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A highly placed governnment official once remarked t No nation was
ever built on poetry’. If | had been given the opportunity to
respond to the official’s remark | would have probably asked him
to cite one great nation, past or present, that did not have a
great literature. | dare say he would have had a problemin
responding to that challenge. But this governnent official is by
no nmeans atypical of people who hold public office in Africa today.
For many politicians, policy nmakers and devel opnent experts,

i ncl udi ng those who represent international organisations, there
are two major determnants of devel opnent, and these are science
and technol ogy. Culture may be necessary as a curiosity for
foreign dignitaries who are wont to being treated to traditiona
dancing and nusic every tinme they visit an African nation. In this
way literature and the arts are reduced to the status of
decorations that adorn our houses but have no intrinsic value in

t hensel ves.

If there is any nerit in the observation | have just nade it
consists in suggesting that before we discuss the role of
literature in the process of reconstruction in Africa we need to
pause and ask ourselves what is the function of literature in
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society? Indeed it is not inappropriate to ask whether literature
has any role in nation building.

, shelter and

clothing. This attitude to literature devel oped during the age of
the enlightennent in Europe when thinkers |ike |saac Newt on
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enphasi zed the primacy of reason and scientific thought and deri ded
the arts as effem nate. This brought about a di chotony between
science and the arts, with the arts being considered to have no
role in the devel opnment process. The latter school, on the other
hand, maintains that art is for enjoynment as well as for the
strengt hening of the cultural and ideol ogical aspect of human life
and is an effective tool in sharpening people s consciousness. The
second school argues that inplements of work have a purely
utilitarian function - they are used in the process of production
For exanple, a hoe is used in cultivation and a pen in the
production of ideas. Literature, on the other hand, has a function
and a val ue beyond such utilitarian norns. Over and above its
utilitarian function it has a spiritual value in that it provides
aesthetic pleasure; it gives delight.

The difference between the two schools was sumed up by G V.

Pl ekhanov when he delivered a |l ecture on art and social life in
Paris way back in 1912. This, in part, is what Plekhanov has to
say:

Sone say: man is not made for the sabbath, but the sabbath for
man; society is not made for the artist, but the artist for
society. The function of art is to assist the devel opnent of
nMan’ s consci ousness, to inprove the social system

O hers emphatically reject this view In their opinion art
isan giginitself; to convert it into a neans of achieving
any extraneous aim even the nost noble, is to | ower the
dignity of a work of art.2
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Pl ekhanov goes on to explain that Chernyshevsky believed that the
function of art was to ireproduce |life and to pass judgement on
the phenonena of life.” This

function of inproving the welfare of humanki nd by pronoting
consci ousness, and that art does this by ipassing judgenent on the
phenomena of life . 3

The notion of art for art’s sake has been roundly rejected by the
greater majority of African witers. Achebe, for example, has
politics, class, race, or what Achebe calls ithe burning

i ssues of the day’ because those very burning issues with

which it deals take place within an economc, political, class
and race context. Again because of its social involvenent,
because of its thoroughly social character, literature is
partisang literature takes sides, and nore so le a class

soci ety.
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characterized the devel opnent process in the Wst in the |ast few
hundred years has been costly to humanity. As the enphasis on

sci ence and technol ogy becane the order of the day nature was
forgotten and, in consequence, our whol e environnment, including the
ozone | ayer, has been endangered by pollution and other forns of
envi ronnent al degradation. But now that environnentalists have
begun to rem nd us about the inportance of nature, there is a
growi ng consci ousness of the need to once again bring about a
marri age between science, technol ogy and the arts. There is
therefore an increasing realization that the arts have a place in
t he devel opnent process.

In the case of Africa there is no doubt that witers have made an
effort to contribute to the political, econonic and social life of
the continent. Political and econom c issues have featured
promnently in twentieth century African literature. The witer
was part and parcel of the political reawakening that swept the
continent in the 19505 and the 19605 when the whol e phil osophy of
colonialismwas roundly rejected and former col onies gradually
attai ned i ndependence from European powers. In the southern part
of the continent some witers were actively involved in the
political struggles of their countries, particularly in Angola,
Mozambi que and South Africa where senior political cadres did not
only dedicate their lives to the struggle but used literature as
part of the machinery arrayed agai nst the oppressor. Witing on
South African liberation poetry | have had occasion to make the
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comment that created under apartheid conditions, it issues fromthe
di al ecti c between dom nation and resistance, between the repression
characteristic of the South African social formation and the
struggle of the majority to break the system |n consequence every
poemis a negation of apartheid and an assertion of the ideals of
freedom equality and social justice.6 Sonme of these poens
successfully expl ore the psychol ogi cal response of the oppressed
citizens of South Africa to the brazen ugliness of apartheid, as

is the case with sone of Dennis Brutus's poetry. | believe sone

of the poetry has contributed to the world s understandi ng of the
ugl i ness of apartheid, especially the poetry of political activists
i ke Dennis Brutus, Lindiwe Mabuza and Wally Serote.

