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NOTE FROM THE EDITOR

This issue of Okike was conceived in 1988 to commemorate
Chinua Achebe’s sixtieth year (birthday: Novermber 16, 1990). By
then, several articles on Achebe had been received, selected and
scheduled for publication in numbers 27/28 and 29. It suddenly oc-
curred to me, that, instead of calling for fresh articles on Achebe, it
was better to publish the ones in hand, and others that might come
afterwards. Subsequently, more articles on Achebe were received.
However, excepting Dan Izevbaye’s pre-symposium lecture,
delivered under the auspices of the Faculty of Arts, University of
Nigeria, Nsukka — in preparation for the very successful Achebe
Symposium — none of the articles in this issue was solicited.
Rather, they were products of independent research, self-
motivated, without the limitations of articles written hurriedly to
meet deadlines.

This issue comprises several articles by scholars in various
disciplines in the Humanities. By bringing perspectives unique to
their own areas, these scholars have enriched Achebe studies.

In selecting the poems, I have tried to emphasize poetry that
reflects the mood of celebration, occasioned by Achebe’s birthday,
though none of the poems directly talks about the occasion. Talk-
ing about celebration, Achebe’s essay in this issue sees literature as
a celebration of our common humanity, that is, when it is not
perverted.

In keeping with Achebe’s international stature, [ have included
poems by non-Africans, especially his friends or admirers. I have
arranged the selection in such a manner as to suggest an evening of
poetry reading in which poets from different parts of the world
would read their poems as a tribute to him.

Early this year, Achebe sustained serious injuries in a road acci-
dent. The entire members of Okike Editorial Board wish him quick
and complete recovery.

Next year (1991) is significant in the life of Okike: the journal
will be twenty years old.

Onuora Ossie Enekwe
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Chinua Achebe

CHINUA ACHEBE

AFRICAN LITERATURE AS RESTORATION OF
CELEBRATION

Just under two years ago, I was one of a dozen or so foreign
guests at a Writers’ Symposium organized by the Irish Arts Council
to commemorate one thousand years of the founding of the City of
Dublin. The general theme of that Symposium, chosen, I believe,
by the novelist Anthony Cronin, was LITERATURE AS
CELEBRATION.

Some of my colleagues, as I recall, appeared to have difficulty
with that subject. For my part, I thought it was perfect; it rendered
in a simple form of words a truth about art which accorded with my
traditional inheritance as well as personal preference. The brief
paper I presented on that occasion was the genesis of the reflections
I wish to share with you today concerning African literature.

But, before I start, I wish to repeat a disclaimer which I made in
Dublin. On the morning of my presentation, the Irish Times car-
ried a prominent story in which a very kind columnist referred to
me as the man who invented African literature. So I took the op-
portunity of the forum given me at the Symposium to dissociate
myself from that well-meant but blasphemous characterization.
Now, before you run away with the idea that my disavowal was due
to modesty on my part, I should tell you right away that [ am ac-
tually not a very modest man (a fact which you probably would
have discovered in any event on your own before very long). No,
my refusal was due rather to an artistic taboo among my people
which forbade us—on pain of being finished off rather quickly by
the gods—from laying too heavy a proprietary hand on the smallest
item iy that communal enterprise in creativity which the Igbo peo-
ple undertook from time to time, and to which they gave the name
Mbari. Mbari was a celebration through art of the world and of the
life lived in it. It was performed by the community on command by
its presiding deity, usually the Earth goddess, Ala, who combined
two formidable roles in the Igbo pantheon as fountain of creativity
in the world and custodian of the moral order in human society.

Once every so often, and it is her absolute discretion, this god-
dess would instruct the community through divination to build a
home of images in her honour. The diviner would travel through
the village and knock on the doors of those chosen by Ala for her
work. These chosen people were then blessed and separated from
the larger community in a ritual with more than a passing
resemblance to their own death and funeral. Thereafter, they mov-
ed into the forest, and, behind a high fence and under the instruc-
tion and supervision of master artists and craftsmen, they con-
structed a temple of art.
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Architecturally, it was a simple structure, a stage created by three
high walls supporting a peaked roof; but in place of a flat floor, a
deck of steps ran from one side wall to the other, rising almost to
the roof at the back wall. This enclosure was then filled to the brim
with sculptures in molded earth and clay, and the walls with murals
in white, black, yellow, and green. The sculptures were arranged
carefully on the steps. At the centre of the front row, sat the for-
midable figure of the earth goddess herself, a child on her left knee
and a raised sword in her right hand. She is mother and judge.

To her right and left, other deities took their places. Human
figures, animals (perhaps a leopard dragging along the carcass of a
goat), figures from folklore, history, or pure imagination; forest
scenes of village and domestic life; everyday events, abnormal scan-
dals, set pieces from past displays of mbari; and new images that
had never been depicted beforea—everything jostled together for
space in that extra-ordinary convocation of the entire kingdom of
the human imagination.

When all was ready, after months or even years of preparation,
the makers of mbari, who had been working in complete seclusion,
sent word to the larger community. A day was chosen for the
unveiling of the work with a gigantic celebration of music and dan-
cing and feasting in front of the house of mbari.

I used the word stage to describe the mbari house. Indeed, the
two side walls and the back wall encompassed a stage of sorts, in
which the community on the ground is the audience looking into
the enclosure with its festive walls and the massed arrangement of
sculptures on the steps. But I believe that the event does invite a se-
cond way of apprehension in which the roles are reversed, and
those still and silent dignitaries of molded earth seated on those
steps in the royal enclosure become the spectators of the world as a
lively scene.

The problem some of my colleagues had in Dublin with the word
celebration may have arisen, I suspect, from too narrow a perspec-
tive on it. Mbari extends the view,.opens it out to meanings beyond
the mere remembering of blessings or happy events to include other
experiences—indeed, all significant encounters which man makes
in his journey through life, especially new, unaccustomed and thus
potentially threatening, encounters.

