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PUBLIC f{f}Rf OF 'nEST flfRICA 

A SURVEY 

by 

Tayo Olafioye 

Public or ?Jlitical poetic thought in this essay covers 
the activities of airJ governnent in Africa whether Colari.al or 
African. Also reflected is the role of the officials wOO execute 
the ?Jlicies of such a govenrnent. The dispensatioo of power 
either by an individual or groups of people or institutions and 
hew that p:7oo1er affects the lives of Africans and those of foreign 
nationals on the CCiltinent are analyzed. Also included is ?Jetiy 
that CCiltalt>lates cultural, social and spiritual values but where 
colcni.zation is iJil>lied. other ?Jetiy constitute the nerging of 
spiritual, cultural and ?Jlitical CCiloerns fOlmd in the African 
awareness --its "persooality". '1lle regiooal categories I use in 
this essay I h~, will facilitate a clear understanding of hooi each 
geograpucal or natiooal divisioo is highlighted by its om pecu-
liar history which in turn influences the circ:urstanoes and 
the nethods of articulation by its ?Jets . 

Natiooalism in the 1940's unified African coosciousness 
throughout West Africa. 'lhe cx:mt01 enell¥ then was oolari.alism. 
1-bst of the national leaders, including artists, spoke for West 
Africa as a wtx:lle. '1he Engl.i.sh-speak:in parts of this regioo 
were then being adnini.ste.red by ooe colari.al p:7oo~er, Great Britain. 
Because many of the West African leaders were born in the first 
tJwo decades of this century and because a nmi:ler of them studied 
overseas where they had experienced racial discrimination, they 
care to leam ItDre a[x)ut the colonialists in their natural habitat, 
they becane aCXJUai,nted with British social and ?Jlitical thou;ht 
and the motivations behind the oolooial ent.ei:prise. 

'1lle upsurge of natiooalism led to the rise of the Pan-African 
rrovarent. llnalg other things the rrovement was dedicated to the 
liberation of African territories fran oolari.al CCiltrol. It 
attracted many outstanding African st:OOents studying abroad W1o 
were later to bec:a1E ?Jlitical leaders in their respective countries. 
Praninent cm::ng these were Jane Kenyatta of Kenya, Leopold Sedar 
Senghor of Senegal, Nnam:li Azikiwe of Nigeria, and RWarte Nkrunah of 
Glana. 'llle rroverrent included Black American nationalists and others 
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fran the West Indies, like Marcus Garvey. 

Natimal i st activity also cxntinued against colmia.lisrn 
in each individual African c:::a.mtry when the Africans returned 
hane fran European schooling. In Nigeria, for exal11?le , there 
...ere the Zi.ki.st rroverrent led l:7y Nnamli. Azi.k.iwe, and Egbe Qro­
Odllduwa led l:7y Cl:>afemi ~l.o.K>. In G'lana, Kwcma Nkrunah launched 
a series of disruptive strikes against the British colonial govern­
trent. varile the nationalists were fighting on the political front, 
the artists were writing declamatory, metorical, and sanetines 
bookish poetry nDStly patterned after the English and French 
traditialS. Even the aggressive natiooalist verse written by 
others was also derivative in style and fom. 

'lhe early writers of African nationalism are known as 
"Piooeer poets" in Nigeria and as "Pilot poets" in G'lana. 'lhe 
poets were in the vanguard of cultural nationalism seeking to gain 
respect and political independenoe for Africans . '!be poets <Ala 
expressed pti>lic cxnoerns idealized African expectations cxnoexning 
i..OOependenoe. 'Ihey ~ as teachers, critics, judges, and 
advisors and attetpted to arouse the ccnsciousness of the peq>le 
about various aspects of colonial life. 'Ihey wrote poems en Africa, 
naticnalist pride, suffering, politics, danination, culture. 'Ihey 
projected a glorious, rich and hamoni.ous Africa after ilxiependence. 

Most pioneer poetry is prosaic in style and sentinental in 
oontent. '!be diction is sinple, didactic and direct. 'lhe poets 
themselves lacked originality in that they did rot use traditional 
elerrents to create a new frcntier for the English language . 
But as s:inple as their style was, their message was clear: i.ndependence. 

One of the best known pilot poets was Gladys May Casely-Hayfom. 
She was bo.m at Axim, in G'lana, in 1904. Her father was a prcmi.­
nent G'lanaian l.aolye.r, J05efh Casely-Hayfom, who was himself an 
author and a traditionalist. 'lhe ITOther was Adelaide Casely- Hayfam, 
also an author. Gladys came fran an enlightened fani.ly which was 
responsible for her education Britain. Young Gladys ' poem "Iejoioe" 
is an appeal to Africans to be prood of their oolor. Dr. James ll/:jqrey , 
a G'lanaian educatimist had said, "He who is rot proud of his color 
is not fit to live." 

Gladys ' "Iejoioe" is straightforward and to the point: 

Rejoice and shout with Laughter 
Throw aH yoUP burdens down, 
If God has been so gracious 
As to make you bLack or brown.l 

'!be poet talks directly to her audience. Her tone is instruct­
ional: "rejoioe," :threw." She instructs her fellcw Africans to 
to out:g.rcw their inferiority carplex and be glad that they ...ere 
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black: "rejoice," "shout with laughter," be "glori.ous ," "gracious." 
God had made Africa the cradle of beauty and delight for all the 
world: 

For you are a great nation, 
A people of great birth 
For where would spring the flowers 
I f God took away the earth? 

It seems clear that in those days the Africans felt inferior 
to the Europeans. Uneducated and without technical skills , they 
felt that the European skills were responsible for every good thinq 
on earth . Undoubtedly, there is a rananticization of Africa in the 
rrood of the poem; syrcptanatic, of the "negritude" I!Dde that glori.­
fied the African past in order to ~sert an African presence. Sudl 
senti!rent characterized nuch of early modern African writing indi­
cating then a need for a psychological and alltural lift. 'lhere 
is an appeal to enotion, with the expression "glori.ous heritage" , 
that seeks to arouse confidence and cultural pride and sexves to 
restore the Africans sense of worth which the cx:nditialS of 
oolonization had helped to undeJ:mine. 

Another early Glanaian poet is Raphael Grail Al:mattoe. He 
was born at Denu in 1913 and w~ educated as a medical doctor in 
Northern Ireland, where he spent the next decade after graduat.ioo 
fron medical school. M:>st of his poene are elegiac in rood be­
cause of his sad personal experiences . Having stayed so loog CJII'er­

seas , he was a misfit when he retun;ed to Glana, then the Gold 
Coast . But his people misunderstood his awroach to their prc:bl.Em:l. 
Atmattoe was a man of many talents-a poet, physician, historian, 
and an anthropologist . His great understand.ir¥:J of h~.Dan nature is 
pulosophically interpreted in his elegies . 

