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The Cultural Memory of Africa in African American and Black British 
Fiction, 1970–2000: Specters of the Shore. Leila Kamali. New York: Pal-
grave Macmillan, 2016. 314 pages. 

In her conclusion to The Cultural Memory of Africa in African 
American and Black British Fiction, 1970–2000: Specters of the Shore, 
Leila Kamali notes the simultaneous attraction to black British writers 
of “an African American activist tradition . . . which inspires an asser
tion of the value of Blackness” (271) and the difficulties of reconciling 
this tradition with their own experiences. Although the examples of 
Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Black Power movement may initially 
appear to offer exciting possibilities for black writers and artists on the 
other side of the Atlantic, “the parameters which appear to define Afri
can American Blackness do not speak to a British lived experience” 
(271). Significant dissimilarities in the functioning of white hegemony, 
in addition to the sheer differences between the physical and social 
environments of both countries, make it difficult to translate the spe
cific valences of otherwise empowering political and artistic projects 
(271–3). These tensions, of course, highlight the potential fruitfulness of 
a comparison of these two contexts at once united by a common lan
guage, yet with complexly divergent histories of racial oppression, 
imperialism, and resistance. One of the crucial nodes of comparison 
here—and the focus of Kamali’s book—is the way in which the memory 
of the African continent and its traditions is variously articulated, reme
diated, and negotiated by the writers of the contemporary period. While 
the experience of Africa prior to the Middle Passage is the most obvious 
commonality between the African American and black British experi
ences, a comparison of the precise ways in which the continent is re
membered, and the textual strategies through which the practice of 
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memory is performed, offers a fascinating insight into the politics of the 
memory of Africa in two of the continent’s largest diasporas. 

In pursuing these questions, The Cultural Memory of Africa can be 
firmly situated as a contribution to “Black Atlantic Studies,” a sub-field 
that does not necessarily accept all the arguments of Paul Gilroy’s foun
dational The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness but 
broadly recognizes the utility of the “explicitly transnational and inter
cultural perspective” that a focus on the Atlantic and the legacy of the 
Middle Passage affords (Gilroy 1993, 15). The field can be said to be dis
tinct from “African Diaspora Studies” at large, not only by virtue of 
its emphasis upon the precise legacy of the slave trade but also in its 
sustained engagement with writers and theorists from the United King
dom—a tendency that can partly be attributed to Britain’s historical 
prominence in the Atlantic region. While Gilroy’s insights have proven 
useful to scholars wishing to interrogate questions of identity in works 
written in the United States, the Caribbean, and the United Kingdom, 
this has sometimes involved to the neglect of the African continent itself 
as a continuing influence upon black Atlantic imaginations.1 

An important corrective to this tendency can be seen in Yogita 
Goyal’s 2010 monograph, Romance, Diaspora, and Black Atlantic Lit
erature, which explicitly addresses the ways in which Africa has, and 
continues to, influence black Atlantic literary imaginaries: “Whereas 
Africa exists as the ‘dark continent’ in conceptual constructions of the 
black Atlantic or is relegated to some timeless past as a mythic origin 
for a diasporic culture, [Goyal’s] book shifts the center of black dia
spora studies by considering Africa as constitutive of black modernity” 
(7). Focusing on the ways in which black Atlantic writers use the 
romance genre—which she defines in deliberately broad terms as a 
“shift outside of realism into the sphere of the marvelous rather than 
the mundane” (13)—to imagine new forms of agency, Goyal shows that 
writers as geographically and politically diverse as Pauline Hopkins, 
W.E.B. Du Bois, Ama Ata Aidoo, and Caryl Phillips exploit the “generic 
discontinuities” between “nationalist realism” and “diasporic romance” 
to articulate politically potent images of Africa in the black Atlantic con
text.2 

Kamali’s discussion of the “cultural memory” of Africa is initially dis
tinctive from Goyal’s in its sustained comparison between African 
American and black British fictions, with four chapters devoted to each 
context. This points to a fundamental difference between the two 
monographs: whereas Goyal’s focus on romance literature aims “to 
excavate its precise contribution to the construction of a global black 
imagined community” (Goyal 2010, 10), Kamali’s project is primarily to 
understand the ways in which the mobilization of the image of Africa 
speaks to the particular contexts in which the authors write. The black 
Atlantic, then, becomes a framework within which she reads the poli
tics of particular texts, and she is less explicitly concerned with the 
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composition of a broader diasporic imaginary than she is with the par
ticular stakes of individual works. The unique contribution of her book 
also lies in its emphasis upon the literary practice of remembering 
Africa and the unique role that literary language—in diverse African 
American and black British contexts—can play in this process. 

