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NOTE FROM THE EDITOR

Our readers and contributors must be wondering why Okike has
not appeared since 1984. It is, therefore, necessary for us to explain
this unfortunate development.

There are two main reasons for our failure to appear. The first
relates to the problems confronting Nigerian publishers and printers
as a result of the present economic slump. High cost of paper and
other printing inaterials has placed a strain on the meagre resources
of Okike.

The second problem emanates from the active processes of
growth and expansion of Okike as it strives to be more relevant to
the Nigerian society. In the past few years, two publications have
evolved from Okike. They are the Okike Educational Supplement
that is aimed at improving the quality of literary studies among the
Nigerian youth, and the bilingual Uwa Ndi Igbo, ‘‘a broadly-based
humanistic and scientific publication.”’ Apart from over-stretching
the editorial personnel of Okike, the new publications have exacer-
bated the financial pressure which we have already mentioned.

We have had to deal strictly with these problems in order to
ensure that Okike appears regularly (three times a year). The main
solution has been to let the two new publications operate
independently of Okike, thereby relieving the latter of the financial
and editorial burden which such publications entail. Having done
so, we are confident that Okike will appear more regularly,
although we will first try to satisfy our commitment for 1985.

We would like to use this opportunity to thank our readers and
contributors who have sustained us with their goodwill and faith.
We assure them that Okike is alive and strong (as the contents and
design of this double issue attest). It is our task to ensure that Okike
remains a springboard for up-and-coming writers and a continuing
source of renewal and strength for the established ones.

Onuora Ossie Enekwe
EDITOR






Jude C. Ogu

AFRICAN POLITICAL DANCERS

Masked dancers

Occult dancers

You dance with ease

Masked dancers

You dance with style

Occult dancers

You throw up dust

Into the drummers’ eyes

And the sullen spectators

Dank with sweat under the sun
Squat behind the sore-eyed drummers
Watching but not comprehending.

But

Masked dancers

Occult dancers

You sing with white voices
And dance with black legs
You dance like lions

Jigging to lambs

You dance like hawks
Hopping to chickens

And you scare the spectators
Into a scamper

When you dance and jig and hop.
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And listen

Masked dancers

Occult dancers

You may dance to the knell of harmony
Amidst the clatter of acrimony;

You may dance to the knell of harmony
When the smart climbers

Lean on worn-out ropes

When the haze fizzles away

And hot tears steam out fire.

Then the drummers become drumsticks
And the dancers become the drummers;
And the spectators dance with their heads
Until the mamba sloughs again.

Until the mamba sloughs again?

Yes, as it did the previous season

New then but not young —

The old serpent in a new skin.



Damian Opata

THESE SHOES
(To TS & Chris)

What vegetation now nurse the winged feet
Fleet-footed to find and flaunt

The shoes of the ghost feet unworn

Where last the songs were sung on fiery fairy heights?

What weaverbird now take wings

At noon

Where the sunbird was depluned

And the thunder stilled, spawning condolences?

What firebird shall feast

At the sermon of Fire

And wrench the secret of thunder
After death by water?

Will the path of thunder

No more be trod

And the shoes hang

At the stillpoint of the stairs?



Ajumobi M. Ozumba

MY PURPLE-HUED ONE

Welcome my wild one of the light purple hue.
Welcome to a heart that yearns for you.

I know not your name but my heart knows you
Who comes along when the clouds are dry of tears.

The sky is blue the air dry and brisk

Between the sun and earth a lazy haze intervenes
trapping aggressive rays that may harm my delicate one.
Days upon days [ had waited ecstatically,

to catch a glimpse of your purple-hued petals

By the hillside one morning there you were,

wearing the splendour that heralds a new season.




Karen King-Aribisala
FRANGIPANIS FOR MADAM

The blade comes within an inch of his forehead. It carves and
scrapes its way from brow to nape deftly. Soon the process is over.
And his head appears. A clean and polished black nut. Globular,
He feels her eyes on him and turns. And she, purdah-curtain-veiled,
in neat sitting-room, returns the stare.

Does he have to have his head shaved at the entrance of my
house? This could only happen in Nigeria. There’s no
bloody order here. Nothing. No one knows his rightful
place. No wonder, the country’s a mess.

He rises, and dusting off the last hairs, goes to his customary
position under the frangipani tree. The tree hangs heavy with
blossom and scent. Its limbs are grey-grained and strong and wiry-
masculine-looking. But at their tips, there is this bounty of rich,
frothy buttery flowers, and stems all leaking their sticky white
juice. The centre of each flower is buoyant yellow blasting its sun-
energy until it fades into cream, into pure white at its uttermost
edge. He plucks a flower and smells it, allowing the scent to
pervade his being. He smells greedily, all the while staring at his
mistres$ through the window. He on this side; she on that. The
window, the curtains between them. He lies down on the ground
and sets to work writing on his prayer board. Occasionally, he
pauses to dip his pen in an inkpot.
Spaghetti writing on wood. Looks beautiful enough I suppose. God, how
does he do it? For hours and hours he sits there, praying and reading and
copying bits of his stupid Koran. And I'm paying him to do it. Some
guard... If any intruder happens to come along, a fat lot of good his bows
and arrows would be... What if a thief comes when he’s praying to his
Allah? It’s all a charade anyway. Like everything else in this god-forsaken
place.
He is a tall man; all the length of him. Even his toes are long. He is
handsome too, with his large doe-shaped eyes and elegant flare of
nostrils. He stretches lazily as if to emphasise the sleep in him, and
beckons the beggar who chants at the gate. The beggar jiggles his
bowl of coins, blind and bat-eyed, his other arm grasped by a little
boy who leads him. The guard slowly hands him a five naira note.
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There is talk.

So this is where my money goes to. These people are strange. You'd think
he'd save all he could to support his three wives and children. God knows
he must have at least two football teams to maintain. I don’t believe it;
The beggar is giving him change. A beggar giving change.... Wait till I tell
the folks back home..... Thank God that beggars’ gone. Doesn’t anyone
*earn a living around here? Why does the beggar feel anybody owes him
anything? Some of them are so aggressive with it too; I mean if [ was a
beggar 1 wouldn’t go around cursing people because they didn’t feel like
giving me the money they earned. Yet some of them do just that. What's
he up to now?

She rises in a frenzy, her yellow hair shaking as she moves aside the
curtains and hurriedly opens the window.

