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\£ ~R aMWI W\RIEN NfllJBI 

THE President of the Peoples Republic of the Congo 
was tragically assassinated on March 18th 1977.This tragic event 
was part of a large scale .inperialist plot ained at over
t.h.rcMing the progressive regi.rre of the Congo. 

FORt<ER President of Congo ~sarrba Debat was arrested 
i.rnrediately after the assassination.He has since admitted to 
the existence of a large scale plot to overt.h.rcM the progressive 
gove:rrurent, party and social organisations and to replace 
them with a pro-.inperialist regi.rre.He was sentenced to death. 

THE vigilance of the Congolese people penni tted 
them to nip this heinous plot in the bud. Unforttmately, it did 
not prevent the loss of life of a great comrade and leader. 

Ca.1RArJE Ng:>ti:>i becarre head of the Congo in 1968, 
follaving a victorious denocratic revolution spearheadeq. by 
workers and other progressive elenents.He decisively began to 
steer the Congolese anti -.i.nperialist revolution . tavai:'ds 
socialism. He safeguarded the Congo's progressive gains at 
ti.rres of great internal and external nenace.'lhe revolution 
carre to be consolidated and advanced through the creation of 
the Congolese workers partyand also other progressive social 
organisations for workers, wonen and youth. During the last 
congress of the workers party, Comrade Ngoubi spearlleaded a 
progressive refo:rm rrovement ai.rred at fighting left and right
wing opporttmists;in order to guarantee the marxist-leninist 
orientation of the party. 

UNDER his leadership, the Congolese revolution gave 
fi:rm support to all progressive forces, especially to those 
arotmd it, such as the MPLA in Angola. Such heroic behaviour 
has always exposed the Congo to bitter .i.nperialist propoganda 
and activities. 

·:._.;}" ':..S> THE assassination has gal vanised the progressive 
Congolese people.It has challenged them to further tasks 
ained at safeguarding the revolution.'lhe leader is rrortal. He 
dius J .•..It. the revolution and its institutions, the party; these 
are irmortal. The new President of the Peoples Republic of the 
Congo is Comrade Colonel Joachim Yhonbi Opango who previously 
held the title of Minister of Defence. 

* This is a reprint from Halgan (The Struggle: Organ of the 
Somali Revolutionary Socialist Party, Year], No. 6, April 
I977. 
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I 

IIIOLDGY IN AFRIC.AN PHILOSOPHY JWD LITERATURE* 
PARr II 

by 

Kyalo Mativo 

I 

Philosophy has arrogated to itself the right of the firs1 
strike in the ideological battle-field for literature on the 
grounds that "philosophy is essentially an attarpt to rise fran 
sensuous to pure, that ~s, non-sensuous thought. nl So nON, by a 
philosophical act, the tradi tiona! African rran has 'sufficiently' 
been analysed. r.Dreover, "there is a strong evidence to sug
gest that the characteristic m:xle of African aesthetic percep
tion is non-analytic or non-intellectual, but relies on the 
achieverrent of rapport with the art ooject. "2 Therefore the 
"sensuous thought" and the "non-analytic aesthetic perception" 
are established pennanent peculiarities of the African, so at 
least the "analytic" and "pure" thought of the 'civilized' rran 
has dutifully cxmcluded. But who is he, this cultured dullard? 

