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Literary Studies in Contemporary Nigerian Universities: The Challenges of Nationalism and Globalisation.
Abstract
The paper focuses on the state of literary studies in Nigerian Universities against the backdrop of national consciousness and globalisation. This is with a view to contributing to extant knowledge in the discourse of higher education in 21st century Africa. Some of the pertinent questions that the paper tries to address include the following: What are the challenges facing literature as a humanistic pursuit in the era of increasing valorisation of science and technology?  How can we blend the resources of Information and Communication Technology like the Internet with those of indigenous oral literary traditions in order to enhance knowledge production in the field? How do we mediate the conflicting pull of the “screen” and the printed “text”?
The Study of Literature in its oral, written and performative forms in Nigerian Universities has undergone tremendous growth and transformation since the pioneering efforts of Wole Soyinka, Chinua Achebe, J.P. Clark, Oyin Ogunba and Dan Izevbaye among others. That was in the decades of 1950s and 1960s. At the University College, Ibadan, the premier university, foreign - mostly European - texts dominated the curriculum of literary studies. Thus, the course in the main consisted of the canons of English Literature from anonymous “Beowulf” of the Anglo-Saxon era to works of T. S. Eliot of the twentieth century. The idea of African indigenous literature was then “a suspect novelty”.

The situation, nonetheless, changed considerably after the civil war in 1970. By the end of the twentieth century, more universities, and by the same token, more departments of literary studies had been established. More writers like Niyi Osundare, Festus Iyayi, Ben Okri, Tess Onwueme and Biyi Bamidele-Thomas have emerged and joined the first generation of writers in extending the frontiers of African, nay world literature. Alongside the now indigenised Heinemann, Longman, Macmillan and Evans are new publishing firms in the task of producing modern writers and writing. Increasing activities in literary production have also widened canonical and critical possibilities in scholarly investigation of literature, culture and modernity. The theoretical sites are as fluid and contingent as the traditional disciplinary borders. 

Be that as it may, the challenges of structural adjustment programme, deregulated economy, diminishing state investment in the educational sector, especially tertiary education, persistently low level of literacy and corrosive effects of audio-visual facilities on reading habits among other indices of globalisation have seriously impacted on the discipline of literary studies.

The paper  also investigates at theoretical level, the continual dominance of Euro-American theoretical paradigms in the study of African literary productions and the peripheralisation of African literary texts in the generation of these theories. Here, the list is long: Formalism, Structuralism, Marxism, Psychoanalysis, Modernism, Post-modernism, Post structuralism, Feminism and Post colonialism. 

Literary Studies in Contemporary Nigerian Universities: The Challenges of Nationalism and Globalisation.

Introduction / Scope

By literary studies, we refer to the branch of knowledge that deals with literature, oral, written and performative, of different peoples and cultures across the world. It interrogates the literary traditions from the indigenous to the foreign. As a branch of knowledge, it is inherently bound by the history and culture of the people for whom it is primarily designed. Literature articulates the ideas, habits, traditions, hopes and aspirations of individuals and a people. It is used to persuade and mobilise a people toward a particular course of action. One of the aims of literature is, as Ogunba reminds us, “to probe the fundamentals of our nature to the furthest reaches of our being and also to make available to the ordinary man in a mode he understands the great truths of our situation” (1979, 1).

From the above, one can decipher that there is something inherently universal in literature which constitutes the raw materials of literary studies. Consequently, we approach literary studies from its culture specificity to its trans-national, cross-cultural and even interdisciplinary viewpoint, hence, the attention given to national and global dimensions of contemporary literary studies. Being primarily focussed in the essay are the literary products of various cultures made available in English language, and considered of import to be inscribed into the course curriculum in Nigeria’s tertiary institutions.  

Literary Studies: A Beginning


In contemporary Nigeria, the study of literature has witnessed tremendous growth since 1948 when the first university was established at Ibadan. That was a college of the University of London. This growth is within the context of a university admission policy adopted by the Federal Government of Nigeria since the 1980s, which privileges science and technology against the humanities in a ratio of 60: 40. Here is a minoritised discipline that maintains an appreciable development in response to vital socio-cultural and historical stimuli. With the exception of specialised Universities of Technology and Agriculture, thirty three (33) out of Nigeria’s currently existing Forty nine (49) Universities offer courses that lead to the award of Bachelor’ degree in literary studies. This represents about 67 %. Of this number, about 23 are already awarding postgraduate degrees in the field.   