““Oga, Oga make you not piss there oh’’. He is squatting in a
corner of the garden. His beautifully curved buttocks protrude.
There is a smile in his eyes as he shakes the last drops.

This is the absolute limit. He hasnit any shame. It's not as if we haven't
provided him with a toilet at the back in the boys’ quarters. I've had
enough. It's so hot. That frangipani tree will have to go. Probably
harbours snakes or something. All the landscape is so vulgar here. There’s
no subtlety. The flowers flaunt their beauty like young whores. Even
those frangipanis. They will insist on clumping themselves at the end of
the branches for all to see. No subtlety. As for the hibiscus, that long red
stem freckled with gold is positively repulsive. Their colours are too
bright. And look at those lizards, bright orange heads and black bodies.
And the earth is frightening too — like blood, red. That’s why they
painted the bottom of the house orange, so it wouldn’t look dirty. Blast...
the electricity has gone off again. The almighty NEPA has struck. He
seems cool enough. Must be all that washing he does. Never knew a
people who washed so much and are so filthy. He must wash at least six
times a day. Only certain parts though. And before prayers. Must talk to
Jim about him using so much water. After all. there is water-shortage in
Lagos. Jesus, what is happening to me? Here | am with my tanks full and
I'm begrudging him a little, very little water. It’s so bloody hot. I've got
to get out of this house. Maybe I'm going mad. This country, this exotic
piece of earth is killing me. Murdering me. I've got to get out. I know, the
shops. I'll buy some drinks.

She rises, and collecting her purse from the bedroom, re-enters the
living room. She giances in her mirror before leaving the house and
is reassured of her Nordic beauty. The hair pale gold, the eyes grey,
the skin of cream ivory, the figure well-proportioned and womanly.
She is wearing a full blown skirt of cream which hugs her hips. The
white blouse is full. It is a picture of graceful frangipani femininity.
Satisfied, she walks past the guard announcing her departure. He
ignores her.

The hours lapse and she returns. She jumps out of the car and
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calls the guard. ‘“‘Oga make you help with these bags.”” Her angry
yellow hair is shaking. A single frangipani falls to the earth. He
raises his head and stares at her. His lips are parted in a grin of
idiocy. ‘“You fool, can’t you hear me shouting at you?’’ This time
only his toes respond. They are long toes, like the rest of him, and
they wiggle like friendly oversized worms. Suddenly, he rises and
staring past her, bends, hands outstretched to the air, as if touching
his toes. He is praying. Exasperated, she enters the house carrying
the bags. She hopes the sun will eat its way into his newly shaved
skull, that he will die of sun-stroke.

That night at dinner she confronts her husband.

“I’ve had enough, Jim."”

““What's up? I’ve had a very rough day at the office.””

“Well, darling, just because 1 write at home doesn’t mean | haven’t got
my share of rough days, you know. Anyway, that’s not the point. That
bastard of a guard will have to go.”

Jim continues eating. He is tired. He wants to sleep as soon as the
meal is finished. He is thinking of his cool bed, with fresh cool
sheets. His wife continues speaking.

““What is this Jim? First the guard, now you’re ignoring me. Today I went
out shopping and the son of a bitch refused to help me with my bags. And
this isn’t the first time, as you know. He just pretended I wasn’t there and
then started praying when I went up to him. I want him sacked.”” “‘He’s
not paid to help you with your bags. Were they heavy?’’ ““No. But that’s
not the point.”” “‘Sweetheart I'm sure if you were carrying something
really heavy he’d help you. Besides, he comes from another culture.
Women carry the loads in his area.’” “‘I don’t care. I want him sacked. I
pay him for his services, therefore he should help me. I shouldn’t even
have to ask him. Culture be damned. This isn’t a Forsterian exercise of
‘only connect’, 1 want that man out of my life.”

Jim is drinking some water as he looks at his beautiful wife.
**You're sure you don’t want to try to understand him just a little?"’

She pouts: “What is there to understand Jim? I can’t stand his
habits.

The other day he killed a chicken on the lawn. And he’s always peeing by
the frangipani tree — the place stinks. I won’t have my garden made into
atoilet.™

Jim smiles teasingly:

‘“Wondered why the frangipani tree was flourishing. My dear so what if
he had killed a chicken on the lawn? He has to eat you know. And it’s not
as if dead rabbits, pheasants, grouse are entirely absent from the streets of
Europe. In your so called civilized society, there are Butcher shops, and
on the doors hang dead animals. Nailed in. | remember walking along the
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pavement and nearly colliding with the dead things. In the midst of
metropolitana. Give way a little. Those European butchers are just as
much out of place as your guard.

As for his urination habits, what about those lousy football fans who
peed on the spectators in your dear country. Face it, my love, you're
obsessed with the man."’

She listens silently, tugs her hair, and Jim teases.

““Jim, how could you...... I don’t deny he has a certain appeal. But I’'m
not your Lady Chatterley. You can bet your bottom dollar on that. I've
always felt it interesting that Lawrence found it necessary to make Lady
Chatterleys gamekeeper, well-bred and well mannered. You have to have
good manners in a relationship darling; its the only thing which restrains
the beast. There, you’ve made me amiable again. Do you suppose he has
shorts under that long night-gown thing he wears?"’

Jim roars with laughter, his wanted sleep forgotten.

“If 1 wasn’t a mature man, [ might even be jealous of this guard. I

thought you saw everything when he relieved himself on the frangipani.

Seriously though, if you’re that upset about his behaviour we’ll sack him.

But why not give him a culturaksort of trial?”’

““Like what?”’

“‘Be nice to him, continue to greet him for a week. Then go to the shops,

get something really heavy and ask him to help you. I bet he will. He's a

human being you know.””
The days pass. The madam sits in her sitting room, writing and
gazing on the lawn. The guard sits under the frangipani tree with
his toes. At times, the curtains swing with a lacy wantonness in the
wind, and they see each other clearly. She keeps up her side of the
bargain. She greets him and chats into his staring eyes without
receiving the meanest response. Until the day of the cultural trial
finally arrives. She feels sure of victory; and with the knowledge of
his approaching departure from her world, a strange sadness
envelopes her. They have become partners in a silent struggle.