Atmattoe's first political poem is called "Africa". It begins: 

I onae saw a maiden dark and comely, 
Sitting by the wayside, sad and lonely . 
Oh! pretty maiden, so dark and comely 
Why sit by the wayside, sad and lonely? 
I am neither sad nor lonely, she said 
But living, Sin, among the deaf and dumb 
Relentlessly, watching these shameless dead 
Makes my warm heart grow very aold and numb. 2 

This poem expresses disawoint:Irent in sane of his political 
adversaries in the Gold coast who misunderstood his political 
process . '!hey criticized him bitterly and misCXXlStrued his gocx1 
intentions for his oo1.mtry . '!he "dal:k and canely" maiden is Africa. 
She is sitting idly by the wayside of progress , sad and lalely. 'Dle 
rest of the world is passing her by and she 00es not even realize it-
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"I am neither sad, oor lcnely . " Hc:Mever, Africa-- the maiden, 
reoognizes that sare of her people are deaf to reason. She 
asstmeS a neutral position watching them-dead and shareless, 
living ~ ·ignorance. '!be maiden is also the poet, R.G. Aimattoe. 
He is the sq:histicated African who is out of tune with his 
people. He calls them "dtl'li:>," "sharreless," and "deaf" because 
they did not agree with his political thinking. 

'!be poet stands out anong his people because they did not 
share his anxiety. '!heir despair and dis~intrnent: "Makes 
rey wann heart gr:c111 vezy cold and ntl'li:>~ the poet l.alrents. Perhaps 
the artist is ahead of his time, perllaps he is sinply cut of step 
with his people fran having lived abroad for so long. 'lhe fact 
that Qlana later gained indepeOOenoe indicates that Africa arrived 
'Nhen it was ready. Al:mattoe the hunanist is also a patriot and 
a visicnacy. He is a paradox. To criticize his society is 
agonizing and painful because he loves the country dearly. Yet 
to fail to guide the society is to fail in e11e ' s responsibility 
as an artist. 

'lhe IrOSt often qooted pioneer poet is OU.ef Dennis Osadebay. 
He is a West African of Nigerian origin. His "Y()UI):J Africa's Plea" 
dem::nstrates a poet's pride in his culture as well as hid cancern 
for its assault and patronage by foreign personnels. He sees a 
need for refinarent in the culture because its scpustication will 
make better people of Africans. But he hates to see the culture 
disrupted, derided, misunderstood or arbraoed out of curiosity: 

Don't preserve my customs 
As some fine curios 
To suit some white historian's tastes. 
There 's nothing artificiaL 
That beats the naturaL way 
in cuLture and ideaLs of life. 
Let me pZay with the Whiteman's ways 
Let my affairs themseZves sort out. 
Then in sweet rebirth 
I'ZZ rise a better man 
Not ashamed to face the worZd. 
Those who doubt my taZents 

They know I am no Less a man 
Let them bury their prejudice 

My friends wi ZZ never know regret 
And I, I never once forget.3 
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We are experiencing a union of political, cultural and 
spiritual a.tareness in an attarpt to praoote the survival of 
the p:>et and his traditions. Be gains new inspiratioo fran this 
culture in recognition of a real image in life. He must seek 
to preserve it. But he is persuasive, oot. assertive, because 
the poem is not directly political. Rather, it is a poem in 
which. cultural values also CCilOeD1 political self-sufficiency. 

'Dle p:>et has no need to be apologetic about his culture, 
especially sinoe he sees the future of the new African man in 
it-"I ' ll rise a better man." '!he p:>et is "WOrldng "with the 
brains of a blackman" who l.c:ldcs forward to a renaissan~a 
"sweet rebirth." 'Blat is, a new Africa fashioned out of the old. 
'Dle prcblern with the piooeers is that \lihen they are oot. extn:mely 
sentimental and nostalgic they are ant>ivalent. 'lbey are enchanted 
by Western culture and religioo and the t.hin;Js that go with it: 
literacy, a new masteJ:y of the envi.rcnoent, of the soil, of 
cx:mmmicatiori. And yet they do oot. want to abandcn their native 
culture. 

'lhe piooeers learned the style and fonn ,of p:>etry fran 
religious h:yuns and the Angl.o-Saxcn p:>etic traditioo, particularly 
the Victorian manner of expression. 'lbey behaved acoording to 
the pattem of their education, which. was missionaxy schooling. 
Even the rrost travelled of them were limited. 'Dley capitalized 
solely on esrotional and pedestrian fhilosophies and banal expres­
sion, without really suggesting cxn::rete prqx:lSals to meet the 
prcblerrs facing them. But it is evident that they love their 
oountry. 'lhey carried to a fever-pitch. the exhortat.ial of 
"fobther Africa," an exarple of which. is the didactic vezse by 
Nncmli Azi.Jdwe in his Renascent Africa: 

Come now, Renascent African, beZieve in yoursetf. 
BeZieve that you have the taZent, but it is Zatent, 
BeZieve, and it shall be done unto you 

Africa has produced geniuses in the past. Africa 
is produaing geniuses today. And Africa can and 
wi U produce. 

Behold a continent which had stood the test of space 
and time! 
Behold a continent which gave the universe the 
human race! 
BehoZd a continent which p:ztoduced and nurtured great 
civilizations 
Behold a continent whose majesty and spZendour are 
now overshadowed by suffering and woe . .. 

Afl'ica, arise and waZk ... .. 4 
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'nle African that Nnam:ii Azikiwe awealed to was literally a 
let.ha.J:gic ale. A oonscious language of aweaJ. to aroose that 
kind of Africa was inevitable. We lmlSt rerterber that a biblical 
culture held sway, an aspect of which is the prqi'letic diction 
and ccmnand that feature in the excerpt. "Behold," "cane n<M," 
are biblical fonns of address. A flashbac:X into the great African 
past is also an artistic device to st:.i.nulate awareness and racial 
pride. Michael Dei-Anang and Beni Bengor Blay, both of Qlana; 
Crispin George of Sierra Leone and, Roland Dellpster of Liberia are 
fEM other pioneer poets who write in similar mode. 

After the pioneer poets oc:rre the poets of the fifties, or 
the "poets of transition." I shall ccnveniently refer to their 
poetry as "cx:nt:.e!rp:>rary." Because none of the pia~eeJ:S are woDdng 

anyrcore , oont:al'p:>rary poetry spans the 1950 's and 1960's and per­
haps 1970's. Writers of ccnt:al'p:>rary poetry are better ec1ucat.ed 
than the pioneers because sane of the former attended various 
European universities where they stu:lied the literary movement 
led by Eliot and Pound. 