For example, when Europe made its appearance in Igbo society
out of traveller’s tale into the concrete and alarming shape of the
District Officer he was immediatelv given a seat among the molded
figures of mbari, complete with his peaked helmet and pipe.
Sometimes, they even made room for his bicycle and his police
orderly. To the Igbo mentality, art must, among other uses, provide
a means to domesticate that which is wild; must act like the lightn-
ing conductor which arrests destructive electrical potentials and
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guides them harmlessly to earth. The Igbo insist that any presence
which is ignored, denigrated, denied acknowledgment and celebra-
tion can become a focus for anxiety and disruption. To them,
celebration is the acknowledgment of a presence, giving to
everybody his due.

Therefore, the celebration of mbari was no blind adoration of a
perfect world or even the best of all possible world. It was an
acknowledgement of the world as these particular inhabitants
perceived it in reality, in their dreams and imagination. The white
District Officer was obviously not a matter for dancing, any more
than was the figure of the man whose body was covered with the
spots of small-pox, a disease so dreaded that it was personified and
alluded to in quiet, deferential tones of appeasement as the
Decorator of its victims, not theirkiller.- Nor was she a matter of
joy the woman depicted in copulation with a dog.

Even if 1 were to speak about mbari for the rest of the time I
have, I could not tell you all the important statements it sought to
make on the nature of art on the relationships between art and its
makers, or between them and the community at large, between
tradition and individual talent; between art and morality, etc., etc.
But I want to mention just two points:

(a) Most of the creators of the art of mbari were not trained,
professional artists but ordinary men and women chosen to
work for a season in seclusion with master artists;

(b) After completion of the work and its celebration, the mbari
building and its vast treasure of art was abandoned to ruin
and decay. Years later, the goddess would demand another
celebration, and the process of building a new mbari would
be repeated by other members of the village.

1 offer mbari to you as one illustration of my precolonial in-
heritance—of art as celebration of my reality; of art in its social
dimension; of the creative potential in all of us and of the need to
exercise this latent energy again and again in artistic expression and
communal, cooperative enterprises.

Since our primary concern is literature, let me explain that my
choice of the visual and plastic arts and the drama of mbari rather
than, say, our legends and epic poetry, was dictated by conve-
nience. Mbari manages to make its statements more comprehen-
sively and compactly and perhaps more memorably than anything I
can think of in our language arts. But the same perceptions and
wisdoms can be drawn from our vast oral traditions if we had the
time and space to do so.

And now I come to what I have chosen to call my middle
passage, my colonial inheritance. To characterize my colonial ex-



12 African Literature as Restoration of Celebration

perience as an inheritance may surprise some people. But
everything is grist to the mill of the artist. It is not my intention to
engage in a detailed evaluation of the colonial experience, but
merely to ask what possibility there was in this episode for the
celebration of our world, for the singing of the song of ourselves.

Colonization may indeed be a very complex affair, but one thing
is certain: You do not walk in, seize the land, the person, the
history of another, and then sit back and compose hymns of praise
in his honour. To do that would amount to calling yourself a ban-
dit. So what do you do? You construct very elaborate excuses for
your action. You say, for instance, that the man in question is wor-
thless and quite unfit to manage himself and his affairs. If there are
valuable things like gold or diamonds which you are carting away
from his territory, you proceed to prove that he doesn’t own them
in the real sense of the word—thatshe and they just happened to be
lying around the same place when you arrived. Finally, if the worse
comes to the worst, you will be prepared to question whether such
as he can be, like you, fully human.

Am I sounding peevishly extravagant? No! Examples are legion.
In the 1870’s, Durham University in England arranged an affilia-
tion with the first university institution in West Africa in modern
times—Fourah Bay College, Freetown, Sierra Leone. The Times
of London was so deeply incensed that it published an editorial
reprimand asking Durham if it might next affiliate with the zoo!

OK, that was 1870, in the Dark Ages! What about Albert
Schweitzer, celebrated philosopher, theologian, musician,
humanitarian, a missionary to Africa, and one of the greatest men
of the 20th century? He found it possible to say: the African is in-
deed my brother but my junior brother.

Those two are sufficient to my needs of sketching in the frame of
mind of colonialism towards the colonized. Clearly nothing in its
agenda can bear any resemblance to celebration; not ‘even celebra-
tion of the guarded and problematic kind accorded by Africa to the
white man’s presence in mbari.

Presence is the critical question, the crucial word. Its denial is the
keynote of colonialist ideology. Were there people there? Well ...
not really, you know ... people of sorts, you understand.

From the period of the Slave Trade, through the Age of Col-
onization to the present day, the catalogue of what Africa and
Africans have been said not to have or not to be, is pretty extensive.
Churchmen at some point wondered about the soul. Did the black
man have a soul? Popes and theologians debated that for a while.
Culture, religion, and things like that were debated by others and
generally ruled out as far as Africa was concerned. History was
unimaginable except perhaps for a few margiual places like
Ethiopia where Gibbon tells us of a short busst of activity followed
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from the seventh century by one thousand years in which she fell in-
to a deep sleep, ““forgetful of the world by whom she was forgot™
to use Gibbon’s own famous phrase.

With Trevor Roper, Regius Professor of History at Oxford in
our own time, no bursts of light, no matter how brief, have ever il-
lumined the dark sky of Africa. A habit of generosity to Africa
does not seem to have grown with the times; on the contrary it
seems to have diminished.

Caliban is not specifically African; but he is the colonial subject
created by Shakespeare’s genius at the very onset of Europe’s Age
of Expansion. To begin with, Caliban knew not his own meaning
but “‘wouldst gabble like a thing most brutish”’. And yet
Shakespeare restores humanity to Caliban by giving him great
poetry to speak before the play’s end. Contrast this with Conrad
three hundred years later. His Africans make ‘‘a violent babble of
uncouth sounds” and go on making it right through Heart of
Darkness. Generosity has not prospered.

