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1£\11 EW ESSAYS 

1. PHILOSOPHY OF AFRICAN LI'IERATURE AND MYTH 

by 

Jares N. Amankulor 

The Nigerian playwright and Africa's foremost dramatist, 
Wole Soyinka, has been accla.:ined in international literary cir
cles as one of the IOOSt effective users of the English language 
in this century, that is , incluling the owners of the language 
themselves. Sudl a gift of rare literary effervescence has al
so been a major source of attack by Soyinka' s critics who accuse 
him of l::eing so enaroc>:red of a foreign tongue that he forgets 
those who should benefit fran his c:reati ve genius--his fellow 
Africans nost of whcm are not as highly acccrrplished literarily, 
as himself and for whcm twists of his litercuy genius is like 
threading a maze . Mudl as I can share the :reality of the diffi
culty whidl makes the poetic barrier stand between the reader 
and Soyinka' s rreaning, I also see that beyond the facade of 
literary inventiveness and c:reativty lies the :real man and his 
philosophy of creativity. Once we can dig through the surface 
rubble of poetic oostumi.ng we encounter Soyinka the African who 
is so steeped in his indigenous Yoruba culture and philosophy 
that we carmot tell ore fran the other. The language which so 
frequently discourages further exploration of neani.ng in his 
works is revealed as what he himself calls the "mask idian." 
And in the masquerade who stops to tell the man and his cx:>stume 
apart? 

Soyinka' s c:reati vi ty has largely been successful when 
he transmutes the syntlology and imagery of his Yoruba culture 
into fresh contenporary significance without losing the rele
vance of the original. It should be said that without a prq:~er 
understanding of the socio-rultural and philosq:hlcal attitOOes 
of the Yoruba images , synix:>ls and idicms (or other African 
equivalents) that he so skillfully transnutes in the process of 
creativity, it would be :i.npossible for cne to approadl Soyinka' s 
drana and li teratu:re with any rreani.ng that is worth talking 
about. It is for this :i.nportant reason that Wole Soyinka' s re
cent work, Myth, UteratuJ:te and the African World , l is indis
pensable for any student of the man or his creative works. The 
l:xx:k is an answer to those critics who ~ar to be tumed off 
or otherwise rresroorized by the author's poetic flights. It is 
equally an effort to describe the relevance of African culture 
and philosophy in African creativity and a confrontation of 
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a:mten'p:>rary Euro-centric and Western aesthetic standards fre
quently enployed to describe or judge indigenous African creat 
vity. 

MYth~ Literature and the African World carne to be 
written folla.vi.ng a series of lectures given by Soyinka in 
England in 1973 while he was Fellow of Cl1Urchill College , ~ 
bridge and visiting Professor at Sheffield University . In his 
preface, the author adopts a starrl whidl infonns the reader ' s 
tmderstanding of the worlc. He does not suggest a detailed 
uniqueness of the African world, havever: 

Man exists .. . in a comprehensive world of myth, 
history and mores; in such a total context, the 
African world like any other 'world' is unique. 
It possesses, however, in common with other cul
tures, the virtues of complementarity . To ignore 
this simple route to a common humanity and pursue 
the alternative route of negation is, for whatever 
motives, an attempt to perpetrate the external 
subjugation of the black continent. (p. xii) 

'!here are four chapters to the book. 'l11e first c:haptE 
whidl I consider the ITOSt inportant, discusses "the ritual arc 
type" and how norality and aesthetics are linked in the pract.l 
cal cbservation of African !lf{th and ritual. Feligion, ritual 
and myth are linked in the expression of culture and interpre· 
tation of world-view in the traditional African society. 'l11e 
gods therefore have always played active roles in the lives ol 
human beings. To this end Soyinka illustrates with three Yon 
gods whose rites of worship are also cbserved in the diaspora 
~r syncretic circumstances . 'llley are Obatala the ardl di vj 
ity, 0gtm the god of iron and Sango the god of thunder and 
lightning. 'l11eir worship and the drama whidl has emerged out 
of it reflect the "passage rites of the hero-gods, a projecti.< 
of manic conflict with forces which challenge his efforts to 
hanroni.ze with his environrrent, physical, social and psychic. ' 
(p. 1) Here man plays the role of an "intex:mediary quester," 

who explores the territories of what Soyinka calls "essence 
ideal" on whose edge man hangs . 

