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The lJl'iter i6 either 0" the Bide of the oppressed 01' tluz oppreS80r.

Chinua Adlebe (March 1975)1

There is a need for the African lJl'iter to aome to teJ"\'ll8 lo.'ith himedf
ae 8ith€2' Oml of the w1derdcg majoritll 01' as o"e of a privileged
mil1Ol'itJI·

Ezekiel ~ele (19 69)2

Public staeerenes anooul'"Cing, advocating or urginq amnibtEnt
to a cause are often rrore Em>tional than erose that are written.
'!he tendency to play up to a live euneoce, to act out a role in
keepinq with what one thinks one 's public i.nage is, sanetim:os makes
a writer say thi..ngs that are oore euotionally dlarged than his
writings. A critic mticing the tw::I awarent levels of o:.mnit­
rrent I.OTIders 'tlhi.ch of them reflects the true stance of tbe writer,
and nay feel justified to level a charge of insiIx:erity, an aexu­
sation that "'Uuld turn rrost writers to the swxd in preference to
even the vitriol of the pen . Chinua Achel:e and Ezekiel Mphaphlele
in various p.ililications have a&h'essed thanse.lves to questions re­
garding tilt:' rote of tilt:' African writer and tus art. 'l1:1l::'Y view art
as a craft that is responsible to African society, and as artists,
regard thatlselves acrountable to their societies. But there is
often a contradiction between what they stated in articles, inter­
views, etc. as synthesized ecove, and what their early literatures
actually express. It SE!EflI8, that having realized thia they are roN

\\Orking hard towards nakin] their literatures o:mnitted to their
society. Altmugh they have ret been totally suxessful, their
att€flt:lts are CCIIl1E'frlable oonsidering that they CXXle fran disparate
backgrourds am are treading separate paths totIards the same goal.

cne of the pnrl;minant factors that has influenced Achebe aOO.
Mphaphele's attitOOes is the past aOO. present socia-political con­
ditions in Africa . '!his is not to infer that an artist is rteredy
a product. of his enviromlent 00t rather that in the case of these
tso writers it SE!EflI8 to have had a powerful aOO. shaping effect. .
'!heir views atout the role of African artists are attempts to a lter
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attitudes in their envi.ror'rrent through art. Acffibe and, to a lesser
degree, ~f:hele see the African artist and his art as playing a
vital role in depicting and criticizing African society, and as a
result of their grcMing desire to make African literature rreaning;­
ful to African people, insist that literature should direct itself
to society.

'Ihroughmt his interviews and articles (l962-1975), Chinua
Achebe views art as a craft and as a relevant and rreanin:lful record
of African society . Significantly, his early o::mrents are general
and fl?<l and eo oct; differ fran what has been said I:¥ western liter­
ary critics. In the lecture on, "'Ihe Role of the Artist in a New
Nation~ {l964j, Achebe feels that the prccaeos in "*'at he calls
"the TeJl Nigerian stould be expressed in a dramatic and n'E'fI'Orable
form . For him, literature has functional as well as aesthetic aims,
and he agrees with western literary critics that content and fum
are equally inp:lrtant. In the mid 60's, Achebe places ecre errpha­
sis on the functional aspect of art. His viEWS are rrore specific
and directed to an African corrtext., viEWS on art as an edl;cational
tool in the society are expressed in "'Ihe N::wel.ist as Teacher"
(l965). Art can educate the African about the dignity of life in
the past-a past that oolonialism has distorted-and serve to in­
still a sense of pride and foster a positive identity.

I would be quite satisfied if my 110vele (eapeciaHy the onea
I set in t he pa.atJ did not more than teach my I'eadeI's that
theiI' paat- -IJith aU i t s iJr.perfections--tJas not one umg
night of savagsl'Y from blhich the fiI'st Ew-opean aoting on
coa'e behalf delivered them. Perhaps what I lJI'ite is
applied art: as distinc t from pUI'e.3

'Ihis attituie about art can be troced to the. dart1ages that
an overzealous Christianity inflicted on himself and others.

ffhen I loXIB a schoolboy it loXIa Wlheard of to stage a Nigerio:n
dance at any of OUI' ce lebratio>Ul. We were told and IJ8 be ­
lieved that our dances were heath6n. The Ch1'iatian and
proper t hi ng to d£J wa f<;1' th6 boya to drill with lJOoden
eMOrdS and the girls to perf<;rm. of aU things, Maypole
dances. Beauti-ful clay bowls and pots lJeI'e only seen in
the homes of the heathen.. 4