She sips her drink of cool lemonade and watches him, almost
with compassion. He too is drinking, an inky potion of holy water.
His is a spiritual beverage. He carefully cleans his prayer-board of
its inky holy words and squeezes the sponge into a cup. He drinks
the water. He looks up, and the ritual of meeting, staring eyes
commences. She lets her thoughts flow.

Absolutely barbaric. Drinking that mess. His stomach must be lined with
iron to withstand the shock of the ink. Well, I suppose if we Catholics can
drink wine and pretend its the blood of Christ, Moslems can spend days
writing their prayers on boards in elegant caligraphics then washing the
whole lot off, and drinking the inky, holy unhealthy water. Maybe Allah
will prevent him from getting diarrhoea. I suppose the wine Catholics
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drink is ‘off* sometimes. Here come his male clique of friends. Wonder

what they find to talk about so heartily?
A flash of kola stained teeth grins through the windows. The men
are all dressed in long white gowns. She sees the gowns folding and
swinging under the frangipani tree. The gowns and the lace curtains
swing, unified in motion, Each thrust of wind bantering playfully
with the cloths. The men are now sitting in a circle. It is a congeal-
ment of white folds, full-bellied.” A magazine, the Playboy centre-
fold, is spread in the very centre of the circle of men. The edges of
the pages almost touching their thighs. A lustrous slice of ivory
blonde lies on the page. She is scantily clad and her eyes are
knowing. The spitting and the chewing of the kola nut becomes
more incessant, Every now and again the men stare through the
lace curtains at the madam. In purdah no longer. They gaze at the
centrefold woman. Until finally the lace curtains, the scant clothing
of the girl disappears into nothingness. Satisfaction is in every fold
of their garments, in their taut thighs.

She wonders at their intense kola-nut chewing, at their repeated
glances. She feels naked. They are silent. She rises and goes to the
window. She tells them they are making too much noise. They smile
at her. She stands nnknowing, eyes blank at the frangipani flower,
lustrous, white and yellow, which the guard suddenly thrusts in her
hand, through the window. His friends depart. She decides to get
out of the house. The shops, anything.

Bastard. Bastard son of a bitch. How dare he give me a flower? Oh the
bastard.

She returns from the shop clutching a packet of biscuits. The guard
moves towards her, his male length towering over her; he holds the
biscuits. **Make I help you madam’’, He grins. At dinner that
night, Jim is all patience.
‘‘So darling? did 1 win my cultural bet? Did he help you with your
things?”’
Her response is measured.
““Yes, | suppose so.”’

““What did I tell you?.. The human instinct always wins in the end.”’ With
decision she said ‘1 want that man out of here. | want him sacked.”



Edna Aizenberg

CORTAZAR’S HOPSCOTCH AND ACHEBE'S NO LONGER
AT EASE: DIVIDED HEROES AND DECONSTRUCTIVE
DISCOURSE IN THE LATIN AMERICAN AND AFRICAN
NOVEL

Introduction

In a review which appeared in Okike, Chinweizu calls on his
fellow African intellectuals to, as he puts it, “‘run out of their
dungeon and get some fresh literary air’ into their lungs. I,
for one,’” he writes,

do not see why our literature and criticism should be governed by British
rules, and constipated by British inanities... The centres of vigorous
literature in this century seems [sic] to have clearly moved to Latin
America. Witness the abundance of powerful and lively works produced
by Gabriela Mistral, Pablo Neruda, César Vallejo, Julio Cortéazar, Jorge
Luis Borges, Nicolas Guillén, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, and many many
others, Their works are vibrant, alive, deal powerfully with experiences
under imperialized histories and conditions that are, in many significant
ways, quite similar to ours in Africa. Our publishers ought to make these
writers more available in Africa. Our critics should help introduce them
to us, and point out their technical achievements so that we can inherit
what we can from their labors. (“*African Literary Criticism,”” 104-05)

This strong statement by Chinweizu, particularly his assertion
that Africans and Latin Americans have much to say to each other
literarily because they share ‘‘imperialized histories and
conditions’’, lies at the heart of my own interest in a comparison of
current African and Latin American fiction. That is, while the
study of the African contribution to the culture of Latin America
and the Caribbean has been, and continues to be, an important-
fascinating-subject, my focus is not so much on how one
civilization has influenced the other, but on the way comparable,
yet not identical circumstances of colonization and ‘‘third-
worldliness’’ have affected literature. My ultimate hope, obviously
outside the scope of this article is to arrive at some typology of
Third World literature. For the moment, I will content myself with
comparing two novelists, making some generalizations, and
moving in the spirit of the Latin American-African dialogue pro-
posed by Chinweizu.!

The two writers 1 have selected for comparison are Chinua
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Achebe and Julio Cortazar. Specifically, I have chosen to work
with Achebe’s No Longer at Ease (1960) and Cortéazar’s Hopscotch
(1963). I made these choices for several reasons: both authors are
prominent and influential within their respective literatures; they
are major figures who are read, listened to, weighed and emulated.
Both novels were written in the sixties, and I thought it would be
interesting to see what each writer was saying at about the same
time and how he was saying it, since each is illustrative of wider
trends in his region. Both writers have devoted much of their
fictional output to an exploration — more, a dissection — of the
cultural and moral relationship between what Cortézar calls ““this
side’’ and the “‘other side’’, which inevitably in Achebe and often
in Cortazar means the Third World homeland and the First World
metropolis. (This is, of course, a central issue in the literary
discourse of those-who-have-been-colonized as it involves the very
essential search for self — call it authenticity, cultural identity,
appropriate values or a language of one’s own). Both authors have
undertaken the investigation of how ‘‘here’’ connects to ‘‘there’’,
and have done so by focusing on the figure of the cultural assimilé,
the Westernized intellectual whose trajectory points to the
problems and challenges of defining a coherent ethical-cultural
personality in a society not European, yet heavily marked by
Europe. To read No Longer at Ease and Hopscotch is thus to read
close to the core of concerns and strategies which characterize the
novel of Africa, Latin America (and the Third World).