Cont:.e!rp:>rary West African poets such as Cllristq:iler Okigbo, 
Abioseh Niool and Gabriel Okara pattemed their early styles after 
those of the twentieth-century English poetry. 'Ibis neM source 
of poetic infloenoe created a major di.fference between the poetic 
style of the cx:nt:al'p:>rary African poets and those of the 'Pioneers". 
We lllJSt restate that the pioneers were principally influenced by 
the Bible, the hyrrnal books, and British poetry of the nineteenth 
centw:y. '!he c:ont:al'p:>rary African poets wrote succinct and 

1 catplex poetry that speaks about African cx:noerns and breathes an 
African a~. In addition, the political climate of the 
fifties was more intense than in the 1940's. 

1be late fifties or the early sixties witnessed militant 
political and cultural awareness that hastened the course of 
indepelilence. Sate of the poets of the 1950's wrote generally 
the same kind of poetry as that of the previous decade. Similar 
overlapping fran cont:al'p:>rary poetry is true in the c:arposition 
of those who are writing since independence. 1beir woxX.s speak 
of independent Africa. 'Jlley face prd:>lem; created by African 
politicians and the prd:llems are fundartental to national develqment. 
As the ccnt:al'p:>rary poets grapple with the prd:>l.em of develcp!Elt 
and a greater variety of skills, kncwledge, and political styles, 
they enjoy a wider range of materials for poetry than their fore­
runners did. 

'nle c:ont:al'p:>rary poet has nnre to engage him as he assesses 
the prd:>lems and develcprents of his tine. Owing to his more 
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intensive training and greater self- assurance, he experiments with 
greater freedan. He uses traditional synDols , invents new dictioo 
and gives his art a cultural distinctioo. The contenp:>racy poet 
evolves personal styles because he is nore intensely indivi.dualistic 
than his forerunners, even while he purports to speak for a nati.oo 
and a continent. He hits at a wider~ of meanings because his 
audience is nore sopri.sticated. He needs to arrest their attentioo 
in order for his message to get t:1u:ou;!h. '!be contenp:>racy poet is 
also m::.u:e professional both for the sake of art, of spokesoanship, 
and for the sake of his mcu:ket. He strives to attain excellenoe 
because he is not intending to please a fe.~ at codctail parties, 
but a large world. He has to be good to sell. 

'!he decade of the fifties is the eve of political indepen:)enoe. 
'!be poem; that reflect that struggle are c:ne type. '1hi.s class of 
poem; is "negrit:We" in nature. By "negritude", I mean the reacticn 
which expresses pride in African traditions or seeks to free her 
fran the oolooial yoke. '1he poet paints the picture of a gl.ori.oos 
Africa; an Africa under siege, a continent being plundered. '!be 
sea:md category of poets is represented by those poens that esnerge 
after the atta.inllent of political :i.ndependenoe. '!bey are the con­
tenp:>racy poerrs . '!he first grcq:> attadcs oolooizatioo as a system 
that upholds foreign political rule, and the seoa'ld 9XQlP seeks to 
instill African cultural pride to buttress natiooalism. '1lle poet 
in this case hopes that nationalist pride will overt:hrcw European 
rule. 

\'lri.le the poetry of the 1950 ' s was pointedly directed against 
the Europeans, the poetry of independent Africa was focused en 
African politicians , whose style of political aaninistratioo is 
often worse than those they critized prior to :i.ndependenoe. 
Corruption is rife, and progress is sla.r lllJV:i.ng. 'lbe politicians 
cannot claim with any justification that Europeans are responsible 
for the misman.agesrent of Africa today. Alfred Zanker, an Allerican 
journalist, cxmnented in U.S. News and Wo:rZd Report: 

Ten years ago, the nations of bZack Africa were 
fuZZ of confidence. ~eir newZy won independence wouZd 
sureZy bring instant prosperity and stabiZity. Today, 
most of their hopes are unreaZized. True prosperity Zies 
far in the futur@. And lasting stabiZity may take decades 
more to achieve. 5 

'1llere is sane truth in this statement. However, visiooacy 
politicians realize that there is no srort cut to progress . No 
one oould possibly achieve prosperity and stability in ten years, 
let alone Africa at the level of the United States two hundred 
years ago. '!be ooncern of nost African poets in an independent 
Africa is the abose of power which leads to strife, frustratioo, 
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exile, civil disorders ard social i.nttd>ility. Beginning with 
the 1950's, the poetxy of West Africa urges in a nme sqhl.sti­
cated wey than ever before, cultural natialalism as a weapon for 
.independence. Saneti.Ires the poet makes a direct statement about 
this, at others his intenticn is inplied. Our first exanpl.e of 
early political poem is the "Meaning of Africa," written by 
Abioseh Niool, a Sierra Ia:mean poet: 

You are not a country~ Afr-ica~ 
You are a concept, 
Fashioned, in our mindS~ each to each 
To hide our separate fears~ To dream 
our separate dreams. 6 

"Meaning of Africa" laments the arbitrary divisicn of Africa 
into oountries. 'lhe political creaticn ard divisicn of the 
cx:nti.nent ccupounds the problems of develq:rnent for Africa, which 
was divided into many aaninistrative units in 1884 by European 
oolonial powers at the Berlin ccnventicn. 'lhe territorial shari.n:] 
of Africa was for the cxmnercial ard political c:xnveni.enoe of the 
Europeans. Each European naticn owned overseas territories fran 
Where to exploit natural resw.roes badly needed at hale. Each 
territorial possession in Africa enhanced the intemational 
stature of the European nation that "owned" the territory. '!he 
preoccupation of the European politicians with the affairs of 
their naticn' s African territo:cy helped them divert attention 
fran da!estic, social and political prd:>l.ems. The Africans 
themselves were the ones Who had nux::h to lose. 'lhey were 
divided arocngst themselves, cne ethnic groop broken into units 
only to be 1\:lll)ed with other splintered ethnic groops with Whan 
the follller had no cultural affinity, to fo.IIII new nations. 'lbese 
divisions could only have disastrous effects on African develop­
ment. Each ethnic natiCI'lality ooul.d have fomed a viable naticn 
in which cne language expedites progress. Only a few oc:mttries 
in Africa have an :indiljenous national language. '!he absence of 
one often .i.upedes social progress. 

All the above sequence of events explains what the poet 
means by saying that Africa is a "oc:noept." She is a ccnoept, 
an idea which takes different shapes in African minds~ch 
hides his own separate fears and dreams his own separate dreams. 
For all we have in cx:mocn, too many elem:mts in our backgrounds 
are dissimilar. We have French, English, Spanish, ard Portuguese 
speaking Africans. Each experienced a different pattem of colo­
nial educaticn. It may take decades of cx:ntact between African 
nations before they can OCDpletely understand one another and 
trust one another sufficiently to march together in progress. 