At the inception of the University of Ibadan, Literature was a vital component of scholarship in English and Classical studies. The course also featured among foundational disciplines at the regional Universities in Ife, Nsukka and Zaria. Along with the Federal university based in Lagos, these universities were established in shortly after Nigeria attained independence from the British colonial rule in 1960 with a view to expanding access to higher education. The country was faced with the challenges of producing required manpower that would fill the spaces of expatriate staff that had to leave the country after independence. Even in the consideration of the founders of other Universities that would follow in the decades of the 1970s through to the 1990s, Literature still found a place, notwithstanding the gradual shift of emphasis from the humanistic disciplines to the science and technology oriented pursuits. Literature in English exists as a full-fledged course leading to the award of a degree or as a vital component of English studies in many universities at present.   

However, the point needs to be made that when it started, literary arts was part of the colonial educational structure which had as its basic end, the incorporation of Africans into the orbit of Western Civilisation. Wole Ogundele succinctly captures the situation: “In the European Colonization of Africa, commerce, Christianity and civilization were a three – legged relay in which Christianity was always either first or second baton (after commerce). Both combined to produce colonialism and the sum total of all three was the imposition of Western civilization on Africa (1997, 67). 

In terms of content and focus, the curriculum was largely made up of European texts and authors. Admittedly, at the inception of tertiary education in Nigeria in the 1950s, authors of African origin had written not many texts. But neither literature written in the indigenous African languages, nor the traditional artistic practices were considered of significance enough to merit attention in scholarly investigation of literary experience, presumed when convenient, to be universal. Thus, until the postcolonial agitation for artistic and cultural decolonisation impacted on the academia, African literature was like an inconceivable possibility or at best, a shocking novelty. Given the above, it is not surprising that the curriculum of literary studies in Nigeria as it obtained in many parts of colonised Africa, was fashioned in the image of metropolitan derivation. Primary texts and authors studied, the critical and theoretical approaches adopted in textual interrogations were largely Euro-American. Where the continent features as subject, it is done with a view to underscore its otherity. For example, Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, Shakespeare’s Othello and Tempest, Sir H. Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mine, etc.

No indigenous poet had presumably emerged to rival Wyatt, William Shakespeare, John Milton, Alexander Pope, William Blake, and T.S.Elliot among others.  The indigenous imagination was thought not to be capable of producing such epical compositions with rhetorical grandeur exhibited in Beowulf by the Anglo-Saxons or works of arresting suspense and didacticism as exemplified in Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales. In terms of drama, African ritual performances and festivals, myths, legends and other narratives of the people wherein lie the seedbeds of African drama earned no place in the curriculum fashioned in the main and ab initio from the metropolitan centres. Thus, the historical trajectory of literary studies in Nigerian universities shows that it was part of what Mudimbe calls the “all embracing marginalization of Africa” in the colonizing structure which rests on the triad of “the domination of physical space, reformation of native minds, and the integration of local economic histories into the Western perspective” (1988, 2).  

 Nonetheless, the increasing call for the de-westernisation of African literature expressed at different writers’ and literary scholars’ fora from Kampala in Uganda to Dakar in Senegal earned it a measure of attention. Considered worthy of theoretical and critical exploration, it was no longer an “exotica” for the exclusive delight of wondering anthropologists and ethnologists. 

By the 1960s, there was a gradual legitimation of African oral literature as a worthy subject of literary inquiry. Thus, traditional rituals, festivals and indigenous poetic chants became subjects for doctoral dissertations in the existing universities. Of course, gathering data from fieldwork presented its own daunting problems; no audio-visual material. The researcher had to rely on tape recording and transcription, which could not adequately re-present the context of performance. Besides, the performances sites were usually in the rural areas, lacking electricity, good transportation, accommodation and other basic amenities.

Apart from the significant interest shown in indigenous oral literary and artistic traditions, by independence, the nation had produced writers who. The field witnessed expansion in the list of works written by educated Africans, whose sources of artistic influence were not only the classical European literature to which they were exposed in the course of their education, but also their indigenous oral and performance resources. These were writers whose mastery of poetic, theatrical and narrative skills were acclaimed beyond the shores of Nigeria. They include Gabriel Okara (“The Fishermen’s Invocation”, The Voice) Chinua Achebe (Things Fall Apart, Arrow of God, No Longer at Ease and A Man of the People); Wole Soyinka (A Dance of the Forests, The Strong Breed, The Lion and The Jewel, Kongi’s Harvest and The Road; J. P. Clark (Ozidi, Song of A Goat, The Raft). Their works fuse elements of the indigenous and Western literary traditions.  Alongside palpable foreign influences are rituals, myths, legends, proverbs saga, ballad and other local artistic resources. They were also gradually finding spaces in the curriculum along with works from the European great traditions. The same development was witnessed in other parts of Africa judging from the writings of James Ngugi (Kenya), Ayi Kwei Armah, (Ghana), Sembene Ousmane (Senegal), Mongo Beti (Cameroon), Ezekiel Mphalele (South Africa) etc. 