The Trip-to-Europe
a. From the Other Side

The Argentine critic David Viilas, in trying to establish the
recurring topoi and fundamental obsessions of his country’s litera-
ture, lists the Trip-to-Europe as a constant found over and again.
The roots of the obsession and the grounds for its persistence can,
in Vinas’s view, be easily discerned from the remarks of one of
Argentina’s important nineteenth-century men of letters: ‘‘For an
American...there is no greater joy than to be able to undertake a
little trip to the fount of all light and all truth in this century-
Europe’ (149)2. As Vinas’s analysis pointedly shows, between
1845, when these words were written, and the 1960s, when Cortazar
was writing, apparently not much had changed, for Horacio
Oliveira, the protagonist of Hopscotch, still centres his search for a
civilization — for Civilization — on the Continent. The novel’s
entire first section, unambiguously entitled ‘‘from the other side,”’
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finds him in Paris — called the ‘‘big metaphor”’ for the West — in
order to experience his “‘sentimental education’ (Hopscotch, 134;
52). One hundred years after Argentina’s formal independence,
Oliveira is still the New World savage whose attempt to delineate a
cultural place in the sun is anchored ‘‘there’’.

Obi Okonkwo, the hero of No Longer at Ease, though appa-
rently far removed in geography and ethos from Oliveira, is really
his spiritual kinsman. He too reenacts the colonial’s paradigmatic
Trip-to-Europe-in-Pursuit-of-Culture, or, in Nigerian terms, as
someone who has studied in England, he is a “‘been to.”” The
parallel to the argentine intellectual’s statement that Europe is the
““fount of all light and all truth’> — the motive behind the journey
— is, in Obi’s case, the solemn pronouncement by an elder from
Umuofia, his native village: ‘‘Greatness is now in the things of the
white man. And so we... are the first, in all the nine villages to send
our son to the white man’s land’’ (54).

That Obi’s and Oliveira’s trip is 1ess a practical endeavour than
a quest for a spiritual-cultural profile becomes clear by the lack of a
strong utilitarian impulse in either of them. Oliveira survives in
Paris thanks to the handouts of a brother back home and spends
his days with a like-minded group of expatriates endlessly scrutini-
zing and discussing the arts, texts and values of the Occident: jazz,
Klee, Mondrian, authors from Homer to Dylan Thomas, and
above all, the cornerstone of Western culture, Western metaphysics,
with its rationalist-materialist bent; Obi is dispatched by his
brethren to England to read law. Their interest in the trip is
utilitarian: they want him to settle their land disputes when he
returns. But he reads English instead. The significance of the switch
is patent: the English language and its literature are the repository
of Eliot’s famous Tradition, England’s ‘‘national identity’’ and
““moral values,”” and by reading them Obi, like Oliveira, tries to
position himself as an outsider within the civilization of the West
(Eagleton, 27; 29).

Interestingly, while the full measure of how successful the posi-
tioning has been only comes into full view when Obi and Oliveira
return to ““this side,”” both Achebe and Cortézar give indications of
its outcome while the protagonists are still abroad. In both cases,
the outcome can be subsumed under the Nigerian expression
“know book.”” That is, since much of Obi’s and Oliveira’s
approach to the Western heritage is through its cultural artifacts —
texts, mainly — their Westernization is marked by bookishness,
voyeurism, irrelevance and lack of vitality. The Argentine in the
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City of Light reading and ruminating incessantly about Western
culture is a disemboweled caricature of the Western thiriking being:
he is so reasoning that he is unable to act or feel (18; 20). At the
same time, as he himself admits, his ““[poking] around the book-
case’’ of Western culture has a déja vu about it — like the prover-
bial provincial he has come to many of the moments of Western
culture after their vogue and pertinence have passed (92-93). The
Nigerian in the city by the Thames is equally textual, vicarious and
parodic, playing the part of a Joseph Warton or a William
Wordsworth as he writes poetry about his homeland in the English
pastoral mode (‘‘How sweet it is to lie beneath a tree...”’) — an
instance of cultural inauthenticity induced by ‘‘knowing book”’ if
there ever was one (17).

The truth is that more than providing the imperialized with a
coherent cultural or moral system the Trip-to-Europe reveals the
cracks in the order to which they aspire. Oliveira goes to Paris
looking for what he describes as the ‘‘axis, centre, raison d’étre,”’
but the thrust of Hopscotch is that the centre simply does nor hold
(15). Paris, the metaphor for the West, is further personified as
Pola — Pola-Paris, the text says (424) — a French-woman with
whom the Argentine has an affair. Orderly, rational, predictable,
Pola is doomed to die of a cancerous growth (424; 136). The
symbolism is obvious, but effective as ironically Oliveira’s quest in
the metro-pol-is is primarily for a way out of the House that
Occident Built. In one vertiginous chapter of the book (71) there is
a description of the house in its most futuristic incarnation, made
of

plastic material... with tele-operated bathrooms, a different-coloured
water according to the days of the week, a nicety of the national hygiene
service, with television in every room... subtle compensations that will
reduce all rebellions 10 conformity, and so forth. That is to say, a
satisfactory world for reasonable people. And will any single person
remain in it who is not reasonable? (380)

Oliveira’s criticism is echoed by Obi Okonkwo. He not only has
been to the centre, but seen the centre brought to the colonies since
Nigeria is still British at the time of No Longer at Ease. Thus, Obi
too recognizes the absurdities of the Western way, particularly as
exemplified by the British empire builders: the ennobling work
ethic applied to the running of a dehumanizing colonial bureau-
cracy; the ‘‘superior’’ educational system used to remind the
colonized that he can’t ‘‘use his loaf’’ (65); and again the materia-
lism so overpowring that it ultimately ruins Obi despite his aware-
ness of it (98).
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Indeed, the centre that Obi and Oliveira confront is a degrad=2
West, a post-World War II Europe no longer quite so sure of itself
as in the glorious centuries of conquest and expansion. Achebe
captures this best through the character of Mr. Green, the English
colonial administrator, who is now a pathetic figure overseeing the
dissolution of an Empire, rather than a bringer of light to the heart
of darkness. He writes: ““In 1900 Mr. Green might have ranked
among the great missionaries; in 1935 he would have made do with
slapping headmasters in the presence of pupils; but in 1957 he could
only curse and swear” (106). Cortazar, in turn, represents the
decline through his portrayal of the Left Bank alienated counter-
culture in which Oliveira moves. As Viiias puts it, this is a Paris
where “‘Sartre is made aware of his miseries reading Fanon; [and]
Levi-Strauss recognizes his [problems] when he faces the Bororos...
Europe is no longer heaven even for its own inhabitants; the former
colonial world questions them, invades them, kidnaps them and
settles old scores for centuries of plundering" (200). How can such
a world, with debased values and a self-definition in flux provide a
strong ethical-cultural identity to those who are themselves marked
by what Abdul JanMohamed calls ‘‘peripeteia of values’*? (274)

