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ART AND SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY -

TWO PATHS TO COMMITMENT

by
Rhonda Jones

The writer is either on the side of the oppressed or the oppressor.
Chinua Achebe (March 1975)1

There. 18 a need for the African writer io eome to terms with himself
ag either one of the underdog majority or as one of a privileged
minority.

Ezekiel Mphaphlele (1969)2

Public statements announcing, advocating or urging commitment
to a cause are often more emotional than those that are written.
The tendency to play up to a live audience, to act out a role in
keeping with what one thinks cne's public image is, sometimes makes
a writer say things that are more emotionally charged than his
writings. A critic noticing the two apparent levels of commit-
ment wonders which of them reflects the true stance of the writer,
and may feel justified to level a charge of insincerity, an accu-
sation that would tirn most writers to the sword in preference to
even the vitriol of the pen. Chinua Achebe and Ezekiel Mphaphlele
in various publications have addressed themselves to questions re-
garding the role of the African writer and his art. They view art
as a craft that is responsible to African society, and as artists,
regard themselves accountable to their societies. But there is
often a contradiction between what they stated in articles, inter-
views, etc. as synthesized sbove, and what their early literatures
actually express. It seems, that having realized this they are now
working hard towards making their literatures committed to their
society. Although they have not been totally successful, their
attempts are commendable considering that they come from disparate
backgrounds and are treading separate paths towards the same goal.

One of the predominant factors that has influenced Achebe and
Mphaphele's attitudes is the past and present socio-political con-
ditions in Africa. This is not to infer that an artist is merely
a product of his environment but rather that in the case of these
two writers it seems to have had a powerful and shaping effect.
Their views about the role of African artists are attempts to alter
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attitudes in their environment through art. Achebe and, to a lesser
degree, Mphaphele see the African artist and his art as playing a
vital role in depicting and criticizing African society, and as a
result of their growing desire to make African literature meaning-
ful to African people, insist that literature should direct itself
to society.

Throughout his interviews and articles (1962-1975), Chinua
Achebe views art as a craft and as a relevant and meaningful record
of African society. Significantly, his early comments are general
and few and do mot differ from what has been said by western liter-
ary critics. In the lecture on, "The Role of the Artist in a New
MNation" (1964), Achebe feels that the problems in what he calls
"the new Nigeria" should be expressed in a dramatic and memorable
form. For him, literature has functional as well as aesthetic aims,
and he agrees with Western literary critics that content and form
are equally important. In the mid 60's, Achebe places more empha-
sis on the functional aspect of art. His views are more specific
and directed to an African context. WViews on art as an educational
tool in the society are expressed in "The Novelist as Teacher"
(1965). Art can educate the African about the dignity of life in
the past—a past that colonialism has distorted—and serve to in—
still a sense of pride and foster a positive identity.

I would be quite satisfied if my novels (especially the ones
T get in the past) did not more than teach my readers that
their past--with all its imperfections-—-vas not one long
night of savagery from which the first European acting on
God'e behalf delivered them. Perhaps what T write is
applied art as distinet from pure.3

This attitude about art can be traced to the damages that
an overzealous Christianity inflicted on himself and others.

When I was a schoolloy it was unheard of to stage a Nigerian
dance at any of ocur celebrations. We were told and we be-
lieved that owr dances were heathen. The Christian and
proper thing to do was for the boys to drill with wovden
morde and the girls te perform, of all things, Maypole
dances. Beautiful clay bewls and pots were only seen in

the homes of the heathen.4

The same attitude can also be said to have provided the im—
petus for his writing Things Fall Apart (1958). In this novel,
he strives tc correct the negative attitudes about African cul-
ture that resulted from contact with western culture. The novel
conveys positive and yet realistic images of African society be-
fore the coming of the European. Part I shows a well-ordered
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society that is able to provide the basic eccnomic and psychologi-
cal securities for its people. Vet, this society is limited in
its ability to adapt to change and so as the title suggests, “things
fall apart.” The novel captures Achsbe's views on aesthetics and
his concern about the functional accountability that literature
should be expressed in a dramatic and memorable form, first by
creating the dramatic effect through the principle of conflict and
the element of fate, and secondly, by making the language memor—
able. Okonkwo is the epitome of the positive aspects of his soc—
iety; wyet his negative aspects bring him into conflict with the
commanity. His accidental killing of a kinsmeanm provides an ele-—
ment of fate and he is so skillfully described in the beginning
ofﬂ;ebcoktha:tthereaderlsmtlucelymforgethﬂ.masthe

Story progresses.