The book’s introduction sets up the terms of the comparison 
between its two contexts in the years between 1970 and 2000—the 
period when all of Kamali’s chosen texts were written. The profound 
differences between the racial histories of America and Britain during 
this period mean that while African American texts often re-invigorate 
the image of Africa through modes of possession (including, but not lim
ited to, Vodoun), those by black British writers refrain from calling on 
any particular tradition. Whereas African American writing is often pre
occupied with the material challenges posed by capitalism to existing 
traditional and communitarian practices, the fact that constructions of 
community in Britain are not so closely tied to “place or to group iden
tity”—a fact explained by the particular history of the British African 
diaspora—means that writers can less readily draw upon established 
modes of tradition and community (6). The mobilization of the image of 
Africa in Britain is therefore improvisational, constructed in relation to 
the circumstances of a particular diasporic location in place and time, 
and the evocation of Africa appears “more as simply a function of text, 
and reflective of histories that remain untold, and hover, like ghosts, at 
the peripheries of the archive” (5). This distinction between African 
American literary practices that draw upon extant traditions and British 
ones that rely upon textual processes to articulate the memory of Africa 
in the absence of such traditions forms the primary point of comparison 
between the American and British texts that Kamali studies. 

Kamali seeks to locate texts from both sides of the Atlantic intersec
tionally—that is, not only within the local contexts in which they are 
written but also in relation to “dynamics relating to cultural imperialism, 
racism, and histories of multiple migrations” (2). This broadly material
ist perspective, however, is paired with a “close reading approach” that 
attends to the ways in which “language gestures to memorial traces 
which emerge from forgotten pasts” (7). In this regard, one of the 
implicit claims of the book is that African American fiction, in particu
lar, constitutes an important counterpoint to broad claims that have 
been made about postmodern culture and its politics. If the dominant 
account of postmodernism is that cultural artifacts can no longer nego
tiate history and effectively fail to distinguish between the past, present, 
and future in the ways that they once did—Jameson’s well-known 
argument about the “weakening of historicity” being one such example 
(quoted by Kamali, 12)—Kamali’s book complicates such claims 
through close attention to the ways in which her chosen texts reimagine 
temporalities of memory, often through a recourse to African diasporic 
modes of possession. 
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The book’s first part contains four chapters on the African American 
context that consider Ishmael Reed’s Mumbo Jumbo (1972), Tony Mor
rison’s Song of Solomon (1977), Alice Walker’s The Color Purple (1983), 
and John Edgar Wideman’s Philadelphia Fire (1990), respectively. The 
broader claim across these essays is that African American novels 
“make a case, in diverse ways, for a cultural memory of Africa which is 
living and accessible in known African American artforms and speech” 
(31). Reed’s tale of 1920s’ New York, where a mysterious virus known 
as “Jes Grew” is infecting people with a love for African American gen
res of music and causing them to dance to their rhythms, is read as an 
attempt to articulate a vibrant and active African diaspora culture, one 
that “is both ancient and endlessly innovative, which is not only linked 
to Africa but also forged in the experience of transatlantic diaspora” 
(32). Kamali shows that through its representation of Vodoun (or “Hoo
doo” as it is called in the narrative) and the use of a “trickster aesthetic” 
that permits “multiple and often contradictory histories and perspec
tives to stand alongside each other,” Mumbo Jumbo traces multiple re
lations between African American, Caribbean, and African cultures 
(35). Crucially, this re-invigoration of African diaspora traditions runs 
counter to the Black Arts Movement and its implicit claim that tradi
tional cultures “were resigned to suffering” and lacked political potency 
in comparison with the “new” aesthetics practiced by the movement’s 
members (38). Reed’s novel, in Kamali’s reading, allows such traditions 
to repossess the present and to radically articulate new relations with 
the memory of Africa that constitute a mode of resistance to “the condi
tions of mass production and the standardizing processes of moder
nity” (46). 

Kamali’s chapter on Song of Solomon draws out the complexity of 
Morrison’s use of the “flying African” trope, the long-established myth 
that enslaved Africans were able to grow wings and fly back to the con
tinent. While the myth would appear to offer a means of connection 
with Africa and a way of remembering it, Morrison’s novel is conscious 
of how the trope “is so thoroughly imbricated in the dismissive dis
course of racism that its very narration in language becomes a tremen
dously embattled negotiation” (64). Thus, the memory of Africa in the 
novel is marked by “moments of speechlessness” (66), an apparent 
inability to articulate Africa in the text that relates to Morrison’s 
broader concern with the limitations of language in relation to trauma 
and memory. While this unspeakability of Africa in Song of Solomon “al
lows a generous spaciousness around the traumatic histories which 
affect identification with Africa” (85), Walker’s The Color Purple, dis
cussed in the following chapter, deals with the problem of remembering 
Africa in a way that Kamali finds somewhat problematic. 