The foregoi ng suggests that a perceptive readi ng of Southern
African liberation poetry will show that issues of human rights,
freedom and denocracy have been at the centre of the witer’s
concern for to fight for the dem se of apartheid is to fight for

a denocratic South Africa and a free and peaceful Southern Africa.
However, experience in the i ndependent countries further north has
shown that the attainment of independence or najority rule does not
necessarily lead to denocratic rule, neither does it necessarily
bring about national devel opnent as the end of classica
colonialismonly signified the begi nning of neocol onialism

Witers who, prior to the attai nment of nationhood by their
respective countries believed, like the rest of the politically
consci ous popul ation, that with the com ng of independence a new



7

et hos woul d be created, a new ki ngdom where Africans were free,
corruption, social injustice, |ack of devel opnment and politica
instability characterized by countless coups. A typical reaction
was to produce what have been referred to as the novel s of

di sillusionnent such as Achebe’s A Man of the People, Ayi Kwei
Armah’s The Beaut xful Ones Are Not Yet Born and Ngugi’'s A Grain of
HQEQE- That was in the 19605. In the next decade which falls
within the last twenty-five to thirty years of the twentieth
century, there was a new devel opnment. Witers were no | onger
content to express disappointnment and disillusionnent with the new
state of affairs. The witer, as part of the conscience of the

In other words witers were now proposing solutions to the socio -
political problenms of Africa. Thus such novel s as Ayi KW

Armah’s Two Thousand Seasons, Wl e Soyi nka’s Season of Anonx and
assault on the dignity of the African people. This new thrust was
acconpani ed by a pronounced i deol ogi cal fervour. For one thing,
these novels were nmore strident in their depiction of the African
predi canent than the novels of the 1950s and 19605 with some of the
witers adopting a nore radical stance than previously. For
exanpl e, Armah clearly projects the image of a radical pan-



8
Africanist in Two Thousand Seasons, much nore so than the author

, and in that way

she denonstrates that a wonman does not have to be attached to a man
to live a fulfilling life

i deol ogy to the extent of accepting the

chauvinistic view that only male children are val uable. As



iHer (Nnu's) life story is an

i ndictment of a systemin which a wonan has inmportance only as a
9

wife or as a nother of sons, never as herself’.

The encouraging thing is that it is not only wonen witers who
rai se these issues.

5 characters, Wanja and

Jacinta Wariinga and Festus lyayi’'s characters in Violence tell a
simlar story,

But at this point in tine, at the beginning

new wi nds of change

are bl owi ng across Africa while at the sane tine sone fundanental
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again in February 1992 he or she would not be able to recogni se our
work: as the world that was three years ago. Wat with the

uni fication of Gernmany, the disnmantling of the Warsaw Pact and,
nost mracul ous of all, the di sappearance of the Soviet Union from
the face of the earth! Africa is caught in this whirlpool, and for
this continent certain issues cone to the fore - the emergence of
multi-party denocracy as opposed to the one-party state phil osophy
that domi nated African political practice for nore than two
decades; talk of a return to civilian rule although mlitary coups
continue to occur unabated; the issue of human rights; the

i mpendi ng demi se of apartheid in South Africa; and the adoption of
structural adjustnent programres | eading to the abandonment of the
i dea of the socialist path to devel opment. Mich of this is taking
pl ace partly as a result of external pressure. Nevertheless the
changes seemto ne fundanental and as we approach the eclipse of
the twentieth century and the dawn of the next Africa seens to be
entering a new phase of independence. Wether this is definitely
for the better one cannot say for certain. On the positive side
the end of apartheid seens to be in sight; there are prospects of
peace in a nunber of war torn countries and there is an indication
that a few nore African states are now prepared to grant their
citizens their denocratic right to choose their own | eaders or
oppressors as the case may be. On the negative side drought
continues to plague nany an African country resulting in |arge
scal e starvation and hunger and exacerbating the ever threatening
probl em of environnental degradation. New economic, political and
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mlitary alliances are being forged by the countries of the No

| eavi ng the weak and poor countries of the South conpletely at the
nercy of powerful nations. As structural adjustnment programmes are
percent age of each country’s

put in place one wonders what

popul ation will manage to cope with the rising cost of essentia
goods. And in the effort to revanp the econony by adopting
structural adjustnment programres are all issues of ideol ogy and
How, for instance, is the

cturally

adj ust our econom es?

nati on has to contend with the phenonenon of AIDS which is already
maki ng substantial inroads into the human resource devel opnent
efforts of our nations.

