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ABSTRACT.

This dissertation attemptsA“to examine the social meanings of anglo-
phone African literary criticism as an ideological discourse. It
begins by engaging with Marxist critical traditions, with particular
reference to two areas of debate: the question of the epistemolog~
ical relationship between literature and criticism, and the question
of criticism's being a discourse which, in its articulation with
a given social context, relies. on the resources of a particular

critical heritage.

The basis of the second and central chapter is the ibnter-
relationship between the context and heritage of anglophone African
criticism, The dominant themes of this discourse are seen as
being shaped by ideological affiliations with the modern nation-
state, and by the Iégacy of the empirical and 'organic traditions
of metropolitan criticism. It is argued that in the situation of
neo-colonial social stratification, anglophone African criticism faces

a crisis of legitimacy.

In the third to f{ifth chapterys I attempt to illustrate and refine
the central argument in relation to a selection of critical texts.
The chapter on two works by Eldred Joneé examines his reliance
on orthodox British critical assumptions and its consequences -in
his treatment of the writing of Wole Soyinka., ~ The chapter on
West African traditions examines a range of critical operations
which are wused in the construction of organic traditions based
on oral or traditional cultures. These operations .rely on mytho-
pbesis,formalism and the sociclogy of literature. The final chapter
on East African political readings investigates the internal, dis-
cursive tensions {n the work of two critics who; in attempting
to poli'ticize their reading of literature, have not been able to

achieve a conceptual break from the legacies of idealism.
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We have seen . . . that npationalism, that magnificent
song that made the people rise against thelr oppressors
stops short, falters and dies away on the day that
independence is ; proclaimed ., . . . If you really wish
your country to avoid regression, or at best halts
and ﬁncertainties, a rapid step must be taken from
national consclousness to political and social conscious— .

ness,

- Franz Fanon

The Wretched of the Earth




CONTENTS

Acknowledgements

Foreword

THEORY AND THE SOCIAL CONTEXT OF AFRICAN CRITICISM
INDIGENOUS TRADITION AND THE COLONIAL LEGACY

ELDRED JONES:

Othello's Countrymen

The Writing of Wole Sovinka

WEST AFRICAN TRADITIONS:

Wole Sovinka, Myth, Literature and the African World

Chinwelzu, Omnwuchekwa Jemie and Ihechukwu Madubuike,

Toward the Decolénization of African Litera_ture

Ermanuel Obliechina, Culture, Tradition and Society

in the West African Novel

EAST AFRICAN POLITICAL READINGS:

Micere Githae~Mugo, Visions of Africa

Peter Nazareth, An African Vie_w of Literature

Bibliography

iv

28

76

116 -

172

219



)
J

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I wish to thank Joan Attwell not only for her typing
assistance but also for her active suppﬁrt during
periods of despondency and her patience during long
hours of stolen time. My particular thanks are also
due to my superviso‘r,; Professor J.M. Coetzeé., whose
advice at one stage enabled me to salvage the whole
project, and who has been so generous with his time
and erudition, Professor Coetzee has been an astute
reader c;f my drafts and [ have Incorporated many' of
his guggestions and observations’. Of course, 1 take
fuil responsibility for the ways in which they have
been included and for any errors of judgement that
may be found in Vthe study. I also wish to thank
Professor S.G.M. Ridge, Head of the Department
of Engli‘sh‘ at the University of the Western Cape, for
his advice é.nd ;ncouragement and especially, f?}i his
being so accommodating'at times when the demands
of thesis-work were,limiting,' inevitably, the extent
of support I was able to providé in a severely over-
bufdened department. Finally, I wish to aéknowledge
th? finaﬁcial assistance of the H.S.R.C. towards the
cost of résearclx. Opinions expressed and conclusions
arrived at are not to be regarded as those of

the H.S.R.C.

s



FOREWORD

I have not compiled an Introduction to this dissertation, for reasons
which I hope will rbecome clear from my first and second chapters.
One of the implicit guiding princibles of the enquiry is that the
opening up of any fileld for empirical investigation in literary
analysis 1s first and foremost an act of theory. To put this in
general terms, the ways in which cultural phenomena become access—
ible are determined 1largely by the kinds of gquestions that are

put to them.

My first chapter is an attempt to prepare the theoretical frame-
work for the remainder of the study. «It;;f‘engages with Marxist
.critical traditions, with pa.rticular reference ‘tc two areas of debates‘
firstly, the question of the epistemological relafionship between
literary texts and literary criticism; and secondly, the qdestion
of criticism's being an ‘ideological discourse whiéh, in
its articulation with a given social context; relles on" the resqﬁfées
of a particular critical heritage. My second and central Chapter
explores the inter-relétionship between the social context and the
critical heritage of anglophone African literary “c:'riticism. This
criticism is primarily a nationalist discourse whose dominant themes
are shaped by affiliati;)nsv with the modern natidn—state, and by
the legacy of the empirical and orgénic traditions inherited from
metropolitan criticlism, It is argued that in the context of neo-
colonial social stratification, anglophone African criticism faces

a crisis of ideological iegitimacy.
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At this point it is necessary to touch on matters not raised in
the study. | Firstly, the selection of critical texts for analysis
in the third to fifth chapters. Theré are fewer works examined
than I had at first intended. The reduction is due in part to
my wishing to keep the dissertation to manageable proportions,
but the final choice of texts was not based purely on expedience.
My intention was to select texts which were elther significantly
illustrative of the arguments of the second chapter, or which en-
abled me to extend and refine those arguments In relation
to particular critical projects. As critéria for selection I finally
decided on influence ({(hence the chapter on two works by Eldred
Jones}) and range of applicability (hence the two contrasting chap-
ters on examples of West and East African criticism). I also
decided to restrict thé enquiry to full-length studies consisting
of extended criticism of a range of literature, as this enabled
a more detailed examination of critical assumptions and procedures
than would have beeh the case were I 'to'have examined numerous
essays in journals, anthologies and proceedings of conferences.
From my situation in South Africa, furthermore, It would have
been impossible to establish an adequate sense of the context of
écholarshlp of a great numbér of shofter, occasional and more
ephemeral critical  articles. I should like, of course, to see the
;rgumehts presented here belng taken -ub, applied and tested in
"relation to a greater 'volume_i of criticism than I have been able

to cover,

There may be some doubt as to the wlisdom of my leaving out of

account the. critical writings of Achebe and Ngugi. While I hope
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that I have registered sufficlently how influential their critical
publicétions are, I decidéd both that these writings con-
sisted primarily of occasional articles and addresses rather than
extended commentary on literary texts, and that these statements
would be more adequately dealt with in terms of intellectual bio-
graphy, which is not thé kind of study 1 have aftempted here.
I have also left out of account two critics of considerable stature
whose works deserve close study, namely Sunday Anozie and Abiola’
Irele. I have done so, In fact, because thelr links with franco-
phone traditiéns exempt them in 1mporfant ways from some of the
‘problems of anglophone criticism with which I have been concerned,
especially the problem of anti-theoreticism. In this regard it
is disappointing that the appearance of Gates, H.L. (ed.) _B__l_g_cjg

Literature and Literary Theory (New York and London: Methuen,

1984) has nof substantially - affected the situation of theory in
anglophone African criticism, for apart from an essay by Soyinka,
and essays by Anozle and Anthony‘ Applah 1in the structuralist
tradition, the em.ph_asis‘_of the .volume is on Afrq—Anleriéan literature.
One still looks forward to a strong theoretical intervention into

anglophone African criticism.

Finally, a word on the genesis of this enquiry. It is the conse-
quence, as I am now able to see it, of my encounter as a post-
graduate student with two major areas of growth in South African
literary studies. The first 1s critical theory,I specifically where
this has enabled us to define our interests in terms of cultural
production and ideology. The second is indigenous'_ (in thils case,

African) literature. The effect of my encountering these
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two developm'ents simultaneously was to highlight the refusal to
engage fully with history typical of so much of the aﬁgIOphone
criticism of Africén Iiterature. Suspecting that this phenomenon
was not purely innocent, I began to enquire into the forms of
‘its condi;iéning. and to examine the social meanings of the criticism

as an ldeologlcal discourse.
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1. THEORY AND THE SOCIAL CONTEXT OF AFRICAN CRITICISM

The literary politics of the present era, and the loose, decentred
practice which is our field of study, are such that there are few
empirical givens which this enquiry may take for granted. Not
only has contemporary literary theory problematised the most en-
trenched of assumptions, but also‘, in the fleld of African criticism,
we find a discipline without an institutional or professional centre,
whose history over the last two decades has never béén extenSively

or systematically written.l

An account of the development of African criticism ought to be
unite possible, given the growing number of books and £55aY8S
about African literature publi.shed since the 1950°'s, While it is
not the intention 'of' this study to attempt such a comprehensive
task, the groxr}th of the fleld deserves to be illustrated, élthough
in order to do this 1limits will have to be imposed which will

appear arbitrary at this stage. In his introductory note to Black

African Literature in  English: A Guide to Information Sources

Bernth Lindfors writes, 'When Barbara Abrash published her useful

bibliography Black African Literature in English Since 1952: Works

and Criticism in 1967, she could list only 250 critical books and

essays; - this book lists more than 3,300.‘2 Lindfors's bibliography
{published in 1979, and the most comprehensive reference work

avallable thus. far) represents in itself a significant moment in



the development of the discipline.

On closer inspection, however, Lindfors's volume presents a dis~
turbing ‘pi_cture of the f{ield. Over 500 periodicals are listed;
of these, only: 383 were published in Africa. The remalnder were
published in North America (33%), the United Kingdom (12%), Western
Europe (10%}, and the rest as far afield as the Caribbean, Asia,
Eastern Europe, the Middle East, Australla and New Zealand. Over
half the number of conferences listed tock ‘place outside Africa,
with the USA being the most hospitable of the host countries. This
cartography? is distressing, not only because it makes research
very difficult, but more sigr;ificantly because It undermines the
notion, which is implicit in a collective bibliography, of a unified
discipline. From his experience as editor and bibliographer Lind-
fors would no doubt be painfully aware of the diffusion of the
field, but the following rematks suggest that he has not taken
the problem as seriously ‘as he may have doﬁe: before the field
could acqui;e wiidespréad recognition as' ‘an established academic
bdiscipline', ‘its critics{and scholars will have to demoﬁstrate
greater responsibility in research and fuller awareness
of the opinlons of others, Too many books and essays are still
being wri}:ten on thjs_ literatg%'e as if nothing Vhad been published
on It before.‘4 The problem lies, however, not as much in the
irrespdnsibilit.y of the critics and ‘scholars, as in the pattern
of decentralised scholarship In thich they work, Apart from the
fact that the decentralisation explains ‘irresponsibility®' simply
as a function of the wvarious deg’rees'of academic and publishing

power at work in the field (for some scholars Lindfors's remark
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would appear to be made ex cathedra), the further fact that there

is so much repetitive commentary on African literature is to a
large extent an Inevitable, even necessary feature of this de-~

centred situatAion .

The proiblem as 1 see It is‘as follows: the bibliographic and intro~
ductory material on African literature and criticism tends to assocl-
ate under a single heading a varlety of litgrary p{gcticgs,
presenting them as .:m;éasonably unified discipliné which engages

the collective efforts of an international M*community' of sc'holars.‘

However, as Lindfors's remark implies, and the extraordinary amount

of regionalisation evident in - his bibliography shows, there is a

lack of common ground, despite the nominal wunity designated by
the terms 'African literature and criticism'. If a study of African
criticism is to have any “coherence or direction, then Iits first
task is to dlstinguiéh between the different practices, or kinds
of practice, which Yare at work In African literature,. Without
'these_prior distinctions -bei‘ng made, It ‘would be impossible to
advance any général observations, because one could not assume
that an observation was binding on each of Athese» practices, or

o'nV the whole field.

There is, however, a theoretical and.vt':énéépi:ual dimension to this
problem too. ’I} shall explore this dimension because it is important
for the particular approach which this study will adopt. I sug-

gested in my opening paragraph that the questlon of the status

of theory (or the ever-present fact in contemporary literary studies

of * theoretical _self~consciousness), and the question of African
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criticism being a discipline without a centre, are related problerﬁs,
presenting themselves simultanéously,. One good reason fdr fhis
- is precisely the consequence of the ‘theoretical self*consciousness
of current literary studles: theory has made wus aware of how
problematic it is even to delineate one's fleld; ‘1n the act of
‘constituting the object' one makes cholces that carry various
kinds of implication,y phenomenclogical and ideologlcal. Another
reason, however, which 1Is more Iimportant here, '1s' -that theory
enables us to see the conceptually faulty basls on which so much
of the bib}iography and commentary Vin African criticism construct
the notion (though usuaily it is apparent as a técit but pervasive
assumption) of a unified disclpline. The logic that is used is°
positivistic, empirical or immanent, as if the term ?African litera~
~ture' had an immediate referential value, The relation between
Africa‘'s litgratures and the practice of criticism is seen as fuﬁda-
mentally unprbblematic. {The perhaps prilor question, -of the epis~
temological relation between literature and ‘life’, 1s'not at issue
at the moment;)v "This T argue is far from the truth, o'n two counts:
firstly, the .assumptions of an empirical approach in any literary
discipline have been shown to be severeljr questionable,
. ost notably bf the post-Saussurian perspectives,‘s and secondly,
{:&e regional kvariety ahd internationalism of African criticism have
pﬂr»_o,ducedi a number of ‘c‘i‘iffe;rentA ':k:rkiti;:.ismrs', with Achax"acteristica’lly

different themes and emphases. This will shortly be {illustrated.

But if we are able to make any generalised and preliminary obser~
vation of the collective state of African criticism, then it would

be, I suggest {(although this would apply more té anglophone than



.
to francoﬁhone criticlsm) ex’actly that the disci‘pline has
been remarkably unreceptive to non-empirical, non-immanent debates,
Theory has been slow to arrive in (anglophone) African cgiticism,
if it can be sald to have arrived at all.6 Since the effects of
theoretical self*conécigusness are often felt to be political, it
is remarkable that African criticism, whose debates have tended
to foreground a certain ’politicé', should for so long have resisted
theory., {Indeed, the‘ commonsense assumption that all criticsﬁ of
African literature are, despite thelr differences, engaged Iin the
- same practice, is symptomatic of this condition.}) African criticism
has most typically been preoccupied with a different agenda al-
togethér, a point which Izevbaye makes as follows:

«.. the call for African critical ‘concepts', ‘standards’
or ‘criteria' is not a rejection of established modes
of literary study like structuralism, neo-Aristotelianism
and the 1like, but a rejection of certain entrenched
modes of thinking which perpetuate the stock attitude
to Africa.’ |

This observation is cogent, althought the Vphrase 'established modes
of literary study' 1is indicative of the closed~door to theory to
which 1 refer. There is a certain ironf in the fact that when,
in the 1960°'s and early 1970's African critics were condﬁcting
an assault oAr; the 'pres;u}ned 'uxii;refsalist‘ and ‘art-—for'-arAt‘s-sake‘A
prejudices of‘ the West:. even though the assault was motivated
by disparaging and patr‘énising‘ cqmmentary by some Western critics,
the literary culture of the West itself was experiencing a deep
crisls from within, a crisis whose impetus has been sustained

largely through theory.
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It will be necessar‘y in the next chapter to find an explanation
for th.e generally positivistic character of much‘ African critlcism.
In the remainder of this chapter, however, I wish to make my
points of departure as clear as possible without anticipating too
severely the argument which follows. I shall look briefly at the
relation between literature and criticism from a particular perspect-
ive; with the help of conceptual tools' made available by this
exercise I shall offer groundsv for distiﬁguishing» between the dif-
ferent practices of African criticism, isolating the specific criticism
which is the object of this enquiry. I shall then explore some
basic terms by which we can begin to understand the relation

between this particular criticism and its socio-historical context.
II

In Formalism and Marxism Tony Bennett draws on the post-

Saussurian tradition in lingulstics to argue that literary criticism
is a 'signifying' ‘discourse. ‘As is the case with laﬁguage
in general, aé séen by this tradition, where the relation between
a llnguistic sign and its referent 1s either an arbitrary one, or
a matter of convention, so, Bennett argues, in criticism the mean-
ings of a literary text, the traditlioﬂns to which it 1is
made. to “belo-hg, tﬁe »fﬁrms a-\nrd éenres which have helped to’ ghape
it, its qu'alities of ‘'literariness', are constructed in. the siﬁgnify—
ing operations of the critical discourse. This does not mean that
literature has no existence prior to the opefationé which critiéism
works upon it. Bennett makes the point as followé:

When we speak of ‘'literature' in this way, we are



not speaking of some objective and fixed body of Written
texts to which the word ‘literature®' 1is applied as a
descriptive label. We are lrather speaking of a concept
—-the concept of a circumscribed set of texts felt to
be of speclal wvalue — which exiéts and has meaning
soiely within the discourses of literary criticism. This
is not to say that the actual texts to which this con-
cept 1s applied — the commonly recelived ‘'great
tradition®, say — exist only within such discourses,
What is in dispute is not the material existence of
such texts but the ccntentién that, in any part of
their objective and material presence, they declare
themselves to be ‘literature’. Written texts do not
organize themselves into the ‘'literary' and the ‘non-
literary’'. They are so organized only by the opera-
tions of criticlsm wupon themk.. Far from reflecting a
somehow natural or spontaneous system of relationships
between . written texts, literary criticism orgénizes those
texts into a system of relationships which 1is
the product of its own discourse and of the distinctions
between the ‘'literary' and the ‘non-literary' which

it operates.8
Bgannett is denying nelther that 'Hterature exists_ prior to criticism,
nor even that there exists a certaln reciproyr;ity between literature
and criticism. Rather, ‘his peint 1is that thé operative terms on
which such feCiprocity-works derive from the ways Iin which critic-
ism ‘sees' the literary ~~object. It thus bec‘omes possible
for Bennett to regard criticism as a discourse which performs zﬁore
or less conscious cultural acts. Criticigs‘m builds systems
of meaning — in and ax;ound the literature which serves it — there-

by making clalms on one's perceptions and values. I shall illus-

trate as economically as possibleg the background to. and



implications of Bennett's position.

Although Bennett is not a theoreticlan in hls own right, he has
put fogether a critical argument which makes an effective and en-
ri?;hing intervention into British literary Marxism. He does so
mainly by engaging with two different critical traditions. Thg
one Is the ‘historical poetics® of the later Russian formalists,
in part;cular, Medvédev and Bakhtin, and the other is Althusseri-
anism, as represented in England by (to exclude for fhe moment
translations from the work of Plerre Macherey} Terry Eagleton.
Bennett argues that under an Althusserian influence British Marx-
ism became 'preoccu;’)ied with Iinhibiting debates about epistemology
and aesthetics, and in so doing removed the political implications
of criﬁicism from centre-stage. Questions about the relationships
‘between aesthetic form and Iideoclogy, or between ldeology and Marx-
ist theory or the ‘'sclence' of historical materialism (two of ‘t.he

maln concerns of Eaglefon‘s Criticism and Ideology) are misplaced.

~Aesthetic and epistemological categories, Bennett argues, do not
reflect self-evident or a_ priori dimensions of art or consciousness;

?

on the contrary, they are constructs in the discourse of bourgeols’
traditions and ,oughtkn(ot to be taken on trust. If criticism lis
regarded as a signifying discourse, then literary Marxism ought
to be able, by foregrounding 2‘ §Iit1cs, to establish the debate with
its opponents on its own 'terms.A (I believe that there “is' more
in Althusserianism than this does justice to, but I shall hold
the issue in abeyance for the moment.) The foregrounding of po'ii—‘

tics has, broadly, two main aspects, and it is in this connection

that Bennett- introduces the later forrhalists.q Bakhtin's poetics
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involves a re-working of the classical fofmalisté’ understanding
of literariness, so that thé aesthetic properties of literature, such
as its rhetorical forms and genres, are treated és historically
bound to particular Soclal contexts, i.e. literary forms come into
- exlistence ﬁnder determinate conditions of soclal relationship and
exchlange.. {(With respect to Rabelais, for example, Bakhtin argues
that medieval folk humour reverses. the priorities of official
Christian ideology, subjecting them to ‘carnivallzation' and ‘dis~
crowning'.m) /A political ériticism then, will undertake to histori-

cize literary forms. But a further and more cruclial undertaking

of such criticism will be to enquire into the consumption
of literary texts, the ways In which they have successlively
been appropriéted inte the traditions of (usually the dominant)
literary cultu;eﬁ,j as Bakhtin ;does in a survey of Rabelais criticism
which notes a progressive de-politicization in the successive read-

ings of Gargantua and Pantagruel.“ It is this latter 'point with

which we are Immedlately concerned, “the emphasis that Bennett
places on the historicvally variable conditions of reception
of literary te'xtrsg It is an emphasis which begins with the recog-

nition of criticism being a signifying discourse.

Let us apply Bennétt's model to the criticism of Black African
VLi‘{eVra't'ur-e in Enélish. ” rFrom Lin‘d'for“s's ' Eibliography we derlve
a picture of a discipline latking a centre: most of the work in
the field is done ocutside Africa, with the USA, the United‘ King’dom
and Western Europe featuring prominently, although Africa's
contribution is greater than any other single region's. {A rgsult

of this situation, 1 argue, is that the various critical undertakiﬁgs



10

of the different reglons cannot really be #aid to be competing
with one another for recognition or supremacy over the whole field.
Such activity is oniy Apossibie where academic exchange is at least
to some extent centrallsed, where some form of hegemony is avalla-
ble.} What we have In African criticism is a nu‘mber of different
discourses whose particular Iinterests and themes are ‘determined
largely by the institutional and ideological characteristics of the
various regions involved in the whole field. Within these dis-

courses both 'African’ and ‘literature' have variable meanings.

A telli;ng‘ illustration of the necessarily limited, partial quality
of the prevaili‘ng condepts in some of the discourses is to be found
in the characteristic selections that are made from the available
literature. It is commonly recogniséd {though fhe recognition does’
not alter the fact) Athat ‘the amount of attention given to written
literature | in the colonlal languages, as against oral literatures
in the vernaculars, Is disproportionately high. {There are other
anomalies assoclated with the bias'tﬁwards the colonial languages:
research on oral vernacular literatures is published predominantly
in the colonial langua‘ges, and there seems to be no literary crit-

icism written in the vernaculars at all.')

B\it the distmctlons’ between the discourses of African critlcijsm
emerge most clearly whé‘n one considers their typlical ideological
themes. To use ready examples: Commonwealth Literature concerns
itself generally with the literary consequences of imperial history,
the spread of Englrish,‘ inter-cultural contact under colonialism,

the growth of new national lid:eratv.n'es.12 Comparative and World
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Literatures (those varieties that are engaged with African literature}
are concerned with comparable litefary histories, and connections
are made across linguistic and national Dboundaries. In Afro-
American or Black Studles the dominant categories have to do with
raclial identity. Caribbéan commentary establishes links with the
black dlaspora, or alternatively with literature of the Third Worild.

African literature serves each of these discourses,

It may be possible to invoke Stanley Fish's concept of ‘interpretive
communities’ in order to explain the appropriation of African
literature byv different critical practi’ces. VLike Bennetf, Fish re-
jects a nalvely empirical view of the relation between Iliterature
and criticilsm, or between a text and its reader. ~What prevents
criticism from collapsing into random interpretive anarchy
or relativism, in Fish's view, is the consolidation of different
acts pf reading by collectlive reacferships wirtk.l shared assumptions.
While for Fish the interpretive community consists of informed
literary critics who share certain reading strategies, what we
require 1is to‘extend ‘this concept to the description of different
interpretive communities whose consolidation depends on a varlety
of local lideological and socletal fac;tors. Frank‘ Lentricchia makes
the poiht as follows:

Fish's reader Is purely Iliterary: his readership in
é comfnunity of literarf critics  somehow cancels out
the forces that shape his political, social, or ethnic
status. But any theory that is based on the idea that
the reader is a constituted and constituting entity
yet refuses to assess the consequences of our member-

ships in nonliterary communities is by definition
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drastically incomplete. A literary comvmunity walled
“off from larger enclosures of social structure and his-
torical process .is a repetition. of aestheticist isolation-
{sm. At the very least Fish might have polnted out
.that the consolidated 1nterpret1ve'community he is talk-
ing about 1is situated on the’ northeastern seaboard
of the United States, and that most of Its members
are 'at home' In .the English departments of Yale and
Johns Hopkins.13

It is important to note both that 1nterprétive communities are struc-
turally differeﬁtiated, and that they are by definition larger than
the individuals who belong to them. -This means that while the
1nd1vic}ua1 critic may achieve a certain mobility within and between
interpretiire communities, he Is constrained, in the production
of éritici;m, to speak the language of a particular community.
In other words, an-d to bring this back to the African scene, from
the point of view of the individual critic it is quite possible
to mov‘ev between Ibadan and London, or Nalrobl and Texas, sensing
that one belongé to the loose Vinternational‘ ‘community' of African-
ists. And In a trivial sense, one does. But any act of criticism
requires a particuiar discursive cox}text, one with a coherence
of ldeological leanings, a pattérn of expectations belonging to a
putative readership? No doubt too, the interpretive communities

of African criticism overlap, and even develop through their inter-

relation'ship.'_; {International conferences, systems of academic
exchange, jolnt research and publ'ication — as is reflected
in Research in African Literatures14 - a‘ll‘ serve to promote this
collaboration.)’ But the borrowings betweenh discourses, in order

to be coherent, will have to be to some extent selective, or one
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may say overdetermined, by the requirements of fairly discrete

discursive contexts.

When inA‘ the 1960's ‘African' and ‘Western' critics sustained a
lengthy and at times acrimonious debate over who had the r‘igh‘t
credenfials to engage Iin African criticism, the problem can be
_said to have been that critics from different interpretive
communities were laying claim to one another's territory. David
Rand Bishop is right when he argues that the query ‘By what’
sfandards should African literature be judged?' is flawed. Instead
he pz’bposes that there vare three gquestions to ask: {1} By what
standards do Africans'judge African literature? (‘2) By what stand-
ards do Westerners judge African literature? and (3) How do these

15 Wwhile 1 would

setsvof standards agree and how do they differ?’
afgue that the terms ‘Africans' and 'Westerners' do not accurately
describe the Interbretive communities whiéh were involved in this
debéte, the tendency of Bishop's argument is correct.

The particular histories of each of the criticisms of African litera-~
ture would comprise an Iinteresting sphere of speculation. What
aré' the institutional and ideolé:gical factors, for example, which
give Commonwealth Literature Its proper degree of autonomy from/
Wé%ld '_Literature, or Afro-American Literature? What 1mmediate1y§

concerns us here, however, is the situation of that African criticism

whose concerns are produced in Africa itself, ‘This criticism is

distinguished from those ‘international®' discourses that have been
mentioned, by its concern with the ldeological self-definition of

the literary -<culture in Africa. In other words, we are concerned
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here with a discourse which, in its engagement with African litera~-
- ture, seeks >to build systems of meaning which are ideclogically

rooted in indigenous clircumstances.

We must recognize at the outset that for practical reasons we shall

be concentrating on only a portion of this specific African critic-

ism, i.e. that which is written in English. Where it Is necessary
to refer to Frexich African criticism we shall do so, but cur con-
cern will be mainly with anglophone criticism. Specifically, thi’s
criticism 1is ’produced‘in concentrations of a‘cademic and literary
culture in anglophone, sub-saharan Africa, mainly in unilversities
in Nigeria an'd Keny#. We should also recognize that whereas anglo-
phone African criticism m*a’y define itself loosély in pan~African
terms, and define the literature it engages with In such terms
as well, its precise sphere of activity is limited, characteristic-
ally, to literature (written and mainly in English) which also
originates in anglophone, sub-saharan Africa {usually Weét and
East Afriéa, occasionaliy Southern Africa). Exceptions to this
pattern will of course arise. It . is important simply to note at
this stage that we are notkfdeali.ng‘ with literary phenomena on
a continental scale. For the moment we shall use the terms by
which t_hev criticism defines itself, ackn_owledgiﬂng their »1im1tatlo’ns.
Later, the social context of the criticism and the ideo-
logical implications ‘of its géstures towards pan-Africanism will

be ‘explored in greater detatil,.
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I

The fheoretical departures which have been taken thus far have
enabled us to envisage a particular relation between criticism as
a discourse and the literature which serves It, We have also

been able to see African criticism as a configuration of »such dis-

courses, and, on the basis of this model, we have isolated the -

anglophone African criticism of Africa itself as the object
of enquliry,. What Is still requlired from a theoretical point of
view, is a point Qf departure which opens for investigation the
natufe of the relations between a literary criticism, Iideoclogy,
and thelr particular socio-historical coﬁtext. I have described
anglophone African criticlsm as being distinguished from the ‘inter-
national’ criticisms of African literature, through its being ‘rooted®

in indigenous circumstances. What can this mean?

Here we must turn agaln to the debate between Bennett and the

Althusserians. Terry- Eagleton's Criticism and Ideology advances

an argumenf which is similar in part to what has been established

thus far:

Criticlsm is not an 1innocent discipline, and never
‘has been, It is a branch of Marxist criticism
to. enquire into the history of criticism itself: to
pose -the question of under what conditions, and for
what ends, a literary criticism comes about. For critic-
ism has a history, which is more than a random colloca-
tion of critical acts. If literature 1is its object, it
is not its sole point of genesis; criticism does not
arise as a spontaneous riposte to the existential fact
of the text, organically coupled with the object it

illuminates. It has its own relatively autonomous life,

2
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its own laws and structures: it forms an {internally
complex system -articulated with the literary system
rather than merely reflexive of Iit, It emerges into
existence, and passes out of It again, on the basis

of certain determinate conditions. 16

v /ii:agleton; however, is working within a traditlon which, as was

noted earliez}, became embroiled in an inhibiting debate‘ over the
relations between 'aesthetlc experience and ideoclogy, and ideclogy
and theory, a debate which Bennett set out to displace by argulng
for the primacy of a political critical practice as opposed to epls-
temological theory. It can be argued, however, that Bennett and
Eagleton are thinking quite different aspects of the soclal totality.
VBennett's argument leads to the viewktha:t the "politics of literature
. » « are inseparable from the politics <;f criticism.’® And he
chntinues:

Marxist criticism has hitherto proceeded on the assump-
tion that every literary text has its politics inscribed
within 1t and that the role of Marxist criticism Iis
to enunciate this ‘politics, to give it 'voice by making .
it explicit. This political essentialism must be broken
with. The text does not have a politics which
is separable 'from the determinations which work upon
it or the position it occuples within the disposition
of the field of cultural relaﬂons. The task which
faces 'Marxist criticism 1is not that of reflecting or
of bfinglng to light the politics which is already there,
as a latent presence within the text which has but

to be made manifest. It is that of actively politicizing

the text, of making its politics for it, by producing

a new position for it within the field of cultural rela-
tions and, thereby, new forms of use and effectivity

within the broader social process.17
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}Insofar 'as Bennett is proposing that we regard/criticism
as a political act, a réworking or way of appropriétin’g l}terary
texts,A thus shifting some of our attention away from the his:orical
conditions of a text's production‘ to those of Iits consumptiqn, he
has redefined certain Issues which were crippling on the Althusser-
jan agenda. But If we set Bennett's argument alongside Eagleton's,
;;a see that Eagleton's is a more ambitious and comprehensive
project, whose écopgw"Ben_nett appears not to have fully
acknowledged. In response to Bennett's argument we may ask,
if the politics of literature are ﬁnse_parable' from (i.e. largely
determined by} the bolitics of criticism, then what determines
the politics of criticism? Bennett speaks of 'the disposition of
the‘,field of cultural relations', but what can this felicitous term
mean, other than that the politics of ihe field of cultural relations
ére vinseparabl‘e from those of the V\?hole social formation’? Bennett
does not pfovlde us with the concepts whereby we are able to
connect ’discoursesi‘ with ‘ideoclogy’, or still less, with the polit-
ical and economic relatfons between social groups.‘ in fact with
the broader soclal process to which he gestures., Bennett's argu-
ment is therefore to a certain extent trapped within its informing

principles. Those principles are languaged-based, and the argu-

ment remalins largely language-bound. Which is not to say that

tf;.e wﬁole argﬁment is to be discarded: a theory of criticism
oquht'to have a theoi‘y of language, and one which is strategically
useful to the practice in whicﬁ it is developed. ‘But we
may conclude that Bennett's argument Iis insufficient. That is,
we need to see the interdépendency between the concept

of discourse, -and that of soclal practice, and in order to do so
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we must c'iisting'uish the two.
We may summarize this by saying that with his emphasis on critic-
ism as a form of discourse, Bennett does not produce a descriptiv?ﬂ
acﬁouut of the social function of literary criticisfn as an institution-
al practice, which takes 1ts‘plac’e in conjunction with the broader
ideological, political and economic forces of}th'e whole soclal f’orma—
tion, While Althusserianism's theorization of‘epistemo-
logical questions was its particulaxf weakness, its particular
strength lay In Its delimitation of the inter-locking forces at work
lin soclety at large. (On this score it produced some significant
revisions of Marxist ofthodoxy) By conceiving of socleties as
:fsocial formations 1ncorporating a number of artlculateé; practices
(a ‘'practice’ being the 'transformation' of a given 'raw material’,
by ‘determinate means', Into a given 'product') it revised the
more conventional Marxist metaphor of economic base' and politico-

; . o=

cultural ‘superstructure‘.ls By concelving of ldeoclogy as
a practice (along' with 'the two other maln practices of the economy
and the political system) it revised the notion that ideology was
a form of insubstantial ideation or 'false consclousness', and pro- .
posed instead that it takes substantial forms from the socilal instit-
~utlons or apparatuses which vreproduce‘ it. Ideolégy has a relative
autono;ny from the othér practicés, but at the same time beéomes
: cvefdetermined by them in fulfilling its role in the whole social
formation, ~ These terms have useful descriptive wvalue, even though
one can see how easy a step it is to move from this somewhat

coded, mechanical vocabulary into ‘the conception of this discourse

as a ‘'sclence’.)
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If we are circumspect in borrowing from Eagleton, we may retain
that kernel of his argument which applies the Althusseriap con—
ceptual system to the relation between criticism and Iideology,
and in the process we may find a helpful description of the kind

of historical moment represented by the rise of a particular liter~
"ary criticism:

Criticism belongs to the aesthetic reglon of ideology,
a reglon with its proper degree of autonomy of the
whoie. But the emergence of a criticism (Renalssance
humanist, neo-classicist, Romantic, 1liberal humanist)
signifies a certaln conjuncture Dbetween that region
and others — a conjecture {[sicl in which the aesthetic
~ region Aassumes an unusual degree of dominance within
the whole ideclogical formation. It is not that the
'aes;thetic becomes the dominant regioh of the ideology;
it is rather that it is ‘foregrounded® as é privileged
bearer of the themes over which that formation broods.
It is not, naturally, as though the aesthetic Is stripped
at such moments of its proper trappings toe become
‘raw ideology': there is no such phenomenon, On
the contrary, - e‘}gn though literary aesthetics begin
at such times to speak of more than theniselves', to
form fr,equent‘li overt alliances with the political,
ethical and religious spheres, they do so in terms
of their own internal debates, demands and traditions.
Thelr 1ideological efficacy remalns an aesthetic one,

and in this, indeed, lies their p;:iwer.lg‘

This conjuncture between the aesthetic region of ideology and the
whole 1deologfcal formation must, of course, become visible to
ha\}e this power, which in Althusserian terrﬁs means that it must
have a firm 1nstitutiona‘} base in the social infrastructure. 1f

publishing houses, bookshops and libraries, or the production
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of literary magazines, or the establishment of clubs‘and societies,
are not enough to produce this visibility - and in the case of
the African literary culture these resources are thinly spread -—
then, as Eagleton points out,20 criticlsm's articulation within fhe
educational system will provide it. We may accept these insights,
I suggest, without endorsing Eagleton's rather grandiose

summarization:

The ‘history of criticism®', then, is an aspect of a
set of specific ideological formations, each of which
is so linternally articulated as to privilege certain
critical practices as a peculiarly overdetermined
instance of its other levels. The sclence of the history
of criticism is the sclence of the historical determinants

of this overdetermination of the Iiterary-aesthetic.?'l»

This rather parenthetical (and un-selfcritical) attempt to elevate
his own discourse to the stature of a science {a latent Videalism?}
is both an unfortunate aspect of the Althusserian legacy, and a
consequence of Eagleton‘s_ piéneering enthuslasm in forging a local
British literary Marxism based on a.n imporied ‘French model, But,
as with Benneft, we needk not abolish the entiré cohceptual -systém

because of a merely local deficiency.

We may summarize Eagleton's ~description  of the typlcaly histoi’ical"
moment of" a literary criticism as that point at which the reiation
between the aesthetic region of ideology ‘and fhe wholé ideological
formation becomes ;Jisible. This quality of wvisibility will comé
both from the manner of its institutionalization in the social infra-
structure, and from the themes of the criticism's discourse. Eagle-

ton's argument, we ought to emphasize, does not preclude his
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acknowledging the ‘'internal debates, demands and tradition's'i of
the 'literary aesthetics'. It Is obvious that criticism cannot simply
fashion a discourse out of the Vuniqueness of the specific historical
moment or set of {deological relations in which it finds itself.
It must possess a discursive heritage, out of which it makes Iits
responses to the requirements of its time. One can imagine a
| criticism beilng elther strengthened or disabled in its efforts to
meet the demands of the mbment, depending on the capacities of

its heritage.