And yet, the debasement not withstanding, the Trip-to-Europe
confirms the airs of superiority and the humiliating stereotypes
through which the metropolitains approach the imperialized; no
matter how vitiated, they still insist on playing Prospero to your
Caliban. You may be a cold, cerebral Argentine from Buenos
Aiires, called the ‘‘Paris of the South,”” but to them, as Cort4zar’s
satiric eye so bitingly shows, you are ever the redskin from
Amazonia, the Dionysian Latin-Mediterranean who speaks a
‘‘barbarian American language’’ (170; 114; 212). Or you may be a
brilliant African student, from a ‘‘people who made a great art of
conversation,’’ but you too, as Achebe’s prose caustically reveals,
are inevitably associated with linguistic — hence cultural —
barbarism (50). That is why you lower your voice when speaking
English with a fellow Nigerian in London: the British would
“‘naturally assume that one had no language of one’s own’’ (49). (I
will return to the issue of language and identity a bit later).

In the final analysis, the journey towards enlightenment
muddles what it was meant to clarify and illuminates what it was
intended to extinguish. Rather than delineating a European
persona for the third-worlder, it underlines the ambiguities of his
condition as a Europeanizer repudiated by the Europeans; and
rather than lessening his tries to the native soil, the stay on the ““‘other
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side’’ reinforces his sense of nativeness. It is in England that Obi
asserts his African identity through various components of the
Nigerian ethos: language (he makes a point of speaking Ibo when-
ever he can [49]; food (he tries to ‘‘eat Nigeria'” despite the difficul-
ties of finding yams and birter leaf soup in the land of boiled
potatoes[34]); and community (he writes poetry about Nigeria, is
active in Nigerian student groups, and finds the woman he loves —
an Ibo — in London [22; 38]). No wonder, then, that Achebe writes
of his hero: “‘It was in England that Nigeria became more than just
a name to him. That was the first great thing that England did for
him’" (13). Oliveira, a self-confessed ‘‘Frenchified Argentine,”’
even more avid in his rejection of the autochtonous — the French
epigraph to the Paris part of the book is ‘*Rien ne vous tue un
homme comme d’étre obligé de représenter un pays’’ — also comes
to affirm his Argentineity in France (92;1). Again, this affirmation
is linguistic (the use of Spanish, the recital of the very indigenist
Argentine epic poem, Martin Fierro [211]); culinary (mate, the
Argentine bitter tea, assumes almost existential importance for him
[78-79]); and communal-emotional (he longs for the warmth of
Argentina, its ‘“‘generous schedules, open house, time to throw
away’’, and likewise finds the woman he loves — a Latin American
— in Paris [152]). In fact, the relationship with this woman, known
not insignificantly as La Maga, The Magician, becomes the true
raison d’étre of Oliveira’s quest in Paris. She stands for everything
Pola does not: disorder, intuition, superstition, naiveté, bigheart-
edness, spontaneity, emotion. She is Latin American, raped as La
Maga was, accepting herself as poor and non-European. And she
becomes the question which opens the book and propells it
forward: ““Would I find La Maga?'’ (3) In other words, having met
my continent in Europe and lost it through my attempts at Western
intellectualization — La Maga leaves Oliveira after he displays no
feelings at the death of her son — will 1 be able to find it and be
what I authentically am, a Latin American?

If the fact that you are nor a Westerner is what the Trip-to-
Europe ultimately subtantiates, then the answer must be on “‘this
side.” Oliveira and Obi both return home, and in each novel the
search for self, for what should be **more mature versions’’ of self,
continues on home ground (Foster, 103).

b. From This Side

What do the protagonists find at home? To arrive at an answer
it might be worthwhile to cite Vifias once more on the intent of the
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European pilgrimage. He writes:

Its fundamental meaning is a dialectic between the particular and the
universal, between the place of departure, where the empirical is located,
and the sought after ‘‘domain of the spirit.”’ The aim is to [eave the
devalued material zone...in search of a possible ‘‘salvation’ in the
“region of Humanity’” and in the models and parameters of Culture.
(149).
The basic opposition here is important: Europe-domain of the
spirit/Third World-devalued material zone. Simply put, to come
home again is, as in the Hispanic form of the game, to hopscotch
from Heaven above to Earth below.

This is exactly what happens to Oliveira and Obi. In Europe
they had been doubly spiritualized: they had sought to become part
of the Western spirit, and in so doing achieved a kind of notional
acculturation divorced from their own reality. At the same time,
while European colonialist xenophobia and a sense of estrangement
from the European milieu had intensified their feelings for the
homeland, that too had somethihg of the intangible about it since it
was occurring abroad and consisted in part of idealized gestures,
such as Obi’s utopian verses about his ‘‘noble fatherland/Great
land of sunshine bright’’ (103). What the remigration does is to pit
this ethereal baggage against the empirical in all its earthiness. The
test, as Obi expresses it, is to see whether the theories formed in
London — the abstractions — would survive the impact of the
homecoming. (38). But given that the home ground is a priori the
devalued material zone (otherwise why seek Culture in Europe?),
the conclusion seems foregone.

And so the Argentina that Oliveira returns to is a parochial,
ersatz place, hiding its face as a culturally underdeveloped, econo-
mically exploited and politically unstable Third World country
under what he calls an ““official version,’’ a veneer of Westernized
sophistication and a rhetoric of ‘‘high and mighty national
sovereignty’’ (233; 52; 234). It is thus symbolized in Hopscotch by a
circus and an insane asylum, and by the man who works in both,
Manolo Traveler. A close friend and nativized doppelgdnger of
Oliveira’s, Traveler — despite his name — has never left Argentina
and never examined life too much. He is what Oliveira would have
been without the trip, and through him Horacio enters the mad,
mad world of Argentine life as an employee of both tragicomic
institutions.