Fran David Diq>, a Senegalese born in France, cane a poem 
that represents Africa as a oc:nti.nent moe great, ro.; huniliated: 

Afr-ica my Afr-ica 
Afr-ica of pPoud waPrioPs in ancestral Savannah 
AfPica of whom my grandmother sings 



-

- 82-

On the banks of the distant Piver 
I have never known you 
But your b~ood fiows in my veins 
Your beautifU~ b~ack b~ood that irrigates the fie~ds 
The seat of your wol'k 
The work of your s ~el'!J 
The s~el'!J of your chil.dzoen 

Afl'ica te~~ me Africa 
Is this you this back that is bent 
This back that breaks under the weight of humiUation 

And its fPUit gradua~~y acquire 
The bitter tastes of ~ibel'ty 7 

nus poem represents a ranantic visioo of Africa because the poet 
feels a sense of loss ani alienatioo both fran his acklpted 
country- France, ani fran his land of birth of whidl he has 
heard only in his graOOnother's soogs. Diop is nostalgic, but 
vague, in his evocation of Africa' s past greatness: "Africa of 
proud warriors in ancestral savannahs ." But all the heroic past 
and the present beauties are lost. Like rrost natiooalists the 
p:.:>et is rebellioos. He sees hiimelf as an ·"iltpetwus san. " He 
senses that sanething IlllSt be OOrle to heal Africa fran the 
"red scars" ani "the whip under the midday sun." To reclaiJn 
Africa, the yoong generatioo of Africans who are the •fruits" of 
the soil must be devoted and dedicated in order to "acquire the 
bitter taste of liberty." 

A school of p:Jetry arerged arcn:J Africans stl.dying in Paris 
in 1930's . '!hey called it "negritu:le. " It was a mavement meant 
to restore African roots, to infuse p:Jetry with African images, 
to instill pride in African values. 'lhi.s cultural nationalism 
was coooeived as a weapon for political independenoe. Is:lpald 
Sedar Senghor becate the leading voioe in this mavement, 
together with .Airre Cesaire, leOn Damas, and Birago Diop. 

I.eqx:>ld Sedar Senghor, a poet, pulosqlher ani the President 
of the Republic of Senegal in Frecnh West Africa, is an 
outstanding advocate for the greatness of Africa. He is one of 
the early natiooalists to regain respect for and pride in Africa. 
His sense ofthe attributes of Africa is often ~erated but 
it indicates the need of the ti.Ire. Africa that has been huniliated 
llUlSt be saved. '!he thares of the great African past, of 
ancestral guidance, of a superior African rll.ythm and h\:ltlanity 
daninate rrost of his writing. One of his IOOSt representative 
poems is "Prayer to Masks": 

B~ack mask~ red mask~ you b~ack and white masks, 
RectanguZaP masks through whom the Spirit breathes 
I greet you in SiLence! And you too, my pantherheaded 
ancesto1'.8 
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The above exoexpt is an invocaticn of the dead whose spirits 
the masks synix:>lize. Masqueraders are said to cx:Jie fl:an the world 
.beycnd representing the dead. We do not think of the ~ 
as a living hunan, but as a representative of the dead, cnoe he 
covers his face with a mask and begins to speak in a cjuttural, 
rasping voice. 'Ibis invocaticn reoognized the presence of the 
dead in the lives of Africans. '!be ancestor is usually deified 
and is ocnstantly called )lpCil to assist hman efforts in t.ine 
of danger or difficulties. Prayerful petiticns acxx:opani.ed by 
sacrifiCes are offered at the fanily shrines. Africans need 
to ooax and reach God thralgh the ancestors. We believe that 
once we placate the ancestors, God will listen and grant oor 
requests. '!be }:Xlet greets his panther-headed ancestor with the 
regard Africans aooord their elders-"! greet :you in silence." 
Senghor is here E!lploying spiritual means to gain a pcDlitical 
end. '!be synthesis of both the spiritual and the political is 
often an artistic device of the African writer to artio.llate 
his ooncern. References to heritage often engezXIer needed 
em:lti.on to stiltulate action in politics. '!he image of the 
panther int>ues the ancestor with awe \o'hile making the issue at 
stake look rather cultural. Another African }:Xlet, Christq:tler 
Okigbo, a Nigerian, sounds a similar rxn:e in his poem "Idoto"-
a IOOther goddess in his village. 

In Africa the dead are not forgotten. 'n1ey are part of 
the living present. In the "Prayer to Masks," Senghor enjoins 
his ancestor to "guard this place"-that was the sacred African 
soil. '1he ancestors are to guard it against perpetual oolari.al 
cbni.nation, and exanple of spiritual articulaticn for political 
gain. He also asks them to "purify the air of eternity, here 
where I breathe the air of It¥ fathers. " 'lhe }:Xlet cx:npares his 
t:Cysical build to that of his ancestor-"You have. cmposed this 
image, this my face that bends over the altar of white paper 
in the name of your image, listen to me." 'lhe i.nportance 
of the Masks to alm::st all things the African does is eqilasized 
by the attitude of the poet. He holds his ancestors responsible 
for his guidance, safety and aspiraticns. He makes an em:lti.onal 
appeal to them stressing to them that the latter nust not di.s­
awoint him because the poet is the ancestor's :image-"In the name 
of your image, listen to me," for the poet's goal is political. 

Senghor pits African hi.Xllanism against that of the West by 
over-praising the African's: 

For who eZse wouZd teach rhythm to the worZd that 
has died of machines and cannons" 

In other words, it is cnly the African world that is sane. 
'lhis is not true. 'lhe West is the world of tedmology-" canncns 
and machines." It is a world of wars, it is a world of wickedness. 
But one cannot assert that Africa is not violent, since violence 
is part of human nature. M:>st of "Masks" is spiritual in theme. 
Peets of Senghor's persuasicn often glorify African traditions 
in order to express a sense of loss which resulted fran Eul:qlean 
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CCI'lq\leSt. '!be ultimate aim is therefore to shaoi up the spiritual 
poverty of E\ll:qle: 

They can us men of death, but we are the men of 
dance 
Whose feet only gain power when they bear the soil. 