Literary activities at the Department of English and the School of Drama, University of Ibadan in the 1960s were such that nurtured those who would latter dominate literary arts in the academia and outside it, as teachers/ scholars, critics and creative writers. One can add to the list, John Munonye, Ken Saro Wiwa, Dapo Adelugba, Oyin Ogunba, Dan Izevbaye, Abiola Irele and so on. 

1970s and After 

There had been tremendous developments in the sphere of literary studies in Nigeria since the end of the Civil war in 1970. Socio-political events in the country impacted on the academia and this has reflected in the tenor of its knowledge production. Literature, one should say, responds more readily to social stimuli. For instance, the end of the war coincided with the oil boom of which spelled increasing prosperity for most middle class Nigerians. Apart from the existing four universities, more were established in Benin, Ilorin, Jos, Calabar, Port Harcourt, Sokoto and Kano. In the 1980s, State governments established universities to take care of their increasing need for tertiary education. The import of this is the enlargement of opportunities for literary studies as many of the newer universities also provide course that would lead to the award of degree in the study of literature. 

During the period, more writers had emerged to join the earlier generation of writers,: Niyi Osundare, Femi Osofisan, Kole Omotoso, Festus Iyayi, Ben Okri, Tess Onwueme etc , most of them, scholars of literature based in the Universities. Of importance to the developments in the discipline is the role of multi national publishing forms like Oxford University Press, Heinemann, Evans and Macmillan. They discovered and made available those writers who would enlarge the canonical possibilities in literary scholarship. By the 1970s,alongside multinational publishing houses sprang up new indigenous ones, all hunting for new talents and manuscripts to stay in business. Among the latter, are Fourth Dimension, New Horn, Delta, Malthouse, to mention only a few. 
Experience in Theory and Criticism   

Not unlike the general developments in terms of creative writing, the realm of literary theory and criticism also exemplify the epistemological dependence of African scholarship on Europe and America. The model critics as well as theoretical approaches adopted in the scholarly discourse of Literature were not necessarily products of any perceivable filiations with the indigenous creative cultural milieu. 

As a result of the multisidedness of the literary experience, there has generally been a consistent contestation of interpretive codes among various schools of literary theory over time. The critical evaluation of African literature in the academia has equally experienced this divergence of analytic methods. Critics have to contend with epistemic binaries of oral/written, engage/d’engage art, political/apolitical thought, universal/particularistic perspective, significant/immanent notion of aesthetics and textual/extra-textual interpretation. (Adeoti, 2003)

        From available evidence, three issues have engaged the attention of literature experts. 

First is the proliferation of literary theories and critical approaches. Abiola Irele in

his essay: “Literary Criticism in the Nigerian Context” has observed with palpable disquiet, 

what he calls the “profusion of theories, methods and approaches”: 

Literary criticism has been moved beyond, 

in something of a forced march, into such 

diverse territories as psychoanalysis, 

Russian formalism, phenomenology, structuralism 

and semiotics, and more recently, “deconstruction”.

                                    There is now such a proliferation of theories and 

of schools that the discipline can no longer be said 

to have a fixed centre of canons and procedures. (94)

To this list, one may add Marxism, feminism (in all its polemical mutations, whether radical, liberal or African womanist), post-modernism and post-colonialism. Jeyifo’s remark in “Literary Theory and Theories of Decolonization” is equally relevant in this regard:

 Thus, properly speaking, in engaging literary

 theory, one should talk of theories and

 reinforce this pluralized enunciation with the

 image of a carnivalesque parade: Classical and 

 Post-marxist Marxisms; Freudian and Lacanian 

 psychoanalytic schools; old and new historicisms;

 speech act, reader-response and semiotic textual 

 theories; deconstruction and post-modernisms;

 French and Anglo-American, Western and

                         non-Western feminisms etc, etc. (4)

The diversity of theories and theorists is not objectionable in itself. Infact, the natural dynamism of aesthetic experiences on the one hand, and the multi-sidedness of human nature on the other, support such diversity.   What some critics have often decried is the domination of the art of theorising by Euro-American sensibilities.  For instance, Femi Osofisan in “Theatre and the Rites of Post-Negritude Remembering” decries the West-centric conception of post-coloniality and post-modernity by certain critics.  The conception informs a mis-reading of African texts, African writers and their missions by such critics. According to Osofisan, “the postcolonial debate itself is inspired from the West with its firm control and manipulation of the technology of communication.  Hence, Africa, the postcolonial country itself is marginal to the postcolonial debate” (1).  