Clearly, having returned from Heaven to Earth, Oliveira must
— in the words of the Latin American expression — try to ‘‘assume
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his reality,”” impoverished and grotesque as it may be. He works —
in contrast to the *‘spiritual’’ existence in Paris — and he discusses
local issues, from literature to politics — not European art and
Western metaphysics. In fact, he refuses to speak French or to talk
about the ““other side,’”’ as if to say the great myths of universal
culture — OLi’s theories from London — are simply not functional
here. This means that the colonial’s attempts to successfully inter-
nalize the Western way, already shown as problematic in Europe,
receive even stronger blows at home. The answer to the quest for an
ethical-cultural personality again appears to be accommodation to
the Third World reality, falsities, corruption and all.

As already suggested, what confronts Oliveira in Buenos Aires
is to a great extent what Obi encounters in Lagos. There is the
befouled, corrupt environment, covering its sores behind a facade
of modernization and a discourse of development, an environment
imagized as a ‘“‘world turned upside down,’’ or even more sharply
as ‘“‘an Augean stable’” (46; 43). There is also the unavoidable
immersion of the protagonist in this slime through his work (Obi
becomes a government bureaucrat), and his realization that in the
domestic context the cultural and ethical norms learned in Europe
— be they romantic love or the fact that palm greasing is bad — are
inoperable. And there is the*apparent conclusion that to be a
Nigerian you have to make peace with these things. (Obi loses his
love because she is from a group considered taboo by his people,
and he begins to ‘‘eat’’ bribes). As the traditional wisdom says: ‘‘A
man may go to England, become a lawyer or a doctor, but it does
not change his blood”’ (160).

Neat, pat, and obviously too simple. Can Cortazar and Achebe
really be saying that the solution to the search for self is the willing
surrender to a lunatic asylum or an Augean stable? Of course not.
Obi and Oliveira ‘‘assume’’ their reality contentious and reproach-
ful, no longer at ease, to paraphrase Achebe, or farther away from
their own countries than when they had been wandering about
Europe, to paraphrase Cortéazar (228). Their discontent is connect-
ed in large measure to what Oliveira characterizes as ‘‘the business
of coming back and going away’’ (228). Having been abroad and
acquired a wide scope, they, like outsiders, have a keener awareness
of problems and a lessened tolerance for the status quo. Further,
caricaturesque, unrealistic and incomplete as their Westernization
might be, they have been exposed to its rationalistic-critical sense
and its individualism, and so find it difficult to accept the less
questioning attitudes of their fellows and to integrate harmoniously
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into their communities. Neither Oliveira nor Obi can easily be a
Traveler, “‘without intellectual and existential anguish, at home in
his own territory”’ (Garfield, 93).

The way they bridge the gap between themselves and their
societies is not willing surrender, but what could be called bungled
surrender. Obi renounces his fiancee, but in the process alienates
his kinsmen and causes her t¢ have an abortion; and he takes
bribes, but in such an inept way that he is arrested. Oliveira
becomes so much part of the madness of Argentina that he goes
mad, and in the ambiguous ending of the book apparently commits
suicide. Both protagonists, in other words, are defeated by the con-
flicting claims of their ‘‘double heritage’’ (No Longer, 110). They
cannot successfully negotiate the contradictions or find positive
solutions, for instance, in action to change their societies. (There
are moments in each novel when Obi and Oliveira consider how
changes might be effected — Obi speculates about a half-way house
between enlightened dictatorship and democracy [44], and Oliveira
meditates on a peeling away of the sophisticated veneers and an
acceptance of the impoverished truth of the masses as the first step
[233-34] — but neither effectively goes beyond this stage.) Their
stories are chronicles of a search for self amidst the discontinuities
of a colonized status, with the emphasis on the search, not on the
resolution. (Oliveira does not find La Maga again.) Still, if there is
no resolution within the story, on the level of the fabulation, there
is a sort of coming together of the contraries in the act of writing
each novel. That is to say, by casting a tale of alienation — a
Western theme — in Third World terms the two authors have
blended the conflicting threads, and in so doing transcended them.

A Language and a Form of One’s Own:
Subverting the European Novel

Charles Larson, who in the early 1970s published The
Emergence of African Fiction, has more recently written a study
with a wider scope entitled, The Novel in the Third World. In it,
incorporating some of the analyses and theses of the first book and
expanding on them, Larson makes two significant observations,
one thematic, the other formal. He notes that the theme of Third
World novels, found repeatedly in works from the most diverse
areas, is ‘“‘the Third World culture exposed to the West, in all its

_various stages and permutations.’’ The range goes from the “‘initial
exposure to the West”’ to ““those aspects of colonialism and racia-
lism that have lived on, after independence,’” but the subject is ever
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present (14). Such thematic commonality, Larson writes, is
mirrored by a formal parallelism, which can be described most
broadly as ‘‘something contrary to our concept of the novel in the
West’’ (12; emphasis added). This means that Third World novels
often share a lack of concern with some or all the givens of the
mainstream Western novelistic tradition, for example, *‘the
luxuries of characterisation [sic], motivation, depth, psychology,’’3
and that they subvert — subtly or radically — many of the linguistic
structures and the cultural presuppositions on which the Western
novel rests. The path each novelist chooses for his or her creative
““irreverence’’ towards the Western tradition — the term is Borge’s
— will be determined to a great extent by the particular Third
World cultural circumstance. As Larson says, ‘‘the very ‘form’ of
the novel from cultures within the Third World has often been
strongly influenced by those cultures themselves™ (12). Achebe and
Cortazar exemplify all these facts well: they are ‘‘third-worldly”’ in
their thematization of the clash of cultures, and they tamper with
the Western novel in ways which are affected by their respective
sociocultural environment.

The first level on which the tampering occurs is on the level of
language, the very stuff that makes the novel possible. A major
issue in Third World writing is the matter of language since
colonization inevitably means the imposition of the conqueror’s
tongue on the conquered. When a creative artist in the Third World
sits down to write fiction in a European language there is almost
always the problem of finding a way to say things about ‘‘us”’ using
“‘their’” medium. As Achebe writes of English, his colonial lan-
guage, the challenge is to create ‘‘a mew English, still in full
communion with its ancestral home but altered to suit its new
African surroundings’’ (‘*‘The African Writer,”’ 62).

