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Abstract 
This thesis investigates how the African diasporic literary platforms AFREADA, Midnight 
& Indigo and Isele Magazine foster decolonial imaginaries while simultaneously 
operating within global capitalist systems. Through an analysis of three short stories 
published on these platforms, this thesis employs a calibrated methodology that bridges 
literary sociology and close reading, drawing on Afropolitan theory, Black critical studies 
and decolonial feminism. This study underscores how these platforms construct 
Afropolitan and feminist subjectivities and negotiate market demands, particularly 
through community-building and bibliotherapy. By highlighting the contradictions 
between the social logics that drive the platforms and the literary specificities of the 
narratives they enable, this research demonstrates that these texts refuse legibility, 
reconciliation, and bibliotherapeutic closure, instead exemplifying aesthetic fugitivity and 
portraying gendered and racialised characters that exist within and beyond dominant 
frameworks. This thesis advances current scholarly conversations on the decolonisation 
of English literary studies, highlighting the decolonial potential of African diasporic 
platform-based literary production.  

Keywords 
African literary platforms, diasporic literature, feminist literary studies, decolonial 
aesthetics, bibliotherapy.   
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1 Introduction 
In recent years, African and diasporic literature has seen an increase in global 

circulation, among other factors, due to the rise of publishing platforms, self-

publishing opportunities, international publishing networks, and shifting market 

forces. This process has reshaped how notions of literary value, authorship, and, 

more broadly, cultural meaning are produced, contested, and understood, resulting 

in ongoing efforts to critically engage with contemporary writing from the African 

continent and its diaspora. Scholars such as Sarah Brouillette have devoted 

considerable attention to how market dynamics shape postcolonial literature and 

consolidate the value it acquires in global circuits of visibility, focusing on how 

the material conditions of literary production are linked to the self-construction of 

authorship (Postcolonial Writers in the Global Literary Marketplace) and to the 

broader reading culture in contemporary African literatures in English 

(Underdevelopment and African Literature). At the same time, scholars who 

engage with emergent forms of African literature—those produced outside the 

formal book market—recognise the need for methodological choices that speak to 

the social context out of which literature emerges while refocusing on the literary, 

rather than treating the text as a mirror of society. In this vein, Ashleigh Harris 

and Nicklas Hållén “resist the assumption that the literary operates as 

representative or, indeed, even as representation” (6); they propose a reading of 

ephemeral African literature that observes how literary form registers elements of 

the social world, treating the social and literary as entangled domains in a 

relationship of co-production (13). 

Alongside this school of thought, a number of scholars have examined how 

African subjectivities imagine possibilities beyond the constraints of late 

capitalism and Eurocentric paradigms. This is, for instance, the focus of the 

edited collection Hard Work, Hard Times, which examines the multiple ways 

in which African popular culture enables creative ways of generating meaning. 

Its editors write that, through ethnographic research, they seek to highlight 

how: 
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Sometimes the actors in [the] volume are engaged in specific practices 
in direct response to the predicaments they face. Other times, they are 
doing so precisely in spite of them. How they articulate those predicaments 
as moments of crisis is of central concern to our contributors, who 
seek to understand and to convey the questions that Africans are asking 
themselves about social, political, financial, and moral worlds. (14) 
 

In other words, they claim that the unevenness and precarity generated by global 

capitalism result in volatile living conditions, which impact how African 

subjectivities give shape to cultural expressions, including literary ones; these 

expressions, according to the editors, can then be interpreted either as mechanisms 

for coping with such struggles or as direct reactions to their hardships. Scholars 

who engage with African literature, particularly from the perspective of self-

publishing platforms and other publishing channels operating alongside the formal 

publishing industry, tend to emphasise the latter: that is, they note how these 

channels can be used to develop agency for authors and consumers alike, despite 

adverse circumstances. According to Shola Adenakan, for example, publishing 

platforms not only represent a solution to the lack of resources of traditional 

publishing institutions, they also allow authors to express their voices in ways that 

bypass the constraints (both geographical and epistemological) which impinge 

upon African literary production, rooted in the continent’s colonial past 

(“Transnationalism and the Agenda of African Literature in a Digital Age” 45). 

Others, such as Zahrah Nesbitt-Ahmed, highlight the relevance of such platforms 

in shaping how literature is consumed and produced, in light of the remarkable 

digital acceleration unfolding in Africa, underscoring how, through these 

channels, authors can reappropriate their own narratives (378).   

Thus, while scholars such as Harris and Hållén stress that engaging with literary 

expressions must account for the entanglement between social world and literary 

form—insofar as the former produces the latter and vice versa—Adenakan and 

Nesbitt-Ahmed, among others, emphasise that literature can be interpreted as a 

direct reaction against social circumstances. This thesis situates itself at the 

intersection of these two approaches: it seeks to find a middle ground between, on 

the one hand, how African diasporic literature registers the material conditions of 
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its contexts, and, on the other hand, interpreting these responses within a 

framework that enables a discussion of reaction against the social world in terms 

of agency and resistance.  

Situating contemporary African and diasporic literatures within broader dynamics 

of global literary circulation entails, in fact, not only an understanding of the 

material and social circumstances that shape their production, circulation, and 

reception, but also an understanding of how dominant frameworks of literary 

criticism are rooted in universalising perspectives that have historically 

marginalised and misrepresented minority voices. According to the editors of the 

anthology Decolonizing the English Literary Curriculum, “Imperialism is 

embedded in universities, its foundations built into language and literary studies” 

(8), which implies that the structures that regulate knowledge production—whose 

knowledge is made visible, whose experiences are considered worthy of 

circulation—are rooted in coloniality: the persistent legacies of colonialism. The 

coloniality stirring the field of literary studies affects which texts scholars read 

and how; in this regard, literary historian Franco Moretti maintains that world 

literature is directly complicit in the marginalisation of vast amounts of literature, 

because it operates within a global capitalist system that is “simultaneously one 

and unequal” (55-56), and ends up dealing only with “the canonical fraction…of 

published literature” (55), becoming not “an object [but] a problem” (55). Harris 

stresses how this situation is exacerbated for African literature in particular, 

arguing that “global literature by-and-large circumvents Africa” (2). 

1.1 State of the art  
Research on African literature published on platforms so far consists mainly of 

short interventions that examine how digital spaces can be seen as a means to 

circumvent both the practical and epistemological constraints of formal literary 

institutions. Adenakan can be regarded as the leading figure in African online 

publishing, and his scholarship examines how, by publishing online, writers can 

reach wider audiences and bypass limited publishing opportunities in Nigeria and 

Kenya. Adenakan also notes that publishing online allows for greater freedom, 
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insofar as it helps avoid the gatekeeping of publishing institutions and the 

constraints imposed by colonial frontiers. This point is reiterated in the chapter 

“African Short Stories and the Online Writing Space”, co-written with Helen 

Cousins, in which they examine how, especially through the short story form, 

online spaces allow writers to “to break away from the politics of postcolonial 

literary production” (199).  

The same focus on the gatekeeping of formal literary institutions and on authorial 

agency is pursued by Nesbitt-Ahmed in the article “Reclaiming African literature 

in the digital age: an exploration of online literary platforms”, which explores the 

rise of publishing platforms in contemporary Africa and the ways in which these 

spaces contribute to a change in the way in which literature is created, circulated 

and consumed, as well as reduce the distance between writers and readers. 

Kwabena Opoku-Agyemang investigates short online fiction, exploring how 

authors of short digital stories construct narratives that challenge common 

stereotypes and reshape how Africa is seen and depicted both on the continent and 

abroad.  

Most of this scholarship, however, emphasises the digital nature of these channels. 

While important for contextualising the present analysis, it mainly shifts the focus 

away from the literary-aesthetic domain (with few exceptions, such as the above-

mentioned Opoku-Agyemang’s). Harris and Hållén, instead, contend that an 

understanding of literary form as a reflection of social form [results in] 
paying little attention to the formal literary qualities of the texts […]. We 
wager that this approach does not posit literature qua literature and, as such, 
the literary value of the text is always in danger of being subsumed under 
the social one. (2, italics in original) 

 
To account for both the social environment in which texts are produced and 

their aesthetic qualities, Harris and Hållén draw on Ato Quayson’s method of 

calibrations, which they argue maintains a focus on the literary while 

recognising that the aesthetic and the social domains constantly co-produce 

each other (2-3). However, while “Quayson ultimately directs a literary 

methodology toward a reading and interpretation of the social” (3), they seek 
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“to recognize the unique and particular work that literature does in ways that 

distinguish it from other forms of sociality” (3); in other words, to calibrate 

close reading to the social forces shaping literary form (6). Their focus is thus 

on what they define as “literary form as political plastic” (6), which entails a 

critical examination of literary infrastructures and thereby addresses Moretti’s 

critique (6). Harris and Hållén’s research on emergent African literary forms 

includes an investigation of flash fiction published on online literary platforms 

such as blogs and sites, which, as they also note, have flourished following 

Africa’s technological boom (12). They examine how content and form are 

“impossible to disentangle” (13), which, in light of the previous argument, 

means that the “flash fictions [analysed] do not simply or only represent a 

social reality; rather, their materiality, form, and content all emerge out of that 

sociality” (15). In other words, the social world is registered in both the content 

and the form of the texts they examine, in ways that make content, form and 

sociality impossible to separate.  

1.2 Thesis aim and contribution 
 

The present analysis is largely inspired by Harris and Hållén’s pioneering work 

on emergent African literary forms, their “frustration with the patterns by 

which the global publishing industry valorizes a certain version of the African 

novel over other forms of African literary production” (21), their idea that 

expanding the literary archive to include emergent forms enables to “imagine a 

sustainable literary ecology of the future, in which criticism is not caught in a 

self-serving loop” (21), and their concerns about the methodological 

difficulties that arise when analysing such literary works. At the same time, this 

thesis builds on the claims of scholars who argue that authors appropriate 

spaces that operate alongside formal literary infrastructures to bypass the 

limitations and constraints imposed by such institutions.  

 

However, a research gap remains regarding how the literary works enabled by 

these channels exemplify the alternative epistemological and ontological 
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positions described by Adenakan and Nesbitt-Ahmed, among others. While this 

analysis acknowledges the need to calibrate the interpretative act of close 

reading with the social world out of which texts emerge, it proposes that 

calibrating between the literary and the social domains can demonstrate not 

only how literature registers and responds to its social context, but also the 

opposite: how it can reject those conditions and refuse their terms. This thesis 

seeks to situate African diasporic literary platforms and narratives in dialogue 

with a theoretical framework that enables an understanding of the 

preconditions that shape the contexts out of which these texts emerge, and to 

observe how their articulation can be seen as an expression and/or a refusal of 

neocolonial logics resulting from the ways in which literature is globally 

produced and consumed. To this aim, it will employ Afropolitan theory, 

decolonial feminism and Black critical studies, together with a methodological 

framework that calibrates close reading with literary sociology, to find the 

analytical tools necessary to interrogate how African and diasporic authors 

resist and reconfigure the power structures complicit in their marginalisation, 

illuminating how questions of authenticity, visibility, and belonging are 

negotiated within and against the neoliberal logics of commodification that stir 

the global literary market.  

 

This analysis investigates the African and diasporic publishing platforms 

AFREADA, Midnight & Indigo, and Isele Magazine, as well as the three short 

stories “The Wives” by Naledi Mashishi, “You Mustn’t Use Magic When 

Throwing Bones” by Amuna Wagner, and “Back to Base” by Roseline 

Mgbodichinma, published on these platforms. These three platforms function 

as both online and print literary magazines and are free to readers. They have 

published hundreds of emerging and established authors and have been cited as 

major amplifiers of African and diasporic voices; they are routinely featured by 

recognised literary venues such as Brittle Paper and The Bookseller. They have 

gained substantial attention from literary publications and international literary 

circuits, with their content preserved, for instance, in collections such as the 

African Collection of the Yale University Library. All three platforms have 
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been founded by prominent publishing figures, and prestigious awards such as 

the Caine Prize have shortlisted their entries. Nonetheless, they are present 

only to a very limited extent in scholarly interventions, with only a couple of 

individual essays cited in articles so far. However, because of their strictly 

curated editorial practices and their presence in institutional catalogues such as 

the aforementioned Yale collection and the reputable New York-based non-

profit Community of Literary Magazines and Presses (CLMP), these platforms 

are particularly useful analytical tools. On the one hand, their inclusion in such 

repositories legitimises their operations within the institutional circuits of 

global literature; on the other hand, they are independent publishing platforms 

directly expanding the global literary archive, showcasing voices and literary 

works that, as Harris and Hållén highlight, have historically remained 

marginalised in Western academia. In my research, I have considered both 

platforms and individual authors as co-producers of knowledge, and have 

therefore engaged in a dialogic relationship with them by establishing contact 

and requesting permission to use them as sources.  

 

These platforms, moreover, are well-suited to this analysis because their 

curatorial choices align with the themes of the chapters that follow, including a 

focus on community building and the dynamics that encourage readers’ 

identification and emotional engagement with fictional characters. Their 

specificities, such as Midnight & Indigo’s focus on Black women authors, Isele 

Magazine’s emphasis on critical engagement, and AFREADA’s focus on 

intimacy and everyday experiences, are useful for the theories deployed in this 

study, as are the three selected narratives, which highlight how their aesthetics 

appear to stand in conflict with the platforms’ neoliberal logics. In fact, the 

three texts feature female authors and explore themes such as class and gender, 

labour exploitation, and social alienation, consistently refusing closure and 

legibility and denying the reader edification through identification. These 

features, as will be elaborated further, can be discussed in terms of decolonial 

efforts.  
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This study adopts a calibrated approach to examine both the sociological 

conditions of platform-based literary production and the aesthetic specificities of 

the narratives themselves. This thesis argues that focusing on the interplay 

between African and diasporic literary aesthetics and the material conditions of 

literary platforms broadens our understanding of how decolonial efforts persist in 

these narratives, resisting the dynamics of global capitalism and coloniality.  

The following questions guide the analysis: 

1. In which ways do these African diasporic literary publishing platforms 

simultaneously enable modes of decolonial resistance while participating 

in global capitalist systems of literary commodification? 

2. Which strategies do these platforms employ to construct Afropolitan 

subjectivities, and how do these strategies negotiate the demands of global 

capitalism?  

3. How do the narratives published on these platforms express decolonial 

feminist voices, and how do these either challenge or align with white-

centred feminist logics? 

To answer these questions, this analysis employs decolonial theory in dialogue 

with Afropolitan theory, Black critical studies, and decolonial feminist thought. 

Afropolitan theory has been conceptualised by Achille Mbembe following the 

popularisation of the term ‘Afropolitanism’ in an essay by Taiye Selasi, who used 

it to describe a new generation of globally mobile Africans. Mbembe 

subsequently expanded it into a broader theoretical framework to analyse how 

global mobility and cosmopolitanism can be understood from an African 

perspective. In this investigation, this theory helps to understand cultural 

production in the context of transnational belonging and relationality among 

diasporic subjects. Black critical studies challenge the ontological terms in which 

Blackness is described and understood and provide the means to imagine 

alternative ways of being in the world for the Black subject. This analysis 

employs the articulation of ‘otherwise’ collective modes of refusal and resistance 
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against the constraints imposed on Black lives by the power structures of racial 

capitalism, as conceptualised by Stefano Harney and Fred Moten, Alexander 

Weheliye, and Matthew Omelsky. Finally, decolonial theory foregrounds the 

condition of coloniality in which literature from Africa and the diaspora is 

produced and consumed, along with the critical vocabulary necessary to analyse 

it, while illuminating how such a perspective can be read alongside feminist 

discourse. From a decolonial perspective, this thesis draws on Françoise Vergès’ 

conceptualisation of decolonial feminism and Sylvia Wynter’s elaboration of the 

concept of Man, which explains the positioning of Blackness from ontological and 

epistemological perspectives.  

Having established the importance of accounting for the social factors of the 

context that produces (and is co-produced by) works of literature, while 

maintaining a focus on their literary-aesthetic features, this essay follows Harris 

and Hållén’s argument that “literary scholars […] need to calibrate the 

interpretative act with a reading of the sociality of form” (21). The calibration 

they describe refers to a method proposed by Ato Quayson—calibrations—which 

seeks to interpret literary texts as a means of understanding the social world, 

treating the literary and social domains as co-constitutive rather than viewing the 

social world as a background against which the text can be made sense of (xv). On 

this basis, this research employs Quayson’s method, situating close reading in 

dialogue with literary sociology to analyse how these sources mediate the social 

forces that shape them and that they contribute to shaping, and how they navigate 

the tensions between the expressions of local realities and the global context: 

between cultural agency and global capitalist demands. Quayson asserts that 

calibrations allows “to show how literature is a form of negotiation of the real and 

a recapitulation of social processes” (99). In other words, shifting between modes 

of reading—in this case between literary sociology and close reading—enables an 

interpretation of the literary features of particular texts for an understanding of the 

social world within which they are written, read and understood. Similarly, this 

method is employed in this thesis to identify how the selected narratives articulate 

the ambivalent and complex elements of their social context; to this end, the close 
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readings will be preceded by a literary sociological investigation, which, in 

engaging with the platforms that published these texts, seeks to outline the social 

processes within which these texts are produced and consumed. In this specific 

case, the aim is to identify how this ambivalence is articulated in the narratives 

through aesthetic strategies that signal a refusal and/or rejection of the logics that 

stir their social environment. 

At the same time, a literary-sociological analysis will allow for the 

contextualisation of textual elements examined in the close reading, as well as a 

broader understanding of how the platforms that publish these narratives operate. 

In an article concerned with the “reading and writing platform” (419), Wattpad, in 

the context of platform capitalism, Brouillette describes how literature is no 

longer shaped only by traditional print publishing, but also by digital 

infrastructures that host, distribute and monetise written content, by building 

communities and shaping reading habits. Brouillette describes these digital 

infrastructures as “incursion[s] into the book industries of increasingly dominant 

platform capitalist techniques of data collection and content shaping” that “are 

designed to produce and take advantage of network effects” (421). In other words, 

these platforms treat elements such as readers’ engagement and scroll time as data 

commodities, which, in Wattpad's case, are then used to profit from advertising. 

At the same time, writes Brouillette, “Through these means traditional publishers 

have their talent scouting done for them, and writers can continue to cultivate and 

please their readership, and perfect their work (424). Put differently, this data is 

also used to enable platforms such as Wattpad to serve as a bridge to traditional 

print publishing, by providing training and writing tools, an outlet to publish their 

work and the subsequent ‘prestige’ which will, presumably, make them 

marketable in the formal (print) publishing industry (423-25).  

 

Thus, this essay identifies how bibliotherapy functions as a central operational 

logic in the process of literary commodification across the three platforms with 

which it engages. It proposes that bibliotherapy is a key mechanism for fostering a 

sense of Afropolitan community at the core of their self-described missions, a 
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process further sustained by the condensed form of the literary works they enable. 

Through their digital and mobile-friendly formats, all three platforms reflect the 

rise of 'smartphone literatures' and subsequent reading habits, providing an 

accessible reading experience for a global, digitally connected audience and 

offering emotionally relatable narratives designed for affective identification. 

However, while the platforms foster a sense of community through bibliotherapy, 

the narratives they promote reject bibliotherapeutic closure. 

