civil rights 
leader Andrew Young in the late 1970s. Emecheta’s novel anticipates 
Berlant by describing an amplified, overlapping set of cruelly opti-
mistic attachments that entrench US empire and perpetuate gendered 
oppression and immiseration. Nigerian dreams under empire are not 
so much illusions with which one may become disillusioned: they are 
compelled and maintained as a function of the inequalities and circum-
scribed opportunities that British and US empires simultaneously pro-
duce in the postcolonial nation. They worsen lives as they make lives 
possible. Considering Berlant’s discussion of postoptimism alongside 
Kwame Anthony Appiah’s highlights how postcolonial postoptimism 
productively registers the ongoingness of an optimistic attachment that 
persists despite its attenuation and exhaustion—despite the lived expe-
rience and knowledge that this optimism is and never will be curative 
or transformative. In the chapter’s conclusion, I turn to Chris Abani’s  
2004 GraceLand to suggest that a key question for writers of the  
Second Republic, as for writers of the First, is whether and how the 
Nigerian writer might steal from US institutions means to effectively 
and affectively challenge US empire. 
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Chapter 3, “The Pursuit of Happiness After the Third Republic,” 
argues that the postoptimistic literature of the Second Republic gives 
way to performative optimism in literature of the Third. Ike Oguine’s A 
Squatter’s Tale is understudied in the US academy but especially suited 
for this project insofar as it explicitly links the proliferation of Nige-
rian immigrant literature of the US in the 1990s to the experiences and 
aspirations of an earlier generation in the 1970s. For the novel’s immi-
grant protagonist, the American dream is self-evidently a cruelly opti-
mistic story; it is obviously productive of deadlock and despair. Yet it 
is also a story that is nonetheless intensively rehearsed as a determined 
performance of optimism, particularly in relation to Obi’s aspiration to 
enter a US MBA program. This performance of a self-sustaining illusion, 
I contend, is expressed as a kind of madness, as Oguine’s representation 
of what I call postoptimistic optimism exposes anew the limitations of a 
dreamed Nigerian nationhood that centers US education. Chimamanda 
Ngozi Adichie’s 2013 Americanah likewise represents postoptimistic 
optimism centered on the US university as characteristic of a decade that 
proclaimed America as the end of history. It explores how affectively 
compelling dreams of an exceptional nation that transcends global racial-
ized inequality and demands unrelenting optimistic investment can be. 
The novel finally, however, offers a dream of a Nigerian national identity 
that recognizes the impossibility of such transcendence, and proposes 
instead a Nigerian nationhood premised on a shared sense of precarity as 
it is generated by the imperial operations of US, UK, and Chinese capital. 

Part II, titled “Compounding Optimism in South African Fiction,” 
highlights the history and legacies of apartheid lending practices. Chap-
ter 4, “A Tiny Ripple of Hope Between Two Worlds,” identifies a recur-
rent form of postcolonial optimism in South African literature that 
associates national anticolonial and anti-apartheid hopes with Black 
access to credit and property rights. Miriam Tlali’s Between Two Worlds 
scrutinizes apartheid-era aspirations for Black liberation that center 
financial instruments by drawing a connection between the disappoint-
ments of Sophiatown and the US civil rights movement. Unpacking the 
history of Black South African and Black American cultural and reli-
gious exchange in Sophiatown—a site where the narrator mourns the 
loss of a past home of her own—allows me to situate Tlali’s novel in 
relation to longer twentieth-century histories in which the perceived rel-
ative mobility and prosperity of Black Americans informed Black South 
African movements for economic rights. I go on to consider how the 
novel takes up this entwined history in the context of the five years of 
its writing, 1964–69, which correspond roughly to the years of its set-
ting. The hope and despair attached to Sophiatown and its destruction 
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echoes in the hope and disappointment that coheres around the US civil 
rights movement and its aftermath, marked in the text’s evocation of 
Robert F. Kennedy’s 1966 “Day of Affirmation Address” at the Uni-
versity of Cape Town. Transnational cycles of hope and despair—from 
Sophiatown to Washington D.C.—work to reaffirm in Between Two 
Worlds that Black economic rights are crucial to the undoing of the 
white supremacist nation. At the same time, the novel evinces a distinct 
unease that the pursuit of these rights may be too easily co-opted to 
extend the status quo. The novel engages hopes for the democratization 
of equity and credit, without daring to hope that such democratization 
will necessarily lead to the thriving of Black people. The novel marks 
how optimism attached to credit that produces conditions for disillu-
sionment is a transnational, racialized affect integral to life in the white 
supremacist, financialized nation-state. I argue in subsequent chapters 
that this feeling’s intensification as euphoria and despair finds renewed 
expression in postapartheid South African literature of credit and debt.

Chapter 5 charts the endurance of a South African dream of a 
redeemed economy in the postapartheid moment. Zakes Mda’s The 
Heart of Redness shows how the South African and US neoliberal states 
deploy microloans and other forms of credit to maintain optimism that 
belies the despair of indebtedness. Within Mda’s amaXhosa community, 
there are multiple visions of what the future ought to be, including those 
that alternately embrace or decry US imperialism. Yet, these dreams are 
similar in that they idealize an economy in which credit and real estate 
accrue to meritorious, self-denying entrepreneurs who work hard. In 
Mda’s fiction, such dreams continuously explode into a South African 
nightmare of debt and despair, yet they are maintained in part because 
of the ongoing economic exigency they promise to transcend. The 
nation thus proliferates forms of euphoria attached to imagined indi-
vidual potential rather than state action. Even as Mda’s novel represents 
the ubiquity of this affective register, which cycles between euphoria and 
despair, it also writes against its recurrence. The dream-like aesthetic of 
The Heart of Redness, after all, seems far from instantiating a redemp-
tive work ethic: it celebrates indulgence and dependency rather than 
austerity and autonomy. Mda’s novel dreams of having collective time 
for dreaming, and for the renewal of creative energies and expansion of 
aspirations that such a luxury would afford.

Chapter 6 reads Ekow Duker’s White Wahala as a non-developmental, 
picaresque fiction that reflects the exhausting stasis of national imaginar-
ies in which residents are perpetually owed their futures. Set in Johannes-
burg in 2014, the year in which a contraction in the housing market made 
the insufficiencies of the National Credit Act of 2005 painfully obvious, 
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the novel centers on the massively exploitative credit kiosk known as the 
“Last Best Hope Financial Service.” Thus hope, along with the despera-
tion implied by “last best” hope, is tied both to never-ending debt and to 
historic speeches by US presidents, from Lincoln to Obama, that affirmed 
America as the “last, best hope” for freedom. As White Wahala charts the 
triumphs and tribulations of the kiosk’s owner, Cash Tshabalala, it shows 
how US imperial markets, like South African credit markets, promise pro-
gressive equality by reproducing an unequal status quo. The novel thus 
doubles down on the exhaustion produced by a sense of temporariness 
and enforced optimism within a financialized economy: not just because 
precarious debt has usurped regular wages but also because ongo-
ing indebtedness is presented as the mechanism for redeeming national 
dreams. From this exhaustion, the novel finds respite by dreaming of an 
end to credit apartheid, not through the expansion of credit, but through 
the desegregation of debt. 

The centrality of Nigerian and South African governments and US 
presidential administrations to the book’s periodization reflects how 
I read literature against political speeches that articulate dreams of 
national exceptionality and alongside educational and economic poli-
cies designed to realize them. The chosen anglophone works are by no 
means representative of historical eras or national cultures; indeed, this 
project does not aim to contribute to crucial critical efforts to attend to 
the diversity of African literatures as they exist across languages, cen-
turies, genres, and media. Each part does conclude with a chapter that 
addresses a comparatively less-studied novel in African literary studies, 
namely Ike Oguine’s A Squatter’s Tale and Ekow Duker’s White Wahala. 
The inclusion of these novels is illustrative of how works have been 
selected because they are attuned to the imperial effects of US universi-
ties and US-style lending institutions. Oguine’s treatment of the falsely 
salvific promises of US university degrees, as well as Duker’s send-up of 
the exploitative South African credit industry, offer probing accounts 
of why these institutions nonetheless sustain feelings of optimism 
across generations and despite repeated disappointments. These fictions 
demand attention to the affective workings of US empire in such explicit 
terms that they inspire new ways of reading more canonical works. 

The fact that the chapters on Nigerian literature are comparative 
while the chapters on South African literature focus on single novels 
reflects how the identification of literature of postcolonial optimism 
has, in these cases, potentially been affected by engagement with and 
the pressures of the global literary marketplace. Contributing to the 
robust critical scholarship that demonstrates institutions and audiences 
in the global North have disproportionately shaped the definition and 
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circulation of “African literature,”69 the chapters on Nigeria illumi-
nate the ways African literature shaped by the US university critiques 
the material conditions of its own production and circulation. The 
US university has proven relatively ubiquitous in late twentieth- and 
early twenty-first-century Nigerian literature, in other words, in part 
because it has been central to the material support of African writ-
ers (including some of the South African writers in this study). The 
connection between lending institutions and the South African liter-
ary scene are, by comparison, less direct, and so, perhaps, less widely 
available for authorial scrutiny. That both Tlali and Duker, say, write 
novels about financial services perhaps has more to do with biographi-
cal accident—Tlali worked as an office clerk and Duker in a bank—
than with systemic market conditions. The claim is not that literature 
of postcolonial optimism is necessarily or equally represented across 
postcolonial national literatures. Those literatures can, however, be 
generatively read through the lens of postcolonial optimism, produc-
ing literary groupings that clarify how US empire variously permeates 
postcolonial national imaginaries.

The groupings presented here highlight that different national histo-
ries of postcolonial optimism are expressed through different kinds of 
narrative structures. The predominant genre of the Nigerian chapters 
is historical fiction, broadly defined: Emecheta, for example, reflects 
slantwise on the Second Republic by writing about the First, Chris 
Abani reflects on the Third Republic by writing about the Second, and 
Ike Oguine and Adichie reflect on Nigeria at and after the new mil-
lennium by writing about the Third. Writing the histories of Nigeria’s 
Republics, I contend, allows writers to reflect on continuities across 
“failed” democracies and to expose how ongoing optimistic orienta-
tions maintain empire. By evoking past years when democracy seemed 
imminent and the Nigerian dream realizable, writers are better able to 
sketch the limitations of contemporary hopes and aspirations. At the 
same time, this retrospective structure does not prescribe disillusion-
ment, as writers explore fully why and how hope persists when the 
reasons for disaffection—including the non-sovereign, neocolonial sta-
tus of the Nigerian nation—are manifest. By contextualizing optimism 
as part of a longer national history, Nigerian literature of postcolo-
nial optimism historicizes the reasons for its endurance, which include 
both negotiating the affective demands of empire and deploying them 
to mobilize pan-African exchanges oriented toward different futures.

South African literature of postcolonial optimism, in contrast, is nota-
ble for its episodic quality. To be sure, episodic is a capacious term, and 
here it describes diverse styles, from Tlali’s short, interlinked realist scenes 
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to Mda’s magic realism and Duker’s postcolonial picaresque. What the 
term tries to capture, however, is that all these works undercut notions 
of progressive time. Present hopes become frantically amplified as they 
are haunted by the past and anticipate their own betrayal. Episodic nar-
ratives thus express the compounding dynamic whereby the euphoria of 
increased access to credit, and the mobility and solidarities credit enables, 
periodically collapses into the despair of debt. The recurrent narrative 
that the extension of credit (re)creates is marked at the formal level as 
exhausting repetition, much like the labor of managing debt itself. As 
South African literature of postcolonial optimism seeks out an alternative 
to ever-renewed hopes in the face of despair, it counters exhaustion with 
a commitment to rest, dreaming, and retirement that is informed by his-
tories of pan-African struggle. The temporal space opened in the affective 
state of respite offers the opportunity to envision futures other than those 
cyclical experiences of hope and despair produced through the entrench-
ment of credit and debt. 

The postcolonial, David Scott has argued, defines a “sense of the 
present as ruined time”;70 it is a temporality haunted by “the trace of 
futures past.”71 Postcolonial optimism describes a response to the obvi-
ous insufficiency of postcolonial nationhood and its development, to 
the stricken “aftermaths” of anticolonial revolutionary hopes, that lies 
somewhere between cruel investment and liberatory disinvestment in 
dreams of their renewal.72 It describes a feeling where attachments to 
the nation and its promise of democracy and equality are sustained even 
though one recognizes their precarity, and, indeed, their cruelty. Educa-
tion will mean more alienation and debt, not the development of the 
individual or nation. The expansion of consumer and property rights 
will further entrench the inequities of empire. Postcolonial optimism 
is an unsettled and unsettling feeling that anticipates the betrayal of its 
own desires. It does not proliferate worlds but points us toward the hard 
and necessary work of unmaking the world of nations under empire.





PART I
NIGERIAN LITERATURE AND  

PAN-AFRICAN OPTIMISM





Chapter 1

Pan-African American Dreams  
of the First Republic

Home and Exile collects three talks by Chinua Achebe that were deliv-
ered at Harvard University in 1998 during the author’s longest period 
of living in the United States as a faculty member. Having held a post 
at the University of Massachusetts Amherst from 1972 to 1976 and 
from 1987 to 1988, Achebe returned to the US in 1990 following a 
car accident, taking up posts at Bard College and Brown University. 
In the third talk of the book, “Today, the Balance of Stories,” Achebe 
argues for the Nigerian writer’s potential to make use of institutions that 
have exemplified the inequities of empires. A young aspiring writer in  
Nigeria, he contends, does not need to move to London or New York: 
“Write it where you are, take it down that little dusty road to the village 
post office and send it!”1 The post office, once a symbol of British empire 
for Achebe and his friends, who called the mail truck “ogbuakwu-ugwo 
(killer-that-doesn’t-pay-back)” is now, for Achebe, a potential means of 
self-explication and restitution.2 Postcolonial national independence, he 
argues, has created conditions that allow for “an incredible metaphoric 
transformation of the humble postman from the killer we called him to 
the healer.”3 Even though the writer at home must implicitly post her 
manuscript abroad to seek publication, Achebe maintains near the turn 
of the millennium the possibility of cultivating a restorative Nigerian 
literary culture.

As for the Nigerian writer abroad, Achebe is similarly hopeful that 
imperial institutions may be negotiated in a way that enables, rather 
than inhibits, national self-expression. Though he makes the claim to a 
US audience at a US university, Achebe asserts that his time in the US 
has not affected his writing: “People have sometimes asked me if I have 
thought of writing a novel about America since I have now been living 
here some years. My answer has always been ‘No, I don’t think so.’”4 
His reason is a matter of numbers and justice: “America has enough 
novelists writing about her, and Nigeria too few. And so it is, again, 
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ultimately, a question of balance. You cannot balance one thing; you 
balance a diversity of things.”5 In Achebe’s case, committing to such a 
balance means navigating how the material conditions of his talk stand 
in tension with his critique of US hegemony. As Kalyan Nadiminti argues 
in a provocative analysis of how US universities and creative writing 
programs have shaped postcolonial and global anglophone fiction, writ-
ers such as Achebe secured academic positions in US institutions in part 
because of “a cold war consensus shaping the global South as a space 
of regenerative potential for American geopolitical power.”6 On the one 
hand, Nadiminti contends, “international writers at the American uni-
versity” were perceived as “a testament to the reach of American knowl-
edge supremacy” that enabled the American university “writ large” to 
perform “a form of global ventriloquism.”7 On the other, postcolonial 
writers such as Achebe were remarkable insofar as they publicly resisted 
this (post-)Cold War ideology, such that “moments of professional har-
mony between American universities and international writing com-
munities were . . . punctuated by ideological discomfort”: “Achebe was 
hardly a pliant professor,” Nadiminti notes, particularly in his critique 
of Western conceptions of Africa.8 Achebe’s resistance to US cultural 
hegemony is addressed to a US audience because of the imperial reach 
of the US university.

Achebe’s confidence that a greater balance of stories may be achieved, 
though the Nigerian writer at home must publish abroad and the Nige-
rian writer abroad does not always speak to home, qualifies contempo-
rary scholarship on the production and reception of anglophone African 
literature. Critical lenses such as the “anthropological exotic” and the 
“extraverted novel,” coined by Graham Huggan and Eileen Julien, 
respectively, describe a postcolonial literary field shaped by privileg-
ing works, marketed as “African,” that appeal to US and UK readers.9 
While scholarship by Madhu Krishnan, among others, has cracked open 
this critical framework by highlighting the “multifocality” of African 
writing, the power of global North and especially of US readerships to 
define a circumscribed cannon of African literature continues to haunt 
literary criticism that engages African diasporic fiction that is variously 
described as “new,” “immigrant,” and “Afropolitan.”10 Read in relation 
to this critical discourse, Achebe’s hope for the development of Nigerian 
national culture under conditions of US empire, particularly, stands as 
an instance of remarkable postcolonial optimism. This optimism plau-
sibly marks Achebe’s exceptional status in the anglophone world as the 
exemplary “African” author of Things Fall Apart (1958); by the late 
1990s and early 2000s, he enjoyed the relative autonomy he imagines 
for the young Nigerian writer. Yet, as his essays and criticism from this 
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period suggest, Achebe’s optimism can also be understood as extend-
ing mid-century visions of Nigerian national becoming that sought to 
take from US institutions the means for achieving postcolonial ends. 
The US university, in these visions, is not only a site where US Cold War 
hegemony is enforced or denounced, but also a place where Nigerian 
national dreams are pursued.

This chapter situates Achebe’s postcolonial optimism in the context 
of a longer twentieth-century history that sees Nigerian political leader-
ship turn to US institutions of higher education as a means of promot-
ing postcolonial national development. Achebe’s mid-century relation to 
the US university was, he emphasizes in his nonfiction, mediated by the 
career of Nigeria’s first president, Nnamdi Azikiwe, who cultivated con-
nections with Historically Black Campuses and Universities in the US, 
as well as US land-grant institutions, as part of an anticolonial national 
project. Achebe’s postcolonial optimism registers his historical proxim-
ity to an inter-war pan-African Nigerian imaginary cultivated within US 
universities. As this chapter goes on to trace a legacy of this optimism 
borne of anticolonial struggle, it turns to J.P. Clark-Bekederemo’s 1964 
travelogue America, Their America. Clark-Bekederemo’s writing shares  
with Achebe’s a marked optimism regarding the power of its anti- 
imperial critique, not least because Clark-Bekederemo’s fellowship to 
Princeton allowed him to sustain relationships with Black US writers 
such as Langston Hughes. Nigerian artists, both Achebe and Clark-
Bekederemo suggest, might yet steal Black solidarity from Cold War US 
campuses. Such theft promises a greater balance of stories in the service 
of a pan-African Nigerian national culture resistant to US hegemony.

By reading Achebe’s nonfiction in relation to that of Azikiwe and 
Clark-Bekederemo, this chapter begins to sketch a Nigerian dream of 
postcolonial nationhood that is distinctly pan-African, embroiled in 
US empire, bound to the university, and, as subsequent chapters will 
show, resonant through contemporary fiction. Against discourses of 
the American dream trumpeted by the US state to proclaim American 
exceptionalism, this postcolonial national dream is yet to be realized. 
In the famous phrase of Langston Hughes, it is a “dream deferred,” or 
a dream of “the land that never has been yet.”11 This Nigerian dream 
is co-constituted with an African-American dream of securing political 
sovereignty for Black people within the US, and it limns how African-
American dreams have shaped and been shaped by Black anticolonial 
aspirations beyond the US.12 It is a dream of postcolonial nationality 
that reveals itself to be remarkably resilient, an object of optimism that 
endures even as the debts and dependencies incurred by US universities 
and US imperial investment become ever more manifest. 
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Nigerian Optimism and Black Universities

As Chinua Achebe told it, he decided to use part of his UNESCO grant 
to travel to the United States in 1963 because colonial educators had 
warned him against it: 

I was curious about America, because the British colonial education I 
had received took pains to put America down. One of my teachers in 
high school was fond of reading out editorials written by Nigeria’s lead-
ing nationalist, who, apparently, wrote very bad English. And my teacher 
linked this deficiency of the Nigerian to his American education, which 
was, of course, totally inferior to the British brand, and featured such 
subjects as dishwashing.13

In a 1994 essay originally delivered at Lincoln University, Achebe speci-
fies that the “leading nationalist” was indeed Nigeria’s first president, 
Nnamdi Azikiwe, whose anticolonial newspapers unleashed “a sweep-
ing educational project . . . on the streets and pathways of Nigeria’s 
towns and villages.”14 Achebe describes a particular teacher who would 
attempt to show “how badly written the articles were” by attributing 
to them a “bombastic” style supposedly consistent with “the low stan-
dard of American education.”15 As Achebe’s trip attests, the criticisms 
of Azikiwe only enlivened the writer’s desire to follow in the national 
leader’s footsteps. 

Achebe’s optimistic orientation to Nigerian national independence, 
then, is part of a longer history of Nigerian national becoming that is 
tied to the US university. Azikiwe famously spent nine years at US uni-
versities from 1925 to 1934 and would be followed in the 1930s—not 
least because of his own efforts to encourage African students to attend 
his alma mater, Lincoln University—by nationalists including Nwafor  
Orizu, Mbonu Ojike, and K.O. Mbadiwe, as well as the Ghanaian 
leader Kwame Nkrumah.16 For Azikiwe, the draw of US universities, 
and especially Historically Black Universities and Colleges, was both 
financial and ideological. US university fees were cheaper and the cur-
riculum more flexible than in Europe, and African students had the 
option in the US to work as they studied, which Azikiwe did.17 While 
British and French campuses “were expected to stamp colonials with an 
‘imperial’ identity rather than a radical one,” Black campuses as differ-
ent as Howard and Lincoln were similar, as Jason C. Parker notes, inso-
far as they offered a distinctive forum “to debate the black future.”18 
For Nigerians such as Azikiwe and Orizu, this meant renewing and  
re-envisioning Pan-African politics articulated by thinkers as different as 
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W.E.B. DuBois and Marcus Garvey by working first for a “United States 
of Africa,” and then for a Nigerian nation that would keep alive pan-
African aspirations.19 “What was imaginable in 1946 but not in 1966,” 
Frederick Cooper notes, “was that there were multiple alternatives to 
empire that did not presume that the end point was the nation-state,” 
such that “the success of [national] political movements in Africa after 
World War II was both a liberation and a narrowing of political imagi-
nation and political possibilities.”20 The significance of US universities to 
anticolonial movements was such that Okechukwu Ikejani, a protégé of 
Azikiwe and fellow alumnus of Lincoln, suggested in a 1946 essay titled 
“Nigeria’s Made-in-America Revolution” that “the first skirmishes in 
the struggle for the political freedom of the twenty-one million people 
of Nigeria are being fought today in the colleges of the United States.”21

Achebe’s UNESCO visit extended into the Cold War era a Nigerian 
national history in which aspirations for pan-African sovereignty were 
nurtured through Nigerian and Black American political and cultural 
exchange.22 Within this history, the optimistic nationalism encapsulated 
by the so-called American dream was internationalized and rerouted 
through African and diasporic contexts. Nnamdi Azikiwe was in the 
US the year James Truslow Adams’s 1931 The Epic of America was 
published. The book is often credited with popularizing the notion of an 
American dream, defined by Adams as “that dream of a land in which 
life should be better and richer and fuller for every man, with oppor-
tunity for each according to his ability or achievement.”23 Adams con-
trasts the American dream to European class hierarchies and imagines 
it to be fundamentally individualist and implicitly restricted to white 
men. Yet, the Nigerian nationalist history that inspired Achebe’s first 
trip to the US highlights that the American dream was also thought in 
relation to anticolonial and Black radical movements that simultane-
ously invoked the US as a model of resistance to British colonialism and 
excoriated the US’s anti-Black and therefore anti-democratic political 
order. Azikiwe’s 1937 theory of African history in Renascent Africa, 
for example, firmly associates the US with democracy and freedom, but 
does so by declaring that the 1847 Liberian Declaration of Independence 
enshrined ideals of US governance in a state that promised sovereignty 
to Black people. In his paean to this political “literary masterpiece,” 
Azikiwe lauds the document and assumed nation as that which promises 
“to the fullest, the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”24 
The language of dreaming and unfettered optimism is reserved for the 
vision of nationhood that seems to extend the possibility of national 
and global Black sovereignty, albeit by glossing over the history of set-
tler colonialism foundational to the nation: “Who would live in Liberia  
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[on National Independence Day] and not dream dreams and see visions 
of a more glorious destiny! Beautiful! Wonderful!”25 Azikiwe establishes 
a genealogy that routes the American dream through Africa to find its 
fullest expression, even if, as he acknowledges, the dream of Liberia 
has been “blasted by the artifices and chicaneries of European diplo-
macy” and is also yet to be realized.26 In his 1970 autobiography My 
Odyssey, Azikiwe reiterated the interweaving of Nigerian pan-African 
dreams with Black American histories, citing as the main inspirations 
for his decision to seek an education in the US a letter by Garvey in The 
Negro World, a sermon by James Aggrey, and a biography of James A. 
Garfield (W.M. Thayer’s From Log Cabin to the White House): “I said 
to myself that if Garvey could dream of ‘One God, One Aim, and One 
Destiny’ in America . . . and if Aggrey could also dream that nothing but 
the best was good enough for Africa, then not even death would stop 
me from reaching America in order to make my dreams come true.”27 
Those dreams position the achievement of Nigerian national democracy 
and pan-African federation to come as the fulfillment of Black Ameri-
can dreams yet to be realized, whether in the US or Liberia. This is the 
American dream collectivized as internationalized Black sovereignty. 

As Achebe traveled to the US for the first time in 1963, then, he did 
so in a culminating moment of decades of rhetorical entwinement of 
American and Nigerian dreams to promote democracies that were pred-
icated on Black suffrage and sovereignty. In 1959, Azikiwe celebrated 
a shared history of looking toward a democratic future in his address 
to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People in 
New York on its fiftieth anniversary: “the NAACP has been an inspira-
tion to me and to my colleagues who have struggled in these past years 
in order to strengthen the cause of democracy and revive the stature of 
man in my country.”28 This inspiration redounded, in turn, within the US 
civil rights movement. Martin Luther King Jr., who attended Azikiwe’s 
inauguration, cited the event in an Emancipation Day address deliv-
ered in Savannah, Georgia in 1961 titled “The Negro and the American 
Dream.” Newly-independent African nations, King argued, “are look-
ing over here . . . They want to know what we are doing about democ-
racy, and they are making it clear that racism and colonialism must 
go.”29 He called on his audience to respond by making “a determined 
effort to achieve the ballot” so as “to help America realize its dream.” 
Pan-African Nigerian dreams were inspired by Black Americans, while 
American dreams were redefined as necessarily pan-African. 

The university remained, for Azikiwe particularly, a lynchpin in these 
dreams and a locus of national and pan-African optimistic attachment. 
As Tim Livsey shows in his 2017 study of Nigeria’s University Age, 
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there was a “striking transnational consensus, from the 1940s to the 
early 1960s” that universities were “crucial institutions in decoloniz-
ing nations.”30 Even so, the mid-century “optimism around Nigerian 
universities tended to overshadow the practical difficulties of develop-
ment through higher education.”31 After being elected premier of the 
Eastern Region in 1954, Azikiwe initiated discussions with the US in 
1955 regarding the establishment of the University of Nigeria, Nsukka. 
Since the 1930s, per Livsey, the establishment of an African university 
that “would be an agent of social, economic, and spiritual renewal” 
had been a “long-cherished dream” of Azikiwe’s.32 Facing pressure 
from the British and fellow Nigerians for the new university to have a 
special relation to London, like University College Ibadan (established 
in 1948), Azikiwe compromised on his radical anticolonial vision to  
work for a university founded with the aid of both the British and the 
Americans: his new university would be a place where “the philosophy 
of the [US] land-grant college system can be blended perfectly with our 
British traditions.”33 While the main US institutional collaborator in the 
project was Michigan State University, the “philosophy” invoked by 
Azikiwe was a democratizing one that included legislation against racial 
discrimination in admissions in the Second Morrill Act and the estab-
lishment of seventeen Historically Black Colleges and Universities. The 
aim of establishing Black institutions that exceeded vocational train-
ing resonated with the missions of Storer, Howard, and Lincoln.34 As 
Achebe noted near the end of a 1994 conference honoring Azikiwe at 
Lincoln University, “when Azikiwe founded the University of Nigeria, 
Nsukka, in 1960, he named schools and colleges and departments after 
the distinguished African Americans Leo Hansberry, Paul Robeson, and 
Washington Carver.”35As Maik Nwosu has detailed, a number of dis-
tinguished faculty in the Department of English who taught alongside 
literary luminaries such as Achebe in the early 1980s had US degrees, 
including Emeka Nwabueze (Bowling Green State University), Chim-
alum Nwankwo (University of Texas at Austin), and Ossie Enekwe 
(Columbia University).36 The US university was central to plans for the 
new Nigerian nation, and Nigerian universities evidence how this new 
nation was conceived as pan-African.37

For his part, Achebe, who was a member of the first cohort of students 
at University College, Ibadan, embarked on his trip to the US eager to 
encounter African-American literature beyond Booker T. Washington’s 
school-approved Up From Slavery; he relished the opportunity to read 
James Baldwin and to meet with “Langston Hughes, Paule Marshall, 
Amiri Baraka, then called LeRoi Jones, and others.”38 Achebe noted, 
in a 1988 tribute to James Baldwin, that his decision to go to the US 
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was also informed by “the strong impression made on me by Langston 
Hughes—his deus ex machina appearance at that critical moment in the 
intellectual and literary history of modern Africa, and that unspoken 
message of support and solidarity after three hundred years of brutal 
expatriation.”39 A turn to the US was not only a turn to an emergent 
world power; it was a turn to African-American articulations of reso-
nant dreams of freedom.

Situating Achebe in relation to Azikiwe and the US university as 
a site of pan-African exchange productively reframes foundational 
debates around anglophone African literature in the mid-twentieth 
century. Take, for example, Achebe’s famous 1965 defense of English 
as an African language, which has been a key text in both postcolo-
nial scholarship and classrooms considering the politics of language.40 
As Mukoma wa Ngugi highlighted in The Rise of the African Novel 
(2018), Makerere and post-Makerere writers such as Achebe, though 
they were part of a small, educated elite, used English to forge “a larger 
Pan-African identity,” insofar as “Africans were getting a sense of larger 
Africa” by reading “African writers [who had] become national writers 
in nations outside their own.”41 The emphasis in this analysis is on a 
continental pan-Africanism (“one where a Zambian in a Kenyan airport 
is pleasantly shocked by running into Achebe”).42 To be sure, Achebe’s 
defense of English highlighted continental politics: “the only reason 
why we can even talk about African unity is that when we get together 
we can have a manageable number of languages to talk in,” including  
English.43 It is significant, however, that “English and the African 
Writer,” which responded to questions raised at the 1962 conference for 
anglophone African writers at Makarere University, concludes with a 
quotation from an African-American writer:

Writing in the London Observer recently, James Baldwin said: 
My quarrel with English language has been that the language 
reflected none of my experience. But now I began to see the mat-
ter in quite another way . . . Perhaps the language was not my 
own because I had never attempted to use it, had only learned to 
imitate it. If this were so, then it might be made to bear the burden 
of my experience if I could find the stamina to challenge it, and 
me, to such a test. 

I recognise, of course, that Baldwin’s problem is not exactly mine, but 
I feel that the English language will be able to carry the weight of my 
African experience.44 

Nigerian and African-American negotiations of the English language 
are here complementary and divergent, negotiated through Achebe’s 
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quotation of Baldwin and open to ongoing influence. English is a lan-
guage of colonialism and slavery, but also a language for articulating 
global Black solidarity, including through the expression of distinctive 
experiences. The invocation of Baldwin highlights the importance of 
pan-African American exchange to the formation of an anglophone 
Nigerian national literature. Put more broadly, while twentieth-century 
anglophone postcolonial literature has long been understood as “writ-
ing back” to the language of British empire, it has also been simul-
taneously shaped by US empire and pan-African-American forms of 
resistance to it.45

Similarly, the coalescence of Nigerian national and literary histories 
around the US university, and especially HBCUs, augments discussions 
of postcolonial literary resistance to Cold War US imperialism. Achebe 
and his contemporaries were certainly aware of US attempts to shape 
emergent postcolonial national cultures. Obiajunwa Wali, for example, 
argued in Transition in 1963 that African literature, “as now under-
stood and practiced [at Makarere],” merely parrots the “current cliches 
of the English and American new critics.”46 He decried the production 
and reception of African literature that, for example, proclaimed the 
playwright and poet J.P. Clark-Bekederemo the “Tennessee Williams 
of the Tropics.”47 Wali did not know at the time of writing that Transi-
tion, as well as the 1962 Makarere conference itself, was funded by the 
CIA working through the Paris-based Congress for Cultural Freedom 
(CCF), purportedly to combat Soviet influence on the continent.48 Yet, 
these facts do not necessarily amplify Wali’s denunciation of the anglo-
phone literary scene. Cold War scholars have emphasized that US inter-
ventions in emergent postcolonial African national literary cultures did 
not make African writers “puppets of the United States and its Cold 
War allies.”49 Peter Kalliney argues that the CIA’s “form of indirect 
patronage afforded a generation of African writers more rather than 
less autonomy, both politically and aesthetically, largely because the 
CIA was so concerned about secrecy that it could not make any trans-
parent demands on the intellectuals it supported.”50 African writers, 
Kalliney contends, were able to “express a version of Cold War neutral-
ity” that took its political tone from “the Bandung Conference of 1955, 
the nonaligned movement, and the Organisation for African Unity.”51 
Taiwo Adetunji Osinubi’s reading of Achebe’s evasion of binary Cold 
War rhetoric in Man of the People offers an earlier elucidation and con-
cretization of this point.52 The Nigerian political and cultural turn to 
HBCUs highlights that African writers’ resistance to US hegemony was 
informed not only by global South solidarities, but also by solidarity 
with African Americans, whose “dismal civil rights situation,” Monica 
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Popescu notes, the US hoped “to address and dispel” through imperial 
rhetoric that promised to impart to former colonies “the democratic 
values and institutions it achieved.”53 Optimistic attachments to US 
universities could be maintained alongside critiques of US imperialism 
through pan-African aspirations to both national development and the 
development of pan-African national literary cultures. 

“Don’t let them get you!”: Postcolonial Optimism and  
US Empire

In the early 1960s, the US was, for Nigerian intellectuals such as Achebe, 
an expanding empire and an established site of shared anticolonial and 
anti-racist struggle. Per Gary Wilder, “decolonization was an epochal 
process of global restructuring that unfolded on a vast political terrain 
inhabited by diverse actors and agencies,” such that “colonized peo-
ples and European policymakers were not always the primary actors in 
this drama.”54 There is no drama without conflict, however, and as the 
poet and playwright J.P. Clark-Bekederemo describes Achebe’s arrival 
in the US in his 1964 memoir America, Their America, there was good 
reason for tempering optimism, albeit without fully ceding it. Clark-
Bekederemo begins the first chapter of his account of the academic year 
he spent at Princeton University with a sentence about the conditions 
of his departure: “At midnight one Wednesday night in May I fled the 
United States of America.”55 As he boards the plane, he issues a warning 
to Achebe, recently arrived “on some ticket to America, unlike mine just 
ended, a right and proper one from UNESCO” (15). “Countryman,” 
Clark-Bekederemo admonishes, “come home soon; don’t let them get  
you!” (16). The “them,” of course, are Americans, and Clark-Bekedere-
mo’s warning, like America, Their America as a whole, acknowledges and 
resists the appeal of the US as a potential intellectual home for Nigeria’s 
writers and as a model for Nigeria as nation. For Clark-Bekederemo, the 
United States is a destination that compels attention but also a nation 
to escape.56

Clark-Bekederemo, notably, was not leaving the US in haste strictly 
of his own accord. Rather, his “ticket” to America had been abruptly cut 
short by Princeton administrators who judged him to be in violation of 
the terms of his fellowship. The Parvin Fellowship Program, announced 
in 1961 as a partnership between the Albert Parvin Foundation and 
the Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs, was 
“designed to assist in preparing young men and women from the emerg-
ing nations for leadership in their own countries while also giving them 
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an opportunity to see at first hand and explore the democratic traditions 
of the western world.”57 Clark-Bekederemo was one of a handful of 
“special students” who hailed from what Princeton president Robert F. 
Goheen described as “new nations” that “greatly need the aid, experi-
ence, and educational resources that the more advanced societies can 
afford them.”58 As a fellow, Clark-Bekederemo was expected to “share 
fully in the life of the university,” take “courses as seemed best suited 
to [his] individual needs,” and once a week attend “an informal semi-
nar” meant to impart a “deeper understanding” of “what the United 
States is, its place in history, its humane aspirations, and its awareness of 
its own domestic and international problems.”59 Clark-Bekederemo, in 
contrast, took every opportunity to hang out with friends in New York 
City (101); he signed up for a course on the Development of American 
Literature that he rarely attended (205); and he reported himself to look 
“perennially sullen” in the seminar that insisted the US was “the nation 
that today is the mightiest, the richest, and the freest man has ever set 
eyes on since the sun rose first on the chaos that was then the universe” 
(121, 123). The university withdrew its support because Clark-Bekeder-
emo refused to learn what Princeton, “the proud custodian of all that is 
America, beautiful and perfect,” was teaching (29).