So these creatures have no soul, no religion, no culture, no
history, no human speech, no 1.Q. Any wonder then that they
should be subjugated by those who are endowed with these human
gifts.

A character in John Buchan’s famous colonial novel, Prester
John, had this to say:

1 knew then the meaning of the white man’s duty. He has to take all
the risks.... That is the difference between white and black, the gift of
responsibility, the power of being in a little way a king, and so long as
we know and practice it we will rule not in Africa alone but wherever
there are dark men who live only for their bellies. (from Brian Street,
The Savage in Literature, London & Boston: Routledge and K. Paul,
1975, 14),

John Buchan, by the way, was a very senior British colonial ad-
ministrator turned novelist. One suspects he-knew his terrain.

So let us add to our long list of absences the absence of respon-
sibility. 1f we should now draw a line under this list of absences
reported from Africa, it would add up to one great Absence of the
Human Spirit.

I am not quite certain whether all the field-workers who reported
these absences genuinely believed their report or whether it was
some kind of make-believe, some kind of alibi put together by a
man arraigned for a serious crime. You see, it is significant, for ex-
ample, that the moment when churchmen began to worry and
doubt the existence of the black man’s soul was the same ‘moment
when his body was fetching high prices in the market-place.

In one striking passage in Heart of Darkness, Conrad gives us a
remarkable perspective on this problem of the African Absence. It
is the scene where a French gun-boat is sitting on the water and fir-
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ing rockets into the mainland. Conrad’s intention, highminded as
usual, is to show the futility of Europe’s action in Africa:

Pop would go one of the six-inch guns; a small flame would dart and
vanish, a tiny projectile would give a feeble screech—and nothing hap-
pened. Nothing could happen. There was a touch of insanity in the
proceeding.

About sanity, 1 cannot speak. But futility, good heavens, no! By
that crazy act of shelling the bush, France managed to acquire an
empire in West and Equatorial Africa nine-to-ten times its own
size. So there was definitely profit if not method in the madness.

Conrad was giving vent to the popular conceit that Europe’s
devastation of Africa left no mark on the victim. This is a way of
disowning responsibility no matter what John Buchan’s character
might say. Africa is presumed by the popular conceit to pursue its
dark, mysterious ways and destiny untouched by explorations. and
expeditions. Sometimes Africa as an anthropomorphic personage
steps out of the shadows, and physically annihilates the inva-
sion—which of course adds a touch of suspense and even tragedy to
Europe’s enterprise. One of the best images in Heart of Darkness is
of a boat going upstream and the forest stepping across to bar its
return.

I think it is interesting to contrast Conrad’s episode of the French
gun-boat with the rendering of a similar incident in Ambiguous
Adventure, a powerful novel of colonization by the Muslim writer
Cheik Hamidou Kane from Senegal, which was colonized by the
French. Conrad insists on the futility of bombardment. Cheik
Hamidou Kane, standing as it were at the explosive end of the tra-
jectory, tells a different story. The words are those of the Most
Royal Lady, a member of the Diallobe aristocracy.

A hundred years ago our grandfather, along with all the inhabitants
of this couniryside, was awakened one morning by an uproar arising
from the river. He took his gun and, followed by all the elite of the
region, he flung himself upon the newcomers. His heart was intrepid
and to him the value of liberty was greater than the value of life. Our
grandfather, and the elite of the country with him, was defeated.
Why? How? Only the newcomers know. We must-ask them: we must
g0 to learn from them the art of conquering without being in the right.
(p.37).

Conrad sees a void; Hamidou Kane celebrates a human presence
and a heroic struggle.

It is inevitable, I believe, to see the emergence of modern African
literature as a return of celebration. It is tempting to say that this
literature came to put people back into Africa. But that would be
wrong because people never left Africa except in the guilty imagina-
tion of Africa’s antagonists.
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I must now emphasize one final point. Celebration does not
mean praise, Of course praise can be part of it, but only a part.
Anyone who is familiar with contemporary African writing knows
how we stand in this matter. Some years ago at an international
writers meeting in Sweden, a Swedish writer and journalist said to a
small group of Africans present: You fellows are lucky. Your
governments put you in prison. Here in Sweden nobody pays any ©
attention to us no matter what we write. We apologized profusely
for our undeserved luck!

The running battle between the Emperor and the Poet in Africa
is not a modern phenomenon. Our ancestral poets, the griots, had
their ways of dealing with the problem, sometimes direct, at other
times oblique.

I shall end by telling you a very short Hausa tale.

The Snake was once riding his horse curled up, as was his
fashion, in the saddle. As he passed the Toad who was walking
along the road, the Toad said: ‘“Excuse me sir, but that is not how
toride a horse”’.

“It’s not?”’, replied the Snake, ‘‘Can you show me then how it's
done?’” “With pleasure,’* said the Toad.

The Snake slid out of the saddle down the side of the horse to the
ground. The Toad jumped into the saddle, sat bolt upright and
galloped most elegantly up'and down the road. ‘“That’s how to ride
a horse,”” he said.

““Very good,"” said the Snake, ‘‘very good indeed. Please descend’’.

The Toad jumped down and the Snake slid up the side of the
horse back into the saddle and coiled himself up as before. Then,
looking down at the Toad of the roadside, he said: “To know is very
good; but to have is better. What good can superb horsemanship
do to a man without a horse’’. And he rode away.

Everyone can see in that simple tale the use of story to foster the
statys quo in a class society. The Snake is an aristocrat who has
things like horse because of who he is. The Toad is a commoner
whose horsemanship, acquired no doubt through years of struggle
and practice, avails nothing in this hierarchical society. The Hausa
who made this story are a monarchical people and the ethos of the
story accords with the ruling values of their political system. One
can imagine the Emir and his court enjoying such a story.