 

These platforms, in other words, are analysed as both literary and sociological 

actors that operate simultaneously within the contradictory logics of neoliberal 

global capitalism—investigated through a literary sociological lens—while 

seeking to amplify and legitimise Black and diasporic voices, an aspect that the 

three theoretical paradigms employed in this analysis serve to emphasise. This 

essay foregrounds the contradictory nature of these logics as a central aspect of 

the analysis, identifying, in addition to bibliotherapy, Afropolitanism and 

feminism as key mechanisms that enable these contradictions, and examining 

them as both emancipatory and marketable tools. The calibrated readings of the 

three selected narratives serve to emphasise these ambiguities further and to 

demonstrate how literary texts can not only register elements of their social 

context but also reject them: these short stories, in fact, rather than exemplifying 

efforts to integrate into logics of visibility, seem to resist recuperation into 

narratives of legibility, depicting opacity, refusal, and unresolved tensions 

instead.  

While the field of world literature is considered by some to be a system complicit 

in the marginalisation of African literature (Harris and Hållén) and compliant with 

the neoliberal demands of late capitalism (Brouillette), African writers are 

understood to appropriate digital spaces to bypass the practical constraints of 

formal literary institutions (Cousins, Adenekan, Nesbitt-Ahmed). This project will 

contribute to a better understanding of how African and diasporic literature can be 

said to mediate between compliance with and resistance to the demands of the 

global literary marketplace, thereby expressing ontological and epistemological 
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positions that challenge those imposed by institutional literary channels and global 

reading culture.  

1.3 Overview of the Thesis Chapters 
The chapters are organised as follows: Chapter Two establishes the 

methodological framework, situating the thesis within current debates in literary 

studies and explaining the purpose of calibrating literary sociology with close 

reading. Chapter Three foregrounds the theoretical framework, outlining the key 

aspects of Afropolitan theory, Black Studies and decolonial feminism. Chapter 

Four offers a critical mapping of the platforms and their operational logics, 

examining how they curate community, prioritise relationality and negotiate the 

demands of global literary capitalism. It then shows how the contradictions arising 

from the platforms’ operation within global capitalism are exemplified in selected 

narratives. The close readings analyse how Afropolitan and feminist subjectivities 

are articulated through aesthetic strategies that resist recuperation into narratives 

of bibliotherapeutic healing and legibility. The concluding chapter synthesises the 

findings and outlines the thesis’s contributions to literary studies.  

2 Methods 

2.1 Introduction 
The methods employed in this project aim to deepen our understanding of how to 

read literature from Africa and the diaspora in ways that avoid perpetuating the 

universalist tendencies of Western epistemology and enable a decolonial 

discussion of Afropolitan literary production. Discussions about how to 

decolonise literary studies contribute to the ongoing methodological debates that 

have polarised contemporary literary scholarship, particularly over how to read 

literature and for what purpose. In The Limits of Critique, Rita Felski argues that 

literary studies have become dominated by a reductive and predictable way of 

reading, which she defines as “the hermeneutics of suspicion” (2), focused on 

exposing hidden ideologies and a text’s “complicity with power relations” (58). 

Felski calls for a postcritical approach instead, a model that emphasises the text’s 
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aesthetics and brings forth both the critic’s and the reader’s emotional and sensory 

engagement when making meaning from literary expressions (175-179). 

However, Felski’s approach has been criticised; Bruce Robbins, for example, 

maintains that critical approaches (‘suspicious reading’) remain not only 

politically necessary but also an ethical duty for the critic interested in exposing 

the links between cultural expressions, power structures and global inequality. 

 

For the purposes of this project, which are broadly decolonial, both attention to 

material conditions and sensitivity to aesthetic form are necessary; following 

Stefan Helgesson’s intervention in the anthology Decolonizing the English 

Literary Curriculum, this thesis aims to hold these two aspects in productive 

tension. Helgesson writes that any decolonial attempt to read texts in ways that 

challenge Western discourse—even when rooted in alternative ways of 

understanding the world—must grapple with the material conditions that shape 

them, which, in turn, are limited by the methods and the very language used to 

describe them. In other words, the subject-object tension between the knower and 

the known leads to circular reasoning and what Helgesson describes as a 

“methodological aporia” (194). Helgesson proposes instead that “it is the 

flexibility of the dialectical method itself, rather than any specific […] doctrine, 

that holds the greatest promise for decolonial modes of reading” (197).  

Hence, the most productive way forward for decolonial literary readings lies in a 

flexible dialectical approach that, rather than avoiding these tensions, thinks 

through them, thereby avoiding closed-loop reasoning.   

 

To this end, this analysis employs methodological approaches from sociology of 

literature in dialogue with close reading to underscore not only how the social and 

the literary domains mutually influence each other— as proposed by Quayson in 

Calibrations—but also how the coproduction between these two domains is a 

crucial aspect of African and diasporic literary production. Rather than 

circumventing the contradictions and ambiguities arising from this dialectical 

approach, this thesis underscores their significance and seeks to interpret them as 

valuable analytical elements.  
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2.2 Sociology of Literature: Critique and the Market  
Sociology of literature is valuable not only to understand how literature is 

produced and consumed, but also how these aspects are manifested in the text 

itself. For this research, this method is used to read the material at hand in light of 

the sociological forces involved in its production and reception. In other words, a 

sociological critique of a literary text does not consider the work in isolation; 

rather, through a ‘mapping’ of the literary field, this method identifies the factors 

that shaped it and, in turn, that the text reflects and/or registers. Most influential in 

understanding literature as a system organised into competing fields and subfields 

is Pierre Bourdieu. Bourdieu defines the literary field as “the space of literary or 

artistic position-takings” (30), a structured space where the agents involved 

struggle for symbolic capital—recognition and prestige—to maintain or improve 

their positions in the field. For Bourdieu, a number of factors are important in a 

mapping of the field, such as the social hierarchy in which the author writes (their 

position against that of other writers, readers, institutions, distribution channels, 

etc.), the target audience, and the institutions that assign value to the literary work.  
 

According to Bourdieu, cultural value, or power, follows mechanical logics, that 

is, logics that operate always in the same way, according to “two principles of 

hierarchization” (40), which divide the field into two subfields that struggle “at all 

times” (40) against each other: the autonomous and the heteronomous principles. 

Essentially, Bourdieu understands literary production schematically, as a field 

subdivided into two: one, restricted and elitist—‘autonomous’—occupied by 

actors who possess large amounts of cultural power (autonomy) and thus do not 

depend on economic recognition to maintain their positions in the field; the other, 

much larger subfield—‘heteronomous’—which governs ‘popular culture’, or 

production on a much larger scale, dependent on economic success and external 

recognition, such as an appeal to mass audiences.  

 

Brouillette’s scholarship is useful for analysing contemporary African literatures 

insofar as it expands on Bourdieu’s theories from the perspective of postcolonial 

literary production. Her research has developed from analysing the global literary 
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marketplace through a postcolonial lens to investigating the dynamics of platform 

capitalism, while maintaining, throughout this shift, a literary sociological 

approach and a critical materialist methodology that focus on how economic 

structures dictate the production and consumption of literature. In Postcolonial 

Writers in the Global Literary Marketplace, Brouillette states that “the material 

aspects of a text, […] as well as the general field in which it is situated, […] are 

more than merely context for the work’s conception and realization. Instead, they 

are textual in their own right” (2), which underscores her idea that literary works 

cannot be analysed in a vacuum.  

Particularly significant for this research are Brouillette’s interventions on digital 

platforms such as Wattpad (2022) and TikTok (forthcoming), which help clarify 

the connection between literary platforms and the phenomenon of bibliotherapy. 

Brouillette defines bibliotherapy as a therapeutic approach where clinicians 

prescribe reading alongside other creative activities to promote patient healing and 

self-insight (para. 16). Bibliotherapy, according to Brouillette, differs from self-

help in that self-help focuses on transformation and improvement, while 

bibliotherapy relies on identification and affirmation (para. 17); for this reason, 

she describes it as a “relatable” (para. 17) phenomenon because the reader gains 

insight into their own problems—to feel seen and understood—through 

connecting and identifying with fictional characters. However, Brouillette 

describes Wattpad as “a new bibliotherapy to distinguish it from this more 

professional practice, to emphasize instead the generalization of amateur 

bibliotherapeutic modes throughout book cultures […] mediated not by 

professionals but by media corporations.” (para 16, emphasis in original). Such 

bibliotherapeutic practices —reading as emotional care—have moreover become 

particularly relevant in recent years for those subjects who feel systemically 

stigmatised or marginalised, such as queers, gendered or racialised individuals. In 

this regard, Brouillette writes that “where state-regulated institutions are not just 

cash-strapped but actively hostile, people may face real dangers if they seek 

professional counsel about their inner lives and intimate experiences via official 

institutional means” (para. 17). In other words, when institutions are underfunded 
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and/or unsafe, systemically marginalised people turn to relatable content online as 

an economically viable alternative (Brouillette). 

In short, Brouillette suggests that reading platforms such as Wattpad turn 

bibliotherapy into a mass-scale, informal— ‘amateur’—practice, in which readers 

seek emotional connection and validation by identifying with fictional characters, 

a process no longer mediated by medical professionals but by corporations. 

Brouillette links this trend to the rise of women’s writing, arguing that, since 

literary publishing has become a low-paid occupation, women turned to writing, 

which was “perceived as suitable for women due to the gendering of culture and 

reading” (para. 6). This shift led to writing to be culturally reframed as a sort of 

emotional labour, and therefore, genres centred on care, identity, and relatability 

—strictly connected to bibliotherapy— to be, in Brouillette’s reasoning, 

associated with the “feminization” of publishing (para. 6). Platforms then scale 

and monetise this ‘emotional labour’, turning it into a system for emotional 

support, and organising it so that readers can easily match with stories about 

personal experiences like identity and relationships, while also profiting from 

largely unpaid work (Brouillette).  

In Postcolonial Writers in the Global Literary Marketplace, Brouillette provides a 

number of literary readings of postcolonial narratives informed by the conditions 

of production characteristic of postcoloniality, demonstrating how such conditions 

manifest in “literary and critical strategies” (2) employed by the writer. In these 

readings, Brouillette identifies textual features strictly connected to paratextual 

elements, such as the writer’s need to construct and establish images of his or her 

identity, which will determine not only how the text is written, but also how it is 

circulated —how it will be marketed, for example—read and interpreted. The idea 

of authorship in contemporary literary culture is central for Brouillette, whose 

standpoint complicates Bourdieu’s theory that the rise of a commercial literary 

marketplace overlapped with the development of an ideology that constructed the 

image of the author as an autonomous, market-disavowing artist; for Brouillette 

instead, a reliance on the market is always necessary, and even more so for the 
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postcolonial writer, whose authorial self-consciousness is necessarily entangled in 

global capitalism from the start (3). However, Brouillette argues, while 

postcolonial literature might have developed as a market category from its outset, 

postcolonial authors do not feel threatened by the commercialisation of their 

works as such, rather, by the politicised conditions of the —often metropolitan 

and Western— markets in which their works circulate, in which their 

‘postcoloniality’ and ‘authenticity’  become a sort of branding tool, and their work 

is judged by either their resistance or participation in this global system: in other 

words, the threat faced by the postcolonial author is that of being marketed as 

‘authentic’ representatives of their sociopolitical identities, while practically 

having little control over how their works will be interpreted within this 

politicised global market (3-4). In short, Brouillette’s readings of postcolonial 

narratives address questions about how to interpret them in the current situation, 

not only of the market in which they are shaped, but also of the reading culture 

that those market dynamics construct.  

This focus on contemporary African reading culture in English-language literature 

is also the focus of Underdevelopment and African Literature, in which 

Brouillette synthesises existing scholarship on the topic. Brouillette acknowledges 

the advantages of the Bourdieusian schematic thinking but proposes a more 

dynamic understanding of the literary field that blurs the lines between the two 

subfields; these insights are particularly useful when engaging with African 

literature published in English (1-2). Brouillette establishes a connection between 

the development of African literature and contemporary socioeconomic conditions 

on the continent, and identifies two fields of literary production, which are 

separated but co-dependent: a “developmentalist” one and a “more precarious 

one” (63). Brouillette describes the former as: “often funded by international 

agencies and private foundations, and invested in a bildung in which an encounter 

with reading– especially reading of more elevated materials–is a stepping-stone 

on a path toward improved personhood” (63). This field is focused on expanding 

the formal book industry and its readership, and increasing the number of legal 

(copyrighted) printed books (63). The other, more informal and precarious field, 
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which Brouillette defines as “a survivalist picaresque” (63), is a reflection of “the 

formal consequences of [the] precarity and superfluity” (45) experienced by 

African societies, characterised by volatility, instability and incoherence (44). 

Brouillette argues that many of the forms and genres (including flash fiction, 

ephemeral literature in print or digital form, etc.) belonging to this field are 

significant drivers of English literary trends and identifies self-publishing 

platforms as a major focal point in contemporary reading culture (45). 

Particularly interesting in Brouillette’s analysis is the number of ways these two 

fields overlap, as this directly relates to publishing platforms. Brouillette argues 

that  

perhaps the most important area of overlap between these fields is of a 
significantly higher order than any effort to cultivate the reading habit: the 
former [developmentalist] is meant to help manage the alarming social 
worlds and horizons of the latter [demotic], to for instance push radical 
literatures to the edge of acceptability, to maintain faith in the effort to 
aspire to success (“to nurse ambition”) in market terms, to maintain faith in 
liberal capitalist development as a possibility for Africa. (64) 

 
In other words, the more formal, developmentalist field, which also controls 
institutions, education, and media, exerts control over what mass readerships 
(often newly literate individuals) will read, and sustains belief in the progress of 
liberal capitalism. As a prime example of how the two fields relate, Brouillette 
points to the now-defunct literary platform OkadaBooks, which offered low-cost, 
downloadable versions of works by famous writers (50). Crucially, Brouillette 
argues that  

The success of the platform depends on how many users it can convince to 
sign up. The more users it has the more it will be able to help aspiring self-
publishing authors find enough readers to make their writing pay at least a 
modest amount, and the more it will be able to facilitate sharing of texts in 
ways that make reading affordable for those otherwise restricted from it. 
(50) 
 

This dynamic, in other words, means that platforms such as OkadaBooks, as well 

as those engaged in this thesis, can be interpreted as channels facilitating the 

interaction between the two fields of literary production and consumption 

theorised by Bourdieu, and consequently as mediating between the needs of the 
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demotic, mass-reading sector and those of an elite, metropolitan audience. They, 

in fact, often also serve as a means for emerging writers to acquire sufficient 

readership and the consequent cultural capital (‘prestige’), which will allow them 

to merge into the more elite sector, for instance, by securing a publisher.   

In short, while Brouillette does not lay out a specific method, her scholarship 

advances a methodological orientation that can be reconstructed to guide the 

reading of postcolonial texts, particularly when published online. Brouillette shifts 

the focus from the text to reading habits, stressing that emerging forms of reading 

(for instance, texts on mobile phones) are adaptive responses to the constraints of 

the socio-economic context, and, therefore, any interpretation of textual features 

should be framed as a situated practice rather than as an abstract analysis. Hence, 

following Brouillette’s line of thinking, a literary sociological analysis entails 

avoiding reading practices that isolate literary form: “literature’s forms change as 

social conditions of production change. Literature is a manifestation of social 

relationships, needs, capacities and constraints. New modes of reading culture 

have been emerging in relation to immiserating contemporary conditions” (63). In 

other words, before turning to textual interpretation, the literary critic should 

begin with an analysis of the context: who produces the text, under which 

conditions and for which market (Brouillette, 5-10). A reading through a political-

economic lens also means taking into account that the material conditions of 

literary production and consumption are shaped by structural factors such as the 

‘underdevelopment’ of the African publishing system, which leads, on the one 

hand, to the flourishing of online reading platforms, and on the other, to 

institutional privileging of a specific kind of ‘developmental’ reading culture, 

often funded by Western institutions.   

In sum, a literary sociological critique is helpful because it enables an 

understanding of all the elements external to the text itself yet still influencing its 

form and content. In an analysis of African and diasporic texts, this 

methodological standpoint allows for insights that are particularly relevant, given 

that the material forces that enable these texts to exist, circulate and gain value 
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might not be tied to institutional or traditional publishing channels, yet they are 

connected to literary platforms and therefore to the dynamics according to which 

global literature operates. This raises questions about the ‘authenticity’ demands 

that writers face when addressing a transnational audience. However, with 

Felski’s critique in mind, it can be argued that a literary sociological approach 

alone would frame readers and writers as passive actors within these capitalist 

mechanisms of production and consumption, and would distance the analysis 

from the texts’ literary and aesthetic specificity, focusing instead on the external 

pressures impinging upon their creation. Therefore, this thesis complements it 

with distant and close reading, which are described below.   

2.3 Distant and Close Reading  
For literary theorist Franco Moretti, the dynamics of the literary system mirror 

those of global capitalism, a system “simultaneously one and unequal” (55-56), 

which, for the literary scholar, translates into the question of world literature 

becoming not “an object [but] a problem” (55) requiring a new critical 

methodological approach (55). Put differently, if world literature ends up dealing 

only with a limited subset of all published texts, what kind of methodological 

framework should be employed to read narratives that exist at the periphery of—

or entirely outside—the institutionalised structures that define and stir 'world 

literature', those same structures that are considered complicit in their 

marginalisation? Moretti proposes a macroscopic approach, or distant reading, to 

map world literature as a system through large amounts of data and to identify 

literary trends, tropes, and themes. Moretti defines close reading as a “theological 

exercise” (57), an outdated, quasi-religious treatment of very few canonical texts 

and argues that: “if you want to look beyond the canon […] close reading will not 

do it. […] Distant reading: where distance, let me repeat it, is a condition of 

knowledge: it allows you to focus on units that are much smaller or much larger 

than the text […] And if, between the very small and the very large, the text itself 

disappears […]we must accept losing something” (57). In other words, distant 

reading—in Moretti’s formulation—comes with significant loss without 
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interpretation; arguably, literary meaning emerges from the kind of particularity 

which cannot be fully captured through a macroscopic approach alone. 

In contrast to Moretti’s view, Dan Sinykin and Johanna Wynant argue that close 

reading— the practice of focusing on particular aspects of a literary text to build 

an argument around them— should remain a foundational skill of literary 

interpretation, as it is what “distinguishes what literary scholars do from other 

kinds of discussions about books” (2). They describe close reading as a “craft and 

a skill” (17), which allows the critic to reach beyond the text by analysing specific 

elements (2). They write that:  

At the heart of close reading is our commitment to literature’s value, our 
conviction that literary texts matter. All the different scholarly traditions of 
close reading share that foundation. What varies is how literary texts matter: 
through language, history, psyche. […] Close reading involves looking at 
literature and looking with literature— through literature, via literature— 
and you won’t succeed  unless you think that literature has things to show 
us. (36). 
 