In literature, the biblical dictum: "ye shall knCM them 
by their deeds" is a double-edged ideological euphemism: 

i) if it came to a point at which al l t he 
rest of the world was being murdered and I 
could escape to a little cave and still man
age to find a private "explosion", I would 
do that , and to hell wi t h the r est of the wor ldt3 

ii) Those who say that each poet must speak with 
an individual voice to expr ess hi s own expe
ri.ences and interpretation of mankind are 
following the ruling patterns of western cul
ture . What seems to be less clear i s the 
e~planation of why modern African wri t ers 
cannot express ' t he collective African soul'. 
This is not surprising considering the kind 
of education they have received at hi gh 
school or the university and the degr ee of 
dynamism of the cultural life of their new 
milieus , open to external in f luences that 
affect their individual character.4 

* This is the second of a two-part ess ay. The first part ap
pear ed in Ufahamu , Vol. VIII, Number l. 
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Thus the ideological struggle in literature oongeals finally 
in this fashion into two schools of African writers: these who 
are answerable only to thanselves and oonsider their 'creative 
process' as private prq>erty, and those who use their craft 
for a social purpose. And within the two categories a.re to be 
fmmd various degrees of excellence in the respective node of 
thought. 

It is hardly necessary to point out the antagonistic 
nature of these two forces. To the untrained eye, the I!Dti ve 
force behind the oonf:rontation escapes identification as of 
ideological belonging. Of course, the delineation of it as 
such is not the special task of the novices; in fact sate of 
them, Soyinka for exarple, have gone to the extent of decrying 
"literary ideology", to boz:ra-~ a trite phrase. But the famil
iar faces of John M:>iti, Janheinz Jahn, f.'..azisi Kunene and rJ.CM 

Wole Soyinka (?) are ever always to be found 1..'Ili.ted in the 
language of netaphysics. '!hey will denounce as foreign wes
tern 'analyses' of the "African thinking" in order to "analyse" 
the "African thinking" in western rethods and styles. '!he 
language of a Dr. Ha-~ard S. Olson is the language of the "edu
cated" African: 

Man is an 01:-gania unity, crnd he will feel 
the pain as his very own no matter where he 
is hit.. 

Why? Because if you hit an African on the head he will cry, 
alinipiga kichLJa (he hit ne Il¥ head), instead of he hit my head, 
at least that is what Dr. Olson has discovered in the rrd.nd of 
the traditional African. '!he oonclusion is self-evident: 

This is consistent with the Bantu philosophy 
of wholeness which pervades all aspects of 
life from the individual and the mutual de
pendence of the physiaal members of his body 
to the clan and the inter-relatedness of all 
its clansmen.5 

Wi t :h that petty starting point we enter the pet subject 
of the "educated" African, the sole structure on which he con
strl'cts his "African-ness". '!he "Bantu philosophy of wholeness" 
is the essence of his subject matter as expounded by his c:x:m
ra~in-anrs, the western ·bourgeois ideologue. '.Ihe difference 
between the two is actually their unity, the cne p:rovides the 
nEntal tools by which the other 'disagrees' and 'ciiffers' , 
thereby biting the hand that feeds him, in the Prospero-Caliban 
fashion: 

You taught me language; and my profit 
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on 't 
Is, I know how to curse .... 6 

And this is precisely their unity. They are as much united in 
language as they differ by it; that is to say, the material 
base conditioning their language, and therefore the ideological 
content. expressed by it, brings them together as nerrbers of one 
and the sarre stock. But the manner of enployrrent of the lan
guage, in other words, the rrethod of approach to this content, 
is whc.t constitutes their 'differenCE' . lewis Nkosi is a typi
cal representative of this class: 

A writer ' s speaial commitment is t o 
language and its renewal and to the 
making of a better instrument f or the 
dilineation of human character - it is 
a co~mitment to cr aftsmanship .... I cer
tainly find no contr·adict ion between 
language as a method or form and the 
content of what is being expressed. 7 

Therefore, given this unity of language and content, 
the African writer's corrrnitrrent to his master's language is, by 
self-admission, the ccmni.trrent to the traditional social values 
expressed by it. It should be noted here that the word 'lan
guage ' is used in its double capacity as a rreans of ccmmmica
tion and as a special tool by which ideas are propagated. The 
latter case takes an ideological fonn as rroulded by the degree 
of 'sophistication' - f or the "educated" Afri can- in relation 
to the subject matter in question. What is interesting in 
Nkosi's example is not so rruch his apparent awareness of the 
connection between l anguage and ideas, but his unawareness of 
the full irrplication of his awareness. Indeed the totality of 
this relation between language and ideas is better expressed 
as folla.vs: 