'Ihe sane attitu::le can also be said to have provided the im­
petus for his writi..ng Thinga Fall ApaI't (1958) . In this novel ,
te strives to correct the negative attitudes about African cul­
ture that resulted £Ian contact with western culture. 'Ihe n::::n."e1
l:::::mveys positive and yet :realistic imlges of African soci ety be­
fore the o::J:Iling of the European. Part I sh::ws a wel.l-ordere:l
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society that is able to provide the basic ecorani.c and psycIx>logi­
cal securities fo:r its people . yet. , this society is l imited in
its ability to adapt to change ani so as the tiUe~, ~t:hirqs

fall apart. ft '!he rovel cepnees Achebe 's views on aesthetics and.
his corv:ern aJ::r>ut the furrtional aanuntability that lite:ratu:re
sboufd be expressed in a W:anatic and IISfOnIble form, first by
creating the dramatic effect tl.£O'~ the prirx:iple of =nflict and
the elerrEl'lt of fate, and seo:mdLy , by making the language rraoc>:r­
able . 0k0nI<w::l is the epitane of the p:lSitive aspects of his eoc­
iety; yet his negative aspects b:rirq him into conflict with the
camuni.ty. Hisacci.dental killi.n; of a kinsoan provides an ere­
rrent o f fate ani he is so skillfully Clescribed in the beginning
of the book that the :reader is rot likely to forget him as the
story progresses .

That oos many y6a1'S ago, t1Jenty 01' fflON. and during this time
OkonlaJo ' s fame had g1'OlJn Like a bush-fiN! in the hama:zttan.
Be lo\:W tall and huge, and his bushy BJ:/eb1'Ows and wiOO nose
gave him a very serene look. Re b1'6athed heavity, and it
Iol:ZS said, t hat , when hi! sLept, his wive s and ehi'trbo8l'l i n
t1uJi 1' out ho" sss coul-d hear him breathe. When he ooLked, his
heeLs hardLy touched the g1'O"nd and he seemed to ooLk on
springs, as if he "",s going to poun<'e on 6Cmllbody . And he
did pounce on peopLe quite oftel'l. Re had a sLight starmrel'
and when4lvel' he \JaB ang-JOY and aotlZd not get his 1J01'ds out
quickly BI'lOl<gh, he lJOuLd use hie fists . Be had no patience
wi th uneucces8fuL men. He had 'lQ patienoe with his f at her, S

'!he sense of tragedy that the reader feels about the life and
death of 0k0nI<w::l occurs because he has been int:roduoed wi th re­
markable vividness .

Unlike Achebe~ adapts certain western aesthetics to an
Af:rican oontext, Ezekiel~e uses i t as a :referen.::e point
in Cli.scussirq his art. 'lb him art is a =aft and a vehicle fo:r
social criticism. 'llD::ougtDut his deve!opoont as a critic and
writer, he has datonstrated a reliance on weste:rn aesthetics .
'lhe chapter" entitled, "1'4Jite on Black", the subject of his B.A.
thesis at the University of SOuth Af:rioa and Irlhich~ in
The African Irooge (1974 revised edition), reflects his feelirqs
alx>ut art as expressing the p:l:rad:xxes and o:::rtplexities of life­
ooncepts that have their roots in western aesthetics , strce the
chapter awears in the revised edition of the book the reader
must assure that Mphaphel.e is at present in agrearent with the
ideas presented therein. In "lotlite on Black" he selects Josejil
con:rad, E.M. Forster arrl William Faulkner as the th:ree maj or IOhite
rcverases wro achieve a o::xtp:!'tellcy in depicting cultural groups
other than their QoIIl. Mphaphlele selects these autmrs prinerily
because they are able to go beyond the zaee prob1eJ:n in depicting
humn cha:racte:r , arrl into the eore subtle aspects of huran exist­
ence. 'lbe:re is TO cbubt that he identifies with literature that
att9lpts to depict the ~lexitiesof life.
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Prior to the J?blication of his IoULk entitled Voicee i n t he
Whirlwind U 967), Mphaphle.le asks, "Why should Za Zittera ture eqG{Jee
be so !¥>iled as to want to be juiged by different standards fran
erose which have been tested by tradition?" 'lh.is statarenta~
ing in an article entitled ftA Reply" in 1965 expresses the sarre
feeling that is present in the chapter entitled ''Voices in the
I'hirlwind: Poe try and conflict in the Black W'.lrld" and in an art­
i cle "'!he Function of Literature at the Present Tine: '!he Ethnic
I1!perative" (1974) . In ' 'Voices in the Whirlwind: " Mfilaphle.le add­
resses b..u literary audiences : th::lse in:lividuals fran the western
literary tradition, and tOOse Black hrericans who are attenpting
to define a ~ aesthetic, stressing that there is a standard of
literary ideas and corcecee, wcee roots are in western culture,
but which rould take on amther dinensi on when used by other cul­
tural groups. 1Iogreeing with the architects of western literary
tradition that poetry has IlDral overtones and that the l.im;Juage of
poetry is narorable, he conc1Wes that the poetry of oonflict by
Black Jl.rrerican poets expresses a deep-fe.lt erceicn. It is rrarorable
speech because "it's very diction is a way of feeling or searchi..ng
f or EqUilibriun of a people's yearnin;rs ."6 Mt;haphlele infers that
the uniquely black character that Black Jl.rrerican literature is try­
ing to assert may rot be so uniqlle and that Christopher ca~l' s
statE!rent in nZueum and Reality: A Study of the Resources of
Poetry that poetry expresses a oollective oonsciousness, is really
ro different than the Black Arts !'Dvalent' s oollective ooncept of
art that speaks directly to the needs and aspirations of Black Jl.rrer­
Leana . ~e.le then warns against the da!Y:Jer of "f irding cue­
selves having out of sheer crusOO.ing zeal, di.<:missed elements of
western aesthetics that are either b.Lilt in our~ rrodes of ex­
pression or have already been criticized by western critics. 7