Sinykin and Wynant understand close reading as significant and relevant for 

contemporary literary criticism, beyond and against the “hermeneutics of 

suspicion” criticised by Felski (2), foregrounding it as a generative practice able 

to renew intellectual community by identifying an object of attention (a text) 

around which interpretation can be collectively produced and/or contested (19-

20). Moreover, they illustrate how close reading has, across different scholarly 

traditions and historical periods, served as an interpretative tool capable of 

fundamental reconfigurations of literary-critical procedures. Drawing on thinkers 

such as Christina Sharpe and Saidiya Hartman, they observe how close reading 

has been deployed by Black studies, particularly in Afropessimism and critical 

fabulation. They write that  

Afropessimism argues that the “event” of slavery “has yet to end”; 
it is an “ongoing disaster.” Slavery continues “unfolding”  because the 
United States subjects Black people to the “normative terror” of mass 
incarceration, premature death, and “the diffuse violence and the everyday 
routines of domination,” but also  because, ontologically, slavery ensured 
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and ensures “blackness’s ongoing and irresolvable abjection,” a fundamental 
exclusion from the category of the  human. (35) 
 

Thus, in Black studies, close reading has been used to challenge the ontological 

impossibility of defining Blackness (35) and deployed to underscore how 

racialised power operates through language and form (34-36). Moreover, as a 

methodology, close reading in Black studies has enabled Black critics to bridge 

the gap between the fragmented or absent presence of Black subjects in historical 

archives and their own lived experience, “invert[ing] standard disciplinary 

protocols” (36). While in literary criticism, authors usually write analytical 

nonfiction about creative works to convince readers of the validity of their 

interpretation, Afropessimist critics have transformed close reading into a practice 

that turns individual and collective exclusion into critique (35).   

Thus, Sinykin and Winant’s method embraces Felski’s exhortation to return to a 

‘generous’ reading practice of literary texts, and to focus on the affective 

engagement between reader and narrative, a process in which the text itself 

functions as an actor and not just a passive reflection of external factors: the ways 

in which “texts communicate feelings to us, and in the process, how they create 

imagistic or narrative worlds that actively theorize these states of being” (202, 

emphasis added). Hence, while this method allows critics to connect the textual 

elements identified in the close reading with global theories, it is the text itself 

which ‘actively theorises’ those elements.  

2.4 Calibrations 
In their study of African street literature, Harris and Hållén discuss the challenges 

of identifying the methodological frameworks best suited to engage with texts that 

exist at the margins of—or entirely outside— the structures that both stir and are 

stirred by the system of world literature. For this purpose, they employ Quayson’s 

calibration method to ephemeral African literary works that emerge outside the 

formal literary book market. They argue that “This calibration […] requires us to 

read across different modalities and to understand how these different modes both 

relate to the sociality in which they emerge and frame our interpretative work 
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from afar” (21-22).  In Quayson’s original conceptualisation of this method, he 

argues that it can serve as a methodological tool to map the relations and tensions 

between artistic expressions and the social world (xi). This method thus expands 

the possibilities of close reading, demonstrating how it can be extended to engage 

in questions typically associated with literary sociology, and in ways that are 

especially useful when dealing with texts from Africa and the diaspora. Quayson 

frames calibrations as grounded in his own experience of linguistic and cultural 

mediation, particularly during his childhood in Ghana and later, after settling in 

the West. He writes: “we always had to go through a process of translating the 

language of the commonplace into the language of reason and vice versa. These 

multilingual negotiations led to […] an endlessly restless process of translating 

linguistically hybrid social forms a necessity of everyday life” (xii).  In other 

words, his education in English, based on Western canonical texts, required 

constant translation and mediation with the specificities of his lived experience, an 

adjustment between discrepant and asymmetrical worlds: the textual and the lived. 

Quayson asserts that, for the Black colonial and postcolonial subject, whether 

African or diasporic, meaning-making is inevitably mediated through and between 

shifting discourses—local, colonial, global— resulting in what he defines as 

“postcolonial translations” (xiv). This need for continual adjustment —

calibration— resonates strongly with Black and diasporic postcolonial 

understandings of cultural identity and diasporic consciousness. In fact, Paul 

Gilroy opens The Black Atlantic with the assertion: “Striving to be both European 

and black requires some specific forms of double consciousness” (1), thereby 

establishing the foundational positioning of this tension in his reconfiguration of 

Western modernity and diasporic identity. Gilroy uses double consciousness to 

map the in-between space occupied by Black diasporic subjects who mediate 

between “cultural assemblages” (1), rejecting absolutist ethnic and nationalist 

discourses, and, instead, framing Black diasporic identities as a hybrid product of 

transnationalism, thus foregrounding a dialectical—rather than antagonistic—

relation between cultures. Quayson’s calibrations can be seen as a methodological 

response to the need to interpret the friction generated by histories of 
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displacement, mobility and transnational cultural recomposition, exemplified by 

the diasporic identity.  

On these premises, Quayson argues that, in close reading postcolonial and 

diasporic texts, textual elements such as fissures, contradictions or fragmentations 

become ways of translating narratives to understand a fragmented social reality, 

rather than seeing the social world as a background against which the text can be 

made sense of (xv).  By oscillating between text and world, Quayson describes 

“[using] the literary as a means toward social enlightenment. Thus, I make 

literature the starting point of my reading of the social rather than the other way 

round” (xv). Importantly, for Quayson, the ‘social’ is not to be confused with 

‘society’, an idea that deserves elaboration at some length, since it helps explain 

why this can be understood as an interpretative method. According to Quayson, 

‘society’ needs to be seen as a specific physical or historical place at a given point 

in time: a specific group of people at a specific point in history. The ‘social’, 

however, is an interpretative tool: a set of tensions, forces, or relationships which 

need to be ‘read for’ in the ways in which they ‘translate’ to the literary-aesthetic 

domain (xiv-xv). Quayson specifically uses the term ‘calibrations’:   

to point toward the activity of the calibrator, the degree to which this 
fine-tuning procedure is dependent on a particular interpretative and 
subjective perspective. In reading for the social across the literary I do 
not intend to imply any simple notion of literature as a mirror. I suggest 
that literature be seen as a variegated series of thresholds and levels, all 
of which determine the production of the social as a dimension within 
the interaction of the constitutive thresholds of literary structure. It is in 
the dedication to identifying how the relations among these variegated 
thresholds encapsulate the social that calibrations makes sense as a 
method of reading. (xvi) 

Thus, since literature, in this line of thinking, cannot be understood as a mirror of 

society, it needs to be seen only as the starting point in a process aimed at 

identifying patterns which enable a comparison and a connection between 

different and heterogeneous domains (xv), becoming in this way a tool in an 

active process of construction and interpretation. In this way, the text becomes 

neither a mirror nor a symptom of society, but a site where social forces are 
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captured, transformed and generated, an aspect which might be missed through a 

sociological or materialist analysis alone (xvii, xxiii). In other words, while 

Quayson embraces the idea of departing from a suspicious reading and treating 

the text as an active agent of the social world much like Felski, he sees the role of 

the critic as that of an engineer rather than an investigator; for Quayson, close 

reading is therefore a way of explaining what a narrative does for our 

understanding of the social world, thus generating new meaning.  

In sum, in the context of African and diasporic literature, Quayson’s method is 

particularly useful, since it allows an analysis of the aesthetic features of literary 

texts in relation to the social conditions that enable their creation, circulation, and 

consumption. Further than that, it enables an understanding of the social forces 

which might shape these texts, and which, in turn, they might help shape (such as 

diasporic belonging or identities) rather than as mirrors of specific—physical or 

geographical—societies. At the same time, by oscillating between local realities 

and/or subjectivities and the global context, this method could serve as a useful 

tool for observing how African and diasporic texts might simultaneously function 

as tools for agency and cultural resistance while also being subject to the demands 

of global capitalism.   

3 Theoretical Framework 

3.1 Introduction 
This thesis employs strands from three theoretical fields, Afropolitan theory, 

Black studies and decolonial feminist thought, to analyse how African and 

diasporic short stories navigate the tensions between cultural resistance and the 

constraints imposed by the demands of literary circulation within the global 

capitalist system. By employing these theoretical frameworks in dialogue, this 

analysis foregrounds that these stories envision ‘otherwise’, insurgent ways of 

being in the world while simultaneously being mediated by the same power 

structures they appear to reject.  
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Afropolitan theory, as articulated by Achille Mbembe, Amatoritsero Ede, Simon 

Gikandi, and Chielozona Eze, sheds light on the transnational and fluid 

positioning of African and diasporic subjectivities amid global mobility. These 

scholars do not frame the Afropolitan identity as bound to national borders, but 

emphasise hybridity and global entanglement instead, departing from an 

essentialist idea of fixed identities, and privileging solidarity and relational 

identities enabled by globalisation and cosmopolitanism from an African and 

diasporic perspective. However, Ede highlights the elitist tendencies of 

Afropolitanism, stressing that this emphasis on global mobility risks privileging a 

small minority of educated, upper-class ‘cosmopolitans’, disempowering the 

narratives of those deprived of mobility in contemporary neoliberal economies, 

such as migrants, refugees, and the lower classes (Ede). Put differently, 

Afropolitan theory helps frame these stories as expressions of hybrid, fluid and 

globally situated identities, yet, at the same time, as literary artefacts circulating 

within unequally distributed markets which commodify culture and privilege 

certain narratives of ‘Africanness’ over others based on their marketability.  

Black studies interrogate and problematise the limitations and possibilities of 

Blackness as a mode of being in the world within these global dynamics of 

cultural circulation. This thesis thus turns to theories by Fred Moten and Stefano 

Harney, Alexander Weheliye, and Matthew Omelsky, who foreground Black life 

as ‘otherwise’ modes of persistence and refusal against, within, and beyond the 

constraints of racial capitalism and dominant power structures. Moten and 

Harney’s notion of the “undercommons”, Omelsky’s “fugitive time” and 

Weheliye’s “racializing assemblages” are understood, for the present purposes, as 

generative ways of reading African and diasporic literature: as spaces for fugitive, 

insurgent knowledge-making, which evade full legibility and capture by 

institutional logics even as they emerge within them. These scholars enable a 

reading of these literary texts which emphasises relationality and shared, 

embodied practices of survival beyond dominant frameworks, and imagine 

utopian possibilities for a future of freedom from “the Human race” (Omelsky, 

11). 
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Decolonial feminism complicates this analysis further by insisting on the 

centrality of gender, coloniality and racialisation in shaping both narrative 

strategies and conditions of production within racial capitalism. Sylvia Wynter 

reconfigures the notion of ‘human’, challenging the foundations of Western 

epistemology and modernity. Wynter illustrates how the invention of the 

exclusionary notion of Man reproduces colonial hierarchies in knowledge 

production and in contemporary struggles related to gender, class and race, as well 

as other major contemporary issues (260). Françoise Vergès exposes different 

dimensions of gender in racial capitalism—emerging thus from the conflict 

between Man and ‘human’—proposing a decolonial feminism in opposition to a 

white, bourgeois, ‘civilisational’ one, which she considers deeply rooted in 

imperialist and racist logics. Lastly, Saidiya Hartman offers examples of feminist 

everyday acts of refusal and imagining and Axelle Karera’s interventions in Black 

feminist philosophy accentuate the generative possibilities of opacity and 

unintelligibility as active strategies of refusal against being confined, consumed, 

commodified or even fully known. 

Collectively, these scholars theorise active modes of resistance which 

problematise dominant understandings of agency and enable a reading of African 

and diasporic texts as literary practices that negotiate market demands for 

legibility and visibility. Rather than offering resolution—or compromise— 

between commodification and resistance, this thesis sees this tension as 

constitutive of their production and reception; in other words, the same conditions 

which enable their circulation also determine and delimit the terms under which 

these stories can be written, read and interpreted. Thus, this analysis rejects the 

binary opposition between resistance and compliance to the demands of global 

capitalism, attending instead to the simultaneity of these two phenomena, and 

framing these texts as inhabiting, exploiting and unsettling neoliberal structures, 

while imagining and creating alternative, collective modes of being and 

belonging. 
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3.2 Afropolitan Theory 
This thesis employs Afropolitanism as a theoretical perspective to understand 

African identity formation within the context of diaspora and global mobility. The 

term ‘Afropolitanism’ was popularised by Taiye Selasi in the essay “Bye-Bye 

Babar” to describe a new generation of young, emigrants —Africans or with 

African descent— who live globally but maintain some kind of connection with 

the African continent. Selasi described Afropolitans as:  

They (read: we) are Afropolitans – the newest generation of African 
emigrants, coming soon or collected already at a law firm/chem lab/jazz 
lounge near you. You’ll know us by our funny blend of London fashion, 
New York jargon, African ethics, and academic successes. Some of us are 
ethnic mixes, e.g. Ghanaian and Canadian, Nigerian and Swiss; others 
merely cultural mutts: American accent, European affect, African ethos. 
Most of us are multilingual: in addition to English and a Romantic or two, 
we understand some indigenous tongue and speak a few urban vernaculars. 
There is at least one place on The African Continent to which we tie our 
sense of self: be it a nation-state (Ethiopia), a city (Ibadan), or an auntie’s 
kitchen. Then there’s the G8 city or two (or three) that we know like the 
backs of our hands, and the various institutions that know us for our famed 
focus. We are Afropolitans: not citizens, but Africans of the world. (n.p. 
emphasis added) 
 

Since the publication of Selasi’s essay, Afropolitanism has been theorised in 

numerous scholarship. Achille Mbembe, for example, has expanded 

Afropolitanism into a broader analytical framework to examine contemporary 

African identities in relation to globalisation, hybridity and transnationalism. He 

argues that, as a theoretical paradigm, Afropolitanism allows for a revision of 

previous theorisations such as Pan-Africanism and Négritude, which Mbembe 

considers too rigid to analyse the contemporary relationship between Africa and 

the world. In fact, Mbembe originally proposed Afropolitanism as a response to 

the limitations of these previous theorisations, identifying three dominant 

“politico-intellectual paradigms” (57) that came to shape the African intellectual 

movement of the last century: various forms of nationalism focused on anti-

colonial struggles, African socialism derived from Marxism, and Pan-Africanism 

(57). He argues that these movements rely on fixed ideas of African identity built 

on racial difference (the idea that all Africans are black and thus non-white) and 
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on a collective history, mainly that of slavery and colonialism (58-60). For 

Mbembe, these paradigms are by now too rigidly institutionalised and impede the 

progression of intellectual criticism in socio-cultural matters because they do not 

reflect contemporary reconfigurations of identity (57-58). Moreover, Mbembe 

writes that:  

Afropolitanism is not the same as Pan-Africanism or negritude. 
Afropolitanism is an aesthetic and a particular poetic of the world. It is a 
way of being in the world, refusing on principle any form of victim 
identity—which does not mean that it is not aware of the injustice and 
violence inflicted on the continent and its people by the law of the world. 
(60) 

 
In other words, Afropolitanism differs from other paradigms such as Pan-

Africanism, insofar as these narratives reinforce self-victimisation, an ideology 

often responsible for societal polarisation and hatred, which are directly 

opposed to the solidarity they advocate (60). 

 
Mobility is central to Mbembe’s approach to Afropolitanism, which asserts that a 

fundamental characteristic of the Afropolitan subjectivity is an awareness of the 

interconnection existing between places and identities: an “awareness of the 

interweaving of the here and there, the presence of the elsewhere in the here, and 

vice versa” (59-60). This movement between worlds, the interplay between 

immersion and dispersion (immigration to Africa and emigration elsewhere), has 

produced African identities since pre-colonial times and continues to shape 

hybrid, layered identities both on the continent and in its diaspora. Therefore, as a 

theoretical framework, Afropolitanism allows for a revision of previous theories 

which privileged rootedness in national and/or racial identity, or a shared history, 

by rejecting the binary thinking of Africa versus ‘the West’, instead framing 

Africa as a site of entanglement and interconnection, simultaneously rooted in 

history and shaped by global movement. In other words, Afropolitanism allows 

for a relativisation of absolute notions such as fixed identities, authenticity and the 

centrality of the nation-state, privileging instead relationality and solidarity based 

on circulation, negotiation and fluidity, seeing Africa as part of the world just as 

much as the rest of the world as part of it (Mbembe). 
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However,  Afropolitanism has also been considered an idea that does not 

represent the vast majority of Africans, privileging instead a small elite of higher, 

educated social classes with access to global mobility, and reducing ‘Africanness’ 

to a performance based on consumption practices, as argued by Emma Dabiri in 

the essay “Why I am not Afropolitan”. This consumerist critique of 

Afropolitanism, which sees it as a lifestyle aesthetic tied to global capitalism, also 

involves literary production: Ede, for instance, analyses “Afropolitanism as an 

ideological condition of cultural production occasioned by metropolitan 

hierarchies” (89). For Ede, the Afropolitan writer does not exemplify an 

“expression of African difference but rather the desire for metropolitan sameness” 

(97).  In other words, the Afropolitan writer’s choice to privilege metropolitan, 

cosmopolitan aesthetics stems from the need to align with the interests of a 

cultured (white, metropolitan) gaze, to gain recognition by members of an elitist 

public, which ultimately translates into cultural capital and prestige (Ede).  

While remaining attentive to its limitations and contradictions, particularly the 

lack of explicit reference to social and material inequalities in Mbembe’s 

articulation, Afropolitanism remains an analytical perspective which can be 

productively read alongside Black and decolonial theories, especially for its focus 

on relationality and solidarity, and as a response to Afropessimism. From an Afro-

pessimist perspective, relationality is impossible for the Black subject, not only 

because of a negative depiction of Africa and its exclusion from global networks 

of exchange, but because Black positionality is structurally excluded from the 

category of human altogether. In this regard, Frank B. Wilderson —widely 

considered a seminal theorist of Afropessimism— writes that: “the position of the 

Black is […] a paradigmatic impossibility in the Western Hemisphere, indeed, in 

the world, […] a Black is the very antithesis of a Human subject” (9). For 

Wilderson, ontology does not enable an understanding of Blackness: there is no 

grammar for the “ontology of suffering” which the Black subject exemplifies (5).   

On these grounds, it is understandable that Simon Gikandi would describe Afro-

pessimism, which sees “Africa [as] hopelessly imprisoned in its past” (xii) and 
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deprived of agency in today’s globalised world (xii), as posing an existential and 

theoretical challenge to the last traces of the decolonisation narratives which 

Frantz Fanon described as the essential foundation of the emergent African 

identity (xii). Put differently, Fanon envisioned decolonisation as a future-oriented 

politics of liberation which would lead to the consolidation of a new African 

subject. For Wilderson, instead, this optimism failed to address the structural 

exclusion of Blackness, which denied Black individuals a subject position at the 

outset; hence, the Black subject lives in a permanent condition of ontological 

fixity and social death: “a subject who is always already positioned as Slave” 

(Wilderson, 7). 

Therefore, Afropolitanism, with its focus on global entanglement and cultural 

hybridity, stands in contrast to Afropessimism, and recuperates the residual 

optimism of the Fanonian project of decolonisation, providing the theoretical 

grounds to understand Gikandi’s idea of Afro-optimism and the ways in which 

African creativity, innovation and global influence that Gikandi describes are 

expressed in cultural production. In fact, Gikandi shares Mbembe’s rejection of 

the dominant depiction of Africa as marginal to or entirely excluded from 

modernity. Gikandi seeks to reframe and reimagine new narratives of Africa 

outside dominant tropes of failure, highlighting instead how African cultural 

production is actively shaping global culture and “fashioning […] new 

subjectivities” able to create strategies that allow them to separate the hardship of 

their daily lives from their imaginative goals, their agency and vision of the future 

(xiv).  According to Gikandi, “the idiom of Afropolitanism embraces movement 

across time and space as the condition of possibility of an African way of being” 

(10, emphasis added). In other words, the hybrid identities created by Africa’s 

global entanglement theorised by Mbembe do not represent a cause for anxiety or 

alienation but the precondition for reinscribing the African subjectivity in the 

future.   