That was many Yeers ago, twenty or more, and during this time
Okonkuwo 's fame had grown Like a bush-fire im the harmatian.
He was tall and huge, and his bushy eyebrouws and wide nose
gave him a very serene look. He breathed heavily, and it
was said, that, vhen he slept, his wives and children in
their outhouses could hear him breathe. When he valked, his
heele hardly touched the ground and he seemed to walk on
springs, as if he wae going to pounce on scmebody. And he
did pounce on pecple quite often. He had a slight stammer
and whenever he was angry and could not get his worde out
quiekly enough, he would use his fiste. He had no patience
with unsuecessful men. He had no patience with his father.

The sense of tragedy that the reader feels about the life and
death of Ckorkwo occurs because he has been introduced with re-
markable vividness.

Unlike Achebe who adapts certain western aesthetics to an
African context, Ezekiel Mphaphele uses it as a reference point
in discussing his art., To him art is a craft and a vehicle for
social criticism. Throughout his development as a critic and
writer, he has demonstrated a reliance on westemn aesthetics.
The chapter entitled, "white on Black", the subject of his B.A.
thesis at the University of South Africa and which appears in
The African Image (1974 revised edition), reflects his feelings
about art as expressing the paradoxes and complexities of life—
concepts that have their roots in western aesthetics, Since the
chapter appears in the revised edition of the hook the reader
must assume that Mphaphele is at present in agreement with the
ideas presented therein. In "White on Black" he selects Joseph
Conrad, E.M. Forster and William Faulkrer as the three major white
novelists who achieve a competency in depicting cultural groups
other than their own. Mphaphlele selects these authors primarily
human character, and into the more subtle aspects of human exist-
ence. There is no doubt that he identifies with literature that
attempts to depict the complexities of life.
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Prior to the publication of his work entitled Voices in the
Whirlwind (1967), Mphaphlele asks, "Why should la Litterature egagée
be so spoiled as to want to be judged by different standards from
those which have been tested by tradition?" This statement appear-
ing in an article entitled "A Reply” in 1965 expresses the same
feeling that is present in the chapter entitled "Voices in the
Whirlwind: Poetry and Conflict in the Black World" and in an art-
icle "The Function of Literature at the Present Time: The Ethnic
Imperative"” (1974). In "Voices in the Whirlwind:" Mphaphlele add-
resses two literary audiences: those individuals from the western
literary tradition, and those Black 2mericans who are attempting
to define a new aesthetic, stressing that there is a standard of
literary ideas and concepts, whose roots are in western culture,
but which could take on another dimension when used by cther cul-
tural groups. Agreeing with the architects of western literary
tradition that poetry has moral overtones and that the language of
poetry is memorable, he concludes that the poetry of conflict by
Black American poets expresses a deep—felt emotion. It is memorable
speech because "it's very diction is a way of feeling or searching
for equilibrium of a people's yearnings."b6 Mphaphlele infers that
the uniquely black character that Black American literature is try-
ing to assert may not be so unigue and that Christopher Caudwell's
statement in Tllueion and Reality: A Study of the Resources of
Poetry that poetry expresses a collective consciousness, is really
no different than the Black Arts Movement's collective concept of
art that speaks directly to the needs and aspirations of Black Amer-
icans. Mphaphlele then warns against the danger of "finding our-
selves having out of sheer crusading zeal, dismissed elements of
Western aesthetics that are either built in our new modes of ex—
pression or have already been criticized by western critics.?

To Mphaphlele, certain black artists such as Gwendolyn Erocks
and Lerci Jones have made a synthesis of poetry, "a state of mind
and poetry as powerful language—the synthesis of a language one
feels compelled to use by force of political circumstances——and
that which he wants to write because he is who ne is."8 He is in
fact saying that Elack Americans can express their unique concerns
in a poem that has its aesthetic roots in a western tradition.