OUr next poet is not particularly political. Be is relevant 
to our discussicn because his is a fine exanple of poetry 
that recognized the dual perscnality of the educated African: 
the man who was a meeting point between the African and the West. 
we need to see the African as Okara sees himself- the man who 
uses European techniques to attack European power while he re­
mains fi.nnly rooted in African soil. Be is a1e of the first 
to use typically African elanents-spiritual worlds of past and 
present, the life-death cycle, palm trees, jungle dr\ms and 
maidenhood-to CCitp)Se poems that describe African life in a 
state of flux . Gabriel Okara is a Nigerian of Ijo origin. He 
received only a secx::l'ldary educatioo, but advanoed himself thr<Jl¥3h 
private study. J.P . Cl.aJ:it, a fellcw Ijo poet describes <kara as 
"no shallcw sheet of water but a real Olameleon figure standing 
fast in his reflection of the outside world!" In his "Piano 
and Dnms" , 9 Okara synix>lizes Western culture as a piano and 
the African as a chua. But the poet is merely j uxtaposing the 
piaiX> and drum to shew how cx:rtplex his cwn personality has 
becane • . Bach of the two cultures has a place in the cx:rtp1ex . 
persooality: 

When at break of day at a riverside I hear 
jungle drums telegraphing the mystic rhythm, 
urgent'" raw 
like bZeeding flesh, speaking of 
primal youth and the beginning 
I see the panther ready to pounce, 
the leopard snarling about to leap 
and the hunters crouch with spears poised. 

Okara is not dramatically political. Rather, his bent is 
cultural: he OClliiEllts on himself and others like him whose 
'persooality' has suffered a jolt, a split ewing to the adnixture 
of the two worlds of experience-Africa and the west. '!he mistake 
he makes is to think that Africa is sl.lllted up in siltple ~, priiral 
yooth that are illustrated in the druts , rhythmic dances , panther 
or the baby suckling on his trother ' s lap. Okara forgets that 
traditional Africa is cx:rtplex in its own way. 

'!be piano synix>l represents the cx:rtplexity of Western 
culture whim Okara inplies is q:p:>Sed to African natural styles: 

Then I hear wailing piano 
Solo speaking of comple:c ways 
in tear-furrowed concerts; 



-as-

of far Clh)ay lands. 
And new horizons U1i th 
Coaxing diminuendo, counterpoint, 
crescendo. But ~ost in the Labyrinth 
of its comp~~ties, it ends in the midd~e 
of a phrase at a daggerpoint . 

His use of the mt.aplor "daggerpoint, " inplies that there is 
the s\Xlden, often .1Jtll'OOlodic ending of· a ~t or phrase in 
a ccnoerto. 

As the poet carries in him the inprint of two cultures,..-.ooe 
of the drun (Africa) and the other of the piano (West) , in the 
saire wey the African elite harbors a dual and CXIIplex persm­
ality and is often "lost in the labyrinth of its CXIIplexities." 
'!be African elite often feels the ccnflict of cultures, not 
knowing who or what they are. · 

Yet ooe of the two cultures sustains the other in the 
African. Ezekiel M{nahlele, offers sane advice oo how the 
African can merge his two personalities to evolve a ccnstructive 
African persanality. In his revised edition of The African Image, 
~le writes: 

.. . the rea~ African personality is a dia~ogue of two 
ee~voa. A dialogue botwoon two streams of oonsoioueness: 
the present and the ~iving past .. . The persona~ity {with 
a capita~ 'p ' J that Nlawrr:zh ta~ked about was a beacon 
on the battlefield, a thrust, an assertion of the 
Afriaan 's presence; it was a coming into consciousness 
of the African ... The culture aynamics in Afriaan societies 
01ill have to define the African personality (01ith a small 
'p ') from time to time. At Pationa~ ~eve~s we have the 
choice to take contro~ of things or coast along mindless~y ... 
I have seen the surviva~, in the most urbanized ghettoes 
of South Africa, of the toughest of traditional traits; 
the sense of corrmunity, the rituals surrowtding birth, 
marriage and death, the theater that surrowtds life 
genera~ly •... The intel~ectua~ may agonize about the 
distance between him and the st!'eam of traditiona~ life . 
He has the ability to select. We sha~~ certain~y see 
some of our traits die out, some !'evived, some modified. lO 

'1be last of the ccnt:en{:lorary poets under review is Christq:her 
Okigbo, a fervent natiooalist \lbo died in 1967 in battle fight.iz¥J 
for the now defunct Rep\i:>lic of Biafra against the Nigerian Arley. 
He was ooe of those known to have imitated early o.entieth 
centw:y English poets such as Ezra Pound. He defended his 
imitatioo of others in a o::mnent he made on his "Limits'': 

My "~imits" .. . was infiuenced by evepything and evel'!f- . 
body ... It is surprising how many lines of the "Limits" I 
am not sure are mine and yet do not know whose lines they 
were originally. But does it matter?ll 
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Regardless, he was a great African poet and a great defender of 
African cultural arrl political nationalism. 

Religion is central to two volumes of Okigbo' s poetry: 
Heavensgate and the Limits. He was anti-catholic but in favor 
of indigenous African religioo. He held Catholicism responsible 
for undeJ:mining African indigenous religion. He ridiculed the 
P~ and satirized his sacraments. 

The first part of his Heavenegate is the poem "Idoto. nl2 

Before you, mother Idoto, 
naked I stand, 
Before your watery presence, 
a prodiga'L 
Leaning on an oi'Lbean, 
wst in your 'Legend . .. .. 

'Ihe poem is an invocation to the goddess for inspiratioo and 
protection. The poet, like other African elite, had been 
unfaithful by first deserting his indigenous religion for foreign 
religioo as represented by the Catholic Church. 'lhe Europeans 
are to bl..ane for the mi.sdi.rectioo of the Africans. 'lhe Europeans 
cane to oolonize Africa and Evangelize it, thus divert.ilvJ the 
African fran his traditions. New that the African is CCilScious, 
he must return to his roots and errbraoe his religioo. After all, 
Christianity is an offspring of Hebrew culture. \'by should the 
African not errbrace his CMn, the poet asks. 'lhe allusion to 
the prodigal son su;gests that the African will return to his 
only salvation--African cult~in this world of "cannons and 
machines." 

As the poet laments ·the death of his nother, it becanes, 
metaphorically, a l..anent for the death of indigenous culture. 
'Ihe rnotller image synbolizes tradition. Cllristianity had killed 
African traditions and poet rrourns it in Heavenegate:l3 

Me to the orangery 
So'Litude invites, 
a wagtai'L, to te'L'L 
the tang'Led-wood- ta'Le 
a sunbird, to 1llOU1'n 

a mother on a spray. 

'Ihe "sunbird" includes the dead rnotller, the goddess "Idoto," 
and the lost tradition in Africa. ''White buck and helmet" 
(Christianity and colcni.alism satirized) were respCI'lSible for this 
loss of traditim. 