I shall 1illustrate this last point with specific reference to the
situation of African criticism, as a way of leading us into the

concérns of the next chapter.

In the only full-length study of African criticism which has come
to my attention, Bishop éonducts an empirical survey of the climate
of» literary opinion amongst English and French-speaking African
scholars between the years 1947 and 1966. As a comparatist
responding to the debate of thé later 1960°’s which was mentioned
eariier, Blshop sets out to answer the question, 'By what st%m.d-
ards do Africans [as opposed to‘ Westerners] judge African litera-~
ture?’ Having researched as many critical staterqeqts by‘ African.
critics as could !:;e gathered {a faék which is scarcely possible
now, given the growth of the fleld) Bishop arrives at definitions
of six of the major ‘critical standards' of the criticism of the
period, standards which he presents as the éxpression of ‘the
African cultural milieu'. They are the following:

{1} That, ideally, African writers would employ African
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- languages as their literary medlia; failing this, for
various pfa,ctical reasons, it isb both acceptable and
desirable that they 'do violence' to the standard forms
of European languages as they are spoken 1in their
mother-lands, in order to reflect the African world

more accurately.

(2) That African literature, while performing an Important
function in projecting an African preéence heretofore
lacking, or distorted in the world, must nevertheless
be written primarily for an African audience; and
must not appear to be written primarily for a non-

African audience,

{3) That African writers should show discretion in their
borrowings from Western literary traditions,
while reflecting, where possible, the form and content

of the — primarlly oral — African traditlons.

{4) That African literature must not falsify African realla,
whether the writers choose realism or surreallsm or
some other technique to portray these realla; but
that the | *information® provided by these realla must
be transform_ed into art, and not be presented entirely

for their own sake.

o

{5} That African literature be engagée, meaning that it
address itself to the wvarious and serious problems
currently facing Africa, and that it eschew the prlnci—

ple of ‘art for art's sake'.

(6) That African literature be, somehow, African, whether
one labels this afri¢anness as ‘Negritude' or in some
other way, and without becoming African at the expense

of being at the same time literature. 2

The comprehensive thoroughness of Bishop's research leaves no

room to doubt the extent to which these orthodoxies are represent-
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ative of an era 1n'Afr1canv criticism; as Is clear fro:ﬁ
their formulation, furthermore, Bishop was concerned as much with
anglophone criticism as with negritude or its direct heirs. What
is less convincing about Bishop's work is his account of
the cultural circumstances and interests which these standards
may be sald to reflect. What comprises the 'African’ cultural
milieu' 1s left an open question, only peripheral to the more empir-
ical aspect of the work as a survey. To wvalidate this approach
Bishop argues that ‘the Africanness, Negritude or whatever, of
a critic is existentiall rather than essential . ., . it creates the
Africanv tradition at least as fast as the traditiom 1s
being defined.'23 But on the other hand, running through his
arguxﬁent is an easy familiarity with undisgulsed essentialist con-
cepts:  African taste, African culture and aesthetics, Afx;ican stand-
ards, Afric;mness. Sﬁch idealism appears to be the result of his
particular form of comparatism which sustains a theory (though
Bishop disclaims having a theory at all) of essential cultural

differences.

Thlsb contradiction would be unimportant if it were simply a matter
of philosophical correctness. There are, however, several features
of the standards which the reference to the 'Afri.c'anmgtulﬁltnuralVmilieu'
cannot expla.ln. Firstly, and most fundamentally, what explains
this overwhelming concern, which is not of Bishop's own making,
with ‘standards® for the practice of literary evaluation? One
deduces ‘a nervousness expressing itself here as the need for a
hierarchical scale. Secondly, the standards concern themselves

less with an autonomous African culture than with the percelved
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menace of (1) the ‘linguistic and literary hegemony of the European
languages, (2) a iarge forelgn readership, (3} Western‘ literary
traditions, {(4) the European fascination with Africa as exotlc,
{(5) é narrow aestheticism (seen as European) which undervalues
the soclal wutility of art, and (6) cultural Eurocentrism. What
explains this rhetorical emphasis? Finally, why 1is there a peculiar
eqguivocation in two of these standardss '(4‘). » « the "information®
provided by these realia must be transformed into art, and not
be presented entirely for their own sake', and ‘'{(6}. . . without
becoming African at the expenée of being at the same time
literature'? Bluntly put, these questions do not take ‘us to the
seemingly ideal realm of the 'African cultural milieu', but to the
difficult situation of modern African lliterary scholérship as the
‘unwilling beneficiary ('of a European herit#ge, struggling to come
to terms with indigenous circumstances. The prevalling constructs
of this heritage — not the least powerful of wvhich are those which
preserve the sanctity of ’art"’ and ‘'literature' -~ do not settle
in comfortably with tHe more overtly ldeological Iimperatives —

anti-colonial ones — of the time. The struggle going on In these

standards is that of a criticism which, in attempting to be the

spokesman _of a particular ideological moment, is unable to effect

a conceptual break from certain categories which constrain it.

I shall attempt now to define the specific nature of this struggle,
bearing in mind that it has a practical, soclal dimension, and

an internal, discursive one.
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NOTES

1. Theory and the soclal context of African criticism -

2,

The following essay-length references are useful:

lzevbaye, D.S., 'The State of Criticism in African Litera-
ture' in Jones, E.D. (ed.) African Literature Today No. 7:

Focus on Criticism {Londén: Heinemann, 1975); and
Killam, G.D. ‘*Contexts of African Criticism® in
Lindfors, B. and Schild, U. (eds.}) Neo—-African Literature

and Culture: Essays in memory of Janheinz Jahn: Mainzer
Afrika-Studien 1)(Wiesbaden: B. Heymann, 1976),

Lindfors, B. {(ed.} Black African Literature in English:

A Guide to Information Sources., (Vol. 23 of American Litera-

ture, English Literature, and World Literatures in English,

~An Information Guide Series.) (Detroit: Gale Research

Company, 1979).

A similar pattern emerge's from the 1ist of major pub-
lishers of African 1literature in Donald Herdeck's African
Authors: A Cemﬁanion to Black African Writing Vol 1:
1300-1973 (Washington, D.C.: Black Orpheus, 1973), where
énly 21% are Afriean, a“‘figure‘ which is swollen by the

inclusion of Afrikaans-language publishers.
op. cit., p. =i,

These perspectives éhare the theoretical premise of the
arbitrary ‘or conventional relation between the signifier

and the signified in the composition of the linguistic

 sign, a premise which leads to an emphasis on the non-

referehtiality of language.

An exception to this is reflected in the work of Sunday
Anozie and in The Conch, although even here the prevall-

ing structuralist paradigm is French-based.

- op. cit,é;ap. 3.
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10.
11.

1z,

13,

14,

15,

26

Bennett, T. Formalism and Marxism (Methuen New Accents
Series, London, 1979) p. 7.

Bennett refers mainly to Bakhtin's Rabelals and His World

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1968); see also
Medvedev, P.N. and Bakhtin, M.M. The Formal Method
in Literarv Scholarship: A Critlcal Introduction to Socio-.

logical Poetics, translated by A.J. Wehrle (Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1968).

from Bennett, op. cit:;fépp. 82—83.'
op. cit.,p. 91,

A case for the autonomy of Commonwealth Literature Iis
made out by Robertson, R.T. ‘'Interpreters All:

The Commonwealth Context of African Literature', -Research

in African Literatures (Austin, Texas), '5,;@19?4&
pp. 52-59. "

Lentricchia, F After the New Criticism (London: The
Athlone Press, 1980) p. 147.

The journai actively sought from its inception to inter-

vene in a situation which its first editorial describes -

" as follows: ‘... the whole fleld is expaﬁﬁding. so quickly

that those who work assiduously in one corner of it
can easlily lose touch with what is going on elsewhere.
Communlication between specialists in different disciplines

tends to be infrequent and collaboration between scholars

in differentA countries extremely rare. There 1s no single

professional publication that unites the varled but over-
lapping interests of this scattered intellectual community.'
Research in African Literatures (Austin, ‘Texas), 1, 1,

1970},

Bishop, D.R. African Critics and African Literature:
A Study of Critical Standards, 1947-1966. Unpublished
dissertation, Michigan State University, 1970. (University

Microfilms International) p. 402,
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17.

18'

19.
20.
21.
22,

23.
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Eagleton, T. Criticism and Ideology (London: Verso, 1978)
p. 17.

op. cit.,pp. 167-8.

I do not intend to enter into fhe rich and complex debate
within Althusserlanism on the nature of ideblogy. I
refer here only to certaln first principles in Althusser's
For Marx {(London: NLB, 1977) and Lenin and Philosophy
(London: NLB, 1971).

op. cit., p. 20.

op. cit., p. 56.

op. cit., pp. 20-21.
op. cit., "Conclusion®,

op. cit., p. 13.
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2. INDIGENCUS TRADITION AND THE COLONIAL LEGACY

A; the end of the last chabter we noted on the basls of Bishob‘é
survey ofv prevailing critical ‘'standards', the difficult situation
of modern African literary scholarship as the unwilling beneficlary
of a European heritage, struggling to come to terms with indigenous
circumstances. To argue directly, we noted that in the efforts -
of African criticism to becoﬁe the spokesman of a certaln
ideoclogical moment, it was unabie to achileve a conceptual break
from certain ‘European® categories which constrained it. In this
chapter 1 wish to explore the deferminative factors in the develop-

ment of this impasse.1

Before embarking on thls project, it would be useful to illustrate
the peculiar relationship between African criticism and European
orthodoxy which I am c}aiming, and to begin to flesh out its imp-~
' ‘lications.‘ In his conclusion Bishop. speculates tentatively about
the gengral character of African. criticism and its socio—histériéal
determinants:

[An] overriding concern with extra-aesthétic consider-
~ations is kperhaps.k for the Westerner, the singly most
disturbing aspect of African literary criticism. = It
is the point at which the mainstreams of African and
Western criticlsm diverge most sharply. The glverg*-
ence results, it would seem, from two important factors
prevalent not only in the thinking of Africa’s literary
critics, but in many aspects and levels of African
life: (1) the need for self-definition, stemming from

the attempted obliteration of African culture and from



the advent of self-determination, and (2} the imminence
of political questions prior to Independence, coupled
with the residual questions of Western economic and
cultural dominance following Independence. The diverg-
ence may stem also from a third factor: that is, the

fact that traditional African culture has been inherently

vengagé}e in a way Western culture has not. It is com~

- munal and essentially soclal; while it is very appre-

These observations are pertinent both in themselves,

they

"beauty for its own sake.

clative of artistic beauty, it does not tend to create
2
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and because

prompt fﬁrther questions. One of the dominant concerns

of African criticism is certainly the question of how it is to engage

with the soclal reference of African literature.‘ With the literature

being, by common consent, largeiy 'soglological' in orientation,

what are the appropriate positions which ecriticism is to adopt,

with

regard to approach and methodology? Yet thls preoccupation

comes into direct conflict with another, one which is perhaps less

obtrusive than the first, but which exercises nevertheless a power-

ful hold on kthé criticism’s attenﬁon.

This Is the question of

how the  aesthetic quality of African works is to be wvalidated,

and what criteria are involved.

It should perhaps be noted ‘thatV

this second question is not purely a formallst or aestheticist con-

cern.

It:'alvsov_ivpvglves the affirmation of African aesthetic achieve~

ments in relation to those that are percelved as pertaining to the:

West.k It i{s therefore also a concern born of historical

factors. Thus one finds in Bishop's survey a set of ‘standards’

which, by implication, serve the purpose of evaluating literary

quality, but which, Bishop tells us, are predominantly

'non-aesthetic’®,
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‘That these two opposing pulls — one to the soclal reference of
Iiterature,’ one 1’:0_ the Iiteré.ry quality of the work ~— are felt as
a dee'p and abliding contradiction is best proved by the attempts
which ﬁave been. made to map out a ‘middle ground‘ and thereby
to recor;cile them. Most notable here are the hybrid concepts
advanced by Abiola I;ele (‘soélologlcal imagination&) and Solomon
Iyasere ('cultural fox;malism'é). It could pérhaps be argued tﬁat
because these attempts at reconciling the two oppoéites are still
implicitly antithetical, they do not feally advance beyond the
initial problem. “"hat interests ‘us hére, however, is not to enter

into this debate but to understand hox# it arose.;

It is instructive to note just how dependent on the European herit-
age Is the initial construction of the ,pfoblem. The first of the
fendencies, involving the‘ soclal Vreferehce of African 11terature, is
closely bVou‘nd up with a general emphasis on fché documentary’
function of literature, or ‘realism®. An uncomplicated version
of mimesis is involved.”  Bishop clarifies this Apoint by saying
that * . . . lecritics] have tended to apply mimesis to their state-
ments on African literature far more often than they have concerned
themselves with Mimetic critical theory — metacriticism is perhaps

the proper term — in its own J:ight.‘5

If African criticism has
Vno‘t i;eliéd o-n” a k’me‘:tacriticism' to establish and affirm the mimeti;:
prihciple, »then this has been accomplished through the inheritance,
notQ p.urely of the notlon of mimesis, but more significantly of
a generally empirical outlook, wh.ich has been the dominant charac~

teristic of British cultural life since the 19th century.6 The British

mainstream can be described as empiricist: positivistu':?ﬁl in philos-
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éphy. realis,ti} in aesthetics (at least since the bourgeoise novel}.
it is thi’s inheritance, I argue, that defines the character of African
criticism’s prevalling conception of literature's soclal referentiality.
That this is so can be gathered from the predominant wayv the
debate has been formulated. The problem has been posed most
often as one of how much ‘'background® the critic needs to know
in order to evaluate a text. This has also tled in with
the question of whether African or Western critics are most quali-
fied to make theée evaluations.7 . The assumption‘ behind these
debates is an empiricist one, namely that the nature of soclal
life is Iimmediately accessible t§ personal experience, There is
no quest‘ion here of experience or consclousness being deeply

informed by conflicting soclal relations.

The second of the contradictory pulls — to the Vaesthetic quality
of the work — is more Iimmediately recognisable as’the .effect of
the British legacy. The idea that art forms an ideal realm, or
what Raymond Willlams calls a ‘superior reallty's is specifically
post-Romantic. The African attachment to the idea, furthermore,
that aesthetlic achlevements areAsomehow to be assoclated with a
nation’s total cultural ‘endowment' is also a feature of the British
legacy, since it was at the turn of the century that the British

national culture came to be defined in terms of 11terature.9

We shall have to return to these questions, but let me illustrate
the basic argument by means of an example which I take to be
symptomatic. In his concluding remarks on 'Criticism and Litera-

ture in Africa’ Izevbaye intimates that the preoccupation in the
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modern African literary »culture with social guestions is merely
a sign of an early developmental phase, an immaturity which will

gradually disappear:

With this new emphasis in criticism, that is the sup-
pression of the soclal reference of literature as a signi-
ficant i{nfluence in criticism, 1t may be easler
for critics to pay greater attention to the literary work
itself, But the influence of the referential element
1n. African criticism has not really been an intrusion.
The social factor was important only because the litera-
ture Iitself was largely soclological. As the literature
becomes less preoccuplied with social or national problems
and more concerned with the problems of men as individ~
uals in an African soclety, the critical reference will
be human beings rather than soclety, and the consider-~
ations which influence critical judgement will be human

and literary rather than social ones.lo

Izevbaye does not provide much evidence for the ‘suppression
of the soclal reference of literature’ feally belng a ‘new emphasis’'
in criticism, but what is interesting about his remarks is thelr
<unabashed aspiration ’towardé theA values of conventional liberal
humanism. The marriage betweer; literary 'criticism and the ideo-
logical imperatives of liberal humanism has been of long standing
in the West. To use Izevbaye's terms, the notlon that men are
most‘ ‘human'® when they are judged to be ‘men as individuals®
involves when transposed. into literar? critical terms, the severing
of literature from its soci’c;'-hlstorical base, one of the ;jrimary

acts of ‘the more established of Anglo-American criticisms.

-/ Our argument, then, is that gnglophone African criticism is deeply
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bound up with Iits European heritage, Iin ways which are often
- o A

obscured by an anti-colonial rhetorical thrust, We must now begin

to explore the socio-historical determinants and effects of this

situation,

In the passage quoted earlier‘ Bishop suggésts three possible 'causes
of African criticlsm's preoccupation with what he calls ‘extra-
aesthetic considerations®, These are: {1} the need for self-
definition, stemming from the attemptéd obliteration of Africap
culture and from the advent of self-determinati.on, and (2} the
imminence of political questions prior to Independence, coupled
with the residual questlions of Westvern ~ecoﬁom1c and cultural
dominance following Inéependence;‘ As the possible third factor
Bishop suggests the soclal utility of art in traditional socleties,
From oﬁr point of view this, third faéto'r is par{' of the circum-

stances to be explalned, and cannot therefore be offered as a cause:

Vhow does the social utility of art in traditional socleties permeate

the modern literary culfure if it is not consclously invoked by

writers and critics?n The flrst two suggested factors are more

helpful, although the problem here is that they lack soclal pre-

cision: we need to know who or what were the actors or agents

of the processes beling described. Who  felt ‘the need for self-

definition', and for whom were the political guestions before inde-
pendence, and the residual questions after independence, important

or lmminent?

It is possible to answer the gquestion reductively. For example,

we could use Goldmann's proposition that there are ‘'strict homo-
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logles' between the structure of a particular ideological configur~
ation, the ‘world view' of a certaln social group, and

the historical position occupled by that group at a certain point

in hiswry.l2 In the case of our argument we would then propose

that anglophone African criticism developed this close, antagonistic
intimacy with the pfevailing orthodoxies of the British heritage
preclseiy because the 1nt.elligentsia who were Involved shared thelr
historical poéition with that of the ‘natlonal bourgeolsie® of the
independent states, who led these countries to Iindependence on
an‘ anti-colonial and nationalist platform, and who Vthen inherited
the colonial infrastructure‘ and continued to live out the soclo-
cultural consequences of thelr privileged position. We could also
argue, as does EKelwyn Sole, that the - lmpasse 1 ha§e described
simpl} ‘reflects something of the Ideocloglcal tralning many African
intellectuals recelve sven today at universlitlies in Affica
and overseas.’13 While these argume:its have elements of truth
in them, Athey would appear over-hasty in the present context.
I shall therefore attempt, firstly, to ldentify the breoad ideological
and institutional framework with which ‘the development of African
criticism has been articulated (this wlill necessarily involve a
recognition of the pressures brought about by political Independ-
ence); gsecondly, I shall attempt to describe the role played by
the British legacy 1xivthe deveiobment 65 anglophone African

criticism.

11

An Institutional base of some security and permanence was provided
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for African criticism by the Africanization of the syllabus in the
humanities of higher education from the period of the early 1960's,.

We have already seen from Eagleton's point of view the significance

of the formal link between criticism and eduéaticn. As criticism‘

becomes rationalized in the soclal {infrastructure, it acquires a
certain degreé of ideological power. The point does not only in-
volve a theoretical assertlon, however, such as Eagleton's. There
are practical considerations involved as well: teachers of litera-
ture make thelr way professionally through their critical activities,
and the call for a certain literature on the syllabus demands the
formalization of a corresponding critical deﬁate. Hence some of
the debates which were to occupy African ‘criticism's attention
throughout the 1960°'s and early 1;)70'3 {the definitionP of what
*African’ literature might be, criteria ;for evaluation, etc.,) were
inaugurated as matters of professional concern at the conferences
called in 1963 at Dakar and Freetown to discuss the Introduction

of African literature to the syllabus. (These debates were recorded

and published in Gerald Moore's African Literature and the Uni-
versities.~14) Hence too, we find Izevbaye saying that 'the
responsibility for shaping an Africah tradition of criticism has
passed from its Negritude home to the aczir:len:xy',,15 and Killam argu-
ing that '. . . when we speak of the criticism of the literature
of En;;_liéhws.p;a;ki;gi Africa . . ”, we are speakiﬁg of w'h.at the uni-
versities, which have been central in the creation and criticlism

of liferature, have done.'lé‘

The Africanization of the syllabus, however, was Iitself part of

a larger process which was brought on by political independence.
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In the 1960's, the decade of "nation—building', one of the great
national tasks was the development of higher education, even to:
an ex‘tent which exceeded expectations: in 1962 it was estimated
by the 'Association of African Uniyersitles that 32 universities
would serve sub-saharan Africa's needs to 1980, but already by

1970 there were over 50 universities.”

Within this broad pattern of development African criticism received
its commission, acquiring a formal base. The core ideology of
this development, that. which provided the terms of criticism's
coherence with the public institutions, was cultural nationalisnﬁ.
Cultural nationalism had of course played an Iimportant part in
the struggle against colonialism prior to independence. In 1937

Nnamdi Azikiwe told the architects of higher education to

Educate the renascént African to be a man. Tell him
that he has made definite contributions to hlstory.
Educate him to appreclate the fact that iron was dis-
covered by Africans, that the conception of God was
initiated by Africans, that Africans ruled 'the world
from 765 to 713 BC. that while Europe slumbered durlngb
the ‘dark ages’',; a gfeat civilization flourished on
the banks of the Niger, extending from the salt mines
of Therghazza in Morocco to lake Tchad . . . narrate
to him the lore of Ethiopla, of Ghana, Melle, Mellestine,
Soughay.'18

This is a fine example of myth-making, if on.ly‘because it is elab-
orate and unsubtle. The myth 1s the reverse of the colonial myth
of Africa as a tabula rasa, dark continent, or repository of Europe's
own un‘consciou.s or childhood state. It is what Knipp has recently

called ‘the céunter—myth of Africa'.19 The task of the humanities
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in higher education, one ‘which was carried through into the 1960°'s,

was to elaborate, refine and teach it.20 Izevbaye writes about

the relationship between nationalism and criticism in the following

termss

+« « » the Africanization of African literature and critic~
ism has become a slignificant literary event, and the
intrusion of nationalist motives inio literary theory
and criticism has had a wholesome effect on the develop-
ment of literary tradition because it rested on the
sound principle that a virile tradition can be created

only by a return to indigenous sources.,?1

Elsewhere Izevbaye says that the most important task of African
22

criticism is ‘the search for an African aesthetic'. Both the\

/

building of an 1ndigen§us tradition and the search for an African
aesthetic reflect the extent to which criticism became, to use Eagle-
ton's phrase, ‘the privileged bearer of the thémes' of cultural
nationalism. In Xnipp's formulation of the ‘counter-myth', one

can immediately see the wvarlety of roles that it could play in a

Hterary culture. He presentstit in narrvative or chronological

form, consisting of five ‘tenses®:

{1) The rich black past — sometimes warm, sometimes glori-
- ous — in which a secure black identity was and can
Vagain be rooted. This rich past exlists In a double
senses first as history, as the 'recoz'd of the past
glories of Malli and Ghana, of Benin, and Ife; and
second, as the culture, more or less intact and access-~ -
‘ible in the villages, of the people from which the
poet was torn by the process of westernization (an

ugly word).

{2} The cynical conguest of the continent and its culture

by greedy and rapaclious Europeans.

}
§

)
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{3} The period of bondage during which whites exploited
Af rica. and exported the enormous riches that were

there and during which the black personality was further
purified by redemptive suffering.

(4) The rebellion and triumph of resergent blacks against

often decadent, always exploitative white domination.

{5} The productive and creative future In which African
glory returns andVAfrican leadership enriches
the quality of life not only for Africans but for all
the human family.23

The first of these tenses, In which the rich past exists 'as culture,
more or leés intact and accessible in the villages', leads in critic-
ism to the ceIAebration of the ‘oral tradition and its continuing
influence on modern literature, The second, third and fourth
tenses lead in criticism to the fepudiation of ‘Western' literary
values (such as "art-for-art'S‘-sake') and the definition of a trans-
cendent African or Black aesthétic.

The fifth tense is of course the Vmost‘ problematic. It is the point
at which history and myth appear most clearly to diverge. In
a 'pure’' form, the anticipation of a future in which *African leader~
ship enriches the quality of 1life not only for Africans but for
all the human family', could perhaps be sald to exist only in
clgssical Senghorian negritude, where the black ‘'soul' 1is sald
to have a universal, civilizing role.z4 'SIn a more oblique‘form -
the fifth tense could perhaps be found in, say, Soyinka's arguing
in the mid-1960's that writers had entered the ‘'stage of disillusion-

mént', or in the suggestion that post-independence literature has
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come to assoclate Africa with a ‘fallen vmrld'.25 In fhese latter

cases, of course, we would understand the myth to be defining

the nature of loss.

. »
/There can be little doubt that In the pre-independence period

~

{especlally from the second world war until 1960) the ideological
effect of cultural nationalism was progressive. It would have
provided the basls for what Gramsci would call an"orga;ic
culture'26 which was able to cement the alliances that had bsen
formed between the nationaiist leadership and the broader, popular
movements in Vtheir struggle to achieve independe.n<:‘3.~f§z If a corps
of literary-critical literati had been at all formally constituted
in this period, it Is likely that they would have prbduced a con-
fident, strident fo»rr'n of criticism, i;n close contact with
the}perceived popuiar will; Events, however, did not turn out
quife thl# Way. Criticism became consolidated only after inde-

pendence, through its relationship with the rapid development

of higher education. " The Africanization of the syllabus was a

feature of the 1960's and after, a re-organization of priorities

which depended largely on the prior re-organization of com‘crol.zl8

/ /In the shifts of political alignment that followed independence

the ideological effects of cultural nationallsm became more ambiguous.
instead of providing the basis er an ‘organic 'cultu.fe' in wAhich‘
the educated elite, the traditional leadership and the urbanized
working class could create some form of ‘common (‘;ause', it became
associated with Athe newly hegemonic principle of nationhood.
African critiéism. then, was launched institutionally into

a criéis of ideoclogical Iegitimacy@f While its conditions

o

N
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of emergence were linked with the development of a ‘populist’
cultural nationalism, {ts popular legitimation began to recede in

the very period when it began to enjoy formalizationu

The effects of the cﬁange in the power-relations of post-
independence states on literature, as opposed to criticism, are
well known. Writers tufned to satire to castigate the abuses of
neo-colonialism (e.g. Achebe), or to soclalist realism (reﬂectéd
in Ngugl's changing career), or, as In the case of Soyinka, to
myth, as a means whereby Iinternal conflict could be 1deologicaliy
meliorized.29 At least some of the strength and diversity of the
writers' responses to neo-colonialism could be sald to reflect their
somewhat peripheral position with regard to the power-relations
of the states concefned. Mutiso argues that ‘those involved In
oo literary work have been oﬁtside the formal institutions of
power, are despised by Athe bulk of the’power-holdefs, and have
no formai basis in traditional societies.‘30 Brenda Cooper, ‘Qn
the other hand, argues "that ‘the writer-intellectual can be located
within the 1nterét1ces of the social formation.'n‘ The wvocabulary
of both writers shows how difficult It is to ‘place’' the literati
in class-terms. The question of the African writer's cyla'ss—positlon
or his or her relationship with the ruling élites, and the extent
to which fhis acts‘ as an important détefrﬁlnant‘ on the forr;i of
soclial consclousness which his or her work dléplays, are complex
questions which cannot be given the attention they deserve here.32
The point I wish to make is a contrastive one: Ahat while writers

may stand in an oblique relationship to the central structures

of power in these states, the situation of the critic is less obscure.
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x/{As a professional in an educational sy#tem his relation
to the structures of power is not one of simple 1dentity; but’ it
is certainly more direct.. ~While higher educ.ation {especially ig
teﬁe universities) has a certain degree of autonomy, making a critical -
form of scholarship ‘rpossible, there are limits to this autonomy
in ;:ircumstances where higher education has‘beevn newly developed
through the executive function of the state. Under such clrcum-
stances {and with the social 1life of literary intellectualism being
'thin® outside of the universitles) criticism wouid feel itself drawn

33
into the statutory symbolism of national modernityy

Given these structural circumstances one would expect that #értaln
'national' themes, such as cultural Integration and self-affirmation,
would be high on the criticism's agenda. Although this became
increasingly the case, as will shortly be {llustrated, we ought
to note that there appeared 1n1tia11y to be a good deal of apprehen-
sion in the development and articulation of these themes. This
is apparent from a ‘sur\;ey» conducted by Arthur Ravenscroft in 1964
of the syllabuses of 14 English Departments. While Ravenscroft
mentions that a number of syllabuses reflect revisions made as a
result of the 1963 Freetown conference on the intrdduciion
of African literature to the university crurriculu‘m; he also notes
that the assumptions behind the inclusion of African works were
quite diverse, Wérks by African writers were used in four different
ways: {1} 10 universities appended a limited number of African
texts ’to ordinary B.A. courses on 20th or I19th-and-20th-century
English Literature' (the proportions of African to British literature

varying from  ‘'about one-sixth . . . to about two-fifths'). (2) The
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second use of African writing was an extension of the first. Here
course~options, not merely selected te#ts, are added to the curricu-
lum but ‘aAs in {1}, ‘African writing in English 13. seen as
a particular phenomenon within the broadly inclusive subject of
English Literature.’ It is interesting to note that some of the
universities which have become st;:'ongly associated with African
literature ana criticism are included in the f{irst two categories:
Ibadan, Ife, and Makerere. (3) Three universit1e§ include 1in
lists of texts for B.A. English studles not only selected African
works wx;itten in English but also works translated from the French:
'the presence of Laye's bpoks suggests - not simply the idea of
an African "regional® variety of English writing, but a distinctive
*African~ness® that is com‘mon to all African writers . . . .' (4)
Two universitles, where the degree structure is similar to the
Amervi'can"credit‘ system, include self-contained courses in which
the idea of 'Af;ican-ness‘ was thé informing principle, one of
these being a course at the Unlversity of Nigeria at 'Nsukka which
included *31 titles 1n61ﬁding translations from kvernacular folk

literature and fromr Erench African writers.‘34

From Ravenscroft’'s survey it emerges that, broadly speaking, two
fundamental cholces were available in the process of Africanizing
kthe”t:evach'i‘ngw V’and cﬂkt‘:kicism of litefattuxre;’.m Cne could ch(.)os}a to
continue to work within the i‘eceived tradition inherited from the
‘colonial or metropolitan literaryv system (to caricature‘ this choice
somewhat, one's courses would then include literature fromk Chaucer
to Achebe), or one could éhoose to take 'Africa' as the central

organizing principle, and attempt to develop an Iindigenocus tradition
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which spanned internal linguistic and other historical boundaries.

Gi\}en the circumstances of the time, with cultural r;ationalism
inscribed in the public value-system, the choice was largely deter-
mined for the second of these alternatives. It was the task of
developing an indigenocus tradition which appeared most likely
to provide a dynamic, bold respohse to the needs of the time.
This cholce was also in keeping with the spirit of some of the
writers' statements concerning their asplrations for African litera-
turé. Achebe's famous essays in which he denounées colonial -

35) and assoclates

criticism ('Where Angels Fear to Tread', 1962
literature with npational cultural wupliftment- ('The Novelist as

Teacher®, 196536) are good examples.

And vyet, while this cholce was ideologically the apprbpriate one
to make, it seems that it was generally made without there bging
a wholesale rejection of the British 1iterafy system as
well. Ravenscroft's survey shows that most departments continued
to teach 'English Literature'. (When, at Nairobi, the predominantly
British literary heritage was discarded, the event caused enough

37) In

stir for the debate to be'sustained in the national press.
order to resolve this dilemma, It appears as If a distinction was
made between'tﬁeAimpexA‘atyives of designing a; éourse,w ;andA producing
criticism. While 'English'Literature‘ was maintained ({(the Nairobl
~option being something of’an exception) 1in the construction of
;a syllabus, a‘ pr‘eferen;ce emerged in criticism for placing African

works written in English outside of the British tradition, in a

line of continuity with indigenocus, vernacular, or oral literature.



44

Thus while courses continued to reflect a British heritage, criticism
attempted to establish continuity with indigenous literary sources.38
Abiola Irele provides the following 1i1llustration of the

critical labour that was involved:

. . . if much of the modern literature of Africa is
being written in the European languages,. it is nonethe-
less a reflection of an authentic African world as it
is being lived. The best of this literature is African
not only 1In its content and references, but also in
its feellng. Efforts have been made of late to relate
the English speaking writers to Commonwealth literature,
and the French speaking writers to the idea of 'Franco-
phonie'. The criterion of 1language which commands
these efforts appears to be tenuous, however, when
considered against the real affinities which exist in
the works of African writers despite language barrilers.
Thﬁs Achebe's novels are more closely related
to Oyono's tﬁan to those of an English or Commonwealth
writer; similarly, the closest parallel to the poetry
of Senghor, who writes in French, is that provided
by the poetry of Okigbo, whose language is English.
Even more significant |is the connection of literature
in the Eurépean languages with the traditional litera-
ture, which is best demonstrated by the line of inspir-
ation which links the Yoruba oral tradition with the
writings of D.0O. Fagunwa, and also connects them with
the work of Amos Tutuola and Wole Soyinka. Here
we have . proof of the same Iimaginative tradition, an

" irresistable expression of continuity..

;So we might say that although much of modern African
literature 1is related to the literatures of the former
colonial masters, through language and other factors,
it should begin to be seen, not as forming regional
schools to the metropolitan tradition, but, as an ‘inde-

pendent literary area.3?
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%/It should be noted at this point that the relation between criticism
and cultural nationalism in the period of nation-building was not
one which was entirely unspokken. One could not ‘really claim
that the criticism's politics was ‘repressed’, when one finds on
occasion that the ﬁolltlcal function of criticismﬁ has been qulite
explicitly formulated. One of the clearest of such statements was
made as late as 19?5,. in the statutes of the Assoclation of African
Literary Critics, The political role of criticism was one In which

the African critic would be led te discover within
written works the wvalues capable of consolidating the

cultural cohesion of the people In order to ensure
thelr full participation in the task of nation-building.40

:'I’he' participantsvin the founding conférence of the Assoclation
were mainly French speaking, and as a result their definition
of the aesthetlc corollary to the political role of criticism does
have a certaln specifically post-negritude ring to it:s the aesthetic

task of criticism was one which ‘would allow the African critic

to discover artistic values proper to Negro-African civilization

s e e .'41 But the anglophone eqguivalent, although rather more
J ; ahe )

pragmatic, was not dissimilar if we take Kola Ogungbesan's remarks

as being at all representative:

Literary studles. In Nigeria must be directed towards
producing students who will help the develop}nent of
an indigenocus culture. Our literary 'studies«:should
help us become pioneers of a national literature « s e
The only way by which we can preserve a firm sense
of spiritual values is to love and treasure our own

heritage.’ 42

These remarks are made not long after Ogungbesan has commented
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ruefully on the ‘utilitarian' preoccupations of colleagues

in scientific disciplines with ‘national development’.

In the bullding of an indigenocus tr#dition the .difficulties that
African criticilsm had to confront can be descrlbfed as deriving
from one central problem: how to create continuity and cohesion
out of diversity, rapid change and stratification. Criticism had
to find ways of deallng with the many languages, vernacular and
European, in which the indigenous Iliterature haci been produced;
it héd to trace the_ contlnuities‘ bet\#een ‘traditional' and 'modern’
literatures desplite largé—scale changes in the soclal practices asso-
clated with their different forms; it had to cut across ethnic
and c¢lass differences to férge ‘national® literatures, and reglonal
differences to construct an ‘African® corporate t:.'a'(:litim'x.‘g‘3 It
was a collectivising, totalistic project, largely in keeping with
the peculiar ‘nature of the ideological determinants at work: in
its antagoniém to the West cultural nationalism affirmed the complete-
ness and coherence of ‘'African' cultural systems, andAin the phase

of natlon-building 1its themes involved the creation of national

and pan-African alleglances.

