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Talk About Literature in Kansas is a program for every Kansan who loves to read and discuss good books.  For more information about TALK and other programs for libraries, museums, and non-profit groups, contact 

www.humanitieskansas.org

African Experiences of Migration

The United States celebrates the fact that we are a nation of immigrants. But what do we know about the experiences of recent African migrants who have come to call the United States home? A growing number of these immigrants have settled into Kansas communities over the past several decades. The books in this series explore some of the fault lines between being African and being American, particularly for the young characters who come of age in these stories. 

These works address newcomers’ difficulties in adjusting to American life after enduring traumatic experiences in their home countries. People arrive here from Africa as from other countries - seeking escape from social conflict, pursuing educational opportunities, hoping for a better quality of life – and suffer in their struggles to adjust to differences in language, culture, and stereotypes they hold of Americans, and stereotypes through which they are perceived.     

These stories provide intimate portraits of African immigrants’ efforts to understand what it takes to fit into American culture, and how to preserve their own cultural values in the process.  Perhaps most insightful, however, is the extent to which these stories of immigration illuminate what it means to be American, in a place where nearly all of us have come from somewhere else, and forged a society that is known for its diversity.

Open City: A Novel by Teju Cole
Cole’s novel examines identity, dislocation, and history in the streets of Manhattan, where a young Nigerian doctor named Julius wanders, reflecting on his relationships, his recent breakup with his girlfriend, his present, his past, meeting people from different cultures during his journey from Brussels, and back to the Nigeria of his youth.

A Long Way Gone: Memoirs of a Boy Soldier by Ishmael Beah
Ishmael Beah’s life in war-torn Sierra Leone did not prepare him for his move to the United States in 1998, where he finished his last two years of high school at the United Nations International School in New York.  He went on to earn a degree in Political Science from Oberlin College, and become a member of the Human Rights Watch Children’s Rights Division Advisory Committee.  His personal experiences now inform his work in addressing children’s conditions in countries ravaged by war throughout the world.
Brooklyn Heights by Miral al-Tahawy
The story of Hind and her eight-year old son, who have arrived in New York to start a new life, finds the two of them drawing parallels between their new urban community and memories of the Bedouin village where Hind was raised.  This is the story of a struggling writer in a new country whose life history exemplifies the difficulties of displacement and exile.  Set in New York’s Brooklyn Heights and told by a reluctant immigrant to the U.S., it offers surprising parallels between Bedouin Egypt and New York City as it unfolds the relationship between mother and son struggling in a new culture.  This book was the winner of the Naguib Mahfouz Medal for Literature, and was shortlisted for the 2011 Arabic Booker prize.

The Beautiful Things that Heaven Bears by Dinaw Mengestu 
In 1990 Sepha Stephanos fled the Ethiopian revolution. Now he finds himself running a grocery store in a poor African-American neighborhood in Washington, D.C. His only companions are two fellow African immigrants, a Congolese waiter and a Kenyan engineer, who share his feelings of frustration with and bitter nostalgia for their home continent. Told in a haunting and powerful first-person narrative that casts the streets of Washington, D.C., and Addis Ababa through Sepha’s eyes, this novel illuminates what it means to lose a family and country – and what it takes to create a new home.
What Is the What by Dave Eggers 
This moving novel traces the story of Valentino Achak Deng, one of the thousands of Lost Boys of Sudan, who fled on foot to escape the death squads of militias overtaking their villages.  They walked hundreds of miles, evading threats from government bombers, wild animals, and environmental dangers to reach a place where they could live in freedom.  Many of these boys, like Valentino, were settled in the United States, where new challenges tried their resilience. This novel describes, through one man’s experiences, the extraordinary circumstances of the transitions Lost Boys endured.
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