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ABSTRACT

This review examines The Postcolonial Bildungsroman, a volume edited by Arnab Dutta Roy and Paul
Ugor, as a timely and conceptually expansive intervention in the contemporary literary debate on the
Bildungsroman, especially in its connection to postcolonial literature. Tracing the volume’s introduction,
five thematic sections and afterword, the review highlights the productive tension at the core of the
debate, balancing both the genre’s broad anti-colonial critique and its theoretical exhaustion as an
aesthetic device.
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Arnab Dutta Roy and Paul Ugor’s volume on the postcolonial Bildungsroman is the first, full-
length edited collection to comprehensively account for the tension embedded in its very title:
the uneasy coupling of the ‘Bildungsroman’, a much-discussed late eighteenth-century literary
label rooted in European humanism, and the political, cultural and epistemological propositions
of the ‘postcolonial’ field. Building on the renewed critical interest in the forms and politics of
the Bildungsroman, Roy and Ugor’s volume intervenes moving beyond the question of the
genre’s postcolonial accommodation. Rather, treating the genre’s global presence as a point
of departure, The Postcolonial Bildungsroman asks how, and to what end, the genre’s inherited
formal structures are hybridized and transformed by the pressures of colonial contact and
uneven development.

Roy and Ugor’s volume questions, in accordance with recent scholarship, a rigid
understanding of the periodization of the Bildungsroman, a framework largely based on Franco
Moretti’'s The Way of The World (1987), which viewed the genre as exclusively representative

of European modernity. Works such as Sarah Graham’s A History of the Bildungsroman (2018)
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or the special issue of Textual Practice on “The Bildungsroman: form and transformations”
(2020), edited by John Frow, Melissa Hardie and Vanessa Smith, shift the critical discourse on
the Bildungsroman from periodization to theme and form. Roy and Ugor’s volume expands on
this approach with a collection of essays that intervenes in specific dialogue with postcolonial
theory.

In their introduction, Roy and Ugor both make note of the genre’s undeniable popularity
among writers across the five continents but also acknowledge the genre’s eighteenth-century
origins in “local European concerns around childhood development” (xv). In short, the editors
locate their inquiry at “the intersection of traditional forms with modern questions of social
disruption and identity” (Roy and Ugor 2025, xv). Building on this intersection, Roy and Ugor’s
collection suggests that reading contemporary coming-of-age texts and themes through the
frame of “Bildungsroman generic explications” allows us to gain deeper insight into the “voices
reacting to colonial pasts and their unrelenting grip on the present” (Roy and Ugor 2025, xv).
Specifically, their introduction proposes that exactly because the Bildungsroman started out as
“a narrative of acculturation or gradual absorption into a dominant political and socio-cultural
system,” the critical reappropriation of the genre within postcolonial contexts is so much more
effective in “calling attention to its intrinsic inequities, contradictions, and abuses” (Roy and
Ugor 2025, xix). Roy and Ugor’s volume, then, enters in the Bildungsroman discourse incisively
by contending that the Bildungsroman, as an aesthetic device, can respond to contemporary
challenges because it is fundamentally inseparable from the historical afterlives of the Empire.

The essays collected in The Postcolonial Bildungsroman give structure to this insight by
highlighting how, in the multiple cultural contexts explored by its various contributors, coming-
of-age can no longer imply seamless synthesis of the individual with society. When read
through Bildungsroman critical frameworks, the very impossibility, for the postcolonial
Bildungsheld, of finding compromise or resolution most clearly becomes “a site of critique,
protest, and cultural disaggregation” (Roy and Ugor 2025, xvii). From the essays included in
the volume emerges the notion that the journey of self-determination depicted in postcolonial
Bildungsromane implies both a recognition and rejection of the Euro-American, white social

order that oppresses the protagonists, allowing them to become, as Roy and Ugor propose

e ”

citing Pramod Nayar, “knowing subalterns’ (Roy and Ugur 2025, xiv). In this sense, the
postcolonial Bildungsroman “advances a strong motif of anti-colonialism,” and this is a theme
that emerges at length throughout the works in Roy and Ugor’s collection (2025, xxv).