The type of integrated cultural wérld which African criticism was
éitemptinlg‘ to foster vcduld Se d‘escA:rlbe‘d as“ 'organi;:'“._)l I‘have used
this term . already in a Gramscian sense, to denote the process
of ideclogical ‘cementing' that takes place when differentA soclal
groups form alliances to rid fhemselves of a former repressive

hegemony., Here I have a different meaning in mind, one which

/ {denotes a certain view of society or of the past. It 1s defined
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/{by Raymond Williams as ‘'a contemporary specialization of natural:

an organicjy society was one that has “grown® rather than
been "made'.’44 An organic view of soclety therefore disguises
the way forms of soclal organization are constructed through the
activity of particular interest groups, and proposes instead a view
of soclety as harmonious, Integrated and internally secure. In
this sense, an Qrganic view of soclety is a conservative one. As
Willlams puts it, 'If there is anything certain about the Yorganic
commu;lity', it is that it is always gone.'45 We should be careful,
however, to pin-point the particular form of conservatism which
is implied by the organicism ofrAfrican criticism. Kelivyn Sole
makes the point rather rtoo simply when he says, In a similar
context, that ‘notions of "organic culture® are essentially depoliti-
cized.'“ The point is rather that in the politics of this criticism,
which has been characterized by nationalism and antl-colonlalism,
an opposition to the West has tended to foreground an orgﬁnicist
view of the internal circumstances of African culture and soclety.
While being rhe;:‘orically* political In its relationship with tﬁe‘.Euro4
pean literary heritage,‘African criticism has been markedly un~
political in i;s engagement with indigenous literature, particularly
in respect of the oral tradition,“ Bearing in mindr this qualifb
cation, the remainder of Kelwyn Sole's argument concerning organic-
ism in African criticism hoids good, namel? t;hat ﬁo}cions of ‘*organic

culture’

S

» « » deny elements of power and struggle within social
groupings. Furthermore, cultures are not seen as emerg-
ing through a proqess.of contestation between classes
and groups within the defined social context, but as

a simple and unproblematic accretion of values and
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traditions by a type of ‘group mind’\.js

But although the initiatives in »t:%adition—building thch were taken
had in general thils common element, that Is, a view of the past
as harmonious or. integrated, they were also noticeaf)ly influenced
by the particular characteristics of different contemporary Iindige-

nous contexts., In this regard criticism in West Africa can be

1nterestingly contrasted with criticism in East Africa. In West

Africa a sense of tradition founded on wvernacular/oral/traditional
culture is pronounced. The writers which Irele uses to illustrate
the continuities within African literature are all West African,
and in the specific instance of the continulty between vernacular
literature and that of modern English, he uses the well-known
line of descent from Fagunwa to Tutuola and So;?inka. In this

way a Yoruba heritage |is nationalized. A simllar tendency s

to be found in certain historical accounts of the development of

indigenous drama, where local and specific performance styles,
such as Yoruba Opera:cic Theatre, are seen as forming the basis
of a modern national theatre.49 In the case éf Soyinka's criticism,
this kind of Vproject becomes expansive, extending Seyond the ;:on-
fines of a particular. iiterary genre. Sovinka's crlticism is perhaps

the critical equigéle_n_i_:_ of what VAche_b,e ~sets out to achleve Iin

his fiction, the construction of a past. In Soyinka a‘variety of
cultural forms (rituals, festivals, oral performances) and indigenous
archesypes are written up as elements éf an autonomous cultural
historf. The levels of abstraction (or idealism, In the philosophi-
cal sense 6f the word)} which Sovinka's criticism attalins

are necessitated by the need for tradition~b{ui1ding to reflect a

o
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shared national or pan-African past, what Soyinka calls 'the African
mforld’, rather than to be too culturally-specific to the Yoruba
contex;:. Such idealism is also the consequence, of course, of
the need for cultural coﬁtinuity to be demonstrated in the face
of the apparent discontinuities of forms and genres, modes of liter-
ary production and reception, in all the social practices’ of litera-

ture in written as opposed to oral contexts.

In east Africa tradition-bullding appears to have had to confront
structural cleavages running deeper and more obviously than s
\\ the case In West Africa. If the task of tracing connections between

?*) \the vernacular/oral/traditional and modern literary cultures was

P .
}to be falrly easily accomplished in West Africa, In the East the

™~ U—

vernacular culture and that of what Mazrul cails the 'Afro-Saxons’
were more clearly polarized.so No doubt tﬁe fact that colonialism
in West Africa (more. strictly, Nigeria} was mére ‘benign® (involving
commerclial Interest rather than the appropriation of land)} than
it was in the East (Kenya) has much to do with this. The result
of this degree of polarization was that East Affica‘s initiatlves
in tradition-bullding were more radical and antagonistic to the
West than 1s the case with criticism in West Africa. It is Interest-~
ing that Kole i)motoso, writing from a We’st Af_;’ican p_erspectjve
in‘ A;fri’sco’gne, sﬁould ‘nokte with particular emphasiys the *‘commitment’

of East Afrlcan‘ <:r1ticlsm.51

It is no accident then, that perhaps the most decisive initiative
in tradition-building that has been mentioned thus far, the ‘abol-~

ition®' of an English Department, should have been taken at Nairobi.
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Part of this initiative was a critique of the sort of compfomise
that is highlighted by Ravenscrofi's sui‘vey. The writers of the

Nairobi proposal were critical of a 'basic assumption’, that

the English tradition and the emergence of the modern
west Is the central root of our consciousness
and cultural heritage. Africa becomes an extension
of the west, an attitude which, until a radical reassess-
ment, used to dictate the teaching and organization
of History in our university. Hence, in fact, the
assumed centrality of an English Department, into which
other cultures can be admitted from time to time, as
fit subjects for study, or from which other satellite
departments can s‘pring as time and money allow, A
small ekample is the current, rather apologétic attempt
to  smuggle African writing into an English syllabus
in our three colleges.

« . . Here then, is our main question: If there Iis
a need for a ‘'study of the historic continuity of a
single culture®, why can't this be African? Why can't
African literature be at the centre so that we can view

other cultures in relation to 1t?52

Less determinéd that this was the atfempt é.t’ traditloﬁ~building
based on racial identity, the development of a ‘black aesthetics'.
It was in Nalrobi that the colloquium was held on this subject,
with affinities Dbeing recorded with Afro—American ‘scholarship.
This 1nitiat1ve, seems in general to have suffgred from an extreme
tentativeness and a lack of consensus. The apprehension is clear
in Gurr and Zirimu's Introduction to' the paf:ers collected at the
Nairobi col]oqulum:

What is (or are) Black - Aesthetics? The simplest and

definition would describe it {or them) as the cultural
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concerns of the black world. More narrowly . . . it
can be taken to mean the cultural concerns of Black
Africa. More narrowly still, it means the cultural
proﬁlems facing the black writer in Africa as a prac-
titloner of his art, and the black critic in the practice
of his craft which appertains to literature, be it black
or other, fCulture' here, the inescapable blanket
term, covers everything from the sense of 1dentify,
pan~African, national or artistic, to the political

postures which that identity calls for.>3

It is not clear from this whether the distingulishing factor in a
black aesthetics is a form of cultural continulty encompassing the
entire ‘black world' {a kind of ‘racial populism'), or whether
it is an involvément in cultural terms with the national politics
of post-independent states (nationalism and pan-Africanism), “One
of the clearer definitions of a black aesthetics was provided by
the Afro-American critic David Dorsey, who emphasized the patterns
of audience response to a work:

In referring to” any particular aesthetic, I mean the

syndrome of factors within a work of art which govern

the audience's perception of and appreciation of the

work, that is, the sum of factors with disparate, inter-

related Iimportances which are noted, consclously or

unconsciously, by the audience and prized or disparaged.

A Dblack aesthetic therefore would be the syndrome

of iInternal factors governling a black audlience's percep-

tion and appreciation of a work of art.i:;

In other accounts of a black aesthetic, the distinguishing criteria
‘are drawn from a reflection on the character of traditional art:

its social wutility or functional aspect, the wvalue of communalism
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as opposed to individualism, and an epistemology of empathy, holism
or intultion as opposed to analytical rationality.ss The lack of
consensus and clarity, however, Iin these attempts to define a
black aesthetics Is evidence enough of the plurality of meanings
which the concépt of ‘'blackness' can be made to sustain, and
this in turn reflects something of the diverse and wvarlied nature
of black socleties. As in other examples’ of tradition-building
that have been mentioned thus far, discontinuities of region,
language, class, and relative positions of power, are obscured

behind notions of organic uniformity.56

In these vafious critical initiatives, and 1n'the’d1fferences of
context and emphasis Between them, one canAdiscern.the particular
nature of the crisis of {ideological legitimacy into which African
criticism was launched. This crisis amounted to a failure on critic~
ism’s part to take adequate account of the conditlons and clircum-~
stances of the African public. This fallure is manifest despite
the strong emphasis on the 'soclal reference' of literature. While
the countef-myth of Africa, hétionalism and anti-colonialism pro~
vided criticism with a sense ’of common purpose, and appeared
to provide the basis for a common culture, increasingly they became
‘unable to guaréntee a progressive future. If criticism were there-
fore not to become merély defeﬁéi?e. it had to“address itéelf ‘lews;rsw
to the four;ding of a literary Africanness through Qpposition to
the West or tradition-building along organicist’ lines, thén to the
literary implications of the sécial and cultural stratifications that
the a‘pparently common history had produced. Critiqlsm had to
begin to readkg its public, if it was to overcome the problem of

legitimacy.
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The situation which confronted criticism was very similar to one
which presented itself to African writers from the perilod of the
mid-—léb@’s. In a seminal article published in 1966, Mohammedou
Kane drew attention to ‘the gap which has begun to widen and

separate the writer from his African public.’® The gap arose,

according to Kane, because writers chose initially to ‘'direct their

action mainly towards Europe and the world outside Africa', and

Kane adds,‘ it is ‘the consequences of this choice that concern

us now'.s7 In retrospect, it Is ironic that one of the solutions

to this problem that Kane proposed was the formation of an 'auto-
nomous African criticism' which would tell the African writer where

he stood in relation to his public:

It 1s obvious that the University 1is what is
best qualified to make an appreciéblé contribution to
the formation of an autonomous African criticism which,
without turning its back on the outside world, c_ain
encourage all signs of original taste and talent. It
can, thanks to the means at its disposal and the possi-
bility it has of not golng beyond the bounds of strict
objectivity, speed up the consolidation of a school
of criticism which® will serve the African public by
preparing it first of all so that the latter can draw .
the greatest profit from it and, ‘secondly, be an inter-
preter of this public's taste which, when analysed,
would help the author to know where he stands_ 1n‘

relation to his readers.sa

As a result of the directions which the indigenous criticism was

to take, however, such a solution to the problem ofr the gap bet~
ween writer and audience was not forthcoming. The reason for

this, however, had not only to do with criticism’s  pre-occupation
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with national or pan-African themes, as has been suggested thus
far, but also because criticism was simply not in a structural
position to be able to fulfil this task. At the colloquium on

black aesthetics, All Mazrui noted with great cogency that 'The

/ .
difficulty of African literature in the English Language in East

Africa 1is that it remains for the time being a child of education

59

and not of soclalization.’ Having lost some of the aura which

surrounded 1t in the days of high natlonalism, the literary culture
was becoming increasingly academiclized. ~ The socia} distances that
enveloped it would be govérned by the fact that it is a literate
culture using a European language in the semi-official context
of university education. Mazrul's solutlon to this is a form of

cultural engineering:

- What then is the answer? There are several parts
fo it, reducible to the following imperatives. Firstly,
attempt to take the new art to the people as a way
of building up a‘ socialization base. Secondly, bring
the old traditional arts to the university and modern
schools as a way of reducing the cultural non-
involvement of these modern institutions. Thirdly,
what 1s foreign in the educational institutions should
be diversified so that 1its foreignness Is no longer
easily ldentifiable with what 1is British, but becomes
internaticnalized further. And fourthly, attempt a
partial Indigenization of the English language Iitself

as a medium of literary; creativity.60

Similarly, in 1975 Ezekiel Mphahlele suggested that critics become
involved in the task of building up a cultural ‘*machinery’ to

facilitate closer communication between writers, critics and audi-

ences, a task which required that attention be glven to the mass
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media, the educational institufions, wrlt‘efs‘ clubs and
the publishérs. Mphahlele added, on a personal note, 'I must
admit, very much to my' own distress, that as long as I am physic~
ally removed from the audience for whom I think I'm trying to
{l1luminate the literature, and outside the whole machinery 1 have
described, my job remalns é mere scholastic exercise, wvold of
any soclal justification in an African context or social life to
61

feed on.’ Mphahlele is of course referring to his exile, but

he 1s also regretting the fact that this 'machlnéryb' is undeveloped.

While Kane, Mazrul and Mphahlelg are alert, however, In pragmatic
and empirical terms, to the problems of criticilsm and its place
‘within the broader framework of soclal relations, they do not show
much sensitivify towards the ideological implications of the dilemma
which 1:;, béing addressed. In other words, the question of ‘audi-
V ‘ence' does not penetrate the prevailing assumptions and certaintles
of their critical language, or break into their basic conceptual
paradigm., A positivisiic, .commonsense outlook remains Intact in
their treatment of the problem. I would argue that the problem
of ‘audience would be rvviewed more appropriately as an aspect of
thg hegemonic nature of cultural relatlonships. It could perhaps
be argued that a prerequisite for suc}rz a -pafrgdigm shift or 1deq—
iégical break would be precisely the development of those closer
ties between the literary culture and the wider ‘audience' which
these writers are advocating. Sucﬁ a view, however, would be
blind to the structural complexities of the problem, implying that
literary ;riticism has an active, mobllizing role to play in a polit~

ical system. - This is obvlously naive and untenable. This view
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would also contradict the experience of literary cultures elsewhere.
In South Africa, for example, the recent development of a soclo-
loglcal‘ and Marxist challenge to a more orthodox liberal criticism
bhas come about without there being any radical re~structuring
of tyhie relationships between criticism or the teaching of lAiterature
and the wider populace. 'J}he factors at work in the development
of this challenge have not involved a change of ‘audience' but
rather, as N.W. Visser suggests, the exhaustion of conventional
methodology and the failure of 1l1iberalism to act as a significant
force in the soclo-political system.62 ‘Similarly, there is no ihdic-
ation in the growing body of British 1iterary' Mar=zist writings
of any indebtedness to a significant change in the social relations
affecting the literary culture. It has been suggested. in fact,
that throughout the West Marxism has turned lts attention to culture
because 6f the absence of a programmatic working~class political

mobilization‘bs

These observations have led us to the point where we can recognize

that African criticism was not able to internalize within its dis-
course the implications of its stratified soclo-cultural circumstances.
We have seen that this failure was partlyb the result of t.he critic—
ism's absorption into the national 1nffastructl;.re of the states con-
cerned, -and conseqﬁently its eépousal Vof ‘thé fanﬁilid;mﬁétioﬁal
themes. But we can aIsov begin to recognize that this fallure is
as much internal to the criticlsm's discourse, as it is conditionred
by soclal factors, The impasse we are describing is partly an
intellectual one, and caﬁ be ascribed to the blindnesses and defici-

encies of the critical resources on which the criticism was relying.
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"It is at this point, therefore, that we must turn ‘to the British
legacy, and the role it has played in anglophone African critic-

ism's development.
11

A reconstruction éf all the basic tenets of orthodox British literary
liberalism would be both unnecessary and impossible here. What
we are concerned with is thé situation in which the British ortho-
doxles were taken up, and the effects of this process on the

indigenous discipline.

~The reception of the British heritage in African criticism has been,
in an intellectual sense, typically provincial, I wuse this terrﬁ
to denote a certain intellectual relationship, and to suggest one
of the constraints African criticism has encountered in Iits efforts
to develop an autonémous tradition. Some of the typical featﬁres
of a provinclal-metropolitan relationship kcan be described as

follows:

1. It is the more established and formalized of metropolitén
traditions that become reproduced under provincial
A‘circumstances; further, the reproduction of these trad-
itions is both_ incompléte and Inappropriate in the new
context. '

2. A sense of marginality is Inherent in provincialism,
and this leads to a contradiction between an awed fascin-
. ation for metropolitan traditions, and an antagonistic

assertion of provincial iciea).s.éi4

I shall pay attention to only two aspects of the Britlsh heritage,
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and t‘ihe kind of reception they. have‘be,ein given in Africén
criticism, aspects which seem to be particularly relevant to the
African sltuation. These are, firstly, the British conception of
the public function of literature (the ‘npational language aﬁd litera~
ture‘){; and secondly, the intellectual and 1deological character
of the dominant British critical discourse. Obviously, my argument
here will have to be selective. I shall be relying on a compre-
hensive and ahalytical body of works In - which the traditional

literary system In England is the focus of sustalned enquiry.

The public function of literature and the role it was to play in
the educational system was established in England during the later

19th century. For Arnold, the féllowlng‘ factors were involved:

It is of Itself a serlous calamity for a nation that
its {ghe nation's] tone of feeling and grandeur of spirit
should be lowered or dulled. But the calamity appears
far more serious sti'll whén we consider that the middle
classes, remaining as they are now, with their narrow,
ha.rsh, unintelligesit, and unattractive spirit and culture,
will almost certainly fall to mould or assimilate the
masses Below them, whose sympathies are at the present
moment actually wlder and more 1liberal than theirs.
They arrive, these masses, eager to enter into
possession of the world, to galn a more vivid sense
- of -their own life and activity. In this thelr irrepress-
ible development, thelr natural educators and initiators
are those 1mmediatél‘y above them, the middle classes.
If these classes cannot win their sympathy orqgive
them their direction, soclety is in danger of falling

into axm:rchy*.65

In the class dynamics which followed Iindustrialization, a literary
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education was to serve as an agent of cultural continuity and co-
hesion. As the idea became popularized and formalized, Arnold’'s
tone of pragmatic beneficence seems to have been replaced by more
candidly hegemonic considerations. By the turn of the century
an early professor of English at Oxford could pronounce:

England 1is sick, and . . ., English literature must

save It, The Churches (as I understand) having failed,

and social remedies being slow, English llterature has

now a triple function: still, I suppose, to delight

and instruct us, but also, and above all, to save our

souls and heal the S’cazte.66

The 'Afnoldian thesis, however, remained intact, and it was borne
out by the way in which English literature grédually became insti-
tutionalized, It entered first, not into the uﬁivefsities, but the
‘Mechanics' Institutes, working men's colleges and extension lec—
turing circuits .<«+ English was literally the poor man'§ Classics’,
says Eagleton.é'{ It was al.sc an appropriate subject to accompany
the incregsing. admission of .women into higher education.ssv It
was 1ntroducéd into the Civil Service examinaﬂons during the Vic~
torian period‘; thus serving as a useful adjuﬂct to the education
of the servants of Empirer.ég | | |

It is not surprising that with"sﬁch ‘beginnings English was to en-
counter a - certain resistance from the ‘ancient' universities in
the early pa;t of this century. ‘Buf the terfain dn which the
battle fér English was fought by the Leavises and their followers,
was no less nationally ‘representative' than before and in fact

it became Increasingly 50.70 Eagleton toys with the Leaviéian
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belief in ‘essential Englishness' as follows:

English as ‘a subject was in part the offshoot of a
gradual shift in class tone within English culture:
‘Englishness’® was less a matter of imperialist flag-
waving than of country dancing; rural, populist and
provincial rather thafx metropolitan and aristocratic.
« + « It was chauvinism modulated by a new soclal
class, who with a }itile straining could see themselvesA
as rooted in the *English people’ of John Bunvan rather
than in a snobbish ruling caste. Thelr task was to
safeguard the robust wvitality of Shakespearian English

from the Dally Herald, and from ill-starred languages

such as French where words were not able concretely

to enact thelr own meanings.?1

The critical tradition from Arnold to Leavis was dedicated to a
view of literature as a rich national possession, the wvital centre
of the nation's cultural health. We have already seen that the
connection between literature and nationhood was particularly per—'
'suasl‘ve in African criticism. Williamfs remarks on this connectiovn
withiﬁ the British context apply equally to Africa: *The.. whole
nf;)tlon of the rise of a natlonal literature, the definition of a
natlon through its literature, the Ildea of literature as the moral
essence or spirit of the nation — these are ’supports of a specific
/ political and social id{eology.'72 “An interesting feature of the Afri-
can reception of the idea of the iink.b’etween literé,tu?é z;nd nation*
hood 1s the role played’ in it by liberal English expatriates.
Killam, for example, on the subject of *African Lulterature, National
Identity ana the University', saw the public function of Africaﬁ

literature in the familiar termsy

Literature has, traditionally, played a wvital role, has
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always had as one of its primary commitments the form-
ulating of the values of a soclety and has been both
a reflection and a criticism of those vaiues. It creates
a sensation of the life of the society and the peoples

it evokes and as such forms part of the total cultural
’ 73

experience of that society.
Such a remark is convenient 1nv a climate of nationalism, but the
naivety of Iits sociological_ premisses, and the direct, unmediated
relation it ‘assumes between literature and soclety, (literature ‘ref-
lects' and ‘cfiticlzes‘} are misplaced in a stratified, heterogenous
and hegemonic context. This brings me to the second aspect of
the British heritage's reception in African criticism, its intellectual

and videological character. \

In 1968 Perry Anderson attempted a ‘political and structural analy~
sis' of what he called the ‘Components of the National Culture’.

It was a symptomatic reading for HNew Left Review of the current

stalte of 10 academic disciplines in their native English form. The
focus of his analysis was ‘a spectacﬁlar fault ih the; English intel-
‘lectual landscape‘, the fact that Brit#in, alone of major western
societies, produced neither a national Marxism, nor a classical
sociology. Anderson regards the 'Ma;rxist decade' of the thirtles
"in” "England as a short-lived flirtation, without any significant
influence elther on the working~-class movement or on the general
character of British intellectual li%e. Similarly, Britain escaped
the mode of soclal Athought that is represented by Weber in Germany,

Durkheim in France, and Pareto in Italy. British intellectualism

is iherefore characterized by an ‘absent centre', the lack of any
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tradition reflecting critically on the social totality. The effects
of this vold were ‘a serles of structural distortions in
the character and connections of the inherited disciplines':
Philosophy was restricted to a technical Inventory of
language. Political theory was thereby cut off from
history. History was divorced from the exploration
of political Iideas. Psychology was counterposed to

them, Economics was dissoclated from both political

theory and history. Aesthetics was reduced to

psychology .74

 Anderson finds, however, that there are two disciplines in which
thé 1deea of the sociél totality fihds a ‘displaced horﬁé'. In both
cases, it is present in the form §f an anomaly, the consequence
of ﬁs ~displacement. The twov disciplines are anthropology., in
which ‘'primitive' socleties become | ‘the surrogate object of the
thedry prdscribed atv hbme', and Hterary criticism, which was
able, says Atiderson. to take over the role of ethlcsA, which in
p'ractiéal' terms had a metaphysic and an eplstemology (however
sparsely fhey v}ere defined), and which developed something approx-
imating a philosophy. of history. The achievements of literary
criticism were such that it could regard itself as the centre of
*humane studies and of the unlversity® and the ‘chief of the

humanities‘,.'?s, o

Both disciplines left their mark on African criticism. The influ-
ence of anthropology on studies of traditional 1literature and on

the celebration of pre-colonial wvalues such as ‘communalism® and

6

‘holism® is marked.? This influence combined with the more
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abiding one of llferary criticism, whose distinguishing features
were its empiricism and its organicism. These formed the modus
ogerz;ndi of iiterary criticism's achievements. Its outlook and
methodology w.ere empirica'l,‘ and its central valuations, of pre-
industrial English culture and historical lines of literary- tradition,
were organicis_t.77 In the terms of Anderson's analysis,
the abséncé of the ldea of the soclal totality in British intellectual
life was a necessary condition for‘ the prominence which literary

criticism was to achieve. The price of this achievement was an

aversion to soclo~historical precision.

But by what means, we should ask, did the dominant British
critical discourse come to exercise this influence? The question
is prompted by the necessary recognltloﬁ of the fact that the claims.
of this discourse continue to be felt, a circumstance which there
is 1little reason to belleve does not apply to 'anglophone African
criticism.  From the point of view of hindsight, it seems to be
the case that while this discourse's strengths never lay in its
ability to ‘provide convincing intellectual justifications of its case
(wltneés the famous debates between Leavis and Wellek and Bateson)
they did 1lle 1in thé fact that 1t broduced s_tratégies of reading
.which were to become Institutionalized well beyond the immedlate
contexté of d;abate in which th‘ey> had Been develo‘p.ecvi.” In an “aswséss—
ment of Scrutiny's legacy to British literary studies,
Francis Mulhern discusses the influence of these strategles in
terms whl.ch apply to the African situation:

If the style of Scrutiny's campaign is an unhappy

memory., 1its substance ls more like a mortmain. This
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component of the legacy was most obviouély a literary
one, itself comprising three elementss a critical-
_ historical canon defining the major ‘traditions' of Eng-
lish literature; a loosely formulated methodology of
critical practice; and a cluster of ideas concerning
‘the nature of literature and its place in social life.
How have these been received by posterity? It might
be sald, somewhat schematically, that the first was
extremely influential, winning widespread assent m
the fifties, and, in spite of multiplying disagreement
over speciﬂ(:' judgements, has remained the one ineluct-
able point of reference in English literary-critical
discusslions ever since. The second, in company with
Ricardian ‘'practical criticism’ and the methods of the
New Critics, was more or less naturalized as the tech~-
nicall_y necessary approach to literary language, and
has only recently begun" to be challengad by alternative
methodologles, derived largely from French and Russian
semiotics. And the third, commingled with kindred
conceptions of a dilute romantic character, has become
part of the spontaneous Ildeology of academic literary
criticism and of English teaéhing at every level of

education. 78

Another necessary corrective is provided by Mulhern here when

he points to the congruence of the Scrutiny currencles with those

of Ricardian ‘practical criticism’, and the American New Critics.
In as much as the British cx‘iti_cal discourse predates and influences
American formalism, so does New Criticlsm predate and influence
the work of .‘African‘;critics. It would be difficult to establish
exactly how many"African critics who are the products of a pre-

dominantly British-orientated literary education In Africa have

had thelr studies rounded off by doing higher degrees in Americanv

universities, "but this pattern is a familiar one. While there would
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be exceptions to the rule (American criticism being far
more diverse than I may be suggesting), the influence of New Critic-
ism would involve a hardened forrﬁalism. Toeday the ‘'colonial®
lagacy - if I may use this term metaphorically for the xﬁoment —

includes that of the American critical establishment.

Mulhern concludes his study by attempting to isolate what it 1s
in the legacy of Scrutiny that must be broken with by British
sociallist cultural theory. (He does so after acknowledging some
of the positive aspects of this legacy as well, in particular the
forcefulness and courage implicit in the style of its interventions.)
He finds it in the danger of soclalist cultural thecry;s« fingestion
of a discourse whose maln effect iIs to undo the intelligibility®
of its ultimate political concerns: |

It is essentlally that the basic and constant discursive

organisation of the journal, the matrix of Its literary

and cultural criticism and of its educational policles,

of its radical and conservative manifestations alike,

was one defined by a dialectic of ‘culture’ and ‘civil-

ization' whose main and logically necessary effect was

a depreciation, a represSion énd, at the 1limit a cate-
79

gorié:al dissolution of politics as such.

Anglophone African criticism suffers frbma similar condition. The
c1n'it'1'c‘al ;radition whlch it inherited from the British context spoke
in a unifying, experientialist discourse, one which reinforce&
African criticism's search for Africanness, for community, for con-
tinuity with the comforting origins of the African experiehce, and

for a sense of tradition in which a nationalist orientation could

find support in an age of conflicting internal pressures.ao These

e g
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predominant terms in which the ‘'soclal reference’

of African literature are cast, terms which militate against the

development of an mdigenous,‘ genuinely soclo~historical literary

criticism,

NOTES

2. Indigenous Tradition and the Colonial Legacy

1‘

I am not concerned here with a‘detailed empirical history

of African criticism's development, even though this

is feasible: Bishop uses the founding of Présence Africaine
in 1947 as his starting point, thus recognizing the §eminal
role of negritude. The anglophone equivalernt of this

event is of course the founding of Black Orpheus. Claude

Wauthler {see below) links developments in literary critic-

2.

3.

ism with those of Indigenous journalism. There is also
the history of literary socleties like Mbarl, or further
back into the past, the literary and social clubs of the
later 19th and early 20th centurles. (‘see Hagan, Kwa O,
‘The Literary and Soclal Clubs of the Past: Thelr Role
in National Awakening in Ghana', Okyeame, IV, 2, 1969,
pp. 81-86.) Izevbaye (see below) discusses the work
of western critics on African writing as being integral
to the development of African criticism. I am interested,
how.ev'ér. 1n the developmént éf an indigenocus discipline,
and in the terms of my épproach. none of the above

possibilities can be accommodated.
op. clt., p. 398,

Ablola Irele, 'The Criticism of Modern African Literature’,




67

in The African Experience in Literature and Ideclogy

(Lohdon: Heinemann, 1981).

Solomon Iyasere, 'The Liberation of African Literature:
A Re-evgluation of the Soclo-Cultural Approach', Conch,
Vv, 1 and 2, 1973, pp. 1-10. '

op. cit., p. 44.

This applies of course to anglophone hot francophone

criticism. Mphahlele's reaction to negritudinist theoretic-

- ism Is reveallng: In this kind of Acritique there |is

8.

10.

11.

a common vocabulary flourishing: 1'angolsse, le ressentl~

ment et la lutte, la convergence pan-humaine, 1'ultra-

réflexion teilhardienne, la chaleur africalne .... Negritude, '

or. l'angoisse, or 1'amour, whatever the subject of the
criticism mé? be, it 1Is often discussed in a way that
at some stage makes it appear llke a human being or
some creature, trotting beside or following the author
who 1s belng reviewed.’ In Moore {see below)}, pp.
80-81.

These debates ™ are thoroughly documented by Bishop.
See also Jones, E.D. (ed.) African Literature Today No. 7:

Focus on Criticism {(London: Heinemann, 1975). Hereafter
ALT. ”

Raymond Williams, Culture and Soclety 1780-1950 (Penguin,
1961).; p. 50. '

Terry Eagleton, Literary Theoryv: An Introduction (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1983) Ch.l, 'The Rise of English’,

Izevbaye, D.S. 'Criticism and Literature in Africa®, in

Heywood, C. (ed.) Perspecﬂves on African Literature

(London: Helnemann, 1971) p. 30,

Several writers make this point (see Bishop, pp. 166-168)
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but none as ‘succinctly as Obgmsglu: ;If there is contin-
.uityu of African literary imagination, 1t will be found
that ihis continuity is maintained by learnving and .not
by the activity of some occult raclal principle.' (op.
cit,, p. 168).

12. Luclen Goldmann, ‘The Soclology of Literature: Status
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3. ELDRED JONES: Othello's Countrymen

The Writing of Wole Sovinka

‘Not for all time, but for an Age' is how Dere‘k Longhurst begins
a recent essay on how Shakespeare has evolved as the British
*National Poet®’, and ‘how his work has been used, especlally
since the 1920's, v_to construct and justify dominant conceptions

of a literary education.’® Quoting from the Newbolt Report, Long-

hurst illustrates how Shakespeare has beenv assigned a pre-dominant
role in fostering the idea of a national culture in literature;
interestingly, in this ‘official’' Shakespeare of the schools' svyllabus,
it 1is ©precisely bécéuse Shakespeare exemplifies fhe ‘timeless’,
'eternal' and ‘'universal' qualities of ‘great literaturei, that he
is placed at the centre of the hational ‘traditional culture': _al-
.though he shows ‘what Englishmen were like' in the early 17th
century, more importantly he shows 'what all men are like in
‘all countries and at  all times®; and it is because of this time-
lessness and universality that he (along with other great writers .
in the canon) should be.valued és a ‘'source of pride', and a

'bond of national u.nity'.:l

The dedication to Eldred Jones's The Writing of Wole Sovinka reads

‘For W.S. OQOur W.S.° The abbreviation probably signals a certain
diffident mischievousness, but the meaning is clear: Soyinka is
bein'g modelled as the Bard of West Africa. (Or perhaps of Modern

Africa: it cannot be Nigeria since Jones is based in Sierra Leone.)
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The point would be trivial, were it not for the fact that the evi-
dence shows that In a certaln sense, Jones Is entirely serlious.
Just as Shakespeare has been used — in Longhurst's perhaps rather
rigld terminology — to ‘construct and justify' dominant conceptions
of a literary education in the United Kingdom, so Jones's readings
of Soyinka appear to be almed at establishing the latter's creden-
tials for, It seems, eventual canonization and incorporation into
the cultural treasury of literary education in contemporary Africa:

Poetry has not yet saved the world, and it is unllkely

that even if Sovinka's poetry were to be widely read,

it would save Africa. It still needs — along with the

rest of hils work — to be read very widely — by those

in power as well as by those who put them in power,

but especlally by the vyoung. For Sovinka's work has

all the civilizing influence of a combination of vibrant

ideas with ai‘t. 2

Jones's understanding of the purposes of a literary education {‘the
civilizing influence') seems to be derived directly from the official
'positio"n, as regards literary educational pelicy in the schools,
adopted in the United Kingdom. If the widely influential Newbolt
Regort3 can be taken as representative of official thinking, then
this connection becomes plain: the Report takes an Arnoldian
view of literature as a ‘spiritual influence' which could be set
to wc;>rk on the ‘morbid condition of the body politic®, as it ;s
‘an etmbAodimentv‘of the best thoughts of the best minds, the"mctst
direct and lasting communication of experience by man to men.’4
Jones is clearly aware of how tenuocus such claims are (particularly,

he implies, with respect to Africa) but he ends by affirming them
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as if no alternative point of reference were available to him.

A decade before the publication of The Writing of Wole Soyinka

in 1973, Jones was far more circumspect and cautious in his pro-
nouncements about new writers and thelr work. One'of his contrib-
utions to the Freetown conference in 1963 was the following
statement:
Because wé are de#ling with a youhg literature with
promise rather than fulfilment, criticism should be

judicious, and without being patronizing, should be

at palns to reveal whatever promise the work has,

rather than to de‘stroy it by unsympathetic criticism.?

The difference between the 1963 and 1973 statements involves much

more than simply the fact that after 1963 a maj‘or writer in the

form of Soyinka emerged on the scene. Jones's major contribution .

to the Freetown conference was a discussion of Things Fall Apart,
and Achebe had by then already achleved significant status. Iﬁ
order for Jones to give Soyinka's poetry such accreditation (with
similar praise going to the plays and fictlon} he would have had
to.rely on a changed climate of opinion. While it would ’not be
necessary for there to have been a favourable consensus as to
the quality of Soyinka“s personal output, Jones would have had
to i'elyk on an y'evrivi'rorrim_éni Vof‘ shared provfessibtvxalv éxbe.rlence. ’i'n
which such canonical statements could be ehtertained. Ihe c(hange
of téne and kex‘pectation in his statements reflects the co;solldation,
discussed in the previous chapter, of an Iinstitutionalized literary
culture clalming Iincreasing alleglance and rep:esentativeness in

public life, in Athe intervening vears.
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Jones's stature as a Iiteraryb historian, critic and editor in African
literary studles doe; not need to Vbe argued. His influence over
the institutionalization of African literature has been c:onsidex‘atble.6
It seems apprqpriate therefore, to attempt to assess the terms of
that influence, by isolating the wvalues that Jones affirms in his
criticism, as wgll as the anaiytical conventions that are used to
establish them, and by placing these values and conventions within
. the context of thé growth and development of the indigenous disci-

pline.

v /1t will be argued that the normative or ideological dimenslons
of Jones's criticism are derived from certain dominanf conceptions
within British literary 'culture, and that the tenslons produced
by the interaction'between Jones's inheritance and the pressures
of his time and place yare severe, In their most acute form, these
tensions have to do with the problems of reglonalism as opposed
to unlversality, and contemporaneity as opposed to timglessness\,j
problems which inhere in the British legacy but which when trans-

/ Pplanted into ‘the 1local context, become exacerbated.7 Gt will be
argued, in particular, that in Jones's work history and soclal
context, though not ignored, are wvalued negatively',d as the means
whereby an idealist realm of transcendent literary values s estab-
lished and'affirmed. Finally. I shall attempt to identify the his~

torical pressures to which this idealism is a response,

In 1965 Jones published Othello's Countrymen, a study of the

*African in English Renaissance drama‘.8 The préject which the
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work undertakes would have had considerable appeall"' in African
literary studies, for a number 6f reasons: firstly, in a particular-
ly fertile fiel‘d of historical scholaréhip, it holds out the possibil-
ity of establishing a new Xkind of orientation to Shakespeare and
his contemporaries {surely, from a traditional British ©point of
view, the body of lltefature which Is at the ‘centre' of English
studies), an orientation in which local interests have p_romlnence.9
Secondly, Jones's project could be seen as taking part in that
development within comparative criticism known as 'image studles’'.
This development could be seen as having been dynamic and strat-
egically approprilate at the time. It constituted a bold delineation
and rejection of foreign or Iimperial stereotypes of local peoples
and thelr cultures, and included attempts at alternative forms
of self-definition. In its stronger forms, an active politicization
of cross-cult‘ural percéptlons was involved, undertaken in concert
with Athe nationalist and anti-colonial sentiments of the period.

Ezekliel Mphahlele’s The African Image10 {published in 1962, the

year Jones was completing his research for Othello's Countrymenu)

is a fine example of the possibilities within image studles in this

period.