Moreover, Afropolitanism offers a useful theoretical understanding of solidarity, 

which Eze elaborates on. He writes:  
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An Afropolitan, […] is that human being on the African continent or of 
African descent who has realized that her identity can no longer be 
explained in purist, essentialist, and oppositional terms or by reference only 
to Africa. Afropolitans claim that they are no longer just X as opposed to Y; 
rather they are A and B and X. Their realities are already intermixed with 
the realities of even their erstwhile oppressors. It is not possible to go back 
to their native place, since they are all mutts, biologically or culturally. (240) 
 

In other words, Eze asserts that identity in a globalised world is no longer defined 

by opposition between cultures and ethnicities; on the contrary, precisely because 

of the interconnectedness that globalisation enables, identity formation is now 

relational. This, in turn, reshapes our understanding of citizenship, selfhood and 

culture, which become “delocalized” (238) even as globalisation has also 

increased inequalities and fundamentalist ideologies (234-237). For Eze, 

Afropolitanism represents the “theorizing of a new African postcolonial identity” 

(239), the articulation of  “the cultural face of cosmopolitanism” (239) in the 

context of the postcolonial African experience, despite its inherent contradictions.  

According to Eze, this idea of relationality in the context of cosmopolitanism, of 

“multiple belonging” (242), corresponds to Afropolitanism for the African 

subjectivity. Drawing on Mbembe’s idea that Afropolitanism exemplifies the 

experience of a shared humanity, the ethics of empathically projecting one’s own 

subjectivity into the ‘Other’, Eze thus rejects the idea that the Afropolitan subject 

lacks moral responsibility; on the contrary, for Eze ‘morality’ refers to the 

framework through which we assign value to others and make judgments about 

what and who is acceptable (244). Therefore, a normative conception of morality 

concerns ethics insofar as it has to do with the way in which individuals relate to 

others irrespective of gender, racial, cultural and religious differences, rather, 

following universal principles of conduct (244). Eze submits that “for 

Afropolitans, community is primary, but this community is polychromatic, 

polymorphic, diverse, and open” (245). In other words, by embracing 

Afropolitanism, subjects can cultivate pluralistic, expansive identities through 

relationality, beyond the limitations of their fixed, ascribed identities.   
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3.3 Black Studies 
 
The ideas of solidarity, relational identity and the kind of future-oriented 

reinscription of subjectivity which Afropolitan theory foregrounds also resonate 

strongly with Black critical theory, through which questions of sociality and 

collectivity are framed as insurgent practices, necessary conditions to imagine and 

enact alternative futures, rather than as a result of global mobility. The work of the 

Black critical thinkers with whom this section engages can be seen as a 

framework to realise the radical solidarity to which Afropolitanism is oriented, 

however, beyond the constraints of global power structures: interrogating, so to 

speak, Afropolitanism’s tendency towards elitism, at the centre of its critique. In 

other words, read alongside Moten and Harney’s notion of the undercommons’ 

sociality as collective and fugitive, and Weheliye’s idea of “racializing 

assemblages”, Black identity can be understood as embodied—through racialised 

bodies—shaped by historically situated relations with others such as shared 

struggles, dispossession, and resistance.    

Moten and Harney’s notion of the undercommons foregrounds a form of 

collective solidarity which, while maintaining Mbembe’s focus on global 

entanglement, is conceived as something improvised, fugitive, and built on shared 

social practices shaped by being together within but against dominant power 

structures. In other words, they radicalise the idea of Afropolitan solidarity, 

shifting from the ethical perspective proposed by Mbembe to a political and 

materially oriented critique, by arguing that these shared social practices, 

constituting the essential foundation of the undercommons’ identity, are rooted in 

collective resistance against the dispossession and marginalisation caused by 

those global power dynamics which deprive them of the mobility at the core of the 

Afropolitan subjectivity.   

Moten and Harney’s undercommons is, essentially, a collective and fugitive mode 

of being which allows the undercommons to inhabit the system without becoming 

its subject: “to be in but not of” (26). The undercommons refuse legitimacy and 

recognition from dominant power structures and institutions; freedom for the 
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undercommons is, thus, not about being recognised differently but to avoid being 

recognised altogether (29-30), living in improvised forms of relation (hapticality) 

which do not require interpellation:  

at rest with the ones who consent not to be one […]  Hapticality, the 
capacity to feel through others, for others to feel through you, for you to feel 
them feeling you, this feel of the shipped is not regulated, at least not 
successfully, by a state, a religion, a people, an empire, a piece of land, a 
totem. (97-98) 
 

The undercommons form of sociality is, in other words, lived through fugitive 

forms of relation which resist consolidation within legible structures of 

governance: “blackness operates as the modality of life’s constant escape and 

takes the form, the held and errant pattern, of flight” (51, emphasis added). This is 

to say, Blackness does not denote an identitarian category; put differently, 

Blackness and ‘Black people’ are not interchangeable terms since they operate at 

different levels, one ontological and the other sociological: Black people are a 

historically racialised category, and therefore they are subject positions within 

systems of governance that can be recognised, managed, represented, and 

incorporated. Blackness, however, is a modality, a condition of being: not 

containable within —nor reducible to— recognition.  

Since this alternative mode of being together challenges and exceeds 

categorisations and institutions, it also disrupts and evades the logics of global 

capitalist extraction, as exemplified by the notion of ‘debt’. Moten and Harney 

assert that when Black subjects refuse the identities and roles assigned to them by 

global capitalism, they create a ‘debt’ to one another, rather than to power 

structures (61-68), and write that: “The black radical tradition is unconsolidated 

debt” (65). In this context, debt, on which capitalism depends, is understood as 

both a tool of discipline and a mechanism of capture. However, for the 

undercommons, this debt remains unconsolidated, unbounded, unpayable, 

unquantifiable, because Blackness is a condition which cannot be repaired, nor 

one that seeks reparation. Instead, their debt is to one another, a form of 

interdependence and collective entanglement beyond capitalist order which, rather 
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than rendering relations legible through exchange and value (through strategies of 

labour and privatisation), binds individuals together without either promises of 

nor demands of closure (52-56; 61-68). 

While Moten and Harney foreground an alternative way of being together, 

Weheliye’s focus is on individual identity: Blackness as a mode of being human 

in relation to other humans and to structures of order and regulation; he argues 

that identity is not chosen but imposed through power. The notion of ‘racializing 

assemblages’ questions the universalist category of ‘human’ by  “constru[ing] 

race not as a biological or cultural classification but as a set of sociopolitical 

processes that discipline humanity into full humans, not- quite- humans, and 

nonhumans” (4). By referring to ‘assemblages’ Weheliye moves beyond the 

individualistic, humanist notion of ‘Man’ towards an idea of relationality and 

interconnectedness, as “ the differing elements articulated in an assemblage 

become components only in their relational connectivity with other factors” (46). 

For example, in discussing some of these factors, in this case, specifically 

regarding gender, Weheliye writes that “the majority of women- of- color 

feminisms have not taken gender as an isolatable—or even primary—category of 

analysis but have instead highlighted the complex relationality between different 

forms of oppression” (23). Which is to say that relational identity is not just a 

product of shared social practices; it is also historically contingent and oriented 

towards shared struggles. 

Moreover, in Weheliye’s line of thinking, identity is embodied, lived through the 

flesh of racialised bodies:  

If the body represents legal personhood qua self- possession, then the flesh 
designates those dimensions of human life cleaved by the working together 
of depravation and deprivation. In order for this cruel ruse to succeed, 
however, subjects must be transformed into flesh before being granted the 
illusion of possessing a body (39).  

 
The flesh, thus, represents a central mechanism of racialisation, since it 

underscores that what Weheliye defines ‘bare life’ is not merely the product of 
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established differences; it is rather the mechanism that sustains hierarchical 

classifications across categories such as gender, race, religion, etc. (43).  

 

Hence, “racializing assemblages” determine the conditions under which 

subjectivity and identity emerge. However, they are not merely destructive; 

they also “articulate how the human functions as a relational whole” (21), 

underscoring how identity is not understood as fixed, but emerging from 

different forms of sociality, as well as shared and embodied social practices 

which contest and go beyond imposed categories.    

 

Thus, the scholars analysed thus far theorise Blackness as modes of being that 

evade dominant structures of power and order, based on reconfigurations of 

sociality and subjectivity: for Moten and Harney blackness is being social 

‘otherwise’, while for Weheliye it is being human ‘otherwise’. Omelsky, whom I 

turn to now, focuses instead on time, theorising a non-linear temporal mode of 

‘fugitive’ being. Drawing on Fanon’s work, Omelsky describes fugitive time as “a 

phenomenal anticipation of the unknown, a paradoxical lunging toward 

decolonization” (25). Decolonisation, thus, should be understood not as a moment 

of closure, but as one of rupture from and abandonment of the logics and language 

of colonisation —the logics building the very system which Black subjects seek to 

escape— thereby opening up new forms of expression that, in the present 

moment, cannot be anticipated nor comprehended (25). Black aesthetics thus 

imagine a form of utopia—fugitive time—by generating collective and ongoing 

ideas of a freedom which will never be fully realised: “it’s this collective desire 

for the sensation of release in the body—of painlessness, to be precise— that is 

the aim and freedom object of fugitive time, however elusive, even impossible” 

(10). Put differently, this collective and social fugitive time envisioned by 

Omelsky encompasses different forms of being and of self-consciousness that, 

despite being non-spatial, unpredictable and impossible, are not abstract; rather, 

they are material and embodied: “grounded in the matter of the flesh” (15). 

Omelsky’s theory of time thus underscores what it means to embody one’s own 

Black skin (11). 
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Further, Omelsky observes the implications of fugitivity specifically for black 

aesthetics, arguing that the black artistic expressions his book engages function as 

a kind of “black critical practice that mines these liminal spaces of diaspora, 

between belonging and nonbelonging, the sayable and the unsayable, history and 

memory, desire and interdiction” (11), arguing that these practices can represent a 

middle ground in the debate between Afro-optimism and Afropessimism. 

According to Omelsky, fugitive time represents the conceptual possibility of 

navigating the tensions between optimism—with its emphasis on social 

potentiality—and pessimism, which considers Black existence as defined by an 

inescapable condition of violence and non-being, while maintaining utopian 

fantasies of freedom from “the Human race” (11). The kind of utopian vision 

which Omelsky identifies, instead, refuses opposite binaries altogether: it does not 

predict a future potential, nor promise an escape from oppression; rather than 

“realiz[ing] that ultimate release” (12), it rejects the current reality, dismantling 

antiblackness logics by constantly imagining their negation (12). Importantly, 

refusal in this context is not the same as contestation. For to contest, writes 

Omelsky, is to accept; instead, “fugitivity— this refusal to engage—is not in itself 

freedom. It is, more precisely, not yet freedom” (7).  

Furthermore, Omelsky stresses that fugitive time is “a resoundingly global black 

project” (4), diasporic in its nature; its scope is not geographically isolated, rather, 

black experiences are globally connected by a shared history of systemic 

oppression rooted in colonial logics which continue to shape the contemporary 

world (4). This global interconnectedness resonates with Mbembe’s formulation 

of Afropolitanism, while also raising questions about how this systemic 

oppression is perpetuated through coloniality, a matter that will be discussed 

further from the perspective of decolonial theory.  

3.4  Decolonial Feminism  
Françoise Vergès develops an idea of decolonial feminism as a critique of 

Western, liberal and ‘civilisational’ feminism, arguing that white, bourgeois 

feminism is complicit in, and benefits from, imperialist, colonialist and racial 
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capitalist logics. Vergès underscores that feminist issues are inseparable from the 

notions of imperialism and racism because: 

if feminism remains based on the division between women and men (a 
division that precedes slavery), but does not analyze how slavery, 
colonialism, and imperialism affect this division—nor how Europe imposes 
its conception of the division between women and men on the peoples it 
colonizes or how this division creates others—then this feminism is racist. 
(18) 
 

Hence, as opposed to Western civilizational feminism, which turned women’s 

rights matters “into an ideology of assimilation and integration into the neoliberal 

order” in order to gain gender equality (12), decolonial feminism is not only a 

struggle against the patriarchy, but an acknowledgement that imperialism, racism 

and colonialism as well as male supremacy are inevitably entangled logics, which 

are part of the same struggle against the “state–patriarchy–capital matrix” (23), 

and the lived experiences of subjugation it produces. Vergès writes thus that 

“decolonial feminisms do not aim to improve the existing system but to combat 

all forms of oppression” (23). More precisely, Vergès posits that:  

What justifies a reappropriation of the term ‘feminism’ is that its theories 
and practices are rooted in the awareness of a profound, concrete, daily 
experience of oppression produced by the state–patriarchy–capital matrix, 
which manufactures the category of ‘women’ to legitimize policies of 
reproduction and assignment, both of which are racialized. (23) 
 

In other words, Vergès argues that the reappropriation of the term ‘feminism’ 

from a decolonial perspective is justified by its grounding in the material 

experience of systemic oppression generated by the nexus of state, patriarchy and 

capitalism, which constructs ‘women’ as a category in order to enable the 

institutionalisation of racialised regimes such as social reproduction. This 

represents one of the key differences between an anti-discrimination approach to 

women’s liberation—which seeks reform within the boundaries of the system and 

integration into capitalism— and a revolutionary approach, which instead 

advocates for total system reformation (36). Decolonial feminism does not 

represent a new wave of Western feminist thought, nor is it rooted in hope or 

resentment. Rather, it is a movement grounded in the historical continuity of 
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resistance amongst racialised women, and the ongoing struggles for anti-colonial 

liberation for women in the ‘Global South’ (23).  

The tension between these two approaches also emphasises the collective nature 

of the struggle against the state-patriarchy-capital matrix, beyond narratives of 

individual empowerment: “the revolutionary approach proposes collective 

organization […] In the anti-discrimination approach, independence is measured 

by the capacity to access consumption and individual autonomy” (37). Promoting 

women’s participation in the neoliberal system, and the consequent narratives of 

female empowerment, result in an institutionalisation of feminism which is thus 

stripped of political significance. Vergès explains instead that while decolonial 

feminism does not reject the idea of female empowerment outright, without a 

structural transformation, this becomes a tool for control and pacification of 

women’s dissent, as well as reinforcing a narrative of white saviourism and 

Western exceptionalism (58-67). 

Empowerment, within the context of feminist resistance, thus functions as a tool 

for governance, incorporation and compliance with racial capitalism. 

Consequently, refusal, for the decolonial feminist, becomes a material and 

epistemic rejection of the structures of power which sustain modernity and 

therefore coloniality, seen as the enduring structural and biopolitical persistence 

of forms of governance rooted in colonial logics, which perpetuate “a politics of 

disposable life, of humans as waste” (16, emphasis in original). This notion of a 

division of the world which turns some humans into disposable waste can be 

better understood within a broader decolonial discussion on the origins of the 

notion of ‘human’, since, in order to understand how feminism can reproduce 

logics for which some women do not deserve to be fully liberated, it is useful to 

shed light on the ways in which colonialism justified itself by asserting who 

deserved to be considered fully human to begin with. 

Sylvia Wynter defines four interconnected dimensions of coloniality: truth (as in 

knowledge), power, freedom (to have rights and agency), and being: that is, those 

who count as human determine how knowledge is produced, how power operates, 
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and who has the right to agency and freedom. Wynter argues that the ‘unsettling’ 

of the coloniality of power necessarily requires the unsettling of the 

“overrepresentation” (260)  of a specific idea of human which she defines as 

‘Man’. ‘Man’, for Wynter, is a historically constructed, Western—rational and 

economically productive—ideal of the human, treated as universal: “which 

overrepresents itself as if it were the human itself” (260) and construed as the 

standard against which all other humans are measured. Although the definition of 

Man has shifted historically, starting with the Renaissance and the idea of a 

political, rational (Man1) to gradually develop into a modern, neoliberal, 

economic subject (Man2), Wynter asserts that this definition has remained 

exclusionary, because the creation of Man necessarily required that of the idea of 

Other (263-266; 300-301). This process was deeply shaped by colonialism, which 

essentially redefined what it means to be human by excluding colonised, 

indigenous, enslaved peoples from the status of human, as well as sub-Saharan 

Africans and their diasporic descendants in a later phase (267).  

The creation of Man and its overrepresentation is at the core of Wynter’s theory, 

and all her later arguments relate to it, as she asserts that major current issues 

having to do with race, gender, class, sexuality and the unequal distribution of 

global resources are interconnected expressions of the conflict between Man and 

human (260-262). Essentially then, Wynter defines an epistemological issue 

stemming from the overrepresentation of Man, a construct that not only defines 

who counts as human but also shapes what is accepted as knowledge (truth), 

establishes hierarchies between disposable and valued life and death, and 

consequently stirs power structures (269-273). As a consequence, since the formal 

end of colonialism, this system endured in coloniality, resulting in the global 

capitalist system producing structurally excluded categories of humans (refugees, 

migrants, minorities, but also Black subjects more generally: contemporary 

‘damnés’ in Fanon’s terms: 321). On these premises Wynter proposes that it is 

necessary to rethink “both the human, and its human activity” (320) outside of 

these colonial foundations, which will allow for the category of systemically 

excluded peoples to be defined as “a new Liminal category, [which] enables the 
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incorporation of the socially mobile Black middle class into the normative order 

of things, if still at a secondary level” (325, emphasis added). In other words, this 

new status of ‘human’, for Wynter, is liminal, hybrid and increasingly 

transnational (325-328). 

Wynter’s analysis, and particularly her argument that contemporary struggles 

stem from the conflict between Man and human, is extremely relevant to this 

thesis, because it provides the ontological and epistemological foundation for 

understanding feminism both from a decolonial perspective and in connection to 

Blackness. If Man defines human, or, in Wynter’s line of thinking, it defines 

everything, it also defines gender: Western feminism thus defines ‘woman’ as a 

universal category, a category which is instead shaped by colonial (racial and 

gendered) hierarchies, reproducing these logics to assume who is to be fully 

liberated at the expense of devalued or totally erased —racialised—women. In 

this sense, then, Vergès’ is a call for an epistemic shift, rather than a political 

reform:  

Rewriting the history of feminism from the colony is a central issue for 
decolonial feminism. […] To fight against femoimperialism is to bring the 
lives of ‘anonymous’ women back from silence, to reject the process of 
pacification, and to analyze why and how women’s rights have become an 
ideological weapon in the service of neoliberalism. […] When women’s 
rights are reduced to the defense of individual freedom […] without 
questioning the content of this freedom, without questioning the genealogy 
of this notion in European modernity, we are entitled to wonder whether all 
these rights were granted because other women were not free. (17) 

 

Vergès reiterates that white-centred feminism failed to acknowledge the political 

agency of Black women, for instance those who participated in the Haitian 

revolution or those who actively resisted slavery through marronnage; these 

struggles have been subsequently instrumentalised in dominant Eurocentric 

feminist narratives, yet the women who carried them out remained unrecognised 

(17-18). This erasure is crucial for contemporary Black studies, where 

marronnage is now being reinterpreted not just as escape, but as active refusal of 

racist paradigms and as a way to imagine alternative modes of being in the world. 
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In this sense, marronnage can be seen as rooted in the same logic of the fugitive 

‘waywardness’ conceptualised by Saidiya Hartman, who provides examples of 

how Black women in the early 20th century created ways of expression outside 

and beyond dominant norms, not by resisting but by actively refusing institutional 

incorporation through everyday acts (refusal of respectability, sexual autonomy, 

sociality, among others). This kind of refusal is foundational for Black feminist 

thought, according to Axelle Karera, who writes:  

refusal [is] both a privileged mode of Black feminist philosophical 
theorizing and a conceptual framework that enables thinking uninhibited by 
the reactionary demands of a politics of resistance. […] Indeed, I claim that 
Black feminist philosophy teaches us the virtues of refusal—refusal to sell 
ourselves short, refusal to be confined by the conceptual choices offered us, 
and calls to look elsewhere, beyond philosophy, for scenes and possibilities 
of refusal (114). 
 