Clark-Bekederemo’s memoir reads in some respects as an exemplar 
of postcolonial literature of disillusionment of the 1960s and 1970s that 
emerged in the wake of national liberation movements, although its pes-
simism is oriented less toward Nigeria than toward the nation that offers 
itself as a model for Nigerian nationhood. Clark-Bekederemo’s caution 
to Achebe, like his book, points to US Cold War policies that, by the early 
1960s, had co-opted anticolonial and postcolonial rhetoric of national 
liberation to further US imperialism. Clark-Bekederemo’s account of his 
time as a Parvin Fellow at Princeton is defined by continuous opposition 
to an institutional and national culture suffused by developmental logics 
that posited the US as a model of freedom and democracy rather than, as 
per Azikiwe and King, a nation where these ideals had yet to be made “a 
living reality in American society.”60 Contra Azikiwe, Clark-Bekederemo 
accordingly denounces US universities, whether predominately white or 
historically Black, as drivers of imperial oppression. At the same time, 
Clark-Bekederemo’s relation to the university is not only oppositional; as 
his involuntary departure from the US denotes, the writer was ready to 
commit to the full term of his Princeton fellowship. For Clark-Bekederemo, 
as for Achebe, the US university is not defined solely in terms of its Cold 
War imperial agenda. Rather, the institution’s resources can be repurposed 
by the Nigerian intellectual who pursues pan-African exchanges that fur-
ther liberatory dreams. America may be “theirs,” but optimism persists 
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in the hope that something that is “ours” might yet be stolen away from 
time on the US campus.

 Clark-Bekederemo’s refusal of the American “gospel” (120), as it 
is called in a chapter titled “The American Dream,” recurs through-
out America, Their America, which offers differently scaled structural 
analyses of US imperialism, including one that targets the writer’s host 
university, specifically. Against the celebration of Princeton’s supposed 
beneficence in “invest[ing] the President of Liberia with several hon-
ours and gifts,” Clark-Bekederemo notes that the university is in a 
position to make such gifts in part because it enjoys the patronage of 
Harvey Firestone, who made “one huge rubber plantation” of Liberia 
after the jailing of Garvey (33). The few tokens offered to the Liberian 
president do not compare to the resources enjoyed by those with access 
to Princeton’s Harvey S. Firestone Memorial Library. Concomitantly, 
the cost of the Parvin Fellow’s access to American “democratic tradi-
tions” and “American resources” has been the suppression of pan-
African movements for sovereignty and the development of extractive 
plantation economies. In his critiques of Princeton, Clark-Bekederemo 
was part of a broader cohort of writers, including from Latin America, 
who participated in what Nadiminti terms the “internationalization 
of the research university” in the Cold War US, while ensuring that it 
“was not merely a conduit to professionalism but also a contentious 
political arena.”61

Notably, Clark-Bekederemo’s critique of and disillusionment with 
US higher education is not limited to the predominately white institu-
tion but extends to those Black universities that were, in many ways, at 
the vanguard of the US university’s internationalization. Noting that the 
American African Institute, which “in Nigeria alone . . . now airlifts on 
the average every year a hundred or so students straight into the dor-
mitories and classes in the US” (155–56), the writer contends that the 
program shows “little awareness” of either the problem of brain drain 
or of the fact that “Harvard and Howard” alike regularly refused Afri-
can students the opportunity to pursue graduate degrees (157–58). If, as 
Jason C. Parker argues, “the black campus quietly represented for black 
peoples the lodestar of freedom that American cold warriors asserted 
for the United States as a whole,” it was not, as Parker himself demon-
strates, unaffected by a Cold War milieu in which American assertions 
of freedom and beneficence were invoked as realities, thereby effecting 
the real expansion of US imperialism.62 In 1960, for example, newly 
inaugurated Howard president James Nabrit argued that the Histori-
cally Black University was especially well-positioned to contribute to the 
US government’s aid and development programs: 
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We aim to serve our country in making our . . . special attributes freely 
available to it as our government strives to gain the confidence of the 
uncommitted colored races of the world. In the deadly contest between 
democracy and communism the dynamic experience in democracy in 
action at Howard University may well be among the decisive factors.63 

Throughout the late 1950s and early 1960s, Howard had “the highest 
percentage of foreign students enrolled among American [institutions].”64 
It was in practice what other universities aspired to be in theory, and it 
was able to leverage this act for funding by positioning itself as “an asset 
to the United States in waging the Cold War.”65 This positioning was par-
ticularly important following Brown v. Board of Education (1954), as 
concerns about enrollment and funding were exacerbated after desegrega-
tion raised the prospect of HBCUs having to compete for Black students.66 

While institutions such as Howard thus strategically adopted Cold 
War rhetoric at least in part to ensure survival, Clark-Bekederemo’s 
criticisms register how difficult it had become by the early 1960s to 
disentangle the erstwhile radical political and cultural practices nur-
tured within Black US colleges and universities from US imperial ven-
tures bolstered by Cold War rhetoric. When Azikiwe called on NAACP 
members in 1959 to “help us” by “opening the doors of your seats of 
learning to students from Africa” and “giving us the desired techni-
cal, technological, and managerial co-operation in the development of 
our natural resources,”67 he was in harmony with the administration of 
John F. Kennedy, which paid out tens of millions of dollars of economic 
and military “assistance” in the five years following a May 1961 study 
of Nigeria’s six-year development plan.68 The Kennedy administration, 
Livsey notes, “allocated more development funding to Nigeria than any 
other African nation, and overall the United States government sup-
ported more educational projects in Nigeria during the 1950s and 1960s 
than any other nation on earth, including Vietnam.”69 This investment 
would help to consolidate the US as a major investor in and consumer 
of Nigerian crude oil over the next fifty years; the maintenance of an 
extractive economy, in turn, would delimit Nigerian democracy at home 
and influence abroad.70

Clark-Bekederemo’s warning to Achebe expresses apprehension 
about a Cold War context in which the American university proclaims 
the US as a model of freedom and democracy achieved. “It is difficult,” 
Clark-Bekederemo concludes, “to tell where cold calculating Greek gifts 
begin with the American people and when warm, altruistic Christian 
charity is at work with them” (155). Such is Nelson Mandela’s view 
in the 1958 article “American Imperialism: A New Menace in Africa,” 
which describes an “elaborately disguised” form of domination that 
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“maintains that the huge sums of dollars invested in Africa are not for 
the exploitation of the people of Africa but for the purpose of develop-
ing their countries and in order to raise their living standards.”71 The 
dilemma, Mandela argues, is that “the new self-governing territories 
in Africa require capital to develop their countries . . . but the idea of 
making quick and high profits, which underlies all the developmental 
plans launched in Africa by the USA, completely effaces the value of 
such plans in so far as the masses of the people are concerned.”72 Aimé 
Césaire, in Discours sur le colonialisme (1955), concurred in a style 
resonant with Clark-Bekederemo’s warning to Achebe:

‘Aid to the disinherited countries,’ says Truman. ‘The time of the old 
colonialism has passed.’ That’s also Truman. 

Which means that American high finance considers that the time has 
come to raid every colony in the world. So, dear friends, here you have 
to be careful! 

I know that some of you, disgusted with Europe, with all that hideous 
mess which you did not witness by choice, are turning—oh! in no great 
numbers—toward America and getting used to looking upon that country 
as a possible liberator. 

‘What a godsend’ you think. 
‘The bulldozers! The massive investments of capital! The roads! The 

ports!’ 
‘But American racism!’ 
‘So what? European racism in the colonies has inured us to it!’ 
And there we are, ready to run the great Yankee risk. 
So, once again, be careful! 
American domination—the only domination from which one never 

recovers. I mean from which one never recovers unscarred.73

The refusal to see “aid” as exploitation and imperialism is exactly the 
American fantasy Clark-Bekeredemo repeatedly identifies and con-
demns. “The testimonial and dream” of “the ordinary American citi-
zen,” he suggests, is one that erroneously equates freedom with “the 
right to private property and of the inherent ability and right of man 
to exploit an existing opportunity for wealth”: “so accommodating is 
the heaven of property and free private enterprise, everybody within 
enjoys absolute happiness even though one capacity may be no bigger 
than a jug’s and another as large as the Atlantic” (129–30). For Clark-
Bekederemo, America is the “limit, both of the dream and of the actual-
ity” of the supposed “achievement” of “western and white civilization” 
that is “crying pride and power everywhere”: it proclaims the dream 
loudly, but its actuality is “achieved as likely as not at the expense of the 
dark” (11). European imperialism, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o noted, creates 
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the “wasteland” that it then purports to “cure.”74 A US variation lays 
waste and offers cure in the form of investment in educational institu-
tions that promote the securitization of US empire.75

Clark-Bekederemo’s treatment of the US and its universities stands as 
a critical counterpoint to Azikiwe’s more optimistic writings that inspired 
Achebe’s travels. The disillusionment Clark-Bekederemo expresses in rela-
tion to the US is incomplete, however, and the writer remains disappointed 
that his fellowship is cut short. There is a remainder of optimism, in other 
words, in Clark-Bekederemo’s writing, and this remainder registers an 
anticolonial, pan-African valence. While on fellowship Clark-Bekederemo, 
like Achebe, actively nurtured relationships with African-American artists 
during his visit to the US, reuniting for example with Langston Hughes, 
whom he had met at the 1962 African Writers Conference at Makerere 
University. Hughes in turn introduced him to writers such as the play-
wright Vinnette Carroll (102). Universities mediated other critically pro-
ductive relationships. Clark-Bekederemo, for example, gives a detailed 
account of his time with his friend Gloria, “a girl from Columbia [Univer-
sity] who had only then recently returned home from doing research work 
in Nigeria” (65). Their conversations—about hair, slavery, and food—
open the way for broader reflections about the possibilities and pitfalls 
of pan-African solidarity. Clark-Bekederemo lauds the “genuine historical 
stand of Negritude,” the “Pan-African Movement of Marcus Garvey and 
Dr. Dubois,” and “writers of real worth” such as James Baldwin, Ralph 
Ellison, Paul Vessey, and “Papa Langston Hughes himself” (79–81).76  
Clark-Bekederemo’s relation to Princeton, finally, is one that Stefano  
Harney and Fred Moten ascribe to “the subversive intellectual in the 
modern university,” who must “abuse its hospitality” and “spite its mis-
sion”: “one can only sneak into the university and steal what one can.”77 
What Clark-Bekederemo steals from Princeton includes the opportunity 
to engage off-campus with Black American people, culture, and politics. 

Princeton, in other words, is not just an institution to be critiqued 
for its collusions in imperial developmentalism but also an institution 
from within which one might pursue other collective visions of futu-
rity. Clark-Bekederemo’s refusal of professionalism manifests what 
Harney and Moten describe as “that criminal impulse to steal from 
professions, from the university, with neither apologies nor malice, to 
steal the enlightenment for others, to steal oneself with a certain blue 
music, a certain tragic optimism, to steal away with mass intellectuality” 
(40). The optimism secreted in Clark-Bekederemo’s exploitation of his 
fellowship to pursue relationships and passions unrecognized by the 
university counters the officious forms of hope proffered in Cold War 
developmentalist policy. Harney and Moten, analyzing US politics after 
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Reagan, distinguish between hope that appears as “a matter of policy” 
and an “exuberantly metacritical hope [that] has always exceeded every 
immediate circumstance in its incalculably varied everyday enactments 
in the fugitive art of social life” (73). America, Their America, analyzing 
mid-century US politics from the perspective of the recently postcolonial 
subject, enacts such a distinction in Clark-Bekederemo’s persistent opti-
mistic attachment to the university.

The hope borne of Black sociality in Clark-Bekederemo’s book 
diverges sharply from the lessons and futures offered in the Princeton 
classroom. Against the stultifying teaching of policy, Harney and Moten 
posit the “beyond of teaching” that “is really about . . . not finishing 
oneself, not passing, not completing; it’s about allowing subjectivity 
to be unlawfully overcome by others, a radical passion and passivity 
such that one becomes unfit for subjection” (28). More instructive and 
transformative than any time in a seminar are the pan-African encoun-
ters that thus overwhelm. News coverage of the harassment of James 
Meredith, the first Black student to attend the University of Mississippi, 
manifests in the writer’s consciousness in a dream that also incorpo-
rates his concern for his family: “one nightmare featuring my brother 
and James Meredith all mixed up in one terrible role and struggle for 
identity and survival, a nightmare short but self-repeating and more live 
than anything I remember on screen or stage” (64).78 The nightmare 
belies the myth of the American dream. It also signals a disordering 
of self, a profound solidarity that Harney and Moten might describe 
as “the prophetic organization of the undercommons” (28). Princeton 
remains a site of optimism to the degree that one might steal from it 
the opportunity to give focused attention to “the case for action,” as 
presented for example at the “first ever united front Negro meeting at 
Harlem’s 125th Street,” where Malcolm X, Martin Luther King, Jr., and 
Roy Wilkins “spoke in different tongues” of a nation to come (84). 
Postcolonial optimism persists in the face of US empire, as pan-African 
interchange looks forward to national futures whose imagining exceeds 
national bounds.

Pan-African Nigerian Literature

As both Achebe and Clark-Bekederemo travelled into the heart of an 
expanding imperial power, they were optimistic about the pan-African 
solidarities they might build and the opportunities for dreaming the 
postcolonial nation that might be stolen away. Achebe, for one, con-
tinually expressed that US educational institutions could be redeployed 
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to anticolonial ends. In the 1993 lecture that was the basis for the title 
essay of The Education of a British-Protected Child, he agrees with 
Henry Kissinger’s account of US interventions in Africa: “even if it is 
unintentional, we must be doing something right.”79 Achebe was able 
to take what he needed from a British colonial education; the British 
empire did something “right,” however unintentionally. The invocation 
of Kissinger and US empire implies that contemporary writers might 
likewise take what they need from the institutions of US imperialism to 
further pan-African national imaginaries. 

From within the histories that shaped the sojourns of two Nigerian 
writers to the US in the years following political independence, a series 
of related questions emerge: to what liberatory uses can English be put? 
What emancipatory futures can be imagined and pursued within and 
despite institutions of higher learning committed by their administra-
tions to US imperial interests? How often can a visiting Black writer 
from Nigeria get away with visiting Harlem when he is technically a 
Princeton Fellow? To adapt the language of Moradewun Adejunmobi 
in her incisive meditation on postcolonial cultural production, unequal 
power relations, and contingent agency: how can “self-expression and a 
scope of action” be forged from “within the constraints of postcolonial 
subjectification,” notwithstanding “the authority and reach of locally 
and globally dominant institutions”?80 Achebe and Clark-Bekederemo 
answer this question with optimism, in part because of their proximity 
to a pan-African anticolonial and civil rights history that made use of 
US universities. 

To the degree that this optimism attaches itself to a nation—even a 
nation to come—it is necessarily fraught. Pheng Cheah has demonstrated 
that postcolonial nationhood puts paid to the ideology that the nation 
can be self-actualized outside of global capitalism or the US imperial 
institutions that maintain it. The postcolonial nation, Cheah argued, 
is nonetheless “the most apposite figure for freedom today” precisely 
because in always accounting for its own limits it must imagine the decol-
onized nation to come outside of ideologies that conceptualize freedom 
as the transcendence of material conditions.81 The postcolonial optimism 
of writers of the First Republic encapsulates this tension: the decolo-
nized nation of the future requires ongoing negotiation with the imperial 
realities of the present. Insofar as postcolonial optimism registers how 
this politics of postcolonial nationality are manifest within the feeling 
subject, it also points toward the subjective comforts and pressures that 
inhere to living within this contradiction, which Cheah terms “spectral 
nationality.” Achebe and Clark-Bekederemo register these pleasures and 
pressures when, for example, they express the urgency of writing home 
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and nation from a position of exile, or of wishing to extend a sojourn in 
a nation that is manifestly not “theirs.” The pleasures of taking from US 
institutions and aid the opportunity to pursue an optimistic anti-imperial 
national politics are, to borrow Cheah’s terminology, tempered by the 
felt knowledge that these pleasures depend on and maintain the struc-
tures and institutions one hopes to dismantle. Thinking the postcolo-
nial nation and the dream of decolonized nationhood through the lens 
of postcolonial optimism opens the door for considering more fully the 
entwinement of the affective operations of empire with the affective ori-
entations that oppose it. The next chapters consider how this entwine-
ment helps to account for the renewal of postcolonial optimism after 
periods of widespread national disillusionment. They also, however, 
consider the profound psychic costs that accrue to the postcolonial feel-
ing subject when renewed commitments to postcolonial national futurity 
threaten to overwhelm pan-African dreams of decolonized nationhood.



Chapter 2

The United States of ‘Emelika’ and 
Literature of the Second Republic

Chinua Achebe’s and J.P. Clark-Bekederemo’s first sojourns to the United 
States in the early 1960s occurred in the afterglow of political and cul-
tural pan-African exchanges that nurtured both Nigeria’s “made-in-
America” revolution and the US civil rights movement (chapter 1). By the 
late 1960s, a national milieu amenable to Nnamdi Azikiwe’s enthusiasm 
for the promises of US education and investment was supplanted by one 
that was more critical of both US imperialism and postcolonial nation-
hood. Official US neutrality during the war of 1967–70 that followed the 
secession of Biafra, along with US support for white supremacist regimes 
in Rhodesia and South Africa, were among the key factors that meant 
US-Nigeria relations were strained from 1966 until the second half of 
1977.1 In 1976, Nigerian university students attacked the US Embassy 
and consulate, demanding the nationalization of the American Gulf Oil 
Company.2 Disillusionment attached to both the postcolonial nation and 
the imperial power whose oil markets significantly shaped its economy.3

Disillusionment likewise characterized national politics in the US. As 
the Democratic politician Averell Harriman put it in 1976, Americans 
became “disillusioned with their own illusions.”4 By the mid-1970s, opti-
mism seemed inadequate for describing conditions at home or influence 
abroad. The lingering scandal of Watergate, the war in Vietnam, high 
oil prices, and economic recession contributed to a widespread sense of 
crisis regarding the perceived legitimacy of US power. This was exacer-
bated by the evident failure of détente with the Soviet Union to maintain 
peace, as well as a heightened sense of the contradictions of US Cold War 
policies.5 At the same time, prominent and linked African and African-
American discourses of the US de-emphasized the nation’s democratic 
potential and critiqued its imperial reality. Stokely Carmichael’s June 
1966 Black Power declaration, for example, renounced US imperialism 
within its own national borders and declared Black communities to be 
“internal colonies.”6 
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The Nigerian literature of postcolonial optimism that I take up in this 
chapter grapples with the tenuous, state-centered renewal of optimistic 
orientations toward Nigerian nationhood and US institutions follow-
ing widespread disillusionment with both. In 1991, Kwame Anthony 
Appiah described the postcolonial as equivalent to “a kind of postopti-
mism.”7 Studies of postcoloniality have tended to emphasize a valence 
of this term that equates it with what Appiah calls “a condition of pessi-
mism.”8 Postcolonial literature attentive to the affective workings of US 
empire, however, suggests that the “post” in postoptimism is resonant 
with the “post” in postcolonial, insofar as it designates continuance as 
well as a break. In the Nigerian context, fiction that engages the renewal 
of optimism around Nigerian–US relations following the election of US 
president Jimmy Carter in 1976 and the start of the Second Republic 
(1979–82) scrutinizes how this renewal is possible given the disappoint-
ments and human suffering following the collapse of the First. It asks 
why national disillusionment—and its concomitant demand for a dif-
ferent societal order—can be so difficult to sustain. The problematic of 
literature of postcolonial optimism is not only how literature can help to 
imagine a decolonized nation or polity but also why optimism oriented 
toward an imperial order of nations persists in the wake of disillusion-
ment and despite critique. 

My argument unfolds from a close reading of Buchi Emecheta’s 
1979 novel The Joys of Motherhood.9 The canonical fiction has long 
been read as an exemplar of postcolonial literature of disillusionment 
insofar as it critiques the gendered and classed inequalities of postco-
lonial Nigeria. Its representation of the cusp of national independence 
promises that US neocolonialism will supersede British dominance. I 
argue, however, that the novel is as much about the Second Republic as 
it is about the First, especially as it meditates on how optimistic attach-
ment to a vision of postcolonial nationhood that hinges on US education 
and aid is sustained and renewed despite its clearly devastating effects. 
I suggest that Emecheta’s novel anticipates Lauren Berlant’s theoriza-
tion of cruel optimism by describing an amplified, overlapping set of 
cruelly optimistic attachments that entrench US empire and perpetuate 
gendered oppression and immiseration. In so doing, the novel makes 
clear that this postcolonial form of cruel optimism, like those Berlant 
describes, is inadequately conceptualized as ideological hoodwinking or 
naivete. Critical awareness of the high costs of postcolonial optimism 
does not inoculate against the material conditions that render it com-
pelling. Although the novel critiques the patriarchal neocolonial condi-
tions under which Nigerian nationhood was imagined in the decades 
surrounding political independence and again in the years leading up to 
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the establishment of the Second Republic, it makes clear that such cri-
tique is insufficient for transforming the affective relations that empire 
generates. Nigerian national optimism in the context of US empire is 
not so much an illusion with which one may become disillusioned: it is 
compelled and maintained as a function of the inequalities and circum-
scribed opportunities that empire produces. Achebe and Clark, writing 
in and about the First Republic, hope that Nigerian national culture 
and pan-African solidarity might be stolen away from institutions of US 
empire. Emecheta’s novel suggests such optimism is both differentially 
gendered and integral to the workings of empire. 

As Emecheta’s novel ends with a Nigerian dream of full national sov-
ereignty being optimistically pursued via men’s enrollment in the US uni-
versity, it diagnoses how postcolonial optimism creates an impasse for 
securing individual and communal thriving in Nigeria. A similar diag-
nosis of impasse is found within another novel of the Second Republic, 
Chris Abani’s 2004 GraceLand.10 While Emecheta writes during the 
Second Republic looking back on the First, and Abani writes in the 
aftermath of the Third Republic looking back on the Second, Abani’s 
novel ends, like Emecheta’s, with protagonists desiring a better Nigeria 
and looking to the US, despite the felt insufficiency of this response to 
ongoing immiseration. Both Abani and Emecheta, like writers of the 
First Republic (chapter 1), ask how the Nigerian writer might steal from 
US institutions the means to challenge US empire. The question remains 
urgent given the ongoing significance of US universities to the produc-
tion and circulation of anglophone Nigerian literature from the 1970s 
through the start of the new millennium. I argue that The Joys of Moth-
erhood and GraceLand offer an answer through the instantiation of 
a literary pan-Africanism in a postoptimistic key. This postoptimistic 
pan-Africanism disinvests from optimistic visions of national futurity 
that are imagined to nonetheless continue. As Emecheta and Abani situ-
ate their writing in traditions of African-American literature by women 
and queer men, respectively, they suggest that what might be stolen 
from nationalist Nigerian dreams of American investment, education, 
and democracy are postoptimistic, transatlantic dreams of anti-imperial 
Black solidarity. 

Cruel Optimism and Nigerian Nationhood

Emecheta’s The Joys of Motherhood relates Nnu Ego’s struggle to live a 
good life amid a transforming society in early and mid-twentieth-century 
Nigeria. An optimistic orientation to the US is introduced only near the 
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end of the fiction, at the same time as its characters begin to hopefully 
anticipate the formal end of colonialism and the establishment of a new 
nation. This late introduction, however, is precisely the point: as I argue 
elsewhere, in Emecheta’s troping, the US, and especially US education, is 
integral to the dream of Nigerian political independence.11 The relation 
is made clear through the close association of Oshia, Nnu Ego’s oldest 
son, with approaching nationhood. Oshia, as a young adult, desires to 
go to university in the US to be in a better financial situation to support 
his family: “Education is a life-long project. If I stop now, I shall only 
help them half the way” (192). At the same time, Oshia’s desire for 
securing his own and his family’s prosperity through a US education 
is synecdochically in relationship with a more general desire to secure 
national prosperity in the wake of anticipated political independence. At 
a party to celebrate Oshia’s “grade one in his Cambridge School-leaving  
Certificate,” conversation centers on the form of coming national  
sovereignty: “in the not-too-distant future we shall be ruling ourselves, 
making our own laws” (199). Nnu Ego clarifies that this means “we’ll 
have a black District Officer in a place like Ibuza,” as well as Nigerian  
Reverend Fathers, doctors, and politicians (199). Oshia’s education 
promises to forward not only the interests of his family, but also those 
of the emergent nation. As Nnu Ego hopes that Oshia might “rub shoul-
ders one day with the great men of Nigeria” (202), and indeed become a 
“great man” himself (193), her son’s education is implicitly aligned with 
the US educations of leaders of the independence movement, such as 
Nnamdi Azikiwe, who, as we have seen (chapter 1), helped to popular-
ize the idea of US universities as anticolonial alternatives to their British 
counterparts. Oshia’s optimism, like Azikiwe’s, does more than promise 
success in America—it promises that success in the US will lead to thriv-
ing in and for Nigeria. 

Emecheta’s novel exemplifies postcolonial literature of disillusion-
ment insofar as it critiques these dreams of national becoming as both 
patriarchal and vulnerable to neocolonialism. The differently gendered 
costs of Oshia’s dreams become clear as Nnu Ego suffers marginaliza-
tion and Oshia faces increasing debt. The novel pointedly highlights that 
there is no chance of Nnu Ego or her daughters travelling to the US or 
becoming leading figures of the nation. Rather, after Nnu Ego’s younger 
son, Adim, also leaves home (in his case for Canada), Nnu Ego’s “joys 
as a mother” finally consist of standing in “the sandy square” and tell-
ing people that “her son was in ‘Emelika’ and that she had another one 
also in the land of the white men—she could never manage the name 
Canada” (224). Nnu Ego’s pride in her sons’ emigration stands in sharp 
contrast to the reality of her isolation (“her daughters sent help once 
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in a while” (224)). This isolation persists until she dies quietly “by the 
roadside . . . with no child to hold her hand and no friend to talk to her”: 
“what actually broke her was, month after month, expecting to hear 
from her son in America, and from [her son] Adim too who later went 
to Canada, and failing to do so” (224). US empire has rendered even the 
potential joys of motherhood, such as pride in one’s children, all but joy-
less, and the acerbic tragedy of the novel’s final pages inflect its title with 
famous irony. In Emecheta’s account, the pan-African nationalism that 
Oshia’s optimism promises to nurture structurally takes on the attributes 
of what Nanjala Nyabola, following Nduko o’Matigere, has described 
as Man-Africanism, a “network that exists solely to protect rich, power-
ful men.”12 The critique of Azikiwe’s nationalism extends through the 
novel’s depiction of what Oshia in fact brings back to Nigeria from the 
US. When Oshia returns to Nigeria following Nnu Ego’s death, he does 
so to ensure that his mother has “the noisiest and most costly second 
burial Ibuza had ever seen”; it will, however, take Oshia “three years to 
pay off the money he had borrowed to show the world what a good son 
he was” (224). As Robin Goodman argues, Nnu Ego’s loss of her sons 
parallels the loss of her husband when he is forcibly conscripted into the 
British army earlier in the novel, indicating continuity between colonial 
and neocolonial eras: “Though Oshia, indeed, consents to go abroad 
and learn to work for the implementation of colonialist law whereas 
Nnaife is coerced, Oshia’s education to be a technician for the new global 
economy—in Nigeria, most likely in the service of the oil companies or 
the military or both—appears here as repeating the colonialist practice 
of exploitation, violence, and forced conscription for foreign interests.”13 
The novel diagnoses the cost of Nigerian dreams within US empire as the 
entrenchment of patriarchal neocolonialism in both the new nation and 
in the attitudes of its citizens. 

And yet, as much as the novel exemplifies postcolonial disillusion-
ment, it is also strikingly attuned to the remarkable persistence of post-
colonial optimism. Both Oshia and Nnu Ego remain hopeful despite 
ongoing disappointment and the continuous deferral of the good life. 
“Things will be all right,” Oshia reassures his mother, as he denies his 
family the small pleasure of a whisky party to celebrate passing exams 
so that he can save for university in the States (193, italics mine). Else-
where, he explicitly acknowledges that “though he would like to help 
his parents, that help was going to be a very long time in coming” (191). 
Nnu Ego continues to invest in her sons and their education and sing 
their praises in the sandy square, even as she acknowledges that “she 
would have been better off had she had time to cultivate those women 
who had offered her hands of friendship” (219). Oshia knows that his 
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plans burden his parents, whom he wishes to support; Nnu Ego knows 
that, by committing her energies to her sons rather than friends, she will 
continue to be relatively unsupported. 

One way to make sense of these paradoxes is to read the novel as crit-
ically revealing the hypocrisies of its characters. Stéphane Robolin aligns 
himself with other readers who have argued that Nnu Ego’s “unique 
personality” renders her stubbornly unable to challenge oppressive 
patriarchal norms and that Oshia and Adim exploit her willful igno-
rance to make “manipulative demands.”14 The novel, in these accounts, 
deploys Nnu Ego as a negative example whose life warns of the urgency 
of prioritizing traditional forms of women’s solidarity and agency.15 

Yet, I think, the novel parochializes those conceptions of the subject 
that would deem the characters irrational, passive, or uncritical by fore-
grounding the material circumstances that make their optimism in the  
face of ongoing self-denial so compelling. Oshia’s anxiety to achieve  
the job security and income promised by a university degree is not, in 
the end, irrational. In post-World War II Lagos, Nnu Ego stands agog  
at the “new exorbitant rents” levied by landlords eager to take a cut of 
the “fatter pay packets” enjoyed by discharged soldiers (188). The influx 
of capital—which will be exponentially compounded by the development 
of the oil industry—means that individuals need more capital to sustain 
a standard of living. Chances of achieving this are greatly enhanced by 
a foreign degree and consequent access to government posts. Likewise, 
Nnu Ego’s commitments are shaped by immediate need: 

She had never had the time. What with worrying over this child, this 
pregnancy, and the lack of money, coupled with the fact that she never 
had adequate outfits to wear to visit her friends, she had shied away from 
friendship, telling herself she did not need any friends, she had enough in 
family. But had she been right? (219).

Nnu Ego, in other words, did not have the resources—the time and the 
money—to pursue the desires that would have enhanced her long-term 
well-being. Oshia is eager to adapt to a changing world by taking up 
new opportunities that promise that he, a poor Igbo youth, might one 
day become a “great man” (193). Nnu Ego tries to live according to the 
values with which she was raised: “she had been brought up to believe 
that children made a woman” (219). Neither approach ensures hoped-
for thriving. Given these double binds, the continuance of an optimistic 
orientation toward US education and postcolonial nationhood is not a 
simple matter of naivete or self-interest. To adapt Pheng Cheah’s phrasing, 
“psychical coercion or ideological mystification” is beside the point.16 The 
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dream that Oshia’s education in the US will benefit Nigerians and Nigeria 
is relentlessly aspirational: happiness is promised, but always deferred. 
Postcolonial optimism under US empire produces isolation rather than 
desired mutual support; yet, it remains sustaining because material cir-
cumstances delimit alternatives. 

Emecheta illustrates how gendered Nigerian dreams of postcolonial 
nationhood are cruel because they are at once desired and oppressive. 
Optimism is cruel, argues Lauren Berlant, “when the object [or] scene 
that ignites a sense of possibility actually makes it impossible to attain 
the expansive transformation for which a person or a people risks striv-
ing.”17 The pursuit of the American dream of opportunity and economic 
and social mobility in the US, Berlant shows, is often cruelly optimistic in 
racialized ways.18 Emecheta describes the particular cruelty of optimism 
in the postcolonial nation. Nigerian dreams are doubly cruel, Emecheta 
suggests, because they aspire not only to individual prosperity but also 
to postcolonial national thriving. They are especially cruel because they 
insist that individual achievement is not, and will never be, enough to 
ensure national greatness. In other words, it is not enough for Oshia to 
earn degrees (as a US citizen might be imagined to embody US excep-
tionalism by virtue of their educational success). He must also seek to 
impossibly deploy his education to secure the ever-deferred well-being 
of the polity that has been subjected to neocolonial rule. The 2007 reces-
sion led Berlant to assert that, in the US and Europe, “the promise of 
the good life no longer masks the living precarity of this historical pres-
ent.”19 Thirty years earlier, Emecheta vividly displays the living precarity 
that is generated and reinforced by the pursuit of the good life promised 
by postcolonial nationhood under US empire. As Emecheta makes clear, 
precarity has characterized Nigerians’ negotiation of fantasies of “the 
good life” before and since the nation’s inception in the context of (neo)
colonialism’s historical disruptions.

The Joys of Motherhood, then, is not only a novel of postcolonial 
disillusionment but also a novel grappling with the endurance of post-
colonial optimism that is especially cruel. It is here that thinking of 
the novel as being of the Second Republic becomes useful. Emecheta 
reports in her 1986 autobiography Head Above Water that The Joys 
of Motherhood was written in London over the last few weeks of 1976 
and the entirety of January 1977.20 The two biographical events that 
inspired the novel were both related to the cruel effects of educational  
aspiration. First, Emecheta’s daughter Chiedu left home (then in London)  
after Emecheta, who had been struggling to afford tuition as she worked 
toward her own PhD in Sociology, refused to pay for Chiedu to attend 
a fee-paying school to complete her A-levels.21 Emecheta explains that 



50  African Literature and US Empire

The Joys of Motherhood was initially dedicated to Chiedu because 
her daughter’s departure made her “accept my lot,” which is to say, 
“the worst that could happen to me was to die by the wayside with 
everybody saying, ‘To think she gave all her life for her children.’”22  
Second, at around the same time as Chiedu’s departure, a man with 
whom Emecheta would continue to enjoy a “very, very long friendship” 
but whom she refused to marry announced that he “was packing in 
his job and leaving for America to do a PhD in Mineral Economics”: 
“It looked as if he could stand my popularity, he could stand my writ-
ing, but the Igbo man still thinks that taking on a serious project like a 
PhD should be for men only.”23 The diagnosis resonates with the novel’s 
depiction of gendered injustice regarding who is expected to seek an 
education and for what ends. 

The fact that Emecheta’s friend left to pursue doctoral work in the 
US also, however, importantly registers that by the late 1970s the US 
was enjoying something of a renewal in the Nigerian imaginary as a site 
for pursuing educational and investment goals closely bound to dreams 
of national becoming. The energy industry was a significant factor in 
this resurgence. Following the 1973 oil crisis, US reliance on Nigerian 
oil grew such that by 1977, the total trade between the US and Nigeria 
was over $7 billion, more than three times the trade total between the 
US and South Africa.24 US domestic politics were another. Following 
Jimmy Carter’s inauguration in January, 1977 marked a “new turn” in 
US–Nigerian relations, “giving Washington and Lagos an opportunity 
for a fresh start,” in part because of Carter’s willingness to identify full 
democracy as a desirable end in South Africa.25 Renewed optimism in 
the US as an ally for democracy and development in the Nigerian post-
colonial nation would find multiple forms of state-sponsored expression 
over the course of the next four years. 