Ideas are not transformed in l anguage in 
such a way as to lose their peculiarit y 
while their soaial character exists beside 
them in language in the way that prices 
exist alongside commodities . Ideas do not 
exist independent of language . Those ideas 
which have to be translated from their 
mother tongue into a foreign language in 
order to circulate and t hus become exchange
able already offer more of an analogy, but 
the analogy lies not in the language but 
in the foreignness .B 

The att.errpt to instill "African-ness" intc western social 



135 

values cnres to an end here. The "educated" African is new 
left with an enpty shell of "carmitm:mt to language", and is 
forced to "escape tc a little cave" for ideological safety. 

The art of ideological escape is the special talent of 
one of the nost "educated" of tile "educated" Africans, Wole 
Soyinka. The cxxrplacency with which he wields what he nust oon
sider his invincible artistic artillery is nonpareil, and the 
aesthetic ecstacy he derives fran this peculiar trade adrni ts of 
no agony. But this brand of sophistication serves nore as an 
indication of the shallowness of the oontent of his art than a 
neasure of artistic excellence, which he thinks it is. 

wr£n craftmanship is not at the service 
of great content, it is a fr·aud. This is 
what formalism is - ·an envelope containing 
no serious inner m~aning, technique for the 
sake of technique. 

It is net for nothing, therefore, that finesse of fonn pe:rvades 
all of Soyinka' s "WOrks. When a discredited oontent cannot 
be displayed in public, it nust be canouflaged in sound and 
fury, and the sarre is true for lack of clarity of thought.; as 
beer quaffers will tell you, froth is not beer. In making So
yinka our guest of honour, we should renerrber that ideological 
bat:t:.Les are usually fought. around a central issue, on the ·'out
skirts' of ideokgy itself. In African literature, for exarrple, 
negritude has made itself infanous to sare literati by its fa
nous associatic,n with ideology, which is why Soyinka' s on-going 
struggle against it has becx::ma a personal adventure. But before 
we ca:te to that, we need to address ourselves to the essence of 
regiitude as such. 

II 

It is generally knc:Mn that the circumstances under which 
negritude made its debut were hi.stc:rically oonditioned. The 
nanes of A. ~saire, s. Senghor, Birac;p Diop, Rabeari.velo and 
Ranai vo, to Irelltion a few, are m::>re or less accepted as typical 
representatives of the rrove~rent. It was Cesaire's Cahi ers d'un 
retour·· au pays natal, however, which established negritude as 
a force to be reckoned with, even though the book was ignored 
for eight years after its first publication in 1939. 

That the novenent was started and propagated by French
speaking African writers is also a kncwn f~ct. '!his was not 
su:rprising given the French policy of assimilating Africans, and 
with them, whole African territories into the French cultural 
and political enpire, provoking cultural inperatives, on the 
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part of the Africans, for self-identification. It is in this 
light tl1at negritude can rightly be regarded as historically ne
cessary, as a means for cultural diagrnsis. It was a negation 
of all that Europe had paraded as the "standard measure" of ex
cellence in politics, literature and other social aspects of the 
western society. Negritude offered itself in turn as a standard 
measure for things African and dercanded to be jtrlgerl as such. 
'!he conventional attenpt to define it as Senghor does, as "cul
tural heritage", or as "the totality of the cultural values of 
black Africa", or yet again as "cultural independence" confines 
itself to the apparent. '!be essential role negritude playerl as 
a de-colonizing force, a fact hardly ac:knc:Mledged in the academ
ic world funny enough, cannot be exaggerated. But as a response 
to a stimulus it did not seek to understand, it was no better no 
worse than a biological mechanism. In social life, the ability 
to understand the mechanism behind a stimulus draws the line be
tween social consciousness and blind forces. Any criticism of 
negritude which leaves out this fact runs the danger of sharing 
negritude's unhappy end. 