e these are sone of the issues that shoul d exercise the

| believ

mnd of the witer in our tine whatever his or her ideol ogica

per suasi on. And while we contenplate on these issues it may be
salutary to revisit the optimsmof the 19705 as reflected in such
wor ks as Armah’s Two Thousand Seasons, Alex La Guma’s In the Fog
of the Seasons’ End and Ngugi's Petals of Blood. In Ngugi’'s novel,
for instance, we are given a wonderful vision of a new Kenyan
society, a socialist society free fromall fornms of exploitation
assages in

rkers and the peasants |eading the

to overturn the systemand all its



y gods and gnonic angels, bringing to an
end the reign of the few over the many and the era of drinking
bl ood and feasting on human fl esh. Then, only then would the
ki ngdom of man and wonan really begin, they joying and | oving
in creative |labour --- (p 344).
contradictions have been resolved. This is where sone authors who
are gui ded by what one nmay refer to as Ithe newrealismi wll give
us sone food for thought. | wish to cite three works characterised
by this formof realism TWD of the books present a Marxi st
interpretation of society and the third is by a social denocrat.
| refer here to Sahle Sellassie’ s Firebrands (1979),10 Pepetela’s
11
Ma ombe (1980) and Chi nua Achebe’'s Anthills of the Savannah

|
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(1987). Pepetela wote his novel as a senior nenber of a

rul e, but he presents a refreshing analysis of the problens of
buil ding a socialist society. Anbng other things he warns the
reader that the vanguard Party itself, the main instrunent of

i beration, may create a new bureaucracy that becones |ord and
mast er obliging everybody to conform He warns against a
sinmplistic belief in the dictatorship of the proletariat. As the
character Fearless says, iThe |lie begins with saying that the
prol etariat has taken power’. The worker who becones part of the



| eadership is no longer a proletarian, Fearless argues, as such a
wor ker has become an intellectual (p 80). Witing about the

Et hi opi an revol ution of 1974 which brought to an end centuries of
feudal i sm Sel |l assi e aptly notes:

Ama, who represents hope that springs eternal. Hope there nust be
i n any neani ngful social struggle for wi thout hope there can be no



permanent |y maintain the upper hand.

VWhat | find even nore fascinating and perhaps nore relevant to the
concerns of this conference is Achebe's theory of literary
creativity which he propounds through the ideas and statenents made
by Ikem GCsodi, especially in Chapter 12 where | kem addresses
university students. |Ikem gives what are obviously Achebe’s views
on the functions of the witer. As a witer lkemwants ito excite
general enlightennent by forcing all the people to exanine the
conditions of their |ives because, as the saying goes, the
unexamned life is not worth living (pp 145-6). | couldn’t agree
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val ues. But both as a reader and a budding witer | am conpelled
to disagree with sone of lkems views on the role of the witer.
The writer does not provide solutions to problens, |kem contends;

a witer does not give answers but asks questions. Witers do not
gi ve prescriptions, they give headaches. | agree and disagree.

Yes, it is the function of the witer to give headaches (provided,
of course, the headaches are characterised by both pain and

pl easure). | admt the witer should not seek to give
prescriptions and to performmracles. If | amshort sighted the
witer should not pretend to be capable of finding a permanent cure
for my myopia, but he or she should at |east provide me with a pair
of spectacles so that | can see further than ny nose. | believe
the witer who only seeks to cause headaches and never suggests
what possible directions there are for society to take runs the

ri sk of becom ng sanctinonious, adopting the holier-than-thou
attitude which smacks of self-righteousness and deprives the arti st
of the opportunity to engage in constructive criticism If | were
a political |eader, a nenber of the oppressed class or a young

radi cal burning with the desire to change the world, | would not
demand miracles fromany witer because it is not in the nature of
literature to performmracles. Al | would say is: Look, | am at

a crossroads, caught in this whirlpool of political, econonic and
soci al problenms. | amnyopic; please give me a pair of spectacles
and lead ne gently by the hand so that | can see ny way out or the
whirl pool. This, | think, is the first challenge to the African
witer on the threshold of the twenty-first century. As witers



we can only give what we have. |If the spectacles we provide are
not good enough our readers will continue to grope in darkness
failing to see beyond their noses.

But there are other challenges to the witer of inaginative
l[iterature in our tine, especially those who wish to contribute to
the reconstruction of society by inculcating new values. In order
peopl e read that kind of literature. Readi ng newspapers and
magazines is relatively inexpensive fromthe point of view of both
time and financial outlay. It has been observed that with the
rising cost of publishing in Africa inews and entertai nnent

to wade through a novel or to read a poem If this is true of

t hose of us whose vocation is to deal w th books, what nore of
those who have to attend to inportant matters of state? Do they
have the time to read the witer’s revel ati ons about the dream of
a better society? And what of the peasants and workers on whose
behal f many witers seek to speak? Do they have the tine to read



This leads to the

guesti on whether the African witer is only assured of the
opportunity to preach to the converted,

I n concl usi on,

approaches the African
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literature help the African people to acquire :3 nore profound
appreci ation of their predicament and assist in the cultivation of
new val ues that | ead the continent to higher |evels of devel opnent?
And is literature going to be read by people who matter, or are we
headi ng for an era where, in the poor countries at |east,
l[iterature is read about but not read? If the latter is true what
then is the role of the African witer on the threshold of the
twenty-first century? In short, it seems to 'ne that African
witers should find painkillers for their own headaches before they
gi ve headaches to others. Hopefully, they will be able to find
painkillers for their headaches and give their readers both
headaches and spect acl es.
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