For example, the Second World Black and African Festival of Arts 
and Culture in Lagos and Kaduna, commonly known as FESTAC ’77, 
Wendy Griswold suggests, was designed as a celebration of a “Nigeran 
dream” of a “fully developed and politically powerful black nation” 
that was “much like the American dream” of exceptional prosperity and 
global influence.26 It was also, however, an event where the US diplo-
matically reasserted its imagined role as a facilitator of that dream. The 
event, held from 15 January through 12 February, was attended by civil 
rights leader Andrew Young, newly appointed to the position of the US 
ambassador to the United Nations by Carter. Oye Ogunbadejo summa-
rized the effects of Young’s diplomacy in a 1979 article for The World 
Today: “[He] tried to allay any suspicions that some African states 
might have harboured towards the US by visiting most of them . . . He 
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emphasized that the motivating force in US policy was no longer a fear 
of Communism . . . but concern for the welfare of the continent.”27 
When Young returned to Lagos in August of 1977, he celebrated the 
global “idealism” that promoted “progressive democracies”: “It is not 
naïve to believe in the future when one is also committed to work for 
the fulfillment of one’s dreams.”28 His words were cited by Carter less 
than a year later during the president’s visit to Nigeria in April 1978: 
“I also believe that progress can be made. As Andrew Young said here 
in Lagos last August, a belief in dreams for the future is not naive if we 
are ready to work to realize those dreams.”29 Throughout his visit, and 
at the same speech at the National Arts Theatre, Carter emphasized 
parallels in African-American and Nigerian struggles for full democracy, 
and he admired the “energy, the wisdom, the hard work, the sense of 
optimism” shared by Americans and Nigerians.30 As in the mid-1960s, 
the history of pan-African association was self-consciously appropriated 
by the US administration in an attempt to further US interests.31 At a 
speech at a White House reception for Black business executives, Carter 
celebrated his audience members for demonstrating that “there is an 
upward mobility possible if one has confidence in the American dream” 
and exhorted them to use that mobility to exert influence, especially in 
Africa, where “you’re trusted just because you happen to be black.”32 

The diplomatic rhetoric that once again bound optimistic visions of 
Nigerian and American nationhood was reflected in a renewed Nigerian 
openness to US economic and political influence. Carter announced that 
the US would provide for “the need of Nigeria for technical assistance 
not only in petroleum, but in other aspects of economic development.”33  
“Economic development” would be pursued by “several major companies— 
Ford, Mack Truck, Bechtel, and others—[that] are now coming into  
Nigeria to invest.”34 This rise in US investment corresponded with  
Nigerian state preparations to reinstate national democracy on October 1, 
1979. Murtala Mohammed began the process of transitioning to civilian 
rule by appointing a Constitution Drafting Committee in October 1975; 
its report, delivered a year later, was then subject to three years of pub-
lic debate as part of Nigeria’s “constitutional rebirth” that was carried 
on by Olusegun Obasanjo after Mohammed’s assassination in 1976.35 
In June 1977, the Federal Capital Authority awarded a US consortium a  
$2 million contract to design the master plan for Abuja, the new national 
capital.36 The design of Abuja’s National Mall would be inspired by that 
in Washington, D.C.37 By 1979, the Journal of African Law professed 
that the 1979 constitution could “aptly be regarded as a version of ‘the 
Washington model.’”38 In 1980, US Vice President Walter Mondale hoped 
that the new Nigerian House of Assembly “would become ‘a citadel of 
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democracy’ comparable to the US Congress,” while several Nigerian lead-
ers “insisted that it was in Nigeria that the American constitution was 
for the first time being introduced outside its frontiers.”39 That same year, 
bilateral agreements extended political and legal guarantees to American 
investors.40 A 1978 article in Foreign Policy noted that the “substantial 
left-wing component of the country’s well-educated elite” with “advanced 
degrees from American and British universities” warned “of the dangers 
of close ties with the United States,” albeit “mostly in vain, for Nigeria’s 
sudden prosperity seems to have turned the country toward, rather than 
away from, American examples.”41 The pointed reference to the sites of 
education highlights how these critics to some degree embodied the hopes  
they critiqued, insofar as they demonstrated how a commitment to  
Nigerian interests could not only survive but even be strengthened by 
access to US resources.

The postcolonial optimism probed in The Joys of Motherhood is pro-
ductively read in relation to this international context of the novel’s writ-
ing. Oshia, notably, is committed to “reading science” in the US (214). 
As Jason C. Parker argues, the first cohort of Nigerian and other African 
students on US campuses in the post-World War II era overwhelmingly 
aimed to learn technicalities of governance.42 Oshia’s research special-
ization is more evocative of the Carter administration’s drive to promote 
“middle-level technical training in the United States” and to cultivate 
expertise in “economic development and petroleum” in the lead-up to 
the Second Republic.43 “Universal primary education” and “technical 
assistance,” Carter proposed, would be achieved by “tens of thousands 
of young Nigerians” following Azikiwe “to America.”44 Oshia suggests 
that going abroad to pursue his education is “just topping it up” (193), 
as one might fill up a gas tank, and the idiom glances at the increasing 
significance of the US oil market by the late 1970s as a source of Nige-
rian economic prosperity and vulnerability.45 Despite past and foresee-
able disappointment, postcolonial optimism persists, Emecheta’s novel 
implies, because it is a means of surviving the circumscription of sover-
eignty produced by empire. 

Pan-African Postoptimism

In Emecheta’s novel, postcolonial optimism becomes so attenuated and 
strained as to become something that is and is not optimistic; it is a 
performance of optimism that is known to be untenable. When a lorry 
driver learns from Nnu Ego that she has a son in America and concludes 
that she “must be full of joy,” and “very rich,” Nnu Ego prefers to let the 
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driver “live in his world of dreams rather than face reality” (223). This 
reality includes the fact that “the so-called son in America had never 
written to her directly, to say nothing of sending her money” (223). Nnu 
Ego continues to perform an optimistic world for herself and others by 
constantly celebrating her sons, even as “her sense started to give way” 
and “she became vague” (224). She finds herself feeling increasingly 
“adrift” (161). This sense of being adrift, or of becoming “vague,” reso-
nates with Berlant’s identification of the experiences of “forced loss” 
and of “coasting through life” as versions of “postoptimistic response” 
to the sense of the present as “an impasse.”46 Experiencing the present 
as an impasse, as Berlant notes, can “be an aspiration” of its own in a 
world of cruel optimism, especially “as the traditional infrastructures 
for reproducing life—at work, in intimacy, politically—are crumbling 
at a threatening pace.”47 It is and is not a break with that world, as it 
marks an experience of the present as a “space of time lived without a 
genre,” as a “holding station that doesn’t hold securely but opens out 
into anxiety.”48

Whether and how the novel resolves this impasse—where it takes 
us after Nnu Ego feels adrift—is a source of critical debate. After Nnu 
Ego’s death, her children “were all sorry she had died before they were 
in a position to give their mother a good life” (224); residents of Ibuza, 
however, come to agree that Nnu Ego is a “wicked woman” because, 
thanks to sons who had given her a “decent burial,” her spirit “had it 
all, yet still did not answer prayers for children” (224). For Robolin, 
drawing on Gayatri Spivak, there is evidence of resistance in Nnu Ego’s 
“withholding” spirit—in death, she frustrates the patriarchal expecta-
tions and desires she shared with others in life.49 Following this reading, 
the impasse of Nnu Ego’s life gives way to a critical break in her death. 
Attenuated optimism finally yields to disillusionment with an unjust sys-
tem; Nnu Ego is wiser in death than in life. A sense of impasse, in other 
words, is converted into the kind of postoptimism described by Kwame 
Anthony Appiah as being bound to the postcolonial and equivalent to cri-
tique: “postcoloniality has become, I think, a condition of pessimism . . .  
a kind of postoptimism.”50 Reading Yambo Ouologuem’s 1968 Le 
Devoir de violence, Appiah identifies as exemplary the postcolonial nov-
elist’s rejection of aspirations that are not grounded in the reality of past 
and present suffering: “it is true, the soul desires to dream the echo of 
happiness, an echo that has no past,” Ouologuem writes, but the living 
pasts of colonial exploitation and enslavement cannot be ignored, as 
they are “forever reborn to history beneath the hot ashes of more than 
thirty African republics.”51 Against optimistic nationalism and hopeful 
orientations toward the US stand ongoing histories of dispossession and 
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millions of people for whom “one republic is as good (which is to say 
as bad) as any other.”52 Against the maintenance of a cruelly optimistic 
attachment to a future good life Nnu Ego’s spirit in this reading places 
imagined futures in crisis; she disrupts a temporal habit oriented toward 
a desirable future that obscures present and unequal suffering. Pheng  
Cheah’s insight that postcolonial novels of disillusionment are yet  
Bildung of the nation applies here; implicitly, critiques of the postcolo-
nial nation “still endorse the idea that a radical national culture of the 
people contains the seeds for the reappropriation and transformation of 
the neocolonial state.”53

A reading of the novel that celebrates Nnu Ego’s disillusioned spirit, 
however, like a reading that critiques her life of dreams, underplays 
Emecheta’s attention to the resilience of postcolonial optimism as it 
is maintained under conditions of empire. As Robolin notes, his read-
ing of Nnu Ego’s postmortem resistance to normative expectations is 
“bleak indeed” and “leaves little hope or inspiration for the living.”54 
All the more so, given that Nnu Ego’s community quickly co-opts her 
death into a narrative that positions her in opposition to the living as an 
active, spiteful, even vengeful force. The narrative that allows readers to 
find in Nnu Ego’s death acts of refusal and critique also sets the stage 
for the community’s disillusionment with Nnu Ego as a “good” spirit. 
Nnu Ego’s community, that is, is by no means swayed by her life’s story 
of considerable suffering to question present conditions or attachments 
more than they already chronically have by virtue of their lived experi-
ences of ongoing dispossession. Instead, the community celebrates the 
fact that Oshia was able to increase his debts to provide his mother 
with a relatively lavish funeral. The Joys of Motherhood does not antici-
pate a generalized disillusionment with the postcolonial nation and the 
educational and financial institutions that maintain it. Emecheta’s novel 
denies its reader any salvific pessimism. As the reader reckons with the 
persistence of optimism oriented to Oshia’s future in the US in the face 
of suffering and death, the affective contours of institutionalized US 
imperial power on the present and future of the Nigerian nation are 
thrown into sharp relief.

Rather than resolve the impasse produced by postcolonial optimism 
by converting it into pessimism, in other words, Emecheta’s novel argu-
ably invites readers to dwell with postoptimistic feelings such that the 
“post” acknowledges optimism’s continuance rather than its overcom-
ing. The narrative that attaches the reader to Nnu Ego beyond her 
death, I think, enables an understanding of Emecheta’s work whereby 
Nnu Ego’s postmortem unresponsiveness to prayer—her “impassivity,” 
to invoke Berlant’s play on the impasse55—does not necessarily signify 
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oppositional refusal. By not responding to prayers, Nnu Ego, perhaps, 
is coasting through death as she came to coast through life: not doing 
and not knowing what to do toward securing a desired future for the 
living that continues to be unattainable, no matter how many children 
there are or are not and no matter what those children do or do not do. 
Berlant argues that “the present as impasse opens up different ways that 
the interruption of norms of the reproduction of life can be adapted to, 
felt out, and lived.”56 Nnu Ego’s unresponsiveness to the prayers of the 
living potentially signals such difference. 

Nnu Ego’s own understanding of what her physical death might bring 
intimates how the novel opens up ways of living through its representa-
tion of impasse even in death. When Nnu Ego feels “adrift,” she feels as 
though her life “were on an open sea” (161). The connection to the sea 
is a connection to a vision of death that exceeds the predominant narra-
tives of duty and revenge that attempt to capture women’s spirits. This 
alternate vision of death is described as she contemplates, in the novel’s 
first chapter, what drowning may mean. For a significant moment, her 
relationship with her chi, “her personal god,” exceeds narratives of sup-
plication and blame that otherwise attach to women’s spirits: “now she 
was going to her, to the unforgiving slave princess from a foreign land, 
to talk it all over with her, not on this earth but in the land of the dead, 
there deep beneath the waters of the sea” (9). In this image of sub-
mergence and conversation, aspirations of the living are left behind in 
favor of the expressed desire to speak with the living-dead. The oceanic  
land of the dead ties Nnu Ego’s afterlife to the afterlife of the catastro-
phe of the transatlantic enslavement of Africans. This tie is redoubled, 
as we learn that Nnu Ego’s chi “had been dedicated to the river goddess 
before Agbadi took her away in slavery” (31). The allusion is to Mami 
Wata, “a general name used for the hybridized river and sea goddesses 
popularized across Africa and the African diaspora in the nineteenth 
century.”57 By critical consensus a nineteenth-century invention, Mami 
Wata also signifies a precolonial pantheon of water goddesses known 
in Igbo as Nne Mmiri.58 Madhu Krishnan notes that critical readings of 
The Joys of Motherhood have tended to neglect “the trope of the water 
goddess and precolonial feminine agency,” yet “traces of the divine femi-
nine and feminine agency remain,” including in “the importance of Nnu 
Ego’s chi, or destiny-bestowing personal deity, a riverine following of 
the water goddess.”59 While Krishnan compellingly reads how the divine 
feminine is erased and occluded in Emecheta’s novel, she also opens a 
space for attending to Mami Wata’s often submerged presence. Insofar 
as the novel’s ending leads back to its beginning via the afterlives of Nnu 
Ego and her chi, Mami Wata becomes a framing presence who reminds 
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readers how lands, including those currently known as Nigeria and the 
United States, are bound by the call to listen to and be with those who 
have suffered enslavement and colonialism, and by a divine feminine 
that is indifferent to the aspirations of, say, patriarchal nationalism. In 
place of Nigerian and American dreams, the novel proffers a vision of 
pan-African feminine spiritual communion. 

The way postoptimistic experiences of impasse may engulf national 
dreams recurs in another novel of the Second Republic written some 
twenty years after its end, Chris Abani’s 2004 GraceLand. While this 
fiction, as the next chapter addresses, is often read in relation to the 
Third Republic of 1993, its action spans the 1970s and early 1980s, 
as its protagonist, the young Elvis Oke, seeks to establish a career as 
a dancer while navigating poverty, violence, and revolutionary move-
ments. The prominence of national dreams in the text is foreshadowed 
from the first time we read the protagonist’s name. As Elvis Oke paints 
his face white and performs Elvis Presley, who himself famously per-
formed in the style and sound of Black artists such as Otis Blackwell 
and Ike Turner in a career that saw the proverbial movement from rags 
to riches, the novel points toward the entwinement of Nigerian and US 
aspirational histories. The US is an object of intense hope in relation to 
which the future of Nigeria and Nigerians is consistently measured. This 
hope persists despite the well-known critiques issued by the King of the 
Beggars, who speaks of “the evils of capitalism that the United States 
of America practiced” (155). Elvis’s friend Redemption, for example, 
continues to see the US as the promised land: “I can go to United States, 
act inside film and make millions” (54).

As in Emecheta’s novel, however, postcolonial optimism under US 
empire produces an impasse. After Elvis’s ambitions to be a dancer in 
Nigeria collapse, along with the Republic, the protagonist, having suf-
fered torture and dispossession at the hands of state agents, must decide 
whether to board a flight to Las Vegas. In the novel’s final pages, Elvis’s 
friend Okun urges him to take the over-determinedly-named Redemp-
tion’s offer of a “dream” in the form of a passport: “It is America, Elvis! 
Take it. You know how many people are planning for dis and can’t get 
it?” (317–18). Although Elvis accepts the gift, he resists this progres-
sive logic: “But this country is just as good as America” (318). Elvis’s 
concern is less with what opportunities will be available to him in the 
US—a university education is not even imaginable in this instance—and 
more with how the present crisis has rendered emigration a rational 
choice: “‘When did we start thinking of America as a life plan?’ Elvis 
asked. ‘When things spoil here. Don’t blame me. I no spoil am,’ Okon 
said” (318). US empire is here explicitly positioned as symptomatic of 
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the “spoil” of Nigeria, a spoilage that Elvis has witnessed through his 
work for Redemption: profitable trades in cocaine, human parts, and 
children are sustained by the US market. US wealth structures the Nige-
rian economy such that economic, and subsequently political, power 
accrue to those who accede to American market demands and the risks 
and violence that fulfilling such demands requires, from ingesting drugs 
for international transport to kidnapping children.60 Emigration to the 
US is, to Elvis, a continuation of rather than a solution to the “spoil” 
of Nigeria. As such, it becomes not only an object of optimism (a “life 
plan”) and therefore of potential disillusionment (“the evils of capital-
ism”) but a shorthand for a postoptimistic trajectory, for a continuation 
of life in the impasse. As Matthew Omelsky argued, the “ambivalent 
portrayal of Elvis’s departure gives the impression that his ‘empowering 
escape’ will be just as contingent as any attempt at agency in Nigeria.”61

Whether and how the novel resolves this impasse is again a critical 
question. As he waits for his flight, Elvis reads the title story in a newly-
purchased paperback, James Baldwin’s 1965 short story collection 
Going to Meet the Man: “As he read, Elvis began to see a lot of parallels 
between himself and the description of a dying black man slowly being 
engulfed by flame” (319). Baldwin’s description of torture in the mid-
twentieth-century American South resonates with Elvis’s experience in 
Nigeria in the 1980s. It also, however, suggests that while the Nigerian 
state has persecuted Elvis for his association with the art and politics of 
the King of the Beggars, the US state has always already incorporated 
him into its body politic as a Black man, and thereby rendered him 
particularly marked for persecution and incarceration. As Yogita Goyal 
notes, “immigration and cultural transnationalism are not presented 
as alternatives to the violence of the postcolony under military rule. 
Domestic and global economic systems are thoroughly interpenetrated, 
and both rely on keeping vulnerable people like Elvis marginalized.”62 
Fire, not water, dominates the novel’s end, and engulfment by flame 
joins drowning by water as the elemental means by which the living  
history of transatlantic enslavement and colonialism surfaces: 

He closed the book and imagined what kind of scar that would leave. 
It would be a thing alive that reached up to the sky in supplication, 
descending to root itself in the lowest chakra, our basest nature. Until the 
dead man became the sky, the tree, the earth and the full immeasurable 
sorrow of it all. (320)

Reading this story, uncertainty is suspended, and Elvis finds something of 
himself: “He was that scar . . . He and everyone like him, until the earth 
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was aflame with scarred black men dying in trees of fire” (320). Dreams 
of individual and national aspiration are rendered nonsensical here. Elvis 
dreams, instead, “nearly every night” of the ghost of his father, who 
will soon be an ocean away, “wandering aimlessly, searching for his 
house” (321). James Baldwin, upon meeting Chinua Achebe, reported 
that, in Achebe’s words, “he recognized everybody” in Things Fall Apart, 
though it was “about people and customs of which he knew nothing.”63 
In Achebe’s report of Baldwin’s words: “That man, Okonkwo, is my 
father. How he got over, I don’t know, but he did.”64 Baldwin, a key 
figure for Achebe and Abani alike, offers the former inspiration for devel-
oping a form of anglophone literary expression appropriate to African 
experience (chapter 1). In GraceLand, Baldwin generates pan-African 
diasporic identifications and conversations that are more scorching and 
overwhelming in their invocation of ongoing histories of enslavement 
and colonization. 

Like The Joys of Motherhood, Abani’s fiction articulates a pan-African 
postoptimistic experience. It undoes fantasies of nationalism that imag-
ine the US and Nigeria as discrete entities, or their literatures as uncon-
nected, and calls into question the possibility of enacting decolonization 
at the scale of the nation. Jared Sexton argued in “The Social Life of 
Social Death” (2011), which staged a significant synthesis of discourses 
of Afropessimism and Black optimism, that the unflinching Afropessimist 
acknowledgment of a political ontology that defines blackness in opposi-
tion to the human does not so much re-inscribe blackness-as-pathology 
as it pathologizes the world that is structured by this ontology.65 Nigerian 
literature of postcolonial optimism by Emecheta and Abani converges 
with a Black American literary tradition that attends to the impasses 
produced by US imperialism and the postcolonial optimism that sustains 
it. In so doing, this literature contributes to a different kind of Nigerian 
dream that is perhaps not so cruel: a dream of pan-African conversation 
across US empire. This is a dream that hinges not on what the US state 
purports to give—be it a university education or a political model—to an 
“underdeveloped” country and its citizens, but on Afrodiasporic histo-
ries and the futures inherited from them. 

By invoking the ambivalent, postoptimistic registers of Nigerian 
dreams, The Joys of Motherhood and GraceLand interpret conditions 
of their own circulation shaped by US audiences and institutions, includ-
ing US universities. As Emecheta’s US publishers noted, “‘Your books 
don’t go so fast in the book stores but they go like mad in schools.’”66 
The Joys of Motherhood is published just as Emecheta embarks, in the 
late 1970s and early 1980s, on a tour of predominately white American 
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universities (including Pennsylvania State, Rutgers, UCLA, and Yale) 
as a visiting professor and lecturer, returning to Nigeria in 1980 as 
Senior Research Fellow and Visiting Professor of English at the Uni-
versity of Calabar.67 Her American publisher, as usual, had proved to 
be more efficient than the British Allison and Busby, despite a “slight 
argument over the title” on the grounds that “the word ‘joy’ is over-
used in the States.”68 Abani published GraceLand more than a decade 
after fleeing Nigeria in 1990, where he had been arrested and impris-
oned following the performance of his play Song of a Broken Flute. 
After leaving the UK for the US in 1999, he earned graduate degrees 
from the University of Southern California before taking up academic 
posts at Antioch University, the University of California, Riverside, and 
Northwestern University. GraceLand was published by Farrar, Straus 
and Girroux out of New York. Read in relation to the authors’ fic-
tions of being adrift, these instances of voluntary visitation and forced 
exile and settlement seem, on the one hand, to be shrouded in knowing 
dismay that America has become a “life plan,” as well as recognition 
that this plan is nonetheless imbricated in a national Nigerian history 
of optimistic orientation toward the US. On the other hand, they also 
emerge as opportunities for forging solidarities that, however oriented 
toward the US, are grounded in a postoptimism that is knowingly 
shared with African-American writers. In a 1992 interview, Emecheta 
asserted that she felt “more kinship with . . . black American women 
writers than with . . . Nigerians”: “To me, the great writers who come 
from ethnic minorities writing in English come from America. I think 
the deep, the real deep thinkers now writing in the English language are 
the black women, such as Toni Morrison, Gloria Naylor, Alice Walker, 
etc.”69 Chris Abani is on record that “James has been my muse for a 
long time. In my study I have pictures of James Baldwin everywhere. 
I don’t work without a picture of Baldwin around me. I never met 
him before he passed, but I used to collect stories from people about 
him.”70 As Tsitsi Jaji has shown, the pan-African solidarities fostered 
and expressed through “creative collaborations rather than diplomatic 
bodies” are remarkably potent and “durable”;71 they offer “a renew-
able energy waiting to be tapped.”72 Such collaboration might be iden-
tified in reading practices that inform writing practices, such that it 
makes sense to read Emecheta alongside Morrison and Abani along-
side Baldwin as authors of a postoptimistic pan-Africanism. A move 
to the US can be a sojourn or flight to the center of capitalist power: it 
may also be a journey to a place where Black women and queer Black 
men also listen to the living dead to write in codes before, beyond, and 
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apart from the nation-state and empire in which they live. That said, 
the diminishment of political Pan-Africanism and the entrenchment of 
neoliberalism is contemporary with literature of the Second Republic. 
This context gives pause as to the broader efficacy of a Black creative 
international. The risk that I have read pan-African postoptimism too 
optimistically is taken up in the next chapter.



Chapter 3

The Pursuit of Happiness After the 
Third Republic

Chris Abani’s GraceLand, chapter 2 argues, is a postoptimistic novel 
of the Second Republic.1 The 2004 fiction may also be read, however, 
in relation to the Third Republic. While the novel’s setting is the late 
1970s, its consideration of the US as a potential “location of exilic recu-
peration” is part of a broader trend in Nigerian anglophone fiction of 
the early 2000s that responded to events of the mid-1990s, as Adélékè 
Adéèkó has shown in one of the most substantial scholarly interventions 
to date on Nigerian literature and the US.2 In his 2008 essay “Power 
Shift: America in the New Nigerian Imagination,” Adéèkó engaged 
Abani’s novel, alongside Helon Habila’s Waiting for an Angel (2002) 
and Chimamanda Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus (2003), to argue that in 
these new millennium fictions, the US represents the kind of “mature 
nationhood” that protagonists desire for Nigeria.3 Adéèkó demon-
strated that this notable literary turn to the US emerged from the late 
twentieth-century “crises of terminal proportions” that continually 
frustrated attempts to foster “national cohesion.”4 Because efforts in 
the 1970s to create “a trans-Nigeria affective community were driven 
by oil revenues,” they were rendered more or less moot following the 
sharp decline of oil prices in the mid-1980s; they were further weakened 
by the privatization and austerity measures required by the World Bank 
and IMF and implemented by Ibrahim Babangida’s structural adjust-
ment policies in the 1990s.5 The long-planned Third Republic collapsed 
when Babangida annulled the 1993 elections; that same year, the interim 
government of Ernest Shonekan was overthrown in a military coup led 
by Sani Abacha.6 Anglophone Nigerian literature of the new millenium, 
Adéèkó contended, maintains the desire for democracy as a national 
affective cause, despite its deferred implementation: the Nigerian nation 
is never repudiated because it has never been experienced.7 The US 
represents the “stable nation state” that remains desired by Nigerians 
because it has never been realized for Nigerians.8
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By framing the proliferation of the US in Nigerian fiction as a twenty-
first-century development, Adéèkó provided a compelling account of 
how national literature shaped by the political turmoil and economic 
reforms of the 1980s and 1990s redefines the Nigerian nation and 
affirms the ongoing affective power of national imaginaries. In this chap-
ter, however, I am interested in situating fiction of the Third Republic  
and beyond as part of a longer Nigerian literary engagement with post-
colonial optimism and US empire. I have argued that Nigerian litera-
ture of postcolonial optimism of the First and Second Republics stages 
how dreams of Black sovereignty might be stolen from conditions of US 
imperial hegemony. Approaching twenty-first-century Nigerian fiction 
with this longer literary history in mind highlights that the US is not 
only, per Adéèkó, a refuge and model in the contemporary anglophone 
Nigerian literary imagination; it also continues to be both a center of 
imperial control that affects embodied orientations to futurity and a site 
of potential pan-African negotiation and struggle. 

Accordingly, this chapter takes up two novels of the Third Republic 
that scrutinize the resilience of postcolonial optimism under US empire, 
especially as it finds expression on university campuses. The first novel, 
Ike Oguine’s A Squatter’s Tale (2000), is understudied in the US academy 
but especially suited for my project insofar as it explicitly links the Nige-
rian turn to the US in the 1990s to the experiences and aspirations of an 
earlier generation in the 1970s.9 In so doing, the novel details how the US 
is decidedly not a place of refuge for its protagonist, Obi. In the fictions 
Adéèkó considered, he found a recurrent idealization of the US as a place 
of relative meritocratic promise that offers “recognition of the individual 
within the nation state” and that guarantees relative “autonomy for the 
individual.”10 While there are instances of such idealization in Oguine’s 
novel, the US overall encapsulates a different affective contour than the 
hopeful desire described by Adéèkó. For Obi, the American dream and the 
Nigerian dream are both self-evidently fictions, and as such they repeat-
edly produce impasse and despair. Yet these stories of national excep-
tionalism are nonetheless intensively rehearsed. Experiences of impasse, 
in other words, do not produce postoptimistic vagueness or coasting—as 
in literature of the Second Republic—but the determined performance of 
optimism focused, in Oguine’s novel, on the acquisition of an MBA and 
an entrepreneurial career. The performance of this self-sustaining illu-
sion engenders a kind of madness that exposes its unsustainability and 
generates exhaustion. As postoptimistic optimism manifests the intense 
individualization of aspiration that defines national cultures after priva-
tization and austerity, pan-African dreams dissipate. 

My second novel of focus, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s 2013 Ameri-
canah, is quite different from Oguine’s in its blockbuster status.11 Whereas 
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A Squatter’s Tale is “criminally overlooked,” Americanah has received 
substantial attention from reviewers and academics alike.12 It is possi-
ble that Oguine’s novel was simply ahead of its time. As Christopher N. 
Okonkwo suggests, the novel can be understood as a “cohort-inaugurat-
ing work” that “anticipates the black-Atlantic scope” of novels, including 
Americanah, that comprised the African literary renaissance that peaked 
in the 2010s.13 I build on the critical insight that Oguine’s work antici-
pates Adichie by attending to the affective workings of nation and empire 
after the Third Republic in both fictions. Like A Squatter’s Tale, I argue, 
Americanah represents the performance of an exhausting and exhausted 
postoptimistic optimism centered on the US university as an institution 
whose power might be harnessed for the pursuit of postcolonial national 
becoming. This relentless optimism is the foil against which the novel 
searches for an alternative structure of national feeling. As the novel’s 
protagonist, Ifemelu, returns to Nigeria after pursuing education in the 
US, optimism is provisionally redirected toward an embrace of life in the 
postcolonial nation as enduringly precarious. Americanah suggests Nige-
rians’ ongoing experience of instability and uncertainty in national life 
may itself paradoxically define the mutual self-recognition of Nigerian 
nationhood, as well as provide the basis for renewed albeit attenuated 
pan-African solidarity. This embrace of precarity, however, risks the re-
inscription of individualized entrepreneurialism and the reconstitution, 
yet again, of Nigerian postcolonial optimism under conditions of empire.

Unhappiness Does Not Exist in the Greatest Country  
in the World!

A Squatter’s Tale begins with its narrator, Obi, describing his first 
encounter with stories of “America’s dazzle” (5): “The most memo-
rable event of the tenth year of my life,” reads the novel’s first sen-
tence, “was the arrival of my Uncle Happiness at our house in Yaba, 
Lagos, Nigeria on a visit from America” (1). The year is 1976, and 
Uncle Happiness, of the overdetermined name, is making his first visit 
home. As the previous chapter outlined, 1976 was something of a 
watershed year for US–Nigeria relations. The growth of US–Nigeria 
trade during the mid-1970s, driven by oil, culminated in a period of 
renewed diplomatic friendliness following the election of US president 
Jimmy Carter in 1976. US influence shaped the process of constitu-
tional reform leading up to the inauguration of the Second Republic in 
1979. In Yaba in 1976, Obi’s uncle is a herald of all the wonders that 
“a land blessed by God” might offer (6). Sporting “the widest smile on 
earth” and a “dark brown cowboy outfit, straight from Hollywood, 
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which included a ten-gallon hat and spurs” (1), Uncle Happiness pro-
vides evidence for his wondrous stories with gifts of “fabulous riches 
you hear about in folk-tales,” including a matching cowboy outfit for 
Obi. Those who would potentially be skeptical of Uncle Happiness’s 
claims as to “America’s enormous wealth and its miraculous scientific 
achievements” (6), such as Obi’s father, are silenced by a “radio that 
was also a cassette player and also a calculator” (7). The only person 
to draw attention to the possibility that suffering and unemployment 
may exist in the US, the landlord Adeyemo, has not received any such 
presents (7). Consumer goods compel professions of belief—or at least 
quell expressions of disbelief—in Uncle Happiness’s “fantastic” stories 
of great riches and endless opportunity (7). 

That these stories are in fact as “fantastic” as the myth of the Ameri-
can cowboy, however, is widely recognized, if not explicitly acknowl-
edged. Uncle Happiness’s sustained performance of his own happiness is 
self-consciously a performance, both to himself and others. He is “larger 
than life” in his celebration of life, which includes pirouettes and “wild” 
dancing to his favorite highlife songs (2). Obi retells his uncle’s stories 
to his friends at school with similar flare: “since I was already a habitual 
liar in my own right, I added spices of my own here and there” (8). 
“America” is here self-evidently a fiction whose reality is maintained 
only through persistent retelling. The operative affect here is an opti-
mism that is known to be illusory and valued as illusory. 

Obi encounters this performative optimism in other members of the 
new African diaspora, after he follows his uncle to the US. While work-
ing as a security guard in California, for example, he is regaled by the 
stories of imminent business success and constant sex relayed by his 
Kenyan coworker Maina, who “told of his alleged escapades with crazy 
happiness. He seemed intoxicated by his own tales, dependent on them, 
like an alcoholic” (54). Both teller and listener are very much aware 
that Maina’s vision of success is not, in fact, “just a whisker away” 
(54), but this does not lessen their satisfaction in the stories. This is an 
approach to the US resonant with one described by Jean Baudrillard in 
his 1981 travelogue America: “What you have to do is enter the fiction 
of America, enter America as fiction.”14 Once you have done so, “uto-
pia has already been achieved,” so “unhappiness does not exist.”15 It is 
“on this fictive basis,” Baudrillard proposes, that the US “dominates the 
world.”16 This is the useful fiction, in other words, arguably at its peak 
moment of global dissemination in the 1990s, that US-style democracy 
and capitalism assure happiness, stability, and opportunity. 

In Oguine’s novel, however, entering and sustaining this fiction of the 
US is hard work, and the performance of optimism at times gives way 



 The Pursuit of Happiness After the Third Republic  65

to a disavowed despair. When Obi joins his uncle in Oakland, eighteen 
years after wearing matching cowboy outfits in Lagos, he finds him liv-
ing in a “house that smelt of stale sweat and hopelessness” (16). Maina 
on occasion reveals his “other side,” a fierce mood during which “his 
bitterness was directed against all forms of ambitions, all variants of the 
American dream” (57). In this mood, he issues dire warnings to Obi:

I would find out later, I would suffer, all my dreams would be in vain, 
it was a trick, I aspired to be only a slave, I was doomed, we were all 
doomed, all those running after MBAs and the American dollar. Out of 
him poured fumes, warning of disaster. (57)

Readers of A Squatter’s Tale have focused on Oguine’s representation 
of the precarity of immigrant life, as it is here condemned by Maina, to 
highlight the novel’s commitment to dreaming of a better Nigerian nation. 
Kwadwo Osei-Nyame, in an argument that anticipates Adéèkó’s, contends 
that “despite being set largely in the USA,” the novel “is still very much 
structured as an allegorical narrative of the nation”: it “insistently figures 
the failure of Nigeria to provide a sense of stability as the reason for the 
immigrant’s absence from home.”17 While “Nigeria is negated, it is also 
being affirmed as a possibility . . . as a non-existent but possible reality.”18 
As Louisa Uchum Egbunike argues by reading Oguine’s work as part of 
a Nigerian tradition of “been-to” novels, when stability proves elusive in 
the US, it “dispels the myth of America” and breaks “the binary which 
elevates America above Nigeria,” thus extending the possibility of a per-
manent return to Nigeria.19 In these readings, the possibility of renewing 
hopes for a more stable Nigerian nation (and, implicitly, a more equitable 
US one) hinges on the sense that both Nigeria and America are, specifically 
for young Black men, nations of postoptimistic impasse.

Yet, what strikes me about Oguine’s fiction is how moments of atten-
uated optimism are repeatedly dissipated by redoubled performances 
of postoptimistic optimism. That is, what binds the US and Nigeria 
in the imaginary of the text isn’t just that real stability and prosperity 
have yet to be achieved in either country. It is also that a significant 
part of national life involves affirming that stability and prosperity have 
already been achieved. Carrie Tirado Bramen observes in her cultural 
history of “American niceness” that the “nation-state as a collective 
construct requires an affective, interpersonal component of everyday 
life . . . national abstractions find quotidian forms through patterns of 
sociality.”20 A Squatter’s Tale explores how US and Nigerian fantasies 
of national exceptionalism are maintained through quotidian, even cli-
chéd, assertions of ongoing optimism. 
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For, although Uncle Happiness’s desire to sustain an illusion of 
prosperity is closely associated with the US, it is also integral to the 
novel’s depiction of Nigeria. Before leaving for California in 1994, Obi 
is living in Lagos “twenty-five, happy at work, ambitious and hope-
ful” (70). In 1991, he accepts a position at one of the “new chic banks 
and finance companies, which were blossoming like water hyacinths all 
over Lagos as a result of our latest military government’s pseudo-free-
market economic policies” (67). The passage alludes to the implementa-
tion of structural adjustment policies by Ibrahim Badamasi Babangida 
(IBB), beginning in 1986. As Andrew Apter detailed in The Pan-African 
Nation (2005), the privatization and deregulation of the oil industry, 
especially, entailed “diverting revenues into private accounts” and “auc-
tioning block allocations to private concessions that in many cases sim-
ply lifted and hawked the oil.” This led to both the collapse of the public 
sector and the nurturing of a national culture in which “illusion became 
the very basis of survival.”21 As the senior treasury officer at Baobab 
Trust Finance House (BTF), Obi apparently thrives:

The gentle patter of brand new computer keyboards, the serious-faced, 
serious-dressing, fast-talking, fast-walking young men and women 
sweeping in and out of offices like strong winds, filled me with energy. 
Fashionable words and phrases—‘strategizing, ‘intermediation,’ ‘criti-
cal success factors (csfs),’ ‘key performance indicators (kpis)’ leapt out 
of our mouths at the slightest provocation and sometimes without any 
provocation at all. (70)

Deploying such language, borrowed “from The Economist and CNN 
and from my own imagination” (73), Obi puts on “a virtuoso perfor-
mance” and sells potential investors on “the image of a dynamic invest-
ment octopus with arms in all the major financial centers of the globe” 
(74). By 1992, his designer clothes and European vacations bely the fact 
that “there was recession in Nigeria” (88). Early in 1993, Obi himself 
can no longer ignore the truth he has always talked over: investors’ 
money is not in London and New York but “right there in Lagos, in 
places with disheartening names like Kilimanjaro Finance” (89). The 
stories he can tell subsequently change, and “fearsome rumours about 
the state of BTF’s finances” mean there’s “virtually nothing to do at 
work”; Obi, however, decides it is “better not to know, to continue to 
hope” (91). He leaves for the US, of which “horror stories abounded” 
(117), only when it is impossible to continue the performance that it 
will be possible to “resume my interrupted life of upward mobility” in 
Lagos (107). 
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Obi chooses to move to California, that is, in the belief that at least 
it will be possible to resume the performance of upward mobility, no 
matter the real obstacles to mobility itself: “I’d chosen Oakland because 
everyone I’d spoken to . . . said California was wonderful for a new 
immigrant even with Governor Pete Wilson and the imminence of Prop-
osition 187. It had excellent weather and a huge economy that offered 
many opportunities” (16). The initiative to prohibit “illegal immigrants” 
from using public services can be glossed over—like the immiseration of 
Oakland itself—because California is still a place of storied opportunity. 
Insofar as the illusions of financialized capitalism hold the potential to 
be maintained and rehearsed anew, the move from Lagos to Oakland is 
not a break so much as a continuation.

