
African Studies and its Place among Literary and

Cultural Studies1

Krzysztof Gajewski

Institute of Literary Research

Polish Academy of Science

Warsaw, 13-15 May 2026

1This paper is a part of a project �African oral literature and the sources of

European literary tradition�
1 / 44



Table of Contents

Methodological Introduction

Welcome, Ptolemy!

Charles Darwin � persona non grata?

Contemporary European Philology

Deep mythological system

2 / 44



Methodological Introduction

3 / 44



Paradigms in science

[Paradigm is] �a set of recurrent and quasi-standard il-

lustrations of various theories in their conceptual, ob-

servational, and instrumental applications. These are
the community's paradigms, revealed in its textbooks, lec-
tures, and laboratory exercises. By studying them and by
practicing with them, the members of the corresponding
community learn their trade.�2

2Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scienti�c Revolutions, 1962
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Paradigms in science

Normal science
�No part of the aim of normal science is to call forth

new sorts of phenomena; indeed those that will not �t
the box are often not seen at all. Nor do scientists normally
aim to invent new theories, and they are often intolerant
of those invented by others. Instead, normal-scienti�c re-
search is directed to the articulation of those phenomena
and theories that the paradigm already supplies.�
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Postcolonial criticism

Edward Said, 1976:
"Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restruc-

turing, and having authority over the Orient"
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Welcome, Ptolemy!
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Word Map

Why does it seem to us upside down?
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Word Map

The Blue Marble photography from Apollo 17 on its way to the Moon
(7.12.1972) � published version

First clear color photo of an illuminated face of Earth
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Word Map

The Blue Marble photography � original version
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Ptolemaic system

Andreas Cellarius Harmonia Macrocosmica, 1660/61
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Charles Darwin � persona non grata?
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African Genesis: hypothesis and evidence

Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man, 1871
"In each great region of the world the living mammals are
closely related to the extinct species of the same region. It
is therefore probable that Africa was formerly inhabited by
extinct apes closely allied to the gorilla and chimpanzee;
and as these two species are now man's nearest allies, it is
somewhat more probable that our early progenitors lived

on the African continent than elsewhere."
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African Genesis: fossils

First fossils as evidence: Raymond Dart � Taung Child, 1924
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African Genesis: popularisation

Robert Ardrey, African Genesis, 1961:

"Not in innocence, and not in Asia, was mankind born. The
home of our fathers was that African highland reaching
north from the Cape to the Lakes of the Nile"
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Relics of pre-Darwinian thought

Darwinism as a hypothesis: Zo�a Sokolewicz, 1986

�Even if Africa is indeed the cradle of humankind, one
cannot identify a single primordial culture that would have
served as the source of all later cultures, and thus as the
ultimate origin of African cultures themselves�
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African Genesis: Genetics

Alan Barnard, 2011

• bottleneck 100,000-50,000 years ago, eastern Africa:

population of 5,000-10,000 (2,000?)

• First Refugees: �there is the assumption of a group of 150 as

the Homo sapiens Out of Africa migrants who settled �rst

across the Red Sea and whose descendants spread to all the

continents.�
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African Genesis: Genetics

Campbell, Tishko�, 2008
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Contemporary European Philology
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Marginalistion of African Studies

• Faculty of Asian and African Cultures (Wydziaª Kultur Azji i

Afryki)

20 / 44



Ancient and Biblical Traditions � ETCS Description

University of Warsaw: �The aim of the course is to analyze and

interpret works of Greek and Roman antiquity as well as the Bible�

(Hebrew, Greek, and Roman cultures). Student:

1. possesses foundational knowledge of the Scriptures of the Old

and New Testaments, as well as of the literary output of Greek

and Roman antiquity;

2. understands and accurately identi�es the relationships between

the literary heritage of antiquity and the works of subsequent

epochs;

3. knows and recognizes the genres employed in the Bible and in

ancient literature;

4. understands the concept of myth and is able to indicate its

role in the functioning of communities;

5. identi�es mythological and biblical symbolism and is familiar

with the origins of the phraseology derived from it;
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European Tradition � Two-Centers Model

Lev Shestov: Athens and Jerusalem
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African Culture vs. European Culture

Research Problem

• What is the relationship between African oral literature and

the European literary tradition?
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African Culture vs. European Culture

This is why Europeans arrive to an allegedly uncivilised Africans and
other tribes (Sienkiewicz, In Desert and Wildernes; Shakespeare, The
Tempest; D. Defoe, Robinson Crusoe)
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Early Research of African Literature