N:M Soyinka has gone on record as the rrost vocal critic 
of negritude. He gives his views on the subject in his new 
l:xxJk, Myth~ Literature and the African WJrld. For a meaningful 
analysis of these and many of his other views on different sub
jects, it is necessary to take a brief look at the OOok. 

Myth~ Literature and the African WJrld belongs to the 
category of the new intellectual wave which, as Soyinka puts it, 
"goes beyond the standard anti -oolonial purge of learning and 
education and arbraces the apprehension of culture whose refer
ence points are taken from the eulture itself.lO {emphasis add
Erl). '!be effort SUITS up in what he tenrs "the self-apprehension 
of the African world," and the approach to this goal finds at its 
disposal social emancipation, cultural liberation and cultural 
revolutions, which as a matter of expediency, "retain external 
reference points against which progression in thinking can be 
neasured. "ll {enphasis adderl). We are already up against a con
tradiction: on the one hand there are internal reference }?Oints 
as the centre of attention, on the other external ones enjoying 
even a higher status. Cbrrbating those he accuses of falsely i
dentifying the process of "self-apprehension" with int.ellectual
ism, he says in total self-conviction, 

in order to transmit the self-apprehension of 
a race~ a culture~ it is sometimes necessary 
to liberate from~ and relate this collective 
awareness to~ the values of others.l2 

Finnly securerl on this rock-foundation are Soyinka' s 
African world-view, African norality, African social values, 
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African aesthetics, African politics, African literature and
as an ideological smstitute - a new mmtal graft, "social 
vision", a fulsane pack of the latest acadanic missiles against 
targets in the nascent anti-bouz:geois ideology. Starting with 
a cat:eg:>rical rejectioo of ideological oontent of literature 
as posing the danger of "the act of consecration", the African 
god of creativity proceeds as folla-Ts: 

Asked recently whether or not I accepted 
the necessity for a literary ideology*3 

I found myself predictably examining ·the 
problem from the inside 3 that is 3 from 
within the consciousness of the artist 
in the process of creating •.•• MY re
sponse was - a social vision3 yes, but 
not a literary ideology. (p.61)** 

'lhis qtEStion is, according to him, a property of neither "the 
traditional ror the oont.arporary writer in African society but 
of the analyst after the event, the critic." Actually, the 
problem of ideological oontent in literature is, to Soyinka, a 
teJ:minological ooe taking after European literary history. 
Already, rontarporary African literature is woven around ideo
logical oonoepts of this nature, with the sorry .effect of "put
ting in strict cat:eg:>ries what are essentially fluid operations 
of the creative mind up:m. social and natural ~-" (p.61). 
'lhe undesired consequenaes of this characteristic of the "no
dem oonsmer mind" is that "the fonnulation of a literary ide
ology tends to congeal sooner or later into instant capsules 
which, 

* 'lhis characterization of ideology in literature as "literary 
ideology" reveals Soyinka 1 s mi.soonoeption of ideology. '!he 
tenn:inology, "literary ideology" inplies ideology belonging to 
literature, that is, ideology as an integral feature of litera
ture. In this case a precedent has been established to assign 
to other 1 disciplines 1 their own ideology, leading to the eJC

istence of various kinds of ideologies as detennined by the a
cadani.c branch in questioo. ~have in fact :renoved the danger 
of relating ideology to its source: the material reality of the 
ideologues. 'lhe rorrect fonnulation, "ideology in literature", 
rreaning, ideology as expressed in literature - just as we can 
talk of ideology in pti.losQitly, science, nrusic, etc. , relates 
ideology to its purveyors while naking it ircpossible for them 
to escape class belonging; for ideology is a property of an ero
nanic class expressed in different areas of mmtal pursuit by 
rcatbers of that class. 
** 'lhroUJhout this essay, whenever the focus is on Soyinka, page 
nurbers refer to MYth, Literature and the African r-brld, unless 
otherwise indicated. 
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administered also to the writer may end by asphixiating the 
creative process . " (p.61) In other words, the "creative mind" 
is creative by virtue of being free of ideology. 