The US and Nigeria, in sum, are bound by the demand that indi-
vidual class mobility be maintained as the object of relentless optimism. 
Such autonomy and optimism, Imre Szeman has shown, can be under-
stood as the dominant affect of the entrepreneur, a label that properly 
describes many of the characters in Oguine’s novel, including Obi, and 
which, per Szeman, became central to visions of citizenship beginning in 
the mid-1990s, both in the US and across the globe.22 As the “neoliberal 
subject par excellence,”23 Szeman contends, the entrepreneurial subject 
makes “minimal demands on the state while also working tirelessly to 
ferret out new possibilities within a system whose logics have brought 
it treacherously close to collapse.”24 For the entrepreneur, “the utopian 
situation . . . remains always the present.”25 Szeman argues, in a formu-
lation that explicitly diverges from Lauren Berlant’s description of cruel 
optimism (see chapter 2):

The affect attendant to entrepreneurialism is not one that dissipates the 
energies for change through a faux reconciliation with the present, as 
mediated by optimistic fantasies of the future. Rather, it affirms the desir-
ability of the present circumstances that enable entrepreneurialism and 
equates subjects’ systems of attachment with an ideal system of belonging 
and behaving such that, even as entrepreneurs insist on the significance 
of their contributions in shaping the future, they occupy an ahistorical 
social landscape in which time stands still.26 

Oguine’s novel highlights how the affirmation of the desirability of the 
present—of its nascent possibilities for individual upward mobility—is 
both ideological and a crucial part of the entrepreneur’s labor. The abil-
ity to tell a convincing story about the present and the profits it makes 
possible is a precondition for securing the social and monetary invest-
ments that make profit-making imaginable. Hence, Obi’s friend Ezundu 
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introduces Obi to a white Republican politician as “an economic ana-
lyst for many Nigerian companies doing business in the States” and as 
“one of the leaders of the youth movement” of a non-existent “organi-
zation of African immigrants resident in California” (133). This story 
reprises Obi’s grand tales of BTF finance’s global reach, told while wear-
ing excellently tailored suits. 

In A Squatter’s Tale, an American dream of abundant opportunity 
emulates a Nigerian dream. Extended back across the Atlantic, Obi’s 
renewed dreams for Nigeria redouble this mirroring. In the end, his 
ideal Nigerian nation is much like that of his friend who lives in luxury 
in California but deplores working in a place where she is treated as an 
outsider: “Ego wanted the nice things but not the stress of transplanta-
tion; a perfect world would be one in which she and her husband moved 
back to Lagos and Nordstrom and Macy’s moved with them” (125). 
Here is a dream of the nation in which stability is measured by the main-
tenance of the fiction that capital investment and the consumerist culture 
it promotes are not a volatile business. It is, what is more, a dream that 
takes US consumer culture to be a sign and promise of stability. Like the 
gifts from Uncle Happiness’s suitcase, this dream of Nigeria narrates  
the apparent wealth of a few as affirmation of utopia for all. Oguine the 
author is perhaps especially aware of the irony of associating Nigerian 
national success with the selective wealth generated by US investment: 
prior to his appointment at the Nigerian National Petroleum Corpora-
tion in 2014, Oguine worked for over twenty years as in-house coun-
sel with the US-based Chevron Corporation, rising in 2008 to General 
Counsel for Chevron’s Nigeria and Mid-Africa Business Unit.27 Oguine’s 
satirical object is less a discrete myth about US superiority than an inter-
national myth that equates national well-being with the perceived surety 
of (particularly US, but sometimes Nigerian) investments. 

Insofar as such surety is produced by the ability to tell a convincing 
yarn about the wealth of opportunities in the present (“key performance 
indicators”!), it is notable that Oguine’s critique of circumscribed but 
optimistic national futures foregrounds the MBA. Previous chapters 
have explored how optimistic orientations to the US campus recur in 
Nigerian literature of postcolonial optimism and metonymically register 
hopes for Black sovereignty under conditions of US empire. Unlike the 
cautiously optimistic or cruelly optimistic attachments to US universi-
ties evident in literature of the First and Second Republics, however, the 
affinity for a US degree in Oguine’s novel is not about acquiring knowl-
edge or skills that promise to abet a better national future. Rather, the 
US MBA is desired because it ostensibly ensures the individual’s capaci-
ties to enter more securely into the fiction that they already live in a 
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national utopia. After Obi loses his job at BTF, he encounters a job mar-
ket that sees six hundred people taking an aptitude test as the first stage 
of an application process for two entry-level positions in a bank (108). 
He finally secures only one opportunity: “A friend who worked for an 
American-owned management consulting firm said his firm couldn’t 
hire me because I had a second class lower degree and the minimum 
they took was a second class upper, but that if I went to the University 
of Lagos and got an MBA, he would get me into the firm” (108). The 
job is so low paying, however, that Obi foregoes this chance. He does 
not regret his decision, noting morosely that the salary he was offered 
in 1993 would have been “less than two hundred dollars at the time, 
less than ninety as I write [in 1995]” (108). The decision speaks to the 
devaluation of Nigerian degrees as structural adjustment brought fur-
ther disinvestment in Nigeria’s universities and fewer job opportunities 
in the public sector,28 as well as the radical devaluation of currency that 
began with the introduction of the Special Foreign Exchange Market 
(SFEM) in 1987, which pinned the naira to the world market in a two-
tier system of exchange rates.29 Through the 1980s and 1990s, “many 
Nigerian students who could afford to do so studied at foreign universi-
ties.”30 In the US, it was still possible to imagine the MBA as a ticket 
to utopia in a way that was no longer feasible in Nigeria following the  
collapse of the financial market. Hence, for Obi, a US degree becomes 
central to his “own modest American dream (save some money, do 
a good MBA and then a nice job in a good corporation)” (27). The 
endeavor will distinguish him from Uncle Happiness, who suspects he 
has “suffered in America because I did not go to school for long” (24). 
The US university is thus a locus sustaining hopes in nations where opti-
mism is a necessary fiction. 

In this iteration of entwining the US university and Nigerian nation-
hood, the representation of the US campus seems far removed from the 
pan-African hopes and dreams, or even the nation-building expertise, I 
have discussed in relation to earlier Nigerian fiction of postcolonial opti-
mism (see chapters 1 and 2).31 Instead, as J. Lorand Matory describes 
universities in Stigma and Culture (2015), they are places where “stu-
dents of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries are driven 
to pursue upward mobility or to rescue themselves from downward 
mobility.”32 The US university campus in this era is a “world of the 
stigmatized,” where the “hidden curriculum of the university can be 
understood as guidance in the flight from social stigma.”33 As a hidden 
curriculum that prioritizes individual achievement over anti-imperial 
solidarity, this flight, in turn, can involve stereotyping others “as unwor-
thy relative to the standards of the dominant society.”34 The process of 
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“ethnological shadenfreude,” as Matory labels it, is such that as “people 
feel vulnerable to stereotyping, there is a strong impulse for the stigma-
tized to deflect those stereotypes onto a group that can be constructed as 
lower.”35 This hierarchizing dynamic characterizes how Nigerian friends 
and relatives repeatedly instruct Obi to negotiate potential relationships 
with African Americans, leading him to reflect:

The African immigrant sometimes exhibits as much bitterness towards 
his African-American cousins as the worst white racist. Confronted with 
scenes like those we saw during that drive through West Oakland and 
the terrible images of inner-city violence and despair on TV, the success-
obsessed immigrant wants to get as far away as possible, psychically if 
not physically, from that horrible pit. He violently rejects any identifica-
tion with what strikes him as irreversible disaster. (30)

The logic of “At least I am not—”, as Christina Sharpe has shown, may 
be a way to survive conditions of unfreedom, perhaps especially when 
one’s perceived relative freedom to others is felt to be precarious. Stories 
of nominative freedom are also, Sharpe demonstrated, how scenes of 
subjection are repeatedly rewritten and transmitted as stories of free-
dom that extend redemption to the oppressor.36 For Obi, laying claim to 
entrepreneurial acumen, as ideally verified by educational credentialing, 
promises to shore up the proximity to whiteness that has proven integral 
to entering the fiction of national utopias; a university education, and 
specifically the MBA, becomes the groundwork for a persuasive perfor-
mance of relentless optimism that promotes the “ethnicity narrative” of 
the recent African immigrant as a good investment and investor.37 The 
possibility of a valuable university degree is what allows Obi and other 
Nigerian immigrants to reassure themselves that they have made the right 
decision by leaving Nigeria to face “the uncertainty of America” (191). 

Crucially, however, Oguine’s novel also registers the fear of abjection 
that underlies the insistent performance of optimism after optimism is 
rendered a fiction—the performance of postoptimistic optimism. This is 
not to say that the novel exposes that dreams of national utopia deny the 
nightmarish realities of skyrocketing inequality and imperial racial hier-
archies: those realities, in the novel’s world, are already known. Rather, 
it’s to highlight the novel’s diagnosis of the affective dynamic whereby 
knowledge of the nightmare’s reality redoubles professions of faith in the 
dream and so reproduces the nightmare. Obi follows his Uncle Happi-
ness in finding in the US a land of opportunity because the alternative—
that the US, like Nigeria, offers no certain path to desired success—is 
terrifying to him. Obi is driven by stories of Nigerian men that suggest 
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the precarity of postcolonial happiness that is often not, in fact, secured 
through the lotteries of immigration, entrepreneurial endeavor, and 
proximity to whiteness. As when watching the TV that introduces Obi 
to American myth, “excitement” can be instantly “replaced by cyclonic 
terror” (181). Maina tells the story of a Nigeran roommate who became 
an “all-American immigrant” by marrying “a girl whose father was a big 
shot” (57): when the “girl” throws him out after two years, “he began 
to hear voices, started talking to himself” (58). Maina’s scorn for the  
Nigerian is mirrored in Obi’s scorn for Maina, whose “poorly acted play” 
becomes evidence that “he was just not carrying his own very well” (58). 
Obi begins to have literal “nightmares about Maina’s nameless Nigerian 
room-mate” and of “Maina himself, armed with a machete chasing me 
down Grand Avenue at night while people passing in cars laughed, think-
ing that two black men were merely enjoying a wild but harmless joke” 
(58). Another figure who “walked into my dreams” is that of “Nebraska 
Man”: a man who was a “fixture of a bar” close to Obi’s Nigerian uni-
versity, who would “go on and on in a gently flowing American accent 
about his adventures in God’s Own Country” (195). He would attract 
the attention of “university students, young office workers and the unem-
ployed, who all had their dreams of America” (195), but by the time Obi 
left the country, he “walked the streets at all times of day and night, his 
minds in shreds, waiting for death” (195). These are the men of whom 
Obi is determined to say, “At least I am not—” (196). To avoid the fail-
ure that is “unthinkable,” however, he proclaims he must “somehow find 
the energy to succeed in America” (196). He is thus at increasing risk for 
becoming his nightmare: the African who proclaims his entrepreneurial 
potential but is judged to be obviously lying.

A Squatter’s Tale ends with a warning of the costliness of finding 
the energy to affirm present prosperity. As Obi seeks out Uncle Happi-
ness one last time, his relative, who has “aged terribly,” urges him to 
“get up and dance” (201). Uncle Happiness’s energy, as always, is seem-
ingly inexhaustible. His preferred dance track, as always, is Prince Nico 
Mbarga’s “Sweet Mother,” whose refrain is quoted earlier in the book 
during another dance session:

Sweet Mother, I no go forget you
for the suffer wey you suffer for me

If a no sleep, my mother no go sleep
If a no chop, my mother no go chop

She no dey tire o! (137)
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The popular highlife song celebrates the tireless work and ongoing suf-
fering of the mother who ensures a sense of well-being for the singer. 
The song is evocative of the labor and suffering that the novel diag-
noses as underlying proclamations of happiness, of the endless work 
that goes into proclaiming an inhospitable present hospitable. As Uncle 
Happiness urges Obi to join the dance, he asks him to take up again an 
exhausting performance of present optimism.38 The dance, like Maina’s 
plans for opening a resort or Nebraska Man’s stories about having “just 
come in from America” (53, 195), is a way of getting by, of embrac-
ing the optimism that asserts belonging in an entrepreneurial, utopic 
nation. Like cruel optimism, postoptimistic optimism is a way of cop-
ing, of living through or even surviving an exploitative present. Whereas 
cruel optimism hinges on the promise that things will get better, this 
performed, mad optimism emerges from proclamations that things are 
already great. In incisive conversations on Black Madness :: Mad Black-
ness (2019), Therí Alyce Pickens notes that madness, as it is deployed in 
mad studies, “carries a lexical range that includes (in)sanity, cognitive 
disability, anger, and, for anyone who remembers the slang of the 1990s, 
excess (usually synonymous with too or really).”39 This range is in evi-
dence in Iguine’s scenes of dance and story. Insofar as the happy fiction 
of the happy nation is in constant and obvious tension with lived reality 
in an anti-Black imperial order, it extracts a high, cruel psychic cost that 
exacerbates the untenability of the present. 

Americanah Dreams

If, as Adéèkó has shown, the United States at the beginning of the millen-
nium stood in the Nigerian literary imagination as a symbol for a desired 
“stable nation state,” Oguine’s novel unsettles that desire by reckoning 
with how the US mirrors an unstable Nigerian national condition that 
hinges on the maintenance of precarious fictions regarding its sustain-
ability and security.40 A stable Nigerian nation remains desired, perhaps, 
in Oguine’s work, but the US is not a desirable model for its achievement; 
in the US, the fiction emphasizes, the nation’s capacity to engineer what 
Adéèkó calls “affective institutions of mutual self-recognition” are at 
once extremely limited and structured according to ideologies of race and 
racial hierarchies.41 What is more, democracy and universities, insofar as 
they are idealized as markers of successful nation-building, help to main-
tain national optimism, until they don’t. An MBA from the US seems to 
Obi to be more of a haven than the University of Lagos, but the novel 
is at pains to show the contingent value of degrees awarded by both 



 The Pursuit of Happiness After the Third Republic  73

institutions. The Nigerian financial collapse of 1993, the novel intimates, 
could also happen in the United States, as indeed it did at the end of the 
tenure of the so-called MBA president, George W. Bush. As US university 
graduates burdened with staggering student debt entered a job market 
characterized by relatively high unemployment rates and part-time and 
contract work, the story that a degree guarantees the American dream 
was widely discussed as the fiction it has always been for all but the few.42 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah scrutinizes optimism ori-
ented toward the predominately white US university campus. As in A 
Settler’s Tale, the novel marks the psychic and social costs of both per-
forming and being unable to perform a properly entrepreneurial, ethno-
logically discrete self that is eligible for inclusion in optimistic national 
fictions of the US. Whereas Oguine’s novel is perhaps most despairing in 
its representation of a relentless, exhausting performance of optimism 
in both Nigeria and the US, Adichie’s novel seeks an alternative affective 
mode for defining Nigerian national belonging. While Americanah sug-
gests that Nigerians’ ongoing experience of instability and uncertainty 
may itself paradoxically and productively define the mutual self-recog-
nition of Nigerian nationhood, this seeming alternative to the relentless 
performance of optimism is, I suggest, a re-inscription of postcolonial 
optimism under conditions of empire.

Americanah was published in 2013, some years after the great reces-
sion that began in 2007 revealed how much of the US economy was 
built on stories of sound investments that rendered illusion a way of 
life. The novel nonetheless begins on a US university campus on which 
there seems cause for optimism. “Princeton, in the summer, smelled of 
nothing,” goes the first sentence, “and although Ifemelu liked the tran-
quil greenness of the many trees, the clean streets and stately homes, the 
delicately overpriced shops, and the quiet, abiding air of earned grace, 
it was this, the lack of smell, that most appealed to her, perhaps because 
the other American cities she knew well had all smelled distinctly” (4). 
The blankness of the place, without smell and so ostensibly without 
history, produces a pleasing effect: “She liked, most of all, that in this 
place of affluent ease, she could pretend to be someone else, someone 
specially admitted into a hallowed American club, someone adorned 
with certainty” (3). Clark-Bekederemo warns Achebe against mistaking 
the “gospel” of the American dream for reality (see chapter 1);43 here, 
the American dream is an obvious fiction, of place and of self, that can 
nonetheless be pleasurable to escape into, like a novel. For Ifemelu, the 
dream of affluence and certainty enabled by Princeton’s blankness is 
concomitant with the American dream: “The best thing about America 
is that it gives you space. I like that. I like that you buy into the dream, 
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it’s a lie but you buy into it and that’s all that matters” (536). The dream 
is a lie because it requires that you ignore all that exists outside the “hal-
lowed American club,” including the “other American cities” that do 
smell and, by extension, the histories that link wealth to exploitation. 
But enclaves such as Princeton enable Ifemula to imagine, if only briefly, 
that she is part of a rarified national dream.

The lie is appealing in part because its equivalent has, for Ifemelu, 
felt impossible to buy into in Nigeria. Ifemelu leaves Lagos for Pennsyl-
vania in the mid-1990s as strikes become more and more common at 
the University of Nsukka, where she attends school with her boyfriend 
Obinze. When Aunty Uju suggests that Ifemelu take the SATs and head 
to the US for graduate school, the uncertainty of the fate of higher edu-
cation in Nigeria makes the idea sensible (121). On the Wellson campus 
in Philadelphia, Ifemelu majors in communications; the degree, along 
with the connections and documented status she secures in part through 
her relationships with two American men, places her in a strong posi-
tion for monetizing her blog, “on the Subject of Blackness in America” 
(366). On the strength of the blog, Ifemelu is awarded the fellowship 
at Princeton, and thus can imagine “entry into a hallowed American 
kingdom” (440). In 1995, a degree from Nsukka seems to hold no such 
potential for achieving similar status in Nigeria. 

The novel suggests a parallel split when it comes to national democ-
racy. Barack Obama’s election to the presidency in 2007 is a rapturous 
event for Ifemelu: “there was, at that moment, nothing more beauti-
ful to her than America” (448). The Nigerian democratic elections in 
1999 elicit more ambivalence. Obinze’s employer Chief is sanguine 
about his prospects following the election of Olusegun Obasanjo, the 
erstwhile military dictator whose administration oversaw the transi-
tion to the Second Republic: “I was Babangida’s friend. I was Abacha’s 
friend. Now that the military has gone, Obasanjo is my friend” (32). 
Chief looks forward specifically to exploiting the business opportuni-
ties made possible by the planned privatization of the National Farm 
Support Corporation. Ifemelu’s father, in turn, avers that though “one 
could not describe Obasanjo as a good man . . . it must be conceded 
that he has done some good things in the country; there is a flourishing 
spirit of entrepreneurship” (247). Democratic elections, in other words, 
self-evidently bring more privatization and austerity, following the 
“free market” dictates of the International Monetary Fund. As James  
Ferguson argued in 2006, in these global neoliberal conditions, “how-
ever democratic an African government may be in formal terms, its scope 
for making policy is radically constrained by the nondemocratic inter-
national financial institutions themselves.”44 The “ideological frothing” 
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about “democracy in Africa” in development circles around the turn of 
the millennium, Ferguson suggested, ended up “serving a profoundly 
antidemocratic end—that is, the simulation of popular legitimation for 
policies” that were in fact “made in the most undemocratic way imag-
inable.”45 Bill Clinton, citing Jimmy Carter and the Second Republic,  
proclaimed in remarks to the Joint Assembly in August 2000 that elec-
tions meant “once again, people will know Nigeria as a great nation,” 
and promised substantial aid to “Nigeria NGOs and universities” to 
ensure “all your children have the chance to live their dreams.”46 In 
Americanah, however, “change you can believe in,” per Obama’s 2007 
election campaign slogan, is located firmly in the US.

As in A Squatter’s Tale, however, just because it is possible to enter a 
fiction in the US does not make it real, and the psychic costs of maintain-
ing the fiction are steep. Ifemelu “can pretend to be someone else” at 
Princeton, but the narrator remarks dryly that “she had to go to Trenton 
to braid her hair” (3). The American dream symbolized by Princeton 
offers the fantasy of belonging to an enclave of wealth and certainty. The 
nation remains, however, a space of immiseration and precarity shaped 
by white supremacy and anti-blackness. If, as Aretha Phiri argues in an 
incisive article on Americanah, Adichie’s novel “significantly extends, 
enriches and renders inclusive, repertoires of blackness” by taking into 
account “culturally specific and context-responsive configurations of 
black subjectivity,” it also attends to how these repertoires are differ-
ently shaped by and responsive to anti-blackness logics of racialization.47 
Ifemelu’s blog meditates repeatedly on how her experiences as a “non-
American black” differ from those of “American blacks.” Other differ-
ences are emphasized in the novel itself. Shan, a Black American writer 
with whom Ifemelu has an uneasy relationship, experiences a “nervous 
breakdown” (444) after her recently published book is not well-received. 
Ifemelu’s nephew Dike, who has been told by his Nigerian mother “you 
are not black” (470), attempts suicide. Ifemelu comes to feel a “cement 
in her soul . . . an early morning disease of fatigue, a bleakness and bor-
derlessness” (7). Entering the optimistic fiction of national dreams only 
amplifies the alienation and depression produced by an anti-Black racist 
US reality. 

Yet, Americanah does not leave readers with the potent mix of mania 
and despair that closes Oguine’s fiction. As in other Nigerian litera-
ture of postcolonial optimism, the ending of Americanah is crucial for 
understanding how the US is imaginatively bound to visions of Nigerian 
futurity. To shake the cement from her soul, Ifemelu returns to Lagos. 
Refusing her ever-illusory place in the “hallowed American club,” she 
starts a new blog in which a much-commented-on early piece addresses 
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her experience at the Nigerpolitan Club (519). This post refuses the 
optimism she finds among other “returnees”: 

Most of us have come back to make money in Nigeria, to start busi-
nesses, to seek government contracts and contacts. Others have come 
with dreams in their pockets and a hunger to change the country, but 
we spend all our time complaining about Nigeria, and even though our 
complaints are legitimate, I imagine myself as an outsider saying: Go 
back where you came from! (519)

She defies, in other words, a middle-class Nigerian imaginary that 
aspires to turn Lagos into New York City and that revolves around 
complaint and change. She writes instead about young women whose 
lives are “speckled stubbornly with hope: they wanted to open hair 
salons, to go to university. They believed their turn would come” (585). 
Observing these aspirations confirms for Ifemelu not a sense of indi-
vidualized, performed optimism but of collective, widespread precar-
ity: “We are just one step away from this life in a slum, all of us who 
live air-conditioned middle-class lives, she wrote” (585). If in the US 
one can be, or at least pretend to be, “adorned with certainty,” Nigeria 
does not provide such an opportunity. Nigeria, rather, is where Ifemelu 
and Obinze leave behind lives of “floating-along contentment” (588) in 
favor of the “millions of uncertainties” symbolized in their reunification 
(542).48 The lived experience of uncertainty in turn becomes the basis 
for Americanah’s affective construction of the Nigerian nation. Nigeria 
may not offer space to escape into feelings of surety and certainty, but it 
does offer the opportunity to reckon with the contingency of life under 
US-dominated capitalism. Instead of a pleasing and perilous fiction, the 
novel suggests, Nigeria offers its protagonist realism. 

A relentlessly optimistic US nationalism, in other words, is the foil 
against which Adichie articulates what at first seems to be a clear alter-
native mode of Nigerian national belonging. The affective construct that 
the nation does or can or could provide an individual with stability and 
certainty within its borders is usurped by one that questions this very pos-
sibility. This is a distinctively post-global articulation of national belong-
ing. The “post-global,” as clarified by Tejumola Olaniyan in relation to 
African literary studies, queries the certainties offered by a conception 
of the “global” that became dominant in the 1990s and that itself fol-
lowed from “three worlds theory.”49 Among these assumptions included 
“the certainty of the nation-state and territorial sovereignty, especially 
the constitutive function of these as tools of managing inequality on a 
global scale.”50 Clinton’s 2000 remarks celebrating Nigerian democracy 
exemplify this sense of the global, particularly in the proclamation that 
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“our common future depends on whether Africa’s 739 million people 
gain the chance to live their dreams. And Nigeria is a pivot point on 
which all Africa’s future turns.”51 The nation is the key unit for imagin-
ing the terms of what the speech calls “interdependence.”52 At a “time of 
change and uncertainty,” the “chance to build a new Nigeria” promises 
in turn “the chance to build a lasting network of ties between Africa and 
the United States.”53 Clinton cited Ben Okri’s The Famished Road to 
consolidate this progressive metaphor: “Okri asks us, ‘Who can dream 
a good road and then live to travel on it?’ Nigerians, as much as any 
nation on Earth, have dreamed this road.”54 In the post-global, Olani-
yan shows, such rhetoric rings hollow, perhaps especially in an African 
context where writers and critics have, for at least thirty years, shown 
how the “global” has “so far meant little more than a world grouping 
to which [the continent] belongs in holding pens (nation-states) that 
both objectively and subjectively lack the capacity to realize for Africa 
what should be the real potentials of that community.”55 To be sure, one 
answer “to foundationally failed and failing states and unprecedented 
global inequality” has been a redoubled investment in national borders 
and policing: “these global anti-global forces are also profound signs 
of the post-global.”56 Other answers amplify “centrifugal forces” such 
as cosmopolitan human rights culture and discourses of planetary ecol-
ogy. Adichie’s novel represents and values the experience of Nigerian 
national belonging that paradoxically captures the uncertainty of this 
post-global moment, in which the question of what will come after the 
global remains unresolved. 

By imagining Nigeria as a place that offers the opportunity to feel how 
the nation does not, never has, and never will provide the stability it has 
systemically denied to Black people, Adichie cracks open a conception of 
the global in which the nation continues to be invoked as the “unyielding 
framework.”57 The Nigerian national structure of feeling that ends the 
novel is implicitly one that is not necessarily delimited by the national 
borders that have proven inadequate to the task of managing global capi-
talism and its planetary catastrophes, human and nonhuman. The felt cer-
tainties of Americans are clearly fictions, after all. Even Clinton’s speech, 
as it meditated on the “time of change and uncertainty” in Nigeria, briefly 
imagined how that uncertainty encompasses, or may come to encompass, 
the US: “you need us today because at this fleeting moment in history, 
we are the world’s richest country. But over the long run of life and over 
the long run of a nation’s life, and over the long run of civilization on 
this planet, the rich and the poor often change places.”58 While Clinton 
is “certain that America will walk with you in the years to come,” the 
slippage from country to class glimpses the inadequacy of the former for 
responding to how global capitalism deepens fissures in and reconfigures 
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the racialized geopolitical mappings of the latter.59 Americanah’s interest 
in the precarity of nation-feeling—and in precarity as nation-feeling—
suggests it is possible to imagine not just the elimination of the nation as 
the horizon for political desire but also the end of the supposed certainties 
of the so-called American century that oversaw the construction of the 
“global” as a network of nations. 

And in that imagining, what comes next? As Christopher T. Fan notes, 
while the national future symbolized by the novel’s heterosexual union 

is never explicitly depicted, the contours of that future can be felt through 
the specific features of Ifemelu’s and Obinze’s characters and their desire 
for each other: his refusals of the extravagances of wealth (an allegory 
for a Nigerian capitalism free of cronyism), her rejection of America’s 
racist capitalist futurity, and their infidelity’s enactment of individual 
desire over traditional values.60 

To the degree that this future depends, however, on Ifemelu coming to 
represent “the globalization of the Asian American model minority as 
it converges with flexible citizenship,”61 as well as on Obinze’s explicit 
disdain for Chinese investment in Nigeria, what Fan calls “Sinological 
Orientalism” emerges as the “political unconscious” of the novel:62 “the 
dream of a Nigerian capitalism that supposedly offers an alternative 
future to American capitalism is itself deeply shaped by Chinese capital,” 
even if “the China-oriented future of their chosen lives in Nigeria is still 
unimaginable.”63 Olaniyan sees the post-global moment as an opportu-
nity to imagine “a rearrangement of global governance” that prioritizes 
“quality of life universally conceived.”64 The future structured by Sino-
logical Orientalism in Adichie’s novel is in these terms “more aligned 
with than opposed to the aspirations of neoliberal capitalism,” including 
aspirations that maintain the present as a happy time that entrepreneurs 
(such as Ifemelu) need only shape into an even better future.65 In this 
light, the novel’s interest in national precarity hinges on an attachment 
to capitalism beyond the uncertain fate of a global order of nations. Its 
investment in the precarity of the nation signals the reconstitution of 
postcolonial optimism for an imminent post-global age. The disavowal 
of US optimism in Americanah, in other words, culminates in the recon-
stitution of postcolonial optimism in distilled form in Nigeria, as a hard-
working couple, properly credentialed (including by US universities) and 
haunted by the specter of Chinese capital, embrace the uncertainty of the 
present as an opportunity for developing the nation. The optimism here 
is tempered by uncertainty and thus, perhaps, all the better suited for 
weathering the fluctuations of the capitalist post-global marketplace. The 
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realism proffered by Americanah’s Nigerian national feeling foregrounds 
the uncertainty of life under US-dominated capitalism and thereby pro-
vides an affective basis for becoming a more resilient capitalist. 

There is a strong argument to be made that Adichie’s novel is not, in 
the end, in any substantive opposition to neoliberal capitalism dominated 
by the US but is rather symptomatic of the ongoingness of US imperial-
ism. Kalyan Nadiminti cites Adichie as one prominent example of the 
“global professional writer” who “default[s] to a critique of the middle 
class” by formulating “a bourgeois subjectivity that turns inward.”66 
Such critique marks “a decisive shift from the revolutionary but often 
compromised postcolonial novel to a professionalized and market-driven 
global novel,” whereby “global audience” is “almost always a synonym 
for an Americanized audience—that is, an audience that is not necessar-
ily American but that identifies with the tenets of American globalism.”67 
As Lily Saint has pointed out, Americanah has proven immensely appeal-
ing to a US audience: “its title, and its engagement with Americans means 
readers don’t have to work very hard” and can avoid “richer, more varied 
engagements with African writing and publishers.”68 By focusing on “the 
central tale of a rising middle class” and thus offering “an easily digest-
ible” representation of the global, Nadiminti argues, the global profes-
sional writer (such as Adichie) betrays her common association with 
post-war US MFA programs, which has demanded a particular “framing 
of bourgeois life coupled with the primacy of the voice for the nonwhite 
and non-American writer.”69 Adichie, notably, received an MFA in 2003 
from Johns Hopkins University and an MA at Yale before securing a fel-
lowship at Harvard. If, as Camille Isaacs has argued, Ifemelu’s blogging 
unknowingly embeds her in “digital imperial and neo-imperial structures 
of the United States and its far-reaching policies for the control of digital 
territory,” a parallel argument exists for Adichie’s writing in and through 
the US MFA.70 Because of this neo-imperial educational structure, and 
despite the fact that Adichie has taken care to publish her novels with 
Nigerian presses, writer and protagonist alike reach “only a distinct 
demographic” that “risks replicating the hierarchies of classical impe-
rialism.”71 The international writer with US degrees becomes in the late 
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries a variation of the entrepreneur 
who holds an MBA: equipped to market one’s self as a good investment 
and investor, and also institutionalized as “politically agnostic, white-
collar workers.”72 

But perhaps this reading does not do full justice to Adichie’s writing and 
career. Yogita Goyal argues that “critiques of the global African novel” that 
wish “for the return to the pan-African in a kind of Bandung nostalgia” 
discount that “it demands more complex scales of comparison and analysis 
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sufficient to navigate local, regional, and global formations.”73 Following 
this provocation, it is possible to consider how Americanah’s ending fuses 
Black diasporic and national experience to ask, rather than proclaim, what 
might be possible in a world yet circumscribed by global capitalism, where 
the nation might yet be always reimagined apart from the state. As Imre 
Szeman remarks in his overview of what is now a globalized form of entre-
preneurial subjectivity, “entrepreneurship may be simultaneously the height 
of neoliberal subject formation and its limit—a peak on the other side of 
which lie subjects with no fidelity or loyalty to governments or states.”74 
Szeman asks whether it is not in this “rejection of a neoliberal state appa-
ratus” that one might find a “kernel of political possibility.”75 What, in the 
end, might Obinze and Ifemelu, drawing on their diasporic experiences and 
connections, accomplish together as they imagine a Nigeria that exceeds 
state-imposed borders? For her part, Adichie has worked actively to “to 
contribute to the growth of the writing community in Nigeria” in ways that 
have sidestepped the Nigerian government and offered an alternative to US 
MFA programs for aspiring writers from across anglophone Africa and its 
diasporas.76 As the Creative Director of the Farafina Trust Creative Writing 
Workshop, Adichie supported the annual program since its inception in 
2007. After Nigerian Breweries PLC, a subsidiary of the Heineken Group, 
withdrew their sponsorship “due to a need to streamline their expenditure” 
in 2017,77 the workshop re-emerged in 2018 as the Purple Hibiscus Trust 
Creative Writing Workshop, with financial support from Trace Nigeria, 
“the multi-platform media and entertainment company with over 200 mil-
lion viewers and listeners in 160 countries”78 that is “75% owned by Mod-
ern Times Group, a leading Swedish digital entertainment provider.”79 The 
initiative is widely recognized as “the highest-profile creative workshop on 
the continent” that instantiates “Adichie’s one-time definition of herself as 
a ‘hopelessly sentimental Pan-Africanist.”80 Many of its participants, who 
hail from across Africa and the US, have gone on to win awards and grants 
(themselves often backed by institutions in the global North). Its history one 
of financial uncertainty and dependency on corporations headquartered in 
Europe, the workshop is a privatized credential and a post-global institu-
tion that seeks to create opportunities for pan-African cultural exchange.81 
In this, the workshop continues a Nigerian literary tradition of postcolonial 
optimism that continuously finds within educational institutions beholden 
to imperial centers the potential for nurturing Black creative solidarities 
amidst the entrenchment of debt, dependency, and alienation. Postcolonial 
optimism thus maintained registers the ongoingness both of empire and of 
desires to live beyond its imagined political horizons.



PART II
COMPOUNDING OPTIMISM  
IN SOUTH AFRICAN FICTION





Chapter 4

A Tiny Ripple of Hope Between  

Two Worlds

A prominent narrative of South African postapartheid history charts an 
affective national trajectory from elation to disillusionment. According 
to this narrative, anti-apartheid revolutionary hopes, partially realized 
in the first democratic elections, were betrayed by the African National 
Congress’s (ANC) postapartheid governance. Postapartheid policies 
that supported privatization have indeed been antithetical to the par-
ty’s promises, during the liberation struggle, of equality and justice. 
Sampie Terreblanche describes the “ideological shifts” in the ANC’s 
economic views since 1990 as “breathtaking”: commitments to growth 
through redistribution were shelved, as “the enabling conditions of the 
new system were molded in such a way that the imperial aspirations of 
the American-led neoliberal empire would be satisfied.”1 That the post-
apartheid system has in practice enriched a small elite in South Africa 
alongside imperial interests is by now a critical commonplace, and not 
just in sociological work that charts the high rates of inequality since 
the establishment of democratic elections.2 Disillusionment with the 
postapartheid state, for example, is reflected in accounts of periodiza-
tion in South African fiction. As Rita Barnard argues, the postapartheid 
literary period, which “not only invited new dreams for South Africa’s 
future, but a radical reimagination of its past,” has been followed by 
the “post-transition” production of “more disenchanted writing.”3 
In this literature, Barnard notes, liberation is less “a dream deferred” 
than “a dream derailed.”4 Barnard here quotes Cyril Ramaphosa, who 
adapted Langston Hughes’s famous poem to describe the government 
of Thabo Mbeki (1999–2008).5 The question of how to get back on the 
rails, of how to redeem a revolutionary dream of South Africa in an era 
of US-dominated globalization, has been recurrent up to and including 
Ramaphosa’s presidency.