'Ib ~e.le, certain black artists acch as GWencb1yn arcoss
and Leroi .Jones have eeoe a synthesis of poetry, "a state of mind
and poetry as~ language-the synthesis of a language one
feels <ntpelled to use by force of political circlmStances- -and
that which he wants to write because he is who ne is ."8 He is in
f act saying that Black Arrericans can express their unique concerns
in a peen that has its aesthetic roots in a western tradition.

In "'Ihe Fun:::tion of Literature at the Present Tine: 'lhe Ethnic
Inperative" Mphaphle.le expresses similar ideas that were stated in
the preceeding article. He speaks of tensions existin;l between
art, wtv:Jse rules are fran the western literary tradition, and the
social realities that the artist wishes to express. He also assures
that discussions on art sOO.J1d take place with western aesthetics
as the rerereoce point.
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~'s rel.iMlce CEI western aestheti.cs can be attributed
to three p::lSs ible factors . t1nlJJre Jldlebe, he attended a university
where western aesthetics were rigidly proscribed, and any type of
natiorlalistic spirit was totally absent. Finally he can identify
with the ccql1exities and parad::lxes tre.t western aeathetics addresses
itself to, because MpmacDx has in fact defined his o..n life. "9

'Ihe early ccerereocee papers and articles of~e's stress
4 need for relevant literature that reflects the soc:ial realities of
the tbtEs . In ~ interviJ!w with Dennis PJerden, in 1963 at the cce­
ference c:rI Afric::an IJ.terature c;n UniYUrBity CurriculUll, ~pu.e1e
fOinted out that lIUCh of the literature that is bei.J'q taU#lt in Africa
is outdated and n:rt. in touch with present social realities . 'Ihe pur­
pose of the a:mft!n!nee _ s to integrate the teaching of African writ ­
ing in the university ay llabusea and provide neaninqful literature ,
part.ic:ularl y for African students who could be t ter n!late to literature
that lllHressed the problellB of their aociety. In the article -A IEply·
/otlha~e stated that art IlUSt have a aocial signifi.c:an::e to the pa::ople
i t adh

Sz4oeL!I -.:Inillgfll. l <lJ"t ho:uI social eignificc.~ Or' J'<I I~

<VId tnu, inr I! f aat iJIIpU.a IJOCw l -eJ"itiC'i BIII-pJ"Otes t in t lw:
bl'Oadut s"'"'" of tJw lo1Ol"d. l O