Given a potentially receptive environment, the degree of scholarly

caution (and lack of adventurousness) in Othello's Countrymen

is extraordinary. The book is notably marked by a complete ab-
sence of polemic, of pioneering flourishes. In nc sense can |t

be said to belong in the company of The African Image, because

Jones allows hls material to divert attention away from contempor-

aneous pressures {(i.e. the accretion of historical detail is allowed
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to dominate, and consequently the dynamic and interpretive aspects

of the enquiry are severely restricted) and if there were any
temptations to speak a popular language, Jones rigorously avoids
‘them. However, precis;ely'because of these tendencles, the work
is in retrospect {illuminating in pointing to the set of literary
predispositions whiﬁh Jones had absorbed {rom the British context,
and which he was later to bring to bear oﬁ the work of African

writers,

. The central argument of Othello's Countrymen is that a ’progressive

development' is to be found in the uses made of Africa in English

Renalssance drama. In the more primitive uses, the continent

and its imagined 1nhabi£ants provide a fund of spectacle
and exoticism (espécially in Gl}eene and Marlow). In marginally
more sophisticated uses, certain stereotypes of Africans begin to
emerge: for example, that of the black or wvillainous Moor, a

heathen, who Is Inherently treacherous (such as Muly Hamet in

Tt}e Battle of Alcazar, Aaron in Titus Andronicus, Eleazor in Lust's

Dominion): alsoc the ‘white’® Moor, who 1s dignified, noble, and

plous (though misguided) in observing his religion {such as the

Prince of Morocco in The Merchant of Venice}. The development

culminates in the figure of Othello, in whom Shakespeare breaks
with convention to present 'a Moor who was not so much a native
éf Barbary, as he was a player in this wide and universal theatre.
He 1illustrated in his fall notv Aso m‘tfzch the ;veakness of Moors,
“but the frailtiesvof human nature . . . Othello stands alone among

the Moors of the era.‘12
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It is a commonplace of historiography (of literary historiography
no less so) that one's perspectives on the past af;a shaped by
the present, thatlv history can be put to different uses, depending
on one's assumptionsAa.nd priorities. This féct is ob#iously well
known to Jones, who is able to show to what uses the Renalissance
dramatists put the historical material provided for them by the
classical legends (Herodotus, Pliny}, reports of explorers {written
up or translated by Hakluyt and Pory), and ‘popular myth. How-
ever, the uses to which Jones puts the results of his research,
his evaluative judgerﬁents, seem to reflect the pressures as much
of the British as the African context. The high points of literary

history are made for Jones (at least in Othello: s Countrymen) when

cultural stereotypes arise and are broken. The breaking of con-
ventlons 1s the central historico~cultural event. The tracing al;xd
recording of such moments does make for lively scholarship, and
there 1is, latent in Jones's study, é certain appealing sense of
cultural .history as a dynar_nic’ process. The 1dea of process, how-
ever, Is negated by Jones because the breaking of stereotypes
does not take place in a ;ontinuous, perha_ps dialectical fashion.
At a particular point (essentially, a mythic moment} the process
reaches the stage of culmination or fulfilment, when a certain
text departs‘rfrom convention sufficlently to enter a fealm of time-
lessness and unl{rersality M’(Othello,mbecémés Man)‘. A ‘I‘~h'ﬁs the text
achieves a kind of apotheosis whgre history has no claim on it
anymore, and we are presented with the pafadox of an historical
developmént making possible the emergence of a work which is
loosed from all histor;ical ties. How this paradox arises is perhaps

not really a mystery. In a conventional literary education, one
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beging with ‘the major work', {.e, it is already freed from history

by its insertion into a canon of similarly free-floating works.

If after an encounter with this work one's curlosity is aroused

tbv enquire Into Its context then, conventlonally, one goes to the
literary resources of the period and constructs the work’®s 'vback-—
grodnci‘ (Othello's countrymen)}. In a certaln epistemological sense,
therefore, the purpose of the exercise is to confirm what

one already ‘*knows's

Similar tendencies in Jones's approach to literary history are to
be found in other parts of the book. In the first chapter he

documents the literature about Africa that was avallable to the

Elizabethan and Jacobean playwrights, and finds that while Hakluyt

would have provided for plots and settings in his treatment of
North Africa (stories of forced conversions to Islam, treachery,
herolc resistance or surrender), Pory appears to have been used
explicitly (direct textual 'parallels are found to .passages in Antony

and Cleopatra, Othello and The White Devil). In the survey of

'English Masque and Pageantry', Jonson's Maske of Blacknesse
is singled out as being ‘a perfect blend of matter and manner;
in it the extravagance which ‘was germane to the masgue

is controlled by a disciplined imagination.'13 In the discussion

of the language of the plays, it is only Shakespeare who is able

to integrate his images of Africa with the larger concerns of a

work: in Antony and Cleopatra he creates a ‘poetic image of Egypt

‘and its queen which vibrates with energy and spirit', and the
allusions are ‘'threads in the fabric of the whole poetic

:~;tructm‘<—:'.14 In all of these instances what is confirmed is con-
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ventional (British) ‘'literary' knowledge (sources"for é. glven text)
or criteria for evaluation (integration of language and thgme).
The closing sentence of the study i{llustrates precisely my contention
that ;Tones's view of the burpose of literary history {(a view which
is not of his own making; but which he clearly feels he must
adhere to} is to confirm the dominant or recelved assumptions
and wvaluations: |

" Thus by the obligue route of a study of the use made

of Africa by Elizabethan and Jacobean dramatists, the

triumphant genius of Shakespeare cah once more be

demonstrated. 13

It is possible to draw out of Jones's study more subtle indications
of his id‘ealism.‘ In attempting toc do this I shall avold suggest-
ing that Jonés ought to have undertaken a dlfferent kind of study
altogether, based on different historical sources. Such an argumént
would  not be wvery illuminating. What Interests me here are the
kinds of questions which Jofxes does_ not pursue, glven that his
research shows that they were .available to him as avenues of en-
guiry. Jones shows that the stereotypes of 'black‘ and "white‘
Moors persisted long after the appearance of Othello, that the stage
characterizations of Moors ‘'reverted to type’'. In other words,
the cultural history which enabled Shakespeare to break with con- '
v'e'x‘xtionm was' by no means’e;nded by t.he presentation of thello
as a representative 1of *human nature’. {And then ‘'Moorish’ figures
were later to be reblaced by the image of the Noble Savage.) The
sense of Othello reflecting, then, an ideal summation or point
of culmination in Renalssance perceptions of Africa, which 1is the

explicit line of argument of the book, is contradicted by the his-
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torical developments taking place. One would expect that this
would lead Jones to review or qualify the argument,. to éﬁstinguish
more clearly ‘betwee'n his ‘ideal’ and the ’historical fortps of these
sterectypes, or perhaps to look Into the factors which enabled
the cultural stereotypes to persist, - despite interventions such
as Shakespeare’s. Clearly, an historical interest in these stereo-
types wpuld go beyond the immediate context of Renalssaﬁce drama
or its direct literary resources, and would have to be developed
with reference to the material determinants of the popular culture.
It 15 not the case that Jones is entirely uninterested in such con-
siderations. He does enquire in a way into the soclal basis of

popular consclousness:

Apart from [the stage types of Moors], popular noﬂons
of Africans were circulating widely in the form of books
- both scholarly and popular,‘and in the gossip of sallors,
Atraders and slavers who were now salling to Africs
in ever increasing numbers ., .. In addition to all
this second-hand Iinformation, Londoners seem to bave
had opportunities of seeing Moors both black and white
{sic] in thelr streets, The newly discovered portrait
in England of a sixteenth-century Moorish nobleman
has revived interest in the embassy sent by the King
of Morocco to Queen Elizabeth {n 1600, The presence
of . Negroes inA England at about the same time is also
clearly attested by Queen Elizabeth's edict in 1601
for 'fhe trénsportation -of 'negars and Dblackmoores'
out of the country, where theilr Iincreased number was
glving cause for alarm . . .. It was against this back-
ground of stage tradition and popular experience that

Shakespeare's Moor appeared.16

The method here s informal and anecdotal, showing that Jones
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is interested more In illustrating the ’backgrouhd” to the text,
than in exploring in some depth the socilal ‘deter'fninénts of the
given ideas. And yet the passage does have possibil?ties in this
direction: ‘Qailors. traders and slavers' #hows an awareness of
fhe economic dimensions of early English' exploration, and the
remainder of the passage points to the soclal consequences of this
economic imperative: on the diplométic front, there appears to

have been a need for a rapprochement of noblilities {(could the

figure of Othelle have been representative of a certain political
or merchant &lite, known In the circles of political life or merchant
capital in England; in which case, fxe was not ‘unlversal® but
Renalssance 'man'?”); and on the popular level, Qhat would’
the social relationships of the English and North Africans -have
been like, what kind of a nuisance were they, that the ‘negars
and blackmoores® were to be deported? Such quesitions, clearly
within the compass of Jones's study, would throw much light on

Othello and its relation to the cultural stereotypes of the period.

Perhaps the dominant Iimpression left by Othelle’s Countrymen Iis

that the investigative or interpretive aspects of the book are remark-
ably thin, glven the amount of care that has been taken in docu-
menting the Africa-related features of the language and dramaturgy
of Renaissavnc‘e dfa;\@a.' The intérpretive cc;re of tﬁe ’stuc;y, w.hicﬂ
is esséntially the poiht about Othello’s break with conventivon,,
is repeated three times: in the third and central ‘chapter; in
" the summary of that chapter, and in the ’conclusion.. The infer-
ence that one draws 1is that Jones's concerns are largely belle~

lettristic; in terms of cultural enquiry, there is 1little that could
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bg said to contradict this view.18

Before examining The Writing of Wole Soyinka it would be useful,

as a preliminary test case, to look at an early paper by Jones

on an African work, While preparing Othello's Countrymen for

publication Jones was already participating in the growing debate
on the future of local criticism and the nature of its engaéement
with indigenous literature. At the 1963 Freetown conference he
spoke freely in open sessions, and his contribution on Things
Fall Apart was intended to be exemplary of the approach that he

was advocating.

For Jones the Africanization of the syllabus meant that it was
possible in the teaching of literature to re-establish ‘'the vital
connection bgtween llteratufe and life’, a connectlon, so the argu-
ment ran, which was largely lost on Nigerlan students reading

9 Glven a broadly empirical wview of

the literatsgre of England.l
‘literature, this argument. is entirely consistent with Jones's affirm-
atlve stance with respect to received as-sumptlons and wvaluations.
There 1is no contradication here between the manner of Jones's
response to a local priority., and his absorption of the British
orthodoxies. What remains to be seen is in how far the received

orthodoxies are carried through, as analytical conventions, in

his criticism of a given text.

The purpose of the exercise was to illustrate by practical example
what ought to have been the functions of a university-based critic-

ism at the .time: namely, to ‘stimulate a discerning readership
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for African literature', 'to reveal the gualities of Individual works'

and 'to help establish general critical standards®.

In his analysls Jones's method ivas to set up a general critical
principle in tefms of which wvarious aspects of the novel could
‘be described and evaluated (aspects such as language, character-
ization, depiction of incident, theme, plot, tone). This first
principle or pr‘imary category is ‘'wholeness' or ‘'unity'; thus all
as;ﬁects of the novel must relate in some way to the main ‘theme’,
which is *the clash between traditional Ibo society and the Christ-
ian imperialism of Britain®. Germane to this theme Is Achebe's
sensitive use of Eﬁglish to depict the Ibo environment, his use
of local, rural imagery and tra,ditioﬁal ‘proverbs. Achebe thu‘s
‘bresents life and belief in Umuofia in the ‘idiom of people who
belleved in it.' Certain iterative references assist in the creation
ofA ‘unity’: for example, hanging Is referred to twice, which
prepares the reader for Okonkwo's death by hanging at the end;
‘similarly, before Okonkwo commits the offence of killing a kinsman
accidentally with a gun, he almost kills. one of hi:s wives
by similar means {this being a sign of consistency in plot and
characterization)., Also on the grounds of *'wholeness®, Jones lident-
ifies the ‘one structural weakness' of the novel, namely that
- Ezinma, Okonkwo's  daughter, - 'is made so much of in the earlier
sections of ‘thé novel', but ‘does not feature in the climax in
any signifiéar}t way.' Finally, by noting Achebe’é: irony in the
novel®’s closing paragraph, Jones highlights with due weight the
moral ﬂnplications surrounding the ‘callousness' of the colonial

administration; thus in conclusion the formal aspects of Achebe’s
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novel are seen as an expression of the work's moral seriousness.

'*Wholeness', realism in establishing the setting and idiom (or
‘1ife and Dbelief'), Iiteration and consistency of formal details,
an ap}:ropriate z;pportioning of emphases in a narrative, a sense
of moral serlousnesss these are the prevalling analytical conven-
tions of the papef, the praétical meaning of the ‘general critical
standards’® required by the new discipline. The tradition in which
such criticism is schoéled is readily identifiable as British ortho-
idox. It involves a cluster of currencies which public education
in the United Kingdom has distilled oﬁt of the }slne F},f%;cqn‘t’in}lify »
that runs from‘ Coleridge, to Arnold, .to I.A, Richards, to Scrutiny.
What can "we. infer, at this point, about the value or usefulness

of these currencles to Jones, given his context and the purpose

of his paper?

The value' of these analytical conventionsr is partly, of course,
that they are readil_y ava(il‘able‘ as a set of valuations
and procedufés;- crudely put, they prqvide terms for someth’ing
to be said about the new literature, without throwing the éritic
into methodological difficulties at a time when the introduction
of the literature to the syllabus has become a matterA.of
some urgency. ' Bﬁt ‘there is of course ixiore thanm méi;e convenier.u“:e
at issue here. An ideologlical function, I suggest, s belng served
by these conventions as well; Its specific character can beA gather~
ed from the fact that it is the poetic featuz;es of the literature
that are, in the main, being held up for attentlon. The emphésls

on ‘'wholeness' (in the traditional terminology this 1is of course



90
‘organic unity'), on iteration and integration, on thematic reflect-
ion, derives from a poetics of prac‘tical criticism whose favoured
genré is the contemplative lyric. Such an emphasis holds to a
fairly static view of the text, one in( which the literary object
is firmly set and framed.‘ Thus in Achebe's novel narrative
texture is subject to thematic integration, which in turn derives
from moral seriousness. In the circumstances of a new discipline
seeking to define and establish itself (and where, in the prevalling
ideological climate the idea of natlonhood is a governing principle}
such an emphasis Is useful: it conveys a sense of the seéure

foundations of a literary order, an achlieved tradition.

Is it the case, then, that Jones implicitly makes British New Critié-
ism do for African Criticism what it did for its lesser exponents
in the United Kingdom, i.e. assist in the delineation of an ideal
order of literary values which could be given prominence in public
education? With this question in mind, we shall turn to Jones's

work on Soyinka.

It is a well known phenomenon in Anglo-American critical history
that fresh departures im criticism are often based on a
fairly specific or clrcumscribed range of literary texts, axid that
as these departures then become institutionalized, the applications
of the theoretical principles involved become univer’salised. In
thié way the innovations become the entrenciled and challengeable
orthodoxies, Qne thinks here of Northrop Frye's study of Blake
leading eventually to a mythopoesis of the literary system as a

whole, or of Eliot's retrieval of the Metaphysical tradition leading
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to the ‘'dissoclation of sensibility® thesis, which became a formula
for a certain literary history of England. What 1is highlighted
by this phenomenon is the fact that certain texts {(or select trad-
itions} serve particular ends, and that sometimes it takes an act

of critical scepticism to recover and reveal those ends,

Similarly, we may ask what it is about Soyinka's oeuvre that it
lends itself to the kind of reading that Jones will bring to Iit.
More specifically: what, in Sovinka's writings, makes him avall-
able as a candldate for the title 'Our W.S.' In Jones's estimation?
Part of the answer is provided by Jones himself:
- Sovinka's plays have the complexity of organisation
and of language that distinguishes literature from mere
writing. The seriousness of their content make [sicl
him a wvital volce to his generation, but It is his art
that sets him apart from a large number of well-meaning
writers with a message. His work responds to serious
criticism, and Indeed needs 1t, for In the more serious
plays there 1s a surface difficulty which has to be

penetrated before the. essence of the work of this im-

portant writer 1s fully revealed.20

It is Ilmportant to note that the meaning of ‘'serious crAiticism',
for Jones, is fairly restricted, involwving the ‘penetration’
”qf ‘v‘s‘urface difficulty'. If the‘_ebistemolgglcal assumptions behind
this metaphor are decoded, 1t‘is clear that Jones understands
serious criticism to be necessérily emplirical or text-immanent.
Surface difficulty is rendered intelligible by close reading in the
conventional sense, by practical criticism. At the same time,

the ‘essence’ of the work}lies in the inner reaches of the text,
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‘under®' the surface. Meaning or wvalue is therefore located in
an lideal realm, only marginally or inchoately revealed in the lang-
uage of the surface. These assumptions are fairly common currency
in the dominant cr’traditional forms of British criticism.. But what
is of particular interest here is the fact that Jones should take
up Soyinka in eafnest ~— and we may extrapolate at this point
— because, unlike those of 'a large number of well-meaning writers
with a message', Soyinka's writings present a rather more dense
literary tf-.:xturez-,21 thereﬁy ‘lending themselves to the procedures
of practical criticism. Sovinka provides grist for the mill, there-
»foré, of a certain code of established professional practices, and
in this narrow methodological  sense can do Vfor African literé.ry
studies what Shakespeare did for the metropolitan literary culture,
In the British context, however, especlally in Scrutiny, the pro-
cedures of pfactlcal criticism came to be assoclated with‘much
more than simply a technical repertoire. Text-immanence was bound
up with the ideological ﬁnperativés of a liberal-humanisf *minority®
position which vieweq the readinvg of literary language as an act
of apprehension by a refined sensibility. Jones 1s clearly qulte
comfortable with this position, but more to the immediate point,
Soyinka's writings appear to provide him with fertlle grounds
for applving 1it. In an essay entitled ‘*Progress and Civilization
in the work of Wole Soyinka' (published in 1971, before the full-
length study appeared)} Jones '15 able to discuss a significant body
- of Soyinka's works from the point of vléw of the moral distinctions
between material and spiritual progress, wvulgarity and taste, arro-
gance and sensitivity, superficlality and depth, and so on.zz Be~

hind these distinctions, of course, lie those of culture/anarchy
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(Arnold) and mass clvilization/minority culture {(Leavis), but Jones
commands these Adistinctions in his analysis with a facility which -

suggests that the writer has served the critic well,

One would expect Jones to have inherited from Shakespeare studies
"a wider critical repertoire than the form of textual exegesis and
'sensibility' which the term ‘'practical criticism' has come to sug-

gest, In Edgar Wright's The Critical Evaluation of African Liter-

ature, an anthology of essays which attempts to foreground the
whole question of theoretical approaches to African literature,
Jones contributes a chapter entitled *Wole Sovinka: Critical Ap-

proaches®, Since Wright's book and The Writing of Wole Soyinka

were firstApuhlished in the same vear {1973), it would be appro-
priate to regard the essay on 'Approaches' as a kind of companion

plece to the fuller account of Soyinka"s work provided in The

‘Writing of Wole Soyinka. In fact, since Jones does not offer any
theoretical speculation at all in the book, the essay could be re-
garded as the mearis whereby Jones was attempting to formulate
a critical position, in ’the context of the more extended 'project
of a critical introduction to Soyinka. This is how Jones addresses

the guestion of 'approaches' in the essay:

Coming to Wole Soyinka from Shakespearian criticism
is.excellent prepa_.ratién if only because it puts us
on our guard agalinst trying to fit him into preconceived
patterns, Shakespeare by hls practice produced a
personal poetic which demonstrates that drama cannot
be cilrcumscribed by rules, not even when those rules
claim the authority of as observant a mihd as Aris-

totle's. Anyone who approachés Shakespeare therefore
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with his mind made up comes away angry, confused,
or just disappointed. Contrary to prescriptions, his
clowns mingle with kings; he created soldlers who
behave like blackguards and black men who speak like
poets. His characters and his scenes put a girdle
around Europe, and his five acts are as. llkely to span
sixteen years as four hours. ‘He used the romantic
convention While undermining its mechanlcal cbncepts.

Shakespearian criticism requires an informed but open

mind, 23
The paragraph shows tellingly that — despite the expect-
atlons aroused by the essay's title — Jones's critical intuitions

rebel against the notion of ‘approaches', which are equated with
'pre-conrceived patterns® and ‘prescriptions®. The approach being
édvocatqd is in fact anti-theoreticism, the approach of ‘no-
approaches® which is a reflex of British empiricism. But more
alarming than this, berhaps, is the use that is made bf the Poetics:
Aristotle's codification of the elements of Greek tragedy amounts
in this context to a rather antiquarian straw target. It is thus
a markedly conservative caveat that Is used to support the appeal
to ‘an informed but open mind®'. When Jones begins to apply
this concept of openness to Soyinka, he makes use of ak vparticular

cause célébre of Shakespeare studies, the playwright's transform-

ation of his sources: | _

The crit;c_of Soyinka should approach him in a similar
way; 'équipped but open. His drama incorporates
{more accurately, fuses) diverse elements from quite
different traditlons of thought and methods of present-
ation. The product of this fusion is often striking
and novel, ‘having transformed the original particular-

ties froxﬁ which it sprang.z4
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Jones then moves directly into close analysls, having despatched,
as it were, the question of approaches. His procedures of analysis
rely on a fémiliar range of critical methods: through a discussion
of Soyinka's wuse of the‘devicé of the 'flashback‘, his ‘'fusion
of wvarious elements’ is shown; Soyinka's wuse of popular and
folk traditiéns is discussed, with reference being made to Yeats:
there 1s some discussion of the varlety of status-roles and social
registers found In the plays, this providing enrichment and local
appeai in the characterizations; and finally, emphasls is placed
on Soyinka's themes in the early pl‘ays, and Aristotle is invoked
here in more positive terms (‘'Soyinka 1s a serious dramatist in
the Aristotellan sense; his plays deal with things that matter;
things that are worth troubling about.'zs) The: foilowing themes
are listed and discussed: fthe 'fate of man in his enlvironment;
the struggle )for survival; the cost of survivaly the real meaning
of. progress; the necessity for sacrifice if man 1is to make any
progresss; the role of death — even the necessity for death in
man’'s life.’26' The direction of the essay, therefore, is towards

a closing affirmation of the moral wisdom of Soyinka's drama, a

wisdom embracing the universal category of ‘man’.

At this point, it will no longer be necessary to illustrate Jones's
dependence on the ortho‘doxies' of the metropelitan literary system.

In turning to The Writing of Wole Sovinka, the discussion yvill

hinge on the nature of Jones's engagement with his time and place;
in particular, I shall look more closely at the values that are
actively sought by Jones in Soyinka's writings. My {intention

is to understand more fully Jones's criticism as an Iintervention
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in a given context.

Wole Soyinka has his roots in Yoruba culture . . . but
his experience extends far wider; his formal education
and his working experience have brought him into con-
tact with ideas from the whole modern world . . . His
imagery ranges from tropical yam roots to the falling

acorns of Tegel. But he starts as a Yoruba.27

Part I of The Writing of Wole Sovinka introduces the_ reader to

'Soyinka, the Man and his Background'. The Intention here is
clearly to provide the broad outlines of the ﬁiography of a great
writer; in falrly conventional iterms, Soyinka 1is presented as
a man of letters, possessing a wide-ranging critical intelligence
and moral wisdém which have been shaped by certain formative
influences. There are, however, particular features of this brief
blographical introduction which deserve commeht. Firstly, while
an interpretive argumenf is presented, the selection and organisa-
tion of dletail are not designed for a ¢ritical examination of the
facts;‘ the emphasis is primarily on ‘the man', with varidus
aspects of the bilography highlighted under <c¢lear headings such
as 'Yoruba Culture', ‘Christian Influences®, ‘Soyinka and the
Stage', ‘'Basic Concerns',. with the effect that the -anticipation

of a certain kind of undergraduate consumption Is suggested by

]

the formai oufllnés of a didactic literary register. Secondly, as
the paragraph qxioted above 1illustrates, Soyinka 1is presented as
a writer with clearly-marked regional origins, but with a wider
appeal as well: *Yoruba culture' and ‘the modern world' are
the principal axes in terms of which'the writer is valued. Jones's

responses ({(in this study) to the demands of his context therefore,
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are to attempt to formalize Soyinka's position within iitérary educa~
tion, and.to present Soyinka's socio~c\£1tur'a1 background as the
dominant influence in the shaping of an essentlally individual
vision, which, through its depth and contemporary relevance, be-
comes universally applicable. These intentions, 1 suggest, can
be seen as i{llustrating the main features of the situation of anglo-~
phone criticism as described in the previocus chapter: the institu-
tionalization of African literature is undertaken within the frame-

work of cultural natiomalism, with orthodox metropolitan assumptions

assisting actively in this process.

But we should look more closely at the ways‘ in wﬁich Jones's
intentions are realized. What is of immediate interest is how
Sovinka's relation to the traditional culture 173 viewed, éince it
is this question that 1s perhaps most crucial in reveéling the
ideological dimensions of the study. We are told that apart from
'having. been born a Yoruba and thus being naturally a part of
the culture, Soyinka has taken a deep and scholarly Iinterest in
the culture of his people.'zs The séholarly interest is 1illustrated
wﬁth reference to the care that Soyinka takes in translating Fagunwa

in The Forest of a Thousand Demons, and to his mythopoeic essay

on tragedy in a Yoruba context, *The Fourth Stage®. Sovinka's
involvement with Yoruba culture is thus treated simply as a glven:
there is no enquiry made into the claims that are advanced in

this aspect of Soyinka's work, instead we are told unproblematically

that Sovinka shares 'the same mythological world as Fagunwa and

Tutuola'.  The extent to which Soyinka may alsoc be distanced

from traditional culture, the fact that scholarship has 1ts own
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priorities over énd above those of a ‘'natural'’ invélvement (by
birth) fn this culture, or the fact that translation involves the
placing of a work in a context of readership with altered assump-
tions from ‘thqse in which the original work was received, these

are some of the lissues which are ignored.

This uncOmplicated insertion of S§y1nka into an Indigenous cﬁltural
tradition is congruent with the treatment ;hat the fradition jitself
is glven. 'The Yoruba', Jones says, 'are one of Afrlca's most
remarkable peoples. Thelr culture is not 'only rich, but shows
a remarkable capacity for éurvival in areas far removed from Iits
‘originalv hoxﬁe e « « for example in Brazll and other parts of South
America, the C;ribbean, and in Sierra Leone, areas which centuries
ago, largely througfz the slave trade, came into contact with Yoruba
of the diaspora.'29 It is essentlally a fized and static view of
culture which emphasizes those ‘elements which survive centuries
of soclial life and even historical Vupheaval. How these elements
would have been m.oulded‘ to the demands of thelr new sltuations
would surely be a wvalid line of enquiry. And one may add that
Jones clearly means _survival rather than adaptatlon, since the
comment is not developed in any significant way. The comment
»is also in 'keeping with a general tendency to treat the traditional
culturer as pfépérty, 'a‘s: -a kind‘c;f ’dead- welght. A For sifnilarly, V
in discussing Yoruba 'Occupations and Festivals', Jones shows
no concern for the pr;blem ¢of how the rites and mythologlical
systems of the culture of an agrarian subslstence community, when
extracted from their original context and used in the cultural

practices of an urban llterate or - unlversity community, change
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in both théir forms and soclal meanings. For ex;mple, after men-
tioning .the prevalence of palni ‘wine in Soyinka‘'s writings as a
symbol of ceremony and celebration, Jones tells us that 'Soyiﬁka‘s
special interest in palm‘wine . ‘. . is exemplified by a celebration
of the rites of the Harmattan solstice which he organized at the
University of Lagos and for which he composed poems both in
Yoruba and English, all around thevtheme of palm wine.f,?'o The
information is provided without comment or further enguiry. Even
when the evidence that Jones uses calls for‘ a more careful weighing

‘of the social dynamics of the phenomenon involved, Jones does

not confront the problem:

The head of Yoruba government is the Oba. He is a
king who rules surrounded by ceremony, and. combines
both political and priestly functions, The Oba's spirit-
ual authority s exemplified in Kongi's Harvest in which,

even when the Oba's political authority has been eroded
by the new regime of Kongi, he still has reserves of
moral and spiritual authority with which to compel
deference from the functionaries of the new r_egime. :
Baroka, the wily Bale of Ilujinle, is another of Soyinka's

evocations of the Yoruba traditional ruler.31

In both of these flgures the meaning of traditionalism 1is more

complex than this suggests. The Bale In The Lion and the .I<=:w<-313'2

is ca‘pab'lveA of u/sizigw his tf‘aditional‘ authériiy fdr corruptmpﬁrposes,

while the Oba's moral legitimacy in Kongi's }Ir:xz"ver>t,33 which de-
rives from his traditional position, has to be taken up and mobil-
ized iIn an act of deflance by a younger generation of the political

avante~garde {represented by Daodu and Segl) before it is seen

as having any effect on Kongi's regime; and even then the effect
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that‘it has is mainly psvchic and morhentary, with the wvalues
of the traditional authority capable of being affirmed only through

a forfn'of tragic sacrifice.

In general, then, Jones uses the evidence of traditionalism in
Soyinka's writings to affirm in normative terms the continulty
and survival into the present of elements of the traditional culture.
The assumption belng made 1s that the mere evocation of‘ tradition
carries its own kind of critical authority., It is the mevre presence
of tradition rather than the uses to which it 1s being put, that
engages Jones's interest., This failu;e to address the social mean-
ings or functlons of Soyinka's use of tradition 1s, I belleve, both
the consequence of an intellectual c:::rnservatism,34 and an indication
of the cultural nationalism at work in Jones's discourse. O‘n the
evidence provided by Jones, tradition becomes a kind of symbolic
or moral property in the dialogue that cultural nationalism conducts
with the West/ {I refer here to the ideological relations discussed
in the previous -chapter‘) and this can be seen as having imposed
limits on the developmex;t of a more contextualized or historically
dynamic understanding of the varied roles that traditlon could

be made to play in a literary culture.

Turniﬁg now to the introduction to Soyinka'’s ‘'Basic Concerns®,
it is worth illustrating in some detall Jones's absolute “insistence
on humanist and universalist categories. All of the following state-

ments appear in less than 100 lines of text:

{1y ‘The essential ideas which emerge from a reading



(i1)

(ii1)

(iv)

{v})

(vi)

{wvil}

(viii)

{ix)

(x}
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of Soyinka's work are not specially African ideas although
his characters and thelr mannerisms are African. His

concern is with man on earth,’®

. 'Any universal god or any abstraction for the source of

life could take Forest Father’s place just as any man of

sensibility could take the place of the Yoruba artist.®

*Atunda 1s a symbol for a universal idea which Yoruba

mythology and religion conveniently supplies.®

'This is not a Yoruba or an African ldea. If it has wvalid-
ity, this is a general wvalidity.’®

'The clash between the individual and the soclety . . .
is a unlversal phenomenon; the martyr who Is the positive
product of - the clash 1is also fortunately {1 reproduce

Soyinka's irony): universal.’

*Soyinka'’s work celebrates 1ife, and deprecates

its opposite.’

e s s thetgener‘a‘xl wastefulness of war . . . is an aspect
of Sovyinka's work that is most o‘bviouslf relevant to the

whole modern world.®

'The message of "Idanre® is a universal one, equally applic- .
able (only more so) to those who are armed with nuclear

weapons as to those who have only swords.®
‘Human life represents constant challenges and constant
choices, and man has’ to thread his way through all the

contradicting alternatives.’

‘These are the sorts of ideas which give Wole Sovinka

his universal apmzal.’?’S
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Responding to similar comments made elsewhere by Jones concerning
Soyinka's work, Achebe has sald, ‘would it truly be invalid for
a Nigerian) writer seeing a dissatisfaction in his soclety to write
about it? Am I ’being told for Christ's sake that before 1 write’
about any problem I must first verify whether they have it too
in New York and London and P;aris?' Achebe adds that he believes
that Jones's comments were written ‘absent-mindedly',; and that
he ‘'has simply and uncritlcally accepted the norms of some of
the prevalling colonialist criticism . . . .‘36 The evidence set

out above, however, clearly shows that Jones's argument is con-

sciously and consistently intended.

1 have argued that Jones's un_critical valorization of gradition re-
flects the Imprint of cultural nationalism. The objection might
be ralsed that Jones's insistence on Soyinka's work's being uni-
versally applicable contradicts this argument. However, cultural
nationalism in criticisnﬁ would require that literary quality lis
available for appropriation beyond the limitg of a particular cultur-
al community, by natignal and pan-African interests. Yoruba cult-
ural phenomena are therefo;e to be séen as representative or
typical, rather than as locally specific. Furthermore, cultural
nationansm Vtends, for obwviocus historical. reasoms, to draw the
West -into‘:'i'ts“spheré” of reference, and 'tvhis téridehcjr could well
emerge in criticism in the form of an appeal to universal wvalues,
even though, more commonly,v western ‘appeals‘ to universalism are

rejected.

An account of Jones's procedures of critical analysis in The Writing



103

of Wole Soyinka would not reveal any surprises at this stage.

It is sufficierxt simply to ndte that both in the formal arrangement
of the analyses and in the blow-by-blow treatments of each text,
the‘treceived or orthodox conventlons apply‘. The analyses aré
arranged according to the generic categories of Sovinka's ogeuvre,
‘Plays®, 'Poetry' and ‘Fiction’, and each analysis proceeds in
routine though scholarly fashion to provide Iinterpretations, to
show the Integration of language and theme, to explore iniagery,
metaphor and symbolism, to reveal Sovinka's thematic depth and
consistency, a;nd 50 On. Before concluding this chapter I shall

look more closely, however, at Jones's treatment of The Interpreters,

because at first it seems to advance certain propositions which

are not characteristic of Jones's criticlsm in general,

There are signs In Jones's reading of the novel which show a
d(esire to press beyéna the empirical givens of the text, and to
advance conclusions which relate the' novel to perceived soclio~
cultural conditioﬁs obtaining in Nige;i;. What the reasons are
for this Incipiently new line of en.cptziryr 15 not clear. It may
be possible that" the change of emphasis Is the result of Jones's
having been alerted, perhaps by comments sﬁch as Achebe's, to
the fact that universallsm was not a particularly popular theme.
It 1s also curious that this emphasvis should eréevrée/ in

the dlscussion of The Interpreters, with which the study clos‘(es,

but that it does not appear in the introduction or earlier analyses.
Whatever the Dbackground might be for thelr appearance, Jones

does seem to be posing {tentatively) new kinds of questions:
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The primary soclety with which the novel 1ls concerned
is contemporary WNigeria in which, although the ancient
traditional 1life still makes Its appearance, the pre-
dominant impression 1is of a soclety in the grips of
a turbulent modernity. Its institutions - universlties,
~hotels, churches, nlght-clubs, newspapers, etc. show
an uneasy blend of influences. Somewhere in the back-

ground linger the numlnous presences of the old

gods . . . 31

And again:

Egbo's irritation reflects the uneasy quality of a society
which has not completely come to terms with itself,
It is 1in this wuncertain atmosphere that corruption,
tribalism, window~dressing hypocrisy, and moral un-

certainty flourish,. It is through all these uncertain-
38

ties that the interpreters seek a path . . . .
Jones seems more than usually' willing, then, to situate this text
within a wider framework of socio-cultural phenomena. What needs
to be assessed at this point, Is how this contextualization» takes
placé, -oﬁ what terms it 1s achleved. From the extracts §uoted
‘above, it would 'appear that Jones's Iinterest In Nigerlan soclety
or' in Soyinka's depictionv of that soclety Isvpred_icated mainly
oun moral grounds. The séress is on ‘'moral uncertainty' and by
1mplication; t%me protagonists' quest for authentic wvalues. At the
same time, the Question of morality 1is -brought 1nj:o play by the
transitional c}iaracter of this soclety, the passage betweén iwo
different moral orders, the ‘'old' and the 'new', or the ‘ancient

traditional life' and the 'turbulént modernity®.
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The emphasis on moral integrity in this analysis reveals itself
‘elsewhere in Jones's criticism. We have seen, for examplé, that
when the ‘thematic’® dimeﬁsions of 1literature are addressed the
‘emphasis falls on moral wisdom, de;}th or perundity. This
emphasls also emerges iIn Jones's repeated usage of an opposition
between the :fforces of life' and the ‘forces of death’, notably
397

when discussing Iimagery. The particular nuance that is given

te this emphasis in the discussion of The Interpreters, however,

deserve‘s comment, for it is made with reference to a given soclal
context. In this regard the distinction that i(s made between 'trad-
itional' and ‘modern' needs to be decoded. In a different though
compayrable context, Michael Vaughan offers a ‘materialist interpret-

ation of the ideological meaning of thils distinction: -

. . . the couple traditional-modern . . . not only
severely. inhibits the possibility of socio-critical anal-
-ysis, it leads in another direction altogether. This
couple polarizes two social systems, each defined as
the negation of the other, bound In a relation of abso-
lute compiementarity. Furthermore, the terms of the
couple are Invariably used with the Implication that
traditional means static and modern means dynamic.
The ideclogical dimension of this couple is 1ts capacity
to evoke a problematic of modernization: a problematic
of adjustment. The . . . history of Western colonial
and capitalist penetration -is rendered in terms of a

problem of adjustment to 'modern’ life.‘q“J

While Jones does argue that the past continually invades the pres-
ent. in different ways, and is therefore an active and not static
dimension ‘in this present (I refer to the fictional past in the

novel, not the historical past of the traditional culture) the results
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of the conflicting tensions between ,traditional and mo&ern are
generally presented in ‘the .terms described by4 Vaughan. Thus
the confrontatic))n‘ between Dehinwa and her rufal relations shows
that ‘the old and the new Africa in this fluid soclety sometlmes
confront, sometimes uneaslily blend with each other®; and when
Egbo says that ‘the dead should have no faces' {referring to his
ancestral home at Osa), Jones ‘réplies': *The fact is, they
haw.-*:.‘41 In these instances, as in others, the old and the new
are certainly ‘polarized’, and it is clearly a 'problematic of ad-
justment® — specifically moral adjustment — that ‘is being ésserted.
It bécomes bossible at this point tor identify the source of Jones's
diagnosis of the society depicted in the novel. The ‘moral un-
certainty” of the soclety-at-large {(which is explalned as th.e‘conse~
quence of the transition from old to new) Is a concept which lis
in fact derived from a liberal metaphysic of individual or personal
growth, The concept of ihe individual as essentially a free agent
who is capable of self-correction, is generalized to apply to the
soclal totallty. Thus we ai‘e told not only that all 'the young
interpreters are Iindividuals trying to make sense of thelr world’,
but also that‘this soclety is one ‘which has not completely come

to terms with 1tseif‘.42

The 1n'di\'fiduvaliust dynamic of groxﬁrth, éd}usﬁnent, cré;tive choiceV,‘
the quest for persohal solutions, is the central organizing principle
of Jones's analysis, It is articulated first in the discussion of
Egbo's characterization, it ls sustained in the analysis of Sekoni,

and used again in relation to Kola and Sagoe. {Bandele is dis-
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cusse;i mainly in terms of his function as a ‘'prod' for the others’
fconsclences’, ) It also provides the link for Jones to move on
to a aisqussion of the satirical aspects of the novel, for the chief
fallure of Oguazor, Faseyl, Chlef Winsala and Si; Derinola, is

that each of them has a false facade which disguises a lack of

43

moral integrity and humanity. Both fhe group of interpreters,

and the butts of Soyinka's satire, are drawn into and judged in
terms of the quest for moral integrity by the closing remarks of

the analysis:

The young Iinterpreters, as distinct from others in
the novel who are self-satisfied and complacent, are
engaged in a search for individual solutions . . .
They have to cut thelr way through a maze consisting
of their own personal‘ resources and limitations and
the opportunities offerezi by their lbmediate environment
of HNigerla .. . . The novel ls an artistic realization
of the opportﬁnities as well as the awful responsibil~
ities of being an individual on his own in a maze

of world .44

In sum, Jones's analysis links all the various aspects of the novel
{characterization, satire, soclal diagndsis) under the organising

framework of a bildungsi’oman. The problem with this perspective

is that it falls to deal adequately with the sense of fragmentation

and disparateness which dominates such  ‘closure' as the novel

is able to achleve. I wish to avold performing a cheap sleight-
of-hand at this stage, by reveali'ng the true ’'meaning’ of the novel
which Jones has missed. Jones himself does recognise this sense
of fragmentation, and he polnts to it obligquely on several occasions.