Although The Color Purple appears to offer a direct representation of 
Africa through the letters of the protagonist’s sister Nettie, who travels 
there as part of a Christian mission, the image of the continent is in 
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practice subordinated to that of America. This happens in two ways: 
first, through Walker’s tendency to repeat the language she uses to 
describe black women in Georgia in her descriptions of the Africans 
whom Nettie encounters (99); and second, through the decision to 
allow the Africans to speak only through Nettie’s own narration—and 
not in any quoted direct speech in her letters—meaning that their 
voices are not allowed to enter the narrative, a choice that stands in 
stark contrast to Walker’s attention to the vernacular language of her 
American characters (101). Kamali offers a convincing explanation of 
these otherwise unfortunate tendencies as a critique of “a patriarchal 
and sometimes misogynistic Black Power politics that valorized a myth
ical Africa in strongly heteronormative forms” (99–103). 

The final African American novel studied is Wideman’s Philadelphia 
Fire, which tells the true story of MOVE, a black liberation group based 
in Philadelphia, eleven of whose members were killed in a fire caused 
by a police bomb in 1985. In Kamali’s reading, Wideman uses the cul
tural memory of Africa in his account of MOVE’s demise as a means of 
negotiating the impact of past traumas on the present. She charts the 
range of narrative techniques that Wideman uses to allow the African 
past to “possess” the American present, thus allowing a move beyond 
the trauma of the MOVE fire toward a space of healing. 

The next four chapters of the book focus on four black British texts: 
Caryl Phillips’s Crossing the River (1993), S.I. Martin’s Incomparable 
World (1996), Bernardine Evaristo’s Lara (1997), and David Dabydeen’s 
A Harlot’s Progress (1999). Whereas Kamali’s broader claim in the first 
part of the book is that African American texts use literary language to 
articulate a memory of Africa that is accessible to writers through exist
ing diasporic traditions and communities, the argument of this second 
part rests on the notion that “the cultural memory of Africa is not expli
citly accessible through known Black British experience” (154–5). The 
absence of black people in the British historical record and the contin
ued lack of public discourse about them become, in these writers’ 
hands, “an opportunity to reimagine, recreate, and fully explore the pos
sibilities which exist for knowing Britain’s Black past through the survi
vals which the archive provides, and also through the gaps and the 
spaces in historical records which represent lives and experiences 
untold” (155; original emphasis). The memory of Africa, in this context, 
is not articulated via existing traditions but is rather “approached and 
held in balance alongside a diversity of other cultural inheritances” and 
thus takes on a “hybrid” modality (156). 

Phillips’s Crossing the River consists of four different narrative 
strands, related by characters located at different temporal and geo
graphical points in the (post-)history of enslavement. After establishing 
that it is through the interaction between these different narratives— 
through the ways in which they echo one another—that Phillips’s cos
mopolitan conception of individual identity takes shape, Kamali argues 
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that the cultural memory of Africa emerges as part of this process. 
Rather than evoking a particular memory of Africa, the fragmentary 
form of Crossing the River enacts a practice of memory that negatively 
inflects an Africa that “begins to move outside the terms of representa
tion altogether” (171). For example, it is through the omissions from the 
former slave Nash’s narration of his time as a missionary in Liberia that 
the text gestures toward an Africa “teeming with possibilities which are 
not indicated in the text itself” (170). While this is a move that is imbued 
with political possibilities insofar as it allows Africa to be imagined out
side of certain colonial relations, Kamali also convincingly locates it in 
relation to an established strain of ambiguity in Phillips’s work and his 
tendency to raise questions about the limitations of his own historical-
reconstructive projects. 

In Incomparable World, Martin directly takes on the question of the 
limitations of the historical archive. Written both as a response to 
the general misconception that the black presence in Britain began with 
the Windrush generation and as a corrective to the incomplete state of 
the formal historical archive, the novel tells the story of three black 
American soldiers who, having fought for the British in exchange for 
their emancipation during the war for independence, travel to eighteenth-
century London. Immediately labeled as outsiders and without opportu
nities for employment, the three are forced to follow a life of crime. 
Kamali argues that Martin’s novel  “situate[s] a future-oriented perfor
mance of Africanness” (193; original emphasis), one that has less to do 
with drawing upon a specific African tradition than it does—in one 
instance that she describes—with embedding established images of 
Africa within the character Buckram’s anticipation of the London of the 
twentieth and twenty-first centuries, thus allowing the memory of the 
continent “to serve as the basis for a future-oriented performance of iden
tity which is distinctively Black British” (194). 