No Longer at Ease makes this the centre of its concern. Indeed,
in an essay entitled ‘‘Language as Theme in No Longer at Ease,”’
Felicity Riddy convincingly argues that Obi Okonkwo's failure is
primarily a failure of language: none of the linguistic codes avail-
able to him is adequate to express the identity of an urban African
caught between two worlds (150-51). To show this, Achebe
constantly tampers with English as only a third-worlder can,
hopscotching back and forth between conversational English, the
English of poetry and narrative prose, formal speechmaking
English, semiliterate written English, pidgin, Igbo interspersed with
English, and Igbo represented through English words (4; 17; 39; 95;
96; 50-51 passim). The result is something different from metropo-
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litan English, which is suited to its new surroundings in the sense
that it articulates the modern Afrjcan dilemma. Obi “‘tries on” a
variety of these linguistic forms, but/is no longer at ease with any of
them. Igbo, for example, embodies a ceremonial, ordered way of
life governed by traditional values, and Obi can wax poetic about
it, yet it cannot convey other areas of his existence, those connected
with Western values, such as ‘‘consecutive reasoning’’ or Western-
style eroticism (50; 44 45). English, on the other hand, has its own
limitations, largely related to the fact that it first comes out of
books rather than out of vital experience. The point is that his own
culture has determined how Achebe approaches the deconstruction
— and reconstruction — of the colonial language. He has not
shattered the oppressor’s code — as Sartre would have the Third
World writer do — but he has bent it for his nurposes (Booth, 81).

The one who seems closer to Sartre’s ideal is Cortazar. If Sartre
writes that the post-colonial Francophone writer will *‘strip,from
words their Frenchness, will shatter them, will destroy their
traditional associations and will juxtapose them with violence,
Cortazar says in Hopscotch (through his narrative alter-ego, the
author-character, Morelli) that he wants to ‘‘give language back its
rights... expurgating it, punishing it, changing ‘descend’ to ‘go
down’ as a hygienic measure’’ (Booth, 81; Hopscotch, 439). While
Cortézar’s concern is ultimately with all language that ‘‘has been
falsified, debased, made to serve ignoble ends’’ (as is Achebe’s, by
the way; see his essay, ‘‘Language and the Destiny of Man’’), his
first line of attack is against Spanish, that dubious inheritance of
Mother Spain.

This may seem strange to those not closely familiar with Latin
America, for as Larson indicates in The Novel in the Third World,
one reason he does not include the region in the study is that its
authors do not write “‘in their second language — the language of
the colonial power that subdued them’’ (916). The Latin Americans
of course do write in an imperial European code, and even though
it is not second to them in the same sense that English is to the Igbo-
speaking Achebe (since none of them is a Native American whose
first language is Quechua or Guarani), they have always felt a sense
of estrangement from the linguistic traditions of received,
Peninsular Spanish. This estrangement has been so profound and
long-lived that modern Latin American writers date the beginning
of a truly Latin American literary Spanish only from the 1940s,
when Borges created a cold, exacting rigorous prose, suitable for
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irony, humour and a desacralizing playfulness (Fuentes, 26). This
kind of prose was needed because Spanish, as inherited from the
metropolis, was a pompous, flatulent language, used to conceal the
realities of a fragmented, suffering con‘inent under a cover of well-
wrought and sonorous verbiage. It was thus the Latin American
circumstance, the socio-cultural demands of the particular Third
World milieu, that once more influenced the direction in which the
colonial language had to be overcome.

Hopscotch is a superb-radical — display of the expurgating,
punishing and deflating strategy (‘‘descend”” — ‘‘go down’’) at
work. It is linguistic tour de force, written in a slangy, conversa-
tional Argentine Spanish, full of-puns, wordplays, parody, humour
and jabberwocky. Cortazar himself has pointed to chapter 75 of
the book as a condensation of what he wanted to achieve linguisti-
cally. There, while brushing his teeth in front of a mirror, “‘Oliveira
remembers his past life in Buenos Aires and does so in a polished
and chiseled”’ Spanish (Harss, 234): “‘In Buenos Aires...he felt
himself surrounded once again by that discreet smoothing off of
edges that likes to go by the name of good sense.:.”” (388). After
about half a page of this, Oliveira bursts out laughing, takes the
toothpaste, and begins to draw doodless and write obscenities all
over the mirror; the aim is to cover up — or to expose — his “‘false
face,”” the false face created by a false language. Like Achebe,|
then, Cortazar sees authenticity in language as authenticity in
values, and his hero’s battle to find himself is, like Obi’s, in the
great measure of linguistic struggle.

The attack by Cort4zar on the language bequeathed to him by
Europe is part of an overall assault on the mainstream European'
novel tradition, that is, on the realist novel. In Hopscofch this type
of novel is mockingly called the ‘‘Chinese roll’’ because of its com-
fortable linear progression, its assumption of a steady forward
movement in the development of character and the resolution of
plot (443). Again, one chapter (34) of the book sums up the
mockery, when Cortézar alternates lines from a novel by Benito
Pérez Gald6s, Spain’s, major nineteenth-century realist, with
Oliveira’s caustic running commentary on is trashiness. What the
chapter does microcosmically, Hopscotch does as a whole; it is an
anti-linear hopscotch in which the reader, following a table of
instructions is urged to jump back and forth between chapters from
“‘this side’’ and the ‘“‘other side,”’ and a third section called ‘‘from
diverse sides.”” This section contains additional ‘‘optional”’
chapters, newspaper clippings, selections from various literary
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works, comments by Morelli, and other miscellanea. One purpose
of these manoeuvres is to more accurately and powerfully involve
the reader in the cultural leap-frogging, temporal disjunctions and
unreality which characterize Oliveira’s existence as a Latin
American. Latin America is not Europe, Cortazar and modern
Latin American literature are saying; it has not had and does not
have a history of steady progress and of individual advancement
within a well-regulated polity. Therefore, it cannot have a mature
novelistic creativity that pretends to embody these presuppositions
of European realism. In Europe itself, with the twentieth-century
crisis of positivism and progress, the avant-garde — Kafka, Joyce,
Proust and others — abandoned realism, and to the extent that
Latin Americans interact positively with the Western novel, they do
so with these subversive innovators.