Bandele's rise to prominence comes at a time when, towards the
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“end of the novel, 'the various relationships move uﬁcomfortablyv
to some sort of resolution’.45 The lines of Joe Golder's Negro

spiritual symbolize ‘the essential loneliness of each of the

seze':frcers‘.‘;6 The interpreters have to "make sense' of their world,

one which is described as a 'mz’uze',"'?r and a ‘coherence' has to

48

be made of 'the jumble that is life.' Apart from registering

the sense of fragmentation in his turn of phrase, Jones also writes

about the novel's ‘restless’ style,. and the fact that it ‘makes

few assertions, but it probes and exposes themes for judgemen_t.'49

And while Jones is committed to a view of the novel as a bildungs-
roman, he also on occasion appears to have difficulty organizing
the central ‘experiences'® Adepicted into the kind of progressive,
developmental pattern that Iis usuany“ assoclated with this form.
There is a certaln fixed opposition suggestéd. between an aggregated
confusion of experiences, and the individuals who are looking

for ‘solutions’:

. s+ » the total meaﬁing of life for Sovinka's young
men is to be painfully pleced together out of the trivia
and the routines of existence — sexual encounters,
riotous nights at the night-club, cocktall parties, inter-
views for Jjobs, encounters with corrupt politicians,
witnessing the chasing of thieves, ‘attempts at formal
philosoAphlcal formulations, attempts at artistic expres-

- slon, teaching university classes and marking uninspired
eséays, witnessing gory road accidents, being bereft
of friends by death, looking for résidq;l presences
of the anclent gods in their midst, trying to make
sense of the claims of new religious manifestations.
Through all these, men are to make a coherence of
the jumble that is 1ife.>?
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The difficulty Jones has in ordering these experiences 1s shown
in his moving from ‘'trivia and routines of existence', to a cata-
logue of the»major experiences encountered (it is not clear, inter
alla, where the trivia or routine lies in 'looking for the residual
presences of the anclent gods'), to a closing affirmation of_ the
quest for personal meaning. The wvarious strands of this argument
are not connécted, which suggests that the notion of bildung is

not being (or cannot be} carried through.

The notion of bildung is not only uncomfortably imposed, it also
diverts attention away from the .novel‘s suspended or fragmented
sense of closure. David Maughan Brown has argued that the lack

of coherence In Part II of The Interpreters 1is the consequence

of Soyinka's failure to bring anything to bear on his analysis
of soclety other than a ‘cult of sensibility® ‘o‘r ‘taste', which
is informed by the normative dimensions of *practical critlcism'.Sl
The maln support for this argument lies in the fact that the targets
of Sovyinka's satire seem to be derlded‘chiefly for_ their lack.of
taste. Also; the opposition of the interpréters to the satirized
elite never emergeé in stronger terms than random rebellious or
iconoclastic gestures. Thé alternative to this wview, is to under-
stand the sense of fragmentation or lack of coherence as a formal
attemApt- on -Séyinka's part to -develop avxwvmo-de of ;haracterizati}on
that relies on a traditional Yoruba mytho_logical framewqu.sz
Specifically, Soyinka draws on the creation-myth .of the Yoruba

pantheon, as the formal means to achieve a high degree of individ-

uation in characterization. The splitting of the original Yoruba
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deity into the multiple godhead of the _panthgon provides a point
of reference for the depiction of the growth to maturity of each
of the interpreters. Similarly, the kind of ‘1nterpretatfon' expect-
ed of the maln protagonists, is not that of social analysis, but
a psychic identification with the local mythological sources. This
view draws for support both from the novel and from the mytho-

poelic emphasis of Soyinka's essays.53

The latter view 1is one that, strangely enough, was qulte avallable
to Jones, at least as a line of enquiry. In his analysis he makes
' several. references to the traditional 'gods', and in the biographical
introduction to the book he includes a section entitled ‘Salvation
and the Individual Will' in which Soyinka's interest in the process
of individuation, and the traditional myth which is invoked (in

support of 1t, are discussed. However, this aspeét of the intro-

duction and the analysis of The Interpreters are not connected.
One infers that, in the end, a particularly stringent, empirical
dedication to the ‘facts' of the text, coupled with a commitment

to the novel as a bildungsroman, may have prevented Jones from

entering Iinto this broader kind of enquiry, even though he had,

in a sense, prepared the ground for {t.

In conclusion, and to return to the polemics of the beginning of
this chapter, ft can be argued that at various levels of Jones's
criticism, Iin the critical models he adopts and in the analytical
conventions and valuations with which he 1is most famillar, the
effects of his work are to entrench a rangé of operations in liter-
ary {idealism. The consequence of this tendency is a denial of

history, cultural enquliry and social process.



3.

111

NOTES

" Eldred Jones: Othello's Countrymen

The Writing of Wole Sovinka

‘"Not for all time, but for an Age®: an approach to
Shakespeare studies', in Widdowson, P. (ed.), Re-Reading
English, op., cit., pp. 150-151. Mulhern'(op. cit., p. 131)
points out a more sophist_:icatedr identification of Shakes~
peare‘with the ‘'national culture' in the context of
Scrutiny, one which relies on the popular, homespun
and ‘felt’ qualities of Shakespeare's language.

"The Writing of Wole Soyinka (London: Heinemann, 1973,

rpt. 1978} p. 152.

Board of Education Report, The Teaching of English in

England (Newbolt, 1921), quoted by Longhurst, op. cit.
The influence of the Report as a collation -of dominant
ideas on literary education continues to be felt to this

davy.
ibid,., p. 151.

'Academic Problems and Critical Techniqueé‘, in Moore,

G. (ed.); African Literature and the Universities, ‘op.
cit., p. 91.

~Jones 1is Professor of English ‘at Fourah Bay College.

Othello’s Countrymen was given an award at the First
World Festival of Negro Arts in Dakar (1966), and The
Writing of Wole Soyinka was both reviewed with acclaim

in African Literature Today and Research in African

Literatures and re-published in the Twayne World Author

Series (1974). His introduction accompanies the African

Writers Series edition of The Interpreters. Thus far he
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has edited all 12 volumes of African Literature Today.

-Achebe has sald, 'l regard Eldred Jones as our finest

literary scholar, a man of great sensitivity and percep~
tion whom I should have much preferred not to disagree .

with,® {Morning Yet on Creation Day, op. cit., p. 52).

1 am indebted here to Michael Vaughan wvho has dlscussed
this process in the South African context in ‘A Critique
of the Dominant Ideas in Departments of English in the
English-Speaking Universities of South Africa', Critical
Arts (Grahamstown), 7. 3,’:\} 2, 1984.

Othello's Countrymen: The African in English Renaissance
Drama (London: QOUP, 1965).

This line of enquirf is also developed in American Black
studies. See Lemuel Johnson's review of Tokson, E.H.,
The Popular Image of the Black Man in English Drama
1550-1688, Research in !}frican Literatures (Austin, Texas),

e
# e

25155 0 3, (T 1984,

The African Image (London: Faber, rpt. 1974).

See the Preface to Othello’s Countrymen,

op. cit., p. 119,
ibid., p. 33.

ibid., p. 132.

ibid.,p. 132.

ibid., p. 87,

Shakespeare's immediate literary source for Othello is

"known to have beeh Giraldi Cinthio's Hecatommithi, first
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published in Venice in 1566. {See the Arden edition,
M.R. Ridley (ed.), Methuen, 1958.) Jones's study high-
lights the question of the popular thinking which is
likely to have surrounded the reception of the source,

and of course Shakespeare's interest in it.

A fondness for belle-lettrism is also appai‘ent in ‘Free-
town — The Contemporary Cultural Scene', in Fyfe, C.

and Jones, E. {eds.), Freetown: A Symposium {Freetown:

Sierra Leone University Press, 1968), which s simply
a survey of Ffeetown's ‘cultural life', with no serious
attempt ‘made to enquire into the meaning of the events
listed. | |

in Moore, op. cit., p. 89-95 passim.

'*Wole Soyinka: Critical Approaches_', in Wright;, E. (ed.) }
The Critical Evaluation of African Literature (London:

Helnemann, 1973), p. 72.

I am grateful to Michael Vaughan for alerting me to these
implications in an Extension Lecture on The Interpreters.
{mimeoc, 1982).

in Heywood, C. (ed.) Perspectives on African Literature,

jop. cit.’) pp. 129-137. See David Maughan Brown, 'Inter-
preting and The Interpreters: Wole Soyinka and Practical -
Criticism', in English in Africa, (Grahaqstown) 6, 2,

1979, Maughan Brown's argument 1is also referred to

below,

in Wright, op. cit.,pp. 51-52.
ibid., p. 52.‘

1bi&.,p. 64.

ibid., pp. 64-65.
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The Writing of Wole Soyinka, op. cit. p. 3

1bid‘,y,.p. 3.
ibid,, p. 4.
ibid., p. 7.
ibid., p. 8.

Wole Soyinka, Collected Plays 2 (OUP, 1974).

ibid.

It. may be possible that Jones's treatment of tradition
in Soyinka is influenced by certain commonplaces in
Shakeépeare ;studies, where popixlar medieval tradition
such as the festivals of the solstices are revered .in
uncomplicated ways as being simply a part of Shakes-

peare's {(or England‘’s) inheritance.

op. cit.,pp. 10-13 passim.

Chinua Achebe, Mofnlng Yet on Creation Day, op. cit.,
p. 52, ‘

op. cit., pp. 162-163,

.ibid.,p. 164.

The opposition is  used most frequently In the analyses

of the poems; for example, ibid., p. 132.

Michael Vaughan, ‘Ideological Directions 1in the Study
of Southern African Literature', English in Africa (Gra-

hamstown),C_i} 9,7 N 2, f:x \731982, p. 48.

op. cit.,pp. 163-164.
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ibid,, p. 156. p. 164,

ibid,, pp. 160-162.

ibid,, p. 166.

ibid,, p. 160.

ibid,, p. 165.

ibid,, p. 166.

ibid,, p. 159.

ibid., p. 166. This wvaluation may owe something to

Leavis's emphasis on 'a reverent openness before life’
in The Creat Tradition (Penguln 1968, rpt. 1974},

op. cit.,pp. 158-159,

David Maughan Brown, ‘Interpreting and The Interpreters:

Wole Soyinka and Practical Criticism', in Englishvin

Africa (Grahamstown), <__ > 6,< % 2, < 7 7= 1979.

SO e

David Attwell, 'Wole So'yinka’s The Interpreters: Suggest-

ions on Context and History’, in English in Africa (Gra-

hamstown), .~ "> 8, > 1, 71981,

In arguing for this view ‘now 1 would attempt to address
fhémvwsﬂécialw meaning of deinké's use of this mythopoeic
framework.,  Soyinka's use of a myth of creation and
individuation, in relation to’f ‘his  group of : protagonists,
seems to be a means whereby theirV Vob}ective soclial pos-
ition (in their education, vocations and social attitudes
the interpreters are unquestionably part of the eélite)
is harmonized or meliorized in relation to the broader

populace.
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4. WEST AFRICAN - TRADITIONS:

Wole Soyinka, Myth, Literature and the African World

Chinwelzu, Onwuchekwa Jemle and Thechukwu Madubuike,

Toward the Decolonization of African‘ Literature

Emmanuel Oblechina, Culture, Tradition and Society in the

West African Novel

I have argued that in thé‘ideological programme of cultural national-
ism, literary criticism has been anxlous to affirm thé completeness
and coherence of African cultural systems, and that Its themes
have implied the creation of national and pan-African alleglances.
I have also argued that in West Africa, where the ideoclogical effects
of soclal stratification and the history of 'popular struggle are
less marked by conflict than is the case in the East, the sense
of an indigenbus tradition based on vernacular; oral or traditional
sources is given particuiat emphasis. ~ In this chapter 1 shall
look more closely into éome of the stfgtegieé b‘y which the process
of identification with 1local cultural res\ourckes, and the gen’eral-'
izatién of thelr wvalue and applicabllity, is achieved. I do not
claim that the three texts 1 ‘have chosen are fully fepresentati;ze
" of West African’“ér' even Nigerian efforts in critical tradition-
building;' rather, 'the} iiluétrate appropriately that the wvarious
strategies of tradition-builiiag are not uni-dimensiohal; that lis,
within a common ideologiczl framework, they revéal a range ofv
emphases and for;native infizences, {On occaslon these differences

come Into explicit and polemical confrontation with one another.

-
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In the case of Chinwelzu et. al. wversus Soyinka, the style of
debate has even moved beyond the bounds of normal academic res-
peétaﬁility.) Briefly, and schematically, the characteristic critical
operations ‘which are employed in these three works can be des-

cribed respectively as mythopoeic, formalist, and soclological (in

the sense which is derived from the ‘soclology of literature').

In 1967, with the Nigerian nationalist movement undergoing the
violent schisms assoclated with fhe Biafran secesslon, Soyinka
was moved ‘to address the question of ‘the lack of vital relevance‘
between tfie literary concerns of writers and the pattern of reality
that has overwhelmed’ even the writers the‘mselves in the majqr:
ity of the mo&efn African s;t«an:e'::s.'1 He cha;rged that in the context
of independence, "writers found a new significance in ‘cultural
definitions' and 'unfelt.abstractions', in prospecting 'in archaic
fields foxj forgotten gems which would‘dazzle and distract
the present.'?‘ However, while Acharacterizing this ‘present’ as
the 'stage of disillusionment’, Soyinka was equally concerned with
maintaining a sense of continulty ;with the past. While calling
for a barticular quality of ‘vision' which would be focussed on
this present, writers weré/ at the same time to keep faith with

the traditional culture:

The ‘test of the ‘narrowness or the breadth of [the
writer’s] vision +:+ . Is whether it ls his accidental
situations which ‘}Ale tries to stretch to embrace his
race and society or the fundamental truths of his com-
munity which inform his vision and enable him to ac-
quire even a prophetic insight into the evolution of

that so;iety.3
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This statement contains some of the key coordinates of Soyinka's
critical position, one to which he has held firm for at least a
decade since 1967.4 The principal concerns in this st;mdpoint,
are undeﬂiably social in emphasis, insofar as the wrrit‘er ié called
on to speak cogently to his time and place; however, BSovyinka
adds a prescriptive and evaluative dimension to this position,
which relles on a particular orientation to the traditional past.

Indigenous culture is seen as providing the essential epistemological

and aesthetic categories for a fully engaged social consclousness
in literature. The task of the writer is to re-discover and activate
ii’xdigenous systems on perception and‘ value, in his engagement
with the socio-histoﬂcal burdens of the present. The ambiguities
of this positioh. judged from the poir'lt of wview of this -sttidy,
lie in the implied tension between historical and a-temporal (or
idealist) conceptions. That Soyinka should characterize the writer's
situation  in history és 'accidenvtal', and that he should refer to
indigenous s}stéms of ‘bélief in terms of ‘fundamental truths’,
sngges’ts an appeal to idealism in a discourée“ of cultural national-

ism. But let us examine Soyinka's position more fully.

Soyinka‘'s critical position is most fully developed and applied

- in the thematically integrated collection of essays, Myth, Literature

and the African Worl—&.sw 1 shali attempt to trace the”relatiénsh'ip
between historical and idealist conceptions in these essays, and
in so doing, attempt some kind of assessment of the social meanings

of Sovinka's involvement with the traditional culture,

The <critical project {which goes under wvarious names, such as.
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‘self~apprehension' and ‘race retrieval'} is grounded in a mytho-
poesls Qf Yoruba ritual and contemporary drama. Before Interpret-
ing this mythopoesis in terms of the concerns of this study, I
shall have to summarize briefly the key aspects of the_érgument;
In 'Morality\ and aesthetics in the r‘itual archevtype', Soyinka dis-
cusses the three mythlc ‘paradigms® represented by the deitiés
‘Sango, Obatala and Ogun, and places them within the context of
their evocation in different dramatic settings. ‘I‘he primary
dramatic context 1is ritual, Qhere the setting is the ‘cosmic
entirety', and where the purpose of the performance is to enable .
the communitﬁr to respond to a 'fundamental, Avisc'eral questioning’
concerning the v’cosmic location' of ‘being‘.6 The' éommunal‘pres-
ence In ritual establishes the stége as a ‘charged space' which
is experlenced as béing identical to the realm of pure meaning,
a ‘'chthonic' realm of ‘essence — ideal'. Collectively, the deities
are the primordial challengers of this realm, and are represented
in drama in thelr different péssage-rites which are ‘a projgction
of man’s conflict with forces which challenge his efforts to . har-

mohize with his environment, physical, social and psy'chit:.'?P

The story of Sango {the instrument of a 'swift, retributive justice’,
whose agency ls lightning) is that of a king's apotheosis; conse-
quently, it r'ep‘r‘esé‘nvtéw the consoii‘détion: of the ‘raclal or ‘soclal
origination' of the community. As the first king of Ovyo, Sango
ruled a land cursed by death, famine.‘and plague, caused by a
crime of injustice against a disgulsed deity. Sango had to bear
the responsibility for this act, but, being the principle of justice,

this involved confronting his own fate. He blasphemes the supreme
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deity, Oludumare, commits suiclde, and thereafter becomes accepted

into the Yoruba pantheon.8

Obatala represents the ‘aesthetics of the saint', the 'virtues of
social and individual accommodat.lon', 'patbience', ‘suffering’,
peaceableness®, the 'imperatives of harmony’, the ‘essence of
quietude and vforebearance'. He is also the creator of human life.
His story begins with his passion for palm-wine, which leads him,
while drunk, to create malférmed creatures, the crippled, deaf
and dumb, On a Jjourney to Sango's kingdom he is trickedband
iﬁprisoned by Eéu, and a plague descends on humanity. As in
Sango's story, the god 1ls then called on to exercise the attributes
of his own nature, confronting his own destiny in ‘a trial of the

jspirit' .9

Ogun embo&ies the principle of_ continuity between the world of
'essence~ideal’ aﬁd materiality. His history completes the Yoruba
cosmogony, in that he -was fhe first ‘pathfinder®', linking the gods
with mankind. Hée is 'craftsman and warrior', 'lord of the road’,
embodiment of 'will', of both ‘creative and destructive' energles.
His story also involves an eplsode of drunkenness: while acting
as the king of Ire; during a particular battle with the town's
enemieé he dra4nqk palm-wine and qslaughtered some of his own peoplé..
- But his principal act was that he traversed the ‘'primordial chaos’
which.: separated the deitles from mankind; for this reason he
represents ‘the communal will invested in a protagonist of Iits
.choice‘. The exﬁgrience of the communicant in ritual who plunges

into the realm of pure meéning is paralleled by Ogun's passage.
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Such are the three paradigms which Soyinka elicits from Yoruba
mythology. But what 1s‘the relevance of these paradigms, to what
purpose are .they tu;ned? The ‘essay contains several extended
v"digressions', in which Soyinka teases out the Iimplications of
the Yoruba mythological resources, in a sustalned debate on the
uniqueness of the ‘cultural matrix' from which they are drawn,
a uniqueness which is establiéhed by contrast with what are per~
celved as typlcally western conceptions, ~ It is thus by way of
setting the Indigenous mytholégical framework iIn an oppositional
relationship with putativé conceptions of western culture that
Sovinka is able to generalize from the Immediate context of Yoruba
tradition to what is p:esented as thé separate and essential domaln

of *the African world’. 1 shall illustrate this pattern of argument.

The  first of Soyinka's digressions Involves a discussion of the

metaphorical space which Is invoked in ritual, This space repre-

sents the cosmic totality, and it is defined in opposition to the

*Manichean' divisions of European culture, Ritual drama does
not survive in cultures which ’narrow' the 'cosmic whole’; the

further the cosmos recedes, the less it can be ‘challenged' or

'‘appeased' in ‘communal action'.l1 The second digression Involves

a discussion of the ‘temporal anachronism® of Sango’s beilng associ-

ated?with lightning after his act of sulclide. The “'anachronism®
is apparent, however, only in a western, linear sense of time,

whereas in ‘traditional thought' it is accommodated within a ‘*cyclic?

conception of thne.12 In a third digression he considers the poss-
ibility that the apotheosis of Sango may reflect a forgotten phase

of Yoruba religious history, involving the struggle for authority
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of an elite priesthood. Thé implication here is that African relig-
ions, like c;thers, were open to manipulation by compéting interest
groups. However, when evoked in ritual, such considerations
in the hisiory of the deitles' relationship with the community
are sald to be Iirrelevant, for imn this dramatic context the gods
are invested with meta-ﬁistorical powers. The ‘drama of the gods'
involves the community In ‘'bringing to birth a new medium in
the cosmic extension of man'sAphysical .exis’uem:e'.13 In a fourth
digression Soyinka discusses the acts of hubris committed by the
gods, and notes that In each case the deitiesAhave to pay recom-
pénse to humanity in some way. | A principle of ‘'natural restit-
ution', or ‘'morallty of reparation' 1is therefore affirmed, with
the congruent claim that this principle is absent from the Greek
pantheon (and by implication from Christianity).“ Soyinka then
illustrates this ‘attribute of fallibility' of the :gods, and supports
the claim that the principle is uniquely African t;)y comparing
two plays concerning the god Obatala. In a Yoruba play by

Obutunde Ijimere (The Imprisonment of Obatala) it is simply as-

serted that the god's error was the result of his being tipsy,

whereas in a Brazilian play (Zora Zeljan, The Story of Oxala) the
act of hubris of the god is ameliorated through Christian syncretism,
so0 that ‘the existence of the malformed in human soclety® is ration-
alized ‘within the overall framework of farsightedness and supra-
human understanding of the creator-god'. The tendency of the
deitles towards én infallible and abstract ideal in the Brazilian

play is foreign to the Yoruba cont@xt,15

The thematic thread which links these various arguments appears
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to be the structural-functicnalilst rprinciple of the balancing and
‘adj'ustment of tensions.16 the regulation of the cultural health
and cohesian of the community. The affirmation of the ‘communal
will' in response to the disturbing‘presence of the ‘cosmic totality?
communal 'recollection and cohesion', the xjelease’of ’compensating
energies’ for disruptions in nature, a principle of ‘complementarity’
between soclety and the gods, these are affirmed as the moral

codes which are implicit in the Yoruba mythological heritage, codes

wvhich provide that heritage with its distinctiveness.”

The functionalist element in Soyinka's reading of Yoruba metaphysics

is not endorsed, however, by other commentators. ?«’hile ‘John
S. Mbiti notes that the Yoruba tended to assoclate many natu;'al
phenomena with gods or spirits (he numbers the Yoruba delties
at 1, 700) and that sacrifices, offerings and prayers were the
'essence of the VYoruba religic»n',l8 /he also argues strongly that
the divinities were hierarchically related to each rother with Olodu-
mare at the head, a paftern which was ‘'parallel to the Yoruba

19 Idowu also affirms this hierarchical

soclo-political structure'.
element ({describing ‘Y‘oruba metaphysics as 'diffused monotheilsm’')
and says that all the;vcults of the »separate deities derive their
-strength from Olodumare, who as ‘'the head of the whole community
“[i.e.ﬂ £h; v’pan‘twhkeon] 1sthePoi’1‘t1’”fex Maximus 6;:-:111 the cuits togét‘her‘.
Hence the saying, "Every festival is the king's festival'.'20 it
is curious then, thatASoyinka.should underplay the hierarchical
factor, and even go so far as to see the ‘drama of the gods' as

being untouched by the stratified relationships of the deities and

their various cult\s\},
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[Soyinka‘s is not, however, structural-functionalism in the usual
sense of the ierm, as an anthropological understanding of the ways
in which societles adjust to soclal tensions b?" resolving historical
contradictions at the level of mfvth or ideoclogy. For the process
of adjustment or accommodation, the regulation of the community’s
inner cohesion, and Iits perceived relationship with the cosmic
whole, appears in Soylnka’s essay to be a process‘which takes

place purely within culture. Although Sovinka argues that the

realm of pure meaning, which 1is made accessible by ritual, is
‘the essentlalization of a rational world-view, one which is elicited
from the reality of social and natural experience',21 ’he does not
provide any historical illustration of the Sort of circumstances
in which ritual has this efficacy. i{e writes instead of a 'funda-
mental®, ‘visceral' guestioning, which “suggests that the ‘'reality
of soclal and natural experience' ({i.e. a community's history)
is identical with a community's metaphysical speculations. The
two orders of experience, historical and metaphysical, aré collapsed
into one another, merging in a trans-~historical psyche. With
Yoruba mythology apparently somewhat decontextualized and de-
historicized, we are' presented with the 'African world® as a col-
- lective psyche, a set of distinctive epistemological traits. These
tralts — most Importantly, the capacltyfo see the essential and
the'météﬁélwaé fixs.ed with one another (a form of aniimvism),' and -
the capacity to accommodaté or adjust 'to‘dlsr,uption - are, above
all, non-western and race«specific.<2.:2‘:,,m~\>

My drawing of a ha;d distinction, however, between historical

and metaphysical categories, raises difficulties. Is it fair to ask
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of . Sofrinka that he should demonstrate historically thek efficacy
of his reading of Yoruba metaphysics, when the historical records
are at best indirect or diffuse? The question leads us to a severe
limitation which African historlography has seldom confronted.
Our problem, essentially, is the lack of Iintegration between, on
one hand, African history, social studies and ’materialist accounts
of pre-colonial modes of production, and on the other, the study
of pre-colonial cultures. The general historiographical dilemma
can be illustrated forcefully by the following encounter befween

Ranger and Kimambo ‘and, Parrinder's Religion in Africa:

The need to demonstrate the possibility of African re-
ligious history emerges . . . clearly from Dr Parrinder's
rtecent survey. . . . The book has been generally well
received; it makes an attempt preclisely to avoid the
separate treatment of ‘'traditional' religion, of Islam
and of Christlanity. But this attempt Is undercut
by Parrinder’'s renunclation of the possibility of a
historical approach to African ‘'traditional® religion.A
He gives us an almost exclusively narrative history
of Islam and Christianity, hardly pausing to analyse
them in thelr varlous African forms, but his treatrhent
of African 'traditional® religion is purely descriptive
and in the Ildiom of a timeless ethnographic present.
Thus his book cannot help relunforcing the distorting
impression of the dynamic 'historic' religlons of Islam
and Christianity confronting passive traditional cosmol~

23
ogles.

‘This 'timeless ethnographic present’ 1is certainly the dominant
mode of representation of pre-colonial belief-systems, both in anth-
ropology and iIn studies of traditional religion such as Mbiti's

and Idowu's, referred to earlier. As s apparent from the remarks
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of Ranger and Kimambo, historians would V‘seem to have less diffi-
culty writing historical accounts of cultural transformations occur-
ring under the impact of Christian or Islamic interventions, That
this is so may seem self-evident enough, But why 1is it that in
materialist investigations of pre-colonial modes of production there
is wvirtually no attempt made to come to terms with culture? These
studies discuss pre-colonial pglltical economy, the relations of
production and the formation of the state or ‘polity’ (these reflect-
ing, I believe, appropriate priorities In research) but there seems
to be a common silence on ideclogy and consciousness.2 Thé
work of Ranger and Kimambo seems to point the way in this regard,
thgugh thelr emphasis on East and Central Africa ‘cannot assist

us in examining Soyinké's interpretation of Yoruba metaphysics.

The problem is not, however, entirely paralysing. For although
we are unable to achieve a genuinely historical perspective on
traditional Yoruba belief, we are certainly able to discern what
Soyinka 1is attempting to do with it, and this, after all, 1s the
point. The comments of Lye and Mﬁrray, thou'gh made with' refer—
ence to Sotho-Tswana culture, are apposite in this regard: Ye .
anyone who represents a culture as an integral package, the private
property of a given population, lis guilty of reifying the concept
“of “culture,’ And later they add,” ‘a culture cannot be studied
in a historical vacuum. ... an assertion of cultural integrity serves
intellectual or political interests';'of one kind or another.‘25
Soyinka's account of Yoruba metaphysics not only claims it as

the property of a glven popalation, thus reifying it, but it also

generalizes about who or what group benefits from an attachment
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to this culture. The generallization applies both to groupings with-
in tradltional Yoruba society and to contemporary Nigerians
(perhaps West Africans?). Exactly by whom (and when) 1is the

'"African world® 'possessed'?

/Pleen; then, that Sovinka's argument implicitly involves a denial
of historical process, with the 'African world' defined as a perma-
nent set of epistemological attributes or a form of trans-historical
ideation,' how does he reconclle this with the overtly soclo-political
orientation of so many of his statements? In térms of Soyinka's
argument, Iin order for writers to 'be able to get to grips with
the burdensome ‘present' in the terms of concepts derived from
the traditional culture, he needs to be able to deal with the prob-
lem of change, l.e. change within the systemic ordering of the
'*African worlg_'j The dilemma is implicitly recognized by Soyinka,
and its ‘'resolution' (as we shall shortly see) 1is closely bound
up with his understanding of tragedy in an African context.. Before
‘we can comé to this question, however, we shall have to follow‘
the development of the argument in the second essay of the collect-

ion, 'Drama and the African world-view'.

The idealism which has been noted in Soyinka's poetics thus far
is furtﬁef 7en>t.re‘nched in this second essay—v.“ vr He;i"e w;e are ‘t';)ld.‘
', . . western dramatic criticism habitually reflects the aband_on-v
ment of a belief in culture as defined within man's knowledge
of fundamental, unchanging relationships between himself and society
and within the larger context of the observable universe‘.26 The

two cultures are sald to be essentlally different: the ‘artifacts’®
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of the African ‘are evidence of a cohesive understanding of irre-
ducible truths', and in the western, ‘creative impulses are directéd

by period dialectics'.27

There are two central and related themes in this essay. The first
is developed from the brief dis;ussion in the first essay of the
'‘charged space' in ritual. Basing his comments on observed per‘-
formances, Soyinka argues that through fhe choric chants and litur-
gies, and by the isolétion of the individual communicant as the
communal representative challenging the numinous world, the arena
of performance comes to represent the entire, metaphysical cosmos.
The performance must therefore be seen as an integral part bf
‘man®s constant efforts to master the immensity of tllle cosmos with
his miniscule self'.28 This basic dramaturgical model is saild
to be only briefly glimpsed in western theatre history: in Greek
tragedy, in medieval liturgical drama, and in Shakéspearian tragedy
(particularly in King Lear). Soyinka then goes on to show that

the model 1is still operative in African tragedy, in analyses of

- J.P. Clark's. Song of a Goat and Duro Ladipo's Oba Koso. The

discussion of western and African views of tragedy, the essay's
second theme, is premised on the idea that 'the soclo-political

"question of the viability of a tragic view in a contemporary world®

is foreign to the African context, since social change does not

affect the basic dramaturgical model referred to earlier. In sup-

port of the argﬁment George Steiner is cited (from The Death of
Tragedy): the decline in ‘tragic grandeur' of the European 'dram-

atic wvision', is related to /the decline of ‘the organic world-view

and of its attendant context of mythological, symbolic and ritual
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reference'.z9 Perhaps the central argument of the essay is con-

~veyed in the following:

Where soclety lives in a close inter-relation with Nature,
regulates its exlstence by natural phenomena within
the observable processes of continuity — ebb and tide,
waxing and waning of the moon, raln and drought,
planting and harvest — the highest moral order is seen
as that which guarantees a parallel continuity of the
specles. We must try to understand this as operating
within a framework which can conveniently be termed
‘the metaphysics of the irreducible: knowledge of birth
and death as the human cycle; the wind as a moving,
felling, cleansing, destroying, winnowi_ng force; the
duality of the knlfe as blood-letter and creative imple-
ment; earth and s‘un as life-sustalning wverities, and
so on, These serve as matrices within which mores,
personal relationships, even communal economics are
form‘ulated and reviewed , . . . The profound experience
of traglc drama Is comprehensible within such irreduc-
ible hermeticism. Because of the visceral intertwining
of each 1ndividua1 with the fate of the entire community,
a rupture In his normal functioning not only endangers

this shared reality but threatens existence 1tse1f.3°

This argument takes the form of assertion only, for the cultural
traits which are wvalorized are entirely uncontextual and general-
ized. However, in the absence of adequately historical accounts
ag'.éins.t-----\;ﬁiéh to htest SoyiAnka;.s view, “;e carhx- ”only' offer ‘avt.;:ounter-’
assertion: the all-too-obvious response 1s that such organicism
is difficult to sustain In the lighf of the colonial and capitalist
penetration of Africa; and, since Soyinka Iinvokes the question

of modes of production and thelr .effects on consciousness, the

subordination of subsistence economies to money economies and
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the allenations from land tenure and labour that follow from the
imposition of néw markets. What cannot be doubted is the fact
that the passage Is an example of cultural nationalism working
with organicism, .both as a means of ‘identifying do»wn'?’1 'wi‘th
local communitles, and as a rheans of establishing itself
in opposition to the West. But our problem remainé: how does
Soyinka deal withA the question of change within the ordering of
‘the African world', given that his position asserts the need for

a contemporary engagement?,

The question of change Is resolved for Soyinka by the Inherent
flexibility of animist cultural systems. An attitude of ‘philosophic
accommodation' is apparent in the attributes of ‘most African

deities®:

attributes which deny the existence of impurities or
'forelgn' matter, in the god's digestive system. Experi-
ences which, until the eventk, lie outside the tribe's
cognition are -absorbed thrdugh the god'é agency, are
converted intc vet another plece'of the soclal armory
in 1Its struggle for existence, and enter the lore of
the tribe. This principle creates for‘ society a non-
doctrinaire mould of constant awarenesé, one which
stays outside the monopolistic orbit of the priesthood,

outside any claims to gnostic secrets by special cults.32

This regulative principle of a‘d'justment, the balancing of tensions,
the domesticafion of intrusive pressures, s cruclal to Soylnka's
insistence on the need to re-activate indigenous conceptual systems
for use in the present, for its implications are that éolonialism

-can have no essential hold on the indigenous culture. Thus the
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distinguishing feature of the 'African world' (i.e. its functionalism)
also ensures its survival. The African world is retained as a
centrevof psychic authority because it can assimilate intervention.
While there is a certain paradox in, on one haﬁd, Soyinka's insis-
tence on the need for an active re-creatlon of the indigenous cult-
ure, and on the other, his affirmation of the resilient autonomy
of this culture, thevparadozvt 1sldef1ected in Soyinka's terms by
thé claifn of the culture's inherent adaptability. One cannot fail
to notic‘e a certaln circularity in this argument; in effect, Soyinka.
is séying that the ‘'African world' is autonomous beca’use it adapts,
and because it adapts it Is autonomous. Soyinka's anélyses, how~
ever, re—ilntroduce the concept of tragedy. In J.P. Clark's Song
of a Goat, the problem of impotence as a vehiéle for tragic drama
is validated because of the organic culture of the society in which
it is set. - In Ladipo's Oba_ Koso the audience ls made aware that
*the traglc unfolding of the relgn of Oba Sango is not merely an
1nféresting eplisode in ‘the annals of a people’s history but the
spiritual consolidation of the race through immerslion in the p(oetrAy
of origin.'33 In both p}ays theb resolutions that are earned through
death or sacrifice affirm the sense of origins, of céntinuity between
past and present. From this one can see the importance of tragedy
in Sovinka's poetics: through tragedy, the replete organicism

of the ‘Africén world! is A;Sr'és.erv.e&.