Arising from this reality is the second burning issue in literary scholarship that is the place of African writing in the discourse of theories. African literature has a marginal presence in metropolitan pool of theories.  Scholars who hold this view query the totalising and universalising tendencies of western critical theorists and the consequent exclusion of historical and cultural realities of Africa especially when such exclusion privileges the West (the putative epicentre of literary scholarship). 

As a remedy, these scholars favour the formulation of an African poetics or such framework of analysis, which though may not be too exclusively African, is sufficiently independent of Western formulation.  That concern for example is expressed in the work of Chinweizu, Jemie and Madubuike (1980) among others.


The third issue that is in contention in literary discourse is the predilection of certain theories to stress the autonomy of literary creation in a bid to emphasise the literariness of literature. That implies an intense concentration on formal compositional patterns, structuring principles, diction and other signifying elements that are intrinsic to the text. It also implies the undermining of social, historical, cultural and other elements that lie beyond the text even when that text is evidently shaped and conditioned by them. As Terry Eagleton remarks in The Function of Criticism, such critical approaches centre a “disengagement from any particular worldly engagement” while denying the affinity of text with social landscape (69).  Russian formalism, Structuralism of Levi-Strauss and Saussaure, Post Structuralism, and Semiotics among other attempts to push the methods of literary criticism close to those of science illustrate this tendency.


The exclusion of exta-textual materials from the scope of criticism is strongly affirmed in the late 1970s and culminates in the “deconstructionism” of Derrida and Foucault. No doubt, it also contributes to the gleeful celebration of the “death of the author” by the French philosopher and theorist Roland Barthes. The rallying point of all these is the canonisation of textuality.  The modus operandi of literary theory is to disregard what is considered social and historical context. 


Perhaps, the concept of ecriture especially its signification of writing as a self-referential and autonomous entity provides the basis for the conclusion of Derrida about the “disappearance of the author”. The author’s activities in the production of text and meaning are undermined in the course of the critic’s intense concentration on the internal architectonics of the work, that is, on “signs” and “difference”. The focus of critical evaluation in deconstruction, therefore, shifts from the author and sociological details to the text itself in its purely isolated and personalised form. Reading is to free the text from the notion of  “ a centre or origin of recoverable meaning” and the role of the critic in this context is to show how text resists interpretation.  

But one crucial question naturally inspired by the foregoing exposition is this: What is the value of a literary theory that shuts out realities of daily life, politics, social productions and economic relations from its focus of attention? The answer is not difficult. A theoretical investigation of African literature that undermines or denies its socio-cultural and political engagement is flawed. The production and consumption processes of literature in Africa, whether pre-colonial or post-colonial are inextricably linked with socio-historical and cultural conditions.  Indeed, the social context that African writers explore in their works reflects a striking similarity with situations in ancient and contemporary Africa.  In view of this, criticism needs to secure a balance between art and life, between literature and politics and between form and content.  It must recognise the artwork as a significant record of social experience as well as a careful structuring of creative elements.  

The issue of critical standard for the evaluation of African literature especially that written in foreign languages – English, French and Portuguese – is somewhat problematic. Should it be judged by those criteria produced in Western literary scholarship or by a set of indigenous codes developed with due attention to oral tradition and socio-historical particularities of Africa? The scholarly debate sparked off between proponents of the former (universalists) and the latter (nationalists) in various attempts to address the question is much alive in the academia. The same goes for the autonomy of the text as championed by structuralists, deconstructionists and semioticians. Edgar Wright rightly presents the poser as follows:

The first [question] is whether any general critical 

theory e.g., a mythopoeic or Freudian approach, 

can work when applied to a culture that is totally 

distinct in its origins from the one that supplied the 

source material for the theory. (8)

The “nationalist” argument coming across with much suspicion of the hegemonic discourse of the West is reinforced by the politics and aesthetics of Negritude. Though Negritude is never a prominent ideological choice of the Anglophone African countries, its celebration of Africa and its cultural values among other tendencies are shared by the Anglophone elite and intellectuals from whom writers, critics and intellectuals are drawn. 