His attitu:le that literature is a criticism of life has nuch to
do with his experiences in south Africa where the eoorceuc, po litical
ard BOCial conditions of Blacks deItams a resp::xu;e fl'Cfl\ b lack south
African writers. Consequently his autobiograFtdoalI"lOVe1 , lQI.m Second
AII~11 (1959) "the autobi.oqra~of nost Africans" criticizes and re­
sp::n:la to the qlDlity of life in SOuth Africa . ~1.oyinq II rmarT.ab1y
Slbl:.le yet. a1anaing ecee ,~ fa OIble to re-ex<IlIline with eericce­
ness and 'ooBrJIJth past experien::es fnm his life in South Africa. Clap­
ten 1-2 present what life is l.lle in the rural sector of the a;JtrItry .
It is rot ally the p:IYerty that artUIeS his 1llEmlrY. b.It the o::I!tIUIlal
f ellowship that he ~iercedwith frien:is aId fmnily . yet. in a
scene lU'OU'ld a fireplace . he is able to capture the distuI:bing realitiE!ll
that tvwr over this CCfITlI.U"Ial setti.ng. Old Ser,pne tells the story of
'1'tlerra to ;pung~ele am his frien:is .

And ths>z TMnn tu1"Iwd 1'Ownd and .aid men lolll1'~ not brot/wlrB
i n the c itl{ . The Black man nnurt .mUzo t /wl lJhitB III:In '.
howl. thr.:rwgh the lN2ckdocr . TM Bla ck IIWl. do•• 1II08t of
the dirtll Iolln'k . It1wrn a whi t. "II" .lho na." ' t gone far i "
school i. giVfm .well lolO,.k II. Ball. 1 '11I no t a ](a f fi,.! Black
IIUl'l ol_ the . tl'wBt . but .... trl·t w:lk [Nelli 0" til.
pav-" t ; Black IIIaI'I _t build house. f o,. the .mite llUI'I

but OlVI ....t LiIH' i>z t hM!r; Black IIIaI'I coo k. the .mite 1IIaI'I'.
f ood bz.t Bat . "'hat i . lef t oV~JO . lA;m ' t Li~Un to a"yol'l8
bl wff yow am Bay Black and whit. are broth4r8. U
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'!he fol]o.linq chapters describe ...nat it is liJce to live in ur-
ban cities o f south Africa. '!he references to~ of black
people in the to./nShips carry a rressage and yet are well integrated
into the .fraIte"ork o f the story, thus irereasing the.ilrpsct. 'IO
illustrate the psycroloqical CWmqes that life in south Africa
does to the black nan, he describes one o f his characters, Dinku
Dikae as a mID wb> trerbles at the presen=e of the law tut ....tose
repressed f ear ultiJm.tely surfzteeS l eading to the rn...lrder of a
polkemn. 'Ihus the quality of life l.nier aprrtheid affects
roth blacks and whites .

I'tJereas Otinua Achebe an::l. Ezekiel ~ele are very conser­
vative and eeseem oriented in their writi.n.Js about the role o f
Afri.can writers and their art, their p.lblic~ and
their pceta have cple the OWOSite direction, pointing the way
their literary IooUrks lxlpefully w:JU1d follow . In the last b«>
years h::hebe has nade ecre in-depth staterents about the Ilft'ltling:
of art in Africa before public audiences . His lectures and dis­
cus sions at the university of W;l,shington in April of 1973 and at
the university of Texas at Austin in March 1975 dmonstrate these
strong cpinions. In his opening statements a t the ccnrererce in
W3.shington (which he is willing to m::dify) he states , "Art for
art ' s sake is just amther piece of deocDrized dog shit."13 It
i s interestin:J that Achebe feels it necessary to rrodify his state­
llelta before a public audience. 'Ibe artist is (XXlSCious of his
eoneece and h:M his statme'lta will affect them. 1t::hebe feels
that "art for art 's sake" has 00 pcrpose or respcnsibility to
society. SIx::h w:lrds a s "use, " "purpose" and "value " are beneeth
the divine ccecerre of this type of art. 'rtJe type of art that
Achebe favored sb:luld be an integrated an::l. =ifying function of
society. Art is and was alW3lYS in the service of 1IWl .14