In the third and fourth essays of the collection, Soyinka's analyses
of contemporary African literature (mainly the novel) are geared
towards an elucidation of the term, the ‘social wvision’. In

'Ideclogy and the social vision (1): The religious factor', he begins
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by drawing a Vdist;nctlon'between a ‘'literary 1de‘ology" and a
'social wvislon’, The ;roblem <'3f a literary ideoiogy is sald to’
be a; European obsession with ‘the ontology of the creative mediuxm’,
with 1literature having an ‘objective existence in Iitself.? The
realm of manifesto-art, or even, by Iimplication, of aesthetics, is
rejected as consumerist {art lIs pack‘avged and labelled for consump-
tlon) and essentially un-African ('the lack of excessive stylistic
contrivance 1in modern African literature is due to the refusal

of the artist to respond to the blandishments of literary ideology —

,34

manifesto ‘art s v = }. Yet Soyinka recognises that African liter-

ature has predominantly been ‘formulated around certain frameworks

35

of ideological intent’. But this literature 1is, or ought to be,

one of social vision, in which the writer 'is far more preoccupled
with vislonary projections of soclety than with speculative pro-
jections of the nature of Iliterature, or of any other medium of

expression. The ontology of the idiom is subservient to the burden

of its concerns . ... .'36 The following passage then defines the

'*social vision® more closely:

‘A creative concern whiéh conceptualizes or extends
actuality beyyond the purely narrative, making it reveal
realities beyond the Immediately attainable, a concern
which upsets orthodox acceptances in an effort to free
soclety of - historical or other superstitions .+ ¢« « The
intellectual and imaginativé impulse to a re-examination
of the propositions on. which man, nature and soclety
are posited or interpreted at any polnt in history;
the effort to expand such propositions, or to contest
and replace them with others more In tune with the
writer's own idealistic disposition or his pragmatic,

resolving genlus; this impulse and its integrative
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role in the ordering of experience and events leads
37

to a work of social vision.®
Within‘ a western literary t;’adition this position of attributing
special significance to the artist's ‘'social vision' {is familiar as
qt;Ite simply, Romantic.  There may be some acknowledgement of
this colncidence in Soyinka’'s éaylng that writing which ‘clalms
for itself, subtly or stridently, the poet's famous province — .un-
acknowledged legislators of mankind — with or without the poetry
or the poetic insight, is always socially significant.’38 Shelleg‘s
dictum is perhaps less appropriate as a point of x;eférence for
Soyinka's concern with ‘'soclal wvision', than would be Blake's
or Coleridge’'s concern with the transforming powers of imaglnative
_perception, But western literary precedents can be pushed too
far here, since Soyinka's stated models for the position he adopts
are indigenous. Behind the ‘'social vision' lies Ogun, the creative
priﬁciple, the embodiment of will, the link between the ideal and

the material, 39

l//FHow is the notion of ‘social wvision® to be interpreted? In order
to answer the question we. shall have to follow the development
of Soyinka's argument further. In his applications of ihe principle
to literature, Soyinka comes‘ close to developing a canon of ‘great
texts; which exemplify his poetics. What Interests him are works
in which a coherent“system of belief or normative code both informs
a writer's depliction of reality, and presents possibilities for the
‘resolutioﬁ’ of social conflict, In the third essay the emphasis

falls on ‘the religious factor'. Both Christianity and Islam have
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led to a literature of ‘reconciliation’, However, the soclal pers-
pectives in this literature are not simply valorized on the grounds
that they are informed by religion. The social visiori must adhere

to the demands of realism. In William Conton's novel The African

‘and Lewls Nkosi's play Rhythms of Violence the theme of Christian
love as the reéolution fc South African race-conflict is seen as
nalve: Yoo . .‘ writihg directed at the product of a soclal matrix
- must expect to remain within it, and resolye the conflicts which
belong to that milieu by the logical interaction of its components,
one cax;not stand outside of it all and impose a piletistic resolution
plucked from A’some rare reglon of the artist's uncontaminated
soul.‘40 'i‘hese, weaker examples of the literature of reconciliation

are contrasted wlth Richard Rive's play Make Like Slaves and

some of the poetry of Brutus, Soyinka 1is broadly in syfnpathy

with the efforts of Islamic writers (Hampate Ba in Tierno Bokar

and Cheikh Hamidou Kane in L'Aventure Ambig{i‘%} who, in articulat-

ing a principle of ‘unlversal humanism®, are also attempting ‘to
counter the Christian colonial culture of African experience with

another cultural force f{from within the heritage of the sc»c:iety.'41

This brings us ;:Ioser' to décoding the social meaning of Soyinka's
attachmeht to ‘'soclal vislon®. It may be the case that his sympathy
" with Islamic ‘gfforts in literature to displace a Christian influence
derives from his own commitment to cultural rehabilitation, though,
in the 1nterest§ of 'the African world'. Certainly; Sovinka claims”
that the creation‘ of new gods, and the destruction of outmoded

ones, is a process which is familiar to traditional culture.42 {The

purpose of Soylnka's analy}sis of Achebe's Arrow of God is to illus-
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trate this process at work in the novel, where ‘VAchebe‘s depiction
of traditional“religi’on {(represented by the priesthood of Ulu) con-
: éistenﬂy shows the indigenous deities being manipulated by secular
pressures and conflicts witﬁin tﬁe clan.} An interesting implication
in thls is that syétems of bellef or value are presented as being
potentially contestable, as belng available for appropriation and
re~activation in what seem to be historically wvariable ways. How~
ever, for Soyinka this conflictual dimension In metaphysics is
not, princvipally, subject to soclal determination. It is rather
an arena of cholce, wheré the definitions and .ré—definitions are
made ‘by a rational individual conscioﬁsness, directing and control-
ling the wvarlous cénﬂicts of interest. Soyinka seems to be
unaitached, as it vgere‘. by bellef or some other form of necessity,
to a particular metaphysical code (even the ‘'African woﬂd‘ is
activated not by faith but by definition); but what belief or
necessity there is in Soyinka is attached to the ;iiscourse of cult-
ural definition itsélf. ﬁeanlng resides, replete, In discourse:
- the construction of the 'African- world' is its own va}idation, and
the form of social 11be;‘ati§>n that 1tﬂ implies exists, as an order
of words, as solid '‘as any institution. Perhaps it is here thét
we can finally locate Soyinka's slippery idealism. The first sen-
tence of his collection reads, ‘I shall begin by commemorating
the godst for théir self—-saérffiée on the altérv ?Sf ‘iiteréture, é:nd
in so doing press them into further service on behalf of human
society, and its quest for the explication of bemga'43 The dis-
course of the essayist has takeﬁ over from ritual as the mediator

between soclety and the world of pure meaning.
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The question that must be posed is, what historical priority urges
Soyinka's attachment to the definition of an African form of ‘being'?
The final essay opens with the following quotation from one Lothrop

Stoddard (1920):

Certainly, all white men, whether profeésing christians
or not, should welcome the success of missionary efforts‘
in Africa. The degrading fetishism and ‘demonology‘
which sum up the natlve pagan cults cannot stand,

and all Negroes will someday be elther christians or
44 ’

moslems,
Soyinka?é reply to this is that sub-saharan Africa must be 'the
lafgest metaphysical wvacuum ever conjured up for the purpose
o’f racist: prépaganda.’“ 'Gt is to counter the well~nourished myths
of cultural 1m§érialism that Soyinka undertakes hils ‘quest for
and the consequent assertion of the black culfural psyche‘.% His
work is a further indication, if one were neéded. of how histo;1c~
ally serious are the consequencés of these myths. But how does
Soyinka mediate the historical nece%sity for their repudiation?
Soyinka's ﬁosition as a literary intellectual would of cbqrse'pre-
dispose him to the cultural dimension of colonial penetration. But
even méfe to the point, it seems that precisely because the Euro-
pean mythology of Africa proposed that the continent had no culture,

,SoVyi"nka‘ “ 1n1;.erv?enes within‘ thi"s‘ realm, providing definition fbr‘

the ‘African world' in order to contradict the theory of the
'vacuum',, The task can only be accomplished, as it were, in

a discourse of immanence.

The final essay of the collection, ‘Ideclogy and the social vision
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{2): The secular ideal', diétinguishes between perspectives which
are 1nforméd by institutionalized religlons, and those which are
informéd by ‘rational® choices based on forms of perc.eption that
are claimed as authen‘tically indigenous. 'In contrast to what
would be called strictly religlous processeé in other societies,
the harmonlzation of human functions, external phenomena and
supernatural sbuppositions within individﬁal consciousness emerges
as a normal self-adjusting process in the African temper of mind.""H
A first phase of this process of ‘self-adjustment’ within literature
is gliven as the rejection of 'foreign' religious and cultural syst‘ems,v
including Christianity and Islam. This phase, which Is described
as initiating a ‘'secular' social vision, is seen in theric’onqclasm
of ‘Mongo Betl, Yambo Oulogouem and Ayl Kwei Armah. A second
phase ‘combines the re~créatlon of a pre-colonial African world-
view with eliciting its transposable elements into a modern poten~
48

tial.® Works in which this tendency is evident (a tendency

which Soyinka would like to regard as 'prescriptive'49) are Armah's

Two Thousand Seasons {(which asserts a past 'whose soclal philos-
ophy was a natural egalitarianism'sa); Sembene OQOusmane's God's

Bits of Wood, where the discipline of a collective struggle ls said

to be conveyed in the terms of a communal, heroic eplc: and

Camara Laye's The Radiance of the King, whose central objective

' 'is the re-establishment of a cohesive cultural reality, with its

implicit wvalidation and imperviousness to explication through exter-

nal world-views,® 51

Soyinka's appropriation of Sembene'’s God's Bits of Wood to the

literature of secular social vision Is noteworthy, since this novel
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is more commonly referred to as a cause céléebre of the possibilities

for historical-materialist fiction in Africa. What interests Soyinka
is noﬁt the novel's deplction of a collective strugéle whose roots
lie firmly in the relations of productién. but the fact that it de-
velops and articulates a soclal ethos or moral code in which the

prescriptions of internaticnal socialism have become fully indigenized:

In spite of the talk of books‘. the widening of foreign
knowledge and the usual paraphernalia which accompany
the process of external indoctrination, the emphasis
- of soclal regeneration is carefully laid on the intrinsic
ethical properties of existing soclety, thelr adaptation
and universal relations. Key events are brought into
being by this adaptive process, making both of revolu-
tion and the emerging social structures a growth process

which can be described as truly 1ndigenous.52

The stress Is placed on the unigueness of the context, not on
economic or soclo~political determinénts. The passage does show,
howéver, that Soyinka is able to envisage making common cause
within the political sphere with those tending towards socialism,
despit;e the generally racial, cultural and national emphasis of
the essays. What he specifically rejects as 'foreign' is materialism,b

informed by Marxist theory:

. « » the new ldeologue {the Marxist] has never stopped
to consider whether or not the universal verities of
-his new doctrine are already contained in, or can be
elicited from the world-view and social structures of
his own people.i The study of much contemporary Af-
rican writing reveals that they can: this group of
literature 1 have described as the literature of secular
 social vision. It marks the beginning of a prescriptive

validation of an African self-apprehension.
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In thils passage and on othef occasions Sovinka has registered a
clear sense of anxiety about the challenge preserited to him by
criticé on his left, and has both issued rebuttals and made over-
tures of accommodation.sm We shall return to this debate shortly.
At this étage, I wish to note simply that the existence of the
debate 1is significant in itself, for it indicates that »despite
.Soyir;ka‘s claims for the authenticity and traditioéalism of his
poetics, he 'wasv unable to prevent the ’irifts developing and the
challenges belng delivered. It is certainly the case that Soyinka's
particular form of raclal and cultural nationalism, a product chiefly
of the climate of his formative yéars, was by the mid-1970's having
to operate in é more pressured space, with more attenuated recep-
ti§n, that it would have had to when the project in self-
app‘rehension' was launched. 'There is, 1 believé, a process of
etiolation In Soyinka's successive definitions and refinements of
the ‘African world'; in the progression from the confident assert~
Aions« relating to Yoruba metaphysics, to the emphasis on the trad-
itional culture's adapfablllty, to the function of tragedy, to the
'social wvision' and finally, to a disgruntled accommodation with
more radical poslitions, we can see a criticism which is constantly
shifting ground in an effort to keep faith with its original tenets.
- That these shifts correspond broadly with the historical trajectory
of the Iit—erature under ’cnlii‘;c«x;sshior;. fréxﬁ pre-cbl‘dnial dra’x’n‘adtic formé-
to thg post—indepeﬁdence novel, Is perhaps an 1hdicati§p of how
difficult Soyinké finds it to adjust to historical deman’ds. The
further in the past the literature he discusses, the firmer is the
ground beneath him, though of course this ground can only consist

of abstraction and a-historicism, But the process of attenuation
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which 1is to be found in Soyinka's discc-)urse is undoubtedly a
function of a broader and more profound change, one which o6ccurs
in the cultural relations of the time. For the nationalist movement
and for the writer, once thé ‘stage of disillusionmgnt' — as Soyinka
called it — had set_in, it was not to be easily éurmounted by

the rally-cry of a social vision based on a return to the roots.
II

The cultural task in hand is to end all foreign domina-
tion of African culture, to systematically destroy all
encrustations of colonlal and slave mentality, to clear

the bushes and stake out new foundations for a liber-

ated modernity. 35

Such is the announcement which opens the assault by Chinwelzu .
et al. on the ‘cultural hegemony' of the West over contemporary
African literature and criticiém. This position is not particularly
original in African criticism: it 1s a position well.x)catered for
in Bishop's formulation of African critical ‘standards’ between
1947 and 1966, What 1s new 1in this ‘1ntervention by Chinweizu
et _al., is thé level of stridency which the book attains, and the

degree of thoroughness with which the authors have demonstrated

their case.- The book's reception, and that of related work by

the authors (essays published in Okike and Transition, and the

volume The West and The Rest of Us) illustrates the forceful origin-

ality of their presentation. Soyinka has written at least five
papers in response, elther directly to Chinwelzu et al. or to the

position he believes them to occupy.56 And James Gibbs has named
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them as the vanguard of a new generation of Nigerian iconoclasts

espousing {in Gibbs's view) a rhetorical and tendentious Marxism.57

We shall have to assess whether or not Gibbs's view of the authors’
being Marxist Is accurate. But first, let me gstablish the para-
meters of their argument. Chinweizu et al. advocate a consclous
and active black nafionalism in literature and criticism. The
position is acknowledged and explicit. The target of attack is
Eurocentrism in all 1its ‘forms, in its ‘privatism®, ‘pseudo-
‘universali’sm’,' and ‘anglo-modernism’®. Eurocentrism Intrudes in
the work of western ‘crltics of the novel, the oral tradition an‘d
contemporary poetry, and in the influence that ‘'foreigners® have
had son the?\vdrk of African writers and critics. The oral tradition
is pres;ented as the approprlate resource for a revitallzed

nationalist literary culture.

The thrust of the first éhapter, 'The African Novei and its Critics |
(1950-1975)' 1is an assault on Eurocentrism in the criticism of the
novel, The particular targets of attack are Roscoe, Pﬁvey, i,arson
and Palmer, though these critics are also representative of a general

>8 The central argument

state of affairs in ‘colonialist criticism®,
is that an lideoclogical disaffection in these critics® works is masked
by fheir judéefnents on—t’he formal proberties of 'the Afriéan novel.
Thus thelr famlliar charges of a ‘lack of depth' in characterization,
*thin' p‘lots',ﬂ ’picaresqyue' descriptions, ‘situational’, ‘3hthro-
pologlcal®' and ‘autobliographical' themes, ‘'too much fasclnation

with the past', lack of a ‘consistent moral attitude'’, ‘protest

literature', etc. are all disguises for the maintenance of Anglo-
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Saxon hegemong} oyér African literature. In taking the hatchet
to this criticism the Vindignation of Chinwelzu et al. is often justi-
fied. They polnt to any number of selective, partial comparisons
rwlth western traditions, the gerrymandering .of evidence and’ selec—
tive readings, fallures of observation, contradictions of argument
and paternalistic generalizatlons. | It is also the case that any
suggestion of cultural 1mperiallsm in the work of these critics
{correctly, they seem to imply ‘vthat biases can never be ‘slight®
for they reveal ideological tendencies) is siezed on with relish.

One example will suffice. In Mother is Gold Roscoe asserts a

theory that Africans are predisposed by cultural factors to shorter
narratives, and that if only the writers would realize this, the
quality of their work would improve. The rebuttal reaches the

following ad hominem crescendo:

After reading such a litany of thoughtless put-downs
it is hard toc resist the temptation to point out that
such so-called perceptive critics as Roscoe are probably
the best of the intellectual dead wood floated out from
Europe to Africa to clutter up our cultureways with
their bloated ignorance. Their mission ' appears to |
be to disorient our young minds with dicta that are
racist, imperialist and half-baked .. . . It is stupid

and racist criticism.59

" There is much comic farce in these exchanges. But more seriously, i
the alertness of the authors to ideological hidden agendas is a
signpf their interest in the sociﬁ—political 'conditioning Qf literary
cultures. (It is no doubt this aspect of thelr work which Gibbs
observes when he refers to them as Marxist.) 1In how far is this

interest carried through, however, to a consistently historical
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position in their criticism? In the earlier part of their debate
on narrative, the authors wventure iﬁto the social rbackground of
t‘he ﬂse of the novel as a form, concluding that the 'well;made
" novel’ is a function of the development of a bourgeols'n secular
cﬁlture ‘which finally achieved predominance in the mid-
19th century.60 The distance of this culture from contemporary
Africa serves the authors' purposes of showing how criterla of
aesthetic evaluation based on the fofmal propertles of the ‘'well-
made novel' are inappropriate in the local context. From the
point of view of historical criticism there ig an interesting one-
sidedness here. The social circumstances behind the rise of thev
European’ novel are made explicit, with the territory of literary
history belng raiid,ed, perhaps appropriately, that of Ian Watt in

The Rise of the Nc.wel.61 But this historical interest is not carried

through sufficiently to the African novel. Indeed, the argument
tends in another direction altogether, to the debate on Aavppropriate
formal criteria for evaluating literary quality in African fiction.
Literé.ry history, in other words, is made to serve the interests
of the polemic against western critics. We shall find, shortly,
that this pattern of argument is symptomatic of a more general

condition.

Somé df the chai‘ges agAinst the Africér; ﬁovel 1:;y cél.onialisf(.:ritic.s‘
(in particular, those of ‘'thin narrative texture'; ‘uncomplicated
plots® and ‘undeveloped characters'} are Based on the assumption
that these ‘fallures' are atytributable to the Influence of the oral
tradition,. Chinwelzu et al. go to considerable lengths to prove

this argument fallacious, quoting extensively'from transcriptions



144 -

{mainly from various performances of a classle folk-tale). What
is particularly curious here is the conventionality of the analyses
to which .these pleces are subjected. Of one version of the tale
{this rendition of the race between the deer and the turtle running
to seven pages) we are ‘told that it has 'arreéting images, explan-
atory digressions, philosophical reflections on life, on soclial exist-
ence and the nature of things, and a varlety éf moods and tones —
including humor, doubt, surprise, and dramatic suspense’, all
of which proves that the story — given a good transcription —

has a good deal of narrative texture. And further:

It contains deft character studies: the deer is portrayed
as a smug, over-confident, arrogant, insolent character,
a spoilsport who 1nsists on having his way ... . The
turtle comes across as a serlous, cunning fellow with
tremendous imagination and dare, who knows his
- opponent's psychology and how to take advantage of
it ... . The other animals are portrayed as belngs
who love a good time, who enjoy the thrill of running
and showing off thelr athletic form ... . The societvy
of animals is rendered as, on the whole, a fun-loving,
proud, réélistic and happy one . ., .. Now, what more
. could any reasonable person ask for by way of charac-

terizatlon?62

In proving the ceolonlalists false, the authors rely on a pedestrian,
- textbook formalism of which the above passage is an i11ustration.
They thé;z quote Eldred Jones's saying that 'we must constaqtly
remind oursélves that the cei;tral document 1is the work itself.
1t must eventually be judged by what It contains or what can

legitimately be implied [sic] from it', and go on to argue:
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For literature the central document s the< written text
itself, For orature the central document, the work
itself, 1is the live performance. Claims that a work
of orature does not have one thing or another and
is therefore inferior to a comparable work of literature
are not to be taken seriously unless it is made clear

that the work it"self, i.e. the performance, has been

consulted.63

The adequate recording of oral performances would involve technical
research into an approériate alphabet of notation, Iincorporating
all aspects of performance such as music, gesture, movement, tonal
inflections, speech rthythms, etc. over and above the transcript
of speech, so that the notation would approach ‘'something Ilike

a fully scored operatic text‘.64

There are problems in thi's argument, We would agree that an
alphabetic rendering is an adequate means_of transmission for the
text of a western novel. Chinweizu et al. are ralsing the question
ofvan adequate alphabet for the text of oral Iitf_,frature. The point
is certainly _vraliid, but tp what purposes ls it being turned? The
authors wish to refute disparéging comments from western critics,
and this is understandable, but thelr argument is to insist on
the need for research into an appropriate form of notation for

oral 'performances in order to yalidaté“'theif aesthetic quality.

Recently, White and Couzens have had occasion to address the’
same question in relation to Southern African oral literature. They

argue as follows:

A further difficulty lles in the likelihood that by making

‘performance' the centre of our attention we may be



146

in danger of insisting on distinctions that Would' not
be recognized by African audiences. As Isidore Ok~
pewho has pointed out, thé practice of the ‘new critie-
ism', with {ts attention to the text as sacred object,
could only have arisen in respect of written literature
in which it 1s taken for granted that constant revision
by the artist will achieve the perfection of the product.
With oral literature, in which the context and contin-
gencies of the performancé can appear determinant,
there can be no such thing as a definitive text. Never-
theless, the differences between the performed versions
may well not seem so important to African audiences
as they do to western-trained critics. Schapera ob~
served that the pralse of Tshekedi was particularly
admired by his Ngwato informants 'bgcause it is full
of history', Schapera adding his comment that ‘praises
in general do seem to be appreclated more for what
they say about a chlef than for how they say it'.
Most literary critics would wish to argue that this
‘is a false distinction but the point is worth attention:
an exclusive Iinsistence oh the individuality of the
performance may i,tselfbbe the product of a text-

conditioned mindl,.é5

What Chinwelzu et al. have done is to construct the argument about
the notatlion of oral performancé in such a way as to value
aesthetic form {l.e. the formal featz.u'es of performance} above his-
torical concerns. /Thus, in fact, the formalism of colonialist critics
is accepted on t§ the‘ ;gendé and ’frahsferréc{ to the oral tradition.
The Eurocentrics have diététed the terms of discourse, and we
may even go as far as to say 'that in the end, the FEurocenirics
are belng judged for not being formalist ehough. i‘hus the interests
of Chinwelzu et al. in the social determinants of literary cultures

stretch only so far as will be allowed by the terms of their form
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of radical nationalism:

n: social conditioning and the workings of

idéology serve as analytical concepts the purpose of deflating and
demystifyving the work Qf western 'hniversalist' critics, but \#rhen
it becomes necdssary, for nationalist ends, to demonstrate the
completeness and autonomy of indigenous literatures (rather than
explore thei: cdﬁditions of production} the interest in historicai_
determinants is abandoned and \\the authors revert to a New Critical-

trained formalism.

In the chapter on ‘'African Poetrv and its Critics (1950-1975}%,
the focus of attack is the ‘'Ibadan-Nsukka' school of Nigerian poet-
IV, wﬁose principal practitioners are Okiébo {the earller work,
before *'Path of Thunder' which is seen as a departure), J.P.
Clark and Soyinka. Through extensive quotation and analfrsis,
occaéionally through ridicule, these poets are castigated for their‘
axfchaic language, unnecessary obfuscation and imported Iimagery
and attitudes. The iconoclasm includes a rather fine demonstration

- of how aspirant poets can contract the FEuromodernist ‘Hopkins

Disease':
I. How to write 'Serious' and 'Significant' Poetry in Seven
Easy Steps

1. Take any evervday sentence, as prosalc as possible,

2. Chop it into metric lines.

3., Take each line and juggle the word order, breaking
as many punctuation and syntactlec rules as possible.

4, Suppress all auxlliary wverbs and as many other
logical or narrative linkages as you can, always
with an eye to creating at least seven types of

ambiguity per line .
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5. Inject as many neologisms as you can, preferably
in double~ or triple-barrelled phrases, using as
maﬁy alliterations and assonances as you can, e.g.:
fresh-firecoaly chestnut-falls, wring-world . . .
{(Hopkins}; grain-spray; feather?-flakes; .« « . moon-
breasts; . . . glow-swarms (Soyinka); brow-beat
bribe~beat; . . . kestral-together-leaf-flaps; fear
frou-froued in fronds (Clark); he-goat-on~heat;

malisons malisons mair than ten (Okigbo).

6,‘ For 'prosody, shake up the rigid metric lines and
free them up a little, tickling some phrases into
*sprung rhythm' . . . .

7. If you have sufficient erudltipn, sprinkle in as
many foreign phrases and allusions as vyou can
~ allusions to obscure persons, places and event's‘

from some forelgn folklore, mythology or history
66 ’

Part II of the exercise is addressed to the reader, and it explains
that in reading 'Serious" and 'Significant' poetry {(Hopkins 'Nigerian
style‘),‘the words must simply be restored to their normal_ order
and the missing links supplied, a plece of advice which is given
by Nwoga (who is quoted} in all seriousness.é? As with the re-
joinders to the critics of the novel, the assault turns ad hominem
when the authors trace the source of the inculcation of Euromodern-
ism into Nigerian poetry to the ‘'scandalous Leeds-Ibadan connect-
~ion', and the personal Influence of Martin Banham who, by his
own account, persuaded some of the undergraduate; of the Ibadan
‘English department to start The Horn. This connection is seen
as having set in motion an ‘alienated anglo-modernist' sensibility
which effectively came to exercise cultural hegemony over the

Nigerian literary scene, with members of The Horn coterie assuming
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positions of leadership and influence at Lagos, Ibadan and Ife.
v The consequences of this coup were that the influence of negritude
Y was résisted‘(the period includes Soyinka'’s famous pronouncements
on dulkertude and tigritude) and the ‘Iiterary culture of the uni-
versities and journals was diverted away from an active nation-

68

alist consclousness.

Such a consciousness, however, s once again predicated on criteria
of form, The'main caveats, as is illustrated above, deyspite the
vigour of argument and a certain pfogreésive tone, reflect a pre-
occupation within a prbblematic of fo}malism. We are told that
the chief failure of the Ibadan-Nsukka school of poets is their
‘failure of craft'. Against the claims of this school an alternative
canon is constructed, consisting of poets working with traditional
forms: the later Okigbo, Awoonor, Kunene,' Okot, and Sengher.69
The major part of the chapter on ‘Issues and Tasks in the Decolon-
ization of African Liter’ature' 1sv given ovef to mapping out the
road ahead for African writers, a road Qf ‘traditionalist experi-
mentation', the re-working in a contemporary idiom of vernacular,
tréditional forms. Here, apart from their drawing attention to
a range of formal devices used in the work of the above-mentioned
poets, advice is also provided for contemporary writers: of narra~
tiif'ev, and thev'ékposiiio‘né' of' 'ii'ansjﬁésaSIe narrative techx‘xviqx‘xhesr
draws heavily on the distinctly American scholarshrip of the formal

70 ‘
study of Rhetoric.\}
The nationalism, theﬁ; of the critical discourse of Chinwelzu et

al., would seem to de-historicize thelr treatment of indigenous
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literatures, which are presented primarily as symbolic resources
in the fight against cultural imperialism. r_The de-hiétoriclzétlon
becomés complete when contemporary writers are urged to take
over the role of the ar‘tist in traditional Africa. Through a‘greater
attention to ‘craft' and by rejecting the alien readerships, this
. role apparently Eecomes readily a.va.:llable.71 Such a pqsition mysti-
fies the éomplexity of soclal relations affecting litérary production
in Africa. It is extraordinary that although the authors construct
the antagonistic soclal constituencies as the ’westernwbourgeoisie'
"and the ‘African bourgeoisie',?2 they still use this latter term
purely descriptively, or uncritically, without fully absorbing Iits

implications for the recognition of Iinternal social stratification\.J

And yet, the pressures of internal Nigerian social relations

vdo impinge on the authdrs' work., These pressures can be glimpsed
through_‘the schisms which they open up between themsel\}es and
the apparently more influential and established litergry academics
of the Nigerian scene,. The bitterness of the following passage

is instructive:

Let us all bear actively in mind that the British, in
thelir Iimperlallist guile, will slow down what they éannot
prevent; and will gulde astray any movement which
they cannot block, and which they deem daxrigerousrw
to thelr hegemony. And in thelir campalgn to slow
down and gulde astray any active hationalist conscious-
ness In the literature of their African colonles and
neo~c0101;xies, Soyinka served them as -pointman and
demolition expert. Soyinka's success has wasted for
us a generation of opportunities for our cultural liber-

ation. - This lamentable waste should indicate
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the enormity of our loss from that British cultural
coup Iin which Soyinka, who delights in masquerading
~as the authentic and quintessential African llterary

force, played so quisling a role.

There does not seem to be enough in the intellectual differeﬁces_
between Soyinka and Chinwelzu et al. to explain this ‘pitch of
resentment.' Both are nationalist (each claiming to be more auth-
entically representative than the other): Soyinka's traditionalism
is principally a matter _of ethics and eplstemology, while for Chin-
welzu et al. it is one of aesthetic form. The differences would
appear to be assoclated with professional or soclal position rather
than purely ‘intellectual®' concerns, and the effect that these soclal
differences may have on natlonalist Intellectuals' being more or
less radicalized. Brenda Cooper has discussed a similar phenomenon
with reference to Sembene and Ngugi. She -quotes_ Beckman on

the question of the 'natlonal bourgeolsie' as follows:

In Nigeria, as Iin many other parts of Africa, a mailn
source of theoretical influence 1In recent ‘years has
been underdevelopment theory as répresented by Frank
and Amin, popularized by Rodney, and relnforced by
Fanon's earlier devastating exposure of a subservient,
imitative, corrupt, parasitic, and unproductive ‘'national
bourgeoisie’. But . . . such underdevelopment theory
iz selectively incorporated into the ideological arsenal
of the aspiring domestic bourgeoisie itself. Its [i.e.
the national bourgeoisie's] radical critics are threatened
by co-option onto the f)latform of bourgeols nationalism
by which sections of the ruling class seek to legitimise

theilr ascendancy .74

The situation is one in which radical nationalists use underdevelop-
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ment theory {or dependency theory as Cooper calls it} to distance
\/themselves from a nationalist old guard. /The attacks of Chinwelzu
gt_g_i_; on Soyinka et al. certainly maké .use of dependency theorvy,
as s seen 1nvthe accusétion of collaboration with cultural imperial~-
ism. Chinweizu and his co-authors do not 'seem; however, to be
'aspiring’,' but settled, academics, and Madubuike even occupied
{(at the . time of the book's publication) a ministerial position in
the Federal gmrermnen’c.?S It seems to be the influence over uni-~
versity departments and cultural debate which is exercised by
the ex-members of The Horn ‘coterle' (malnly, it seems, Soyihka.
'Clark and Echeruo) that disturbs Chinwelzu et al., a matter per-
haps of professional rather than soclal or inter-class relations.
But whatever the precise nature of the rivalry within this sof::l.al~
constituency may be, it emerges Iin the discourse of the varlous
actors in the terms highlighted by Cooper: when a radical nation-
alism breaks with a more established or bourgeols nationalism,
i.n‘ this case claiming greater authenticity through a more narrow,
perhaps fundamentalist alleg‘iance to tradition, Iits main line of
attack is to #ccuse the opposition‘ of dependency,. of subservience
to cultural imperialism. But the break is not final, The ideo-
logical conseguences of a nationalist literary discourse, in partic~
ular, populist conceptions of the role of the artist and alleglance
anci above an historicalinterest in these traditions, are threads

which are perhaps strained, but not brokew
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CIII

In contrast fo the two West African critical works discussed thus

far, Oblechina's Culture, Tradition and Soclety in the West African

Mm does not set out to formulate an aesthetic-ideological mani-
festo; it achieves, in fact, sufficlent ‘distance’ from the pressures
of the milieu 'to address the question of cultural nationalism's
formative influence o§er the contemporary WestV African literary
culture, without explicitly taking up the cause on behalf of the
literature. Not that this work achiéves a supra-ideological, scien-
tific objectivity; ‘from the perspective of this study
such a position is not possible. But what Obiecl;ina does achleve
is a‘modé of enquiry afxd a critical discourse — drawn from the
sociology of literature — which attempts seriously to engage with
the broader social contexts of literature. This book is 1n' fact
the only attempt .(as far as I am ,a‘ware) in anglophone'African
criticism to develop the kind of structured, comprehensive, emplir-
ical a;ctentiveness that is wusually assoclated with a soclology of
literature, though of course, any number of critics (perha’ps' most
of them) show a concern of one kind or another with the relation-
ship of text to context. Louls Tremalne pointed out‘ in 1978 that
there has generauy. t;ee}'r';“ I’irttle effort to esta?11§h~the theoretical
and methodological foundations necessary for a sustained contextual
analysis.'n The observation is ‘still vaiid, and indeed, as I have
suggested, there are powerful factors at work in anglophone critic~
ism which militate against such a development. Obiechina's study
seems to be an exception to the general rule, for although it is

not theoretically explicit, it has a particular quality of methodo~
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logical rigour. At the same time, however, the work c¢ontains
certaln blindnesses and evasions which become apparent to a more
strict.ly- socio~critical perspective, and I shall argue that these
- are the consequence both of a theoretical weakness, and an ldeo-

logical refusal to press certain guestions to thelr limit.

The basis of Oblechina's study 1Is a recognitién of the different
historical developments affecting the rise of the novel in England

and in 20th century West Africa:

For us, soclal and cultural change in West Africa has
not involved. merely a transition from an old agrarian
situation, In which oral tradition is the predominant
mode of cultural expression, to a modern industrial
- one in which writing is the predominant mode, as was
the case in Europé. The West African phenomenon
is ‘of the nature of a superimposition rather than a
transition, so that we have a composite rather than
a unified picture; elements of the old traditional
culture exist side by side with those of the modern
industrial culture, the oral tradition \ﬂth the literarvy,

and the traditional village with the modern town.T8

It is this ‘'composite picture' of the co-existence of the traditional
and the modern that provides Obiechina with his methodological
. procedure. = Taking a lead from Michael Vaughan, I noted in the
previous éhapterv that the Ildeological element in the use of this
distinctiox;_ﬁis that it e§okes — to use Vaughan's phrase — a 'prob-
lematic of adjustment', i.e. social change is presented as a process
of accommodation, assimilation and sjrnt.hesis, with the result that
social conflict (domination, exploitation) is sidelined as a factor

in analysis. In the case of Jones, we also found that through
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the distinction of {raditional versus modern the process of change
can becoﬁae personalized, as a matter of individual cholice. These
are"fenAdencies to which Oblechina 1is prone, as In the conclusion
to his discussion of ‘Culture contact and culture conflict', where

he argues with reference to No Longer at Ease:

- The cultural problems with which we are concerned
here are of the nature of accommodation, synthesis
or selection. In Obi Okonkwo's Umuofia, unlike the
Umuofia of his grandfather, you either pray as a Christ-
fan or as a traditionalist; but good sense dictates
that you pray  the Christlan way when you are In a
Christian home and like a traditionalist In a tradition-
alist's home, There are alternmatives, an’d one needs
to take account of the cc;ntext of each action to avoid

muddle. And this is the problem of modern West Af-

ricans which the novelists deal vs.i'i’ch..?”9

Thus, too, Obiechina sees the historical development of the 'culture
clash® {a common wariant of the traditiox\lalfmodern debate} as
a passage from the peri{)d of ‘raélcal head-on collision of two
autonomous systems of law, logic and con\;ention', toh one in which
*the hard points of conflict wore off and the hostility between
Christian converts and thelr traditionalist kinsmen was ‘ended if
not removed altogether.' | The situation passed from a stage of
‘radical opposition', to one of ‘'ordinary opposition and adjust-
ment'.so There can be 11tt1é doubt that this presentation of soclal
change (as an adjusting cultural confli;;t) is orientated towards

the nationalist conception of a harmonized modernity.