In "The Function of Literature at the Present Time: The Ethnic
Imperative" Mphaphlele expresses similar ideas that were stated in
the precesding article. He speaks of tensions existing between
art, whose rules are from the western literary tradition, and the
social realities that the artist wishes to express. He also assumes
that discussions on art should take place with western assthetics
as the reference point.
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Mphaphlele's reliance on westerm aesthetics can be attributed
to three possible factors. Unlike Achebe, he attended a university
where western aesthetics were rigidly proscribed, and any type of
nationalistic spirit was totally absent, Finally he can identify
with the complexities and paradoxes that western aesthetics addresses
itself to, because "paradox has in fact defined his own life."9

The early conferences papers and articles of Mphaphlele's stress
a need for relevant literature that reflects the social realities of
the times. In an interview with Demnis Duerden, in 1963 at the Con—
ference on African Literature on University Curriculum, Mphaphlele
pointed out that much of the literature that is being taught in Africa
is outdated and not in touch with present social realities. The pur-
pose of the Conference was to integrate the teaching of African writ-
ing in the mniversity syllabuses and provide meaningful 1literature,
particularlyformatlﬂentswlnmﬂ.dbetter:ehtemlimm
that addressed the problems of their society. In the article "A Reply"”
Mphaphlele stated that art must have a social significance to the people
it addresses,

Surely meaningful art has sooial significance or relevance
and this very faci implies soctal-criticism-protest in the
broadest sense of the word.10

His attitude that literature is a criticism of life has much to
do with his experiences in South Africa where the economic, political
and social conditions of Blacks demands a response from black South
African writers. Consequently his autobiographical novel, Dowm Second
Avenue (1959) "the autobiography of most Africans” criticizes and re-
sponds to the quality of life in South Africa. Bmploying a remarkably
subtle yet alarming tone, Mphaphiele is able to re—examine with serious—
mssa:ﬂuanuﬂ-n experiences from his life in South Africa. Chap-

l-2p::&eentﬂut}j_fais]ihein&emlmoftheammtq.
It is not only the poverty that arouses his memory, but the commumal
fellowship that he experienced with friends and family. Yet, in a
scene around a fireplace, he is able to capture the disturbing realities
that hover over this communal setting. Old Segone tells the story of
Thema to young Mphaphlele and his friends.

And then Thema twrmed vound and said men were not brothers
in the city. The Black man must enier the white man's
house through the backdoor. The Black man does most of
the dirty work.  When a white man who hasn't
school is given such work he says I'm not a Kaffir. Bia.ak
mm oleans the streete but mustn't walk freely on the
pavement; Black man must build houses for the white man
but cammot live in thm Black man cocks the white man's
food but eats what is léf't over. Don't listen to anyone
bluff you and say Black and white are brothers.l2
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ban cities of South Africa. The references to poverty of black

repressed fear ultimately surfaces leading to the muder of a
policeman. Thus the quality of life under apartheid affects
both blacks and whites.

Whereas Chinua Achebe and Ezekiel Mphaphlele are very conser-—
vative and western oriented in their writings about the role of
African writers and their art, their public pronouncements and
their poems have gone the opposite direction, pointing the way
their literary works hopefully would follow. In the last two
years Achebe has made nore in—depth statements akbout the meaning
of art in Africa before public audiences. His lectures and dis-
cussions at the University of Washington in April of 1973 and at
the University of Texas at Austin in March 1975 demonstrate these
strong opinions. In his cpening statements at the Conference in
Washington (which he is willing to modify) he states, "Art for
art's sake is just another piece of deodorized dog shit."13 It
is interesting that Achebe feels it necegsary to mcdify his state-
ments before a public audience. The artist is conscious of his
awdience and how his statements will affect them. Jchebe feels
that "art for art's sake" has no purpose or responsibility to
society. Such words as "use," "purpose” and "value" are beneath
the divine concerns of this type of art. The type of art that
society. Art is and was always in the service of man.l4

His example of art playing the unifying role was the Mbari
ceremony of Owerri Igho in Nigeria. The ceremony which affirmed

required a house of images for the earth goddess Alu to be built
by the members of the commmity. Since the project was not the
exclusive concern of a particular caste or secret society, "there
was not a rigid barrier between the makers of culture and its con-
sumers."15 As Achebe put it “Art belongs to all and is a function
of society."16 At the conference at Austin, Achebe states that
the concept of "art for art's sake" is a political statement. It
is a commitment to the status quo. It implies that the writer
should not upset things, and this Achebe did not agree with. As
he had stated earlier at the University of Washington Conference,
"art is a political thing." The fact that Achebe never made this
kind of assertion before the Biafran War shows the effect his deep
involvement in the war had on him. It must be pointed out, however,