In other words, for Kerera, refusal should not be viewed as resistance within 

existing systems but as a rejection of the fundamental frameworks of inclusion 

and exclusion that have historically—ontologically and epistemologically— 

marginalised Black subjects (114); instead, it should be seen as a creative and 

generative tool that opens up avenues to move beyond these limitations (114).  

3.5 Conclusion  
This chapter has situated Afropolitan theory, Black studies, and decolonial theory 

in dialogue with one another to lay the groundwork for an analysis aimed at 

illuminating the negotiations at play in the following investigation of African 

diasporic literary platforms. This theoretical framework foregrounds the 

entanglement of cultural resistance, identity formation, and literary production 

with the logics of global capitalism and the enduring structures of coloniality.  

Afropolitan theory provides a critical lens to understand hybridity, relationality 

and solidarity among diasporic subjects in the context of global mobility. Its 

limitations, in particular its tendencies towards elitism and consumerism, are 

interrogated through the critiques of Black studies and decolonial feminism. Black 

studies focuses on fugitivity, refusal, and alternative modes of being which exceed 
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and unsettle dominant power structures, rooted in racial capitalism. This 

theoretical lens insists on collective, insurgent and embodied knowledge-making 

ways that characterise both Black life and Black cultural expressions, which 

imagine freedom and belonging beyond recognisable and predictable forms. 

Decolonial feminism expands this discussion by foregrounding the intersection of 

gender, race and coloniality, challenging the universalising tendencies of white-

centred feminism and Western epistemology.  

Ultimately, the interplay of these theories underscores the need to avoid binary 

thinking, attending instead to the simultaneity, ambiguities and tensions which 

characterise African diasporic subjectivities, and, consequently, literary 

production. This framework establishes that it is precisely within these tensions 

that generative meaning-making practices and alternative forms of agency, 

solidarity and critique emerge.  

4 Afropolitan Literary Platforms: A 
Calibrated Reading 

4.1 Introduction 
This thesis proposes an approach to African and diasporic literary platforms that 

underscores their relevance for decolonial thought. As established so far, this 

requires a dialectical methodological approach that mediates between the aesthetic 

specificity of these texts and the material conditions within which they emerge. 

To grasp the interplay between these two domains—the aesthetic and the social—

this study employs a two-level analysis that moves from macro to micro level. For 

this purpose, this analytical chapter begins with a literary sociological 

examination intended to map the broader conditions of production, which will 

subsequently inform the close reading of the selected texts. 

The sociological analysis of the platforms approaches them as literary channels 

that both function within and contribute to larger systems of production and 

consumption of contemporary African and diasporic literature. I specifically 

examine how these channels operate concurrently within three main frameworks 
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central to this study: Afropolitan and feminist discourses, and bibliotherapy, a 

reading approach that treats literature as a practice of self-management and 

emotional engagement. Since these platforms interact with all three discourses 

simultaneously, the topics covered in each subsection are interconnected and 

contribute collectively to the overall analysis, which seeks to shed light on the 

ambivalent nature of these literary platforms, arising from their operation within 

the neoliberal dynamics of global racial capitalism.  

The subsequent close readings analyse three short stories—one for each 

platform—with the goal of highlighting how a calibrated reading between social 

and aesthetic domains enables an understanding of how the dynamics at play in 

the texts published in these journals may conflict with the platforms’ core logics 

and the ways in which they construct and engage with their audiences. Quayson, 

in his original conceptualisation of calibration, and Harris and Hållén in their 

application of the method to the analysis of African street literature, highlight how 

a calibrated reading reveals how literary texts register elements of the social 

context from which they emerge. Quayson thus understands calibrations as the 

“situated procedure of attempting to wrest something from the aesthetic domain 

for the analysis and better understanding of the social” (xv). The ‘understanding 

of the social’ which arises from the readings proposed in this analysis emphasises 

instead how literary texts might also actively work against the neoliberal logics 

impinging on the social environment in which they are produced and consumed, 

thereby sustaining alternative ways of being in the world grounded in refusal and 

illegibility.  

4.2 AFREADA, Isele Magazine and Midnight & Indigo: a 
literary sociological approach   

This section introduces and examines the literary platforms AFREADA, Isele 

Magazine, and Midnight & Indigo, which have published the narratives analysed 

in this study. Its purpose is to provide a contextual foundation, situating the 

selected short stories within the sociological field in which they circulate, thereby 

supporting the subsequent literary analysis. 
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AFREADA—a combination of the words Africa and reader—is a multimedia 

literary magazine dedicated to contemporary short stories by African and 

diasporic authors. Funded in 2015 by British-Nigerian publishing director Nancy 

Adimora, whose career includes senior roles at major publishing houses such as 

HarperCollins, AFREADA functions as both a publishing and an editorial 

platform. The second platform, Isele Magazine, founded in 2020 by Nigerian 

diasporic award-winning novelist and academic Ukamaka Olisakwe, is a 

curatorial and publishing platform focused on literature, critical essays, and art, 

seeking to amplify the work of both new and established authors from Africa and 

its diaspora. The platform foregrounds these expressions as means of interpreting 

and challenging social realities through narratives about identity and belonging, 

across geographical boundaries. It has earned critical acclaim from The New York 

Times and Brittle Paper, among others, as a significant contribution to 

contemporary African literature. The third and final platform, Midnight & Indigo, 

is a literary platform entirely dedicated to short stories and narrative essays by 

Black women authors across the diaspora. Founded in 2018 by editor Ianna A. 

Small, it is conceived as a space that celebrates Black female voices through 

publishing, mentoring initiatives and writing programs and has supported a 

substantial global community of writers. 

4.2.1 Afropolitanism 
This section considers how the platforms AFREADA, Midnight & Indigo and Isele 

Magazine situate African and diasporic literature within global circuits of 

visibility, actively fostering a sense of community and belonging, thereby 

sustaining the global interconnectedness central to the Afropolitan subjectivity. 

Mbembe conceptualises Afropolitan theory as foregrounding identity as fluid and 

a form of belonging not tied to fixed notions of nation, race, or shared history. He 

asserts that an “awareness of the interweaving of the here and there, the presence 

of the elsewhere in the here, and vice versa” (59-60) is foundational to the 

Afropolitan identity. Within this context, the literary platforms AFREADA, Isele 

Magazine and Midnight & Indigo can be understood as diasporic cultural nodes, 

infrastructures that contribute to forming and sustaining a network of literary 
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production, circulation, and consumption beyond geographical boundaries. Critics 

of Afropolitanism, such as Dabiri, instead describe it as a lifestyle aesthetic tied to 

global capitalism. This analysis seeks to demonstrate how Afropolitanism 

operates simultaneously as an emancipatory vision of mobility and transnational 

belonging, and as a marketable aesthetic practice aligned with the global cultural 

economy. 

In the case of AFREADA, Afropolitan belonging is achieved by emphasising how 

the platform, through storytelling, aims at “bringing words and worlds together” 

(About). Indeed, on its home page, the platform reads: “Imagine travelling across 

Africa. No visa applications, no airports, just awe-inspiring stories” (Home). 

Thus, the reader will require neither identity documents nor travel visas to access 

the African continent; instead, through literature, the platform seeks to reduce the 

perceived and physical distance between Africa and the reader. The home page, 

therefore, sets the tone for the platform’s editorial orientation, directly 

constructing an idea of Afropolitan mobility that appeals to, and actively 

imagines, a globally mobile community of readers who are “Afropolitans: not 

citizens, but Africans of the world” (Selasi). That is to say, the kind of mobility 

the platform speaks of is imagined as accessible to a diasporic readership 

regardless of social status or economic means, exemplifying Eze’s view that 

Afropolitanism represents the articulation of “the cultural face of 

cosmopolitanism” (239) from the perspective of the postcolonial African subject. 
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Figure 1: AFREADA, Home page 

Another significant aspect of AFREADA’s homepage contributing to this sense of 

Afropolitan community is the emphasis on the phrase “Welcome home” (Home 

page) in bold font, as this frames ‘home’ as a dual construct: it becomes 

simultaneously Africa and the platform itself. Home, in an Afropolitan context, 

conveys an affective and symbolic connection to Africa beyond territorial 

belonging. In fact, for the Afropolitan subject—one inhabiting multiple cultural 

worlds—home is neither singular nor stable; instead, it is dispersed, shaped by 

hybridity and mobility: in Eze's words, it becomes “delocalized” (238). The kind 

of ‘home’ promoted by AFREADA fits this Afropolitan imaginary and is 

constructed as a mobile and hybrid space of belonging, mediated through a 

channel which produces it through aesthetic practices aimed at sustaining a form 

of community and facilitating a sense of inclusion and recognition within global 

diasporic circuits, seemingly situated in opposition to the exclusionary tendencies 

of dominant, institutionalised contexts.  

These characteristics contribute to AFREADA exemplifying the contradictions that 

characterise Afropolitanism: by facilitating access to cultural production through 

an Afropolitan community, AFREADA constructs a sense of diasporic belonging 

that appears to counter the tendency to marginalise—if not erase—the experiences 

of individuals who lack global mobility. However, it also helps shape a form of 
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belonging that, in being cosmopolitan, could be perceived as elitist, curated, and 

English-speaking. While AFREADA articulates a kind of ‘home’ that can be 

reached with a mobile phone and a small amount of data required to read a short 

story, since the reader does not need institutional recognition (such as citizenship 

or a passport) to travel, it also constructs and engages with an elite cosmopolitan 

readership. In this way, AFREADA reflects the dynamic and co-producing 

relationship between the fields of African literary production described by 

Brouillette, on the one hand promoting a demotic mode of literary circulation, 

and, on the other, imagining and actively fostering an elite, Afropolitan 

readership.  

The same sense of Afropolitan belonging is also evident in Midnight & Indigo, a 

highly curated platform which describes itself as “a creative home for Black 

women writers worldwide [which aims at] building a space where writers and 

readers connect through story” (Home page). In this case, the kind of ‘home’ that 

the platform constructs — entirely dedicated to Black women — can be 

interpreted as an ongoing site for the reclamation and rearticulation not only of 

what it means to belong, but also of literature overall, something to which both 

writers and readers contribute to defining through storytelling. It is especially 

significant that Midnight & Indigo frames itself as a space of creative autonomy 

responding to a specific history of marginalisation, by centring and—crucially—

legitimising female Black expressions. As the platform asserts, “Black women 

writers carry the canon forward.” (Home page, emphasis added). This framing 

foregrounds the literary canon as a dynamic, collectively produced site of 

contestation, which the Black women who write for Midnight & Indigo become 

active agents in preserving and revising.  
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Figure 2: Midnight & Indigo, short stories 

Midnight & Indigo’s curatorial orientation, in privileging specific kinds of voices 

(Black women, as well as non-binary authors), sets the tone for a distinct editorial 

identity, an aspect evident not only in the platform’s mission but also in its 

aesthetic choices, which results in a clear editorial voice that can be considered 

platform-wide, rather than just textual. Their short stories are, in fact, curated 

around specific aspects, in particular intimacy, emotional depth, interiority, and 

boldness; the platform asserts that this space, privileging stories that are “Fierce, 

intimate, and deeply attuned to the interior lives of Black women […] is where 

imagination expands, craft is honored, and our voices find a home” (Short 

Fiction). In other words, by focusing on specific elements such as boldness and 

intimacy, Midnight & Indigo seeks to construct a literary space that highlights and 

supports the multiplicity of Black female voices across the diaspora, thereby 

consolidating them within global circuits of visibility and circulation.  

These elements highlight how Midnight & Indigo operates across multiple 

discourses simultaneously. As discussed in the following sections, the platform’s 

carefully curated aesthetic choices raise questions about the modes of Blackness 

made globally visible (and thus valuable), prompting an analysis of the 

intersection between literary expression and global market dynamics. Midnight & 

Indigo, emphasising specific themes, facilitates the construction of a diverse 

Afropolitan community through relatable content and aims to elevate and amplify 

Black female voices; however, it does so through a highly refined literary space, 

shaping a unique representation of Black diasporic femininity that is particularly 

relevant to feminist discourse. 

Image removed due to copyright restrictions. The original can be 
viewed at: https://www.midnightandindigo.com/category/short-
fiction/?e-page-aa38038=3 
 

https://www.midnightandindigo.com/category/short-fiction/?e-page-aa38038=3
https://www.midnightandindigo.com/category/short-fiction/?e-page-aa38038=3
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The third platform, Isele Magazine, foregrounds instead a sense of Afropolitan 

connection and collectivity centred on intellectual and critical engagement, 

situating it within broader political and cultural discourses. Through the 

platform’s curation of short stories, interviews, critical essays and art, this 

diasporic, Afropolitan connection is framed as anchored in the circulation of 

ideas. In Isele’s editorial orientation, literature becomes not only a medium for 

describing social realities but also a site for interrogating normative structures and 

a way of challenging dominant narratives about identity. Writers who best 

embody the platform’s vision have the chance to compete for the Isele Prizes, 

awarded annually, with shortlists evaluated by internal judges across categories 

such as short stories, poetry, and nonfiction. In 2025, the prize included $150 and 

the publication in the print edition of Best of Isele and was awarded to sixteen 

“brilliant, defiant, and emotionally resonant [works that] capture our mission: to 

provide a platform for writers who hold a mirror to our society” (Isele Prizes). 

Isele Magazine’s commitment to positioning Black African and diasporic authors 

within broader global visibility networks is noticeable on its About page. At the 

very top of the page, the platform states that it publishes authors from around the 

world, highlighting its international reach and cosmopolitan goals. However, the 

'Praises for Isele Magazine' section on the same page reveals a more focused 

target, since most of the endorsements listed praise the magazine’s role in 

amplifying African voices in particular. The Nigerian online newspaper Ynaja, for 

instance, notes how Isele’s payment policies (“a modest token”, according to the 

Submission Guideline’s page) allow both established and emergent authors to 

contribute to the African literary community rather than struggling “for spaces in 

often viciously exclusionary publications outside the continent” (para. 5). This 

tension between the platform’s ambition to be globally inclusive and its 

recognition as a publication focused on African literature indicates that Isele 

occupies a dual position: it seeks participation in global literary circuits while 

remaining committed to African and diasporic cultural and political discourse. 

This reflects Gikandi’s Afro-optimist view that Africa is not marginal to global 

cultural production; rather, it actively shapes it (xiv). 
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From a literary sociological perspective, these elements collectively illustrate 

Brouillette’s argument that postcolonial literary production is inevitably tied to 

and shaped by global market forces. Postcolonial literary institutions, according to 

Brouillette, often mediate between local and/or culturally specific identities and 

marketplace demands, aiming to maintain cultural agency while conforming to 

globally legible standards of value and recognition, and navigating between 

cultural authenticity and the demands of global visibility. In this process, 

authenticity itself becomes a ‘branding tool’ that helps writers gain international 

recognition, as postcolonial writers are expected to represent ‘authentic’ cultural 

difference in ways that remain intelligible—marketable—to global audiences 

(Postcolonial Writers in the Global Literary Marketplace 1-8). Isele Magazine 

exemplifies these dynamics, as, on the one hand, it positions itself as a politically 

and intellectually grounded space committed to challenging dominant narratives 

and amplifying African and diasporic voices, and, on the other, its logics, 

including editorial curation, endorsements, and cosmopolitan scope, also situate it 

within broader systems of literary prestige very much attuned to a 

Western/metropolitan gaze. The Isele Prizes serve as one example of these 

dynamics, representing more than a way of celebrating literary merit; they also 

illustrate the mechanisms that help writers acquire cultural value and position 

themselves within global circuits of recognition.  

So far, this analysis has highlighted how these platforms articulate, through both 

content and form, a sense of collectivity and community, exemplifying how 

Afropolitanism operates simultaneously as an emancipatory imaginary of mobility 

and transnational belonging, and a marketable aesthetic practice aligned with the 

global cultural economy. Midnight & Indigo achieves this through a highly 

curated articulation of Black and diasporic interiority; Isele through intellectual 

and critical engagement; and AFREADA through a privileging of quotidian 

intimacy. Additionally, these platforms appear to foster the Afro-optimist 

tendency identified by Gikandi, insofar as they actively work against the Afro-

pessimist idea of Africa as “hopelessly imprisoned in its past” (xii). Rather, they 

appear to contribute to African and diasporic agency, fashioning and sustaining 
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the decolonial future-oriented identity politics envisioned by Fanon and reiterated 

by Gikandi, who states that Afropolitanism, with its focus on global entanglement 

and cultural hybridity, allows for reframing and reimagining narratives of Africa 

outside dominant tropes of failure, underscoring instead how African cultural 

production is actively shaping global culture and “fashioning […] new 

subjectivities” able to create new imaginative strategies for agency and vision of 

the future (xiv).  

4.2.2 Bibliotherapy 
Taken together, these three platforms thus contribute to a reconfiguration of 

Afropolitan belonging—an entanglement beyond national borders—through 

different editorial and aesthetic strategies that foster specific modes of 

community. This focus on collectivity and relationality, central to the previous 

discussion of Afropolitan literary production, is also useful to understand how 

these platforms can be said to foster a bibliotherapeutic practice. As noted, in her 

analysis of the literary platform Wattpad, Brouillette describes how bibliotherapy 

has evolved from a clinical practice into a ‘newer’ phenomenon that functions as a 

crucial mechanism of commodification of literature in global capitalism. As such, 

this section underscores yet another important feature of these platforms, as they 

mediate between resistance and compliance to capitalist logics. Bibliotherapy, the 

use of reading to gain self-insight and navigate challenges, is described by 

Brouillette as a “relatable” (para. 17) phenomenon, in that it relies on 

identification and affirmation; in other words, readers on these platforms gain 

insight into their own problems, to feel seen and understood, through connecting 

and identifying with fictional characters. The following example, taken from 

AFREADA, illustrates how the platform articulates a sense of belonging and 

relatability within its editorial framework by emphasising everyday lived 

experiences rather than exoticised or spectacularised portrayals of African and 

diasporic life. This approach is reflected in both its short stories and the visual 

elements accompanying these narratives, which collectively situate the texts 

within familiar, recognisable contexts.  
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Figure 3: AFREADA, Short stories 

AFREADA’s curation consistently privileges stories that pay close attention to 

characters and place, particularly through recurring themes of identity and 

personal relationships. A good example of this editorial preference is the short 

story “The Morning After”, the first story that the reader encounters on the Home 

page. The platform provides key contextual elements such as the author’s name, 

the story's origin (Sierra Leone), and the time it takes to read it (four minutes). 