But quite clearly the griot who fashioned that story, whether he
was aware of it or not, concealed in the folds of the laughter the
hint and the glint of irony. In the fullness of time that same story
will be ready to serve a revolutionary purpose using what was
always there: an unattractive, incompetent and complacent aristo-
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Silence is the blunt rhythm of distant drums
the lonesome drummer caged in my chest

THIS PAGE

A blank white paper, I blacken as I name it. A rectangular page
with equal and parallel opposite sides. With these words, I walk
its length and breadth, invent myself, my destiny. I write my foot-
prints down its whiteness, its silent streets of snow. The naked lamp
overhead blinds me. A two headed sultan rides by on a unicorn. I
walk, slide and fall over idea and images in my mind. I walk with
my fingers and talk with a pen between my feet. I’m eager to reach
the page’s end. Why? I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it, I'm
in a hurry. I run, stumble and almost fall into the gorge between
this and the previous page, but I rise then run on. I run and run but
can not find my way to the book’s edge. I think I’'m lost: I turn to
look for myself among the confused hodgepodge of nouns, verbs,
adjectives, prepositions, comas, question-marks and periods which
.trail me. But I can not find myself. I turn to flee to the next page,
although 1 can’t find my feet, my legs, my arms, or my head. I
can’t even move because I’m scattered all over this page and remain
forever nailed to it by the pronoun 1",

A WORD

Written in a few letters
the word weaves me
into this poem where
words are the wicker
and lines the baskets
I’'m drawn by the word
whose silence

spells me out

without a face

A word that walls me up

in the dungeon of an idea

as an image by a mirror

A word sown upon this page
and waits to sprout in your eye
A word waiting

to be read to life
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A PASSING FEELING

Man with misty eyes,

Oh look:

See how the colourful

prairie chicken taps,

vibrates,

in orgasmic rhythms in dance;
the oo — 00 — o0 deep sound,
like the blowing

of the big cow-horn,

tells its satisfaction

as it dances

for the coming again

of the season of spring.

See how I myself,

in lightness of mood,
leap up into this
bewitching sun-glory,
in movements

of loosened limbs,

as [ lean forward

my vibrating body

in dance challenges,
right before your moody eyes,
full of worried looks

Only for this fleeting momient,
join in my own dance,

be a man of the season for now;
be servant

to this compulsive pulsing

of our joyous hearts:

My dance

asks more

than a nodding head:
Yet, it is not forever,
nor is it for worse;

only a passing feeling,
only a single pleasure,
only this single treasure
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of an ecstatic being
of here and now:

Will she deny us

a single pleasure,

the stiff-necked woman,
chained in a golden ring
around her fine finger

in selfish single monopolies!

Poem
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Dan lzevhave
Dan Izevbaye
HISTORY'’S EYE-WITNESS: VISION AND

REPRESENTATION IN THE WORKS OF CHINUA
ACHEBE

A celebration of the achievement of Chinua Achebe at this stage
of his literary career must begin by acknowledging that, as a result
of the complexity of his art, the criticism of his work occupies an
ambiguous field because of the varied and sometimes contrary uses
to which his writings are put. I will begin by looking at two subjects
that are, perhaps, the most important in Achebe’s writings: culture
and history.

The works of Achebe are celebrated for re-creating a culture that
had such great beauty and had attained such a level of cultural
stability, that it seemed as if the society had to await the coming of
the white man for things to fall apart. At first, so widespread and
firmly accepted was this image of a culture where time almost stood
still and traditions were permanent, that readers often had to be
reminded that the novels were also concerned with the internal con-
tradictions of the traditional societies in which they were set.
Similarly, the so-called novels of village life command such fierce
loyalty and the title of the first novel has become so much a part of
Achebe folklore, that readers have to be occasionally reminded that
Achebe took the title from a white man’s poem written at about the
same time as things were falling apart in Umuofia.

In 1977, 1 was visiting Austin, Texas, for the first time. I was in-
troduced to a Nigerian student in one of the science professions.
The student was relieved to meet a Nigerian literary scholar for one
important reason. One of his professors who, it would appear, had
some Irish blood in him, had told the Nigerian student that Achebe
borrowed the title of his famous novel from the work of an Irish
poet. Now, providence had made it possible for the student to enlist
the help of a black man who knew his subject; he assumed I knew
my subject, or 1 would not be visiting the United States. His cause
was to put down one more chauvinistic white man who would not
concede originality and creativity to any black man, however good.
As my audience would have guessed, I never got round to meeting
that Irish-American professor. But I did get a good idea of the kind
of battle that critics sometimes have to fight on behalf of Chinua
Achebe. Not that Achebe is incapable of fighting his own battles.
In fact, though he has such an unobtrusive personal style, he has
originated many important literary and cultural battles, and seen
them through to a resolution.

One such major battle — the question of the African past — has
given rise to a complex mix of subtle truths that are quite capable of
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being misunderstood. A major purpose of Achebe’s writing is the
reactivation of time in that expanding space occupied by various
Nigerian peoples, beginning with small Igbo communities: first,
Umuofia and Umuaro, then Odili’s country and Obi Okonkwo’s
Nigeria, and now, Kangan. By substituting the process of time for
the datelessness of myth, Achebe helps to restore history to a peo-
ple from whom it had been taken away. This negation of African
history has a long story behind it. The story has a clear outline. The
introduction of literacy in the English language closely followed the
conversion of Africans to a Christian faith and world view. The
eventual incorporation of the African into this cultural community
is reinforced and confirmed by the establishment of a canon of
European literature for an African reading public. What kind of
history does that literature offer Africans?