The African novel has had to wage a similar war of acclimati-
zation with the European novel; and it has had much less time in
which to do so since the novel is a relatively young phenomenon in
Africa. (The first Latin American novel was written at the
beginning of the nineteenth century; the first African novel around
the turn of the twentieth.) Perhaps, because of this, the offensive
against the formal hegemony of the Western novel has generally
been less extreme than that of the Latin Americans, who have
themelves only recently moved well beyond realism through the
liberal use of fantasy and experimentation. In addition, the novel in
Africa — certainly as Achebe conceives it — still fills certain socio-
logical needs which the Latin Americans feel their novel no longer
has to (or no longer can). One is the need to accurately document
Africa’s historical and cultural inheritance, to recapture it froin the
distortions of the colonizers. Another, closely related to the first, is
the need to use the novel as an instructional tool, a place where
Africans can find objective representanons of themselves and their
continent. (The Latin Americans Teel that today other agencies can
carry on this direct sociological-educational work more successfully
than literature.) These imperatives militate against a ‘‘difficult’’
novel of the cut of a Hopscotch, and call for a less radical modifi-
cation of the realist pattern.

But lack of radicalness does not mean lack of change. The
ongoing critical debate about the technical differences or the tech-
nical difficulties of the African novel indicates that the Africans are
modifying Western realism in a manner rooted in their cultures;
and whether you call these alterations problematic (Roscoe,
Abraham) or inevitable and even innovational (Chinweizu,
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Obiechina) depends on how strongly you believe that a ‘“‘well-
made’’ novel is one in the Western realist tradition.

The list of charges or virtues is usually headed by the items
quoted earlier: African novels do not have ‘‘luxuries of characteri-
sation, motivation, depth, psychology and all the rest of it.”
(Neither do Latin American novels, ror that matter.) Significantly,
these remarks were made by Keith Waterhouse in a review of No
Longer Ease, and they indicate — back-handedly — where Achebe
has parted with the Great Novelistic Tradition. He has done so
because its ‘‘luxuries’’ (read, conventions based on Western condi-
tions) do not correspond to African reality. Obi Okonkwo is not a
privatized European living in a Cartesian universe where ‘‘thought
processes within the individual’s consciousness have supreme
importance’’ (Watt, 18). He is an African formed in a setting where
““collective tradition tends to inhibit the development of individua-
lity which nurtures an awareness of self as a distinct entity....
independent of the group’ (Obiechina, 116). He thus cannot be
characterized through European depth psychology. Achebe in.fact
shows the predicament of his hero through Obi’s repeated — failed
— efforts to engage meaningfully in self-reflexive, Cartesian ‘‘con-
secutive reasoning’’ (44). When he tries to think discursively his
mind tends to roam, or finds more coherence in the symbolic

* language of the collectivity, that is, in Igbo folklore (44; 46).

Some Final Thoughts

The search for self is the form and the content of No Longer at
Ease and Hopscotch. The fragmentation and tension of the heroes’
quests dis_also that of the novelistic medium: both wander in an
intermediate zone, seeking to define themselves between the West
and the non-West. Any differences in what is essentially the same
trajectory are by and large induced by the particular Third World
situation. Oliveira goes to Paris because enlightened France took
the place of backward Spain as ““Europe’’ for the Latin Americans;
Obi, still colonized by England, goes to London. One tries to enter
Western civilization through the English Great Tradition; the other
through a belated French existentialism and a deracinated hodge-
podge of universal culture which is so typically (Franco-)Argentine.
Cort4zar’s attack on Western language and literature is more
extreme because he is backed by a more established Latin American
novelistic tradition, where various narrative strategies have already
been tested, and where paradigms of rupture with realism have
already been developed (in part through contact with the modernist
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prose of Europe). Achebe, on the other hand, though he definitely
“‘does things’’ to the traditional novel, stays closer to it because it is
the heritage most availabale to him (through England); because of
the newness of the African novel; and — most importantly —
because he sees his role as a documentor and teacher for his society
(““The Novelist as Teacher,’’ 44).

NOTES

IThis study is the result of research conducted at the University of Texas at Austin
during the summer of 1985, while | was a participant in a National Endowment for
the Humanities seminar on **Major African Authors.” My thanks go to Bernth
Lindfors, the seminar director, colleague, friend and teacher, for his help and
encouragement in the preparation of this article.

2. All translations from the Spanish, unless otherwise noted, are my own.

3'The description of these particular givens is from Waaterhouse, 398.
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Tess Onwueme

WHERE OIL CEASES TO ANNOINT

| have seen flowers
shut their eyes to a dying day
| have heard of the sun
sleep through the day
and of coups by night
superintended by a squinting moon
but never have our dreams
been so dead drowned
in a thirsty sea
.....inaland
where oil ceases to annoint
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REQUIEM FOR THE LIVING

The stream’s nose no longer runs
The sky’s tears no longer clean
Only the Sea’s bitter Salt
Only the coconut’s dry breasts
Only the sun’s fire to mop us
Only earth’s ditch to envelope our soft bones
Only stones to nail our winged ambition
to its final cross
Only us to gorge on our oil
To the precipice e
In the midst of this oil a gloat
Here we come
We who have tasted thirst first-hand
to the precipice
We who inherited a snail shell
from the essence of the sea
I to the precipice

With heavy heart to scavenge on its own love with you
I with you lie low on high seas

Awaiting the dawn

Awaiting dawn to separate sand from salt

Awaiting dawn to separate sea from salt

Awaiting light to sear the man from monkey

Only then to moan ‘‘amen’’

Only then to murmur ‘“‘amen’’
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GRANDFATHER’S SERMON AND MICHEAL SMITH

Let the cow, the horse, the camel, the garden-bee — let the mud-
fish the lobster, the mussel, eel, the sting-ray, and the grunting pig-
fish — let these, and the like of these, be put on a perfect equality
with man and woman!

Walt Whitman (1819-1892)
i
Echoes of the Hymns return,
the frayed little knot in a cemetery,
people standing as if in need
of practice: is this how to outlive
something dead of natural causes?
Somehow it was better inside, sagging
with the weight, bending a knee
to the strange little god of a grandfather
whose voice lacked timbre, the highish pitch
right for the man’s unprepossessing
look. His favourite hymns, Nos 182 and 527
in the Methodist Hymnal
come back now with the whiff
of these unnatural deaths, these killings
of near friends, this contempt
for what it takes to live.
The killer, the new god of power
will claim to be a man like other men
babbling, from a script, the language of love.

1

The clans are fighting a mile away.

They paint their faces, wear bits of grass and bark
to tell us this is happening at an earlier time.

Do not believe it, this is wishful thinking;

they wear suits and conquer the centuries

by aircraft. In capital cities i

they shake each other’s hands, careless
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