This narrative is introduced by a photograph of two chairs on a balcony, which 

visually situates the reader within a domestic setting, and the story centres on 

interpersonal experiences unfolding within familiar settings and recognisable 

routines. The potential disruptive element in the plot—an unexpected 

pregnancy—does not culminate in tension; rather, it unfolds positively through 

reflection, interiority, and solidarity among family members. It is precisely this 

accessibility that appears to resonate with readers, as reflected in responses that 

praise “the simple sweetest [sic] of this piece”, and describe it as “Unexpectedly 

lighthearted [sic]!”. 

The same curatorial orientation is evident in “Petals in the Noise”, the second 

short story on the home page, which is another example of how the platform 

privileges place and characters that resonate deeply with readers. The ordinary 

here is articulated through specific urban and temporal contexts, as the story 
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unfolds within a single working day of a flower vendor. The flower vendor is 

located on Adderly Street and is part of a long lineage of women in the same 

profession, linking this specific character to a broader history of precarious labour 

and social marginalisation. The narrative emphasises everyday micro-social 

interactions that structure the main character’s day, embedded in numerous 

sensory and experiential details which enhance its relatability: the noise of traffic, 

the colours of the flower arrangements, the humidity in the air. There is no 

singular event in this story; rather, the day ends very much as it began. Again, it is 

precisely this element of accessibility which is most praised by readers, as one 

writes: “Home is Kaapstad, and Kaapstad is nothing without our ladies on 

Adderly street selling blossoming flowers and talking tongues that was past [sic] 

down from a sad but resilient history, mixed with spices, colours and all walks of 

life - all is accepted and celebrated”. Another comment describes: “Such a warm 

piece of writing. Also...a little sad; how the most consistent people providing the 

littlest things, that somehow make a great difference, always go unnoticed. 

Reading this made me remember a lady frying "puff puff" at a corner downtown. 

She's been there since I was a toddler”. These narratives, as well as the reactions 

they provoke in readers, reveal how AFREADA employs affective engagement 

through a focus on intimacy and familiarity as a strategy to reinforce a sense of 

belonging across African and diasporic contexts. 

As with Isele, this focus on the ordinary highlights how these platforms operate 

within cultural agency and market demands simultaneously. While AFREADA’s 

editorial stance can be understood through Brouillette’s analysis of postcolonial 

‘authenticity’ in the global literary marketplace—as a feature valued in 

transnational literary circuits (Postcolonial Writers in the Global Literary 

Marketplace 4-6, 15-19)—it also underscores how AFREADA fosters a form of 

diasporic mediation through literature, especially when viewed alongside its stated 

mission of connecting Africa and its diaspora, described as “A portmanteau of 

Africa and reader”, in their words (About). By cultivating intimacy and affective 

engagement through their short stories, AFREADA works to reduce the distance 

between the platform and the reader, as evidenced by the readers’ comments cited 
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above, which underscore forms of recognition and emotional engagement with the 

narratives. This sense of proximity between the reader—whether located on the 

continent or in the diaspora—and the platform, which conceives itself as ‘home’ 

and renders ‘home’ Africa, fosters a fundamental characteristic of the Afropolitan 

identity, namely the transnational relationality grounded in circulation and 

mobility described by Mbembe (59-60) and reiterated by Eze in his discussion of 

the importance of community for Afropolitan subjects (239, 245).  

These three platforms foster bibliotherapy by centring on relatable experiences—

privileging content about identity, relationships, gender, race, and diaspora—

essentially providing stories that help people perceive themselves as part of a 

community sharing the same struggles. Moreover, content is curated and 

organised to help the reader easily match with stories centred on shared 

experiences (for instance, through tags such as ‘family’, ‘journeys’, ‘love’, 

‘blackness’, as illustrated in Fig. 2). Importantly, these platforms actively sustain 

communities of care, contributed to by writers and readers alike, in which 

storytelling becomes a tool for emotional support; communities that amplify 

marginalised voices, strengthening an idea of inclusion, where stigmatised, 

racialised, gendered experiences are shared in ways that are framed as 

meaningful.  

By prioritising validation, recognition, and affirmation, these platforms foster 

emotional connection rather than promoting self-transformation. In this context, 

the short story form plays a crucial role. Short stories can be considered compact, 

succinct forms of bibliotherapy because their brevity provides a quick, immediate, 

and intensified sense of emotional recognition. Readers of short stories tend to 

identify with characters through a single emotional insight or specific situation, 

rather than following a full developmental journey as in novels. This concise form 

also offers a sense of achievement and easily fits into busy schedules and 

commutes, which resonates strongly with Brouillette’s theory of contemporary 

English-language African reading culture, itself drawing on Harris and Hållén’s 

research on the connection between literary form and contemporary African 
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literary production. Adimora, AFREADA’s founding editor, recalls that the idea 

for the platform was born from the experience of reading a collection of short 

stories during a commute. She notes: “I was in awe of the unique beauty and 

power of the short story form. You know that sense of accomplishment you get 

when you finish a book? Imagine feeling that in 15 minutes. You get on the 

Victoria Line at Highbury & Islington, and before you change to the Bakerloo 

Line at Oxford Circus, you’ve already been to Nairobi and back” (About). While 

this sense of achievement is especially evident in AFREADA, where readers can 

choose their virtual travel destinations (with content organised geographically 

across different African regions), and stories are timed to match the number of 

minutes needed to read them, it is actively promoted across all three platforms. 

Indeed, all three platforms focus on short, concise content—fiction and non-

fiction—suitable for various devices, providing an enjoyable, curated reading 

experience on both mobile phones and computers. This reflects Brouillette’s 

argument that digital technologies play a crucial role in the demotic reading 

sector, where readers seek “for ease of access and low prices, [highlighting] the 

relevance of self-publishing, and with the rising rates of adoption of mobile 

phones there has been a rise in what we might call smartphone literatures–

meaning, simply, accessing reading material via smartphone, with the material 

itself designed to suit the reading situation” (Underdevelopment and African 

Literature 47). Put differently, Brouillette points out that the ways in which 

people are accessing literature have shifted: rather than relying on traditional 

publishing, many readers turn to (often self-published) mobile-friendly, cheaper 

and more accessible channels, which not only offer content that can be read on a 

smartphone, they provide content especially designed for the purpose of being 

consumed on digital devices. Thus, the three platforms analysed here, all offering 

digital and mobile-friendly reading, provide relatable content that can be 

consumed quickly and for free, consolidating reading habits directly linked to 

bibliotherapy, as they offer immediate emotional connection without cost or 

institutional mediation. Considering these factors, these platforms seem to 

conform to capitalist demands by providing easily accessible, digestible reading 
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material that offers quick relief from daily stress through relatable experiences, 

fostering the kind of ‘new’ bibliotherapy described by Brouillette (para. 16). 

Nevertheless, as will be discussed later, this approach is problematised when 

examined in relation to the narratives themselves inasmuch as these stories also 

resist bibliotherapeutic closure and withhold the self-reflection necessary for 

readers to achieve validation and recognition. 

4.2.3 Decolonial and civilisational feminisms 
So far, this analysis has highlighted ways in which the three platforms amplify 

and privilege female authors: in addition to Midnight & Indigo’s evident Black-

women-only editorial line, Isele has dedicated entire issues to female authors, 

such as ‘The Woman Issue’ published in 2021, and AFREADA privileges stories 

centred on female characters or written by Black women (see, for instance, the 

example provided in Figure 3). This section turns to another tension, namely the 

kind of feminist discourse these platforms exemplify, whether decolonial or 

‘civilisational’, in Vergès’ terms. In fact, while these platforms construct spaces 

for Black women voices, they also function as literary institutions within global 

capitalist systems; therefore, although the feminist efforts they enable might be 

viewed as decolonial in that they seek to amplify voices systemically marginalised 

in dominant power structures, they also embody the kind of empowerment which 

Vergès, in the context of feminist resistance, considers a means of pacification 

and governance through conformity to racial capitalism. These platforms, in other 

words, risk reproducing ‘civilizational feminist’ logics even as they appear to 

oppose them. 

Midnight & Indigo, for example, exclusively publishes Black women authors and 

identifies as a “100% Black woman–owned” business (About). The ‘Write for us’ 

page states they look for “stories [that] resonate emotionally, offering readers a 

window into the world’s complexities and the richness of personal experiences”, 

seeking to “celebrate the artistry and depth of Black literary fiction” through the 

writer’s craft (Write for us). The emphasis on Black-women-only storytelling, 

focusing on emotional engagement and relatable experiences, can be interpreted 
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as an act of emotional labour. This caring approach is two-fold: while authors help 

readers connect with characters, the platform also helps writers develop their 

skills.  

 

Figure 4: Midnight & Indigo, Courses 

The courses, ranging from single-day sessions to multi-week programs, provide 

tools for learning how to develop ‘believable’ characters around themes such as 

ancestry and memory. They are explicitly “designed specifically for Black women 

writers” (Writing classes for Black writers). Essentially, they serve as 

developmental tools for Black women authors to craft Black women characters 

that resonate with other Black women. Additionally, the platform’s home page 

states that “Black women have always written — across kitchen tables, in the 

margins of time, through memory, imagination, and truth” (Home). This framing 

foregrounds how Black women, historically confined to the domestic sphere, have 

nonetheless carried a responsibility of preserving knowledge. Writing stories that 

actively shape the literary canon—as previously noted—becomes, then, in the 

platform’s orientation, an act of continuity: an ongoing, collective practice carried 

out by Black women that shapes what is and is not institutionally recognised as 

canonical. In other words, rather than merely inheriting traditions, Black women 

who write for Midnight & Indigo are framed as active agents of intervention into 

and contestation of the overall system of literary and knowledge production. 

While this feminist orientation is most evident in Midnight & Indigo, the other 

two platforms also express a perhaps more subtle but equally noticeable form of 

developmental feminism. A closer look at the “Notable Writing” page dedicated 

Image removed due to copyright restrictions. The original can be 
viewed at: https://midnight-indigo.com/collections/writing-
classes-for-black-writers 
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to fiction on Isele, for instance, reveals that of the eighteen authors listed, eleven 

are women, and at least one man is explicitly described as queer. In an interview 

titled “A Novelist Entered Literary Curation, Still Honouring Her Feminist 

Roots”, Olisakwe —the journal’s founder— recalls that Isele was founded as a 

tribute to her grandmother, Isele, a performance poet and artist deeply committed 

to maintaining Nigerian oral literary traditions (Open Country Mag). Isele 

Magazine has dedicated entire issues to women’s questions and consistently 

publishes fiction and nonfiction that address patriarchal violence, gender and 

reproductive rights, and motherhood. For instance, the 2024 winner of the Isele 

Prize for nonfiction, “Sense of Touch” by Nora Nneka, explores the difficult 

relationship between a woman and her body, the complexities, and the physical 

and emotional trauma of pregnancy. Considering the platform’s critical stance, 

which specifically aims at challenging “conventional expectations about ways of 

being, how to be, and who decides who should be” (About), it can be argued that 

Isele Magazine exemplifies the ambivalence between, on the one hand, 

contributing to redefining and unsettling epistemic hierarchies and actively 

sustaining a narrative and critical authority, and, on the other, operating within 

global Eurocentric frameworks and neoliberal logics of visibility and cultural 

prestige.  

According to Vergès, however, a decolonial feminist struggle aims not at 

assimilating to racial capitalism, but at resisting all forms of patriarchal, racialised 

and capitalist oppression. These platforms, in functioning as amplifying, 

developmental, and empowering tools—for Black women in particular—risk 

aligning with the ideologies of what Vergès describes as an anti-discrimination 

approach to women’s liberation, a civilizational feminist mode that seeks reforms 

within existing power structures and integration into capitalism. Even though 

these platforms, collectively, foreground the kind of reflective storytelling—

focused on interiority, memory and identity—that speaks to the literary 

sensitivities of a Black female audience, they also contribute to producing a 

globally legible, cosmopolitan African voice which is very attuned to global 

expectations. Simply put, while they may not portray the African woman as in 
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need of saving, they can still be said to promote and make visible (and thus 

valuable) a particular image of African and diasporic femininity: cultured, 

aesthetically refined, modern, and sophisticated. Therefore, even when the 

‘overrepresentation of Man’, in Wynter’s terms, is being disrupted, the genre of 

human made visible through these platforms —potentially decolonial spaces— 

might still be only a highly educated, globally mobile, English-speaking, elitist 

one.  

It is also worth recalling the simultaneity with which these discourses are engaged 

on the platforms, which underscores that feminist discussions, for instance, while 

relevant in their own right, are also useful when analysed alongside bibliotherapy 

and Afropolitan discourses, insofar as these are interconnected aspects in the 

broader analysis of the ways in which these journals function both within and 

against global capitalist dynamics, and, in turn, how capitalism frames, mobilises 

and commodifies Blackness (and, along with it, decolonisation) within global 

circuits of cultural visibility and recognition.  

With these considerations in mind, which reveal how coloniality might persist 

through these platforms, I will now turn to a close reading of the three short 

stories from these literary journals. This literary sociological analysis, in fact, has 

established how these platforms frame themselves as mirroring reality and society 

through different strategies. However, as previously noted, calibrations is a 

method intended to bridge the text and the social world. Quayson maintains that 

this method is a process aimed at identifying patterns that enable comparison and 

connection between different and heterogeneous domains (xv), becoming, in this 

way, a tool in an active process of construction and interpretation. Importantly, in 

this process, the text should not be seen as either a mirror or a symptom of 

society, but a site where social forces are captured, transformed and generated 

(xvii, xxiii). On these grounds, the aim of the following calibrated literary analysis 

is to examine potential tensions between the platforms' underlying logics and the 

narratives they showcase, and to use these conflictual logics—these frictions and 

fragmentations—as interpretative tools to identify how decolonial efforts still 
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persist and are reflected in literature, both within and beyond the abovementioned 

constraints.  

4.3 “The Wives” 
“The Wives”, published on AFREADA, is a short story by South African author 

and researcher Naledi Mashishi. Mashishi is currently based in South Africa and 

holds degrees from the London School of Economics in Global Health Policy, and 

from Rhodes University in journalism. Her debut novel, Invisible Strings, was 

longlisted for the 2022 Sunday Times Literary Fiction Prize; her short stories and 

poetry have appeared in notable literary journals, including the acclaimed Brittle 

Paper. In 2023, her short story “The Blanket” was shortlisted by the Bristol Short 

Story Prize. Mashishi is particularly interested in feminist analyses of horror and 

speculative fiction, and in 2022,  “she was listed by the Mail & Guardian Top 200 

Young South Africans for her contributions to fact-checking Covid-19 

misinformation” (Lolwe Academy). At Lolwe Academy, Mashishi offers a 

writing course in supernatural fiction aimed at helping students “ground 

fantastical events in emotional truth [and] examine tone, pacing, and atmosphere 

to create stories that thrill and resonate” (Lolwe Academy, emphasis mine).  

The short story “The Wives” exemplifies AFREADA’s editorial preference for 

ordinary, everyday narratives centred on character and place. It is theoretically 

useful for this analysis insofar as it depicts characters who are refused legible 

narrative roles and stable subject positions. Further, since the story focuses on two 

women whose subjectivity is, in different ways, entirely mediated by their 

relationship to a man, it can be productively approached from decolonial feminist 

and Black critical perspectives, precisely because it destabilises the women’s 

subjugated position to the man of the household while simultaneously refusing to 

adjudicate between them. This close reading calibrates the text’s aesthetic features 

to the platform’s dynamics and social conditions, a process which shapes the 

interpretation of the individual text; as a result, this analysis underscores that this 

narrative conflicts with the platform’s underlying logics through the author’s 

stylistic choices and narrative strategies. In refusing to take sides, this short story 
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withholds any kind of bibliotherapeutic resolution or moral alignment; instead, its 

opacity resists the reader’s desire for comfort or edification, and the story ends in 

a state of tension without release.  

“The Wives” is the story of an ageing mother who believes she is protecting her 

son from an evil woman. Much of the story’s emotional power comes from the 

author’s manipulation of limited perspective, which gives the reader the feeling of 

being stuck inside the mother’s consciousness; put differently, it makes the reader 

feel very close to her. Initially, the narrative portrays what feels like an overly 

judgmental woman; however, as the story progresses, her character becomes 

increasingly psychologically layered. This narrative gradually reveals how the 

female characters’ emotional wounds reflect an uneven social system and, 

ultimately, depend on their identity being shaped entirely by their relation to a 

man.  

The story begins without any introduction to the characters or setting; the first line 

reads: “He had left her alone with that woman. Again.” (Mashishi). Right from the 

start, the narrative offers an extremely useful insight into one of the ways in which 

the text both aligns with the platform’s privileging of stories centred on familiar 

characters and places (its bibliotherapeutic function) and simultaneously disrupts 

these same logics. In fact, as long as the wife remains her daughter-in-law (before 

the divorce), the mother exclusively refers to her as ‘that woman’. This 

dehumanising language, used from the very first sentence, immediately 

establishes a sense of emotional distance and refuses the character of the wife a 

legitimate position in the story.  

Additionally, although this story unfolds in a familiar setting—a family home—

the narrative style unsettles both temporal and spatial logics. Once the son has left 

her alone with “the wife” (Mashishi), the mother feels that “Tension bubbled up in 

the room like a pot about to spill over” (Mashishi). This sense of anxiety fills the 

whole house, becoming tangible and sensory. The mother retreats to her room to 

pray to God to rid her son of this ill-fitting wife, but she can sense “that woman’s 

curses pounding at the door” (Mashishi). As the story unfolds, this anxiety 
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escalates from worry to apprehension, dread, and full-blown paranoia, as shown in 

the passage that follows, when that same night, the mother sees the wife in a 

nightmare. The narrator states: 

She realised with horror that she was lying in a coffin. Suddenly her eyes 
were flooded with light from above […] she saw the wife looking down on 
her with an unsettling smile. She began to laugh. She laughed until tears ran 
down her face and said in a demonic voice, “now you’ll never see your son 
again!” She shut the lid, leaving her in darkness once again. (Mashishi) 
 

This passage presents the dream as a sensory and embodied experience. The 

mother is surrounded by complete darkness and depicted as asphyxiating, helpless 

in an oppressive environment, a feeling which persists when she wakes up. It also 

portrays the wife as an evil figure, introducing religion as another important 

theme. The mother turns to prayer when she believes she cannot persuade her son 

to send her away; with no other recourse, “Jesus needed to intervene” (Mashishi). 

Other references to biblical language, such as her calling the wife “that Jezebel” 

(Mashishi)—an evil biblical figure—as well as numerous references to the devil, 

suggest that she sees this family conflict as a battle between good and evil, forces 

beyond human control. Yet, these prayers are deployed as weapons for emotional 

control, not acts of humility or compassion. Moreover, the passages involving 

dreams and visions, which the mother considers ways in which God 

communicates directly with her, warning her about the wife’s true intentions, 

reveal other symbolism, as they also reflect deeper emotional scars. While the 

coffin, for instance, on the surface can represent the fear of being murdered, more 

deeply, it reflects the mother’s terror of emotional abandonment. The line “now 

you’ll never see your son again!” (Mashishi) thus reflect her fear of being 

emotionally replaced by another woman.  