Joseph Conrad, Achebe’s most regular target', presents such a
history in his narrator’s account of a continent where time stood
still, in his short story, Heart of Darkness, perhaps the central text
in the literature of European colonialism. Sailing up the Congo
river, the narrator comes upon ‘‘settlements some centuries old,
and still no bigger than pin-heads on the untouched expanse of
their background”’. The power of a literary canon in disseminating
and establishing such a view of histary is evident in two articles and
a novel which are, in essence, Naipaul’s re-writing of Con-
rad’s Congo diary and two stories some three quarters of a cen-
tury after Conrad wrote his works. V.S. Naipaul, an ex-colonial
West-lndian of Indian ancestry with a thoroughly English educa-
tion, now lives in Englard as a British citizen. Naipaul is fully
aware of his spiritual and literary descent from Conrad, the Polish
immigrant who became a British citizen. It is easy to understand
how Nmpau_l came to write like one of the intellectuals who carry
on the traditions of the metropolitan culture and reinforce the
canon tha_t sustains its world view. So, in spite of Things Fall
Apart, written seventeen years before Naipaul wrote his own report
on the Congo, Naipaul could still announce that for the people of
the Con}xo, ““the past is a blank; and history begins with their own
memories’, and *‘to arrive at th(is) sense of a country trapped and
static, eternally vulnerable, is to begin to have something of the
African.sense of the void”’ (Naipaul, 184, 195).

The 'hteraturc. through which such a view of African history is
disgemmaged. has a deadening impact on the historical awareness
o_f its audience because it offers an earnestly held view of history
d_:sgmsed as imaginative play. Narratives, whether factual or fic-
ponal, are a cultural necessity because they are the means of bring-
ing a meaningful structure to bear upon reality. Narratives are the
signs of the order that human consciousness has harvested from the
chaos of the past. The cultural importance of narratives is evident
in the amount of material and intellectual resources that are in-
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vested in their preservation. The growth of secondary or auxilliary
texts further validates these narratives through a tradition of
critical explication or exegesis, a tradition that has played such a
key role as part of literary education in colonial and post-colonial
cultures.

In view of the cultural importance of the metropolitan tradition
in colonial societies, it would be useful to examine, very briefly,
some of the factors that determine the psychological impact of nar-
ratives on a given audience or reading public. As I noted earlier,
narratives are of two main kinds: the historical and the fictional.
The historian sees himself as being essentially a recorder of events,
and his text as a transparent medium through which actual events
can be mentally grasped. Fiction, the other kind of narrative, is
more indirect in its method. Myth, a form of fantasy, eliminates
tihe from its narrative: it claims an unvarying and enduring truth,
and so commands the unquestioning belief of its audience. Another
sub-genre of fiction, realistic fiction, locates its material within
time, and thus appropriates the technique of the historian. But at
the same time, it shuts off the paths that lead directly to historical
experience, and opens up instead a world of illusion. By this means
it achieves freedom from verification, a freedom which is denied
the historical text. It is also a means through which the author
hopes to control the responses of any reader whose critical con-
sciousness has been artfully disarmed by its involvement in the
recreational world of illusion. Any critical energy that is left gets
expended in a critical practice that does little more than validate the
text because it is caught up in the circular activity of explication,
elucidation, interpretation, annotation and paraphrase.

Many of the canonical texts written from the point of view of
colonialism are valorised by such a tradition of critical practice. A
text like Heart of Darkness is sustained by the weight of the ac-
cumulated critical texts which ensure its cultural acceptance and its
continuance within the canon. By focussing exclusively on the text
as psychological mirror and ignoring the interplay of text and the
real world of the (non-European) reader, critics like Wilson Harris
(1981) are able to insist on the integrity and centrality of Conrad’s
tale on the grounds that it is a parody of the colonial mind. They
thereby miss Achebe’s central point which is: what aspects of reali-
ty are hidden behind the imagery, and what kind of influence do
such blind spots have on a reader’s attitude to reality? We may
wonder, for example, why, close to the end of the century after
Conrad wrote, it is possible for some sophisticated readers to still
hold the view of history and of Africans, that is supposed to be the
véry target of Conrad’s satire. Naipaul, for example, does not res-
pond to the parody or the obliqueness of Conrad’s technique. It is
not surprising that, unlike Conrad — for whom the ruthless ex-
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ploitation of the Congo was at least a moral issue — Naipaul does
not even consider any such issue as part of his concern as a novelist.
For him, Heart of Darkness is a powerful story, not just because of
the disturbing psychological depths which the impressionistic im-
agery exposes, but because it contains both ‘‘reportage about the
Congo, totally accurate, as we now know... (and) fiction — not as
something in itself, But as a varnish on fact”’. Naipaul further cites
Conrad’s own view of the story as a faithful psychological mirror
— as “‘experience pushed a little (and only a little) beyond the facts
of the case’’ (emphasis added), to serve his own interpretation of a
geographical and historical reality (Naipaul, 1974, 213—214).

Allusions to Conrad’s work are spread throughout Achebe’s first
three novels because Conrad’s tale is considered the definitive im-
age of the western attitudes to Africa at a specific point in history.
Conrad’s vision remains largely within the consciousness of its sub-
ject. The setting is not represented as an objective piece of reality.
It is filtered through the subjective mind of the narrator and his
characters, and it gets to the :eader as a set of distorted images
because an impassable void separates the character’s mind from the
objective reality which is named but not represented. Only the ex-
istence of the void continues to be recognised by writers like
Naipaul. The absence of a bridge across this gulf keeps such writers
out of touch with the reality beyond the gulf. Achebe constructs his
novels as the bridge to make possible his readers’ passage across
this gulf.