 This forceful narrative of government betrayal and disillusion-
ment vis-à-vis US imperialism can be complicated in two ways. First, 
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the implementation by successive ANC governments of what is broadly 
conceived as neoliberal policy has been incomplete. As Anne-Maria 
Makhulu has demonstrated, postapartheid South Africa has not been a 
“clear-cut ‘neoliberal’ case” along definitions centered on industrialized 
democracies in the global North.6 To be sure, South African privatization 
and deregulation saw the expansion of the financial sector, such that by 
2004 this sector comprised 20% of the national economy while employ-
ing only 1% of the workforce. Yet, this expansion has been accompanied 
by the increase of social grants and grant recipients.7 These grants, the 
distribution of which has also been “partially conditioned by the legacy 
of apartheid racial discrimination,” have proven crucial to households 
struggling to get by without steady wage work.8 While the South African 
state has championed privatization, it has also promised state welfare; 
while it has supported “entrepreneurial” solutions to poverty, it has also 
deployed a rhetoric of rights that guarantees necessities ranging from 
food to housing.9 Deborah James usefully calls this distinct intertwining 
of state and market forces “redistributive neoliberalism.”10 Although 
the financialization of the South African economy since the 1990s means 
that people are ever-more enfolded in the vicissitudes of the market, 
neoliberal policy has been leavened with the explicitly-stated end-goal 
of redistributing wealth to redress the ongoing material inequalities of 
apartheid.11 Residual dreams of radical redistribution have continued to 
shape South African neoliberal policies, and those policies have often 
been justified through a rhetoric of redistribution. 

This point leads to the second way a narrative of betrayal and disillu-
sionment potentially simplifies the relation between anti-apartheid hopes 
and postapartheid realities: dreams of redistribution have often been 
imagined, during and after apartheid, in terms that resonate with neo-
liberal discourses of private property and a financialized economy. Goals 
such as the redistribution of property rights, universal housing, and the 
democratization of credit have stood as affectively compelling alterna-
tives to an apartheid regime that restricted Black people’s access to land 
ownership, home ownership, and lines of credit. While ANC governance 
has been a locus of disillusionment, the cause of this disillusionment is 
often experienced and measured not only in terms of revolutionary ideals 
but also personal financial insecurity. For example, in his analysis of the 
2009 general election that saw the presidential candidacy of Jacob Zuma 
elicit unprecedented support for the ANC in KwaZulu Natal, Hylton 
White noted how shifting conceptions of Zulu identity followed from the 
collapse of migrant and wage labor in the early twenty-first century.12 In 
a contemporary situation of “extreme insecurity,” White argued, Zuma 
distinguished himself from his predecessor, Mbeki, who was widely  
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perceived to be “not just an elitist in his personal life but also a leader 
who had [unfairly] shut the door on the distribution of wealth to those 
who needed it desperately.” Zuma, by contrast, offered hope for the state-
sanctioned instantiation of what White describes as “deeply normative 
impulses” tied to patriarchal, capitalist conceptions of Zulu identity.13 
Postapartheid hopes for redistribution and justice have been pinned in 
this way to the expansion of financial opportunities for specific individu-
als and ethnic groups. 

Rather than fully opposing US imperialism to anti-apartheid visions 
of South African nationhood, as Terreblanche does, it is useful to think 
about how anti-apartheid and postapartheid dreams of a “new” South 
Africa have been shaped by US-dominated capitalism and its discourses. 
In an argument that unfolds in the following three chapters, I contend 
that South African literature that interrogates the affective forcefulness 
of capital and its instruments is particularly appropriate for a study of 
South African national becoming under conditions of US empire. Dreams 
of South African futurity, as they are registered in an anglophone national 
literary imaginary, have addressed not only state-sanctioned redistribu-
tion but also the expansion of financial services. The fictions addressed 
in these chapters attend, more specifically, to how a desire for the expan-
sion of credit has been a continuous response to the persistence of what 
James terms “credit apartheid.”14 As South African fiction gives form 
to these dreams and desires, it teases out the stubborn, sticky emotional 
appeal of a national mythos that imagines the inequalities of colonialism 
and apartheid can be overcome via more equitable access to credit. In 
so doing, this literature of postcolonial optimism considers how dreams 
of South African nationhood are maintained despite continual disillu-
sionment and under conditions of US empire. It self-consciously grapples 
with how postcolonial optimism is entwined with globalized articula-
tions of an American dream that maintains the nation as the (potential) 
safeguard of equal economic opportunity. 

Whereas my discussion of Nigerian literature of postcolonial opti-
mism registers the tensions of associating the US university with the 
instantiation of democratic postcolonial nationhood, my analysis of 
South African literature of postcolonial optimism addresses national 
imaginaries that are less invested in the political form of the democratic 
nation-state per se than in the economic opportunities that such a nation 
might enable. Accordingly, the central affective dynamic I identify in 
this fiction is distinct. Rather than a persistent, performative, often 
attenuated (post)optimism that maintains educational institutions may 
yet facilitate national democratic becoming, South African literature’s 
affective structures evoke the boom-and-bust cycles of the capitalist 
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economy. It intimates how the cyclical recurrence of disillusionment and 
hope compounds into cycles of despair and euphoria, as South African 
dreams of national becoming remain entwined with the financial instru-
ments of US empire. 

In this chapter, I introduce this affective dynamic by offering a recon-
sideration of Miriam Tlali’s Between Two Worlds, which was the first 
novel in English to be published by a Black South African woman within 
the country’s borders.15 The fiction, published in 1975 in censored form 
by Ravan Press as Muriel at Metropolitan before an unredacted edi-
tion was issued by Longman in 1979, is famous for its excoriation of 
the South African Republic, which was established by a referendum of 
white voters in 1961. Begun in 1964 and completed five years later, 
the semi-autobiographical fiction is narrated by Muriel, who works as 
a bookkeeper at a furniture and appliance store called Metropolitan 
Radio and who observes, endures, and resists apartheid’s quotidian 
humiliations and hypocrisies. These daily injustices, critics have noted, 
include unequal, racialized access to property and credit. Less remarked 
is how the novel invokes parallel histories of inequality and struggle in 
the United States. Unpacking the history of Black South African and 
Black American cultural and religious exchange in Sophiatown—a site 
where Muriel mourns the loss of a past home of her own—allows me to 
situate Tlali’s novel in relation to longer twentieth-century histories in 
which the perceived relative mobility and prosperity of Black Americans  
informed Black South African political movements for property rights. 
I go on to consider how the novel takes up this entwined history in 
the context of the five years of its writing, 1964–69, which correspond 
roughly to the years of its setting. The hope and despair attached to 
Sophiatown and its destruction echoes in the hope and despair that 
coheres around the US civil rights movement and its aftermath, marked 
in the text by explicit references to Robert F. Kennedy’s 1966 “Day of 
Affirmation Address” at the University of Cape Town. In its invocation 
of Kennedy’s speech, the novel self-consciously articulates its political 
vision within and against the disappointments of the 1964 Civil Rights 
Act and Kennedy’s logic of economic opportunity that subordinates 
equality and justice to notions of so-called progress. While affirming 
Kennedy’s exhortation to struggle for an ideal, the ideal Muriel commits 
to is that of Black economic rights, not in the name of national progress 
but for the benefit of Black life. The novel dreams of a redeemed nation 
at the end of a decade that saw many dreams of Black liberation, in both 
the US and South Africa, shatter into nightmare. It does so both through 
a renewed commitment to histories of collective, pan-African struggle 
and the uncompromising prioritization of Black economic well-being. 



By marking how a novel that has generally been read as exemplarily 
“South African” attends to the US as a site for pan-African solidarity 
in the face of anti-Black imperialism, I am better able to engage the fic-
tion’s ambivalence toward freedom dreams centered on the expansion of 
credit and property rights. Transnational cycles of hope and despair—
from Sophiatown to Washington, D.C.—work to reaffirm that Black 
economic rights are crucial to the undoing of the white supremacist 
nation. At the same time, Between Two Worlds evinces a distinct unease 
in how the pursuit of these rights may be too easily co-opted to extend 
the status quo. The feeling that the realization of hopes may produce 
conditions of disillusionment marks in the novel a transnational, racial-
ized affect integral to life in the white supremacist, financialized nation-
state. Consideration of this distinct iteration of postcolonial optimism, 
this mode of investing in postcolonial nationhood, informs the novel’s 
more radical pan-African national dreams. Subsequent chapters reveal 
that this genre of postcolonial optimism’s intensification as euphoria 
and despair finds renewed expression in postapartheid literature of 
credit and debt. 

Ownership Dreams

Tlali’s Between Two Worlds is keenly attuned to the unequal access to 
property and credit enforced by apartheid, as well as to the despair and 
violence that this inequality produces. Although Metropolitan Radio 
is a radio and furniture store, most of its profits accrue through debt 
collection. At the establishment run by Muriel’s white Jewish boss, Mr. 
Bloch, Black customers are arbitrarily granted or denied lines of credit, 
charged exorbitant rates of interest, and subjected to repossession with-
out due process. As such, Muriel bears witness to and carefully details 
a furniture industry, which, Deborah James notes, was historically run 
by ethnically marginalized groups, including Jewish people, and which 
became the locus of “credit apartheid” in the mid-twentieth century.16 
The mechanisms of credit apartheid proliferate in the novel. When 
Muriel notifies a customer that he is “entitled to claim back the interest 
for the last six months,” as he had paid off his loan early, she is “accused 
of ‘educating’ African customers” (80). When the customer gives Muriel 
ten cents in gratitude, she is accused of theft and disloyalty to the firm, 
and Mr. Bloch threatens to fire her. The corruption of the business is 
displaced onto her, just as the violent work of forcibly repossessing 
goods is offloaded onto a Black worker named Agrippa. Access to credit 
entrenches the immiseration of Black people, whereas, for Mr. Bloch, 
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marginalized as he is within white society, it remains the basis for the 
wealth he accumulates through real estate: Muriel notes that Mr. Bloch 
personally makes some money from selling goods and more money from 
selling loans, but the bulk of his wealth is due to “land transactions” that 
have paid him “more than I worked for in forty years” (160). By con-
trast, Black land and home ownership in South Africa was, as the novel 
dramatizes, all but eradicated by the mid-1960s. As Muriel observes: 
“Furniture manufacturers were doing a booming business. There was 
keen competition to exploit the African buying power whose potential 
the manufacturers as well as the retailers were well aware of and could 
not ignore” (138). In a situation in which access to credit is unequal and 
exploitative and property ownership is restricted according to apartheid 
categories of race, Muriel observes it is not only Black people’s labor 
that is exploited, but also Black people’s desire to ameliorate or resist the 
immiserating effects of that exploitation.

Oppression, in other words, does not eliminate aspirational futurity. 
As James argues, the mid-century flourishing of furniture stores marked 
the profound disruption that colonial and apartheid legislation had 
on Black domestic life. As Black property ownership was increasingly 
restricted as the century wore on, buying furniture came to stand in for 
purchasing a home and marking milestones such as marriage and start-
ing a family: “Buying furniture became part of the ceremonial gifts and 
countergifts associated with a wedding.”17 James continues: “The buying 
of furniture, then, arose in part within in [sic] a customary ritualization 
of the life course, entailed aspirations to suave urbanism and modernity, 
and exposed householders to gradually increasing expenditure—and 
expanding credit access—over time.”18 Muriel says of a Black customer 
who has succeeded in purchasing a furniture set to call her own: 

I suppose like the people the world over, we want to feel that we pos-
sess something. We need something firm to hold on to, even if it is only 
a piece of wood. It gives life a meaning, just to hurry home and sit and 
look at the furniture, even if it is ill suited for the brick boxes they built 
for us. (198)

Possessing property, however tenuously, offers invaluable felt security in 
a white supremacist state that throws Black people “out of their houses” 
(198). Barnard has noted that in Between Two Worlds, the acquisition of 
property may be understood as an act of resistance. Asserting ownership 
defies apartheid codifications of a racialized “standard of living” (289), 
in Muriel’s words, that denied and sought to suppress Black people’s 
consumer desires and drastically limit their property rights.19 That these 



acts of resistance further entrench Black people in exploitative institu-
tions via cycles of credit and debt is a central problematic of the novel 
that connects to mid-century Black struggles within the US, US empire, 
and the felt insufficiencies of optimism attached to a dreamed-of South 
African nation. 

The resistant Black desire for property, and its imbrication in access 
to credit, intersects with histories of the US most strikingly during a trip 
to Sophiatown, as Muriel remembers a space and time in which home 
ownership was still possible during her lifetime. Surveying a manicured 
landscape that belies historical violence, Muriel recalls the neighbor-
hood as it had been before the Nationalists enacted “forcible removal” 
in 1955 and “transformed” it into “a beautiful township for the lower 
income group whites” that was named Triomf (147). As one of the last 
remaining areas of Black home-ownership in Johannesburg, Sophiatown  
was a political and cultural center prior to its razing by the state.20 The 
maintenance of freehold tenure rights, secured prior to the passage of 
the Native Lands Act of 1913 that effectively denied property rights 
to most South Africans, supported a distinctive sense of community.21 
Es’kia Mphahlele, one of the many great thinkers and artists to be asso-
ciated with Sophiatown, described the connection between this sense of 
home and material aspirations beyond apartheid strictures: 

It was a place where people could express themselves more freely than in 
any other place. Sophiatown had structures, it was never a shanty town. It 
was a real suburb with front gates which said, ‘This is how I want to live.’22 

Sophiatown was also famously a place in which the association of Black 
Americans with aspirational modernity found multiple forms of expres-
sion in the mid-twentieth century.23 Due to its heterogenous population, 
political significance, and cultural vitality, Sophiatown became known 
as the “Chicago of South Africa”;24 it was also called the “Harlem of 
South Africa” (even as Harlem was dubbed the “Soweto of America”).25 
As Mphahlele notes, “cinema, dancing, American culture and jazz were 
very important to the cultural life of Sophiatown.”26 Don Mattera remi-
nisces, in “Other Faces of Kofifi,” that “even the traditional African 
herbalists used brightly painted signs to advertise their USA aphrodisi-
acs, blood mixtures and lucky charms. And if you rejected the Ameri-
can fad, you would quickly be dubbed moegoe or greenhorn” (75).27 
The prominence of African-American urban cultures in mid-century 
Black South African cultures, as Tsitsi Jaji suggests in her analysis of the 
magazine glossy Zonk!, “implied a parallel set of aspirations for South  
Africans and African Americans.”28
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These parallel aspirations are evoked insofar as Muriel’s reverie, 
which fortifies her later resolve to work for “a people whom I love and 
am a part of” (221), occurs while standing next to “the partially demol-
ished walls” of her African Methodist Episcopal (AME) church, where 
the words “‘God Our Father, Christ Our Redeemer, Man Our Brother’” 
are “still legible beneath the painted crucifix” (149). As Robert Trent 
Vinson detailed in his history of dreams of African-American liberation 
in early twentieth-century South Africa, the AME was one of multiple 
institutions that facilitated the merging of “the history of African Ameri-
cans with the freedom dreams of Africans.”29 African-American mission-
aries of the early twentieth century, many of whom were associated with 
the AME, aligned themselves with Booker T. Washington’s “up from 
slavery” narrative by espousing a “gradualist African upward mobility 
leading to eventual independence.”30 Washington’s program of economic 
self-reliance remained popular in South Africa long after it had waned in 
the US, and it was renewed in a new form in the subsequent popularity 
of a Garveyism that promoted “goals of Black economic and educational 
advancement” in ways that were “middle class in style and in program—
entrepreneurial, business-oriented, and committed to free enterprise and 
the capitalist model.”31 By mid-century, Alfred B. Xuma, who became 
president of the ANC in 1940, viewed the AME church as a model for 
Black South Africans fighting for liberation “‘because it is an institution 
that is run by non-whites.’”32 Muriel’s reverie at the church thus evokes a 
longer history wherein Black South Africans viewed African Americans, 
per Vinson, as “inspirational models of Black success” who “shared aspi-
rations to be full citizens” and promised to abet “a dream of African 
liberation that resonated throughout the world.”33 This shared aspira-
tion finds brief instantiation in the publication history of Between Two 
Worlds. As Tlali notes in her introduction to the 2004 Broadview Press 
edition, when she was having difficulty finding a publisher, her mother 
took a copy of the manuscript to a “kind African-American Bishop” of 
the AME church in Lesotho.34 The priest to whom the Bishop referred 
her proved untrustworthy, but there was brief hope that he would help 
to secure a US publisher.35 

As Muriel stands near a ruin in a white enclave, she remembers a 
time and place in which a certain kind of aspiration was possible: hope 
for upward mobility and a dream of Black modernity. She remembers, 
that is, a “past which had held hopes of redemption” for the South 
African nation (150). This redemption, importantly, is tied to property 
rights and ownership. When Muriel’s companion, Henry, assumes that 
in her reverie she is “admiring the beautiful European houses” (151), 
Muriel assures him he has it wrong: “I never even saw these houses; all 



I ‘saw’ was our own homes—the poor old so-called ‘slum structures.’ 
Don’t you know the expression ‘a poor thing but mine own’?” (152). 
Muriel does not dream of owning a fancy house, of being part of the 
neighborhood of Triomf—as Lewis Nkosi paraphrased the work of mid-
century African-American intellectuals, “Who wants to be integrated 
into a burning house?” (86). Or, as Henry reflects, who could possibly 
take “pride” in a home built on oppression: “all those nice gardens of 
theirs fertilized by the shit of black children who used to run about here 
naked and neglected while their mothers cared for white kids” (152). 
Muriel’s dream is for a form of property ownership and felt stability that 
facilitated dreaming the end of white supremacist nationalism.

The present tense of Muriel’s recollections of the past emphasizes 
the immediacy of their significance to her contemporary moment, sug-
gesting how aspirations to ownership remain compelling yet insufficient 
responses to apartheid. Henry does not romanticize Sophiatown, where, 
in fact, most residents never did own homes;36 those middle-class fami-
lies that did were treated by the state in all other respects like their 
proletarian neighbors. Muriel, for all she values her vision of “our own 
homes,” also avoids nostalgia. She remembers how what was “mine 
own” was also never hers: 

As an infant, you are christened in church, brought up in a Christian home 
and you acquire some education. Later, as you grow older, you are joined 
in holy matrimony to the man or woman of your choice. Together, you in 
turn build a home full of hope for the future. But the truth begins to stare 
you in the face . . . You are not human. Everything is a mockery. (150)

If a thriving, corrupt furniture industry marks the profound disruption of 
Black domestic life in the era of apartheid, home ownership in the hey-
day of Sophiatown does the same. “A home full of hope for the future” 
was possible, but the realization of those hopes were not. It is here that 
the novel reckons with limits and contradictory effects of past hopes for 
national redemption that hinged on economic and property rights.

Muriel’s own disillusionment with past domestic hopes signals how, 
sympathetic as Tlali’s novel is to the aspiration to “possess something,” 
be it dresser or house, it is aware of how some forms of possession 
can exacerbate dispossession. Home ownership, like the extension of 
credit, deepens the potential for disillusionment; both forms of posses-
sion maintain the racialized property regimes that produce the inhuman. 
Better terms of credit and the capital that flows from property are only 
ambivalently resistant to apartheid, insufficient as they are for securing 
the possibility of realizing quotidian hopes for the future. 
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Individual economic advancement, Muriel learns again and again, 
runs up against the wall of racism that offers a structural impediment 
to that advancement. As a woman classified by the apartheid regime as 
“African” working at Metropolitan Radio, “I would have to give my best 
and receive very little in return. My presence would be felt but never rec-
ognized, let alone rewarded” (165). Yet, finding another job proves infea-
sible: although the Italian owners of Continental Scooters are eager to hire 
her, they cannot afford to construct the separate bathroom, office, and 
cloakroom required by apartheid law. Even leaving the country, Muriel 
comes to realize, isn’t really an option. Although her mother urges Muriel 
to move to the nominally independent Lesotho—her mother believes 
that “the [South African] Republic was beyond redemption” (164)—
Muriel sees “that the destiny of the one million Basotho would always 
be intermingled with that of the teeming millions of voiceless, helpless 
races surrounding them, that no protective mote could be built around 
Lesotho” (164). Within this context, a mortgage or credit line, like a new 
job, does not materially change an unjust status quo, and the ambiva-
lence of hopes attached to ownership haunt the novel. This ambivalence 
is briefly glimpsed as transnational in scope: Muriel discusses the excep-
tional treatment given to a Black customer “with a big American car” 
that, she deduces, he owns because he “was in fact an informer paid by 
the police” (100). Access to US luxury goods is proximate here not to an 
aspirational modernity but to collusion with the white supremacist state, 
be it American or South African. The novel anticipates, again and again, 
that an optimism oriented toward the expansion of economic rights in a 
dreamed-of postcolonial, postapartheid nation may set the stage for disil-
lusionment with the continuation of an oppressive status quo.

The Time to Dream

In Muriel’s contemporary moment of the late 1960s, optimism for a 
redeemed nation often seems most lively, if always qualified, in visions 
of the past, as resistant aspirations in the present have been constricted 
to the scale of furniture ownership. Tlali’s representation of the present, 
however, like the representation of earlier hopes and disillusionments, is 
attuned to intersecting Black histories across South Africa and the US. 
The transnational affective shape of the present, the novel suggests, is 
one in which hope and disillusionment continues in cyclical relationship. 
This cycle is powered both by Black aspirations to economic empower-
ment and by nations in which the proffered means of cultivating such 
empowerment replicate racialized economic inequality. 



Specifically, the novel’s multiple references to the disillusionment 
following the US civil rights movement bring the affective dynamics of 
that movement and its aftermath into parallel with the hopes and dis-
appointments of Sophiatown. One such reference comes from Muriel’s 
white co-worker Mrs. Stein, to whom Muriel listens with scorn: 

She [Mrs. Stein] went on to insist that all racial groups [in South Africa] 
were happy and living with each other in harmony, how for nearly a 
decade now there had not been any uprisings or strikes unlike other 
countries such as America where there were killings and riots. I listened, 
trying very hard to be patient. (207)37 

Muriel’s impatience registers how the relative absence of “uprisings or 
strikes” in South Africa was symptomatic not of harmony but of the bru-
tal repression of anti-apartheid movements, symbolized by the Rivonia 
Trial of 1963–64 that sanctioned the imprisonment of Nelson Mandela 
and other anti-apartheid leaders. The “killings and riots” to which Mrs. 
Stein alludes are likewise markers not of a distinction between two white 
supremacist states but of ongoing, globalized anti-Black racism. Following  
the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act of 
1965 in the US, Mehrsa Baradaran notes in The Color of Money, “it was 
apparent that the victory had been a hollow one,” particularly in mat-
ters of economic justice.38 Hence, widespread protests by Black people 
following the passage of civil rights legislation targeted white businesses 
and “ghetto lenders” especially.39 As Baradaran shows, in language that 
echoes James’s analysis of South Africa, “Americans lived in two dif-
ferent worlds of credit—separate and unequal. But the civil rights laws 
had not been designed to address the Jim Crow credit market.”40 Martin 
Luther King, Jr.’s 1965 sermon “The American Dream” averred that the 
dream he proclaimed in 1963 “has often turned into a nightmare” and 
been repeatedly “shattered” by racism and poverty.41 Post-1965, Black 
banking, Baradaran notes, became a “key weapon” in King’s “arsenal of 
nonviolent resistance.”42 King amplified others’ calls for economic struc-
tural reform aimed at poverty alleviation;43 these would be taken up by 
subsequent Black leaders who prioritized “wealth, property ownership, 
and community economic strength.”44 Both South Africa and the US are 
nations with two racialized worlds of economic existence that delimit the 
possibility of realizing desired Black futures. The central concerns that 
Muriel holds as an employee of Metropolitan Radio regarding oppressive 
credit regimes and restricted ownership extend across the Atlantic, where 
what Mrs. Stein calls “killings and riots” are grounds for Black solidarity 
and potential harbingers of the protests soon to come in South Africa.
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At the same time, Tlali’s novel does not uphold the US as only a 
place where Black protest stands as a potential model for the South 
African scene, as perceived Black American mobility did earlier in the 
century. Rather, as it brings discourses of the civil rights movement into 
relation with a history of disillusionment with property ownership in 
Sophiatown, it thinks critically about aspects of the movement for Black 
economic rights in the US. Informed by how hopes centered on Black 
economic rights have collapsed into disappointment in South Africa, 
Between Two Worlds imagines an alternate, potentially pan-African 
affective orientation to futurity. 

I locate Tlali’s affective critique in the novel’s remarkable engagement 
with Robert F. Kennedy’s 1966 “Day of Affirmation Address” at the Uni-
versity of Cape Town. Near the end of the novel, Muriel recounts one of 
the few times her coworker Lennie, “the white mechanic,” spoke to her 
during their years of working together (187). “It was just after the late 
Robert Kennedy had visited the Republic,” Muriel recalls, when Len-
nie, seeing her reading a pamphlet about the visit, asked her if she were  
“a Communist” (188). US Senator Kennedy’s visit occurred in June 1966, 
and it is remembered most for the address that Kennedy delivered to 
members of the anti-apartheid National Union of South African Students 
(NUSAS). Kennedy was certainly not a communist, but he was a sup-
porter of civil rights legislation in the US, and his speech at the University 
of Cape Town implicitly challenged some white political privileges in 
South Africa. “The essential humanity of men,” Kennedy declared, “can 
be protected and preserved only where government must answer—not 
just to the wealthy, not just to those of a particular religion, or a particu-
lar race, but to all its people.” In the recording of the speech, Kennedy 
improvises from the transcript and repeats the last words, to thunderous 
applause: “I mean all of its people.”45 The limited, somewhat oblique cri-
tique of the apartheid regime was typical of the administrations of John 
F. Kennedy (1961–63) and Lyndon Johnson (1963–69), which offered 
rhetorical condemnations of human rights violations while being care-
ful not to risk the US’s substantial military and economic interests in 
southern Africa.46 Kennedy’s rhetoric of democracy, however, resonated 
with an organization that had adopted the 1955 Freedom Charter, which 
famously proclaims “The People Shall Govern!”47 Property rights are 
central to this foundational document of the South African Congress 
Alliance, which calls for land to be redistributed to all “those who work 
it” and asserts people’s right “to be decently housed, and to bring up 
their families in comfort and security.”48

The mention of Kennedy is the only time that we see Muriel the 
narrator-writer reading something apart from work documents, and it 



is the only time we are given a hint of Muriel’s potential formal politi-
cal sympathies. And to some degree, Muriel seems to be in alignment 
with Kennedy’s political views. As she departs Metropolitan Radio for 
an uncertain future, Muriel is explicitly confident that by doing so, her 
“conscience would be clear” (221). Muriel leaves her job, to quote  
Kennedy’s speech, to “stan[d] up for an ideal” and thereby “sen[d] 
forth a tiny ripple of hope,” her only “sure reward” for doing so—and 
here Robert cited his brother John F. Kennedy—“a good conscience.”49 
Between Two Worlds exemplifies Kennedy’s exhortation that govern-
ments can be recalled “to their duties and obligations” through “the 
freedom of speech” and the “power to be heard.”50 It is, after all, pre-
cisely these capacities that Muriel claims as she composes her formal  
letter of resignation “in my own handwriting” and without “false starts” 
(221). Notably, the reader is not informed of the exact contents of this 
“beautiful” letter, but the novel itself is its ready stand-in.

The novel’s politics are also in tension with Kennedy’s, however, 
insofar as the latter represents the US as being on a path toward eco-
nomic justice. For Muriel, in contrast, a historical sense of optimism’s 
orientation to something of “my own” that is always precarious, and 
which is liable to become a source of disillusionment makes her a keen 
critic of this discourse of eminent happiness that upholds the sufficiency 
of something called economic opportunity. Noting the “wide and tragic 
gaps between promise and performance, ideal and reality” that he 
understood as “profoundly repugnant to the theory and command of 
our [US] Constitution,” Kennedy described the US as having “struggled 
to overcome the self-imposed handicap of prejudice and discrimina-
tion.”51 That this struggle is one shared by South Africans is part of the 
point of Kennedy’s opening joke:

I came here because of my deep interest and affection for a land settled 
by the Dutch in the mid-seventeenth century, then taken over by the 
British, and at last independent; a land in which the native inhabitants 
were at first subdued, but relations with whom remain a problem to 
this day; a land which defined itself on a hostile frontier; a land which 
has tamed rich natural resources through the energetic application of 
modern technology; a land which once imported slaves, and now must 
struggle to wipe out the last traces of that former bondage. I refer, of 
course, to the United States of America.52

The joke is one instance of the fact that, as Robolin notes, the US and 
South Africa have generated “constant comparisons across the twen-
tieth century, not only because their patterns of race-based oppression 
and resistance are at time strikingly resonant, but also because these 

 A Tiny Ripple of Hope Between Two Worlds  95



96  African Literature and US Empire

national histories have long been intertwined with one another.”53 In 
his account of US and South African history, Kennedy drastically mini-
mizes the scope of white supremacy and Black and Indigenous struggles 
through the past tense and reference to “last traces.” In that minimiza-
tion, however, lies the heart of the affective economic system he offers: 
the possibility of “the achievement of equal opportunity in fact.” The 
US and South Africa might yet become nations of “full opportunity” for 
Black and Indigenous peoples, Kennedy promises, particularly through the 
realization of a “world of constantly accelerating economic progress—not 
material welfare as an end in itself, but as a means to liberate the capacity 
of every human being to pursue his talents and to pursue his hopes.”54 
Equal and full opportunity, Kennedy avers, is and ought to be a national 
and indeed global dream, both because it is “the right thing to do” and 
because it is “economically advantageous.”55 

In Kennedy’s account, racialized exploitation is a glitch in, rather 
than integral to, the operation of a capitalist economy, and a capitalist 
economy will thrive when the “self-imposed handicap of prejudice and 
discrimination” is relinquished. His is a dream that hinges on a logic of 
exclusion and inclusion: “sons of Italian or Jewish or Polish parents” 
were long “denied the opportunity to contribute to the nation’s prog-
ress,” but they have been given opportunity, Kennedy suggests, and so 
the nation has progressed, morally and materially.56 By this logic, there is 
a “price”—moral and economic—to continuing to deny “full opportu-
nity to millions of Negro Americans.”57 James Baldwin’s words on “The 
American Dream and the American Negro” at Cambridge in 1965 exco-
riated Kennedy’s politics of liberal gradualism, in which Black aspirations 
remain subordinate to narratives of (white) national economic progress:

 When the ex-attorney general, Mr. Robert Kennedy, said that it was con-
ceivable that in 40 years in America we might have a Negro president—
and that sounded like a very emancipated statement, I suppose, to white 
people. They were not in Harlem when this statement was first heard 
and did not hear and possibly will never hear the laughter and the bit-
terness and the scorn with which this statement was greeted. From the 
point of view of the men in the Harlem barbershop, Bobby Kennedy 
only got here yesterday. And now he’s already on his way to the presi-
dency. We’ve been here for 400 years, and now he tells us that maybe, in  
40 years, if you’re good, we may let you become president.58

A national narrative that defers Black economic and political equality 
by tying it to the speculative future-oriented workings of market forces 
sustains an unequal status quo.



Like Baldwin, Tlali suggests that optimism delimited by the reten-
tion and acquisition of property—by a logic of equal opportunity—
risks complicity and inevitable disappointment for Black people living 
in white supremacist societies. As the novel tackles how to elide this 
affective commitment when economic opportunity has felt and feels 
both necessary and liberatory, it commits to an explicitly anticolonial 
project that calls not so much for the extension of rights as for the trans-
formation of economic logics. Muriel hopes for economic justice that 
would manifest within a decolonized nation, having learned that access 
to property and credit maintain apartheid by falsely leveraging hope. 
Between Two Worlds thus rejects a politics in which individualized eco-
nomic opportunity is invoked to defer the end of Black thriving. To 
stay at Metropolitan Radio, Muriel suggests, “I would literally have to 
trample on my conscience, to gobble it up (as we say in our language)” 
(165).59 The idiom of “gobble” evokes Jean-François Bayart’s famous 
elucidation of “la politique du ventre (the politics of the belly),” which 
describes African politico-moral systems that decry processes of accu-
mulation and appropriation that produce satiation in the few while the 
many go hungry. It marks a refusal to “see ‘the market’ as a natural force 
to which human life simply must submit” and a tendency to embrace the 
“insight that markets, prices, and wages are always human products.”60 
Muriel indeed finally refuses to submit to market logics: to the idea that 
her aspirations or those of her neighbors may yet be secured through 
access to property, credit, or a better job. 

The much broader scope of her hopes is made clear in the series of 
events that lead to her resignation. Muriel is greeted with a “HAPPY 
MORNING” card in the office on the second day of January, while her 
boss (she pointedly notes) is still on holiday. Black people’s celebration 
of New Year’s Day, unlike the celebration of Christmas Day, is unrecog-
nized by the nation with an extra day off, as Muriel laments.61 She and 
her Black co-workers are “tired” (212), not just because of the festivities 
of the holiday season, but also because of the “merciless” month that 
awaits them financially and no paid rest to begin to see them through it: 

Even if I were to spend the maximum amount of fifty cents per day (if 
you can imagine such a possibility), I could still not manage with what 
was left of my husband’s salary and mine combined. How on earth was 
I to make ends meet? (212)

The final reason the novel leaves its readers with for desiring a nation 
redeemed centers not on equality of economic opportunity, but on 
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equality of rest, where rest is closely associated with the good life. Rest 
is another demand of the 1955 Freedom Charter, albeit one that, unlike 
property and housing, is notably absent from the 1996 Bill of Rights: 
“Rest, leisure, and recreation shall be the right of all.”62 To be sure, 
Muriel’s vision anticipates postapartheid legislative reforms, such as the 
Public Holidays Act of 1994, which repealed the Public Holidays Act of 
1952 and inaugurated official public holidays, such as Human Rights 
Day, Freedom Day, and Youth Day, that commemorate liberation strug-
gles rather than colonial conquest (as Kruger Day and Founders Day 
did under apartheid).63 It further anticipates how the 1994 Act enacted 
statutory paid holidays, putting an end to apartheid policies such as the 
Mines and Works Act of 1956, which dictated that Black laborers in 
the mining industry only had to be paid for four public holidays annu-
ally. As Njabulo S. Ndebele noted in 2001, a shared calendar can be an 
important means of asserting “positive ownership of the entire social 
and civic landscape.”64 

Yet, Muriel’s vision is still more ambitious than these legal reforms. 
Muriel desires deeply, for herself and for her community, to speak as her 
white co-workers speak: “of the joys of living, of going away or coming 
back from holiday” (213). Muriel, who has been employed in white-
collar waged labor yet has endured low wages and the constant threat 
of dismissal, offers a South African dream centered on a Black woman 
who is a happy vacationer. (Ndebele offers a similar vision in The Cry 
of Winnie Mandela, which ends with its protagonists, all Black women, 
relaxing on a road trip.)65 This focus on leisure, in turn, provides a 
framework for understanding the significance of the form of Tlali’s nar-
rative. Between Two Worlds, as has been noted, is famous for being the 
first novel published by a Black South African woman within national 
borders. In a 1988 interview with Cecily Lockett, Tlali commented on 
the challenges she faced in accomplishing this feat:

For a Black woman, I don’t think it is very easy unless you have peace 
inside, which is something that I strive very much to get. You have to 
analyse situations, and all that needs peace of mind and time. It needs a 
long time and you have to think about it. And you have to dream about 
it and black women do not have time to dream.66 

Tlali returns to the question of time throughout the interview, noting 
that “most Black people, especially women, do not have the time to sit 
and read novels” and that “the quagmire of existence in the townships” 
means that “you are fighting forever at loggerheads with the system,  
fighting the system of the time in trying to realize your dreams.”67  



Economic dispossession—Tlali notes that her published novel was 
“still too expensive for Black people to buy”68—is also a temporal and 
gendered dispossession. This is a point that Ndebele makes in his medi-
tation on the challenges of developing a shared South African cultural 
calendar: 

The calendar of life in a typical township in the worst days of apartheid 
was all too short. It was a 24-hour calendar. Designed to obliterate any 
sense of history beyond yesterday, any sense of the future beyond tomor-
row. The township was little more than a dormitory, a place of limited 
social growth.69 

A famously middle-class form that, as Tlali highlights, requires both 
analysis of the past and dreaming for the future, the novel itself stands 
as protest to this calendar and the precarity that underpins it and as a 
manifestation of aspiration to class mobility. Here it is worth revisiting 
the fact that Muriel so pointedly leaves Metropolitan Radio without 
another job lined up. Her South African dream is perhaps twofold: that 
she should enjoy a clear conscience through pursuing collective action 
and that she should enjoy some leisure through individual reflection that 
ultimately takes the form of reading and writing. The two endeavors 
complement one another, insofar as each is the means to achieving the 
other. Both ideals cannot be fulfilled in an unredeemed nation, but what 
would constitute redemption seems clear: a Republic that supports the 
economic rights of Black people who live within and beyond its borders— 
not for the sake of national economic progress but because it is right to 
do so—and a national culture and economy that values and promotes 
Black women’s intellectual and creative labor. 