In "Limits," the missionaries del ihP.rately killed the 
"sunbird," which reminds us of the albatross. 'lhe poet reacts 
to the kil..ling by spewing invectives on the missionaries. '!hey 
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are the "beasts," "Malisons," "malediction," "bcrrbast," 
"J:X:IllX>Sity," and "pride," and the talons-possessed by bil:ds of 
prey. '!be Churdl, whidl killed African culture is definitely, 
to Okigbo and all Africa, the "ardltyrant" of the "holy sea" 
-a parody of the Holy See. Okigbo also enploys mathematical 
synbols to l.anp:x:in dlurdl officials: 

Square yields the moron, 
fanatics and priests and popes, 
organizing secretaries and party managers; 
better stiZZ, the rhombus--
brothers and deacons and UberaZ politicians 
and selfish self seekers 
and aU who are good doing nothing at all; 
the quadrangle, 
the rest me and you ...•• 

By "liberal politicians" here Okigbo maans those African 
authorities \<Who tolerate the presence of Clui.stianity despite 
the wrong it has done to Africa. 

A gxoup of ccnterq;x>racy poets has emarged since :independenoe 
in the last decade \<Who criticize African rulexs, politicians and 
intellectuals for their roles in the Illi..smanageoE of roodenl 
Africa. Prior to independence, the Europeans were the <XllJIOl 
c:bject of such satire and vilificaticn. M::lst African nations, 
however, gained .independence fran ooloo.ial rule since the 1960's. 
Each new nation is eJq?eriencing a new set of prcblems-problems 
of develcprent especially. Evexy country is rife with the 
abuse of public trust. Corrupticn and tyranny are rcmpant; 
fundamental hunan rights are suspended in order to :repress political 
~iticn in sane oc:nmtries. 'lberefore, culture and social 
progress suffer terribly. W:lenever there is a collapse of 
authority in a country, the amed foroes step in. '!be need for 
a sound national value systEm tmderlies the current African 
eJq?erience. '!he a.rmed forces, too, lack depth and respcrlSi.ble 
alternative national ideology to replace the evil ooes that 
necessitated their takEM)Ver. '!be naticn is worse for it. 

As the African poet watdles the decline of his society, 
he docwlents \<What he· sees, by recording both his om individual 
experience and revul.sioo. and those of his cx:rrpatriots thereby cal.l:in] 
public attention to the ills in society. M::lst often he 
Iidlosq:hl.zes while sorrowing for the breakda.m of order, m::xral.i.ty, 
culture, and progress. Because nnst of the conterq;x>racy poetry 
focuses an morality and civil disorders, it is elegiac in tooe. 
'!he sensitive intellectual beoc::rte; alienated and gees into exile 
or lands in jail and those left at hate clamor for saviors. '!he 
poet llUlSt ultimately oc:rtt>lain about the breakda.m of values. 

Glana is an exanple of an African countty \o.tlere the 
poet carries further the theme of cultural dish~. In his 
"Exiles," Kofi Awoonor the Glanaian poet says that those in 
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exile find nothing exciting to ...ni.ch they can return. 'lbe 
politicians at hane had defiled sacred traditiCilS. 'lhe poet 
is cx:ncemed with spiritual exile, for there are those Africans 
who are sensitive to the cor.rosion of culture. 'lbe main-stay of 
any society is its culture and to strip it i3/ley is death for the 
living and the oonscious. 

ShouZd they return home 
And face the fences the termites had eaten 
And see the dunghiZZ that has mounted on their birthpZace. 

Tenn:ites are destructive insects, ...ni.ch syni>olize the evil 
forces that corrupt a society and leave it in ruins . 'lhey destroy 
wnat has been neglected by those wflo went into exile. Exiles 
want to return hare to repair the damage others have done to 
culture. '!hose in exile \olere there in the first plaoe because 
of the mismanagement at hare. If they return they will find 
"dung hills" in their birthplaces . '!bey nust rediscover values 
they had lost. "1hey ocmnitted the illpiety of self-deceit" be­
cause they enslaved the beleaguered people at hane. Political 
hanocny can ally be attained after the sacred rites have been 
OOserved. 'lbe fabric of society is therefore its culture: 

.. . Wounded their souZa 
And Zeft the mangZed remainder in manacZes 
Before the sacred aZtar~ aZongside the sacrifiaiaZ cock 
Whose crow woke the night sZeepers at dawn. 

Africans need to cleanse them;elves and ~unite in their 
culture by returning to the shrines of the ancestors to ask 
for forgiveness-"'lhe oezem::ny of alel'leSS is near." .1lliOCilar 
continually stresses the illportanoe of culture. It is integral 
to any social organization. '!his is the t:i:lelre of his "Ccme, 
Let us Join" and "Redi.soovexy." Most of his poetxy deals with 
this spiritual exile, the need to retum fran exile to cor:rect 
and rec:x:nstruct their cultural "hane." '!be ...ni.te man' s role in 
African affairs is only illplied. "'lbe Weaver Bird" is one of 
the very few poems that have a direct reference to white rule. 
Traditionally, the weaver bird builds. But it is equally destructive. 
In this instance, the bird cx::rres to Africa--"they sey it ccme fran 
the west"-and it is allowed to build and ley eggs wflile the 
Africans watch, hoping that it would behave like the African tr~ 
itional weaver bird: 

~e weaver bird buiZt in our house 
And Zaid its eggs on our onZy tree. 
We did not want to send it away 
We watched the buiZding of the nest 
And supervised the egg-Zaying 

But the bird goes <Mey only to cx:rne back to claim the house. 
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"'!he weaver returned in the guise of the cwner preadri.ng salvatial 
to these that owned the house." '!he allegoxy in the poem is clear. 
'1he attitude of the bird is descriptive ·of heM the West t.odt over 
Africa. First, they cane ~ explorers and next as evangelists. 
ney "signed" t.maties with African driefs. All these l ed to 
territorial cla.inB-the prelude to colari.alism. 

Seeking .independence, the Africans reject Eul:opean donimatial 
and reclaim the lost past: 

We look for new homes everyday, 
For new altars we strive to rebuild 
'l'he old shrines defiled by the weaver's e:ccrement. 

Kofi ' s other poems are ally i.nd:irectl.y political. '!hey deal 
mainly with culture and its degradation by the Church, its neglect 
by those who became ass:imilated into Westem culture. '1he E\1nr 
pean carry the blare for the African's deviation fran his cwn 
traditiaJS . But l!woonor also finds fault in the Africans who 
have allOoled themselves to be assimilated into Westem culture. 

In a collecticn of dramatic pieoes, J.P. Claxk, a Nigerian 
{X)&, presents the picture of a countl:y set ablaze. I find 
in his poems thelres of panic, fear, deprivation, distrust and 
death. He enriches his descriptiaJS and nessages with animistic 
synbols . '!he animal images illustrate hunan elements that are 
resiXJilSible for setting the Ftl:y ablaze. In his Casualties, 
the poem "Seasons of <:mans"1 portrays Nigeria in a state of 
anarchy. Fears and panic build up and their vibrations touch 
evexy comer of the naticn. '!he countl:y is plagued by arson 
because the people are dissatisfied with the administraticn of 
their national affairs : 

When calaba8hes held petrol and men 
turned faggots in the street 
then came the five hunters . 