Wi th the "self-apprehension of the African wor ld" as 
an ideological franEWOrk, Soyinka sets out confidently to rid 
his African world of negritudinal filth. And the academic 
pillars of his aversion to negritude are visibl e even in this 
ideological fog: 

1) As a contrived "creative ideology", negritude was a 
false "social vision": "what went wrong with it is con
tained in what I earlier expressed as the contrivance of 
a creative ideology and its falsified basis of identifi
cation with social vision." (p.l26) 

2) '!his falsehood was sl..lllll1arized in 
a) a teo sinplified version of "social vision" , and 
b) a failure to back-up this claim with effective rreans. 

In the wisdan of the "bard" , 

In attempting to achieve this laudable goal 
however~ Negritude proceeded along the rout e 
of over- simplification. Its re- entrenchment 
of black values was not preceded by any pro
found effort to enter into this African system 
of values. (pp.l26-7) . 

3) Negritude tc:ok European ideas as its point o f departure 
and ref erence, thus errbodying a system of thoughts al
ready infected with racism. Here' s the proof, 

I t not only accepted the dialectical struc
ture of European ideological confrontations 
but borrowed from the very components of 
its racist syllogism. (p . l27). 

We need to dwell for a rrorent on the central issue of 
these points because Soyinka has a fondness for self-flattery 
in thinking that by associating negritude with ext:reirel y nega
tive aspects of the 'Western culture, he exorcizes himself of 
his possession by them. 

In the first place, it is quite obvious that he has 
little or no understanding of dialectics, even the word itself 
carries a ring of negative connotations. 'lhis misconception 
has been bequeathed to him by that French bourgeois charlatan, 
Jean-Paul Sartre whose "dialectical analysis" of negritude 
Soyinka quotes with alacrity: 
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Negritude is the low ebb in a dialectical 
progression. The theoretical and practi
cal assertion of white supremacy is the 
thesis; negritude's role is the negative 
stage. (p.l34). 

'!he thesis of this statement centers on the assurrption that 
analytical tlx:>ught is as nruch a European standard of develop
trent as intuition narks the African's trental underdevelq:ment. 
But Soyinka's counte:r:-offensive proceeds from purely nx>ral in
dignation: 

Slavery and colonialism took their basic 
justification from such palpably false 
premises. (p.l28). 

And then the negri tudinal premise, "intuitive under
standing is also a mark of human developrrent", was "a ranantic 
ediface", because it left the premise of the "dialectical . struc
ture of European ideological confrontation" intact. "~itude 
did not bother to free the black races from the burden of its 
(the premise's) acceptance." (p.l28). The "African "WOrld-view" 
in contrast to the teachings of negritude reoognizes no "water
tight categories of the creative spirit." 

The nost telling proof that negritl.rle was based on fo
reign social values, as Soyinka sees it, is the fact that it 
was exclusively an intellectual undertaking by the privileged 
educated few, and Sartre was their European cultural represent
alive. So Soyinka has an unflattering assessrrent of Sartre as 
well: 

S artre ignores the important fact that Ne
gritude was a creation by and for a small 
elite ..•. Negritude was the property of 
a bourgeois-intellectual elite .......• 

and as such represented the 

likelihood that it would become little more 
than a diversionary weapon in the eventual 
emergence of a .national revolutionary strug
gle wherever the flag-bearers of Negritude 
represent the power-holding elite. (p.l35). 