The editors’ conceptualization of anti-colonialism as a theoretical framework for the
postcolonial Bildungsroman is particularly compelling. In addition to the already highlighted re-
envisioning of the conventional coming-of-age plot, the editors register an anti-colonialist motif
in the readily apparent, but nonetheless key re-envisioning of identity politics enacted in these

novels, which decisively displace the white male hero of the classic Bildungsorman. By
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foregrounding “voices from the diverse subject positions of race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality,
socio-economic status, histories, and cultural backgrounds,” the postcolonial Bildungsroman
renews the genre with alternative journeys and perspectives (Roy and Ugor 2025, xxvi).
Finally, the editors also highlight an anti-colonialist re-envisioning of the protagonists’ ties to
their community of origin, both in a thematic and, importantly, formal sense. Because a unitary
sense of self and nation is no longer achievable the postcolonial Bildungsroman tradition
becomes “multiple,” acquiring “local flavours and qualities distinctive of their regions/cultures
of emergence” (Roy and Ugor 2025, xxviii), while exploring both “the postcolonial experiences
of cultural dislocation” but also the “more bounded frameworks of national, regional, and
familial history” (Roy and Ugor 2025, xxix).

The interest in tracing how the postcolonial restructures themes and forms of the
Bildungsroman shapes the volume as a whole: organized into five chapters composed of a
varying number of essays, the work opens with a valuable turn to the historicization of the
genre. In the first chapter, José-Santiago Fernandez-Vazquez’'s note-worthy contribution
traces a detailed account of the adjacency of “the major narrative conventions of the male
classical Bildungsroman” and “the ideological and epistemological background that
characterizes Western modernity and gave rise to colonialism” (2025, 4). The first chapter
composes a genealogy of the postcolonial Bildungsroman both in content and academic
legacy, by coupling the contribution by José-Santiago Fernandez-Vazquez, whose 2002 essay
in Literature, Critique, and Empire Today on Ben Okri’'s The Famished Road (1991) had laid
some of the most compelling theoretical foundations for the discussion of the postcolonial
Bildungsroman, with an essay by Ericka A. Hoagland, who had penned the chapter on the
postcolonial Bildungsroman in Graham’s 2018 collection.

The second chapter on “Coloniality, Postcoloniality, Cosmopolitanism, and the
Bildungsroman” traces how the genre was both produced by and responds to the conditions
of colonialism and neocolonialism. Simone Maria Puleo’s essay on Igiaba Scego’s La mia casa
e dove sono (2010) may be of particular interest to those working on the legacies of Italian
colonialism. Tracing the contours of a diaspora Bildungsroman that stages formation in the
unstable space of displacement and transculturation across nations, Puleo’s analysis is well
paired with Feroza Juasswalla’s work, which instead reads post-independence Indian and
African Bildungsromane as allegories of the search for new national identities. When read
together these works confirm the impossibility of defining a fixed meaning for the coming-of-
age trajectories of the postcolonial Bildungsroman.

The third chapter explores how contemporary postcolonial Bildungsromane question the
links between childhood, nation and narration in both theme and form. Deena Dinat’s
contribution is particularly eloquent on the topic, connecting the Bildungsroman form with the

truth-seeking character of South Africa’s TRC process. Through a comparative analysis of K.
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Sello Duiker’s Thirteen Cents (2000) and Nadia Davids’s An Imperfect Blessing (2014), Dinat
argues that the Bildungsroman form was best able to capture both the promise, regulated by
the TRC process, of a different future for the nation but also the necropolitical power of the
leftover apartheid state, which continues to shape the experience of young racialized people
in South Africa. The essays included in this chapter confirm that youth in the postcolonial
Bildungsroman continues to serve as a tool for the conceptualization of the nation, though the
nation’s meanings are always unstable and often transgressed.