In other words, the “hopes of redemption” that Muriel values most are 
finally not the privatized domestic hopes of individual families, just as her 
longing for what is “mine own” is finally not about property ownership as 
an act of individual possession. Rather, for Muriel the significance of hav-
ing once had “our own homes” in Sophiatown is the more radical hope 
that such ownership facilitated within the community. This is the hope that 
Muriel recalls in a vision of township residents singing to resist removal 
by calling instead for the removal of white settlers: “Mabayeke! . . . (Let 
them leave . . .)” (150). The confrontation with how a “home full of hope 
for the future” is a “mockery” under apartheid produces the call not just 
for the retention of one’s own home but for the end of the settler state. The 
shift is one that Hugh Masekela describes as more broadly characterizing 
the pan-African ethos of Sophiatown in the years immediately before and 
after its destruction in 1955:
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We Africans were peddled a vision of blacks in the Americas that sug-
gested they were living the high live [sic]—all we ever saw were artists 
surrounded by glitter and glamour. It came as a shock to my generation, 
who came to the West in the 1950s and 1060s [sic], to find that wher-
ever black people lived—Europe the Caribbean, America—they were 
surrounded mostly by poverty, bigotry, squalor, crime, discrimination, 
and institutionalized murder. This left many of us wildly disillusioned, 
but it was also the beginning, for many of us, of a commitment to forge 
solidarity with these communities. (332)

The shock of disillusionment, Masekela suggests, produced a reorientation 
of hope toward the aspiration of ending a global regime of anti-Blackness. 
In his compelling 2017 study Present Imperfect, Andrew van der Vlies 
argues that postapartheid South African literature that represents affec-
tive and temporal experiences of disappointment and disaffection has 
the potential to “turn missed appointments and bad feelings into new 
appointments with the unfolding experience of alternative lives and possi-
ble futures.”70 Forms of indeterminate “educated hope” (the term is Ernst 
Bloch’s) may be found in works of fiction that are “informed—crucially—
by past disappointments.”71 Tlali’s novel manifests how an affective expe-
rience of disappointment has a longer history in South African letters than 
van der Vlies charts, while pointing toward how this experience has been 
entangled in pan-African histories. By envisioning Black economic libera-
tion in terms that prioritize time rather than credit, Between Two Worlds 
dreams of a decolonial South African future that might redeem the antico-
lonial dreams of Sophiatown. 

No Rest Yet

Tlali’s novel stages different kinds of optimistic orientations to dreams 
of postcolonial, postapartheid national becoming. Even as it hopes for 
a decolonized state measured through time to rest, it is attuned to how 
the optimistic desire for financial mechanisms such as property and 
credit are powerful and recurrent under apartheid. Memories of house 
ownership in Sophiatown bolster aspirational dreams tied to visions 
of African-American mobility and modernity; the persistence of credit 
apartheid across South Africa and the US produces the desire for its 
end and readier access to credit on fairer terms. Tlali’s novel reflects 
on how these hopes and dreams, which persist across decades and are 
in significant ways life-sustaining under conditions of dispossession, 
nonetheless set the stage for disillusionment. The novel thinks through 



how optimism attached to property and credit persists, even when it is 
known that these are insufficient for ensuring the good life. 

In its attention particularly to credit as a locus of desire and disil-
lusionment in South Africa, Between Two Worlds anticipates Martjin 
Konings analysis in The Emotional Logic of Capitalism (2015) of the 
stubborn and cyclical centering of “democratized” credit within US 
national affect. For Konings, although the American dream is often 
framed in terms of individual autonomy, merit, and drive, its pursuit has 
been inextricably bound to individuals’ dependency on financial institu-
tions. In the early US republic, Konings argues, the “democratization 
of credit was viewed as a key term of the new political contract, a way 
to ensure that money and markets would serve not as sources of cor-
ruption but as the institutional foundation of a redemptive republican 
regime.”72 The economy would be “good,” in short, because the white 
yeoman farmer denied his own property in Europe would be able to 
access capital to purchase land. Konings shows how this association 
of the extension of credit with individual and national redemption per-
sisted through twentieth- and twenty-first-century US history, albeit in 
different iterations. Mid-century New Deal reforms, argues Konings, 
were designed “not to suppress finance but to reorient credit-creating 
capacities to the financial aspirations of ordinary [read: white male] 
Americans and to encourage banks to focus on ‘financing the American 
dream.’”73 The pattern repeated in subsequent decades:

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the demand for credit grew at a rapid 
rate. As wage increases became increasingly contested, household debt 
became a prominent way to secure participation in the American dream, 
and the baby boomer generation borrowed money for homes, cars, col-
lege, and consumption. American policymakers were acutely aware of 
the increasingly central role of credit in securing social integration and 
political legitimacy, and they were fully committed to expanding the 
securitization options available to banks.74 

The extension of credit in the US has never been democratic, but always 
racialized, gendered, and classed. Koning’s point, however, is that US 
history evidences an affective cycle whereby the extension of credit is 
associated with democratization and republicanism, despite the fact that 
the deepening of the credit economy effectively promotes “the expansion 
of economy and its penetration into new spheres of human life” that gen-
erates the very inequalities that produce crises and calls for a reformed 
economy.75 The call for equitable credit in post-1965 Black American 
rights advocacy is part of this broader US history. US capitalism has been 
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sustained, Konings shows, through “productive admixtures of hope and 
disappointment, illusion and disillusionment, trauma and the prospect  
of salvation.”76 

These productive admixtures are everywhere in Tlali’s novel, which 
also tries to imagine a (trans)national future that will diminish their 
forcefulness. Between Two Worlds expresses a desire for rest—for an 
escape from the exhausting cycle of hope and despair. Yet, its historical 
awareness of how property and credit have been means of achieving 
a sense of respite, however brief, foresees the possible continuation of 
the exhausting work of managing forced removal and debt. In this, 
the novel anticipates the continuance of postcolonial optimism oriented 
toward national economic reforms that seek to redress ongoing histories  
of credit apartheid by prioritizing the extension of property and debt. 
As the next chapter suggests, turning to Zakes Mda’s The Heart of  
Redness, South African literature continues to negotiate the affective 
pull of the dream of democratized credit, specifically.77 In an increasingly 
financialized, postapartheid South African economy, Mda suggests, the 
market logics of US developmental imperialism gains affective power, 
such that cycles of hope and despair become an ever-amplified part of 
South African national life.



Chapter 5

The American Dreams in  
The Heart of Redness

Between Two Worlds, I have argued (chapter 4), dreams of a South Afri-
can republic where state support for Black people’s full economic rights 
will be subordinate to a broader decolonial project that will lead to rest. 
In its centering of holidays, Tlali’s vision of what a South African repub-
lic might offer resonates with the closing scene of one of the great novels 
of the interregnum, Zakes Mda’s Ways of Dying (1995).1 Mda’s novel, 
which begins on Christmas Day, catalogues and mourns horrific instances 
of violence near the end of political apartheid—instances drawn, Mda 
reports, from nonfictional news stories he read while living in exile in the 
US.2 It ends, however, with a scene of communal celebration: 

At twelve midnight exactly, bells from all the churches in the city begin 
to ring. Hooters are blaring in all the streets. The settlement people burst 
into a cacophony: beating pots and pans and other utensils together, 
while shouting ‘Happe-e-e-e New Year!’ (211)

The collective first-person narrators report that “two hours after mid-
night, we are still shouting ‘Happe-e-ee!” (211). As in Between Two 
Worlds, it is not Christmas that brings the prospect or realization of the 
good life, but New Year’s, a holiday whose associations with Black peo-
ple’s celebration of emancipation span from Watch Night or Freedom’s 
Eve services in African-American churches to Tweede Nuwe Jaar, or 
“Second New Year” parades, centered in Cape Town.3 While referenc-
ing the past, the heady description of communal elation also pertains to 
the time of writing: it evokes the atmosphere of intense hopefulness that 
accompanied the transition to democracy, historically represented, for 
example, by the many who celebrated Nelson Mandela’s release from 
prison in 1990 or the long lines that characterized the first elections in 
the “new” South Africa in 1994. The revelers’ creative deployment of 
kitchen instruments encapsulates a quotidian and localized expression 



104  African Literature and US Empire

of this sense of national elation. As such, it anticipates the enduring pop-
ularity of a New Year’s tradition begun in the neighborhood of Hillbrow 
in Johannesburg in the mid-1990s: that of throwing old furniture out 
of windows to start the year fresh.4 The custom arguably asserts Black 
people’s right to property in a way that recalls Tlali’s fiction: it defies 
the systemic restriction of Black people’s consumer and property rights. 
In Mda’s novel, as in Tlali’s, household goods and holiday celebrations 
contain resistant potential. Whereas Tlali’s novel ends on a ripple of 
hope, however, Mda’s describes sheer euphoria, as a public holiday con-
veys a sense of well-being that anticipates imminent national liberation.

At the same time, however, this euphoria shares a valence of ambiva-
lence familiar from Tlali’s fiction that I argue characterizes postcolonial 
optimism—hopes for national becoming shaped by US empire—in the 
South African literary context. Mda stresses the temporariness of libera-
tory feeling: the “new” year offers a momentary sense of release from an 
unfree status quo that qualifies the elation surrounding anticipation of 
the “new” nation. Revelers wish each other “happ-e-ee,” but the inten-
sity of their shouts betrays the strain underpinning the wish. The burning 
tires that illuminate the New Year’s celebrations suggest the proximity 
of histories of violence and ongoing dispossession. The collective narra-
tors note that the fires do not emit the “sickly stench of roasting human 
flesh” but of “pure wholesome rubber” (212). Of course, the rubber is  
not wholesome at all, and its burning marks ongoing environmental  
racism. The sentence also makes clear that burning tires viscerally recall 
the lynchings of community members. South Africans may celebrate free-
dom, but they do so in a context of unfreedom that persists into the post-
apartheid era. To return to the New Year’s celebrations in Hillbrow: they 
see numerous people hurt each year, and an increased police presence 
has become par for the course. Inequality, dispossession, bodily risk, and 
state violence are woven into the scene of collective celebration, as they 
are in Mda’s novel. The euphoria described at the end of Ways of Dying 
thus aligns with the etymological sense of the term, whereby euphoria is 
a flush of well-being experienced by those who are sick, a sense of opti-
mism that is “based on over-confidence or over-optimism.”5 Here again 
is postcolonial optimism that feels inevitably bound to disillusionment. 
Mda’s euphoria, while marking an amplification of intensity of feeling, 
is continuous with Tlali’s hopefulness, I suggest, insofar as it invites an 
examination of the magnetism and the insufficiency of national aspira-
tions for the good life.

In Mda’s subsequent work, the affective structure of postcolonial 
optimism encompasses a hope that Muriel holds dear in Between Two 
Worlds: a hope that a new republic might realize time for Black leisure 
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and creativity. To the degree that such hope has been achieved in the 
postapartheid nation, Mda suggests, it has also been betrayed. In The 
Whale Caller (2005), for example, the “rainbow nation” manifest in the 
seaside resort town of Hermanus is an opiate that, like the fiction’s other 
pharmakons, both eases and jeopardizes day-to-day survival:

The Whale Caller negotiates his way among the rainbow people. People 
of what is fashionably referred to as the new South Africa, even though 
it is ten years old. Ten years is a second in the life of a nation. Rainbow 
people sport rainbow hairstyles. Heads looking like frosted birthday 
cakes. Black hair with silver stripes. Orange and blue hair with golden 
stripes. Peroxide blondes with black polka dots. Leggy model-types and 
stout granny-types. Broad-shouldered bare-chested men in wet Bermuda 
shorts, wearing green, blue, black, purple, and yellow serpent or dragon 
tattoos on golden brown tans.

Hair. It is a blight they must carry on their heads, exposing the posi-
tion each head occupied in the statutory hierarchies of the past. The 
troubles of humanity are locked in the hair. Yet the people have managed 
to disguise their shame by painting it in the colours that designate them 
all a people of the rainbow. Without exception. Without a past. Without 
rancor. Without hierarchies. Only their eyes betray the big lie. In these 
eyes you can see a people living in a daze. Rainbow people walking in 
a precarious dream that may explode into a nightmare without much 
warning. (18)6

The holiday scene suggests how the forms of rest made possible by the 
end of political apartheid exist alongside ongoing histories of racialized 
inequality. Njabulo S. Ndebele suggested in a 1999 essay that “the libera-
tion of leisure is an essential aspect of the new experience of freedom.”7 
As Barnard notes, the postapartheid spread to Black communities of key 
government services, such as electricity and running water, did change 
day-to-day lives; Black women could report having “time to rest.”8 If lei-
sure is to be truly liberated, however, Ndebele, like Mda, makes clear 
it cannot reproduce the inequalities of colonial culture but requires a 
“shared culture of leisure between the worker and the tourist.”9 Other-
wise, as Mda shows, the high of the “new” is little more than a fig leaf for 
ongoing shame, including, for example, the continuance of state policies 
that effectively distribute property rights along racialized lines. There may 
be more Black tourists among the beach-goers, but the child Lunga Tubu 
sings on the streets to earn money for school fees after his family is dis-
qualified from the indigent tariff for owning “a range of electrical appli-
ances and gadgets” (87). The high of new nationhood might be sustained 
and renewed (for ten years and more), but the comedown is built in. 
The feeling that South African dreams of collective liberation have been 
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redeemed with any singular political event forecloses confrontation with 
ongoing shameful histories and ongoing real inequalities. Mda’s fiction, 
like Tlali’s, not only exposes these unjust realities but also explores why 
optimistic attachments to visions of postcolonial, postapartheid nation-
hood—and especially those bound to property and credit—become a way 
of surviving them. 

Nowhere in Mda’s oeuvre is this exploration of postcolonial opti-
mism more evident than in The Heart of Redness (2000), which explic-
itly depicts intoxicating feelings around visions of economic opportunity 
that seem about to be realized in the years following 1994.10 For the 
many dreamers in this novel, the past is vividly present and the “new 
South Africa” is already here, as various forms of investment and lending 
make individual and collective thriving seems just within reach. Critics 
have celebrated the proliferation of dreams in The Heart of Redness, as 
well as the way the novel’s many paths to economic “development” seem 
to recalibrate aspiration away from the nation to scales of the local and 
global. I argue against the grain of these readings by highlighting how 
the novel’s aspirations are intimately tied with idealizations of the US, 
as well as with South African diasporic exposure to the market tenets of 
US empire. To be sure, there is plenty of disaffection with both the South 
African and US nation in the novel. This disaffection, however, belies the 
continuance of a millenarian temporality and euphoric affective structure 
that the novel associates with claims of national exceptionalism. As disil-
lusionment with the nation produces visions that the democratization 
of investment and credit will finally manifest the exceptional nation as 
it was foreseen to be, the nation is not so much relinquished as remade 
according to a more neoliberal template. 

Charting the entangled double helix of South African and American 
dreams in The Heart of Redness, I show, clarifies the novel’s profound 
concern with the hegemony of postcolonial optimism in postapartheid 
South Africa. Within the fiction’s amaXhosa community, there are mul-
tiple visions of what the future ought to be, including those that explic-
itly embrace or decry US imperialism. Yet, these dreams are similar in 
that they look forward to a redeemed economy in which credit and 
real estate accrue to meritorious individuals who work hard. They are 
all, in other words, dreams of redemption that are often conceived in 
terms resonant with US proclamations of national economic opportu-
nity (although the novel suggests how they are also deeply woven into 
amaXhosa history), whereby the hard-working and self-denying indi-
vidual receives just rewards. In Mda’s fiction, such dreams are precari-
ous indeed and threaten to explode into a South African nightmare of 
debt and despair. The Heart of Redness, like other South African fiction 



of postcolonial optimism, thus unsettles a chronology that narrates pro-
gressive disillusionment with ideals of South African exceptionalism. It 
shows instead how national myths of exceptional economic opportunity 
proliferate forms of euphoric hope, an optimism that is over-optimistic. 
Mda’s euphoric postapartheid work does not fail to anticipate coming 
disillusionment, and it does not stand apart from future disaffection: 
rather, it shows how disillusionment underpins and delimits the very 
moment of hopeful anticipation. At the same time, while Mda’s novel 
registers this affective constellation of national exceptionality, it also 
writes against it. The dream-like aesthetic of The Heart of Redness, 
after all, seems far from instantiating a redemptive work ethic: it cel-
ebrates indulgence and dependency rather than austerity and autonomy. 
Mda’s novel dreams of having collective time for dreaming, and for the 
renewal of creative energies and expansion of aspirations that such a 
luxury would afford.

The Highs

A central conflict in The Heart of Redness revolves around the question 
of what kind of investment will be best for the Eastern Cape village 
of Qolorha-by-Sea. In 1998, a flashpoint of controversy is the pro-
posed construction of a casino and water park. One prominent com-
munity member, Bhonco, argues that the presence of wealthy people 
will benefit the community as a whole: “The new developments will 
bring tourists. The new developments will create employment for us all. 
The new developments will bring people from all over the world. From 
America!” (92–93). Prominent among critics of this dream is Camagu, 
a visitor to the village—and the novel’s main protagonist—who argues 
that the proposed development will in fact produce few jobs, deprive 
the community of access to the sea and its resources, engender depen-
dency, and benefit shareholders and government officials (200). In its 
place, Camagu proposes a new “dream”: “The promotion of the kind 
of tourism that will benefit the people, that will not destroy indigenous 
forests, that will not bring hordes of people who will pollute the rivers 
and drive away the birds” (201). As Camagu ecstatically realizes that 
Qolorha has the potential to “even create our own electricity! From the 
sun!” (239), he believes that he and the villagers might establish their 
own local infrastructure.11 Here is a dream that prophesies a prosperous 
future in the “new” South Africa if only energies are invested in starting 
local cooperatives (as Camagu eventually does) rather than attracting 
foreign developers. 
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Importantly to the novel’s structure, both sides of this dispute ground 
their faith in what is best for the community in what Jennifer Wenzel 
describes as a sense of the “vitality of incomplete pasts.”12 More specifi-
cally, both supporters and detractors of the resort complex rehearse the 
history of the events of 1856–57 in kwaXhosa, when followers of the 
prophet Nongqawuse slaughtered cattle and halted cultivation because 
she had foreseen that, in Mda’s words, “the whole community of the 
dead” would arise with new livestock and animals (54–55).13 Support-
ers of the waterpark, including Bhonco and other “Unbelievers,” look 
on this history with “shame” and as evidence that liberation is not to be 
found in amaXhosa knowledge (68). Those “Believers” who oppose the 
casino complex find sustenance for anticolonial resistance in this same 
history. As Wenzel argues, The Heart of Redness depicts what Dipesh 
Chakrabarty calls “heterotemporality,” or “a plurality of times exist-
ing together.”14 This emphasis on simultaneity means that the novel’s 
oppositions are continuously undercut. In the nineteenth-century sto-
ryline, for example, some followers of Nongqawuse are very much like 
1998’s Unbelievers looking forward to the arrival of the Americans, 
insofar as they have faith that “our ancestors” may arise as “Russians,” 
who were believed to be a “black nation” because they had success-
fully defeated British colonizers in battle (82–83). AmaXhosa identity 
is always already transnational, and amaXhosa Believers turn to other 
nations in the name of autonomy. Such imbrication of the global and 
local is also true for the twentieth century. Bhonco, for example, though 
he may seek salvation in foreign investment, is finally like the historical 
followers of Nongqawuse in his full commitment to amaXhosa com-
munity. The youth of Qolorha-by-Sea, we are reminded multiple times, 
are leaving the village for cities such as Pretoria, Cape Town, and Johan-
nesburg. Their opportunities seem to lie not with village cooperative 
societies but with centers of international capital, so, by advocating for 
the complex, Bhonco advocates for generational continuity. (As Bhonco 
loses the casino complex, he also loses his daughter Xoliswa Ximiya, 
who moves to Pretoria.) By depicting the entanglement of the local and 
global, Mda’s novel defies essentialist notions of culture and traditions, 
as well as what Matthew Eatough describes as the either-or logic of the 
global capitalist marketplace.15

Several of Mda’s readers have identified what is bracing in this 
poststructuralist representation of the postapartheid nation, in which, 
as Wenzel puts it, the novel offers only “tenuous solutions cognizant 
of their own provisionality.”16 By detaching “utopian promise” from 
a strictly national imaginary and recalibrating “dreams of liberation” 
to the scales of the local and global, Wenzel argues, the novel renews 



those dreams.17 As Rita Barnard notes, the novel preserves an openness 
to liberatory potentialities, as orientations toward autochthonous heri-
tages and global networks are often “undecidable and contradictory.”18 
Mda’s work in these respects follows what Wenzel describes as a “logic 
of proliferation rather than resolution” that from a certain perspective 
stands as a potentially refreshing counterpoint to singular dreams of 
national development.19 

I want to suggest, however, that in another respect this openness, 
provisionality, and anti-essentialism points toward a disturbing same-
ness in the aspirations that Mda depicts, which I contend are hegemoni-
cally expressive of the condition of nation-building under empire. The 
oppressive permeation of the US throughout Mda’s novel has not been 
fully discussed, but it is readily apparent, particularly in the figure of 
Xoliswa Ximiya, Bhonco’s daughter. Xoliswa works as the school prin-
cipal in the village, but her biggest point of pride is that she has been 
to Athens, Ohio for six months and hopes “to go back one day”; she 
thinks of the United States as “the best country in the world” (65). 
She proclaims it “a fairy-tale country, with beautiful people. People 
like Dolly Parton and Eddie Murphy. It is a vast country that is highly 
technological” (64). Much like her father, her unabashed dream for her 
community is that the planned resort makes her home village more like 
an idealized America: “this is a lifetime opportunity for Qolorha to be 
like some of the holiday resorts in America. To have big stars like Eddie 
Murphy and Dolly Parton come here for holiday” (67). Dolly Parton, 
famously, was born into poverty before achieving massive fame as a 
country singer. In Dream More, she proclaims of her fortune: “I know 
that I am living the all-American dream.”20 Eddie Murphy has described 
his family growing up as “struggling-class black folks,” and his starring 
turns in Trading Places (1983) and Coming to America (1988), along 
with his own stardom, likewise seem to affirm “America” as a place of 
opportunity and class mobility.21 Xoliswa’s hope is that the opportunity 
and success that her favorite celebrities embody will be made available 
to Qolorha. After all, though Xoliswa’s father, Bhonco, brags about his 
daughter’s “great achievement” of having acquired “two hot plates” 
after the school became one of three “places in the village that have elec-
tricity drawn from Butterworth” (93), this development clearly does not 
satisfy Xoliswa’s desire to access the “highly technological” (64). The 
holiday resort, however, promises better infrastructure, and better infra-
structure means Xoliswa might be able to enjoy luxuries in Qolorha that 
exceed a few hot plates.22 

At first glance, Camagu’s plans for infrastructural development and 
community investment seem opposed to this vision, not least because 
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Camagu himself does not hesitate to set himself up as a critic of US 
imperialism. Camagu, who lived in the US for thirty years before return-
ing to South Africa to vote, associates the US with “racial prejudice and 
bully-boy tactics toward other countries” (66).23 He rejects the Cold 
War fantasy of American exceptionalism that, as Donald Pease states, 
produced “the structuring disavowal of imperialism as an American way 
of life.”24 For Camagu, the US is nothing to aspire to, and the dream of 
opportunity associated with it is nothing more than a dream. The pro-
posed development, he maintains, would only perpetuate the reality of 
racialized inequality in South Africa and further US power.25 Yet, regard-
less of his disdain for the US, Camagu is undoubtedly an agent of US 
influence. He has a doctoral degree in “communication and economic 
development,” earned while working for an international development 
agency in New York (29). His “local” co-op is thus led by a man who 
has spent most of his life in the US and whose commitment to “grass-
roots,” “sustainable” development programs that purportedly empower 
women reflects ideological orthodoxies within US universities since the 
1970s.26 Camagu returns to South Africa after thirty years absence “as a 
pedlar of dreams” (36), ready to sell the gospel of sustainable develop-
ment that, in its commitment to privatization and competition, is not 
as distinct from the proposed casino development as he might imagine. 

I read a uniformity, in other words, across aspirations for Qolorha’s 
future that are perhaps too easily read as distinct: a postcolonial opti-
mism, shaped by conditions of US empire, that invests in so-called 
economic opportunity as a means of redeeming the yet-to-be-realized 
promises of the “new” South Africa. This feeling, the novel emphasizes, 
is millenarian in character, insofar as the experience of heterotemporal-
ity is paradoxically persistent across time: in both the mid-nineteenth 
and late twentieth centuries, the present overwhelms the past and the 
future, such that ancestors are living and prophecies of imminent salva-
tion are forceful. Bhonco and Camagu, after all, are very like their nine-
teenth-century counterparts who foresee redemption in the arrival of 
Russians and/or ancestors. They differ from amaXhosa forebearers only 
in the fact that the US, rather than Britain, explicitly or implicitly shapes 
their sense of what future is possible in the “new” South Africa.27 That 
their optimism resonates with a structure of feeling commonly associ-
ated with the US is no coincidence, for what is the idea of America if not 
a millenarian prophecy? Going back to John Winthrop’s 1630 sermon 
“A Modell of Christian Charity,” which proclaimed that the preacher 
and his fellow settler colonists must be “as a city on the hill,” for the 
“eyes of all people are upon us,”28 a foundational myth of the nation 
that becomes known as “America” is the idea that the present is always 



the moment to fulfill past hopes and usher in the promised future.29 
Whether in South Africa or the US, the occasion for millenarian dreams 
that reach to the past to imagine a better future is the “new” nation.

Rather than sidelining the nation, then, Mda’s fiction depicts how 
the centering of aspirations on global and local economies is symp-
tomatic of the ways in which the “new” South Africa exists within a 
US-dominated imperial regime in which the millenarian, exceptional 
nation seeks redemption through the market. As I detail in the next sec-
tion, the fiction suggests how the postcolonial, optimistic persistence of 
these aspirations is in no small part fueled by disillusionment with the 
nation—a disillusionment that redoubles a euphoric sense that a capital-
ist economy that is conceived as working apart from the state may yet 
manifest an exceptional national destiny of prosperity. South Africans, 
Mda suggests, like Americans, are in a state, in the sense that Jacqueline 
Rose plays on the term in States of Fantasy (1998): they share a psychic 
condition (they are “in a state”), an affective orientation toward the pol-
ity that is necessary for the nation-state’s legitimation.30 This state alter-
nates between euphoria and despair, as high hopes for economic growth 
produce the conditions for their own betrayal. For all that Mda’s fiction 
privileges local and global flows, the novel is yet preoccupied with South 
African nationhood, particularly as it has become increasingly bound to 
the dreams and prophecies of US empire.

With the Lows

Hopes and disillusionment bound to twentieth-century accounts of the 
mythically exceptional nations of America and South Africa are crucial 
to Mda’s exploration of the postapartheid feeling I am describing as 
postcolonial optimism: an ongoing optimistic investment in the instru-
ments of capital as means to national becoming that has known and 
ensures the recurrence of despair. Even if the transition to democracy 
did not indicate the “completion” of redemption, it did signal, per Wen-
zel, a revival of hopes that decolonization in Africa might be achieved 
in the “new” nation.31 By 2010, however, Gareth Cornwell posited that 
“it would seem that South Africans have lost that sense of exceptional-
ism that the more or less peaceful transition of power in the early 1990s 
conferred upon them, in the eyes of the world, as well as their own.”32 

In Mda’s fiction, both Bhonco and Camagu feel in 1998 that the 
nation has already failed them—but this does not mean they have given 
up on dreams of redemption. Bhonco is bitterly disappointed that the 
government “refuses to give me my pension,” despite the fact he has had 
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endless troubles “working for his country” at a textile factory, dairy, 
blanket factory, and Cape Town docks (10): 

Why won’t the government give him nkamnkam like all the old men and 
women of South Africa who are on old-age pensions today? Is it fair that 
now, even though ravines of maturity run wild on his face, he should still 
not receive any nkamnkam? (10)

Camagu also feels that the “new” South Africa has been unjust. After 
being “swept up by the euphoria of the time” and searching for a 
job with the new government with the aim of contributing to “the 
development of his country” (29), after four years he is only able 
to find a job teaching part-time at a trade school (31). He is deeply 
disillusioned by a nation that he judges to be run by the “Aristocrats 
of the Revolution” via a system of “what he called patronage” (33). 
Both Bhonco and Camagu’s ecstatic hopes for the future (jobs for all! 
electricity for everyone!) are grounded in their bitter disappointment 
with the nation, which seems to offer no material reward for service 
to one’s country and no opportunity to serve one’s country. It appears 
complicit with, rather than a ward against, a corrupt extractive econ-
omy that enforces migration to urban centers and ensures that the 
profits and pleasures of natural resources accrue largely to outside 
developers and tourists. 

The myth of the “new” nation thus produces both disillusionment 
with national governance and overly-confident hopes for national 
redemption that ostensibly do not depend upon government action. 
More specifically, Camagu and Bhonco both embrace an ethos of aus-
terity and independence in their visions of Qolorha-by-Sea’s future. 
Camagu contends that the postapartheid South African regime has 
betrayed the freedom promised in the new republic: “notions of delivery 
and upliftment have turned our people into passive recipients of pro-
grams,” and “people are denied the right to shape their own destiny” 
because “a dependency mentality is reinforced in their minds” (180). 
Rural Qolorha fulfills his “search” for a “dream” because “here people 
were now doing things for themselves, without any handouts from the 
government” (172). Likewise, although Bhonco’s critics believe he has 
“led a careless life” based on his absence of savings, others recall that 
he too has lived a life of self-discipline and austerity (144): his efforts to 
educate his daughter through university “swallowed even the money he 
had accumulated in his younger days” (145). If Bhonco desires both a 
government pension and a modernized job for his daughter, it is because 
he believes he has worked hard and sacrificed much for both. 



This commitment to defining merit in terms of autonomy and dis-
cipline aligns with the neoliberal logics adopted by Mandela’s ANC 
government and enacted through measures such as voluntary structural 
adjustment and a shift from prioritizing poverty alleviation to market-
based growth in programs from housing to land redistribution. It also 
aligns with the affective pattern that Martjin Konings argues in The 
Emotional Logic of Capitalism (2015) best characterizes the founding 
and imperial expansion of the US: one of “intense resentment and the 
prospect of redemption.”33 This pattern, Konings notes, is grounded in 
a tradition of salvific Protestantism, which figured the “New World” as 
the place where the “moral corruption” of the “Old World,” defined 
in terms of “indulgence” and “dependence,” might be purged.34 This 
purging has been continuously imagined in terms of “personal inde-
pendence and self-help,” such that proper “discipline” will redress the 
potential betrayals enacted by state-sanctioned “permissiveness and 
paternalism.”35 Near the turn of the millennium, Bill Clinton invoked 
this long rhetorical tradition as he cut funding for welfare and public 
housing.36 His administration looked for equality through the revitaliza-
tion of Richard Nixon’s black capitalism framework, creating incentives 
for companies to invest in impoverished Black communities. The poli-
cies were informed by a broader intellectual and political milieu, evident 
in Camagu’s beliefs, that “poverty was just a result of misaligned market 
incentives” that could best be addressed through the pursuit of “eco-
nomic self-interest.”37

Konings’s analysis draws attention to how Mda highlights South 
Africa’s own history of Protestant traditions glorifying autonomy and 
discipline. In Mda’s telling, Nongqawuse’s uncle Mhlakaza, a convert 
to Methodism then Anglicanism also known as Wilhelm Goliath, attests 
to the truth of his niece’s visions (48).38 These visions link salvation to 
enacting a particular regime of tremendous self-discipline: “all cattle 
now living must be slaughtered . . . the fields must not be cultivated, but 
great new grain pits must be dug, new houses must be built, and great 
strong cattle kraals must be erected” (54). In South Africa as in the US, 
the dreams that would eschew the nation are yet very much part of a 
national ethos that embraces privatization, self-discipline, and entrepre-
neurial endeavor. 

Yet more specifically, as Konings argues regarding the US, so South 
African literature of postcolonial optimism suggests is true regarding 
South Africa: disillusionment with the purportedly exceptional nation 
leads to a desire for a purified financial system that is repeatedly expressed 
in calls for the democratization of credit. As shown in the last chapter, 
Tlali’s Between Two Worlds emphasizes the importance of credit (and 
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the property that can be purchased with it) in dreams of Black libera-
tion that responded to the injustices of an apartheid economy. With the 
transition to democracy, these dreams were to some degree fulfilled. As 
Deborah James examines in Money from Nothing (2015), in the years 
following 1994, “the offering and taking up of credit was expanded and 
‘democratized’ in an unprecedented way.”39 This expansion “arguably 
offered considerable advantage,” especially insofar as it “enabled the 
expansion” of the Black middle class and “unleash[ed] the inventively 
hybrid novelty and creativity of a new generation of consumers.”40 From 
this perspective, “the money householders were able to borrow was thus 
of crucial importance in the story of South Africa’s transition, perhaps 
much more than what anyone expected or realized.”41 At the same time, 
however, a system of credit apartheid remained in place, and The Heart 
of Redness is keenly attuned to credit’s unequal distribution. Without 
a pension, Bhonco constantly struggles to make purchases on credit 
from John Dalton’s Vulindlela Trading Store. And Camagu repeatedly 
laments that his dreams are limited only by his limited access to capital: 
“The cooperative society is not doing badly. Business would be booming 
if the banks were interested in assisting small-business people” (178). 
Survival depends on expansion, and expansion cannot happen without 
a loan. Thwarted once in his attempt to open his own consultancy by 
the refusal of a bank to issue a guarantee, Camagu fears that “history 
is repeating itself. His cooperative society is on the verge of success. 
But the South African banks are determined that it should not succeed. 
So much for black empowerment!” (179). The extension of favorable 
credit to Black people in the “new” South Africa has created new forms 
of inequality to which Bhonco and Camagu are attuned. To remedy this 
inequality, they call for credit’s further expansion. The logic here is nota-
bly like that which produced the Black Economic Empowerment (BEE) 
programs designed precisely to extend entrepreneurial opportunities to 
small businesses.

Far from even provisionally promoting such policy, Mda’s novel 
makes the paradoxes of this progressive logic wildly apparent by stress-
ing how visions of redemption (both South African and American) at 
the turn of the millennium require the ongoing servicing of debt. For 
both Bhonco and Camagu, calls to self-sufficiency hinge on the oppor-
tunity to enter relationships of financial dependency and debt, and calls 
to self-discipline are inextricably linked with ready access to credit.  
Konings summarizes the effects of recurrent calls to democratized 
credit in the US: “in each case, the effect of such iconoclastic demands 
has been to deepen the economy, to promote the expansion of financial 
markets, and to shore up the dollar standard.”42 “Modern capitalism’s 



signal achievement,” Konings argues, is “to have converted aware-
ness of its problematic aspects into a motor of its further expansion” 
through “productive admixtures of hope and disappointment, illusion 
and disillusionment, trauma and the prospect of salvation.”43 South 
African dreams, Mda’s fiction suggests, have been and have become 
more like American dreams (and vice versa), as they have sought to 
redeem the purportedly exceptional nation through the entrenchment 
of capital. The pattern is one that the novel represents as nascent in 
nineteenth-century amaXhosa history, whereby disillusionment with 
Nongqawuse (who has imagined the amaXhosa as those who will 
free the Eastern Cape from colonial influence) leads some amaXhosa 
leaders to support a policy whereby “chiefs would henceforth receive 
a monthly salary in colonial money” that, they believe, will help to 
secure their “status,” although, as their critics note, this will also mean 
chiefs will “owe their loyalty” to the British (134). Governmental-
ity is secured, not destabilized, through the expansion of relations of 
indebtedness mediated by capital. The “logic of credit and debt” is, as 
Konings observes, and as colonized nations have long known, a “cru-
cial technique of government,” especially “in an era that has seen a 
rapid growth of poverty and inequality.”44 The novel’s proliferation of 
dreams that yet hegemonically require access to credit is symptomatic 
of how “capitalism does not so much stomp on us when we’re down” 
as enable us to “access new powers and to deploy these to restore and 
elaborate the metaphorical modalities of our subordination.”45 It prom-
ises that inequality and exploitation may yet be overcome through the 
self-sacrifice and self-discipline that makes citizens good debtors. So far 
as Bhonco and Camagu have any dreams attached to the collectivity of 
the South African nation, they are only that the nation become a more 
reliable and efficient bank, which, of course, is no dream of collectivity 
at all. It is, rather, a form of euphoria, a fever-dream that is always also 
a nightmare. 

Dreaming the Rainbow Nation

The potent imagined connection between an austere morality and 
redeemed economy, which is, Mda suggests, not only American, is one 
that in The Heart of Redness profoundly affects postapartheid visions 
of futurity, wherein conceptions of moral merit tend to be inextricably 
tied to regimes of economic credit. Mda’s novel foregrounds entwined 
transnational histories that culminate, by the late 1990s, in a fervent 
belief that the future of the nation depends on self-discipline and market 
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growth. If, as Eric Cazdyn has argued, the time of globalization might be 
described as the “new chronic,”46 such that the future is overwhelmed 
by a sense of continuously managed crisis in the present, then Mda’s 
fiction shows how the affective register of that temporal experience of 
ongoing crisis is not necessarily bound to “bad” feelings of anxiety and 
disaffection. The time of globalization might also be conceived as a time 
of chronic euphoria. The nation in crisis is always also the nation that 
may yet be redeemed: disillusionment with the purportedly exceptional 
nation produces a desire for the redemption of national hopes that  
yet evacuates the nation as a primary site for imagining or enacting  
collectivity.