This suspicion and irrational distrust lead the mother to stop eating the food 

prepared by her son’s wife. She is convinced that the nightmare was a vision and 

that the wife wants to kill her, perhaps by poisoning her. She observes that her 

daughter-in-law comes from a higher social class and, therefore, did not learn the 

skills essential to a wife’s role; she states: “She grew up a pampered princess. 
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What did she know about cooking? Her son had even had to teach her how to 

make pap! Imagine a man teaching his wife how to cook?” (Mashishi). At this 

point, the narrative begins to hint at defined patriarchal expectations imposed on 

women (a good wife is supposed to know how to cook, for instance) and 

gradually reveals the origins of the mother’s fears. When she recalls that she had 

to survive by “cleaning white people’s homes and then cleaning hotels. […] 

counting out tips by candlelight to see if she could afford another loaf of bread for 

him” (Mashishi), the reader learns that the mother has herself experienced 

abandonment when her son’s father left her, pregnant, to marry another. By going 

back in time and seeing the mother grappling with hardship and the 

responsibilities of motherhood, the reader realises that the narrative frames the 

struggles faced by these two women from different generations as having the 

same origin: they have no identity of their own; their subjectivity entirely depends 

on the same man.  

The narrative’s structure reinforces this sense of emotional dependence and 

transgenerational pattern, highlighting how the women’s identities are inevitably 

tied to their relationship with the man of the house, in contrast to the platform’s 

logics of female empowerment. In addition to going back and forth in time, we 

also follow the characters’ evolution, organised around the son’s arrivals and 

departures, some of which are in the past, and reflect the current ones. This 

development is clear for the wife as well, whose characterisation changes 

dramatically throughout the marriage. Initially, the mother describes the wife with 

contempt; she is spoiled, loud, insufficiently traditional: “She drank alcohol, 

spoke loudly, wore pants, and most egregiously, brought her son into a world of 

late night parties where they danced to sinful music.” (Mashishi). However, after 

having three children, she “watched how that woman changed. One daughter was 

born and then another. The wife became more withdrawn, more sullen, more 

grey” (Mashishi). The mother assumes her son’s frequent work trips are due to the 

wife’s growing dullness; however, a closer look reveals that the burden of 

motherhood falls exclusively on the wife. Interestingly, while both women 

actively compete for the man’s attention, he remains essentially passive: in a 



 

Page 65 (87) 

system where their worth is tied to emotional labour and caregiving, he is 

dismissive and can focus on his career.  

This narrative, thus, does not take sides and offers no moral judgment, as both 

figures remain emotionally stranded. Viewed through a decolonial feminist 

perspective, the story shows how women are depicted as lacking an identity 

beyond the one that society assigns to them; their sense of self is entirely shaped 

by their relationship to a man, while their roles in social reproduction and 

emotional care go unrecognised. In the preface of A Decolonial Feminism, Vergès 

argues that with her book she “wanted to understand cleaning and caring within 

that economy of extraction, ruination and exhaustion and the repressive norms of 

hetero-patriarchy” (viii). In other words, a foundational aspect which decolonial 

feminism seeks to highlight is how modern patriarchal systems render social 

reproduction and, more generally, the ‘labour of care’ of racialised women 

unseen, treating it as a free, natural resource (Vergès Preface). Through this lens, 

thus, the male character of the story can be understood as the beneficiary of 

feminised invisible labour: he is emotionally unavailable, yet socially mobile. In 

contrast, the women are portrayed as subjects whose worth is inherently 

subordinate to that of the absent, dismissive male figure, who can advance 

socially while they cannot. In other words, within systems of racialised and 

gendered labour (colonial or postcolonial patriarchy), emotional and domestic 

work is made invisible, and it produces neither recognition nor autonomy, even as 

it sustains society. This dynamic reflects Vergès’ idea that social mobility is 

possible for some, because they are allowed to outsource the labour of a 

subordinated class of women who sustain them (20). 

By withholding reconciliation and healing, this text is useful to observe how, in 

contrast to the platform’s logics, this narrative actively refuses bibliotherapy: it 

provides strong emotional engagement but denies the reader closure and 

edification in favour of frustration and opacity. Similarly, in refusing to turn the 

character’s suffering and marginalisation into bibliotherapeutic resolution for the 
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reader, this narrative leaves emotional contradictions and conflicts unresolved and 

illegible.  

Moreover, the mother figure’s opacity is important, especially when read 

alongside readers’ responses on the platform. Observing readers’ comments 

makes it clear that they seek either to redeem her or to condemn her; one reads: 

“In my own opinion I just feel the woman is just confused”, and another “Witch.” 

However, the narrative itself frustrates both impulses, refusing to turn emotional 

trauma into inspirational and consumable content. Rather than portraying her 

trauma, paranoia and feelings of abandonment as personal failures, these elements 

can be read alongside Weheliye’s notion of ‘racializing assemblages’, by noting 

how the author repeatedly ties them to broader societal and systemic issues of 

racialised and gendered dispossession and vulnerability. In other words, they are 

depicted as the result of material and historical precarity and of social systems that 

ultimately reduce women’s survival and subjective meaning to their domestic 

lives and sentimental relationships.  

4.4 “Back to Base” 
“Back to Base”, the second narrative analysed in this thesis, is a short story by 

Nigerian writer and lawyer Roseline Mgbodichinma, published on Isele 

Magazine. Mgbodichinma’s own website states that she is an alumna of the 

LOATAD West African Writers Residency and of the Spring Writing 

Fellowship. Her stories and poetry have been featured in numerous 

publications, including Poet Lore, Brittle Paper, North Dakota Quarterly, 

and Duke University Press. She has been shortlisted for the Isele Short 

Story Prize, was a “finalist for the Kikwetu Flash Fiction Contest, and was 

awarded the Audience Favourite Award at the OkadaBooks and Union Bank 

Campus Writing Challenge” (About us).  

“Back to Base” was published by Isele Magazine as part of their 2023 EIO 

Workshop material, selected by the workshop’s facilitator, Esther Ifesinachi 

Okonkwo. The facilitator’s note highlights several features that led to this 

short story’s selection, all aligning with the platform’s bibliotherapeutic 
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aspirations. For instance, Okonkwo mentions how the narrative portrays “a 

young woman who works as a costumed performer, [a] character who refuses to 

go down without a fight” (Okonkwo) and frames the text within a narrative of 

resilience. She states: “This story marries this peculiar situation with the 

contemporary hopelessness of a young Nigerian living in poverty. Wretched as 

she is, […] She fights for her job. […], she’s only momentarily defeated. […] She 

has shown us that she’ll do whatever it takes to survive”. (Okonkwo). In this 

framing, thus, the main character’s struggles are transformed into endurance and 

triumphant survival, arguably elements which facilitate the reader’s edification.  

The close reading proposed here, however, employs these elements as the literary 

sociological background against which the textual interpretation is calibrated.  

This reading challenges the abovementioned liberatory framing suggested by the 

platform showcasing this short story, by placing it in dialogue with both Black 

and decolonial feminist theory. This dialogic approach underscores how the story 

resists recuperation into legible, productive frameworks. Instead, it produces 

opacity and offers no resolution. In addition to conflicting with Isele’s 

bibliotherapeutic function, this close reading also highlights how this text 

exemplifies the links between race, gender and class, and discusses it through 

Vergès’s notion of the “state–patriarchy–capital matrix” (23). This aspect allows 

for a problematisation of the social environment from which this narrative 

emerges, stressing the importance of a multidimensional approach to decolonial 

literary readings.  

Ijeuru, the main character in “Back to Base”, is a costumed performer forced to 

work through menstruation, humiliation and dangerous circumstances. Her 

portrayal, moreover, is exemplary of the author’s interest in “resist[ing] writing 

that encounters people only through the abstractions of citizenship, and 

instead write toward the body, as a site […] where experience is lived and 

felt” (About me). In fact, the narrative’s attention to Ijeuru’s body is 

palpable, and allows for a close examination of what happens to a woman 
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when her humanity is made dependent on whether her costume is on or off. 

The text begins like this:  

Ezra made Ijeuru show up as many things. 
 
When he felt juvenile, he handed her a simple Barney costume. When he 
was sad, he made her wear a Wasp ensemble: amber, faded, ill-fitting, 
striped. When he felt tired, he kept it simple: a frog, webbed feet, big-eyed, 
green. Often though, he mixed and matched as he deemed fit. 
(Mgbodichinma) 
 

This opening passage sets the tone for the entire narrative, portraying Ijeuru’s 

body as a commodity in a mascot costume, completely vulnerable to external 

forces, in this case, her boss’s mood. This focus on Ijeuru’s body persists 

throughout the narrative, emphasising its dehumanisation and highlighting, 

through a Black critical lens, how the body represents a central mechanism in 

producing and sustaining Weheliye’s idea of ‘racialising assemblages’; 

specifically, how “subjects must be transformed into flesh before being granted 

the illusion of possessing a body” (39). The costumes, for instance, alter and 

distort Ijeuru’s proportions: “her small eyes looking through the exaggerated 

sockets, her flat feet disguising as paws, her small head like a tiny pebble dancing 

around the big mascot skull, her musty breath like forbidden air” 

(Mgbodichinma). These are details she perceives only after her entertaining job 

ends, when she sits in the van that will take her back ‘to base’, the boss’s “smelly, 

small, unfurnished bungalow” (Mgbodichinma). In other words, her occupation 

requires her to suppress her physical reality; when the job ends, all that is left is 

bodily suffering: “The itching […] the warmth, the pinch, the hollow” 

(Mgbodichinma). 

Another important strategy through which this focus on the body is articulated is 

the repeated reference to menstrual blood. In this story, bleeding is not 

metaphorical; rather, it serves as embodied evidence of vulnerability under 

oppressive working conditions, which underscores, yet again, the importance of 

understanding identity, from Weheliye’s perspective, as embodied, experienced 

through the flesh of racialised bodies (43). After a party where she worked 
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dressed as Mickey Mouse, exhausted, dizzy and in pain, Ijeuru falls asleep. When 

she wakes, she realises the van has departed, leaving her behind. Still in her 

costume, she finds herself “stained with period blood” (Mgbodichinma). Despite 

being alone, at night, in an unfamiliar part of town and without a phone, she 

initially feels relieved to have missed the van, since she is the only woman in the 

company and is continually sexually harassed by her coworkers. However, she 

soon realises that walking home will take several hours. Blood is predominant 

here: “Ijeuru walked and bled” (Mgbodichinma); she smells of blood; blood 

trickles down her legs, and ultimately her “body [becomes] feverish” 

(Mgbodichinma) from exhaustion. As well as being useful from a Black critical 

perspective, these elements can be read alongside Vergès’ decolonial feminist 

theory, where these recurring references to menstrual blood highlight the female 

body as a space where race, gender, exploitative labour, and violence intersect, in 

a way far from theoretical, but material and tangible, since, in Vergès own terms, 

decolonial feminism “is not a question of connecting elements in a systematic and 

ultimately abstract way, but of making the effort to see if, and what, links exist” 

(20). 

Moreover, the narrative underscores how gendered and racialised labour operates 

largely in invisibility: Ijeuru’s affective labour produces joy, entertainment, 

spectacle for others, as her own body deteriorates. Ijeuru’s character shifts 

between the hypervisibility of the mascot and the total invisibility of the human: 

“at the events she was assigned, however overworked, irritated and underpaid, she 

was an entertainer, a character, a person, and although behind a costume, a full 

human being” (Mgbodichinma, emphasis mine). This passage underscores the 

relevance of this short story not only from the perspective of Weheliye’s theory of 

‘racialising assemblages’, but also, more broadly, how this connects to Wynter’s 

theory of Man. As noted, in fact, in her conceptualisation of Man, Wynter asserts 

that 

all our present struggles with respect to race, class, gender, sexual 
orientation, ethnicity, struggles over the environment, global warming, […] 
are all differing facets of the central ethnoclass Man vs. Human struggle. 
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Central to this struggle also is the usually excluded and invisibilized 
situation of the category identified by Zygmunt Bauman as the “New Poor”. 
(260-261) 
  

This dehumanisation, in other words, shows that Ijeuru’s humanity is not only 

eclipsed by the very logics that sustain the industry she works for: she is valuable 

only as a spectacle, yet invisible as a human being. More precisely, the humanity 

the narrative insists upon is unattainable because the social world Ijeuru inhabits 

refuses it: she is denied classification into the category of Man at the outset.  

Furthermore, given the highly unstable economy and labour market, this 

asymmetry between visibility and invisibility is inescapable, as Ijeuru sees her job 

as unavoidable. A fisheries graduate, Ijeuru has found no employment even 

remotely related to her education. “Nobody had space to employ her. There was 

too much hardship in the country for her to lose the one job that managed to put 

bread on her table” (Mgbodichinma). In this passage, the narrative starkly 

contrasts education with the harsh economic reality Ijeuru faces; education, in 

other words, is not a way to climb the social ladder; it simply intensifies the 

humiliation of being exploited. This point is reiterated later, as she walks home, 

when she is assaulted. When the attacker finds nothing of value to steal, she 

recalls: “he snatched away her Mickey Mouse costume. Ijeuru grabbed his thighs, 

begging and offering everything: her body, money, the mouth she nearly stoned 

the drunk man for requesting, anything but Ezra’s costume” (Mgbodichinma). 

Thus, Ijeuru’s precarious living conditions lead her to sacrifice everything, even 

her own physical safety, before losing her mascot costume, her only source of 

sustenance. Read alongside Moten and Harney, the bleeding and Ijeuru’s 

unavoidable condition of invisibility reflect the undercommons ’ reality of 

existing in precarity, trapped in systems that extract labour at all costs, while 

simultaneously offering no institutional recognition: she is employed, yet still 

disposable; she is spectacle, yet still invisible.   

The long walk home is itself a physically and psychologically devastating 

experience, which further reinforces this sense of institutional disposability, and 

demonstrates Vergès’s argument that a decolonial feminist approach entails “a 
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multidimensional analysis of oppression and refuses to divide race, sexuality, and 

class into mutually exclusive categories” (20). During this walk, in fact, Ijeuru 

experiences public ridicule, sexual assault, predatory masculinity, as well as 

police violence; indeed, even those institutions that supposedly should protect her 

offer no recourse, and further her vulnerability. Arguably, this is one of the most 

important sequences in the story, since it exemplifies how what should be 

ordinary movement across public spaces becomes an increasingly dehumanising 

encounter with social violence. This public space, in other words, is not neutral; it 

offers no freedom or even anonymity; it is instead hostile and underscores how 

Ijeuru’s compromised condition extends beyond the workplace: it reflects 

multiple, inseparable struggles involving race, gender, and class simultaneously.   

The walk begins after her body has already been severely deteriorated by working 

conditions and menstruation. Ijeuru is exhausted, bleeding, in pain, and dizzy. The 

passage begins so: “Now Ijeuru removed her costume. Wearing nothing but a 

black tight and tank top, she began finding her way home” (Mgbodichinma). This 

element underscores how the walk begins as Ijeuru removes her costume, and, as 

a human now, her bodily precarity is exposed and her vulnerability intensified. 

First, she enters a bar and asks to charge her phone but gets sent away and treated 

suspiciously. The bar patrons humiliate her and refer to her in derogatory terms: 

“What a pity,” one man said, pointing at her from his table”, “They have used this 

one” (Mgbodichinma) another man adds. This line is particularly worthy of 

attention, as it exemplifies a crucial moment in the walk. Rather than asking 

whether she is hurt or in need of help, the men turn to sexual shame. Moreover, 

the passive construction of the sentence is telling, as it deprives the character of 

all agency and individuality, turning Ijeuru into an object for male consumption 

and depriving her entirely of personhood. After being approached by a male 

driver, who harasses her and tries to approach her in a predatory manner, she 

encounters some police officers, who, rather than protecting her, immediately 

sexualise and criminalise her. One states: “Prostitute wey dey disguise.” 

(Mgbodichinma): a prostitute in disguise. The policeman takes her mascot 

costume, thereby symbolically depriving her of both livelihood and the only 
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means of social inclusion. Through a decolonial feminist lens, the walk 

exemplifies the conditions of gendered labour under capitalism, highlighting how 

capitalist logics are entangled in what Vergès defines as the “state–patriarchy–

capital matrix” (23), an aspect that reinforces the narrative’s distance from White-

centred feminist discourses. Indeed, Ijeuru’s exploitation is not a matter of 

equality between genders, and it does not end when work ends: it persists 

throughout social conditions that repeatedly and systematically extract from her in 

terms of sexual vulnerability, humiliation, as well as physical and emotional 

abuse. 

Finally, she arrives home and collapses outside the door after realising she has left 

her keys in her boss’s van. The last line reads: “Quietly, she lowered herself to the 

floor, blood trickling down her thighs, legs swollen, body feverish from trekking 

many miles” (Mgbodichinma). The story simply ends like this: Ijeuru is defeated. 

‘Home’, thus, offers neither safety nor restoration. The story provides neither 

closure nor recognition. Importantly, and against all bibliotherapeutic 

expectations, this endurance through hardship yields no self-realisation to relate 

to. Ijeuru, therefore, offers another example of a character who, through a Black 

critical and a decolonial lens, can be said to embody a subject position whose 

humanity is compromised, thereby exemplifying how class, gender, and race 

discourses are inseparable from capitalist logics. 

4.5 “You Mustn’t Use Magic When Throwing Bones” 
“You Mustn’t Use Magic When Throwing Bones”, the third and last text analysed 

in this thesis, is a short story published on Midnight & Indigo by Sudanese-

German author, journalist and educator Amuna Wagner. Wagner, who holds a 

degree from the School of Oriental and African Studies in London and is currently 

completing a literary writing programme in Cologne, is described by the platform 

as particularly interested in feminist spiritualities, gender politics and 

decolonisation processes. Wagner’s own website notes that, among other notable 

achievements, Wagner was “awarded the Tejumola Olaniyan Fellowship at The 

Africa Institute in Sharjah (2023), and selected as Writer in Residence at the 



 

Page 73 (87) 

Library Of Africa and The African Diaspora (LOATAD) in Ghana (2021)” 

(About). Interestingly, Wagner also offers a four-week writing programme for 

Midnight & Indigo called “Your Memory Is Fiction: A Truth Telling Workshop 

for Black women writers”, in which participants, writers who, as Black women, 

“carry within [them] a living archive” (Teaching), can shape their memories into 

literature: articulating “personal and collective truths that may resonate 

wholeheartedly, save us, and free us” (Teaching, emphasis added). This 

introduction to the author deserves attention, because both their academic and 

literary achievements and their teaching interests point to several ways in which 

Wagner embodies precisely the intellectual networks and discourses this thesis 

engages: Afropolitan, highly educated, cultured and multilingual, an educator who 

teaches other Black women writers how to adopt bibliotherapeutic strategies, 

enabling literature to resonate so profoundly as to become a tool for liberation.  