To can:y petrol (gas) in c alabashes as an expression of discontent 
is a vexy bad aren in Africa--z.t:>lotov codct:ail Nigerian style. 
"calabashes" are oxnanented .lx:Mls made out of gcm:ds. '!he 
calabash is an article for divination and the expression of joy. 
It is a container for food or drinking water for the sustenance 
of life. But roN, it is disdained and used to harl:x:>r death. 
Such an act does lXlt augur well for Nigeria. Ezekiel totplahlele 
ccmrents on the cultural essence of the"calabash" in ham' tilres, 
especially in marriage and betrothals: 

A calabash holds fresh water or milk or beer- -all 
sources of nourishment, a possible expression of generosi ty. 
These suggest the woman's womb, her giving and receiving 
capacities. The calaba8h is smooth on the outside;:a down 
easily on it. The calaba8h is fragile: a woman should not 
be kicked around. l5 
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But in Cl.al:K 1s poem the "calabash" represents dishailtlCilY in 
Nigeria. 'lhe five hunters are the original five Nigerian 
milit ary offioezs who planned and overthrew the dem:x:ratically 
elected but inept Federal civilian governm:mt. 'lhe goverrm;mt 1 s 
irresponsibility plunged the countxy into anardly. "Mansions" 
and "lilrousines" -were set on fire "in sunset cities." 'Ihi.s is 
a reference to the then Western region of Nigeria. As a sign 
of the time, residential hares of ooted individuals -were set ablaze. 
Western Nigeria started the Nigerian political crises \\hen the 
ranking officials of the ruling party there -were at odds with 
one another. 'lhe Federal goverrm;mt did IX>t arbitrate socn 
enough and fairly. It sided with one group against the other, 
all for a short tenn political advantage. 

'Ihe aii!¥ seized power. '!hose art:horities, syntx:>lized as 
"antelopes, lions, and j ackals" lost their lives in the uprising. 
'lhe civilian leaders had oot prepared for the uprising since they 
held the countl:y in contarpt.. Scxre of t:henr-"antelq;JeS"--were 
sleeping, while the "lions" snored and others -were making rren:y 
at night clubs. Panic seized the c:ountl:y ·and peq>le f:ron the 
Eastern region of the countxy fled hare in hundreds . 'Ihi.s is the 
s ubject of the poem"Exodus": 

They f2ee the a~tar who i n 
the ceremony of forging the faggot 
Danced around the anvi~. #IU1UTig 
t he heaviest hammer. 

Distrust was cx:mrcn aiOCil<J personal friends , and cm:ng ethnic 
groups . Personal friends refused to emf ide in eacn other, eacn 
fearing betrayal of his own ethnic group. 'lhis is vividly 
illustrated f:ron the poet 1 s personal experience recorded in 
"Casualties" when the poet met in london with Olinua Achebe, a 
fell<:M Nigerian artist of a different ethnic origin--Ibo. Both 
writers had been good f riends but could not see eye to eye during 
the cris is. In his other ode-the "Song, " Clark reminisces: 

I can look the Sun in t he face 
But the friends that I have ~ost 
I dare not ~ook at any yet I have he~d 
them a~~ in my arms, shared with them 
the same bath and bed. Of t en 
Devow>ing the same dish •. • 

'Ihe eno.cnity of the Nigerian situation becnres clearer when one 
imagines the irrpingement of the sun on the eyes. Yet the 
intensity of the existing hostility arra1g friends is greater. 
But the poet evinces a tone of love t<:Mards his friends . '!hey 
were close in those days \\hen to eat together out of the sarre 
dish signified African "oneness" and trust. 

In "1\buri and After," the military leaders of the warring 
factions met outside their count.xy to atterpt to find a solution 
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to the nat.iooal crisis. 'lhey IIEt at AD.lri, a city in <llana. 'lhe 
meeting ended ina:ncl.usively. '1he leaders agreed at first oo 
a ~erous prcpositial ~dl they called "cxmfederat.ial." But 
the soldiers knew each other ' s intenti.oos in "Saoiorls" an1 
"masks"-syubols of deceit and distrust: 

• . • on'Ly 
when bones were wrenched out of joint 
in the court of a stranger, 
Did we wa'Lk to the scowZ 
of impZacabZe masks •.• 

Fran here oo Nigeria t.ott.ei:ed precipitoosly tatiards total 
ool.lapse. 

In "'lhe Bw:den in Boxes 1 " J . P. ClaDe describes the reality 
that el\.ded many in the oountcy. 'lhe reality is that the "gifts"­
a IretaJ;:hor for the militaJ:y ascendancy -were intended to rerove 
political dlaos in the oountxy. But th.e gift CCilStitutes 
"burden in the .l:x»ce8"'- the llUlrdered political l eaders whose 
deaths were later to be avenged. 'lhose who killed them were 
ftan the eastern sectioo of the oountxy where no political 
leader was killed. 'lhe partiality to the Eastern axis of the 
count.z:y is explained by "~ of Onens" where eadl of the 
five leaders of the CXJUp "read in the plan a variant." 

In "Skulls an1 Cups 1" the poet writes: 

Look J.P. 
Bow do you teZ'L a skuZ'L 
from another? asked Obi. 

Bow does one teZ'L a cup on the fi.oor 
From another, when the spirit is emptied? 
And the gobZets are 'Legion 
Broken upon the fie'Lds after Nsukka. 

Nsukka was ooe of the major battlefields where huOOreds of 
lives were lost. Nsukka syui:lolizes a field of destruction, 
violenoe an1 death. Also in his "Dirge" there is hardly a haDe 
in the oountxy whidl does not lose a soul. 'lhe tragedy is wide­
spread and shared by all. In "'lhe weust Hunt, n genocide is cxm­
mitted against individuals of the then eastern Nigerian origin. 
'lbese are the lbo, h1mted as "IDcusts" in the then northern axis 
of the countcy. '1he lbo, the poet suggests, behaved in sane 
respects like locusts-Cilbitious, blindly loyal, aggressive, 
and destructive. It was the aiit¥ officers of their origin 
that executed the first CXJUp, but a few of them made sane mis­
takes that were later to halmt the count.z:y. But other grwps in 
the oountxy were not without blame. 'lhe Hausas an1 Ful.anis of 
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the north went after the Ibos, h1.mting thEm "dam to~ and 
children/With rrortar ma:tdlet, with brocm;ticks and radtets/in 
shops , in streets, in offices/and also in oourts and cxnvents. • 
Not even the "Weaverl:>ird" was spared. He was shot and killed 
at Akwebe-a field of battle in the ~t of the coontJ:y. 