The potentially catastrophic effects of this evacuation were regis-
tered by Njabulo Ndebele in his curious 2001 meditation titled “South 
Africans in Search of Common Values.”47 Ndebele observes that “six 
years into democracy, we still lack a national consciousness. Our com-
munities still need common values in order to create a unifying frame-
work within which democracy can operate.”48 Ndebele clarifies what 
he means by national consciousness in a series of his signature, quietly 
unnerving questions: 

If 50,000 South Africans of various races, classes, ethnic groups, and 
religions were airlifted into New York, right now, what is it, once they 
have settled, that would make them gravitate toward one another? What 
is it that would distinguish them from other nationalities in such a way 
that their distinctiveness becomes a basis on which they might become 
economically or culturally useful to New York?49 

Geographical borders, a constitution, and a “replicated landscape of 
major commercial chains” are not enough to comprise a national iden-
tity, which, Ndebele implies, is necessary for the survival of local cul-
tures in a globalized world.50 Being “useful to” New York, after all, 
means having the economic and political capital necessary to ensure 
the transmission and protection of culture and so “survive as a cultural 
entity” in a “world city,” which is not coincidently the US’s financial 
center.51 The point resonates with Timothy Brennan’s contemporane-
ous, practical defense of the nation in “Cosmo-Theory”: “within the 
framework of a world system of nations in which enormous disparities 
in national power exist . . . the nation protects the weak and is their ref-
uge.”52 Mda’s novel, like Ndebele’s essay, registers how the South Afri-
can nation at the turn of the millennium is, to adapt Brennan’s diagnosis, 
“less nation but more state, but a modified state, not one that micro-
manages corporations or regulates business enterprises at the expense 



of growth.”53 A state, that is, that is akin to the US.54 As Ndebele sug-
gests, in the US-dominated global political order of the early twenty-first 
century, a robust national culture that maps onto the boundaries of the 
state may be key to defending sovereignty. 

The Heart of Redness is a South African novel that registers the shrink-
ing of a public national imaginary in the “new” South African state. It 
also, I think, strives to imagine the nation beyond these limitations—
beyond the constriction of a nation to a state that manages debt—and 
it does so at the level of formal innovation. The fiction conjures South 
Africa outside logics of development at the level of what I have described 
elsewhere as a prismatic aesthetics.55 Even though the “rainbow nation” 
has betrayed its promises of justice and equality, it yet is startlingly refer-
enced in the artistry of Qukezwa’s double-voiced singing:

Qukezwa sings in such beautiful colors. Soft colors like the ochre of yel-
low gullies. Reassuring colors of the earth. Red. Hot colors like blazing 
fire. Deep blue. Deep green. Colors of the valleys and the ocean. Cool 
colors like the rain of summer sliding down a pair of naked bodies. 

She sings in soft pastel colors, this Qukezwa. In crude and glaring 
colors. And in bright glossy colors. In subdued colors of the newly turned 
fields. (193)

In its many hues, the song evokes the “rainbow nation,” which is here 
comprised of colors associated with isiXhosa costume (ochre and red), 
as well as those of international capital (“crude and glaring colors”). 
Like Mda’s novel, the song presents a collectivity characterized by a dis-
tinctive constellation of different spatial scales. This “rainbow nation” 
is defined not by ideals of racial harmony but by varied assemblages of 
Indigenous and international networks. The vision of the exceptional 
nation tied to a temporality of liberatory progress thus yields to the 
expression of a multiply-valanced present that encompasses the local, 
global, and national, albeit the national as it is expressed by Black 
women. The South African culture that Mda intimates is one that pro-
vides time and space for Black women’s creativity. As in Tlali’s novel, 
this grounding is, perhaps, fresh soil for a decolonized nation.

The singing marks a distinctive conception not only of nation but also 
of empire. The crude, glossy hues associated with US capital and consum-
erism throughout the fiction are proffered in the song as interwoven in the 
fabric of the collectivity being sung. They are neither embraced as redemp-
tive nor abjected as prohibiting redemption. They evoke, rather, a facet 
of living history that co-exists with the reds of amaXhosa self-definition 
and the blues of the geological history of landscape and ocean. As part of 
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a series of passages in which it becomes increasingly unclear whether the 
Qukezwa singing is of the nineteenth or twentieth century, the glaring col-
ors are rendered an inextricable part of a longer history of colonial incur-
sion, in which amaXhosa resistance has been neither completely realized 
nor completely suppressed. Across the gulf of time separating the two 
Qukezwas stands the violence of colonialism and apartheid, as well as the 
resistance and persistence of amaXhosa community. 

The synesthesia of the passage, along with its blurring of tempo-
ralities, is exemplary of why Mda is sometimes identified as a writer 
of magic realism, a genre often defined in terms of aesthetic commit-
ments to revealing what is fantastical in history. Mda’s work is even 
more effectively located in the genre, however, based on what Fredric 
Jameson has suggested is the “political realism” of “magic realism”: its 
staging of the “archetypal repression which allows all of us to survive 
history’s immemorial nightmares.”56 Qukezwa’s singing registers this 
repression in its sublimation of histories of imperial domination. Mda’s 
novel does the same, beginning with the prefatory genealogy that desig-
nates those who lived and died during colonialism and apartheid simply 
as “The Middle Generations,” and through to the fact that the contem-
porary narrative barely mentions life under apartheid. The permeation 
of (neo)colonial violence is both everywhere and everywhere unac-
knowledged, such that its repression, often through the maintenance of 
euphoric hope, is all the more fully expressed. If Jameson’s suggestion 
is that the formula of “baroque disorder and excess” is inadequate to 
describe the style of magic realism, his suggestion that the politics of 
magic realist style has been tied to registering the ongoing repression of 
imperial (and, in his analysis of Gabriel García Màrquez’s One Hun-
dred Years of Solitude, specifically US) violence in national imaginaries 
is more than adequate to describing Mda’s novel. Put in other terms, 
in Jameson’s account of magic realism, repetitive synchronicity (across 
generations of the mythic family as nation) coexists with a diachronous 
history of continually repressed violence. Heterotemporality does not 
produce a sense of multiple futures so much as it marks the sameness of 
life under empire. Hence, Jameson’s reading of García Màrquez situates 
its famous, relentless “association of events” not with the fantastic or 
excessive but with the production of a kind of boredom that signals “the 
absence of the miraculous event.” I have argued a similar structure is to 
be found in Mda, where the proliferation of euphoric hopes and prophe-
cies of eminent redemption across timelines index the monotony of life 
in the shadow of imperial economies.

As my reading of Qukezwa’s double-voiced singing suggests, how-
ever, I also think that Mda’s novel imagines what the nation might do 



and be under conditions of empire: its project is not only of exposure. 
The novel, that is, offers reason for optimism that is delinked from 
aspirations bound to the expansion of credit and debt and their accom-
panying ideologies of individual responsibility and collective austerity. 
Alongside euphoric visions of economic development that repress impe-
rial violence, the fiction’s action, again and again, takes shape because 
other kinds of dreams inaugurate new forms of relationship that defy 
all attempts at self-control: as characters sleep, daydream, and rest, 
unexpected temporalities and affects come into being. These dreams 
are miraculous, albeit still quotidian, events that disrupt an individual-
istic status quo. Ancestors visit namesakes in dreams (42), descendants 
dream of ancestors (47), strangers dream of strangers, and dreams are 
“invaded” by new acquaintances (264). These dreams register experi-
ences, sometimes unwanted, of being given over to or taken over by 
others. Camagu, for example, first arrives at Qolorha-by-Sea with no 
thought of becoming an entrepreneur. Rather, he has apprehended that 
NomaRussia, a woman he hears sing in Johannesburg, is a “mothering 
spirit” (28). She features in a “recurring dream” wherein “he was the 
river, and NomaRussia was its water” (60). The dream resists any sim-
ple allegorical reading, and NomaRussia, who is dying of cervical can-
cer, offers no nurturement when Camagu finally meets her. Dreams are 
not a source, then, of new dreams tied to the aspirational and redemp-
tive logics of nation and market. They do, however, oppose redemptive 
economic logics premised on self-discipline and austerity, as they defy 
understandings of the self as ever even potentially autonomous. David 
Marriott, noting that Western anti-Black discourse associates white-
ness with restraint, industriousness, and thriftiness and blackness with 
excess and decadence, suggests that, rather than summoning a dialec-
tical desire for “discipline and subjection,” it is possible to posit “a 
reading of decadence that is itself decadent.”57 The decadence of Mda’s 
dreams, their excessiveness to understandings of the singular, sovereign 
self, offer such a reading.

Sharon Sliwinski argues in her theory of dreaming developed through 
attention to Nelson Mandela’s dreamlife that dreams are “one of the 
principal means of transport for a unique form of knowledge that each 
subject carries but that remains vexingly other.”58 They are an “alterna-
tive thought-landscape” that provide “vehicles for otherwise unthink-
able thoughts,” including unspoken conflict and ongoing conditions of 
unfreedom. They are “an everyday means to carry out an examination 
of one’s social moorings.”59 They are, in short, full of political potential 
that can manifest through acts of narrative (the disclosure of dreamlife) 
and interpretation (the sustenance of the public sphere). The Heart of 
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Redness celebrates the dreams that come in sleep, with rest, and through 
history as excessive to dreams of individual and national redemption 
via autonomy and self-discipline, insofar as they keep understandings 
of collectivity in flux by reconfiguring the self’s relationship to others. 
If Camagu brings to Qolorha dreams of sustainable development and a 
“better” Black capitalism, The Heart of Redness brings to US readers 
an invitation to revisit dreams of, and dream anew, the long histories 
and surprising connections that support anticolonial and anti-imperial 
pan-African struggle. An antidote to (inter)national chronic euphoria, 
Mda suggests, may be fiction’s capacity to sustain and proliferate such 
dreamscapes of past, present, and future dependencies; at least, this is 
the antidote offered by this heady and brutal novel.

From Rainbow Nation to Black Diamond

Mda’s fiction has continued to track how South African hopes and 
dreams have been pinned to property and credit. The 2009 Black Dia-
mond follows Don Mateza and his girlfriend Tumi, as the latter does 
her best to establish the networks and investment that will see herself 
and Don transformed into “Black Diamonds—as the fat-cat BEE ben-
eficiaries are called” (15).60 As the moniker acknowledges, the accom-
plishment is a rarity. In the novel’s telling, aspirations to middle-class 
standing will be disappointed, despite all efforts, particularly if one’s 
revolutionary credentials fall short or proximity to whiteness is not 
established. The exemplar of success as a Black Diamond is Molotov 
Mbungane, or “Comrade Deal-a-Minute,” who is an expert in con-
verting “political capital” gained during the anti-apartheid struggle 
into “financial capital and equity” by working with the white elite; he 
has “put together consortia that acquired huge stakes in the mining 
industry” (21). For Tumi, Mbungane is a role model who embodies 
the potential outcome of “positive thinking” and relentless network-
ing (22). For others, including Don’s former comrades in the struggle, 
and increasingly Don, he is a reason for despair: “they are so disillu-
sioned with life, with what they call crony capitalism in South Africa, 
and with the betrayal by such comrades as Molotov whose mantra is 
that ‘accumulation cannot be democratized, comrades,’ that they have 
given up trying” (47). Hopes that Tumi will secure an investment for 
her business or that Don will secure a promotion are cut through with 
the irony of the mantra, whose empty gesture of solidarity glosses over 
an unequal status quo. Past betrayals anticipate future betrayals, even 
as the affective forcefulness of the promise that economic mobility and 



opportunity remain possible in South Africa holds strong. The dream 
that accumulation might yet be democratized runs through not only 
Don’s and Tumi’s hopes but also in the novel’s satire of the state’s cur-
rent failings. The fiction reflects Mda’s contemporaneous call in the 
New York Times that the renewal of Mandela’s dream requires that, 
contra Jacob Zuma’s patronage politics, economic benefits be extended 
beyond the “white establishment and black elite.” Dreams of redemp-
tion remain here attached to visions of wider economic opportunity.

That postcolonial optimism persists in post-transition South Africa 
under conditions of US empire is registered in the novel by the fact that 
Mbungane is a clear stand-in for Tokyo Sexwale, a former member of 
Umkhonto we Sizwe who was imprisoned by the apartheid regime on 
Robben Island and who has, in the words of Africa Report, emerged 
as “one of a new and ambitious breed of power-brokers and one of 
South Africa’s wealthiest postapartheid entrepreneurs.”61 Sexwale has 
been hailed not only as “Mr. Deal-a-Minute” but also as the “face” of 
Black Economic Empowerment.62 Fortune magazine has proposed that 
his “improbable life story reflects the transformation of his country.”63 
A politician frequently floated as a potential candidate for the presi-
dency, Sexwale’s fortune was amassed through Mvelaphanda Holdings, 
a mining company “with tentacles reaching into many strategic sec-
tors including energy, transport and communications, property, hotels, 
engineering, health, banking and financial services.”64 Mvelaphanda, a 
Venda word that roughly translates as “progress,” models a market-
based version of development that, to be sure, promises the democrati-
zation of credit and debt, rather than of wealth itself. It is not surprising, 
then, that Sexwale’s vitae includes a short stint as host of The Appren-
tice South Africa. Airing for only one season in 2009, The Apprentice 
South Africa purportedly gave viewers the opportunity to witness the 
dream of nationhood embodied by its face, as the winning candidate 
would be rewarded with a job at Mvelaphanda. The program, like gov-
ernment actions such as BEE, promised that after apartheid individual 
talent and drive could be sufficient for securing prosperity. An individual 
only needed to be adaptable and innovative enough to operate within a 
system characterized by the privatization of industry, the deregulation of 
capital, and the growth of the financial sector. In this, the show was like 
its original US program, hosted by Donald Trump, and symptomatic of 
the privatization of the nation.65 It stands as a cultural object that speaks 
to the globalization of US capital and governance and the affective cul-
tures that accompany it.

At the same time, Sexwale, like his fictional counterpart Mbungane, 
was at pains to connect his commitment to market entrepreneurialism to 
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the anti-apartheid struggle and a longer South African history of advo-
cating for economic rights. Write-ups of the show were careful to note 
that Sexwale, reportedly in a nod to South African labor laws designed 
to “protect employees against arbitrary layoffs,” preferred the purport-
edly gentler “You’re dismissed!” to Trump’s “You’re fired!” and that he 
“was criticized for hiring both finalists.”66 The host himself sought to 
highlight that he was “no Trump clone”: “‘We’re looking for a leader. So 
remember ethics, ethics, ethics,’ the soft-spoken Sexwale told the 16 orig-
inal contestants. The would-be moguls competed to help a Johannesburg 
street vendor of vegetables develop a sustainable business model.”67 In 
South Africa, the show suggested, the mining magnate and the vegetable 
vendor are both “entrepreneurs,” and the former is ready to help the lat-
ter succeed: they are still comrades, if unequally wealthy ones. Of course, 
Sexwale’s exhortation to “ethics, ethics, ethics” arguably appears as self-
evidently rhetorical, as transparently fantastical as Trump’s invocation 
in the 2016 US general election to “make America great again.” Yet, as 
the next chapter continues to explore, to dismiss ongoing exhortations 
to an “ethical” postcolonial optimism in a period of general disillusion-
ment as only rhetorical is to risk downplaying the ongoing affective and 
moral appeal of discourses that, at their heart, promise the redemption of 
national dreams that have been shattered, deferred, or derailed.



Chapter 6

The Last Best Hope of  
White Wahala

Zakes Mda’s The Heart of Redness, I have argued (chapter 5), cri-
tiques a form of postcolonial optimism that attaches the redemption 
of national ideals of exceptional equality and justice to the democra-
tization of credit. Mda’s fiction shows how salvific hopes that deepen 
dependency on financial institutions, even as they disavow other forms 
of dependency, are euphoric: they are sustaining illusions that cannot 
be sustained and thus yield despair. Mda’s novel has proven prescient 
in its perception and anticipation of disillusionment. In South Africa, 
the hopeful proliferation of development schemes in the late 1990s that 
trumpeted the efficacy of microfinance and other forms of lending has 
increasingly given way to a crushing sense of ongoing indebtedness. US 
capitalism, Martjin Konings notes, has historically promised “the com-
fortable enjoyment of the conveniences of consumer capitalism” but 
produced for most people “an anxiety-driven integration into disciplin-
ary mechanisms of credit and debt in a context of stagnant wage growth 
and rising unemployment.”1 The characterization does not badly cap-
ture the postapartheid South African situation, where, Deborah James 
shows, anxieties concerning widespread indebtedness were expressed 
vocally in the 1990s well before they were echoed in the US following 
the 2007 global recession.2 Such anxieties, Mda’s fiction suggests, do not 
foreclose the cultivation of optimism centered on access to capital, thus 
amplifying the stresses of debt that see dreams collapse into nightmare. 

Whether in the US or South Africa, in the first decades of the twenty-
first century the democratization of credit, rather than generating 
equality of opportunity, marked a technique for both managing and 
exacerbating unequal opportunities that were continuously racialized 
in a financialized global economy with high rates of unemployment. 
While the democratization of credit has often seemed a progressive way 
of financing national dreams, as Konings is at pains to show in the US, 
it has effectively proliferated regimes of austerity and privatization. This 
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outcome supports Walter Benn Michaels’s observation that “the com-
mitment to antidiscrimination” can be found at the “foundation” of 
neoliberalism, insofar as prioritizing “equality of access” to markets is 
not the same as committing to “equality embodied in redistribution.”3 At 
the same time, the effects of ever-expanding credit regimes are undoubt-
edly racialized. As Mehrsa Baradaran shows in her discussion of the 
US 1970 Fair Credit Reporting Act and the 1974 Equal Opportunity 
Act, which “eliminated race and gender identification from loan appli-
cations,” these antidiscrimination policies did not address the “plethora 
of other conditions” that affected the default risks of Black Americans 
who were poor in income and poor in assets living in segregated com-
munities, whose access to credit continued to come at disproportionate 
cost.4 Later policies built on a similar model of fostering “black capi-
talism,” such as Bill Clinton’s support for Community Development 
Financial Institutions, also necessarily failed to yield equality: “the only 
way to eliminate the drastic credit disparity was to eliminate the wide 
disparity of wealth” through techniques such as the integration of credit 
markets.5 Short of this redistribution, racialized inequality has been 
maintained through credit’s expansion. Jackie Wang is persuasive in her 
argument that “predatory lending” is one of the “main modalities of 
contemporary racial capitalism” in the US: the extension of credit is a 
“method of dispossession.”6 

A comparable pattern of dispossession is evident in South Africa. 
Achille Mbembe observed in African Futures (2016) that, while the logic 
of extraction that characterizes the South African “raw economy” is dif-
ferent than the “logic of industrialization that seems to partly characterize 
Northern economies,” both have “quickened the accumulation of surplus 
populations.”7 This quickening marks how, globally, the “wellspring of 
wealth” has become finance rather than labor.8 Mbembe described the 
resultant “emerging international politics of public debt,” whereby 

global capital increasingly requires that the ‘average citizen’ pay—for the 
consolidation of public finances, the bankruptcy of foreign states, the ris-
ing rates of interest on public debt, and if necessary the rescue of national 
and international banks—with his or her private savings and through 
cuts in public entitlements, reduced public services, and higher taxation.9 

As Anne-Maria Makhulu argued, in the growing absence of formal 
wage labor, the avoidance of “the ultimate risk of total destitution”10 
requires “another kind of labor” that centers on “the forging of relations 
of borrowing, lending, and the extension of credit.”11 In the contem-
porary South African economy, the quest for “economic sovereignty,” 
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in Makhulu’s words, is paradoxically tied to establishing relations of 
credit and debt that in turn engender narratives of “frugality and self-
restraint.”12 South Africa’s “credit-debt revolution,” James noted, com-
ing as it did “on top of the credit apartheid” that preceded it, “was bound 
to have effects that were racially skewed”: “As the banks did with the 
poor housing purchasers in the subprime mortgage market in the United 
States, so a far wider spectrum of lenders does to a wider spectrum of 
borrowers in South Africa.”13 Financialization has depended on racial-
ized forms of precarious and exploited labor instituted under colonialism 
and apartheid, and expanded access to credit markets has perpetuated 
this precarity and exploitation.14 

The misery of indebtedness has contributed to shifting affective rela-
tions to the nation-state. Dreams of development have increasingly 
given way to a sense of precarity that renders the future indeterminate, 
such that Mbembe described a continent-wide “generalization and radi-
calization of temporariness.”15 The “horizon of liberation” is no longer 
freedom from exploitation, he argued, but a longing to “escape the traps 
of temporariness”: of not even being consistently exploited through a 
relation of wage labor.16 This new sense of a non-future in turn inflects 
the past. Makhulu noted that some South Africans feel nostalgic for 
the imagined certainties of apartheid-era “migrant-dependent wage 
work,” even as this nostalgia itself depends on neglecting a longer his-
tory of “wageless life.”17 A similar sense of uncertainty and nostalgia 
has emerged in the US, where anxieties about the gig economy and long-
ing for the imagined security of mid-century waged work proliferate.18

As we have seen, however, it is precisely at moments when national 
dreams seem exhausted and archaic that they are also ripe for redemp-
tion. South African literature of postcolonial optimism suggests that this 
is especially true for those national dreams that are sustained by faith 
that credit markets might be “regulated” or “deregulated” differently 
such that economic justice might yet be achieved. Thus, even follow-
ing the failures of structural adjustment to address inequality and the 
global recession of 2007–08, dreams of national redemption, in both 
South Africa and the US, remain attached to ideals of economic reform. 
This, at least, is one implication of Ekow Duker’s 2015 White Wahala, 
a sardonic novel that has drawn little attention from critics but is of 
interest both for its sustained send-up of South African credit markets 
in the 2010s and for its representation of South Africa as a nation that 
exists under conditions of US empire.19 Duker’s picaresque fiction is set 
in Johannesburg in 2014, the year in which a contraction in the South 
African housing market made the insufficiencies of the National Credit 
Act of 2005 painfully obvious. As the novel satirizes the ongoing reality 
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of credit apartheid in broad strokes, it explores how credit remains a 
locus of hope despite also being a source of ongoing pain. In so doing, 
it demonstrates once again how South African literature seems particu-
larly adept at identifying the affective dynamics that attend the expan-
sive, unequal debt that characterizes national life under US empire. The 
affective heart of White Wahala, I suggest, is the massively exploitative 
credit kiosk known as the “Last Best Hope Financial Service”: conse-
quently hope, along with the desperation implied by “last best” hope, is 
tied both to never-ending debt and to historic speeches by US presidents 
that affirmed “America” as the “last, best hope” for freedom. As White 
Wahala charts the triumphs and tribulations of the kiosk’s owner, Cash 
Tshabalala, it shows how South African credit markets, like those in the 
US, promise progressive equality by reproducing an unequal, anti-Black 
status quo. The novel thus doubles down on how a pan-African sense 
of temporariness produced by a financialized economy can be exhaust-
ing: not just because precarious debt has usurped regular wages but also 
because ongoing indebtedness is presented as how national dreams will 
be redeemed. 

The episodic, non-developmental form of White Wahala reflects the 
exhausting stasis of national imaginaries in which Black residents are 
perpetually owed their futures. From this exhaustion, the novel offers 
no respite. It does, however, consider the disruptive potential of democ-
ratizing credit in new ways. There are certain kinds of democratized 
debt, the novel suggests, that are readily accommodated, if only in 
principle, by US and South African credit markets. The US presidential 
speeches alluded to in White Wahala profess “America” to be the “last, 
best hope” because of a national dream whereby all ought to have equal 
opportunity: in principle, the state owes its citizens, including its Black 
citizens, economic justice. South African officials in the novel build on 
this language of debt by explicitly stating that freedom will only come 
when white South Africans have paid what they owe to Black South 
Africans after the pillage wrought by colonial and apartheid govern-
ments: in principle, redistribution must be implemented. White Wahala 
shows how these principles are both incorporated into and betrayed by 
credit markets. What these markets cannot incorporate, however, even 
in principle, is the story at the heart of the novel’s own extravagant plot: 
a rich white man borrowing money on the same terms as poor Black 
people. The novel thus proposes a shift from imagining what is owed 
to Black people in principle to envisioning the democratization of bor-
rowing from Black-owned institutions in practice. It dreams of an end 
to credit apartheid, not through the expansion of credit, but through the 
thorough desegregation of debt. 



The Postapartheid Picaresque

Ekow Duker’s White Wahala was shortlisted for the 2011/12 European 
Union Literary Award (renamed the Dinaane Debut Fiction Award in 
2015). The South African literary award, supported by EU embassies 
and commissions, adjudicates unpublished works of fiction by first-
time authors that are written or translated into English.20 Although 
Ashraf Kagee was awarded the cash prize and publication deal the year 
Duker’s first novel was shortlisted, Duker signed a three-book contract 
with Picador Africa, and White Wahala was released alongside Dying 
in New York in 2014; The God Who Made Mistakes followed in 2016. 
Duker describes himself as an “oil field engineer turned investment 
banker turned part-time author” who, “since leaving the oil field,” 
has worked “mainly as a corporate strategist and in investment bank-
ing,” an occupation, he notes, that “draws heavily on storytelling.”21 
Raised in Ghana and educated in Ghana, the UK, the US, and France, 
Duker maintains dual Ghanaian and South African citizenship and has 
settled in Johannesburg, where he has been employed at the data exper-
tise firm Ixio Analytics. He remains a self-described “happy dabbler” 
who declines to call himself a writer “because I write primarily for 
pleasure.”22 While Duker has been active in the South African literary 
festival and book club scene, White Wahala has received only a few 
reviews. Karina M. Szczurek called the novel “a modern tall tale with 
a dark South African twist” that “has the potential to generate a lot 
of debate.”23 Relebone Rirhandzu Myambo, writing for The Con, was 
more critical, judging the fiction “a messy attempt at social commen-
tary” that has a “dumbing effect.”24 Myambo especially notes that the 
novel proliferates stereotypes, an effect compounded by the fact that its 
“exaggerated characters,” to borrow Szczurek’s phrase, tend to espouse 
racist and sexist views. 

Yet, the broad strokes of White Wahala, I propose, seem apt for 
describing what emerges as the novel’s main satirical focus, namely the 
South African financial industry with which Duker is intimately familiar. 
The novel is set just after the “demand for residential housing collapsed 
spectacularly” in 2014.25 That year saw the implosion and $1.6 billion 
bailout of African Bank, a registered commercial micro-lender that special-
ized in providing unsecured credit to poor people. Following the collapse 
of the subprime loan market in the US in 2007, South African financiers 
and regulators believed they had avoided a similar fate.26 The National 
Credit Act, passed in 2005 and fully implemented in 2007, was a com-
prehensive legislative overhaul of the credit industry that, among other 
things, sought to “promote a fair and non-discriminatory marketplace for 
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access to consumer credit” and “to promote black economic empower-
ment and ownership within the consumer credit industry.”27 Its provisions 
included the establishment of the National Credit Regulator, the National  
Consumer Tribunal, new credit industry regulations (including registrations 
requirements for credit providers), the establishment of consumer rights 
when applying and signing for credit, and regulation for debt enforcement. 
The Act was designed specifically to protect borrowers from a booming 
microfinance industry, which expanded dramatically as white Afrikaners 
formerly employed in public service sought to profit from diverting state 
monies “flowing into the bank accounts of black civil servants.”28 Yet, as 
T.O. Molefe explains, “to make providing credit to low-income earners an 
attractive business proposition,” the state “left a gap—allowing lenders to 
provide unsecured credit at higher interest rates . . . and over longer repay-
ment periods.”29 The risk of this form of financial inclusion was deemed 
“acceptable” on the grounds that it would “amplify the economic poten-
tial of low-income earners,” but “in reality, borrowers’ incomes hadn’t 
grown fast enough to keep pace with the extremely high interest payments 
and fees after they had paid for basic needs.” The only option was to bor-
row more, leading to inevitable default.30 The dynamic recalls the intro-
duction of revolving debt in the US in the 1970s. As Konings describes it, 
US citizens were, for the first time, able to “acquir[e] a piece of the Ameri-
can dream, not by promising extinction of the principle but on the basis of 
indefinite penance . . . even a modest amount of credit could entail a life-
time of indebtedness.”31 The National Credit Act, in other words, might 
be understood as an expression of the chronically renewed South African 
optimism that national ideals might be redeemed through credit’s “democ-
ratization.” Duker’s fiction, however, conveys profound disillusionment 
with this dream, even as it dissects the affective politics through which it is 
maintained. As in the work of Tlali and Mda, the fiction engages the curi-
ous cycle of redemptive hopes and deep disillusionment that I have argued 
is distinctive to South African literature of postcolonial optimism.

 In White Wahala, credit apartheid is not only alive and well, but 
its continuance also seems assured. In this and other details, it reflects 
historical fact. By the late 2000s, James notes, there were “three distinct 
lending sectors” in South Africa: “the mainstream or formal financial sec-
tor,” historically dominated by an “oligopoly of British-owned banks”; 
“the new microlending sector . . . mostly run by Afrikaans-speaking 
former civil servants . . . who engaged in practices that were later pro-
hibited” under the National Credit Act; and “the mashonisas, or neigh-
borhood moneylenders . . . [whose] protagonists were defined as loan 
sharks because they remained unregistered under the act.”32 These sec-
tors are neatly evoked in Duker’s novel through its principle characters. 



Alasdair Nicholson works as a credit analyst at Megabank. His Scotch-
inflected first name complements that of his co-worker and friend Sean, 
who identifies as Irish, though his settler family recently “came from 
Zambia” (20). These Anglo-employees chafe under the management of 
Mr. Viljoen, an Afrikaner who comes to agree with his wife Marietjie 
as to the preferability of an Afrikaans bank, as “the Engelse will screw 
you in the end” (281). Finally, the novel’s anti-hero, Cash Tshabalala, is 
a mashonisa who runs a money-lending service in the fictional former 
township of Scottsville in Soweto.33 Other characters represent addi-
tional local sources of financing: the President of the Scottsville Tomato 
Sellers’ Association (99), for example, or Mrs. Simelane, who runs a 
burial society and later loan service in direct competition with Cash.34 
Taken together, the cast of characters obviously reflects what James 
called “the ethnic and racial divisions of South Africa’s past and of its 
new dispensation.”35 The cast also represents the transformed opportu-
nities for South Africans to access credit in the twenty-first century and 
attests to how anxieties around credit have only sharpened. As Makhulu 
argued, in contemporary South Africa, “heavily indebted households 
shore up finances in the absence of steady wage work” by managing 
a “dizzying array of both formal and informal financial instruments, 
which enable survival from one financial year to the next.”36

The seeming intractability of the racial and class divisions enforced 
by an evolving credit regime are conveyed by the fiction’s convoluted 
plot, in which boundaries are crossed only to be re-established more 
firmly than ever. To summarize this plot as briefly as possible: after Sean 
gives Alasdair a new drug, tok, at work, Alasdair becomes determined 
to seek out more in Soweto. (The blue powdery “tok” is a more power-
ful version of “tik,” a slang term for crystal methamphetamine.) When 
purchasing the drug from a woman named Lerato, he is dismayed that 
he doesn’t have enough cash on hand and that “no one in Scottsville 
goes to the ATM after dark” (56). Lerato directs him to Cash’s kiosk, 
where Cash agrees to lend Alasdair the cash, on the condition that Alas-
dair revisits the loan application that Cash’s sister, Gladys, has made to 
Megabank so that she can finance her tomato stand. Alasdair repays the 
money to Cash but throws out the application. After Gladys is killed in 
a traffic accident, Cash blames Alasdair: Gladys would not have been 
hit, he thinks, if she hadn’t been visiting her brother to beg for financing. 
(Cash refuses to lend to his sister because his business depends on beating 
up defaulters.) Looking to hold Alasdair accountable, Cash and his two 
partners, S’bu One and S’bu Two, show up at Alasdair’s home, where 
they interrupt a book club run by Alasdair’s mother, Agatha. Events 
escalate, the police arrive, and shots are fired; book club member and 
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renowned lawyer Tasmin Khan is shot in the neck. Cash and the Sbus 
are thrown in Sun City Prison (as the Johannesburg Correctional Center 
is known). Alasdair’s sixteen-year-old sister Ghislaine visits Cash, with 
whom she has become enamored, in prison. At Cash’s urging, Ghislaine 
contacts Angie Khumalo, the one Black book club member who wit-
nessed the confrontation. Angie in turn brings Cash’s situation to the 
attention of her husband, Terry, “the man all the bankers and politicians 
called when there was an important deal to be done or some complex 
negotiation to be brokered” (178). Terry contacts Elvis Thikaya, the 
leader of the ANC Youth League who is running for re-election and 
in need of a cause. Elvis leads a movement to protest Cash’s imprison-
ment, as well as Megabank: “Our brother came to this bank to ask 
for a loan. Instead of to give him money, Megabank arrested him and 
threw him in prison” (186). When a man in a “revolutionary rapture” 
rushes Alasdair at the protest, Alasdair accidently shoots Elvis. Agatha 
pays off Elvis, who secures Cash’s release and does not charge Alasdair 
in the name of “reconciliation” (226). Cash is feted as the “symbol of 
the struggle” (241). Ghislaine finds him, and they have sex and tor-
ment and torture Cash’s customers together. Alasdair and Agatha seek 
out Ghislaine in the kiosk; Agatha confesses to murdering her husband 
Thor, who has been “missing” for two years. A mob threatens to burn 
down the kiosk but doesn’t. In the end, the Nicholsons return to their 
mansion, and Cash remains in Soweto. 

The complex networks of indebtedness upon which the plot hinges, 
the novel affirms, have been produced through the regime of credit 
apartheid that, in James’s words, has been “implanted in capitalist 
arrangements of a widespread and thoroughgoing character,” as well 
as by “a South African system of race-based exclusionary justice.”37 If, 
per Konings, the proliferation of credit and debt produces “an intricate 
pyramid of social obligations and promises,” in South Africa as in the 
US, racism has remained integral to their design.38 As Cash proposes, 
lending money turns out to be “much more personal” than simply 
checking credit histories: “The real question is whether I’m happy for 
my life to be mixed up with his” (268). Cash is reluctant to mix his life 
up with Alasdair’s, as white people in the past have brought nothing 
but police brutality to Scottsville and interruptions in business and no 
hope of compensation—Cash still holds a Swiss diplomat responsible 
for his loss, in 1998, of eleven thousand seven hundred and fifty rand 
and thirty-five cents, for which he billed the Swiss embassy to no avail 
(38). Yet, Cash risks white wahala (a multi-lingual Nigerian word for 
“trouble” or “shit”) to help his sister. Alasdair, however, though he 
agrees that Megabank may “in principle” provide a loan to a tomato 



seller, throws Gladys’s application out his car window without a second 
thought; he is not prepared to do business with a poor Black woman 
(63). White wahala exists because promises of fair opportunity and 
treatment “in principle”—by big banks, by the police—continue to be 
an effective way of denying it in practice. 

The Orgastic Future

And yet, despite the manifest troubles of credit apartheid, hope persists— 
at least in principle. The center of this hope in Duker’s fiction is, ironi-
cally, Cash Tshabalala himself. Cash, to be sure, is a loan shark, but in 
contrast to white bankers, he is at least upfront about the injustices he 
inflicts on borrowers: he promises and delivers on the arbitrary exten-
sion of loans, exorbitant interest rates, and brutal reprisals for default-
ers. This grim business is offered under the moniker “The Last Best Hope 
Financial Service.” The name of Cash’s kiosk on the one hand is ironic, 
insofar as it suggests the desperation of his customers, who turn to Cash 
with extreme reluctance when they have no other options. As Gladys 
remarks, the name in some respects “doesn’t ring true any more. It’s 
become like one of those adverts for the lotto. You know in your heart 
you’re never going to win” (92). On the other hand, the name rings true, 
albeit briefly, as a metonym for temporarily resurgent national dreams 
that seek to redress the ongoing inequities of colonialism and apartheid. 
After Cash is arrested and his cause is taken up by the ANC Youth 
League, he is celebrated in The Sowetan as “the Robin Hood of Scotts-
ville” (208). Ghislaine sums up the media coverage: “I mean The Last 
Best Hope Financial Service? That’s what Black Economic Empower-
ment was really intended for, wasn’t it?” (209). As a Black businessman 
serving a Black community, Cash Tshabalala is proclaimed a “man of 
the people” (214), a “symbol of the struggle” (241). The specifics of 
his brutal and unfair business practices, as well as the systemic reality 
of ongoing credit apartheid, are forgotten as Cash is hailed a national 
“hero” (298). As in Mda’s Heart of Redness, in which dreams of so-
called development hinge on industrious individuals’ access to capital 
(chapter 5), the last best hope of postapartheid dreams in these wildly 
optimistic formulations is that Black “entrepreneurs” such as Cash are 
earning a comfortable living by “helping” others live out their dreams 
in the “new” South Africa. As Cash—and his customers—are keenly 
aware, however, the optimism produced by this rhetoric is transient at 
best given the economic reality. Cash’s business may fleetingly make 
people “feel good about themselves,” but since you can’t “pay for food 
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with good feelings,” and since the terms of his services are both harsh 
and racialized, disillusionment is inevitable: “I didn’t change anything,” 
he says (298). As in Tlali’s and Mda’s literature of postcolonial opti-
mism (chapters 4 and 5), White Wahala registers a South African affec-
tive cycle of hoped-for redemption and collective disillusionment that 
turns on the ambivalence of access to credit, which is to say the vulner-
ability of debt. Because of this ambivalence, disillusionment is built into 
a postcolonial optimism that persists despite the knowledge that it has 
been continually betrayed. 