This reading of the short story “You Mustn’t Use Magic When Throwing Bones” 

highlights several ways in which the literary works found on Midnight & Indigo 

might stand in contrast to the platform’s operational logics. Using calibrations—a 

method that enables textual interpretation against the grain of the narrative’s 

social environment— this analysis draws on Black critical theory and Black 

feminist thought. It emphasises that while the platform operates on the premise 

that literature functions as a mirror, offering a sense of accomplishment through 

self-reflection, this short story offers the reader neither closure nor reflection. 

While the platform actively works towards creating modes of Blackness that are 

globally legible, consumable, and accessible, this story portrays a nameless main 

character who resists legibility, instead remaining in an opacity that refuses to be 

consumed or represented.  

Set in Sudan, this story is narrated by a German-Sudanese woman —whose name 

is not specified—who is visiting Sudan with her cousin. The story immediately 

positions the narrator as linguistically dispossessed and, consequently, culturally 

uprooted: “stuck in awkward Arabic soundscapes that have become little more 

than background noise and a reminder of everything [her] mind has lost” 
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(Wagner). Her cousin, Zahid, who claimed he had also forgotten his Arabic, has 

in fact not; the narrator notes that she initially believed that “[they] would be in 

this together”. However, while he has managed to find himself at home there, and 

his sense of connection to their heritage grows as he learns more about their 

family history, she, from her “mute corner seat” (Wagner, emphasis mine), resents 

him for his ability to communicate.  

The text describes the narrator's struggle to meet the expectations of the local 

community—her Sudanese family—highlighting her inability to embrace her 

subject position. The local community, in fact, address her as ‘the returned child’; 

however, she is portrayed as “silent[ly] smiling; perceiving people perceive me, 

smiling at their unwarranted encouragement, smiling away their disappointment” 

(Wagner). This passage underscores how the narrator’s impossibility of occupying 

the positionality assigned to her by the local community is closely tied to the fact 

that her position is mute. The narrative articulates language as one of the 

mechanisms through which community is formed, and, since the narrator has no 

access to their language, she cannot achieve a sense of belonging and cultural 

identity there. Belonging, therefore, is articulated as something being performed, 

through silently smiling, rather than being genuine. Consequently, unlike her 

cousin, the narrator has no reconciliation with her heritage.  

Her position is more than just mute; it is also difficult to classify, both for the 

locals and for her, a fact that the narrative presents as embodied rather than 

merely abstract. The narrator observes that, for the neighbours, whom the 

grandmother hosts to meet “the returned children” (Wagner), her Otherness is 

manifested through her body: “She’s telling them how hairy your arms were when 

you first arrived,” […]“They’re asking her if you wear swimsuits in the streets in 

Germany. She’s saying she doesn’t hope so, but it’s a possibility”(Wagner). In 

other words, while she grapples with everything that her mind has forgotten and 

deals with the locals’ intrusive and unwanted gaze, they construct Otherness based 

on biological and cultural difference: the body becomes a site of ‘deviance’.   
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Toward the end, the narrative introduces a significant event which could serve as 

a climax, resolution, and a ‘return to self’: a bone-reading ritual. However, even 

here, the narrator is not granted a sense of closure. The bone ritual, conducted in 

the house next door, is depicted as something which enhances the narrator’s sense 

of social friction. After initially declining the neighbour’s invitation, she remarks: 

“At least I can express my discomfort freely in her living room, but I will have to 

bring back my silent smile for the neighbors and, as I said, my face muscles are 

sore” (Wagner). Despite viewing Sudanese social gatherings as intrusive and 

overwhelming, she—being a woman—cannot escape them as easily as her cousin 

does: “his male privilege allows him to just leave. Unlike me, he gets to run 

away” (Wagner). The neighbour conducting the bone ritual is known to the locals 

as ‘Aunty’; however, since the narrator is unfamiliar with her, she calls her 

‘Balsam’. She welcomes them with hot tea in the unbearable heat of her 

courtyard, and they exchange a number of Arabic words—not translated in the 

narrative—according to Sudanese tradition. The narrator states that this exchange 

is “a Sudanese quirk and an attempt to pull me in after I swallowed my Arabic 

tongue and my father did not care to pull it back out” (Wagner). As the ritual 

begins, she again grasps the weight of the lost Arabic, resenting both herself and 

her father for failing to preserve it, because she understands that her cousin will 

not translate what the bones will reveal: she is alone in this, isolated and alienated. 

Once again, the narrative portrays an experience far from abstract: when she picks 

up the bone, it feels “heavy, dry and cold” (Wagner), and the words that come out 

of the old lady performing the ritual “[evaporate] from her mouth, curling around 

her head and expanding across the wall. They paint a picture” (Wagner). In other 

words, the future she predicts is made visible and tangible, leaving both her and 

her cousin uneasy.  

For the narrator in particular, the experience is humiliating because she cannot 

understand what the lady tells her: even though the ritual could have represented a 

resolution, she remains excluded from it. The narrator’s stance in this passage 

reflects an active refusal that resonates with the marronnage described by Black 

feminist thinkers, for whom it represents a possibility of being in the world that 
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exceeds dominant norms. As Karera writes, refusal, for Black feminists, entails 

“[a] refusal to sell ourselves short, refusal to be confined by the conceptual 

choices offered us, and calls to look elsewhere, beyond philosophy, for scenes and 

possibilities of refusal” (114). Thus, the narrator cannot see herself reflected in the 

picture the lady’s words painted, which depicted her marrying her cousin. Rather 

than marrying her cousin, she asserts, she will remain unmarried. Indeed, she 

appears to face the impossibility of seeing herself reflected anywhere: in 

Germany, in Sudan, in her grandmother’s house, or in the neighbour’s. 

This lack of belonging represents a productive tension with the platform’s logics, 

which, as previously noted, promise readers identification through short stories. 

The narrative, in other words, stands in contrast to the platform’s bibliotherapeutic 

premises, as Midnight & Indigo operates on the principle that literature by Black 

women authors can serve Black female readers as a means of emotional healing, 

through self-representation with relatable characters. However, this character in 

particular finds neither closure nor refuge anywhere. It is precisely in this lack of 

connection that the refusal, so central for the Black critical thinkers engaged in 

this thesis, takes place: the narrator, a diasporic subject, is not only denied 

belonging, she is denied self-reflection altogether. Indeed, neither her homeland 

nor her heritage provide a mirror for her identity, which remains, in this way, 

unclassifiable: linguistically, culturally, and essentially biologically. This inability 

to be recognised (classified, or more simply put, understood) resonates strongly 

with Afropessimist views that see Blackness as an ontological impossibility, one 

that renders Blackness illegible and unclassifiable within dominant systems, such 

as Wilderson’s.  

The narrator’s diasporic, Afropolitan identity, however, situates her in a more 

complicated position, since Afropolitan subjects navigate the tension between the 

hopelessness and lack of agency of Afropessimism and a generative, future-

oriented position more attuned to Afro-optimism. Indeed, as Gikandi notes, 

Afropolitanism can essentially be seen as standing in direct opposition to Afro-

pessimist views, which see Black identity as lacking a subject position at the 
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outset (10). Specifically, the predictions which the narrator sees during the bone-

reading ritual complicate a straightforward pessimist reading because they situate 

her in a liminal position more attuned to the futurity conceptualised by Omelsky 

in his work on fugitive time. According to these visions, she will marry her cousin 

in traditional Sudanese attire, and therefore, one could imagine, she will reach a 

point at which she will embrace and finally connect with her Sudanese origins. 

While readers are left to wonder what will happen to her, the narrator is placed in 

an in-between space that can be considered neither optimistic nor pessimistic. 

What is offered to the reader is instead a feeling that resonates with a utopia that 

neither predicts a future escape nor promises “that ultimate release” (12), but 

instead rejects the current reality (Omelsky 12). Indeed, more specifically, the 

narrator refuses to see herself reflected in the future which the story projects her 

into; echoing Moten and Harney’s idea of the undercommons, she can neither 

fully represent herself nor be represented (20); in fact, she does not even have a 

name.  

Essentially, this narrative provides only opacity and a lack of closure, which can 

be interpreted as a conscious decision to remain unreadable and illegible: a form 

of marronnage as described by Black feminist thinkers, which involves actively 

refusing to be absorbed into frameworks that cause the ontological, 

epistemological, and institutional marginalisation of Black women.   

4.6 Summary and Synthesis of Analytical Chapter 
The analysis proposed in this thesis shifted from the macro to the micro level, 

addressing the need for a dialectical, flexible methodological approach, as 

discussed by Helgesson with regard to the decolonisation of literary studies (194-

197). It has employed sociology of literature in dialogue with close reading to 

present a calibrated examination of the platforms AFREADA, Midnight & Indigo 

and Isele Magazine, as well as three narratives these journals have published.  

The literary sociological analysis of the platforms demonstrates how they operate 

simultaneously within and against the neoliberal dynamics of global racial 

capitalism, serving as channels for amplifying marginalised—Black, African, and 
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diasporic— voices through distinct editorial and aesthetic strategies aimed at 

fostering community and belonging across African and diasporic contexts. This 

analysis identifies three such strategies in particular: Afropolitanism, feminism, 

and bibliotherapy, which address research questions 3, 2, and 1, respectively. 

While each platform exploits these strategies in unique ways, through critical 

engagement, by focusing on intimacy and quotidian experiences or by exclusively 

privileging Black women’s voices, they all share an ambivalent position: they 

reproduce neoliberal logics of visibility, development, cultural capital and 

authenticity, while also appearing to resist these same dynamics. These platforms, 

in fact, amplify marginalised voices, and construct safe, collective spaces for 

alternative imaginaries, yet they do so within the constraints of the global literary 

marketplace, which privileges elite, cosmopolitan, English-speaking 

subjectivities. In identifying this tension, this analysis reaffirms the value of a 

calibrated approach that reveals how these platforms can both accommodate and 

unsettle the structures within which they operate, thereby enabling decolonial 

understandings of African diasporic literary expressions. 

The close reading of the three texts, drawing on Black and decolonial feminist 

theories, highlights how these narratives articulate the sense of refusal central to 

Black and Black feminist theories, providing neither closure nor edification. This 

opacity is reflected in characters that remain largely unreadable and illegible, 

aligning with the form of marronnage described by Black feminist thinkers, which 

involves actively refusing to be absorbed into frameworks that cause the 

ontological, epistemological, and institutional marginalisation of Black 

women. By withholding reconciliation and healing and frustrating the reader’s 

need for resolution, these narratives actively refuse bibliotherapy, offering instead 

a kind of aesthetic fugitivity that can be read alongside Black critical theory, 

thereby reflecting the undercommons’ refusal of repair and transparency.  

Hence, this analysis demonstrates that the logics underpinning the platforms’ 

operations stand in contrast to the dynamics present in the narratives they publish, 

offering productive ways to understand the relevance of these journals for 
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decolonial theory, insofar as it underscores how efforts to reproduce subjectivities 

that exemplify ontological and epistemological positions which challenge Western 

discourse persist in the literary works they showcase. 

5 Conclusion 
This research has examined the African and diasporic publishing platforms 

AFREADA, Midnight & Indigo and Isele Magazine, and the three short stories 

“The Wives” by Naledi Mashishi, “You Mustn’t Use Magic When Throwing 

Bones” by Amuna Wagner, and “Back to Base” by Roseline Mgbodichinma, 

which these platforms have published. It analysed them through a theoretical 

framework grounded in Afropolitan theory, Black critical studies, and decolonial 

theory, employing a two-level, calibrated approach that shifts from the macro to 

the micro level and accounts for both the social environment enabling the 

narratives and their aesthetic specificities. This methodological choice was 

motivated by current scholarly debates about how to productively work towards 

decolonising English literary studies, and, in particular, by Helgesson’s argument 

that “the greatest promise for decolonial modes of reading” (197) lies in 

employing a flexible, dialectical method that can bypass the circular reasoning 

scholars face when reading texts in decolonial ways. According to Helgesson, 

even modes of reading rooted in ways of understanding the world that challenge 

Western discourse inevitably conflict with the material conditions that shape them 

and with the methods and language used to describe them (194-197). For this 

reason, this analysis places literary sociology and close reading in dialogue, 

employing the former for a contextual analysis of the platforms and the latter to 

examine the literary texts themselves. The result is a calibrated reading that, 

following Quayson’s method, oscillates between the social domain and the 

literary-aesthetic one (xi). This thesis argues that focusing on the interplay 

between African and diasporic literary aesthetics and the material conditions of 

literary platforms broadens our understanding of how decolonial efforts persist in 

these narratives, in ways that resist the dynamics of global capitalism and 

coloniality. It aimed to answer the following research questions:  
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1. In which ways do contemporary literary publishing platforms 

simultaneously enable modes of decolonial resistance while participating 

in global capitalist systems of literary commodification? 

2. In which ways do the narratives examined express decolonial feminist 

voices, and how do these either challenge or align with white-centred 

feminist logics? 

3. Which strategies do these platforms employ to construct Afropolitan 

subjectivities, and how do these strategies negotiate the demands of global 

capitalism?  

The literary sociological analysis with which this chapter begins situates these 

literary journals in a contradiction, operating simultaneously within the neoliberal 

dynamics of global racial capitalism and against them, serving as channels for 

amplifying marginalised —Black, African and diasporic— voices. It has 

identified three strategies through which these platforms construct a sense of 

diasporic community, belonging and empowerment: Afropolitan, feminist, and 

bibliotherapeutic logics, which respectively address research questions 3, 2, and 1. 

Overall, this analysis underscores that the contradictory logics underpinning the 

platforms’ operations stand in contrast to the dynamics of the narratives they 

publish, offering productive ways to understand the relevance of these journals to 

decolonial theory.   

When it comes to Afropolitanism, the sociological analysis of the platforms 

demonstrates that Afropolitanism operates both as an emancipatory vision of 

mobility and transnational belonging, and as a marketable aesthetic practice 

aligned with the global cultural economy. These platforms contribute to 

reconfiguring and sustaining Afropolitan belonging, a sense of interconnectedness 

beyond geographical boundaries, through both editorial and aesthetic strategies. 

AFREADA articulates and fosters a sense of relational, Afropolitan belonging 

through an emphasis on everyday lived experiences, and on ordinary rather than 

exoticised or spectacularised portrayals of African and diasporic life. Midnight & 
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Indigo achieves this sense of community through a highly curated articulation of 

Black and diasporic interiority, focusing on themes such as identity and 

relationships, as well as through an exclusive focus on empowering Black 

women’s voices; Isele Magazine, instead, fosters Afropolitan belonging through 

intellectual and critical engagement. The analysis underscores, on the one hand, 

how these platforms appear to have an Afro-optimist orientation, insofar as they 

reframe and reimagine narratives of Africa outside dominant tropes of failure, 

highlighting how African cultural production is actively shaping global culture. 

On the other hand, they construct and make globally visible—and therefore 

valuable and marketable— mainly highly curated modes of Blackness, raising 

questions about the intersection between literary expression and global market 

dynamics.  

The decolonial feminist perspective highlighted yet another aspect of the 

platforms' contradictory nature, insofar as they reproduce logics aligned with 

white-centred, civilisational feminism while simultaneously appearing to resist it 

by amplifying historically marginalised voices. While all three platforms reflect 

this contradiction in different ways, the case of Midnight & Indigo is particularly 

evident, as the platform is entirely dedicated to Black women. In positioning 

Black women not as Others but as the primary—and sole—reference point, 

Midnight & Indigo could be understood as unsettling the overrepresentation of 

Man, which relies on binary opposites; in creating a Black-women-only 

community, this platform can be said to contribute to a project of rehumanisation 

outside and beyond Western validation. However, in operating within global 

capitalist dynamics, its logics inevitably impinge upon this platform. These efforts 

in fact exemplify empowerment strategies that conform to civilisational, white-

centred feminism, in that they seek integration into and reform of existing power 

structures rather than resistance to all forms of oppression. What is more, even as 

the overrepresentation of Man is being disrupted and challenged, the genre of 

human made visible through these platforms might still be only a highly educated, 

globally mobile, English-speaking one, given the particular image of African and 
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diasporic femininity these platforms curate: cultured, aesthetically refined, 

modern, and sophisticated.  

Bibliotherapy, a crucial mechanism of the commodification of literature in global 

capitalism, has also been identified as a common denominator across all three 

platforms, reflecting yet another contradiction in their operational logics, as they 

mediate between resistance and compliance with capitalist dynamics. As noted, 

bibliotherapy relies on relatability: through identification and connection with 

fictional characters, readers gain insight into their own problems, feel seen and 

understood, and perceive themselves as part of a community sharing the same 

struggles. In fostering communities of care —contributed to by writers and 

readers alike— these platforms can be interpreted as sites in which storytelling 

becomes a tool for emotional support: communities that amplify marginalised 

voices, strengthen an idea of inclusion, spaces where racialised, gendered and 

marginalised experiences are shared in ways that are framed as meaningful. 

Exploiting the literary form of the short story, these platforms appear to conform 

to capitalist demands by providing easily digestible, accessible reading material 

that offers quick relief from daily stress through relatable experiences and 

immediate emotional connection without cost and institutional mediation.  

This thesis aimed to reveal how decolonial efforts can still be said to be present in 

these literary platforms that operate according to global capitalist demands, and it 

did so by demonstrating that their operational logics conflict with the dynamics of 

the narratives they enable. To achieve this aim, the analysis employed calibrations 

as a method of close reading to fine-tune textual interpretation and elements of the 

social environment from which the three selected narratives emerge. The three 

close readings underscore how these texts resist bibliotherapeutic closure and 

withhold the self-reflection readers need to achieve validation and recognition. 

Grounding the textual interpretation in Black and decolonial theories, the analyses 

foreground the texts’ overarching emphasis on refusal of reconciliation, healing, 

and representation, aspects that reflect how the characters depict the marronnage 

described by Black feminist thinkers, insofar as they imagine alternative ways of 
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being in the world that evade and exceed dominant frameworks. This, for 

instance, is the case of the nameless narrator of the short story “You Mustn’t Use 

Magic When Throwing Bones”, and her inability to see herself reflected in the 

future that the bone-reading ritual envisions.  

Overall, the characters examined tend to remain unresolved and opaque, reflecting 

an aesthetic fugitivity that refuses repair and transparency. These insights are 

useful from the perspective of Black critical theory, which allows for an 

interpretation of these textual features that foregrounds ‘otherwise’ modes of 

being in the world, within and against the constraints of racial capitalism. 

Additionally, these short stories also foreground the importance of approaching 

gendered and racialised characters in a multidimensional way, to underscore the 

links that exist between state, capital and race, all impinging upon racialised 

women simultaneously.   

This thesis seeks to make a productive contribution to the ongoing scholarly 

discussion on the decolonisation of the English literary curriculum and reading 

methodologies. It concludes that demonstrating the relevance of African and 

diasporic platform-based literary production for decolonial thought requires, in 

addition to attention to the coproduction of the literary and social domains, a focus 

on the interplay between global capitalist logics and efforts to amplify 

marginalised voices, and the continued necessity of theorising insurgent, 

alternative modes of being and imagining collective futures beyond dominant 

power structures.  

As a concluding note, I wish to acknowledge and extend my gratitude to the 

authors of the three short stories that shaped this project: Naledi Mashishi, 

Roseline Mgbodichinma and Amuna Wagner. This thesis is indebted to your art, 

courage and dedication in producing decolonial knowledge.  
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