Lara, Evaristo’s semi-autobiographical “novel-in-verse form,” uses 
poetic language to locate “hybridity and dialogism within Britishness,” 
one component of which is the cultural memory of Africa (213). Through 
her manipulation of literary form, Kamali argues, Evaristo situates Africa 
as part of a modern British experience that is “inherently hybrid and 
polyglot” (213). Importantly, while Evaristo uses “boundary crossing 
practices, or practices of possession” to place different cultural influ
ences within individual characters’ identities, Kamali emphasizes that 
the “spirits” invoked are not, as they were in the African American con
text, linked to any particular spiritual practice, such as Vodoun (215). 
Rather, Evaristo can be said to borrow the form of possession (rather 
than its content) in order to place elements of diverse traditions in dia
logue with one another. One particularly interesting aspect of Kamali’s 
argument in this chapter is her identification of an instance of the 
“uneven dialog” between African American and black British writers 
(227). Indeed, while Evaristo “is inspired by the example of African 
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American writers,” she does not treat elements of these influences as 
“especially characteristic of the African American tradition” and instead 
stresses their commonalities with “other diverse cultural inheritances” 
(227; original emphasis). This would appear to be one way of negotiating 
the difficulties that black British writers face in inheriting aspects of Afri
can American writings and cultural practices. 

This part of the book concludes with a chapter on Dabydeen’s A Har

lot’s Progress, where, in a similar vein to her discussions of Phillips, Mar
tin, and Evaristo, Kamali argues that the author reconsiders the nature 
of black British identity via the cultural memory of Africa. In this case, 
the established narratives around England and Africa are “seen to mirror 
each other an extended creative invention which nevertheless produces 
new ways of situating the past, the present, and the future” (251). Once 
again, the cultural memory of Africa is mobilized by a black British 
writer in order to open up a “closed” historical narrative to explore and 
expose the hidden racial diversity in Britain’s past and present. 

Although all eight of the studied texts are novels, these texts are 
diverse enough in form—epistolary, fragmentary narrative, verse, and 
so on—to provide a broad sense of how writers from America and Brit
ain manipulate the literary tools at their disposal in order to retrieve the 
memory of Africa for the present. That said, one wonders to what 
extent the trends that Kamali describes are limited to fiction and 
whether other genres such as lyric poetry and theater exhibit similar 
tendencies. It would also be interesting to explore in more detail the 
role that African literature from the continent played in influencing 
the images of Africa that these writers have constructed. Indeed, in the 
black British context during this period, the Heinemann African Writers 
Series, which published the work of numerous African writers, was at 
its peak. It would be fascinating to see the brief discussion of Phillips’s 
relation to Chinua Achebe (174–5) developed further as part of a discus
sion of the role that the increased visibility of African writers from the 
1970s onward might have played in making a literary retrieval of the 
cultural memory of Africa more attractive. I mention these two points 
not as omissions from the argument presented but as important ques
tions that the book raises for future study. 

The principal strength of The Cultural Memory of Africa lies in the 
sensitivity and erudition of Kamali’s readings, which deftly draw out the 
entwined aesthetic and political complexities of her chosen texts and 
situate each one in relation to the social contexts in which they were 
written and with which they engage. It is perhaps the case that the book 
will be of most value to scholars working on these particular literary 
works and authors, not least because the argument of each chapter is 
robustly framed in terms of the existing critical discussions and there
fore constitutes its own intervention within established debates. Yet the 
book is also of interest for its broader contribution to the study of the 
literatures at the black Atlantic, and it is distinctive not only for its 
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comparative United States/Britain focus but also for its emphasis on lit
erature as a practice through which the memory of Africa is articulated 
and mobilized. In locating the texts that she studies as individual mne
monic acts, Kamali avoids the pitfalls of an approach that treats black 
Atlantic literature as simply a group of texts and instead thinks robustly 
about the power and privilege of the literary during this crucial period 
in African diasporic history. 

Alexander Fyfe is an assistant professor of English at the American University of Beirut, 
where he conducts research into contemporary African literatures. His articles have ap
peared in ARIEL: A Review of International English Literature, the Cambridge Journal 
of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry, Interventions: International Journal of Postcolonial 
Studies, and Research in African Literatures. 

Notes 

1. Indeed, in many studies of black Atlantic literature that appeared in the decade or so following Gil
roy’s book, the role of the continent itself, while not entirely absent, often appears to be somewhat un
derplayed. 

2. I borrow the term generic discontinuities here from Fredric Jameson (1983, 144), who uses it to 
describe the occurrence of “heterogeneous narrative paradigms which have their own specific and 
contradictory ideological meaning” in the novel form. 
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