'!he weaverlri.rd is the Nigerian poet <llristqlher Okigbo, who 
f ought alcng with his people, the Ibos, as a Major in the 
Biafran arJI¥. Yet there was the "Benin Sacrifice, " in which 

soldiers caught looting or rolest.i.r¥} civilians are killed by a 
firing squad in a historic spot in Benin, a city in the mid-west 
state of the country. 'lhese killings take place as if the 
victims are ordinaxy animals. Both the killings perpetuated by 
the Ibos , or by the rest of the country against the Ibos, durln;r 
the 1.mrest s:i:nply shows the bestiality in hunan nature. '!he poet 
attenpts to arouse our awareness and c:aldelmatioo of the horror 
of war, i ts ignaniny, its dirt and of those who master-1tli.nd it. 
War is an enaey of hunanity, of his hamr::ln;y and of his progress. 
Satir i zing the base elemmts in man, the poet :recalls the festive 
llXlOd of people on the day of the p\blic execution in Benin: 

Before a fuZ.Z arena 
Adorned by governor, trader, and 
Parlour wife, two rams are Zed 
Hoof ed to stakes, .anahored 
to barr eZe of eand ... 

'lhe two soldiers oondenned to death are "rarrs" for sac:rifice. 
'!heir death, ironically, is an atonenent f or peace. One 
death is legitirnate, the other not. An elegiac llXlOd prevails 
over the country in "'lhe Rain of Events . n Both "the friends/ 
that ~ have lost / the kins we see no ro:re/and thooe who -were at 
hane/an sea, air, and land" drift and drown together. All 
these sum up the poetic theres of the tragedy and death in 
Nigerian politics . 

J.P. ClaJ:X also criticizes his fe1.l.cJI.i intellectuals for their 
indifference. He writes: "To My Academic Friends who sit tight 
on their Doctoral 'lheses and have no chair for Poet or Inventor. " 

.You who wiZ.Z drive foruard 
But Zook to the rear mirror 
Look at the crashes and 
Casualties holding up traffic 
To the market. He drives 
WeZZ who arrives 
Again and again with fresh goods . 

'!he "crashes" and "casualties" Clark rrentioos :inply the frailties 
of Nigeria ' s body politic. 'lhe oo1.mtJ:y is torn apart by ethnic 
hatred fueled m::st l y by politicians . Such divisiveness slews 
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naticnal progress-" ••• holding up traffic/to the market." But 
what do the intellectuals do to arrest the divisiveness? Many 
of them sit tight saying nothing. '!hey are afraid to speak up. 
'lhey axtPranise inteqri.ty with aarruptioo in order to save their 
necks and their jchs. 'lhe point is that in a society where the 
majority are un-lettered, intellectuals in the society are 
a privile;eci groop who should 1alcw right fran ~. '!hey 
should speak up in order to foster stroog, enlightened public 
opinion. 

In the "casualties, " the elegy that JroUOlS the Nigerian 
tragedy, J.P.Claxk says that the casualties of the civil war 
are not only those who died or were \<WOlll'lded, or those whose 
property is lost or those who suffered directly fran it. '!hey 
are also the intellectuals whose silence enoourages the lJtileavel. 

The casuatties are many~ and a good numbeP wett 
Outside the scenes of Pavage and wreck; 
They WePe the emissaries of rift~ 
So smug in smoke-Pooms they haunt abroad~ 
They are the wandering minstre ts who~ beating on 
The drwns of the human heart~ draw the wortd 
Into a dance with rites it does not know. 

"1-bo are these "emissaries of rift"? ~o are the "wandering 
minstrels"? 'lhey are the intellectuals. '!hey are Cllbassadors, 
propagandists. 'lhey travel abroOO in their pretty suits, livi.n;J in 
oozy hotels, meeting in "SitU]" and "SI!Dke-n:xm;" with foreign 
govenmmt representatives. 'lhe SI!Dke-n:xm; are places of plea­
sure. ~e the intellectuals are sndd.ng, drink.i.ng and 
dining, the peq>le for whcm they obtain cu:ms and amnmi.tion are 
busy dying and killing <De aoother. 'lhis is what Wole Soyinka, 
another Nigerian poet, calls the current cycle of hunan tragedy. 

By tazes and rumours, the tooters for office 
And wares~ fearfut everyday the ownePs may Peturn, 
We are aU casuaUies, 
AU sagging as are 
The cases cetebPated foP kwashiorkor, 
The unforeseen camp-foUower of not just our war. 

Wole Soyinka' s am accxrunt centers on alienation; the loss 
of individual freedan, especially that of the poet. Soyinka 
suffered incarceration under the Federal goverment for allegedly 
siding with "Biafra" during the war. He was detained for bJO 
years in the northern sector of the cx:runtry fran where his perso­
nal ellperienoes were written into poetry and llOI7els. He saw 
wrong-doings oo both sides of the war and mustered both national 
and inteJ:natianal pressure gt:OUJ?S to head off the national disaster. 
Yet he suffered inhunanly for the cause of truth he stood for. 
His prison poems are indicative of the savagery of wars and those 
who will eJqJOSe it in "Live Burial" : l6 
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Si:cteen paces 
By twenty-three. They hold 
Siege against humanity 
And truth 
Employing time to driZZ through to his sanity . 

Seal him live 
In that same necropolis 
May his ghost mistress 
Point the classic 
Route to outsiders ' Stygian Mysteries . 

Bulletin. 
He sleeps well~ eats 
we ZZ. His doctors note 
No damage 
Our plastic surgeons tend his public image . 

Confession 
Fiction? Is truth not essence 
of Art~ and fiction Art? 
Let it rust 
We kindly borrowed his poetic license 

wole Soyinka was a looer in seardl of truth. "Live Burial" 
shows his enoounter with the militaz.y "establishrrent" in his 
oountxy. 'Ihe militaz.y alienated him fr:an society at least t:el!yr 
orarily--by loddng him up in a tiny encla;ure--"sixteen paces/by 
twenty three." But it is not WOle Soyinka as a persoo that 
was inprisaled; rather, it is what he represents--TRJI'H. 'lbe 
militaz.y held "Seige" against the synix>l of the "truth." 'Ihe mili­
taz.y had engaged in reprisals against "Biafrans" and WOle Soyinka 
as an artist feels that the truth about the reprisals nust be 
exposed. Art must not oc:rldone injustire to hunani ty because 
justire is the first order of hunanity itself. 'Ihe poet suffers 
for his patriotism because he defended hunanity am not a parti­
cular interest. And his patriotism was no less than J.P.Clark ' s 
who suworted the goverment. Both represent the OCiltenporary 
African' s poetic tendencies-patriotism and individual dloire 
and fl:eedan. 
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