'Ihis is the classical "thief crying thief." Soyinka' s own ideo
logical stand-:POint has its synopsis too: Negritude failed to 
scale the heights of African values because it based itself on 
European ideology. '!his failure was inevitable given its elit
ist backbone; and since the IllE!tbers of the elite involved in it 
were them:;elves alienated fran African world-outlook, negritude 
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could not represent an authentic African view-point. 

NcM what is ironic about this argurrent is that it is 
applicable to Soyinka' s own "self-apprehension". If negri ttrle 
is guilty of elitism, a European social product, what nakes 
"self-apprehension", which suffers from an advanced case of in
dividualistic rorrenticism and reythical notions about exclusive
ly African social purity, innocent of European "ideological 
confrontations"? The absurdity of attacking negrittrle fran an 
unhistorical view-point leads to an absurd conclusion that all 
that is European in origin is bad and nnacceptable to Africans, 
and all that is authentically African is holy and valid for all 
times and places. Illiteracy, ignorance, disease, political 
and econanic cppression are ccmrron marks of the African too, 
and the direct link between these "tribal" marks and "social 
purity" is invisible only to "Doctors" of Sociology, "Develop
mental Specialists" and "Creative writers", that new breed of 
"the new man" known as the "educated" African. But we stray. 
It is clear that Soyinka is driven cart-style by an urge to 
re-establish "African values" once for all, to achieve the 
"laudable goal" negrittrle failed to a~lish. This attenpt 
stens fran a highly developed state of netaphysical thinking 
which takes reality as a finished product and fixes it at the 
condition and state of its external appearance. 

Negri tude went wrong, in Soyinka' s own thinking, be
cause it abandoned the task it had premised to tackle, i.e., 
it shied CJJNay fran prescribing to the "educated" African the 
therapeutic cultural drtg for his bourgoois ailnent. "Self
apprehension" srould therefore do the job because a better qua
lified African cultural doctor has taken over the leadership of 
the rrovanent. It is as sinple as that. '!he reference to ne
gri tude's indifference to the plight of the ordinary African is 
given here as proof of this new doctor's "concern" for the cul
tural health of the "masses" , but the truth about his real at
titude to the "uneducated" African has been put on record. Let 
it only be recalled that in 1962 when talking about the reaction 
to his play, A danae of the forests by the "masses", he is re
ported to have said: 

If you allo~ed them ~he uneducated) they 
al~ays felt the thing through all the ~ay. 
I never asked them ~hat they made of it 
~.e. intellectually) you kn~. The only 
time ~hen they beaome quite frankly lazy 
is ~hen they find that their instincts 
(voila) to rejeat ~hat seems strange are 
supported by a columnist in the paper, 
they suddenly feel, Oh! yes, ~e thought 
that you k~. I mean ~hat's all this 
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nonsense, but Zeft to themselves, 
and given the 'p1'ope1' guidance, I 
have no doubt at aZZ that we have one 
of the most inte1'esting audiences, 
in any event, in any cuZtu!'aZ event, 
he1'e in Nige1'ia.l3 (enphasis acHed) • 

'!here is little if arr:1 need to draw attention to the 
paternalizi.ng attittrle of the "educated" African who kocJws how 
the "meducated" "feel", what they can or cannot "rrake of" and 
rely entirely on "their instincts", especially when "given the 
proper guidance" to the artistic creation of his educated head. 
~ly tmneeeSsary is the question what this "proper guidance" 
constitutes, i.e. , guidance by whan and to which destination. 
lbr is it a matter of contention that the so-called "meducat
ed" referred to here, are "uneducated" in the special sense 
that they are IX>t nerbers of the "self-apprehension" secret 
society. Vllat is needed is a special pair of rrental spectacles 
to see through this mist of academic dlaff. 