In summary, experience in theory and criticism in literary studies also manifest the contention of national consciousness and trans national imperative. It is however, from the complimentary interactions among these interests that literary studies would benefit, hence, the need to navigate the contours of the local and the global in the search for a new direction.

Negotiating nationalism and globalisation in contemporary literary studies

We have gone this far in order to show that from its beginning, literary studies in Nigeria is characterised by the tension between national consciousness of educated Nigerians and the recognition of its operations within a universal, transnational context. The discipline still owes the responsibility of contributing to the international pool of knowledge production, in order to be meaningful and relevant in an increasingly globalising   world order. 

Today, the call for “decolonisation” of literary studies has not been totally muffled, decades after independence.  Still being advocated is a direction that pays due attention to traditional literary practices as well as written literature expressed in indigenous languages. Literature, no doubt should contribute to the upliftment of a people, apart from ensuring the transmission of their cultural heritage. 

The crucial point is how to mediate the conflictual situation between the decolonising imperative of nationalism and the incorporation into the larger discursive space as implicated in globalisation. Besides, there is also the unsettled quest for theoretical/evaluative framework that is sensitive to African cultural sensibilities.   Quite as real now as it was in the 1960s is the yearning for an indigenous creative consumption and critical practices that is culturally integrated.

Expectedly, the wave of globalisation in the emerging new world order after the cold war era presents its own challenges. Globalisation subsists on blurring of differences and collapse of traditional borders Geo-cultural and disciplinary). This implies the promotion of multi-culturalism and deautochthonisation. 

Literary studies, like any other discipline in contemporary Nigerian universities, is inescapably confronted with this reality. Hence, just as it responds to the call for a nationally conscious and inward looking literary orientation, it stands to benefit from and should therefore not close its doors against transcultural elements of globalisation. 

Apart from opening up the global space for free interaction of economic, socio-political forces, globalisation discourages cultural purity and nationalistic insistence. It also seeks to change the nature of knowledge production.  (That there is a wide gap between this ideal and the current reality of inequality has been raised elsewhere, Adeoti, 2004). Literature scholarship in Nigerian Universities will be better of, given adequate access to the modern advancement in sciences and on-going revolution in electronic technology, which propels the engine of globalisation. Such access will boost the production, consumption and scholarly investigation of written literature. The study of Indigenous oral literature, which at the moment still endures a marginal existence in the curriculum of literary studies in the universities, will also be enhanced. As an aside, the curricula for a four-year Bachelor of Arts degree programme in Literature in English in most Nigerian universities were designed to fulfil what the Nigerian Universities Commission (NUC) calls the “minimum standard”, which it set in the early 1990s. The curricula emphasise the study of English literature from the Anglos–Saxon period to the twilight of the 20th century, supplemented by courses on written works if Caribbean, African, and American and commonwealth literature. Indigenous oral literature constitutes s an insignificant part of the syllabus. A student may have an acquaintance with it in the second and fourth year. 

What this calls for is a re-orientation of the curricula of literary studies. There is a need for a flexibility and receptivity that would allow for adequate exploration of indigenous literary culture alongside works from occidental and oriental geo-literary space, the oral and performative alongside the written. It should also accommodate the bourgeoning tradition of home video films, popular music, cartoons and other elements of popular culture. Expansion of the frontiers of canons and enlargement of scholar possibilities in literature would benefit the discipline.

In this regards, students and the faculty should avail themselves of the limitless opportunities offered by the Internet, Global system of mobile communication, satellite television, electronic library, and audio-visual instruction among other resources of electronic technology.  

It should be remarked that at present, the discipline has not taken full advantage of the above resources in technology for knowledge production in Nigerian universities. This is where the socio-economic situation prevailing in Nigeria, as it obtains in many nations of the so –called “Third World” is of relevance. A technologically assisted literary arts education is invaluable. But in the face of inadequate and constantly interrupted power supply, of what use are the Internet, Digital satellite television, audio-visual player etc in knowledge dissemination? Besides, with the dwindling state funding of education, the contracting spending of government on public institutions in the name of structural adjustment programme, Nigerian universities have been facing crises of existence since the early 1980s. Palliatives and manoeuvres have not yielded much result in ameliorating the crises. One is of the opinion that Nigerian universities would be better of and the study of literature will be enriched with the technological dividends of globalisation identified above. However, this would demand increased funding of education by governmental and non-governmental organisations. The universities should also be allowed to operate under a democratic and truly autonomous atmosphere. When this happens, the study of literature would have gained in its “decolonising” quest. It would also have been positioned to respond appropriately to the challenges of globalisation. 
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