His eli3llPle o f art playing the lnifying role was the !'bui
ClI!:rmaIy o f o..erri Igho in Niqeria . 'Ihe ceraraJY ...nich affinrW
the Ooerri !gOO's belief in the in:livisibility of art in society,
required a tccee of iJluqes for the earth <pi;less Alu to be b.11lt
by the IlU!Ders o f the c:amuti.ty. Sin::e the project was IXlt the
~lusiYe concern of a part.:icular caste or secret; society, "there
was rot a r igid barrier~ the eexere of culture and its cen­
surers . " IS As Achete pet; it "Art belongs to all arrl is a fln::tia\
of society. "16 At the ceerereoce a t Austin,~ states that
the ClXXJE!Pt of "art for art ' s sake" is a p:>litical statenent. It
is a oxmdtI!elt to the status qtXI . It ~lies tha t the writer
srouId rot~ thin;r-l , and this Achebe did rot agree with . As
he had stated earlier at the university of wash.inqtofl COnfererce,
"art is a political thing." '!he fact that Achebe never JMde this
kind of assertion before the Biafran W:l.r stn.Is the effect his deep
involVl:'m"!llt in the war had on him. It Ila.\St be p:>inted out,~,
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that he still felt that uth:Jugh literature cnuld dilC\.l88 F011tics
or l..1be:rat1al., it still had to adhere to the rulee of art for it
to be. a meaninqful 'oOrk. Art u not misp1aoed sent1lrlent. 'the
a,JIltent alone cbe& rot lI'Bke a <pX1 p:l('fll or novel.

What I 1oIot.I i . that yOIl can have a good iIUa , lik. M!i i "9
I I.UlSt 11I/I p-optB ta b. IN', but tha t ', not a good 1'C141111,
tlzat'. !'lOt a I1Ovd . S<J tlwlN ill ' 0f'f8th i l'lg ds, you lnve
to bring to it i f y0 14 ~nt to lJ1'£te abowt i t and males it
a PC@! or novel . . • • This i s whll"s yoill' cro.ft or art
QOI>MlB i n.

C/uoi,tma, in Biafra. and o tMr Po~8 {l973J is an exanple of
ltchetie' s vie...... on art as a ~p::llitical thing. ~ In the poem "Refugee
M;Jther and Child.· he reccree the destrlrtive nature of war on its
IlI:l6t i.nn::lCent victims,~ and children . Respon:ii.ng motionally
to 'oIhat he IiIaW durin; the war, he repeatedly nenticrla the horrify­
ing' aIipElCu of life that war brinqs.

TJw air W8 Will>' Io1it1l odolQ"'
of diarrhsa.r of WIU::uIMd chi ldr""
~:ith W8hed-OUt rib. and cfrilld·"P
bctteorl8 lStn.ggZing in labol<1'ed
ItBPS lxIh il'ld blolM ~tll bdliB,. 18

/\dEbe lU persona in the poem fails to r'e""Ol'gani:re his e>:per­
rerces and as a result the langullge of the poem bea::rres an mbell­
i shmen t of eroetco, He has rot awJ,1ed his stst9llen.t that art has
rules of i ta own and the oontent alone roes not make a gcn:llX'BTI.
'Ihe poem laclta aI'tf objectivity or BUbtlety, and is sirnilar to th:>se
in:::luded in the section entitled "Poem!! Al:xmt war ."

1his section of Chri ,l.Im. in Biatra a ltd cth.1' PotPl!I is an exam­
pl e o f IoIbat can !laWen '-'hen the African artist zoroee poetry to make
a politic:al s tatstent . Poetry can nWre a polit1.cal staterrent and be
a Il'Hl1li.njf ul lClrk of art, but Ac:hebe is Ull5\lOCl!Ssful in ching this
because he sentimentalizes his experiences. It is a aneee the
African art.ist ra.1¢t find hiJIe81f in IIoben he II.ttalpt.8 to eIlpreSS his
stra'lg' p:U i tical feelirlqs within the a;clines of a literary genre.
A1~ an artis t can be politically o:mnitted to a cause, and be
able to express his experi enoes in an art form, writ1.n:j ~itical

poetry" rot only iIM:ll ves par1lICIM1 feelinq but &180 !ikil1 .

Achebe ~ sees art as a flexible teDn that can 8ICpreSS the
neeja an::l. objectives of the African artist . He also views it as
an edul;:ational bXI1 and an aVWlOO to~ o:rt1lU'lII.1 ideas and
Jtake politioal statanents. 'Ihese views have eo do\.tlt been influenced
by his experiences as a yot.ng Ilftn wrll!r oolonialisn and a mature
adult pa.rticipat1.n:j in the Biafran war. He has , throu;ih his art,
sought to change attitu:les towards the socio-politica.l events that
have a ffected Africa . 'Ibe presence of a live a u:ti ence has also in-
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fluenced the tone of his s tatments .