'lhe validity of Soyinka's "criticism" of negritude is 
necessarily confined within the walls of rretappysics. 'lhe 
appropriate approach in this ~ere is always an attenpt to 
reach absolute finality, that is to say, to ascribe to entities 
an eternal worth. If negritude is divorced fran its historical 
belonging, and Soyinka does just that, its "wrongs" appear so 
outrageous that the reason eltrles one why anybcx1y should have 
propagated such a IIDvellEnt. But the m::ment we look at it as a 
fonn of social consciousnes!:; peculiar to Africa during the co
lonial period, all the !l¥Stery about it and the contradictions 
it develc.ped in the course of its lifeline dissolve in thin air. 
Given the colonial reality, there can be IX> question that the 
noti ve force behind ne:Jri ttrle was itself a property of colo
nialism. In this package are to be found western social values 
such as culture and politics; and directly attached to these as 
a necessary appendage were netbers of the African elite whan 
colonialism has appropriated to itself. 

It was inevitable then that, when the :rronent caiTE for 
an African cultural reality to be asserted, this becaiTE the 
histo1'icaZ duty of the elite. And if we agree, as we soould, 
that negritude - the forrci in which this duty was carried out -
made a positive contribution tcMards what can legitimately be 
described as an African self-awareness, then there is little or 
no sense in a total condamation of the exponents of negrittrle. 
The "dialectical stnx::ture of European ideological confronta
tions", if by that it is understood the rreans and the rret:ood 
by which the ideals of negritude were expressed, was, for the 
negrituli.nists, not a matter of choice, but a cultural irrposi-
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tion. It was as little a question of oontention whether or not 
to base thernsel ves on Eurcpean ideas as it is for a duysalis 
to free itself fran its ooooon; oonfining as this may be, it is 
also the initial source of nutrition and protection for the 
grc:Ming insect, a disposable shell once the creature can fend 
for itself. But a developing insect has only one of two ends: 
either it successfully describes all its stages of metam:>rpho
sis and reaches maturity, or it gets stuck in one of the phases 
and dies. And what is true of nature applies with equal justice 
to human society. Criticism of negritude, therefore, has mean
ing if it takes into acoount the relation between the IrOVE!'I'el1t 
and the social reality which gave rise to it. 

The positive role negritude played in the course of 
African history therefore cannot be overstated. In fact Soyin
ka himself finds as one of its merits the attempt to identify 
itself, albeit it falsely and unsuccessfully, with the "resti
tution and re-engineering of a racial psyche, the establishrrent 
of a distinct human entity and the glorification of its long
suppressed attributes." (p.l26). But he logs "this laudable 
goal" in the metaphysical book of "African system of values". 
He can hardly oonceal his excitement over his disoovery that 
negritude had a capacity, if not the ability to deliver to an 
"African world-view" the oontinuous interaction between the 
dead, the living and the unborn. To enphasize this "African 
view" he quotes Birago Diop' s poem on the subject, which reads 
in part: 

Those who are dead have never gone away. 
They are in the shadows darkening around, 
They are in the shadows fadi ng into day , 
The dead are not under the ground. 
They are in t he t rees t hat quiver, 
They are in the woods that weep, 
They are in the waters of the river, 
They are in the waters that s l eep. 
They are in the crowds , they are in t he homestead. 
The dead are never dead, (p.l32) 

to whi ch he adds revealingly : 

Now suah a poem conveys an important, even 
fundamental aspect of the world-view of traditional 
Africa and remains within this mandate. (p.l33) 

This of oourse is an indispensable source of creative inspira
tion for Soyinka and his play, A danae of t he f or es ts is a 
living proof of this. All the relevant questions ooncerning 
this "traditional African-view", i.e., its origin, develq::nent 
and eventual death, are evidently beyond the range of academic 
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myopia . 