The fourth chapter looks to the Bildungsroman form in connection with an array of
contemporary global issues, such as Craig Smith’s work on the Nigerian carceral state in Elon
Habila’'s Waiting for an Angel (2002) and Alain Mabanckou’s Black Moses (2017), or Prathim-
Maya Dora-Laskey’s reflection on Asian Bildungsromane and the UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child (1989). David Babcock’s work on Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s corpus is
particularly noteworthy because it traces the development of the author’s thought through
Bildungsroman generic expectations. Moving from Purple Hibiscus (2003), to Half of A Yellow
Sun (2006) and Americanah (2013), Babcock traces Adichie’s evolving vision of Bildung as
representative neither of postcolonial national identities nor of a purely individual experience
but rather as a process that can “bridge the gap between personal and collective experience
without collapsing either sphere into the other” (Babcock 2025, 319).

The essays in the final chapter address identity politics explicitly, questioning how race,
gender, sexuality and historical memory fracture the teleological trajectory of the
Bildungsroman. In her contribution, Julia Wurr interestingly explores childlessness in Nigerian,
female, postcolonial Bildungsromane, noting how these novels enact a reversal of the
expected focus on motherhood in subject formation, and instead move the spotlight on the
pressure exerted by gendered expectation of motherhood in the development from childhood
to adulthood. Rachel Ann Walsh’s work on Ocean Vuong’s On Earth Were Briefly Gorgeous
(2019), instead, explores the role of animals in the novel as a reappropriation of animality,
understood as a negatively connoted state often associated with colonized, racialized and
queer subjects. In Vuong’s novel animality rather redefines the protagonist of the journey of
formation by recentering “the porosity and dependency of human-animals” (Walsh 2025, 421).
The works included in this section at large convincingly reaffirm the Bildungsroman form’s
adaptability to postcolonial concerns, especially in their continuous refusals to provide closure.

Finally, Sarah Brouillette’s afterword closes the collection as a deliberate counterpoint to
the editors’ rather more Bildungsroman-inclined introduction. While, from Roy and Ugor’s
introduction, the postcolonial Bildungsroman emerges as a critical tool capable of exposing the
inequities of the contact zone, Brouillette reads the term’s “conceptually-rich and complicated”
literary inheritance as already saturated, its meanings overdetermined by its entanglement with

colonial history (2025, 465). Citing anthropologist Alcinda Howana’s conceptualization of
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‘waithood’, a status of permanent suspension experienced by young people navigating the
informal economies of the postcolony, Brouillette argues that the Bildungsroman’s most
compelling promise, futurity, is no longer sustainable in the ultra-contemporary. In a present
marked by ecological devastation, political uncertainty and widening economic and social
inequality, the Bildungsroman, a genre espousing the possibility of an eventual coherent
development, becomes “a residual form—an almost purely historical imaginary, whose
contemporary relevance is precisely as something definitively behind us” (Brouillette 2025,
466). Even if we have now entered an era where the most representative literary form is, rather,
the picaresque, there is something positive to be read, Brouillette maintains, in the final
overcoming of the Bildungsroman: the conditions that had made it a representative literary
form are no longer in place, and “how obscene it would be to lament this fact” (2025, 466).
While the depth and extension of the works collected by Roy and Ugor is remarkable, in
my view the lingering tension between introduction and afterword is, finally, the volume’s most
productive contribution. It underscores, rather than seeking to solve, the ambivalence of the
postcolonial Bildungsroman, calibrating both its undeniable literary weight and the limits of its

application.

References

Fernandez-Vazquez, José-Santiago. 2002. “Recharting the Geography of Genre: Ben Okri’s
The Famished Road as a Postcolonial Bildungsroman.” The Journal of Commonwealth
Literature, 37(2), 85-106.

Frow, John, Melissa Hardie and Vanessa Smith, editors. 2020. Textual Practice, special
issue “The Bildungsroman: form and transformation,” 34, (12).

Graham, Sara, editor. 2019. A History of the Bildungsroman. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Moretti, Franco. 1987. The Way of the World, The Bildungsroman in European Culture.
London: Verso.

Francesca Furlan is a PhD student in literary studies at the University of Padua, where she
is funded through Transtext, the Department of Literary and Linguistic Studies’ excellency
project (2023-2027). Her research explores postcolonial and American literature, with a
particular focus on the postcolonial Bildungsroman and the processes of literary
transculturation. Email: francesca.furlan.4@phd.unipd.it

Furlan 127