For J1lha~ele the language of poetry camunicates on a per­
sonal as ~l as o:::mnunal level. At the African-9cand:inavian
Wri ter's ccorererce at Stccldnlrn in 1967, he expresses this atti­
tule,

'fhtnoe is the langloage t hat ie ve'f'y pnroscmal; i t i s pRroSQl'I<I l.
~diate ezpmence al'ld the poetJob' that tdls you that. i ..
terms of poetro!l. I 1116<711 . And tMN' is t hs langloage toot b'0I0l
feel . this is public poMroy . It is >'lO t iMwdiat db' f d t b!J
the individual J.lho is writi119 ' Wha t he i s t1"!Ji"!J to captW"1l
and demo':8 t 'N t e what he t hi11ks is a collr'lUl'I<I l f n Zi119. 19

In ftThe Function of Literature at the Present TUre: The Ethnic Im­
perative" he !UuHs txM art can be fuTctional and serve a partial1.ar
ethnic group in society. '!he ethnic inperatives in literature can
record the cultural revolts of a gTOI4), detennine...mat language i t
is 9'ing' to restore and present the desired ilrages that the group
wishes to project. His poEn,~Death II- (1974 ) dmDnstrates how art
can serve a particular ethnic group within :society. "Death II~

asserts a p:l6itive image to the Bladt South Afri can. It shJWs the
growth of p:llitical~ o f a }'tI'oD;I South African, beqinni.nJ
with him as a yotn:j bJoj 1oolt1.n; at the statue of Paul Kruger . The
s tatue, a syabol of the ruthless auth:>rity that ceee to SOUth Africa
and is ~ present in the country, instills fear in the youth.

YOtl' l'e dead PmlL YJotIgel' dead
dead as a tJoeeLess rook
110 thi119 yo u <);:1;11 do to _ ,
And stiZL f ilQJ' Zicks a t !Iou and tcua/uls a 'Urove • . 20

As the p;:>BII progresses the history of the ccmrontatial~ lfUtes
and Africans lrlfolds. The youth Mas110 sees the illusion and the lies
behind the history of the "master race- and recognizes the effects of
the pillage and plunder of Kruger and his TIHl. Masilo ro.I lesp:xlds
with anger:

M;mum8'11t s of hate!
NasiZo eries:
heroes 11W'se t heir chilcboe11
0 11 the 1Il'iU: o f greed
and savagery. ':1:1

'Ihe f inal soeoes of the poea s1Dof the present condi.tial of the
~ ean ....ro is i:rpriBone:i ftIr retaliating against the south African
goYen'llel.t. IoIlat has preceded has been a drean of the differe'lt lev­
els o f political a:msciousness that led to the open vengeance . At
death MagiIo 's o::mvictic:ns are strong and his spirit eppeeeed.
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Fn::m tiE fore;ping it can be seen that 0Unua Achebe and
EzeIciel~e shan! similar views ttl the neani.ng am xole
of art in Africa. 'Ihese~ are not cruy influenced by the
aocio-political oomitions that have and <b exist in their so­
cieties, bJt an attmpt. to resp::ad and assert new attitWes and
cl.Uectials for African people. 'Ibe relationship between these
artists and their society~ sel.f-reinforcinq. FI.Irthentore
they awear to have II exmm::n neetinq p::lint of ideas beailUBe of
their erperiBJ.::eS with oolalial.imJ,. ~ele feels that art
sb:luld be a social criticism of l ife because of his~.
conf«nrations with the south African~t. Achebe be­
l ieves that art sOOuld be ft.n::tional and serve to edlrate Afri­
cans a1x:lut their past, because of his especteocee with ool.ati.al
attitWes and practices . ~e infers lotlUe Achebe states
that literature can make p:U..itical statEm2nts and yet be a mean­
i.n3"ful work of art. 'ItJey feel that certain social conditions
call for a response and therefore African literature IlUit idiress
itself to tbese problans . Despite their dilferent telminology
they desire t:1u'ou;h art to increase the African's awareness of
hizrself a s an instrurl!nt of~e, as well as the p:l8itive and
negative aspects of African culture and society. Finally, they
feel that African art IWSt ultirmtely be aco:lUlltable to African
peq>le if it is to have any treaning at all .