The distinction between the traditlonal and the modern, however,
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is not given exclusively - or even predominantly - in this form.
In his intreductory chapter and his analyses Obiechina carries
this distinction over intc another, one that is to some extent socio-

logically grounded. This is the distinction between urban and

rural. When the traditional culture is linked to the agrarian

situation of the rural villages and the traditional urban settlements,
and the modern culture to the industrial technology, bureaucracies
and mass communications of the towns and clties, Vthe original
distinction acquires a certaln historical interest ‘And a greater
analytical resourcefulness, By way of illustration, this operation
enables Obiechina, in an important chapter which tackles the
question of the co-existence and inter-relationship o% the oral
and literary traditions, to discuss the different kinds of ‘'cultural
transmissioh' at work In the soclological settings of the country
and the town: in the former, it takes place in the primordial
‘face-to—face' contacts of kinship and communal relationships, in
the collectl?isationv of memory, rthrough ritualizatioﬁ and symbol-
ization, and in a context of cultural homogeneity; in the latter,
transmission is mediated by literacy, the media, in’ atomised soclal
relationships,” in contract-orientated rather thap kinship~orientated
networks, and in a context of cosmopolitanism.81 Wheh Obiechina
. moves from this delineation of the two contexts, to the more lengthy
discussion of the different 'modes of éppféhen&ing rea}:ity'” that
they 1r¥1p1y, he has at least anchored his discussion’ in a glven
sense of context. ~ This contrasts strongly with, say, Soyinka's
more lidealist {reatment of the 'tWO epistemological systemé. How~
'ever. we ought not to be entirely seduced by Obiechina's delin-

eation of the rural or traditional culture. His references reveal
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a heavy debt to anthropological sources appearing prior‘ to .the
impact on anthropology of underdevelopment or dependency ‘theory,
consequently he ignores such factors as impoverishment and peasant-

1zation.82 We have 1little, however, with which to counter Obie~-

china's rather static and timeless picture of traditional culture,’

in view of the tendency ({noted earlier with reference to Soyinka)

in materialist accounts of both pre-colonial and early-colonial trad-

itional soclieties to avoid extrapolating f{rom thelr research into

agrarian political economies, to the question of cultural transform-

ations, Nevertheless, it s hardly worth stating that Obiechina

himself is scarcely disturbed by this lacuna in materialist research.
We shall find later that while his model for the social factors

behind the rise of the novel in West Africa stresses change or

process ({though in the terms of ‘'modernization'), the model for

the literary analysls of wurban and rural novels stresses stasis,

oy what we have seen Ranger and Kimambo call a ‘'timeless ethno-

'gra‘phic present’®. One may perhaps add at this polnt that it is

not necessary to hold a materiallst view in order to take up the

question of cultural transformations, as opposed to the static dual-

ism of the folk-urban model. But we should follow Oblechina's

arguments more closely before discussing their social and theoretic-
al Implications.

Oblechina's first chapter; which i{s the account of the social factors
behind the rise of the novel in West Africa in the 1950°'s, is use-
ful and Instructive. It begins with the introduction and growth

of literacy, and links this with the development of western educa-

tion, westerr}ized urban settlement, and the effects of a cash economy
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and industry. These changeé also brought on ,‘ the spread of the
mass medlia. '(Obiechina notes that many West African novelists,
like ljefoe and Richardson in the 18th century, were closely associ-
ated with the world of communications in one way or another:
Achebe, Ekwensi, Nwankwo, Nzekwu, Okara, Armah and Sembene.)
He then discusses the rise of the literate middle class, b'eginning
with the formation of elites in the coastal regions (and the cultural
leanings of the 'Black Victorians'), the growth of journalism in
the 1930"5, and the dramatic increases in the nuvmbers of school~
leavers in the 1940's, The Onitsha pamphlet literature, which
began in 1947, is taken as an index of the extent to which the
literate middle class wit'h its ‘popular democratic spirit? had become
established immediately pfior to the appearance of the novel.83
The strength of the nationalist mo;vement in this period is seen
as having prepared the ground for the cultural nationalism of the
novels., The work of forelgn novelists s discu;sed at some length,
as this is sald by Obiechina to have exercised a pc;werful negative
motivating force on the West African. novelists, Final‘ly, Oblechina
‘discusses - in his terms this would be a correction -of the emphasis
of the‘ foregoing survey — the persistence of the oral tradition.
Factors behind the survival of the orai tradition aré glven: the
fact that despite dramatic Iincreases in the levels of literacy, the
fv‘igrﬁrré-s still fepresent >:'i svmalrl. " prﬁportioﬁ of the foi:al population;
that three out of every four West Africans still live in wvillage
-communities {or traditional urban settlements} with a relatively
‘homogenous’' culture, outlook and language; the fluidity'of the
inter—relationship between country and town, with individual life-~

trajectories and relationships of kinship extending across both
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(a situation which applies to many of the novelists); lastly,
‘cultural inertia', an anthropological term for the fact that the
normative aspects of a cult'ure are most resistant to change under

84
new circumstances.

‘It is clear, then, that Oblechina takes the task of contextualization
seriously. However, when he moves into the major part of his
study, the analysis of.the novels, the Interesting shift in his
use of theoretical models {which was noted earlier} takes place.
The introductory chapter’ is undoubtedly historical and diachronic
in emphasis; but when he undertakes the application of the trad-

itional-modern, urban-rural categories in the analysis, while the

printiple* of contextualization 1is retained, thé emphasis becomes

systemic and synchronic. I shall illustrate this tendency.

Obgiechiyna establishes a corpus from the work of 10 novelists
{Achebe, Aluko, Amadi, Armah, Conton, Ekwensi, Nwankwo, Nzekwu,
'Okara; Soyinka) whose settings are prédominantly either rural
or urban (though some span both, as in Achebe}, with the pro-
porfions of rural to modern settinés in this body of literature
beiné roughly equal, Then, under the headings, ‘Nature, music
and art‘, 'Ch‘aracterization‘, *Space and time', ‘'Setting' and 'Lan-
~guég§', ‘Obvietv:h‘i‘rx‘a raids Vtk‘he ‘.novels for Villustrationrs of how rthe
two cultural traditions (traditional and modern) operate on each
6f these, predominantly formal, properties. ‘I‘hps; in the represent-
ation of nature in the rural novels, nature ‘ls not "other®™ as
in the industrialized and urbanized West, but lIs apprehegided by

the traditional West African as an integral part of his world order’;
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and Iin connection with the urban novels, he argues that nature
'is being recreated in the urban settlements as it is in the indust;
rialized parts of the world; and individuals, especlally the
educated middle class, are beginning to develop modern aesthetic
attitudes towards nature and modern concepts of 1t.'85 Similarly,
the treatment of music and art in the rural novels is collective
and wutilitarian, whereas in the urban noveis it is predominantly
aesthetic, Characterization in the rural novels ‘recognizes the
corporate nature of the social environment and its conditioning
influence on the traditional, and therefore corporate, individual’;
in thé urban settings characters 'tend to be max;ked by theif ext-
reme individualism ... . The absence of a unified cultural ethos
leaves them with an Ilmmense Vdegree of individual Iinitiative and
they are much freer in their thinking. Th’e chances thrown ui)
by great soclal and economic change encourage them to be physically
86

and mentally moblile.’ In the rural novels timé and space are

more highly soclalized, determined by necessity and experience,

rather than being alienating, or internalized in individual consclous-.

nesses, as 1_h the wurban novels, Settings in the rural novels
are contained and specific, theatres of the community's natural
and metaphysical experience; in the urban novels ’they fend to
be presented either '1ﬂ a detalled réalism or, as in Okara and
Armah, -as allegovrical laxlldscapes‘ of mofé.i and politic.:;xlywcorr\ipi.:ién.
Language in the rural novels 1ncorpofates sﬁch things as proverbs
and highly ritualized conversations and forms of public address,
allusive and symbolic struétures, a high degree of concretization
through imagery and metaphor, and rhetorical forms borrowed from

the oral tradition; in the urban novels, traditional speech patterns
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and proverbs appear, but they reveal sociél and cultural differ-
ences, or are controlied by contexts in which they are abused
or bastardized. Also, In the wurban novels, language iIs used in
dialogue to individuate characters by means of 1diclects, this not
being characteristic of rural novels, In the rural novels, there
is a greater degree of transference frorﬁ English into the speech
patterns of the wvernacular, and in the urban novels the use of
pldgin to create soclal distance is common. 'It is impossible, as
is perhaps apparent, to do justice in a summary of this kind to
Oblechina’s analysis: he has great respect for detall, and applies
the maln categories bf urban and rural, traditional and modern
without the rigldity énd level of generalization that I may have
" suggested heré. There is a difference, however, between an ana-
lytical adeptness in applying certain categories to a body of liter-
ature, and the kind of theoretical self-consciousmess which would
ralse questions about the soclo-cultural implications contained

in such cétegories in the first plaée.

I have noted that in moving from the conditions of emergence of
the West African novel, to the literary analysis, Obilechina's inter-
ests shift from an historical, diachronic perspective which stresses

change and development, to a s?stemic or synchronic perspective,

This latter emphasis In the analysis foregrounds the essentially

different properties of the two cultures, thelr distinctive epistemo-
logical, normative, and ‘aesthetic attributes, concelved as separate
(though mutually interacting) cultural systems. A further dimension

to this implicit theoretical orientation of the analysis is its inher-

ent reflectionism. The assumption being made is that the two
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cultural traditions reflect the soclal reality, because they can
be ellcitéd from the novels, Reglity is in the novels. The éuestiim
of how the novels mediate the social reallty, or intervene in ft,
i{s not faise;l to any significant extent.‘j The commitment to context-
ualized reading is con;istent throughout, there is some recognition
of the effects of cultural nationalism, and attention 1is given to
cultural systems belng soclal products, as in the brief discussion
of ‘cultural transmission’ and in fact, in the -acknowledgement
which is basic to the whole enquiry, that different forms of sub-
'sistencé and soclal relationship have fundamental effects on cons-
clousness., And vyet there is an implicitly empirical reflectionism,
a fact .which is made even more curious by the atte‘nticim Obiechina
gives to the structuring properties of the novel as a litérary fc;rm,
its representational modes ‘suchv as characterization, the delineation;
of space and time, the wverisimilitude that c¢reates settings, the
manipulation of Iinéuistic forms, and so on. How does such a

theoretical weakness, or inconsistency, arise? -

It see‘ms to me that the inconsistency must inevitably be attributed
to a nationalist ideological orientation. That .Obiechlna is alert
to the structuring properties or the literariness of the novel as
a form, can be explained with reference to the critical task immedi-
atély afwhar’x”c’i,‘ which isAtc; give. an account ::f ‘the ‘domestiéation‘
of the novel In the' West African context. But the emphasis in
the analysis on the systemic‘ and synchronic properties of the
two cultural systems, rather than on their historical or diachronic
features, and the perspective of empirical' reflectionism by which

this emphasis 1is reinforced, suggest a desire to give wltness,
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to document the context, and thereby to grant it harmony, complete~

ness and coherence.

Two major silences in Obilechina's study can be taken to 1ilustrate
the point. The first is the lack of historical variability in his
account of the traditional or rural culture, Here Oblechina has
been‘vcontent simply to endorse the perspectives of his anthro~
pological sources. Although this question is as I have shown,
problematic, Obiechina does ndt even ralse the necessary doubts,
The second is hié fallure to address the guestion of neo-colonialism.
For a study written in 1975 this is extraordinary. Let me {llus-
trate this falling from Obiechina’s analysls of characterization,

before closing this chapter.

Obiechina periodizes an important ‘development in characterization
into two phases, with the transition occuring at about 1965. in
the first p‘hase he notes a relati;.'e lack of individuation or interi§r-
ization, in both urban and rural novels. In the rural .npvels
this is explained with reference to the traditional communality

of relationships, and in the urban novels It is attributed to ‘the

disorganization of soclal life, especlally the disintegration of trad-

itional values before there has been time for them to be replaced
i)y ne;w valueé'; which hés 'left”ﬁp.éople ‘a’; .the mercy 6f éocial
énd economic forces.' Bofh character-types ‘tend to be dominated
by environmental factors'. After 1965 a new type emerges (in

The Volce, The Interpreters, A Man of the People and The Beauty-~

‘ful Ones Are Not Yet Born} whose ‘awareness of the self as an

entity, separate and apart from the collectivity, is better developed
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than in the earller characters,' Because of the 'autonomy‘ of their
individual consciousriesses. they are able to wsée with greater clarity
the ﬁroblems that bedevil 1ndiv1duaIAlives in soclety and (which
is more impoftant) to project solutions based on this perception.’
And, we are told, ‘'their detachment and intellectual independence
make them a rellable gulde in soclal «:ri’cicisk:u.’87 {The appear-
ance of these éharécters is explained, one should add, with refer~
ence to thelr formal education and the economic security of their
professions; advantages which correspond to the ' circumstances
éf the novellsts themselves.} Obiechina thus uncritically vindi-
- cates the perceptions of these charactérs and through them, ‘the
novelisfs‘. - And yet, in each of these works the main line of
attack is the situation of neo-colonialism, and specifically social
réiatlonsunder neo-colonialism, as percelved by the writers. The
individuation of this character“tlype (while certainly, education
and possibly even professional 'status are the givens of thils orlent-
ation)} has mﬁch ﬁmore to do with thelr sense of disaffection from
and betrayal by thg leadersh1§ of the national bourgeolsie,. Fur-
thermore, to valldate the soclal perspectives 6f these characters
is to lignore the complex but necessary question of the degree

of thelr popular representativeness in the hegemonlic struggles

of their soclial context.

L T Y
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5. EAST AFRICAN POLITICAL READINGS:

Micere Githae-Mugo, Visions of Africa

Peter Nazareth, An African View of Literaturé

In this final chapter I shall discuss two works of East African
criticism in which the struggle between local priorities and the
European heritage emerges in forms whichv have not been encountered
thus far. We have seen iri our examples c;f West African criticism
that the principle of contextualization can lead in directions other
tixan socio-historical analysis; mythopoesis, formalism and the
'sociology of literature' comprise three possible strategies of a
common ideological programme Involving the construction of organic
traditions and a‘ consequent de-historicization of vliterature.- In
the East African examples under discussion, however, the form
of'contextualization undertaken ‘giveg‘} a certain prominenée to the
political aspects of the cultural relations by which the litergture

is said to be informed.

1t must immediately be noted, however, that the ‘politics® which
is forégrounded in :t'h”ese ahalyses svédlvd}ﬁm mbveg beyonc'lhthek cfomixiant
orientation in anglophone criticism of nationalism and p‘an-Africanism.
Where a shift in orientation takes place, furthermore, it is seldom
complete. But what interests me in these works Is that the pol-
iticization which is attempted seems, -in both cases, to place

pressure on the literary-analytical assumptions that aré brought
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into play. The result i{s a kind of incoherence of discourse which
represents, I shall argue, the beginning of a process whose ldeal
end-point is a conceptual break. While such a break has not
arrived in these works, it is precisely the nature of their unsteadi-
ness that is Interesting. From the polnt of wview of scholarly
depth or gquality, and especlally of consistency of outlook and
procedure, these works leave much to be desired; but it may
be asked whether or not it is more difficult to break free from
a settled position than éne which is only eqgulvocally held or form-
ulated? If the potentially productive tendencies in these works
are ’apparent more in the form of Iinconsistency or contradiction
than of controlled or éxplicit statement, thén this would reveal
the extent to which they share the dominant and characteristic

features of anglophone African criticis%

Four vears after completing her doctoral dissertation in

1973, Micere Glthae-Mugo added a foreword to its publication as

Vislons of Africal in which“ she does explicitly testify to the con-
ceptual struggle she was engaéed in during'and after the work's
completion. ' She says that in reading through her graduate work
she wés struck by its ‘incompleteness in the absence of conscious
basic reference .to Marxist cri-ticismkwhlch is the only literary
theoretical framework that squarely addresses Itself to the themes
of colonialism, neo-colonialism and imperialism in Literature.'
And vyet In her attempt to address these‘ themes, even without
what she was later to come to regard as the appropriate theoretical

framework, she found herself at a point of confrontation with the
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dominant perspectives of her literary training: Visions of Africa

‘provided . . . the first wall of separation between ;nyself -
as a‘lite‘rary critic from a neo-colonial background — and Western
(capitalist) boixrgeols critics (on whom I» had been brought up),‘
who insist on allenating literature from Its soclo-economic roots
within given socletles.' And she adds that she now understands
‘Wh_y she became ‘involved in a big battle with my supervisors,
who perslistently complained that my approach was too polltlcal.'2
Her development theréfore, through the period of the- mid-1970's,
seems to have involved her finding her critical interests focussed
and clarified; 'clearly, this process was assisted at the time by
her close association and collaboration with Ngugli in the Department
of Literature at Nalrobl, whose career was undergoing radical shifts

of orientation. 3

The major failing of Visions of Africa, the primary source of its
inner discursive tensions, is its personalization éf historical and
ideological processes. The emphasis |is reflected' in the title:
'visions' suggests a post-Romantic and empiricist outlook, through
which the comparative study of Achebe, Margaret Laurence, Elspeth
Huxley and Ngugi is to be made. The perspective of each writer
on the ‘common landscape of the African setting’ 1s‘ thus attributed
.t§ 'pé;één;liexpériénce'. Part of the problem-here is that as
long as Githae-Mugo wishes to evéluate .:these perspectives through
comparison, in terms of the category of i)ersonal experience nothing
" — quite literally — can be either wvalidated or invalidated. Personal
experienc‘e simply is (as it were) and néthing is advanced by

- Githae-Mugo's elther agreeing or disagreeing. What 1is lacking
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is indeed a central theoretical foundation {which as she says Marx-
ism might have supplied}) on which to organize the comparative
assessments. She 1is aware of the problem, and goes as far as
to pose the question, 'by what criteria is the audience to judge
which of the accounts Iis Kauthentic?'; - but the question 1is not
answered and she grasps for immanent principles of wvalidation
such as ‘authenticity', ‘completeness' and 'profundlty',4 none
of which do justice to her primary interests in the differences
of perspective offered ‘by the writers. At the end of the study,
in the Ewvaluation, she finds it necessary to justify her ‘political’
concerns,5 which suggests that in the final analysls she was unable
to continue to repress what she had regarded as her sub-text all

along.

Before examining Githae~-Mugo's study more closely it would be
worthwhile, briefly, to make my intentlons explicit. Since I am
interested 1nAthe intermal, discursive inconslstencles of this work,
I shall have to trace thelr Ioca.l manifestaﬂons; in other words,
I shall have to follow AGithae*Mugo's text~immanence, to a Ilarge

extent, in medias res,.

The emphasis on personal experience leads in the first chapte_;‘,
'Four Digt;nét Vcices'”,“ ttVJV her | offeriné shc;rt kbiog.raphies of each
of her writers, From Achebe's background she highlights such
factors as his curiosity about traditional Ibo life, ‘hls ‘involvement
with the world around him' and his 'speéial ability .« « to turn
experiences into meaningful 1essons.’6 In the case of Margaret

Laurence she tells of an autocratic Calvinist upbringing leading
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to the writer's quest for individual freedom and self—"knquledge,
and the _sub"sequent ‘respect, caution and sensitivity' in Laurence's
treatments of Africa.7 "“The introduction to Elspeth Huxley is less
flattering In taking issue almost Immediately with the' writer's
‘attitude'. Huxley's discerning ablility to detect the
various ‘smells® of the ‘'tribes', her love for Kenya's‘wildlife
and landscape ({implying a complementary condescension about its
people), her genetic explanations for the ‘'inferior' intellect of
the African, her <clalms to understand the ‘'native mind',8 are
various manifestations of colonial racism, .but Githae-Mugo treats
them as consclously 'held, individual attitudes. In the cése of
Ngugi, his peasant background and ‘commitment® are stressed,
and connections are made between Ngugi's blography and the settings
and plot-situations of the early novels. Although the major changes
in Ngugl's career were still to come, there ls some attention glven
to his ‘'socialism'. Leeds, we are told, 'systematized [his] think-
ing', though earlier it 1is claimed that Ngugl's polygamous family
background ‘partly explains the origins of his soclalist tendencles
which appear to be an integral part of his personality.'9 Alto-
gether, it is the sort of introduction which serves primarily as
literary parlour-gossip about four ‘geniuses’®, althc-)ugh there is
some'ambivalence about Huxley's status; that the reverence |is
unequally dlstributed suggests, ‘atr least,- a certain d&scomfort with

the conventional rituals.

The more serious limitations imposed by personalization and émpiric—
ism are apparent iIn the analysis of the writers' treatments of

the ‘traditional setting'. Githae~Mugo begins by noting Achebe's
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efforts to restore dignity and autonomy to pre-colonial Ibo soclety,
and goes on to discuss this soclety ‘using Okonkwo as the nucleus
and AUmuofia as his sphere of action.'m Her procedure involves
her éxtracting an image of Ibo society directly from the novél.
without distingulishing between Achebe's depiction as a particular
and normative view and other kinds of social history. Thus from
the exaniple of Okonkwo, wh§ through diligence and determinatioh
rises to a titled position, she infers that ‘the sort of hereditary
‘stratification that determines an individual's place at birth in
certain soclal systems does not exist in traditional Ibo society’.
and that this soclety also 'extolled industry and despised idleness,
for man was seen as the creator and perpetuator of his world and
he remained answerable to the gods for any malfunctioning of this
c.iomain.’11 On;e must note here both that fiction is “being treated
as an empirical‘ reflection of history, and that it is an organicist
history that is being asserted  as 'r‘eal'. {We shall ignore for
the moment that this is also 'a partial reading of Achebe, who
does Indeed show stratification ;n Ibo soclety in wvarious forms:
in ~age distinctions, sex-roles and matters of taboo suph as the
caste of _9_&_;_9_.) The source of this emplricisfn is a mode of legit-
imation, for behind it lies the shared cultural nationalism of writer
and critic. In the following passage we find Githae~Mugo elaborat-

ing on the generally ‘organic society she finds in Things Fall Apart,

in a kind of ideological symbiosis of literary text and commentary:

In this concept [the presence of the ancestors] Achebe
has grasped the core of the philosophy that ties to-
gether all African traditional faiths: the fact that

life and religion are concomitant parts of each other,
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that the dead‘ co~exist with the living — 'the ancestors
are with wus' — and that the community collectively
draws its life-rhythms from this unlon, without which
the earth would not give its yield or the natural sphere
~its Dblessings of water, rainfall, sunshine and fresh
air. It is wvital that every Iindividual play his full
part in this community of coordinates and wholes, that
he maintain order, peace and cohesion all around him,

all the time, because a disruption In any sector might
12

mean a discontinuation of a part of life.
Thé tendency represented herevls familiar; it is not far off what
has elsewhere been called ‘the myth of merrie Africa‘: !In this
view the pre-colonial era was a Golden Age, in which generations
enjoyed congenial lives 1in well integrated, smoothly-funciioning
soc:ieties.'13 . Githae-Mugo does qualify this view, however, and
to 1illustrate her argument that Achebe does not ‘romanticize' the
past she refers to‘ certain of Okonkwo's destructive tendencies
and Ibo prac'tices which lead to disharmony and disunity in the
clan. {(And at this point she does mention such things as tbe
osu pheno'rhenon.) The ‘*concession' belng made leads to the state-
ment: the 'Ibos had a “civilization® just as self-sufficit;nt and
as faulty as ansr other‘.14 The statement is perhaps harmless
and self-evident, but it {llustrates the kind of quandary that
Githae-Mugo finds herself in as a consequence of her constructing
a debate about the morality of a soclety whose image has already
been fliltered or mediated through fiction, and to which she seems
to have no access but through ’fiction. One may add that it is

perhaps the convention o©of the novel as a form tﬁ’a\t leads to this

attempt, in an empirica! reading, to establish the morality of a
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- putative society in the first place, since the novel conventionally
pre~supposes a central pattern of meaning — often moral in emphaslis

- to‘ which its wvarious parts relate.

The empiricist acceptance, or substitution, of a fictionalized view
for a soclo-historical one is made possible in the analysis of Achebe

because Githae-Mugo shares the cultural nationalism 1mplicit in

Things Fall Apart. {It is curious that the decade of divisions
within the Nigerian nationalist movement, which corresponds to
the time which elapsed between the novel's publication and Githae-

Mugo's analysis, does not seem to have affected her reading at

all.} However, when she discusses Huxley's Red Strangers with
its 'settler' depiction of a traditional Gikuyu soclety (roughly

contemporaneous with the Ibo soclety of Things Fall Apart) there

is no longer such a convenient marriage of ideology and literary
orientation; for in this case an empirical understandir{g of the
relation between a literary téxt and socigl history would reinforce
Huxley's perspective. 1In a situation in which either the ideology
or the orientation of empir@cism must be abandoned,‘understa_ndably
it is the empiricism that begins to giye way, though notv fullyl
or consciously, and not without Acontradictory effects. {We shall

“have to discuss more than once this epistemological inconsistency.)

From Huxley's _non-fictional writings Githae-Mugo establishes the
writer's colonial or settler view of pre-colonial Kenva. Huxley
is found to endorse the opinion, for example, of Sir Charles Eliot,
Commissioner for the East African Protectorate from 1900 to 1905,

that Europeans were not ‘'destroying any old or interesting system
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but simply Introducing order intoc blank, uninteresting, brutal
!:3::11('!:x«aris-.m.’15 Githae~Mugo prepares herself to be accommodating,
‘howeverv, on the basis of some rather contrived (though not deliber~
ately ironic) literary Romanticism: ‘assuming that at the moment
of his or her creative wvision the writer is more than his or her
mundane self and that while afire, the creative imagination |is

capable of transcending prejudice and bigotry, let us turn to Hux-

ley's Red S’Erangers and examine it as an artistic vision of the
16

same soclety that she describes above.' Clearly, Githae-Mugo's
literary tralning is in severe conflict with her genulne interests,
in the end it becomes apparent that the concession being made

is not fully given, for we are told later:

Yet the people who occupy this beautiful country in

Red Strangers are deplcted as so devold of the creative

urge that thelr very existence is dependent on magic.
The older men spend most of their time either drinking
beer, haggling over disputes, or conducting raids and
 counter-raids, while their youths seem to think of
nothing other than night dances. Every man's goal
‘,is to accumulate as many goats, wives or children as
he can — and in that order too, And so it is that
the land remains undeveloped, stretches of it ‘'unoccu-
pled'. Only the women toll fo keep this world going;
at least they cultivate the shambas, fetch the wood
~and the water, carry heavy loads whenever there is
a journey to be made, do all the domestic work and
literally run the essential sectors of life. Poverty,
disease, Ignorance, frequent ralds, famines and at
least one major plague add to the list of things that

make the human world of Red Strangers seem a squalor.l?

The total effect of Huxley's portraval of Gikuyu soclety as a
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'human world' is rejected; to put this explicitly, what is rejected
is Huxley's ideology. But it is curious that while the total effect
is rejected, Githae-Mugo accepts the ‘'accuracy' of some of Huxley's

depictions:

Communal feeling and corporate living are the operation-
al base of the Gikuyu traditional soclety and Huxley
brings .out' this sense of sharing and oneness very
successfully. Mrs Huxley also exhibits extensive know-
ledge of the Glkuyu soclety's customs, rituals and
ceremonies, with which her book teems. Her descrip-
tion of the fleld workers and the ritualistic manner
in which they attack their job 1s most accurate . . .
and so Is the preparation of the home brew. . ..Matu's
purification, or removal of thahu . . .‘is another well
done episode, as is the account oAf the i“nitiation cere-

mony . . . and so one could go on.18

Hex; empiricism‘do‘és Vnct' enable Githae-Mugo simply to say that‘
Huxley uses local colour as a form of legitimation, but it is inter~
esting nevertheless that  her acknowledgements“ of thé writer's
‘accuracy' are made grudgingly: the compliments are perfunctox;y
and pejorative (‘very successfully’, ‘*exhibits extensive knowledge®,
“teems'. ‘and so'one'coﬁld go on')., Towards the end of the anal-

ysis she does say that Red Strangers ‘omits naked political propa-

ganda' but this is not attributed {as she suggests earlier) to Hux-
ley's ‘'creative imagination', but rather to ‘very crafty workman-

19 Again, one may infer that Githae~Mugo ’has beguh to

ship*.
wrestle with her trained predispositions. I also suggest that with
Huxley's fiction her enmpiricism has led her to a kind of blind

alley, and that without altering course sufficiently to rectify the
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problem she has certainly fegistered her discomfort. It should
be added, howe§er, that it is a significant falling that the ideology
of Huxley's fiction is never adequately contextualized. In keeping
with a personalized avnaylysis, Huxley"s ‘attitude' is never described
more fully than in terms such as ‘bigotry’ and ‘prejudice’; if
Huxley's ‘'world' were explored in some historical depth, it may
have been found that if Huxiey's views were a£ all exceptional,
they may well have ‘been ‘more reactionary than some of her com-

patriots'. We shall returi; to this point shortly.

Githae~Mugo's ldissatisvfaction with Huxley‘ is taken a step further

when she introduces Ngugl's depictions of traditional Gikuyu socliety.

The conflict between Ngotho and Howlands in Weep Not Child is

centred on land dispossession, and the absence of this issue In

part of Red Strangers (which covers roughly the same period) is

noted with particular force.zo This shows that Githae-Mugo Iis

alert to conflicting perspectives. A similar contrasting effect ls
created in the discussion of female circuméision in The

" River Between; she argues, for example, that

Ngugl's policy is to respect other men's ‘sacred cows'
i'nstead of whipping or chasing them away ‘as some
misslonaries and ‘civilizers' did. it is for this wvery
‘reason that I would suggest Ngugl borrows quotation‘s
~from the Bible and mingles them with the ideas and
beliefs held by his characters — to 1llustrate, in pther
words, that religion and faith are wvalidated by ‘the

genulneness of the bellever . . . 21

Githae-Mugo wavers, however, between this emphasis on contrasting
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perspectives, and one on 'inner meaning', "person’al conviction
and commitment' and 'individual faith'. While noting that Ngugl's
viewhof’ early colonlal society implies a continuity of collective
struggle, she adds, 'Ngugi goes beyond soclety to the individuals
who comprise It and he seems to be saying that when wisdom is
present and funétioning at both levels, the kind of Iintegration
that accommodates past and present ’experiences is always
possible.’22 The collapsing of the soclial and the individual ('both
levels'}) is again illustrated in her discussion of the past as rep-
resented by Margaret Laurence. What is wvalued Is the emphasis
placed by Laurence on personal freedom and the quest fv:ar identity.
frraditional Ghanaian society is shown to be represented in Laur-
ence's storles ‘primarily as a fittiﬂg context in which individuals -
are able to find a 'home', an environment of 'communication' and
'understanding'.23 However, an impliéation of this discussion
Is that any context where individual identity can be realiz‘e‘d will
be valued by Laurence; in other words, the emphasls falls in
this fiction én individual realization finding an appropriate social
-nexus, and t‘he depictién of traditional Ghana'ian socliety is subject
to this priority. It Vis then no surprise that the depiction‘ of
this soclety 1is cautious, sensitive and non-judgementa1,24 fof ’the
point of the exercise is to make the soclal setting serve the inter-
ests of the chara;;teriz.atioﬁ. The praisev.. t-hel;eférre. that is given
1;0 Laurence on thls count is unconvincing. From th‘e short bio-
graphy of Laurence provided in the first chapter, one may readily
infer that the emphasis In Laurence's fiction has less to do with

her sympathy for the African past than a certain spirited liberalism

which rejects both a puritan upbringing and a superficial, con-
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fining, hierarchical, colonial social morality.

Littlé would be advanced at this stage by a detailed discussion
of Githae~Mugo's tﬁifd chapter which covers the writers® represent~
atlons of‘ the period of colonial conquest, It will be sufficient
simply to state that the chapter deals malnly with wvarious kinds
of fesponse on the part of the colonized to the initial interven-~
tions of what are Iironically called the ‘white messiahs' (missldn-
arles, traders, administrators, settlers}), responses ranging from
indifference -or immediate surrender to continuing, suppressed {in
the fiction under discussion) hostillty, The critic;al assumptlions
behind this analysls are consistent with the approach taken thus
far:  from the literaéure an image of colonlal penetration is ex~
tracted as predominantly'a matter of individual challenges and
responses, with an overridingly m§ral emphasis. I shall therefore
pass on to the fourth chapter gntitled, ‘Uhuru (Freedom)} and Black
Power®, which deals with Huxley's and ‘Ngugi's'accoungs of the

pre-war and Emergency periocds in Kenya.

What is different about this chapter is Githae-Mugo's frank assertion
of the inescapability of the socio-political relations Iinforming the

literature, and the fact that in respect of Huxley's fiction certain

" advances are made in terms of critical procedure. The chapter

begins with a survey of political developments from the period
of the First World War to the a£tainment of constitutional indepen-
dence. The following factors are taken iInto account: the fact
that land dispossession was at the root of the conflict; forced

enlistment for military service and the consequent labour shortages
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on settler farms; ylegislation restricting Africans to the reserves;
the rise and banning of successive naiionalist o;ganizatiqns; the
rise of the independent schools énd churches; the declaration
of the Emergency, the imprisonment of Kenvatta, and the develop-
ment of armed resistance with guerillas taking to the forest. It
is a survey which, ﬁowever brief, departs to some extent from
the ‘official® or ruling post-independence view of 'Mau Mau'.zs'
in that it regards the war as an essential part of the history
of nationallst popular struggle. It also represents the f{irst and
only occﬁsion in’ Githae~Mugo's study where she moves outside
of tﬁe literature to establish a sense of context in explicitly his~
toricél terms. The problem with this form of contextualization,
however, is that the literary analysis is appended to it without
sufficient Integration, The literature ought to be placed within
the context of the' 1deologicaA1 relations which are shaped and givén
thelr historical urgenéy by the developments outlined in the survey.
"What is at issue are the interests being served in the collective
soclal memory of thé war, and notr the extent to which the fiter-

ature accurately reflects the events belng referred to.

However, Githae-Mugo goes to some lAengths to deny Huxley's pers-

pective the spontaneous naturalness of 'truth‘.26 ) }?ith respect

to Red 'Strangers and A Thing to Love she egamines how Huxley
uses characterization to portray political ‘activism as pathological,
and loyalism as weak, but moral and just. The following passage
is worth quoting at some length, for it 1illustrates the style of

analysis and the kinds of conclusions drawn:
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The ‘Jehoshophat' [Karioki] group of African leaders
seems to be characterized by a siring of vices: empty
arrogance, destructive tongues, thuggery, loose living,
corruption.' cruelty and hatred, especlally for the white
man. - They normally meet with sudden oi‘ cruel deaths,
depicted as God's judgement wupon thelr wickedness:
witness ‘Jehoshophat'. Roland, in The Red Rock Wilder-
ness and Gitalf in A Thing to Love. It is clear that

for Huxley, political ‘agltators®' and revolutionaries
are the wrong kind of *‘messiahs’®.

On the other hand, the Karanja type of man: half-

traditionalist, half-Christian; half-illiterate, half-
literate . . . half everything — though preferable
to the Benson Makuna-'Jehoshophat® lot ~— is not Hux~

ley's African 'messiah' either. Only, for a Karanija,
there is still hope of eventually getting ‘there’. For
one thing, he has the qualities esteemed by Huxley
in the elders' group, mainly: obedlence, willingness

to listen and patlent acceptance.ZT

In concluding her analysis of Red Strangers Githae~-Mugo endorses

Martin Tucker's view of the novel's being mainly about a form

of cultural rapprochement: *, . . the final note suggests that the
hero, and other Kikuyu natives like him, are gaining a share of
Western progress In exchange for the loss of thelr past. It is

128 While noting that Achebe, Ngugi

a theme of rapprdchement.
;md Laurence‘ would disagreeA with ti}is cgncept.ﬂGithae*Mugo’ ‘does
- not carry her own disagreement far enough: one would want to
know more about the soclal dynamics of lovallsm, since the foster-
ing of a lovyalist caste seems to have been an essential part of
colonial strategy, one which paild dividends in the consolidation

of neo-colonial state structures after independence.29 Since Hux-

ley emphasizes In A Thing %o Love the need for reconciliation
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between the various loyalist groups and the settlers, under white
tutelage,m one would want to have this theme placed with gréater
historical precision, The treatment of Huxley's portrayal of Ken-

vatta as the Spokesman in A Thing to Love illustrates the potential-

iy unfortunate consequences of not asking precise hilstorical
questions: if, as Githae-Mugoe observes, Huxley's Spokesman is
a treacherous, ter;orist c&nspirator {elsewhere Huxley refers to
Kenyatta as 'a Mau Mau plotter'31 although he spent‘ the war in
detention and repudiated the movement both before and at his
tr1a132) then this would reveal Huxley's views as distinct from
those of the colonial government, to whom Kenyatta was a natlonal-
1ét moderate enough to negotlate a settlement which denied 'Mau
Mau® dema;xds. While Githae-Mugo supports her analyses by fre-
quently qu’otin:g from Huxley's non-fictional works {(thus ‘verifying’
her representation of Huxley's views) and on one occasion by
comparing Huxley with Ruark (on settler attitudes to the ‘irration-
ality' of 'Mau Mau' oathing33)' one would wish her to have gone

‘beyond the literary evidence immediately before her.