Also like Tlali and Mda, Duker explicitly draws a connection 
between this affective cycle and nationalism as it has been propagated 
under US empire. As numerous characters remark, “The Last Best Hope 
Financial Service” borrows its name from a speech by Barack Obama, 
who, characters note, lifted it in turn from Abraham Lincoln. Obama’s 
2008 nomination victory speech promised to “restore our moral 
standing”—a highly-coded reference to the crimes against humanity 
perpetrated by the US during its twenty-first-century wars against Iraq 
and Afghanistan—so as to make America “once again that last, best 
hope for all who are called to the cause of freedom, who long for lives 
of peace, and who yearn for a better future.”39 Lincoln’s 1862 annual 
message to Congress proclaimed the end or continuance of slavery as 
key to whether “we shall nobly save or meanly lose the last best hope 
of earth” and thereby assure or jeopardize “freedom to the free.”40 The 
speeches evoke a long history of American exceptionalism that prophe-
cies freedom as imminent. The central allusion to the speeches in White 
Wahala gestures toward how this rhetoric of exceptionalism has been 
globalized in the “new” South Africa, where the nation also promises 
freedom that is always deferred.

The fact that the allusion to a “last, best hope” is pinned to Cash’s 
kiosk—a site of racialized violence and exploitation—in turn invites 
critique of the rhetoric of American freedom that has positioned the 
US as a supposed model for the world and thus attempted to justify 
its imperial ambitions. In other words, while “freedom” is the explicit 
endpoint of the “last, best hope” in US presidential speeches, the name 
of Cash’s kiosk invites a reading of these presidential remarks in terms 
of the brutalities of the market and US histories of credit and debt. 
How is American hope to be paid for? Lincoln’s annual message pro-
posed that “freedom” be financed through the extended enslavement of 
Black people, the dispossession of Native Americans, and the taxation 
of settler immigrants. In the same speech where he held up the nation 
as a final hope, Lincoln counselled “compensated emancipation” over 
the course of thirty-seven years, on the grounds that those who claim 



people as property may be more cheaply compensated for that claimed 
property over time, so long as the white settler population continued 
to increase as expected.41 “No ready cash” would be necessary for the 
project, as Lincoln maintained that at the end of thirty-seven years, “we 
shall probably have a hundred millions of people to share the burden, 
instead of thirty-one millions as now.”42 That “the Indian tribes upon 
our frontiers have during the past year manifested a spirit of subordi-
nation” may be “profitably” remedied, Lincoln suggested, through a 
“remodeled” “Indian system.”43 “Freedom to the free” can be assured, 
Lincoln argued, by continuing to profit from the systems of enslave-
ment and conquest.44 White settler freedom, the speech made clear, 
depends upon the maintenance of an economy that dispossesses Black 
and Indigenous people. 

In a speech that, like his presidential campaign, repeatedly prom-
ised “change,” Obama envisioned a freedom that would ostensibly be 
paid for differently. In the place of an “old, discredited” philosophy of 
“up by your bootstraps,” Obama offered an “American promise” that 
would “ensure opportunity not just for those with the most money and 
influence, but for every American who’s willing to work”: 

It is that promise that has always set this country apart—that through 
hard work and sacrifice, each of us can pursue our individual dreams 
but still come together as one American family, to ensure that the next 
generation can pursue their dreams as well.45 

Freedom—or at least the freedom to work for a better future—will 
come, not by the state subsidizing slavery and promoting colonization, 
but by “closing corporate loopholes and tax havens” and “eliminating 
programs” that are inefficient.46 The only cost to the proverbial aver-
age American, Obama implied, is a commitment to work and a readi-
ness to believe “that together, our dreams can be one.”47 Such a belief, 
Obama suggested, can be found in Martin Luther King, Jr.’s famous 
1963 address at Lincoln’s memorial. Obama’s reading of that speech, 
however, pointed to the additional costs of his imagined future that 
remain only implicit in his own address: 

The men and women who gathered there [at the Lincoln memorial] 
could’ve heard many things. They could’ve heard words of anger and 
discord. They could’ve been told to succumb to the fear and frustration 
of so many dreams deferred. But what the people heard instead—people 
of every creed and color, from every walk of life—is that in America, our 
destiny is inextricably linked.48
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Obama acknowledged that the message of King’s speech varied depend-
ing on the ear of the listener; in so doing, it unintentionally highlighted 
what is omitted in hearing King’s dream as one of unity rather than one 
bent on acknowledging and redressing the “fear and frustration of so 
many dreams deferred.” It was, after all, exactly forty-five years earlier 
at the March on Washington that King asserted “we’ve come to our 
nation’s capital to collect a check” for “the unalienable rights of life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”49 Obama in effect called on his lis-
teners to not hear the disunity in King’s contentions: that it is “obvious 
today that America has defaulted on this promissory note insofar as her 
citizens of color are concerned.”50 Implicitly for Obama as for Lincoln, 
the “last, best hope” for future freedom is to be paid for by ongoing 
racialized injustice and unfreedom. 

Notably, Obama’s speech was delivered during a financial crisis that 
was caused in part by creditors aggressively marketing subprime mort-
gages to Black people historically discriminated against in the housing 
market. As Baradaran writes, this crisis “disproportionately affected 
segregated black communities and turned the persistent racial wealth 
gap into a chasm” by wiping out “53 percent of total black wealth.”51 
Yet, the Obama administration “did not specifically target the racial 
wealth gap, nor did [it] advocate a race-based economic agenda.”52 It 
did extend the two wars that Obama suggested had jeopardized the US’s 
“moral standing,” and financed those wars through national debt. The 
“last, best” hope for freedom, once again, is that change will come after 
nothing really changes.53 

The final lines of White Wahala emphasize that the form of hope 
available through South Africa’s credit economy is precisely as attenu-
ated as that proffered by the American dream of ever-deferred freedom. 
Cash, alone in his kiosk, ponders its moniker: “The neon sign flickered 
for a moment, then held defiantly. He gazed up at it proudly. It was a 
crimson ribbon against the morning sky. The Last Best Hope Financial 
Service. Now that was something he could believe in” (303). Cash has 
no faith in Obama’s promise: “change you can believe in.” Rather, he 
only has faith in himself: in Cash and the cash he provides, which is to 
say in the continuance of the status quo that forever holds out the prom-
ise of the freedom of the last best hope. In other words, after hopes for 
revolutionary heroes and transformative entrepreneurs have (temporar-
ily) passed, a belief in the fiction of money persists, so that those hopes 
might one day be renewed. The crimson of Cash’s sign complements the 
violet logo of Megabank and the striking blue of “tok.” Taken together, 
these vivid, repeatedly mentioned colors evoke the primary palette of 
South African rand notes. By linking banking with a powerful drug, 



While Wahala, like The Heart of Redness (chapter 5), suggests how the 
promise of credit is akin to the experience of intoxication. The process 
of managing debt is, in general, arduous: “Time passed more slowly for 
Alasdair than a credit application crawling its laborious way through 
multiple levels of approval” (44). The hit of cash, like the ecstasy of 
“tok,” however, provides a fleeting sense of temporal escape: something 
is happening, something could change. It’s the kind of faith that Nick 
Carraway describes at the end of Fitzgerald’s famous novel, where the 
glowing light is green rather than crimson:

Gatsby believed in the green light, the orgastic future that year by year 
recedes before us. It eluded us then, but that’s no matter—tomorrow 
we will run faster, stretch out our arms farther . . . And then one fine 
morning—o we beat on, boats against the current, borne back cease-
lessly into the past.54

Credit, like a drug, beams out an “orgastic future” whereby a moment 
of remembered happiness and ecstasy might one day be attained and 
preserved. That is what Cash believes in: not the orgastic future, per se, 
but the capitalist processes that produce it. He will continue to profit 
because he is others’ last, best hope, in all the ecstasy and desperation 
the phrase implies. 

Cash entertains the possibility that the hope and optimism he offers is 
“plagiarism” of US originals (117)—his kiosk lifts its name from Obama 
as White Wahala lifts its ending from The Great Gatsby. The lawyer Tas-
min, however, troubles this account: “Even if the American president did 
use that phrase, neither he nor anyone else can lay claim to ownership” 
(118). It follows that the South African dream that credit will bring free-
dom does and does not mimic its American counterpart. Duker’s fiction 
walks a familiar fine line (in this project) in reckoning with South African 
histories of aspiration in relation to US imperialism. On the one hand, 
the centrality of US nationalist discourses to White Wahala points to US 
influence on postapartheid policies that has continued to emphasize mar-
ket growth and celebrate microfinance. USAID, for example, managed 
in 2020 “a total portfolio exceeding $100 million” in credit guarantees 
with local banking institutions in South Africa, and it actively supported 
the “development of new financial products to meet the needs of small 
and medium-sized enterprises.”55 On the other, Duker’s novel emphasizes 
how granting US “ownership” over forms of aspiration related to finan-
cial opportunity simplifies entwined yet particular national histories. 
Cash speculates, for instance, that the specific humiliations of apartheid 
have much to do with his periodic lionization: though he is “cruel,” he 
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at least spares prospective borrowers from having to ask for money from 
white people and thus risk remembering “the countless other hurts life 
has thrown at them” and their families (299). Postcolonial optimism, 
South African literature suggests, not only reflects but also reflects on the 
American dream. As an affect, it knowingly spotlights the pan-African 
racialized desperation borne of revolving debt that has been integral to 
(trans)national dreams of endless credit. 

“In principle . . .”

Given how credit produces a continual cycle of hope and disillusionment, 
despair and redemption, it is no wonder that most people who depend on 
it in White Wahala are exhausted. Facing adoration and need that quickly 
converts to contempt and then back again, Cash, who is in his forties, 
has a favorite refrain: “He really was getting too old for this crap” (40). 
Indeed, the enduring greatest hope of multiple characters is to weather 
bouts of collective hope and disillusionment and make it to retirement. 
This individual option seems especially appealing given that, when a loan 
from a mashonisa is the “last, best hope,” there seems to be little room 
for collective action. The mass protest to release Cash from prison, orga-
nized by Elvis Tshikaya, has nothing to do with systemic change; rather, 
it centers on one individual who can be upheld as symbolic of freedom 
(Cash) to the benefit of another (Elvis), who, like the manager of Mega-
bank, is able to orchestrate events surrounding Cash’s imprisonment 
to his own political and financial gain. The crowds looking for Cash’s 
release sing to “break down the doors of oppression and let freedom 
in” (235). What constitutes “freedom” apart from the release of a man 
and his friends remains unclear (and, as we’ve seen, Cash’s freedom is 
closely bound to others’ peonage). Similarly, Elvis speaks to the media 
of Cash’s release as being about “reconciliation” and “justice” (226), 
yet the terms’ application to the situation seems abstract at best. To be 
sure, Cash and his henchmen have been unjustly assumed guilty of shoot-
ing Tasmin; they have also assaulted, without consequence, innumerable 
other people who have defaulted on their loans. The songs and rhetoric 
of the anti-apartheid struggle are remembered, invoked, and even deeply 
felt, yet there is something exhausted about them, as they simplify rather 
than clarify what would comprise “reconciliation” and “justice” after 
the transition to democracy. Minister Ndebele is eager that Cash’s release 
recall Mandela’s and carefully coaches him on the proper gestures: “But 
Cash forgot to clench his fist and in the morning papers the next day, he 
looked as if he was directing traffic or waving to a friend he didn’t really 
want to see” (244). The failed attempt at a Black power salute captures 



the ambivalent way in which Cash represents Black power as an avatar 
of black capitalism. Mandela’s release heralded the end of political apart-
heid and the acceleration of credit apartheid, while Cash’s release heralds 
only the ongoing hope that something might change, one day, but that 
any change will bring its own disappointments. Remembered futures, 
White Wahala suggests, are not necessarily liberatory in their potential. 
Indeed, their exhaustive rehearsal—the rehearsal of what I am calling 
postcolonial optimism—can emphasize how the realization of hopes has 
produced and will produce conditions of disillusionment.

Given both its rakish hero and a story that ends where it began, 
White Wahala is best classified as a picaresque. This genre, as Stacey 
Balkan has argued, is well-suited for subverting “popular narratives 
of economic development—either individual enrichment or societal 
progress . . . in part because of its form: a series of episodes with no 
discernible resolution.”56 The unresolved and episodic, we have seen, 
are characteristic of South African literature of postcolonial optimism.  
Tlali’s protagonist prefers an unknown future to ongoing employment in 
the loan industry, her hopes tempered by an awareness of their proxim-
ity to past disappointments. Mda’s magic realism rehearses the monot-
ony of colonial oppression across centuries, including its manifestation 
vis-à-vis microfinance. Similarly, White Wahala’s non-developmental 
structure subverts the national narrative that would associate credit 
reform with progress: such reform, though it may foster and sustain 
inclusion in networks of indebtedness, remains relentlessly racialized 
based on pre-existing income and assets. In highlighting this essential 
stasis, the novel exemplifies what Jens Elze calls the postcolonial pica-
resque, wherein “any change of status” achieved by the picaro (in this 
case Cash) is “highly precarious.”57 This precarity, Elze argues, exposes 
the paradox of what he calls cosmological capitalism: ideologies of self-
reliance and meritocracy are delimited by “the effectively impenetrable 
imperialistic and neoliberal structures that replaced official colonialism 
only to secure the very same hierarchies under another guise.”58 White 
Wahala enacts such exposure. At the same time, the novel offers a sig-
nificant variation of the genre Elze describes in that its picaro offers no 
first-person confession that centers the “cruel optimism” of individual 
“hopes and efforts” invested in “a capitalist promise of permeability.”59 
Instead, the third person account emphasizes a collective, wearied sense 
of cyclical hopes and inevitable disillusionment. The narrative thereby 
not only exposes but also demands accountability for the ongoing pre-
carity engendered by the form of cosmological capitalism described here 
as credit apartheid.

This is to say that the novel does not entirely despair of the future, 
and its satire of how credit apartheid has not been systemically addressed 
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develops into a systemic critique. In this respect, Cash Tshabalala really 
does emerge as something of a hero: not because he (precariously) repre-
sents Black liberation but because he challenges the limits of how it has 
been imagined on a national scale. Cash’s grief and fury at his sister’s 
death prompts him to confront Alasdair directly about what Cash rightly 
perceives as hypocrisy. When Cash initially seeks assurance from Alas-
dair that Gladys might be approved for a loan from Megabank, Alasdair 
responds: “In principle, if all the boxes were ticked, then I could recom-
mend a loan” (63). Cash takes the assurance as a promise before lending 
Alasdair the money he needs for drugs. When Cash invades the Nicholson 
home after Gladys’s death, he offers a scathing take-down of Alasdair’s 
“in-principle response” (123). He does so, surprisingly, through a close 
reading, in a moment that invites metafictional analysis. Agatha’s book 
club has taken up a collection of short stories set in Scottsville that is 
“daring and provocative” with a “lighter style and an understated irrev-
erence” (109)—descriptors that might apply to Duker’s fiction. Cash is 
familiar with the collection and interprets, for his literally captive audi-
ence, a “piece about an old man running from a mob” (123): 

The community decided that the in-principle agreement they had with the 
old man didn’t matter anymore . . . one day they realized the man was too 
old, too poor, too much of a burden, or perhaps too much of an inconse-
quence. So they conveniently forgot about the in-principle agreement they 
had with the old man, the agreement that had allowed him to live his life 
in peace for so many years. (124)

The “in-principle” agreement, Cash suggests, is made to be broken, as 
Alasdair broke with Gladys. In South Africa, credit is offered “in-prin-
ciple” based on merit, just as rights are guaranteed “in-principle” to all 
by the South African constitution. Megabank’s wealth can be claimed 
“in-principle” by Elvis Thikaya as rightfully belonging to the “we” who 
“dug [it] out of the ground” (186). In practice, however, the differential 
application of these “in-principle” agreements is a matter of life and 
death in Scottsville. While Cash confronts the violent consequences of 
his actions every day—he is periodically the man chased by a mob, not 
because he is “too poor” but because he has rendered others so, often by 
force—Alasdair is only made to confront such consequences after Cash 
tries to hold him to account. In other words, Cash’s reading of a liter-
ary fable foregrounds the violence of white-owned banking institutions 
that would distinguish themselves from the criminalized mashonisa. The 
reading, as Cash applies it to his own situation, further underscores 
the casual racism that allows for such imagined distance. Alasdair has 
proven himself incapable of believing that he in fact owes a loan to Cash 



and his sister; he is not happy for his life to be “mixed up” in theirs 
(268). The continuance of credit apartheid does not hinge on whether 
there are Black employees at Megabank (there are) or whether poor 
Black people can access credit (they can): it is a matter of who borrows 
from whom on what terms. Cash, it is noted, has plenty of money to 
seek the safety of a house in a mostly white suburb; he would not and 
could not, however, sustain a business there. 

White supremacy is the white whale of White Wahala, and Cash, in the 
moment he forgets the profitability of his kiosk out of grief for his sister, 
takes on the role of Ahab. Toni Morrison’s famous reading of Moby-Dick 
posits the white whale as the “ideology of race” in the US that coalesced 
at the moment of Herman Melville’s writing, the parasitical whiteness 
that asserts the notion of racial superiority. Morrison’s analysis finds in 
the novel suggestions of a “different Ahab” than the familiar tyrant: “the 
only white male American heroic enough to try to slay the monster that 
was devouring the world,” which is to say “whiteness idealized.”60 Cash 
tries and fails to slay such a monster. Against the exculpatory logic of the 
“in-principle,” Cash asserts that “it’s all about the principle,” which is to 
say it’s all about the practice of who pays down a principle to whom (89). 
Cash is a man who maintains that he lays his “own tracks” (91), as Ahab 
asserts “the path to my fixed purpose is laid with iron rails, whereon my 
soul is grooved to run.”61 Alasdair owes him more than rand, and Cash 
comes to collect what is owed him out of principle. To be sure, Cash’s 
principles are merciless, but they are at least explicit about the potentially 
violent consequences of giving or denying a loan. There is no clear vision 
of a redeemed market here, no suggestion that the principles of freedom or 
equality that comprise South African or American dreams may be realized 
through The Last Best Hope Financial Services or any other institution. 
There is, however, a call to acknowledge responsibility for the racialized 
violence engendered by “in-principle” agreements of convenience that 
promise freedom but ultimately serve and preserve whiteness. The begin-
nings of such responsibility, the novel suggests, requires that white people 
willingly practice being “mixed up” in the lives of Black people from posi-
tions of vulnerability, not as lenders but as debtors. Alasdair accepting his 
debt to Cash is the slightest example. Achieving an end to credit apart-
heid and the optimistic anticipation of economic equality that sustains it 
means reckoning with the larger, finally incalculable debts of colonialism 
and apartheid.
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Coda:  
The Dream of the Postcolonial Future

This book has charted how African literature of US empire confronts 
the stubbornness of postcolonial optimism. The case studies of Nigerian 
and South African writing from the 1960s to the 2010s demonstrate how 
postcolonial optimism has renewed itself across national and continen-
tal imaginaries that have been shaped by the developmentalist ideolo-
gies of US empire. Within Nigeria and South Africa writing, educational 
and lending institutions central to visions of national development at 
the respective onset of postcolonial and postapartheid nationhood have 
retained a hopeful charge, despite their roles in the expansion and main-
tenance of US empire. The potential case for the abandonment of opti-
mistic attachments to universities, banks, and the postcolonial nation 
itself is strong, insofar as imperialism and the nationalisms that support 
it require these attachments for their continuance. In the Nigerian and 
South African literature studied here, however, postcolonial optimism 
is neither naively complicit with nor fastidiously opposed to a global 
imperial order. It is an ambivalent structure of feeling that transforms 
the status quo it also extends. 

This reading of contemporary African cultural production aligns with 
Lindsey Green-Simms’s recent analysis of African queer cinema, which 
complicates “any simple binary between subversive and oppressive” in 
its evaluation of art’s political effects.1 Green-Simms’s articulation of 
“Afri-queer fugitivity” emphasizes that queer African films resist “the 
limitations of the present by searching for something that can surpass it,” 
while simultaneously marking “the way that constraints of the past and 
the present continue to hold sway even as one escapes them.”2 Green-
Simms identifies an anti-progressivist form of resistance that both sus-
tains “anticipatory hope” and acknowledges the persistence of systemic 
injustices and embodied pain.3 Literature of postcolonial optimism simi-
larly articulates what Green-Simms describes as “looping time.”4 Rather 
than reclaiming defeat for resistance, however, or centering the persistence 
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of suffering through hope,5 it foregrounds how ongoing optimism, espe-
cially after decades of disappointed hopes invested in the nation, can itself 
become a source of defeat, injustice, and pain. Yet, literature of postcolo-
nial optimism does not seek to relinquish the optimistic attachments that 
also nurture survival, aspiration, and pan-African solidarities oriented 
toward dreams of the postcolonial nation that have yet to be realized. 
Across the chapters in this book, historical fiction and episodic narratives 
explore the pan-African dreams of national becoming that inhere even to 
an exhausted national optimism, or to cycles of national euphoria and 
despair. Literature of postcolonial optimism registers the inextricability of 
feeling stuck and unstuck in the world of empire.

The unsettling affective impasse that characterizes these recursive 
works produces a sense of both recurrent nightmare and persistent 
vision. The affect of postcolonial optimism, in other words, can be 
compared to that of a disturbing dream, and it is with a meditation on 
dreams and the dream-work of literature that I would like to close. This 
is not least because literal dreams proliferate across the works studied 
here. Clark-Bekederemo’s “live” nightmare, for example, binds his Nige-
rian brother’s life in India to James Meredith’s life in Mississippi; the 
dream registers a profound sense of shared pan-African struggle (chap-
ter 1).6 Tlali’s narrative likewise offers a crucial account of dreaming, 
namely Muriel’s reverie in what was Sophiatown, in which past resis-
tance overlays present devastation and intimates the protagonist’s future 
commitment to an international antiapartheid movement (chapter 4). In 
Emecheta’s and Abani’s novels (chapter 2), the protagonists experience 
elemental visions, of drowning and burning respectively, that express 
transatlantic worlds of suffering and care. The many dreams of Mda’s 
fiction similarly signal forms of sociality shaped by violent histories of 
empire yet resistant to empire’s developmentalist scripts (chapter 5). In 
Iguine and Adichie, protagonists relay visceral experiences of contingent 
proximity to those currently living in madness and poverty (chapter 3), 
while Duker’s novel closes with nightmarish neon lights that signal the 
ongoingness of violent and hopeful relations of credit and debt (chapter 
6). These dreams and visions, edged with nightmare, remain personal; 
they do not directly coalesce into political action and aesthetic move-
ment. They do not clearly fall into the Black radical, utopic tradition 
described by Robin D.G. Kelley as “freedom dreams.”7 

Yet, as these dreams loop time and disquiet the dreamers, they are 
perhaps not totally apart from that tradition. Intimate as they are, these 
dreams signal a temporal and affective receptivity that is a possible condi-
tion for the imaginative articulation and continuance of freedom dreams. 
It is useful to think here of Fred Moten’s meditation on “the spirit of the 
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postcolonial future,” which centers on a reading of a dream with such 
effects.8 Moten notes that, in Remembering the Present (1996), the artist 
Tshibumba Kanda Matulu recounts the genesis of a painting in a dream 
to the ethnographer Johannes Fabian. In his dream, Tshibumba is chased 
by skeletons.9 Tshibumba continues to describe the dream’s key question, 
which evokes the anticolonial figure of Patrice Lumumba: “If you were 
to meet Lumumba right now, what would you say? All right. I woke up 
with a start and told my wife about it.”10 Moten argues: 

This is what it is to receive the spirit of the postcolonial future. The 
recording of Tshibumba’s dream, the recording of his passion, is all 
bound up with Lumumba’s passion, where passion is not only suffering 
but an overwhelming aesthesis, a massive and surprising sensual experi-
ence that happens to you, an irruption of the outside in its fullness with 
regard to every sense.11 

Moten’s connection of dreams and passion provides a promising frame-
work for understanding the recurrence of dreams in literature of post-
colonial optimism. Faced with the felt impasses of nation and empire, 
with ever-attenuated, maddening optimism and the exhausting repeti-
tion of euphoria and despair, these works point toward how this night-
mare converts into passion that is “not only suffering” but also an 
overwhelming sense of the self as overwhelmed by others. Contra the 
individuation required by universities and creditors that is authorized by 
national development policies, dreams dissolve fantasies of the discrete 
self that occupies a singular national space. 

In its invitation to take seriously the impassioned sociality of dreams, 
literature of postcolonial optimism stands to one side of what Xine Yao 
has called the “ongoing antisocial turn in affect theory.”12 This turn 
arguably includes such criticism as Sianne Ngai’s Ugly Feelings (2005) 
and Sara Ahmed’s The Promise of Happiness (2010). Both landmark 
studies attend to how “negative affects” can be recuperated for criti-
cal practice. Scenes of irritation or envy (Ngai) or unhappiness and 
alienation (Ahmed) are scenes of knowing.13 This antisocial turn also 
includes Yao’s own study of “queer, racialized, and gendered modes of 
unfeeling” in nineteenth-century US literature.14 These “modes of affec-
tive disobedience,” Yao contends, counter a liberal politics of sentiment; 
they “capture transgressive desires” and “ambivalences about relational-
ity.”15 “Unfeeling,” Yao suggests, “is the detachment from attachments 
to hegemonic structures of feeling and the potential for striving toward 
a radical politics of liberation.”16 My work on literature of postcolonial 
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optimism shares this turn’s emphasis on ambivalent feeling, racialized 
emotion, and compromised agency. Rather than celebrating the libera-
tory potential of disaffection, however, it explores the ways attachment 
and detachment from something like a national culture of feeling is often 
never complete. The “negative” and “positive” emotions produced by 
developmentalist imperial discourses are not easily disentangled. Detach-
ment, disaffection, withdrawal, and, indeed, pessimism do not emerge 
as centers for renewed liberatory hopes. African literature of US empire 
registers how dreams for liberation are invested in relations of empire 
in quotidian ways that rule out disinvestment. A strategy of disaffection 
from the US university becomes less of an option when, first, disillusion-
ment has already been experienced and is reflexively anticipated and, 
second, when the university remains a place where one can steal away 
dreams of pan-African nationhood. Disaffection with lending institu-
tions seems similarly limited given its cyclical entwinement with optimis-
tic investment in the same, as well as with pan-African efforts to imagine 
transformed relations of debt. The alternative to the exhortations to opti-
mism centered on education and credit in visions of postcolonial nation-
hood is not pessimism but a fuller felt knowledge of how the nightmare 
of the imperial present continues to be bound to impassioned dreams for 
something else. 

Literature of postcolonial optimism, I suggest, imparts such knowl-
edge. The claim is a strong one that stands in contrast to, say, Ngai’s 
observation, following Adorno, of literature’s position “in a highly differ-
entiated and totally commodified society” as “a relatively autonomous, 
more or less cordoned-off domain.”17 African literature of US empire 
seems resistant to an understanding of literary culture as a rarified space. 
It strives to enact the dreaming it represents. If it communicates the trans-
national or even global impasses of past and present national dreams  
in ways that can seem nightmarish and overwhelming—well, that is also 
its promise. 

I would like to conclude by looking beyond Nigeria and South Africa 
to a novel that confirms the urgency of engaging the stubbornness of post-
colonial optimism in contemporary literature, while also clarifying the 
literary dream-work I am trying to describe here. NoViolet Bulawayo’s 
Glory (2022) is a devastating fable of postcolonial Zimbabwean history.18 
Populated by animals who live in the nation of Jidada, the novel recounts 
the fervent renewal of national dreams following the removal of the  
Robert Mugabe-like Father of the Nation, the Old Horse, from the Seat of 
Power. The promise of “Free, Fair, and Credible elections” renews hopes 
for a “New Jidada” of “justice and real freedom” (99). The heroine, a 
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goat named Destiny, sees everywhere “the sense that a corner has been 
turned already, that the promised land will shortly be arrived at” (185). 
This postcolonial optimism fills her “with a gnawing unease”: 

there are often times she thinks this could very well be the past itself, as 
if Jidada has somehow careened ten years backward into that time that 
was full of many things, including a promise so alive Destiny, like many, 
was completely swept up by it, tholukuthi taken. (185)19 

Democracy and a just nation have been promised before, that is, and 
both Destiny and her mother bear literal scars that mark the brutal, vio-
lent ways those promises have been betrayed. As in other literature sur-
veyed in this book, however, past disillusionment offers no inoculation 
from renewed optimism. Destiny, like the rest of the nation, is “swept 
up” and “taken” once more by the hope that is the more urgently felt 
because of past betrayals and ongoing immiseration.

In another point of resonance with Nigerian and South African lit-
erature of postcolonial optimism, US empire is central to Bulawayo’s 
analysis of how the postcolonial nation becomes a site of renewed and 
betrayed hopes. The interim president’s team coins the phrase “New 
Dispensation” to “speak to this new chapter of a New Jidada” (109). 
The interim president (an allegorical figure for Emmerson Mnangagwa, 
who assumed the presidency following the 2017 coup) is delighted by 
the phrase, which makes him feel “larger than Jidada’s debt to the IMF 
[International Monetary Fund]” (109). He employs a lecturer in English 
to teach his pet parrot to repeat the slogan, and the parrot learns to 
“sing it with an impeccable American accent that put the Father of the 
Nation’s British accent to shame” (110). The parrot teaches all the other 
birds the song, “so that Jidada’s hedges and trees and air and skies and 
even jungles” are filled with the promise of the “New Dispensation” in 
the accent of US imperial power (110). The phrase is a guarantee against 
all promises of newness. The new Minister of Finance, a pig, explains 
to the interim president-cum-Savior of the nation that, while it is true 
the US president, or the “tweeting Baboon,” tweets while “sitting on a 
mountain of debt,” Jidada’s debt means “we can’t access credit to jump-
start the economy as needed” (262). The minister recommends a new 
program of taxation. The resulting suffering dissipates the “enduring 
optimism about the New Dispensation” (282), as well as the “tremen-
dous optimism that had greeted the appointment of the famous brilliant 
Minister of Finance” (318). Bulwayo highlights, as in her first novel We 
Need New Names (2013), the global imperial order institutionalized in 
organizations such as the US-dominated IMF that sustains some countries 
as “country-countries” and others as bondsmen.20 
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As in other African literature of US empire taken up in this book, 
the persistent optimism and anticipated despair in Glory are imbued 
with a pan-African dimension that prohibits a reading of hopes for the 
postcolonial nation as being ever only national. As supporters of the 
opposition check social media on their phones while they anxiously 
await election results, a ram “lets out the most anguished roar” (204). 
Animals assume this means the Party of Power has declared victory. 
Instead, the ram has seen a video of a “white Defender in blue uniform” 
aiming a gun “at the back of a feeling, unarmed, Black brother”: “We 
don’t need to be told anymore that what we’re looking at is America, 
and we’re not even surprised” (205). The animals’ grief at the murder 
becomes enfolded into their grief when reports come through that the 
election has been lost. When the Party of Power’s Defenders attack the 
subsequent protest, “the air is so hot, so thick with tear gas we cannot 
see, we cannot breathe” (214). The evocation of the “most desperate 
of prayers” that became central to the Black Lives Matter movement 
in the US in the 2010s, “I can’t breathe,” binds together that move-
ment with Zimbabwean struggles for democracy in 2018 (214).21 The 
Jadadans’ passion is not only suffering: “We hold our breath, we exhale, 
we hind. We are fabulous in our fury, we look resplendent in our rage” 
(213). Postcolonial national dreams are once more pan-African dreams. 
A cyclical history of optimism and disappointment yields not disaffec-
tion but ever-more passionate investment. 

The novel ends in a dream-like sequence that is inaugurated by a lit-
erary event. Destiny writes a book that, like Glory, loops time. The Red 
Butterflies of Jidada sees Destiny write 

from the present into her past, into her mother’s and family’s pasts, 
which is also Jidada’s past, then back again into the present and beyond 
into a hoped-for future, yes, tholukuthi the past and present and future 
unfolding simultaneously on her pages. (351)22 

As she reads from her book on a day of Remembrance for the Disap-
peared of Jidada, Defenders murder her: 

The chest area of Destiny’s white dress turned crimson-crimson-crimson, 
but tholukuthi Destiny stood there and read in that voice that was full 
of the dead, and read in that voice that was full of the dead, and read in 
that voice that was full of the dead, and read in that voice that was full 
of the dead. (359)

What follows from this nightmare of past and present suffering is a 
vision of what could be. The people of Jidada are taken fully out of 
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themselves; they become a “hurricane” (367). They discover “that the 
true, the proper love for the nation was coming together” (372). They 
vow “to wage yet another war for Africa’s second Liberation from neo-
colonial oppression,” from “the immovable chains of prodigious debts 
to the very nations who otherwise depended on our wealth for their 
prosperity” (376). They dream: 

We stayed dreaming on our feet, dreaming with our hearts, with our 
intestines, with our mouths, with our imaginations; we dreamed until we 
could in fact see the New Jidada, the New Africa, the New World we very 
much yearned for, begin to materialize right in front of our eyes. (377) 

The Seat of Power Falls, the Father of the Nation dies, and children design 
a flag to mark the new Independence Day. Bulawayo’s incantatory repeti-
tions, her deployment of allegory and construction of a world inhabited by 
spirits and animals renders this ending self-reflexively part of the dream-
ing it describes. The novel invites not so much sympathy for Jidadans or 
disaffection with their nation, as the passionate recognition that “we need 
a new world order” (376). The “need,” in Bulawayo’s novel as in other 
literature of postcolonial optimism, is centered on transnational histories 
of racialized unfreedom under US empire, and the “we” is as expansive as 
readers can make it.
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Criticism of American Society (London: Heinemann Educational Books 
Ltd., 1964), 64.

 7. Robin D.G. Kelley, Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 2003).

 8. Fred Moten, “Not In Between,” in Black and Blur (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2017), 1–27.

 9. Ibid., 25.
10. Ibid.
11. Ibid.
12. Xine Yao, Disaffected: The Cultural Politics of Unfeeling in Nineteenth-

Century America (Durham: Duke University Press, 2021), 10.
13. Sianne Ngai, Ugly Feelings (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005). 

Sara Ahmed, The Promise of Happiness (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2010).

14. Yao, Disaffected, 6.
15. Ibid.
16. Ibid., 17.
17. Ngai, Ugly Feelings, 2. 
18. NoViolet Bulawayo, Glory (New York: Viking, 2022).
19. Lizzy Attree translates the oft-repeated phrase “tholukuthi” as “a Ndebele 

colloquialism meaning ‘I find that.’” Other early reviews of the novel reg-
ister how the phrase accrues a range of meanings. Lizzy Attree, “Voices of 
Zimbabwe: On NoViolet Bulawayo’s Glory,” Los Angeles Review of Books, 
published Aug. 22, 2022, accessed Mar. 6 2023, https://lareviewofbooks.
org/article/voices-of-zimbabwe-on-noviolet-bulawayos-glory/.
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20. NoViolet Bulawayo, We Need New Names (New York: Back Bay Books, 
2013). For a discussion of the dominant role of the US in the International  
Monetary Fund and World Bank, see for example Ngaire Woods, “The 
United States and International Financial Institutions: Power and Influence 
Within the World Bank and the IMF,” in US Hegemony and International 
Organizations: The United States and Multilateral Institutions, eds. Rosemary 
Foot et. al. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 92–114.

21. For an extended consideration the ways novels enable analysis of the 
global politics of Black Lives Matter, see Justin Mitchell and John Marx, 
eds., “The Novel and the Global Reach of Black Lives Matter,” special 
issue, NOVEL: A Forum on Fiction 55.1 (2022).

22. Attree notes that Bulawayo’s fiction writes back to a literary past that 
includes Yvonne Vera’s Butterfly Burning (1998) and Nehanda (1993). 
Attree, “Voices of Zimbabwe.”
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