TO lll;Ite degree the context in which Adlebe and MphaFtUele
ctccse to express their idEw; about art and the rore of the artist
in the African society seee to have infl~what they actually
said. I t is therefore JDt. surprising that articles written by
Achebe ttl the SI1)ject reflect deYe1q:ITent am grcwth. In 1962 ,
in an interview with Lewis NIerlsId., Achebe did rut see Jadl d1anoe
of the Niqerian writer having any ~t ilrpact on the scciety. be­
cause the 'Writ.i.J"Jg was 90 new. In the IIIi.d 60's his IIttitu3e towards
the :iJlp>rtance of the artist chanqe& . a period in wuch he can be
called a c.ultuEal nat.ialaliBt and eeecrer. It is thEn (a t a lect­
ure in 19&U that he IfIakelI his first <lirect stat8lDlt on the social
r1!SpOCISibility o f the African writer-t:hat the African 'Writer dJes
have II duty to make a statme1t. Just as nationalists in Niqeria
sh:wed in their early Ie:sp:x1SeS to rolonial..ism that the African was
II laUque IfE!IIDer of huMIlity. 1d1ebe as cee of the early Niqerian
lK7w'e1ists also wished to aettle the debate CNer bLack tumutity.

It ie il'll:'O>lCeivabZ4 to .... that a eB'l"iola mul" CJQl<ld etand
WlW fl'O/fl this debat• • 0,. to. indif f e1'eOl t to thi.~t
LJhieh ~ns his j'wZl hw>Ianity i" questiol'l . POl" .... . at al'l¥
mts. the1'B is a cl~ da.ty U /lUke a st6~"t . This i s
my a"8lUel" to thou who Bay tha t a L11'i t el' elloul d be WJ>i t i l'lg
about co l'ltlil1flPOrary issues--about potitiC8 i", 798'. abo ut
oity life , abo ut tM last (}()Up d 's ta t . Of cour ee . t heee are
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legitimate themes for the writer but as fa r as I am concerned
the fundamental theme must first be disposed of . This theme­
put quite simply-is that African peoples did not hear of cul­
ture for the first time from Europeans; that their societies
were not mindless but fpequBntly had a phiZosOphb of great
depth and value and beauty , that they had poetry and , above
all, they had dignitl1 . It is this dignity that many African
peoples all but lost in the colonial period, and it is this
dignity that theb l7:Uet now regain . The worst things that
can happP.n to any people is the loss of t heir dignity and
sl>Zf-respect. 'Ihe Io.'riter 's duty is to help them r egain it
by showil"{J them in hzmun tBl"Il'!S what happBned to them, what
t hey lost . 22

In this sane I ectcre , Achebe puts western literary corcepes
of the role of the artis t in an Afr ican corrtext., AdJebe feels
the African writer's duty lies in describing the mman condition
and he cenrce do this witho\..'t a proper sense of his history . '!he
African wr iter slvul.d be concerned with tr.e question of hU1W"l
values . In A Man of the People (1967 ), AchE>1£ eerccseretee it
is the aLserx:e of values that; ar toes Na1l<;Ja to be elected by the:
people, and the oorrupt canpai gn practices, OOili's a.n corroptdcn
and the de:: li.ning norality in the city to exist. Man of t he Peopl e,
set in Wependent Nigeria , sI"ows that Achebe is ob jectively will­
ing to criticize his society even after the councry has eeccee
i.roepeOOent.

Achebe discussed the thEsle o f the writer as teacher in "'Ihe
N::Jvel.ist as Teacher" (19651 . In this article he states , " 1 think
I can safely deal with one aspect of these relationships ..ni.ch is
r arely mentioned .• • •I'hlt is rvt 50 well docunented is what society
expects of its artist. "23 Achebe f eels his society sees him as a
teacher. '!he African writer is responsible for the re-edu:::ation
of his people, especially in instances Iohere the Afr ican child or
adult is ashaJtaj of his culture and prefers to identify with for­
eign values . '!he outbreak of the Biafran war gave Achebe 's ti'K>u;Jhts
ecee political s lant. His vccabul.ary changes frem the artist as
cultural na tiDnalist and teacher to the "cam'li.tted artist. " In
the article entitled, "Achebe on Biafra" he states that a writer
like himself stould be ccnrdtted to causes and the Biafran war is
a j ust cause. At this point 1lchebe sees that the African wri t er
has a place in a revolution, "right in the thick of it , [QSsibly
at the front of i t . ~ 24 In the same article, "Ca!mitt:rrent and Afri­
can Writers" he says, ~ I believe it is iJlt:ossible tc wr i te anything
in Africa witlxlut sene kind of ccmnit:rrent, sane kind of message ,
sere kind of protest.~25 He g;leS so far as to say, ftAl I our wri ters
whether they are aware of it or not are ccmnittErl wr i ters. "2 6 '!he
African a rtist beccnes irrelevant if he does not identify with the
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pmbl8llS and crises of his society, his wle is in deteIlIlininq the
directions s:x:iety will take . In the 1973 ccorereeee at washington,
Achebe states , ft'nJere is IJ:l separatioo~ p:)1itics , p.Jblic
life, public eteeee , public concerns am. the individual artist 's
coecern, - 27