Achebe’s concern, in other words, is with the problem of how
Heart of Darkness, a text that is so central to modern European
civilization, could be so inimical to a reader’s recognition of the
possibility of a civil society m Africa. For if Conrad’s art enables
the reader to comprehend the spiritual limitations of nineteenth-
century Europe, it is also true, as Achebe contends, that the story
does not enable the reader to see that, beyond the horror of Kurtz’s
imaginary world, there are real people who live in organized
societies. The triumph of Achebe’s art, then, is not just a literary
triumph. He has sought, and succeeded in bringing about, a change
of consciousness in his readers. He has been able to count among
the converts to his point of view, both the young Nigerian
schoolboy who read the novels as advice to the young (Achebe,
1975, 42 — 43), and the distinguished German jurist who respond-
ed to the message of Things Fall Apart by turning down an ap-
pointment earlier offered to him by the rulers of South West Africa
(Achebe, 1989).

Achebe’s engagement, then, is not just with artistic form, but
also with the affective power of art; with the power struggle over
the allegiance of the reading public. Things Fall Apart, his most
popular novel, is a measure of his success. It is a representative
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African novel, not only because it is an archetypal African story,
but also in the basic sense of speaking on behalf of a people who
have not been adequately understood because they were not ade-
quately represented. This may sometimes obscure the fact that the
communities portrayed in Things Fall Apart and Arrow of God
are not necessarily typical in their political organisation of African
communities in general. But that very fact underscores Achebe’s in-
tention, that is, to speak for the kind of Igbo community that is ig-
nored in the political reckoning of the British administration
because it did not conform to the kind of civil society that was
favoured by the administration. This aspect of Achebe’s art makes
a political point in the sense that it questions the politics by which a
hierarchy of civil societies is established, replicated and
disseminated through literary texts.

The concept of African history is central to this enterprise. In
Winterbottom’s confident claim that the Umuaro people have “‘no
idea of years (although) they understand seasons’*-(35), we have
Achebe’s explicit reference to a basic assumption in European nar-
ratives about the African past. It paraphrases Marlow’s statement
that not ‘‘a single one of them had any clear idea of time, as we at
the end of countless ages have. They still belonged to the beginning
of time’’ (Conrad, 103). In such narratives, the period of European
contact is made out to be the only intelligible beginning of African
history and consciousness. Achebe’s first task was to detach
African history from its European expression and construct for im-
aginative use, a logical history that he had retrieved from the
historical information stored in Igbo lore, colonial accounts and
contemporary recollections of the past. The late scholar, Professor
Robert M. Wren, has painstakingly researched and established
beyond doubt, the actual historical foundation of Achebe’s fiction.
But .this factual source can be misunderstood by other scholars,
even by trained literary scholars. It is therefore important for us to
remind ourselves how the unity of vision, the consistency of im-
agery, the coherence of the imagined world and the sustained com-
mitment to an African world view, have all contributed to the
distinct literary character of Achebe’s writings.

The material from Achebe’s historical sources was recreated into
such life-like characters and social institutions in the novels, that
the impression of a stable, pre-colonial culture which they leave
with many readers, has all but overshadowed the importance of
history in the conception and execution of the novels. For the rest
of this discussion, I shall be emphasising the centrality of history as
source, subject and frame for the development of Achebe as a
novelist.

The presence of time and history in human affairs is featured in
two distinct ways in the novels of Achebe. Time is the first and
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‘passive aspect. It is measured out into the four days of the Igbo
week which are used to regulate all human activities associated with
markets, ritual observances and social celebrations. The four days
are recognised as auspicious or inauspicious to the maintenance of
these human needs. But these emanations of time are largely
neutral. Time guarantees nothing for human communities, except
the predictable succession of its units and the natural cycle of
growth and decays, for it has an objective existence beyond human
interference.

History, the second aspect, has no such objective existence or
neutrality. It is brought into being by human consciousness and
authorized by the human hand that creates the narratives. Achebe
is fully aware that history is created by human action. In one of his
poems, ‘‘An ‘If’ of History,” he reflects on how the course of
history would have been drastically changed if Hitler had won the
Second World War (Achebe, 1972, 16 — 17). The recitative that
Nwaka sings at the Idemili festival is identical in form to Ezeulu’s
recitative - at the Feast of the Pumpkin Leaves. They both
enumerate the procession of days which the protagonists encounter
during their mythical journeys, but the two narratives contain dif-
ferent histories: one is Nwaka’s account of his personal conflict
with Ezeulu; the other is Ezeulu’s account of the recurrent ritual ex-
perience of the Chief Priest as scapegoat, and can hardly be
described as history in the ordinary sense, though it certainly incor-
porates the historical basis of the ritual in its story. Nwaka too,
allows the historical character of the experience to be dissolved in
the mythical form that he adopts.

Two versions of history are also brought into being in Things
Fall Apart and No longer at Ease. The narrator’s eye-witness ac-
count of the rise and fall of the protagonist is ironically interrupted
by the hasty judgements of the unnamed District Commissioner
and Mr. Green, whose conclusions are not informed by any access
to the true facts of the case. The interventions by these colonial
agents show whether each of them has tried to understand to what
extent the tragic incident at the African outpost of empire has a full
history behind it: if the District Commissioner could allow perhaps
only “‘a whole chapter’’ for the story of the man “who killed a
messenger and hanged himself’’, the narrator’s eye-witness account
fills the novel with the facts of the case.

The impression that Achebe gives, of his authorial distance and
detachment from his narratives, belies the fact that the narrator’s
voice in all his novels is that of the insider who is almost always
completely privileged. This applies to the disembodied narrator of
the first three novels, as well as to the participant witness of the
other novels in which the events are not so much narrated, as
mediated through reflection and analysis. The artistic personality
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presiding over the action is privileged by this ventriloquism. The
method enables the narrative voice to be modulated to suit the oc-
casion or a change in the direction of the plot. But even in an author
as reticent in asserting his ego as Achebe, there are enough in-
dicators of a strong involvement with the significance of the action
for the reader to feel the strong authorial presence of an eye-
witness.