Yet this drama of the gods is matked by psychic and 
cosmic apprehension alone, it is also man ' s QRX>rttmi ty to ex 
press his "conscious creativity" so that his existence within 
the "cyclic oonsciousness" of tiJre may be enhanced. 'Ihus the 
ultimate features of the "drama of the gods" include the cx:n
trol of aesthetic cx:nventions and the provision of multi -leve 
experience of the mundane and the mystic in every perforrnancs 
SOcial questions and nor ali ty are raised and oontrolled in th 
process. Soyinka' s illustrative exanples cover the ITOSt clas 
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African, Asian, Anerican and E:urq>ean mytho-religious exarcples, 
and they tend to give this section of the .bocK a saoowhat uni
versal meaning in oonsonance with his am stated precept that 
every culture is not only unique but shares camon cx:rrplenentary 
virtues with other cultures. 

'!his chapter of the book is so crucial that the rea:ler 
nust read it slowly and cx:rrprehend its meaning prq;:Jerly if he 
is to understand Soyinka's approach to drcma, literature and 
philosophy. It is absolutely essential in the search for mean
ing in oost of his plays such as The Dance of the Forest. The 
Road and The St rong Breed to mention but a few. It nust be read 
in conjunction with the book ' s appel'Xli.x, Soyinka' s classic pul
OSOJ.il.y of creativity, "'!he Foorth Stage" which he has carefully 
revised heJ::e and sensibly inclWed as part of Myth. Uterature 
and t he African Wor~d. 

'!he seoond chapter of this .bocK is a critical appraisal 
of sare att:ercpts to use classic traditional material in oontenr 
porary playwriting and drarra. To this end he arouses reN in
sights into J . P . Clark's Song of a Goat and Duro Lapido' s Oba 
Koso. 'Ihese plays reveal the unfolding of both cosmic and so
cial drama against a bac:Kg.ro.Jl¥i of autodlthonoos envircnnent . 
'1tley depict the location of ritual and tragedy on the edge of 
the sarre " transitional gulf." 

'!he third chapter of Myth. Literature and the African 
Wor~d cp;ms a reN vista with the worlcs of a variety of African 
authors while exploring the sarre mythcrpoeic and socicrcultural 
illplications and cx:ntent of their creative efforts. It is 
titled "ideology and the Social vision" and subdivided into 
bvo: the "religious factor" in the third chapter and the "secu
lar ideal" in the fourth. In these chapters Soyinka discusses 
the worlcs of praninent African novelists and playwrights. 'Ihese 
inclme Chinua Achebe, Iewis Nk:osi , Yarrbo OUlouguem, Oleikh 
Hamidou Kane, Ayi I<wei Al:mah, OUsmane Sanbere and camara Laye 
to mention sare of these authors. While a::m.denning Eu.rcrcentric 
theories affecti.n3" interpretation of soci.crcultural pheix:nena, 
Soyinka al.so deoounced ideological excesses especially when 
they are inspired fran outside. In fact he had said in his pre
face, "When ideological relations begin to deny, both theoreti
cally and in action, the reality of a cultural entity which~ 
define as the African world while asserting theirs even to the 
extent of inviting the African world to sublimate its existence 

to t:heirs_, we nust begin to lode into their poll tical Iroti va.:.. · 
tion." (p. xi) And even though SOyinka dces not delve into the 
literary and social inplications of such political Irotivaticns, 
his critical stance in the third and fourth chapters 5\.IW)rt 
his oor¥lemnation of critical and artistic danagoguery whether 
by Africans or Europeans. 
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Myth~ Literature and the Afriaan World is Soyinka1 S 
philosophy of African literature at its best. More so, it. is 
an extension of his a.vn creative credo, a cx:JTbination of talen 
and cx:mron-sense wi. th the reality of netaphysical essenoe. 'lh 
book is indeed another milestore in African philosq:hy. It is 
a must for the critics of African literature as well as the 
creators of it. Myth~ Literature and the Afriaan World create: 
a feeling of participation in the process of creativity. Soy
inka 1 s language is so c:x:rrpelling and so well wrought that one . 
tenpted to fly in the wings of its poetic vibratiCI'lS. However 
it is poetry not intended to befuddle but to elucidate in clea: 
concrete tenns the man 1 s exegis of African philosq:hy awlied 
to literature and mythology. 

Footrotes 

l. Soyinka, Wole, Myth~ Literatta'e and the Afriaan World~ 
carrbridge University Press, 1976 168 w + xi.i. 
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a former editor-in-ahief of thie jota'nal. 

************************** 
t ! 
: SUBSCRIBE '10 UFAHAMU : 
* * * * ************************** 