'IbJs Achebe ' s opinials about the role of the African writer
in s:x:iety has develqled into very stralg statEm:'nts that have 0b­
viously been influen::ed l7j~ socio-political corrlit.i.oos
in his society. In the past five years his ocnrerrta awear to be
very 9lDtional, tmlgh etrcere, yet he has rnt p.Jblished a I:x::ok of
p:letry or wvel that expresses these feelings artistically. 'I1le
~itical conditions in SOuth Africa have also influenced
Ezekiel ~ele's <X:ft::lept o f himself as an artist. At the be­
ginning of his writing career in 1941, he was interested in writing
about pl"qIle as people and rot as p:)1itical vi.ctilM. It was rnt
until he became a teacher an! felt the political pressures that his
writing took a I"le<i direction. HE! wrote a nU!tler of things in Drllll
MagIIzine ab.:xJt the ghetto people and the political pressures over
thEm . FraIl this point on he consi.stmtly vieI.e1 his role as that
of a social critic o f eccteey . In the chapter entitled, -Black on
Black~, of the African. Image he feels that the SOuth African writer
has a. dual responsibility . 'lhe SOuth Afriam wri ter trUSt act as a
political lIBJl as well a.s practice his craft.

As i", the Black AIrNlri= area of conflict, tlw African Iolriter
in this part of Africa has a dual reepcn8ibility, that ie once
we tab it ae a given that, like etlel"l/ otller intlginative LIl"it41r
in t iul w rld, he has a duty to himsel f . At one level , he has
to aot as political man, and that means literally thi11k and
act. At another lw has to practice tiul art and craft of i nter ­
preti'l£1 hie uorld through ~es and eymbols. 28

~ele' s article, -African writers and o:mnitbnent- (1969)
...tl.id\a~ in Voices in the WhirWind states his views on the
o::mni.tted artist. He feels that a writer can take a sta.l¥1 without
using propagarrla. He then follows this statenent by, " Every writer
is o::mni.tted to sc:wreth1ng beyond his art, to a statenent of values
rnt p.Ire1y aestheti.c-to criticizing life. -29

~ele also sees the paradox of the o::mni.tted artist .....m
c:h:loses to write rather than ~ically beocme inIIolved in the
stru:/gle in SOuth Africa. He asks himself, 00w can the African
artist .....m deals with para<Dx. iz'ony, syntnls, i1raqes, reconcile
a play of IoOrds with the urgent problEJrlS of p:7o'erty and racism in
his s:x:iety.~e has ccee to terms with this d.i.lEfma. He
f eels that -..orldng with irraqes and syrixlls can help hi:B \D"Iderstand
the intertxmnectednes of life's experiences. 'lhe artist rather
performs a cultural act. IJ.terary technique is rot useless because
of its S\:bject natter .
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~ man in pololW i s l'l6V11J' going to be ~!>ed by a po_ OJ' a
novd . TJut autlwr of inIagi..ativl1 ZiteratuJ'e-- ths azotut i n
gVfl8ro'L- -U perfol'l'ting a cu'LturoZ ac t . He i8 aLwY8 having
to l'evi ta Zilie 'Language and 8Zpfff'ifmce . I n t hi 8 s...ae hs u
a'Lr.kZyll revoZutWl'W"lf.

~ele l.il;e Achebe a'I the role of the artist in Africa,
has been influerx:ed by E!'J'E!rlts in his backgro!.n:i that reflect the
increa.sin:J FOlitical pressures on hiIIl since his views ac;Iilinst the
South African gcwerrr.ent, his definition of hiIIEelf as an artist
chaR;Ied. 1lchebe's e:ocperieroes with colonialism as well illS his ex­
per:ierw=es with the Biafran war also helped f01:m certain attitudes
in his mind alDut the role of the African artist. 8::lth ~ele

and Achebe f eel that the African artist IlUSt datonstrate responsi­
bility as a teacher, cultural nationalist or social =itic:. 1h!y
express the dllerr.a of the African artist wh::> desires to be curmit­
ted to his art and ac:tively search. for IX>litic:al sOlutions to the
problaTIS erte:alpaSSin:J their society .
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