Despite its fallings, however, Githae-Mugo's treatment of Huxley's
fiction contains more that is of socio-historica;l interest than does
her treatment of Ngugl's fiction in the same chapter. In her return
to a more sfrictly émbirical réadin'g in the casé of Ngugi we agéin

N
encounter the phenomenon of the shared nationalism of writer and

critic, There is more to this reversion to empiricism than simply
the loglcally obvious fact that Githae-Mugo does not agree with
Huxley but agrees with Ngugl. The empliricism is not only a logic~

al, but an ideological necessity, i.e. the epistemological 'naivety'
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is part of the mode of an 1ideological discourse. My argument

is based on Githae-Mugo's reading of The River Between. Wai}aki‘s
self-s:acrificial vision}, and the symbolism of, the Honia river flowing
between the two antagonlistic r1¢ges, clearly suggest nationalist
imperatives, with unification being predicated on humaniét
grounds.34 Githae-Mugo affirms the novel's orientation, arguing

that *the book ends with hope':s -

only, in Ngugi, the possibilities of this hope do not
depend on a selected group of people, és in Huxley's
A Thing to Love. It already ablides within every in-
dividual and all that is required 1is that the hearts

discover the‘ healing powers of love., Honla river sym-~
bolizes this experience and so the book closes with
'its beat rising above the dark stillness, reaching
into the heart of the people of Makuyu and Kameno
35

» ® %

Githae-Mugo's chapter on ‘'Black "Messiahs®' takes us into the
independence and neo-colonial periods. The analysis of Laurence's

This Side Jordan in this chapter is consistent with earlier treat-

x_nen‘ts of this writer's work, Laurence's depiction of the arrival
of independence in Ghana is rendered in terms of a drama of in-
dividﬁal quests, with' the implkication that the change of political
~control is ultimately expressed ‘in the condition of the ‘inner man®.
Victor Edusel 1is the strong' chafacter of the novel: reso}@ed,
self-assured, with hig‘h integrity, educated and intellectually in-
dependent. Nathaniel Amegbe 1s the weaker one, straddling the
‘traditional-modern® divide, | with’out inner character. Johnnle

Kestoe is the brutal and shallow white man who will use whoever
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is on hand for his own purposes. For the most part, Githae~
Muge is comfortable with the novel of character, and submits will-

36 What are more Iinteresting are

ingly to its priorities.
the analyses of Achebe's satirical novels and of Ngugli's A Graih
of Wheat, for these discussions enable one to ralse gquestions about

the connections between criticism and the literature of

neo-colenialism,

I shall define the central issue fairly coldly: an empirical approach
to Achebe’s novels about the post-independence situation would

lead to a moral emphasis on the corruption of leadership, and

on the conflicts faced by individuals who are part of an educated

minority. The extent to which Githae-Mugo moves beyond empiricism .

to soclo-historical criticism will be measured by her willingness
to address class relations, ahd to examine criticaliy the kinds

of social alternatives which are offered in the novels. Crucial

to our enquiry is the question of class-initiative: the forms of
mobilization and thelr social bases that are put forward in the:

fiction, and of course, re-presented by the critic,

There Is nothing In the brief discussion of HNo Longer At Ease

“to 'suggest an enquiry that goés beyond empiricism, in the terms
outlined above. The conclusions on the novel can be taken to

illustrate the point:

In Obi's case, inescapable social obligations and con-
flicting demands reach a c¢limax for him at his most
sensitive point and he falls, not as a willain, but

as an unfortunate victim of circumstances. However,
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this is not to say that Obl is innocent: he stands
convicted of corr\iption, the evil that 1is destroying
his country . . . in Achebe’s eyes a man who will
abandon his principles so0 suddenly when faced with
a difficult test is unfit to be a leader in Independent
Africa, and those who succumb to it are Africa's new

agents of destruction..37

In A Man of the People, however, the questions relating to class-

relations and class-initiative become more pressing, and in intro-
ducirig her analysls Githae-Mugo says, 'Constitutional independence
simply sets another cycle of political tyranny rolling over soclety

38 Although

and the peasant continues to be its re#dy victim.*
the implicit distinction here between an ellte and the ‘peasant’®
appears somewhat categorical and monolithic, a clear recognition
of hegemony is being made. But the social relations as depicted
in the novel hinge on the class-positlon and perspective of the

narrator Odill and the ’young turks' of the C.P.C. How does

Githae~Mugo deal with the question of thelr political agency?

She s sensitive to the implications of 0Odili's membership of an
1nte11ect’ual elite, and reveals the complexities of this position
both by discussing at somé length Qdili’s susceptibllity to corrupt-
lon (which makes him an unreliable narrator), and by stressing
thé difficultles encountered by the C.P.C. in acting as a political
vanguard. But the legitimacy of this role, however diffi'cult it
is sald to be to fulfil in practice, is hot questioned. We are .
told rather uncritically first that Odili and Max are to be the

'‘spokesmen of the oppressed masses',B9 and later, that their failure
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to fulfil this function is to be attributed to the people who are

supposed to be their followers:

Odili, Max and their C.P.C. group have an impossible
job, for, obviously people are a long way from an
understanding of justice or political rights on a nation-
al scale. Whereas they can tell — within the traditional
setting — when a man like Josiah has 'taken more than
enough for the owner to see', gilven a Western system
of government, the same pedple become quite lIgnorant
of thelr rights and quite happlly surrender themselves

to more dangerous ‘Joslahs', the Nangas, and Kokos
40 '

of their elected government.
Such remarks seem to lend themselkves to the kind of well-known
censure which Ngugl gives to Soyinka's\eazt'ly portrayals of crowds,
the poor, or lower class-groups: ‘. . .often he ignores the creative
struggle of the masses. The ordinary people, workers and peasants
in his plays remaln passive watchers on the shore or pitiful
comedians on the reoad . . ,.,.'4.1 However, to distinguish the. ob-
jection’b‘eing raise& from n';ere populism, we should look more
closely at thé soclal constituencles which are the object of debate.
‘The 'people’ of Achebe's novel and Githae-Mugo's criticism (and
we are dealing here with ‘realist’ discourses) are those of the
towns and rural villages, as distinct from the large urban centres.
"Gavin Williams, in“é 'lucid account of VclaAss'-reIatfons in Nig_eria,
has nofed that whereas the ‘'urban petty-bourgeoisig‘ have tended
to follow 'trickster’ populist leaders and to enter in’;o relationships

of clientage with prominent representatives of the national bour~

geolsie, industrial workers and peasant farmers {(precisely the
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groupings depicted de facto in the novel) have by contrast both
taken collective action in terms of thelr Interests In the relations
of production. Whlle Williams does say that at the national level,
these groups have ‘limited political capacity’, clearly this has
nothing to do with the 'traditional®' setting, or their unfamiliarityv
with 'western' soclal structures, for it is their experience under
capitalism which has led them to take collective action. The general
tenor of the judgement that these kpeople are ‘ignorant of their
rights' or willing to ‘surrender themselves' to national politicians

cannot be endorsed:

In taking‘political action in support of their immediate
class Interests, both urban workers and peasant farmers
have regarded themselves as fighting for their rights
in general, and thus in opposing the general unfairness
of the existing order. In doing so, they provide a
focus for the political consciousness of the urban petty-
bourgeoisie . . . who lack the resources to articulate
and enforce their own demands of their own accord.
Thus . ., . it is mistaken to regard the Nigerian prole~
tariat at least as belng gquiescent, or only concerned
with maintaining 1its alleged privileges against those

more deprived than themselves.42

Githae~Mugo's socio-political imprecision combines with an affirm-

ation, when looking to alternatives to the existing order, of the

need for an enlightened moral and intellectual leadership: fe e

Achebe considers 1t Important that men of integrity and vision
should enter the political field and oust those who occupy positions

43

of power for merely greedy ends.’ It is the failure of this

thesis, however, that i{s dramatized by the downfall of the C.P.C.



193

in the novel. We would .ap:pear, therefore, to be left with some-
thing "of an ideological conundrum. The resolution that Githae~-
Mugo proposes (though she does not construct the dilemma in the

terms suggested here) leans towards a vision of tragic sacrifice:

As an artist, Achebe clearly believes in man's ability
to transform all manner of experiences into something
of value; beauty can come out of suffering, for when
suffering is for a good cause, it can be a purifying
experience. For this reason, angry as he might be |
with Independent A’frica for her mistakes, he has not

altogether lost hope for her survival.4

The appeal of the idea of moral integrity and redemptive sacrifice
being invested in an enlightened minority is strong by the end
of Githae-Mugo's study. Indeed, she reserves her analysis of

A Graln of Wheat until this point (though it is not in keeping

with the sequential arrangement of the study thus far, and takes
us back _frori: neo-colonialism to independence)} precisely in order
to enablé the idea to dominate the closure of her work. The socio-
economic ‘reconstruction® of society demanded by 4Ng'ugi in the
first chapter of Homecoming is cast, in this analysis, into the
terms of a return to moral integrity, based on an empirical reading

of A Grain of Wheat. The irony which Githae-Mugo usually attaches

to the notion of social leaders being ‘messiahs' is, in the end,
partially abandoned, and the notion is affirmed: Mugo's
‘confession' in the novel absolves him and his community from
false messianism, but paradoxically, it 1s seen as showing the

way.
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‘Githae-Mugo's conclusions signify a Vfailure, to use the terms ’pro-'-
vided by Fanon, to pass from a national to a social and political
consciumsnezss.45 They also signify that at times there is an active
collaboration between the dominant influences of her literary train~-
ing ‘(personalization, empiricism} and a nationalist ideological orient-
ation, desplite her saving in her Foreword that her literary super-
visors had objected to the 'political' content of her work. Githae-~
Mugo may have begun to engage in a process of conceptual struggle

in Vislons of Africa, but the final break was still to come. What

prevents it? I have referred to personalization and empiricism,
and we may perhaps clinch this point by mnoting that the apparently
unwitting collaboration between Githae-Mugo and her supervisors
Ais founded on post*Romanficism. What brings Githae-Mugo to post-
Romantic concepﬁons, however, is a certain nuance within national-
ism. In my'second chapter I noted (with reference to Raymond
Willlams) that the Romantic idea of art as an ideal realm
or ‘superior reality' has been appealing in African criticism, and
we have seen that through tradition a connection is made between
literature and the nation. In Githae-Mugo, however, this connect-
ion is not made on the basis of a large, public metaphor. It
1s not tradition that Githae~-Mugo seeks, so much as vision — hence
her openness to considering the work of colonial writers. The
form of witness to national {and pan-African)} interests th’at Githae~-
Mugo wishes to establish, is based on the wisdom and perspiguity
of her writers. This approach 1is thrown off balance, however,
by Huxley, for in Huxléy Githae-Mugo encounters not wisdom, but
ideoclogy. Although Githae-Mugo cannot jettison the basic tenets

of her position, one senses, in the tension that is produced by
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the inclusion of Huxley's fiction 1in her‘study,Athe possibility

of a soclo-historical criticism.

The most obvious failure of Peter Nazareth’s An African View of
Litéraﬁct,xzt*e'.46 is simply and unfortunately a failure of scholafship.
Two areas of weakness stand out immediately. The first has to
do with Nazareth's critical‘ procedure: most of his essays consist
mainly of summary f&llvowed, by appended interpretive comment,
a method whichbassumes that the reader is unfamillar with the
literature under discussion. The second weakness is the lack
of any slgnificant integration between the essays in the wvolume,
The organizing theme presented in the Introduction is not analytic-
ally sustained (or perhaps, since it was pkrobably added prior
to the collection’s first being published in 1972, with the essays
having been written between 1962 and 1970, the Introduction asserts
an integration which is not really there); and the literature dis-
cussed is too wvarious in {ts origins and themes to be regarded
as an Iintegrated corpus, or one which can bear a thematically
polinted aﬁalysis, Because of these weaknesses in the wvolume,

I shall be brief and selective.

There is a striking disparity between the claims that Nazareth
makes and the ac‘tualities, of his criticism. Like Githae-Mugo,
Nazareth testifies to a politicization which begaﬁ duz:ing a period
of study overseas., At Leeds k(where he was a contemporary of

Ngugi”) Nazareth °'made the discovery’:
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that 1 was a ‘coloured’' person belonging to an ex-
colonial vcountry, which had been ruled by a foreign
power because that power was an Iimperial! power and
not because it held the key to the cultural-cum-literary
secrets of mankind. And with this discovery, I under-
went a reorientation, a spiritual upheaval, where 1
began to re-think my relation to my soclety, my people,

my country. I also began to re-think my relation
48

to a literature which, on the whole, was not my own.
The intention of the collection, then, is 'to present a critical
approach to literature of relevance to Africa, whether the liter-
ature is written in Africa or outside Africa. I wanted to stress
the relationship between literature, the African reader, and African

49 What is to be noted here is the Intention to

society today.'
formulate a critical approach as distinct from developing an ihdig—-
enous canoﬁ. While the West African criticism that has been ex-
amined constructs rival traditions to the metropolitan ones, both
Nazareth and Githae-—Mugo attempt to politicize the reading of texts.

As a statement of Intent, Nazareth's would seem to represent an

interesting development. Let us examine it more closely.

What kind of politicization is it that Nazareth professes? Firstly,
he declares an allegiance to ‘soclalism' and, after acknowledging
that there is some doubt as to the meaning of the term, to 'African
socialism’, However, since this is given only In the form of a
declared allegiance, and it is not supported by any socio-economic
or historical analysls, one is unable really to distinguish these

gestures from club-talk. Secondly, Nazareth places a premium

on ‘commitment®, Like ‘African socilalism', this is a troublesome
/
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concept. It pre-supposes a dimension of ratloﬁal, indiviéual integ-
rity In the political meanings of a writer's discourse, and involvés
to some extent a complementary mystification of the relations of
literary production. It is therefore implicitly idealist, and can
merge easlly with post-Romantic aséumptions - as it does in Naza-
reth's repeated insistence on the writer's belng the 'sensitive
point' of his society. Thirdly, and this point is related to the
laét, Nazareth 1s dedicated to the view that 'commitment' in liter-
ature must not ‘falsify' individual experience. Thus Nazareth
would seem to be bound by experientialist thinking, which is
unable to re~conceptualize Individual experience in literature as
the privileging of personalized categories by means of rhetorical
conventions, Although some of the theoretical equipment needed
for such a .step may not have been awailable to Nazareth, one would
expect, with hls professed allegiances, that he would be less affirm-

ative than he is in his use of liberal humanist terminology.

Nazareth's critical assumptions are therefore mutually contradictory.
However, the contradictions in his applied criticism vary
in severity. On one occasion, his interests will lead him to raise
questions of a genuinely socio-critical kind, and he will be limited
only by his not having alternative critical models on hand; but
on another occasion he will make evaluations which ideoclogically,
are crashingly inappropriate to a professed commitment to socilalism.
The first of these kinds of limitation is illustrated by his dis-

cussion of Robert Tressel's The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists.

which, apart from being called (in the essay's title) a ‘committed’
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novel, is valued in the féi;lowing more -V iqtereéting ‘ways: because
those who encéﬁnter ‘England‘ ‘primaﬂlAy as ; an imperial power would
benefit from having the‘irv atténtion drawn to class-exploitation;
- and because East African writers would benefit from being exposed
to the soclal iInclusiveness of the nt;vel's perspective. This last
point is made with reference to Perry Anderson's analysis of the
*Components of the National Culture' ({cited in Chapter 2 earlier)

and is argued as follows:

Tressel’s novel shows us 'the great connection between
things®, which probably explains why it is not normally
inciuded in -courses of English literature in English
{and British) universities,. It expounds soéialist ideo~
logy as an economist and political scientist would;
it deals with a definite society in a definite historical
context; but as a novel, it draws our intellectual
and emotional attention to the meeting polint between
individual human beings, the forces at play affecting
the lives of such individuals, and the methods to be
used to improve the living conditions of these human
belngs. Thus Tressel's novel serves as an antidote
for a writer who 1is a product of the British academic
tradition for . . . literary wvalues do not exist in a

50
vacuum.,

One assents readily to the general argument, but particular points
are at odds with its proper social and theoretical foundations:
there is an uncertainty about the relations between the discourses
of economists and political scientists and those of the novel, and
about the novel's representation of individual 1ife; there is also

an implication of 'top-down' social policy (*methods . . . to improve

« o« o living conditions') which would be anathema to socialist theory.
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The phrase, ‘'the greaf Vccnnection between things' as wused by
Nazareth (with reference to An‘de'rson} stands metaphorically for
the lack of integration between the various disciplines in British

intellectual culture, and for the separation of literature from soclal

life. But Anderson's analysis is more defined and pointed than
this: the ‘absent centre' for Anderson would be filled by a dis-
course of social critique‘ reflecting on the social totality. That

" Nazareth does not recognize the importance of this point seems
to me tc be related to the fact that it is precisely a model of
such a discourse that is lacking in his own work. There also
seems to be an unfortunate marginality suggested here, in a third
world scholar's relationship with the ceﬁtres of socialist theoretical

debate in England.

Nazareth does have critical models, but they lead in directions»

other than those he is claiming. This brings us to the questionv'

of ideological i’happropr.i:a‘ftieness: The discussion of two plays
by Murray Carlin ends by endorsing the idea of a common humanity
being discovered beneath a surface of racial stereotvpes. The
point would seem innocuous, but it is attached to the liberal (and
journelistically topical) problem of race-relations. "The essay on

Naipaul’s The Mimic Men dwells on the subject of moral corruption,

which ‘is identified in the novel as sheer indifference towards

cther human beings coupled with a willingness to treat them as

inferior beings and to mistreat them for the sake of personal gain,
‘as 51 ) - ~ .

advantage or position. The discussion of Conrad's Nostromo

ends by affirming the ‘last word' of those characters who ‘'believe

in moral integrity and human relationship, wvalues transcending
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material interests, power and other unreal treasures.‘sz The last
illustration shows the ldealism towards which Nazareth leans. The
central problem is a h‘umanism which, though not objectionable
in itself, diverts attention away from social process and condition-
ing. One could produce further {llustrations, but the trend Iis
clear enough: the relation between ‘literature and soclety' is
often comnstructed in terms of liberal idealism and this undermines

seriously the soclo-critical pretensions of the volume.

The ideological personalization in Nazareth's analyses merges with
an implicitly liberal aesthetics, This is fully illustrated in an
appendix entitled *What is a Novel?'. The posing of the question
is Nazéreth’s response to a ‘certain debate conducted in the corres-

pondence pages of the press (following an article in The Sunday

Nation) about whether Charles Mangua's Son of Woman was a novel

or not., - That Nazareth should take up this issue in all seriousness
suggests an uncritical reification of literary forms -as natural ob-
jects, and the answers he provides confirm one's fears: the novel
reveals ‘conscicusness’ or ‘'sensibility' in terms of a ‘unity of
theme® (the possibility of different ‘dialectics® confrenting one
another is raised, but this is said to be the same thing as 'unity
of theme'); it ‘touches' the reader ‘intellectually' and ‘'emotion-
ally*®; it involves a grewth in 'moral wunderstanding®, either for
the central character or for the reader; it uses language 'suggest-
ively’, to ‘communicate the writer's vision'; it is structured
sc that no more episodes could be added without destroying its

53 ' . ' .
'completeness'. The dominant emphases here on an empirical



201

reliabllity of sensibilities and on organic unity are clearly

inappropriate to Nazareth's stated purposes.

We should consider at this stage how the contradictions of Naza-
reth's criticism become realized in his treatment of the work of

African writers. Two of the essays are most interesting and rele-

vant here: 'The Politics of Wole Soyinka' and 'Is Ngugi's A Grain
of Wheat a soclalist novel?', The essay on Soyinka begins by

asking ‘*What kind of political thinking emerges frorn’ Sovinka's
v.m:‘itings::?”.5‘?E The question is prompted by Nazareth's wondering
whether Sovinka's statement of 1967, that writers had entered ’the
stage of disillusionment', was not the consequence of a failure
on BSoyinka's part to discern the imminence of the Biafran crisis:
', . . if the African writer had foreseen the forces at work which
would lead to the Nigerian/Blafran situation and to the rise of
black dictatorship, would Soyinka blame him for Tabdicating® his
responsibility, for failing to give society its identity, for identify-
ing himself with the victories of the poli’Licizs‘.ns’:’’SS The implica-
tion is that Soyinka himself would have to be indicted in the

censure that he metes out to other writers if he were taken aback

by the march of events,.

The question ig an appropriate one in so far as it draws atitention
to the partial or positioned perspective of a writer's involvement
in his society, a partiality which 1is particularly apparent in a

period of relative crisis. How does Nazareth follow the question

up? He examines The Lion and the Jewel and finds, in the oppos-

ition it establishes betwsen Baroka (representing the strength and
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vitality which Soyinka associates with indigenous tradition) and
Lakunle {representing an effete, westernized superficiality) that
to a post-independence order it offers little that is f:l'laftlenging.56

He then looks at A Dance of the Forests and finds that it displays

a moral, rather than a political disenchantment with the situation
that was achieved at independence.57 Finally, at greater length

he examines Kongi's Harvest, and while acknowledging Soyinka's

condemnation of a corrupt dictatorship, he also argues:

that Sovinka'‘s understanding of the political forces
at work was still inadeguate. It is as though Soyinka
was discovering the significance of politics and political
forces on the lives of people in Nigeria only because
these forces could not be ignored and not because he
had seen these forces at work under the surface,
Had he to have recognized the forces at work before
their effect had reached the surface of society, he

would not have been taken by surprise when hostilities
58 2 .

finally broke out.
The questioﬁ posed at the beginning of the essay is there-~
fore answered in the negative at the end (which is perhaps not
surprising). What has been achieved? The question that is begged
throughout the essay, is precisely the one which is inadequately
answered: what were 'the forces' of Nigerian political development
of which Soyinka was so unaware? I say ‘'inadequately answered'’
because although Nazareth does wventure into this territory, he
does so0 in terms that are exclusively literary. - He discusses the
characterization of Xongi, finds that it is based on Nkrumah, but

that it lacks, above all, psvchological depth. We are told that

because Nkrumah was a complex figure he ought not to be caricatured.



203

(We are also told that a i:»art of what made him complex was that he
inherited the legacy of imperialism, but this is put in the form of
a question and is not developed.} We are then informed that the comp-
lexities of Nkrumah resembled those of Julius Caesar in Shake.spear"e's
play. In Caesar there is a balance of different tendencies. He is
both ‘great' ('interested in the welfare of the masses') ar;d obviously
‘becoming a tyrant'. ‘We have none of this complexity with Kongi
. . «who is so crude a figure that he is not representative either
of political leaders or of political forces in Africa.'sg Ultimately,
Nazareth can only bring a literary emphasis to bear on his analysis
of Soyinka's early plays in relation to Nigerian political develop-
ments in the mid-1960's,. The incoherence 1s apparent In
the choice of wvocabulary: =~ ‘*forces' suggests his reaching after
én analysis which is alert to historical process, but the expansive-
ness of the repeated modifier 'in Africa' indicates an inability
to press beyond abstractions to the specificity of particular his-
torical moments. Kongi's characterization may be based on Nkrumah,
but Soyinka is not writing a satirical revue; it is far more im~-
portant that in Kongi Soyinka represents his contempt for Nigerian
national politicians in power shortly before the events of the coup
d'etat and the civil war, i.e. in 1965/66. Tom Lodge has pointed
to the significance in Soyinka's work of the mid- to later 1960's,
of Soyinka's personal involvement in the earlier 1960's, first with
"~ a soclallst wing of the Action Group and then later with a group
of - young intellectuals and middle~ranking officers planning to inter-
vene in the national government. (In October 1965 Soyinka was
arrested in connection with a ‘pirate' broadcast made from the

Western Region Studios of the Nigerian Broadcasting Corporation
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following the disputed Westérn Region elections.bﬁ) The emphases
of the later group, according to Lodge, fell on youth, efficiency,
personal integrity and an assertive populism, though they were
unable to mobilize any form of popular support and apparently
did not wish to do so either, perhaps because exposure was im-
possible.()1 The position adopted by Soyinka at the time could
be reflected in the characterization and actions of Dacdu and Segi
in the play: youthful, intellectual and disenchanted, they disrupt
Kongi's new vyam festival which is a sham display'of traditionalism;
although they fai‘l, Soyinka endorses their view and actions, though
through a suggestion of tragic sacrifice. I suggest that Kongi's
Harvest reveals Soyinka's ‘politics' in this period as being zlien-
ated frqm any form of collective, popular struggle, an alienation
which, from Lodge's account, could ‘not have been avoided in the
general slide into civil war; the ‘'failure' Iis nét due to a lack
of psychological depth in the portrayal of Kongi, as Nazareth argues.
But even if Nazareth did ‘not have access to informaticen about
Soyinka's political thinking or behaviour in the period, a political

reading of Kongi's Harvest would look at the question of agency

in the play, i.e. who is it that takes action against an existing
order, in what form does the action emerge, and what are its con-
sequ;nces? These guestions would require a closer examination
of the roles of Daodu and Segi in the pl;y. Nazareth's emphasis
on ‘'character' even prevents him from‘ using the resources that

are immediately awvailable.

The essay on A Grain of Wheat contains a similar incoherence,

in that once again, the literary aspects of Nazareth's analysis
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cannot be integrated with the socio-political issues that are raised.
The question of whether Ngugl's novel is ’sociélist‘ or not, i;e,
sald to hinge on his ficticnalization of violence: surely, Hazareth
asks, the novel is ‘anti-revolutionary' 1if, while recognizing the
historical necessity for 'Mau Mau's' strategy of violence, it pays
so much attention to the ‘'spiritual wounding' which affects indi-
viduals on both sides of the conflict? Thé posing of the question
saggests,v at first, that instead of simply affirming the humanist
dimensions of a text, as Iis characteristR of HNazareth, hs is in
this case sxamining the implications behind ihe "presence' of. these
dimensions, i.e. establishing analytical control over them. This
would seem to be an appropriate shift, brought on by a sense
of ideological affiliation both with the historical purposes of the
Gikuyu revoltl and with Ngugl, and it is stréngtheﬂed by a reading
of Fanon. The basic Fanonist thesis, that decolonization is only
attainable through vioclence, is claimed as 'a description of Ngugi's

approach in A GCrain of Wheat':

Set in the actual and histoi’icai context of Kenya, Ngugi's
novel describes the attempts made by the Kenvyans 1o
get back their land, beginning with Walyaki and Harry
A’I‘huku. We are shown how all peaceful attempts fail
and- then how the only altermative left is guerilla
violence, The novel shows that it was only wviolence
that could win independence for Xenya and this is

y
why the Mau Mau movement beings.

It is of course highly guestionable that this is what the novel
shows. More typically, it depicts the principal 'Mau Mau' repre-

sentatives, Kihika, General R. and Koinandu, as hard-liners who

impinge on and disrupt the lives of others, and the revolt mzkes
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historical demands on Mugo, Gikonyo and Mumbi which cannot readi-
ly be met. Fanon's thesis is therefore rather uncomfortably im;
posed. However, when Nazareth begins discussing Ngugi's emphasis
on the effects of viclence on individual life, the appeal to Fanon
is maintained — on the strength of the case-histories appended‘

to The Wretched of the FEarth, The following passage 1s worth

guoting at some Jength:

The case-histories reveal that people became psychically
disturbed by viclence., whether that violence is fascist,
imperialist wviolence or revolutionary counter-violence.
For example, Fanon tells us about an Algerian who
killed a white woman, wife of a colonel who had mur-
dered two Algerians, The Algerian killed her on an
impulse but undoubtedly out of revenge for the murder
of his mother and rape of his two sisters by the French

soldiers, After killing her, the Algerian his night-

~mares of the murdered woman: she keeps appearing
and asking for his blood. His guestion, 'But
my mother's blood - where's that?' is futile. This

is the very end of the stick Ngugi has got hold of.
Thus General R. says that Kihika was never the. same
perscon after he shot D.0O. Robson, although the novel
showg us that D.0. Robson was really a brutal, ruth-

less, senseless murderer and forturer.

Fanon's case~histories may well have been a formative influence

on Ngugi in A Graln of Whesat, {Nazareth was a privileged witness

to the circumstances of Ngugi's first encounter with Fanon's
work.ﬁé) What must be atitended to here is the way that Ngugil
seems to have taken them up. There is a substantial difference

between their placing and function in The Wretched of the Earth,

and the influence they appear to have had on Ngugl's novel. In
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Fanon they have the status of appendices to a much broader socio-
pélitical and cultural enquiry, and thelr discursive context is
that of an account of the ways in which clinical therapy revealed
symptvoms of the more general condition. In Ngugi, the emphasis

on psychological wounding 1is foregrounded, with the historical

processes being filtered through individual consciousness. What
Nazareth would abpear to have missed {though he tells of Ngugi's
getting hold of a particular end of the stick) is a reversal of

e savs that ‘the novel has not only a historical set-

leal

priorities.
. - IR . 65

ting, but also what we might call a psychological sub-text. In
fact, what is referred to as sub-text is really text, since ‘cons-
ciousness' is glven prominence. Nazareth is strictly more correct,

though not in the way he intends, when he adds the following:

Ngugi goes even further: he wants to find out whether
there is any hope that any of the scarred souls may

. . 6
regain thelr wholeness.

It is exactly such an emphasis that dominates the novel's closure,
as is apparent {from Mugo's act of confesslon, the stress on the
nesd for communal forgiveness and self-examination, the sympathy
given to Karanja, and the final reconciliation between Gikonyo
and Mumbi. David Maughan Brown has argued that Ngugi's ambi-
valence about wviolence in the novel {(which, it is argued, is the
same thing as ambivalence about 'Mau Mau') 1is overdetermined
by an ‘aesthetic ideology®’ which insists on balanced, contrasting
perspectives; which serves to stress the sanctity of individual

life; and which (as a consequence of the last attribute) strips

a policy of wviolence of political justification and presents it as
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irrational and unnatural. This argument would be strengthened

if /one takes into accounfc the different treatments of the effect;'
" of wviolence on individual! life in Fanon and Ngugi's novel: Faron's
discourse places these effects in the context of therapy, and relates
them to & broadly structural analysis (i.e. they are not denied,
but placed); in the discourse of Ngugi's novel (in keeping with
the aesthetlic ideology referred to above) _they are glven a centfality'
of attention which makes the historical, structural aspect appear
contingent. To the argument that the novel as a genre 1is consti-
tuted precisely by this kind of reversal of prioriti‘es, I ;.nvould
respond by saying that this is not necessarily so, that there are

novelistic conventions which enable writers to reveal consciocusness

as historically bound. Ngugi's own Petals of Blood. for example,

uses various conventions in Its aitempts to ‘centre'  historical
processes: epic narration, social reallsm, and even the devices
of the detective novel, where consciousness is sometimes given
by HNgugl in the form of confession or evidencey
The question arises, is Nazareth's reading both of Fanon and Ngugil
conditioned by the same aesthetic ideology as that whicﬁ seems

to be at work in A Grain of Wheat? The guestion is almost super-

fluous: Nazareth states that Ngugi achieves his purpose of exam-
ining whether 'the scarred souls may regain their wholeness' by
relying on literary models provided by Conrad. He then provides

an illumlnating analysis of the novel in relation, mainly, to Under

Western Eyes and Nostromo. Nazareth approves of Ngugl's use
of these models: they enable the novel to achieve complexity,

specifically a complexity of moral ambiguities experienced by in-
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dividuals caught up in turbulent social conditions. Thus the
aestheticr ideology which seems to be at Work in the novel '(ité
presence is confirmed ih the cholice of Conrad to provide the appro-
priate models) is again at work in a reading which valorizes the
effects which the use of these models produces, But how does
Nazareth relate this kanalysis back to the question he poses in
the title of his essay? Self-evidently, in the terms‘ give.n by
Nazareth, the 'complexity' of &gugi‘s novel is not "socialist' since
it is *anti-revol&tionary‘. Nazareth recognizes this, but it is
disconcerting for him to do so. What he atterﬁpts is a discursive

recapture, along the following lines:

The situation was different [from that of Fanon's Al-
gerial in Kenva. The Mau Mau did not fight right up
to the point when Independence was won; Indeed,
once Britain realized that it was too expensive to keep
fighting a guerilla movement that would eventually
succeed, she decided to grant Independence to Kenvya.

It would have been false to suggest in A Grain of Wheat

that the guerilla movement was socialist when it had
not been so in real life . . . it is one of the ironles
of Kenvyan ‘history that although many tribes and even
races were involved in the movement for independence,
independence was only won by guerilla fighting, which
was a Gikuyu movement. Ngugl overcomes this historic-
al limitation by stressing the ‘'subjective' nature of
the novel. He often uses the novelistic 'we' and ‘us'
to show that he, the novellst, was one of the people
of Rungei and Thabai.  Therefore, by implication he
is telling the story {from the point of view of

the Gikuyu. 68

There are distinct signs in this passage of a discursive slippage
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into evasion. Firstly, what has the delayvbetwe’en the end of
the war and the granting of independence,‘ or ‘the fact that ‘'Mau
Mau' was a Gikuyu movement, got to do with Ngugi's emphasis
on personal ‘wholeness’? It is one thing to claim that
the political developments leading .to, independence ~ did not lend
themselves to soclalism, but entirely another to claim that this
justifies a personalized analysis of the consequences of the revolt.
Secondly, the 'sﬁb;’ectivity' of the novel has been shown by Naza-
reth (with reference to Conrad} to be mainly a matter of moral
complexity: what has this to do with the communal (plural) wvoice
of the narrator? If Nazareth were saying that the wvarious cons-
ciousnesses rendered in the novel are generalized, through the
communal voi;e, to represent a consciousness which is meant to
be typical vof the populace as a whole (this would be an inaccurate
and awkward description of the novelistic point of view, but it
would make sense of Nazareth's point) then the claims of the novel
to ‘'socialism' (Nazareth is attempting to sirengthen these claims)
would in fact be wvitiated, for Ngugi would then be imposing a
supra-historical consciousness on ones thch ére intended to be
historically elicited. Thirdly, what cbnnection is being made
between the narrator's communal voice and the‘vethnic factors at
work in the struggle for independence? On one hand, the fact
that the revolt was a Gikuyu movemént is said to be a ‘historic'ai
limitation', but on the other, the identification of the ‘narrator
with the Gikuyu 1is endorsed. _#Presumably, Nazareth would not
wish to assert sectional interests based on ethnicity; we must
assume that he reads. Ngugl’s communal wvolce as an attempt to

identify national interests with those of the Gikuyu forest fighter%
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7~ But what has this to do with soclalism? The- ‘predicament. reflects
a natio'nvalist concern with unification, not a soclalist concern at
all. Nazareth ends his essazay by arguing that because the novel
does contaln misgivings about the future class of 'black
capitalists', it is ‘implicitly soclalist’. Thus a position of social-
ism is equated with one of anti-capitalism in the context of inde-
pendence) What 1is obscured inl this equ;tion is how the class
conditions of post-independence KXenya arose, a question which
would draw att’ention to social relations under colonialism, and
how indigenous groups were affected differently by white settlement.
Nazareth ls rather summary in his dismissal of there being any
‘socialist® implications in the ‘Mau Mau' revolt, for surely in
this context, a demand for ‘the re-possession of land carries pro-
found 1mp1icatiqns for a basic re-structuring of the relations of

wealth and property?

At the beginning of this chapter, I suggested that the elements
of cbntradiction and incoherence in the discourse of the two works
under discussion were potentially productive. The argument Iis
.based on the observation that in both works an attempt
at politicization places pressure on the authors® literary-analytical
assumptions. At this point I need to refine the argument. ‘Is
this productive aspeﬂc.:t a given, under all circumstances where
contradiction manifests itself? There is clearly a degree of rigour
which is absent from Nazaretﬁ‘s work, but which one finds in
Githae-Mugo's, largely because she |is engaged by the conflicts
of perspectives of her writeré. - The difference between the two

works in this respect suggests that the conceptual struggles in
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which the ‘é‘uthérs are involved are poientially productive onl’y
to the extent that ‘«tl.fxey signify an ongolng proce#s, a willingness
to re~examine continually the relationships between texts and con-
texts. ‘To put this another way, one would wish the contradictions
to lead to a certain theoretical self-consciousness which in turn,
would generate further re-conceptualization. On this count one

is more optimistic about Githae-Mugo's work than Nazareth’s. The

guestion of the failure of scholarship in’ An African View of Liter-
ature remains disquiéting, and one must ask whether this failure
is purely innocent of ideoclogical implications. 1 am not seeking
to de-historicize scholarship, but precisely to historicize it. The
question is also urged by the remarkable publishing record behind
Nazareth's book: having -already appeared in wvarious journals,
his essays were collected and published by the East AfricanLitér*

ature Bureau, and then re-published by Northwestern University

Press. What lies behind the institutional forms of patronage which

a collection like this receives, both locally and abroad?

These considerations lead one to take seriously a phenomenon such
as Nazareth's second appendix entitled ‘Bibliography’, which con-
tains no bibliography at all, but a polemic aimed at Taban lo

Liyong's book of criticism, The Last Word. Nazareth is scornful

of the East African Publishing House's blurb to thils publication,
which callé it 'the first book of literary criticism in Af;ica'.
Nazarefh is disturbed, not because he disagrees with much that
Taban lo Liyong says, but because he objects to the book's beilng

called literary criticism. In case one has missed the point, Naza-

reth is anxious to show that he can do better at literary criticism
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than Taban lo Liyong. After polnting %o various failings in The

Last Word, Nazareth says:

Is this literary criticism? It is not a reasoned account
but a hit-and-miss method of knécking bottles of [sic]
a wall., ...The Last Word is not, after all, the kind

of book that I have written, for Taban lo Liyong is

only in his element when he forgets about ideas and
' 69

comments and starts .singing.
So Nazareth has the. *last word', appended (as it were) as a signa-
ture. The peculiar element in this debate is the faith that Is
being invested in the printed word, in the signs of literary critic-
ism as a soclally symbolic discourse, in the Idea of the book.?0
What is the ideological meahing of this investment? In answering
this guestion I shall refer to one of the fhese;s of my second chap-
ter. The context of social practice which produces this faith
is cleariy one in which ‘'modernity' matters, in which, in other
words, the literary culture of the universities is being liﬁked
symbolically with the fortunes of the modern nation-state. When
a nationalist orientation leads to a reification of discourses; or
when literary criticism {or 1literature) is treated as the symbolic
‘goods of the nation, the prospects for the devélopment of soclo-

historical criticism are severely reduced. In the context of neo-

colonial Africa, the question of whose interests are being served

must continually be raised. 1If the question is pressed far enough,
the pressures that would be engendered within literary-critical
discourses could only lead to a definitive break from the concept-

ual legacles of the past.

e wma em e
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