The concept of an author’s presence in the action is not, of
course, meant to be taken literally. It does not mean that the author
was actually present at the event which is recreated in the action of
the narrative. An artistic personality expresses its presence through
technique. Such a technique establishes the past in the present sen-
sibility of the reader. The reader is required to recognise the
author’s presence, not only as the source of the experience being
recreated, but also because the experience being communicated
cannot be separated from the source of the communication and the
point of view from which it is being communicated.

Ventriloquism, a technique which Achebe increasingly resorted
to in his later novels, minimises the force of an author’s direct
presence in his narratives. An author, like any other person who is
required to preside over a wide and varied range of human ac-
tivities, may employ agents or surrogates to carry out his will, as
Ezeulu does when he sends Oduche to be his eye and ear in the
white man’s school. So, a narrator is usually.an author’s delegate.
His presentation of an insider’s account of a story is really an ex-
pression of an author’s imagination and insight: he can create
agents to see for him and hear for him. This skill is independent of
any one of the physical senses. It is not unrelated to the visionary
power whose source is independent of physical sight, suggesting
that a poet’s ‘‘eyes’’ are merely the agents for some more powerful
organs. The reality of that ‘‘organ”’ is acknowledged eyen in the ra-
tional civilization of the west. In the paradox of Beethoven making
the music he cannot hear, we have a parallel to the experience of a
number of major European poets from Homer, through Milton, to
the Spanisi Argentine, Borges, who were all able to overcome the
deprivation of sight by superior insight and enhanced visionary
power. Achebe’s Obika felt that power under the full possession of
Ogbazulobodo when he became ‘‘at once blind and full of sight”’.
The old storyteller who is visiting Bassa from Abazon, in Anthills
of the Savannah, identifies this gift as the special possession of
Agwu, the god of healers and patron of artists:

Agwu picks his disciple, rings his eye with white chalk and dips his
tongue, willing or not, in the brew of prophecy; and right away'the
man will speak.... He is (now) the liar who can sit under his thatch and
see the moon hanging in the sky outside. Without stirring from his
stool he can tell you how commodities are selling in a distant market-
place. His chalked eye will see every blow in a battle he never fought.
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course, meant to be taken literally. It does not mean that the author
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the narrative. An artistic personality expresses its presence through
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sibility of the reader. The reader is required to recognise the
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A writer need not be always as direct as this artist.in bearing
witness to his experience. But authorial presence, even if it is
mediated through narrative surrogates, is essential to the moral
conception of the experience that is being narrated. In narratives
which bring history into active involvement with human action and
institutions, the author plays the role of scribe and mediator in the.
moral universe thus established by the human pact with history.

The conception of human history as a form of human contract or
transaction provides one of the frames within which Achebe creates
his narratives. His characters negotiate their historical destiny with
four key forces: the divine realm, the physical environment, the
social world and an unknown factor introduced by the intrusion of
the human agents of an alien culture. The first three of these forces
are largely the creation of the human community involved in the ac-
tion, for even thpugh the physical environment is a material fact
which existed before any human community, it is consciously
shaped by human hands and then given a place within the social
order, created by people. By the terms of the social contract of
Umuofia, Unoka belongs to the bad bush, and his son, Okonkwo,
to the fertile fields of yam. If history were stable and passive, this
would have provided a sufficient basis for a chronicle of Umuofia
during the life and times of Unoka and Okonkwo. But the
unknown factor has entered the reckoning, although it was not pro-
vided for in the cosmology of Igbo village life.

The difficulty which the world view of traditional village life
faces when it has to cope with this new element, is vividly brought
out in one of the most memorable cultural experiences to be
recreated in African literature. It is that report when the villagers of
Abame killed a white man and tied his iron horse to a sacred tree to
prevent it from running away to call other white men. The iron
horse turned out to be more than a mere exhibit; it became a power-
ful witness in the history that was about to be made. But it was also
a statement — to the effect that the villagers were not in full posses-
sion of the resources for interpreting and comprehending such
strange events. For the narrator, the warning of the oracle was im-
perfectly understood, and the meaning of the relevant folktale had
long been forgotten. Was this part of the tribal amnesia, their
tendency to forget the transactions concluded in the past, like ‘“one
of those essences loosed upon the world by the potent ‘medicines,
which the tribe had made in the distant past against its enemies but
had now forgotten how to control’’?

Things Fall Apart is the only one of Achebe’s works in which a
people are made to bear the collective responsibility for the failure
of their transactions, as in the iron horse incident. This is partly
because a single leader never emerges by the end of the story.
Okonkwo, aspiring to be one of the lords of the clan, fails to fulfil
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the conditions required of one who would be a leader. The failure is
seen in the context of the story as a failure of the transaction bet-
ween Okonkwo and his chi, or spirit companion. After Things
Fall Apart, Achebe turns his attention to the technical exploration
of other problems, like the problem of an individual’s contract with
his people, in No Longer at Ease, or the problem of leadership in
the other three novels. Perhaps after examining the question of the
social consequences of an individual’s actions in Things Fall
Apart, the question of responsibility could no longer be laid at the
door of a people collectively.

In Achebe, the problem of leadership is not seen as an exclusively
political problem, exceptin A Man of the People. In both Arrow
of God and Anthills of the Savannah, political leadership is placed
side by side with religious authority. They are either in alliance or in
conflict. Together or apart, they have serious consequences for the
social and psychological conflicts in the novels. From this point of
.iew aloné, Arraw of God is a seminal text in the development of
Achebe’s themes of leadership, political power and individual
responsibility, the relationship between religion and politics, and
the consequences of a failed transaction with history. Ezeulu is an
unforgettable character because Achebe makes him a total embodi-
ment of these themes.