• Apology of African literature: Sigismund Koelle, African Native

Literature, or Proverbs, Tales, Fables and Historical Fragments

in the Kanuri or Bornu Language, 1854

• Similarities to European literature: W. H. I. Bleek, Reynard the

Fox in South Africa; or, Hottentot fables and tales, London,

1864
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Authenticity of African Literature

Wilhelm Bleek, 1864:

• "Whether they are indeed the real o�spring of the desert, and

can be considered as truly indigenous Native literature, or

whether they have been either purloined from the superior

white race"

• "it may require as much research as was expended upon the

solving of the riddle of the originality of the Ossianic poems."
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Universality of myth

Heli Chatelain, 1894
�Comparing the African folklore with that of other ra-

ces, we �nd that many of the myths, favorite types or cha-
racters, and peculiar incidents, which have been called uni-
versal, because they recur among so many races, can also
be traced through Africa from sea to sea. African folklore

is not a tree by itself, but a branch of one universal

tree.�
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Stereotypes

Ruth Finnegan, 1970:

�there is still the popular myth of Africa as a continent
either devoid of literature until contact with civilized

nations led to written works in European languages, or po-
ssessing only crude and uninteresting forms not worthy
of systematic study by the serious literary or sociological
student.�
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Original African literature?

Ruth Finnegan, 1970:

�There are, however, many literatures in Africa, espe-
cially the oral ones, in which any European in�uence can

be safely assumed to be non-existent, so that if features
in common are found between them and European literatu-
res, this is a fact of fundamental theoretical importance.�
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Deep mythological system

Alan Barnard, 2011:
�I do believe that the mythologies of the world are based

on universal structural principles. I also believe that they
might preserve elements of a very deep mythological

system dating to the time of Homo sapiens migration.
Certainly, there are enough similarities in the mythologies
of the world to suggest that, along with language, myths
travelled across the continents.�
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Deep mythological system
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Migrations

Alan Barnard, Social anthropology and human origins, 2011
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World Literature Tree
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World Literature Tree II
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The myth of Pandora

• �The African counterpart of Pandora's box is most often a

pot or a gourd in which death is enclosed�sometimes also

diseases, dangerous predators, and venomous reptiles.

Excessive curiosity�opening the forbidden vessel�or simple

clumsiness�breaking it�releases the calamities imprisoned

within, sending them forth upon humankind.�3

• Kaone, Zambia; Kumbi, Tanzania

3Eugeniusz Rzewuski, Azania zamani, Beliefs, Myths, and Legends of the

Bantu Peoples, 1978, s. 70
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Eugeniusz Rzewuski, Azania zamani

Creation of the world

• �Wele Hakaba created the world in six days. On the seventh

day the deity rested, for it was considered an ill-omened day.�4

4Eugeniusz Rzewuski, Azania zamani, Beliefs, Myths, and Legends of the

Bantu Peoples, 1978, s. 78
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Eugeniusz Rzewuski, Azania zamani

• �During a severe drought, a sheep is taken into the mountains

and abandoned there. Why a sheep in particular? According to

the beliefs of the Lugbara, the sheep is the animal closest

to god.�5

5Eugeniusz Rzewuski, Azania zamani, Lugbara � the descendants of

Dribidu and Djeki, 1978, s. 223
37 / 44



Zo�a Sokolewicz, Mitologia Czarnej Afryki

�From this clay will I make men, women, �sh, beasts, and
plants. And he made from this clay men, women, �sh, be-
asts, and plants�6

6Zo�a Sokolewicz, Mitologia Czarnej Afryki, s. 111
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Stanisªaw Piªaszewicz, Afryka«ska ksi¦ga rodzaju

Biblical in�uence on the Yoruba people?

• �The incident involving the mute idol bears a striking

resemblance to the biblical scene in Judges 6:28�33. It does

not appear to be a mere coincidence. It is quite possible that

certain biblical motifs entered the legend alongside those

derived from Islamic cultural traditions.�7

7Stanisªaw Piªaszewicz, Afryka«ska ksi¦ga rodzaju, s. 37
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Stanisªaw Piªaszewicz, Afryka«ska ksi¦ga rodzaju

Mawu-Lisa as a Janus-like �gure

• �It is conceived in the form of a celestial gatekeeper, akin to

the Roman Janus. One side of the deity is female, with eyes

resembling the new moon and is called Mawu. The other side

is male, with eyes radiating like the sun and is called Lisa�8

8Stanisªaw Piªaszewicz, Afryka«ska ksi¦ga rodzaju, Mythology and Legends

of the Fon of Dahomey, s. 82
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One World Tradition

Olduvai Gorge, Tanzania
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The end

Thank you for your attention!
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