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Postcolonial Literature and International Literary Prizes 
 
Course Description: 
What books get read around the world? What effect do literary prizes have on the production and 
reception of contemporary literature?  What influences have major international prizes had on the 
evolution of a postcolonial canon?  What is the impact of trends in prize-winning on publishing? What 
kinds of books don’t win prizes? What criteria do juries employ to make their decisions? How culturally 
embedded is reading and how well do texts travel? In this class we will explore contemporary world 
literature written in English (from Canada, India, and Africa) by looking at literature that has been met 
by an international audience in the framework of international (the Man Booker, the Orange Prize, and 
the Commonwealth Writers Prize) and national (Canada Reads and the Governor General’s in Canada) 
prizes.  Examining a series of novels that have won major prizes, we will think about the processes of 
contemporary canon formation. We will also study a history of literary prizes and consider literary 
politics in the larger framework of cultural politics.   We will be looking at theories of aesthetics, taste, 
symbolic and cultural capital, exoticism, and canon formation. 
 
We will take up the questions that critic W.H. New once asked of prizes in Canada, “Does critical 
reputation influence judgment? Does fashion? Does 'international recognition' affect 'local' judgment? 
Should it?” as we read prize-winning novels and think critically about how they got there.  You will do 
one creative rewrite, one research essay, one in-class presentation, and a few short response papers. 
 
Required Texts (include): 

 J.M. Coetzee, Waiting for the Barbarians 
 Salman Rushdie, Midnight’s Children 
 Arundhati Roy, The God of Small Things 
 Aravind Adiga, The White Tiger 
 Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, Half of a Yellow Sun 
 Margaret Atwood, The Blind Assassin, 
 Michael Ondaatje, The English Patient 
 Course pack of theoretical readings 

 