Ezeulu is firm in his single-minded conception of the essentially
religious nature of his office. He “‘will not be anybody’s chief, ex-
cept Ulu”’, but we are left in no doubt about the basically political
nature of his approach to his problems: he would not leave the
question of succession completely in the hands of his god. The
priesthood came into being as a religious solution to a political pro-
blem. There are unmistakable political overtones in this history of
religious succession in which the priest of the present chief deity of
the village superseded an earlier rival, to be himself supplanted by
the priests of the future god of his people. The ambiguous origin of
the priesthood reflects the relationship of religious and political
power even in his present circumstances. The two factors are
polarized in each of the two different camps that are ranged against
himt in an alliance of politician and priest: Nwaka and Ezidemili at
first, then the British administrators and the missionaries.

This duality is united in the person of Ezeulu. Heis himself a
physical expression of the alliance of the human and the divine, the
sacred and the secular: ‘‘(t)he left half of his body — from
forehead to toes — was painted with white chalk’’. Thus, ‘‘one half
of (him)'is man and the other half spirit’’. Ezeulu is unable to con-
tain this duality in him when the political tensions in his society get
too strong for him,

It is hinted at in the novel that Ezeulu’s family tree shows that he
bears the genes of his mother’s proneness to madness and the




30 Vision and Representation in the Works of Chinua Achebe

“sometimes politically motivated ambition of the first Ezeulu, his
ancestor. The roots of his present psychological isolation and even-
tual madness are to be traced as much to this domestic role as car-
rier of the family plague, as to the requirements of his ritual role as
carrier of his people’s sin. In other words, we have here an aberra-
tion of the spiritual and political elements which are combined in
his office as priest. At the level of literary genre, Achebe combines
the hero of myth — who is plagued by fate — with the character of
realistic fiction who suffers psychological conflicts. History trium-
phs over myth for a brief moment when Ezeulu is tempted to steer
the course of Umuaro history by daring to explore one of the unus-
ed paths of its history, until the two forms re-unite at the drop of
the curtain on this his final performance. In trying to re-write the
orthodox script and redefine the limits of his role as Chief Priest,
he shifts his performance from the customary ritual space to an ac-
tual historical stage where he is caught in a real life tragic drama for
which the preceding Pumpkin Leaves ceremonies now turn out to
have been mere dress rehearsals.

Ezeulu is the archetypal trans-actor. He negotiates the crossing
between the human and the divine realms, between oral and literate
cultures, between political and religious responsibilities. He is fully
reconciled to isolation and loneliness, the price he pays for religious
leadership. His problem begins when he seeks to transform his
ritual role into an active social force. This brings down a scourge of
a type that is most dreaded in farming communities: a man-made
blight of the earth before which the victims are helpless.

Ezeulu’s madness ends an epoch in Umuaro history. As
Obiechina points, out, in traditional societies ‘‘history is
documented ‘mainly in terms of outstanding symbols’’ (134). The
social crisis that reaches a psychological climax in Ezeulu’s
madness stands out powerfully as a period marker in the light of
the strong historical consciousness brought out by the rivalry bet-
ween the two priests. Not Nwaka or Ezidemili, but Ezeulu, lends
his name to this epoch in which his curse blights an agricultural
community. Earlier, in No Longer at Ease, Achebe had pointed
out that nature itself can be rational in seeking a balanced distribu-
tion of rainfall and sunshine when it seems “‘as though the deity
presiding over the waters in the sky found, on checking his stock
and counting off the months on fingers, that there was too much
rain left and that he had to do something drastic about it before the
impending dry season”’.

The unfolding history of Igbo country in the early novels, and of
Nigeria in the later novels, shows an increasing decline of collective
and religious leadership. Both of these forms of leadership come
after the fall of the Chief Priest of Ulu and the entrance of British
administration and the Christian religion on the African historical
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stage. The secular state has come into its own, and religion is an in-
dependent, other-wordly institution that is no longer connected to
economic and political activities. The two institutions have become
separated. Each is the receiver of the remainders from the harvest
of the traditional institutions which they both helped to bring to
bankruptcy. The ensuing social and moral decline is everywhere
evident in A Man of the People. As a representation of political
leadership in post-colonial Nigeria, this novel is a work of despair.
Since Achebe is always the ironist, hardly ever a bitter satirist, it
was difficult to see what reserves of creativity he could have salvag-
ed from the hopelessness of the political situation represented in A
Man of the People.

There is sufficient cause for the deepening of this despair in the
various social and political upheavals that nearly put an end to
Nigeria during the period following the composition of A Man of
the People. It was at this time that Nigerian politics, completely
stripped of the protective robes of ethics, morality and law, began
to don the mask of terror. The period between the anarchy of 1966
and the emergence of a clearly defined form of political authority
at the end of the civil war threw up material that is best represented
in literature only through the symbols of a ravished land. Such
symbols are not the normal staple of the tradition of realistic fic-
tion:

Achebe’s art seemed to have been moving within its fluid boun-
daries by the time he published A Man of the People. The symbols
are to make their appearance in the next novel, more than two
decades after the fourth novel.

Anthills of the Savannah includes a symbolic representation of
the period between the beginning of violence in 1966 and the end of
the Civil War. Achebe’s remembrance of the crisis is not directly
represented. It is obliquely slotted into the narrative in the form of
a ‘‘tale out of storyland’’ which Ikem includes in his composition:
‘““Pillar of Fire: A hymn to the Sun’’. It is the story of a people
whose desperation set the wheels of a new history in motion. They:

rise and march south by starlight abandoning crippled kindred in the
wild savannah and arrive stealthily at a tiny village and fall upon its in-
habitants and slay them and take their land and say: I did it because
death stared through my eye.

The anarchy in that tale sets the tone for a people’s expectation
of a strong and just national leader. It explains the strategic placing
of the leadership theme in the novel, as well as the collaboration
and betrayal of two men of principle who partly redeem themselves
as witnesses of the political drama that begins to unfold in the first
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