Negritude set out to achieve only such goals as were 
attainable within the historical limits of its validity. By 
'historical limits' here we nean the socially negative aspects 
of the relationship between Africa and the oolonial pc:wers for 
which negritude carre into being as a negation. A new reality 
was under way to replace the old. What Soyinka has yet to 
disoover for himself, therefore, is the fact that a social 
rroverrent, like any other phenarenon of developrent of things, 
identifies itself frar. the outset with the ideal features of 
the reality in the making in whose nama it solicits 'solidality' 
and 'support' , so to speak, fran 'progressive' quarters. Those 
aspects of this new era which stand out as positive values, 
ideally oonceived, or as negative elenents of the old reality, 
dialectically ~ressed, becx::me the nost potent bargaining 
chips for the rrovenent. But in positing these positive values 
as justification for change, the new reality nortgages itself, 
by the sarre token, to the phase of developnent to follow. 
The abnegation of this debt receives a historical rebuff in the 
fonn of internal oontradictions, that is to say, the attenpt 
to secure an eternal validity for an existing reality triggers 
a waVe of oontradictions within the hitherto "stable" frarre
work, especially when all the essential features of that reality 
have had tine to mature. At this juncture, i.e. , at the point 
where the necessity for change sets in, the rationality for 
the current entity loses its rationale, and can be maintained 
thereafter only by rationalization. In the case of negritude, 
the "restitution and re-engineering of a racial psyche etc.," 
has had to give <May to a round of changes oorrespanding to the 
era of changed social oondi tions. Negri tude has thus outspent 
its force and retired to its proper place in the history of 
the African people. 

All the pillory Soyinka pours on negritude for not 
corning up with an absolute value misses the target by a wide 
mark. He takes the shortest road to bourgeois ignorance by 
his enphasis on the ' failure' of negritude to base itself on 
African social values. What deserves an all out atta<X is on 
the oontrary, precisely this doctrine of African social purity; 
and, admittedly, because negritude lent a helping hand in this 
venture, we feel justified to join Ezekiel Mphahlele on the 
subject: 

What I do not accept is the way in which 
too much of t he poetry inspir ed by it 
(negrit ude ) romant ici zes Afri ca - as a 
symbo l of innocence~ purity and artless 
primi t iveness. l4 



144 

III 

Once the prerequisites for an advanced degree in the 
cultural aspect of African societies had been axcpleted, a task 
to which negritude had given its imrense pcMer, the ground had 
also been cleared for a political awakening. The insistence 
that Africa had her a-m cultural basis led directly to the in
vestigation into the social features on which such a claim 
could justifiably be secured. We are nav about to witness a 
social crime: the negri tudinists looked into the cradle of the 
African society and saw, or tlxmght they saw, the true fotmda
tion of African culture. '!hey carre up with a package of ances
tor worship, social cohesion, a:mnunal. life, etc. , as_ pivot 
points for African cultural essence. '!hey failed to realize 
that these features by themselves, divorced from the rnarmer by 
which African peoples aa::ruired their subsistence, could not ex
plain the why of this or that African cultural peculiarity. 
You sinpl y could not say, the unbroken cc:nm.mication between th 
dead, the living and the unborn was a feature of African cultur 
al expression, you had to ask, h:M did this c:are about? In 
other words, you had to discover first and forenost within the 
material reality of African societies the notive force, the 
objective notive force behind the apparent. But this could 
hardly be accanplished without first of all establishing a 
'position of strength' in the political arena. So the question 
of independent cultural origin proved in the end to be a para
phrase of political independence; but like all paraphrases, the 
actual rreaning remained, in the new phrase, essentially the 
sarre as in the original. And this is what can be described as 
the 'Fault', not so much of the negritudinists as of negritude 
itself. 

The distinction is a historical one. '!he ~ents of 
negri tu:le became aware of an existing problem between them as 
Africans and the western social values they had been taught to 
accept as theirs as special Africans, i.e., by virtue of their 
western education. '!hey said to their western cotmterparts, 
well, we do not want to be described as 'special' Africans, we 
are si.rrply Africans, so if you want us to be a part of your so 
ciety you rrrust accept, not just our educated selves, but also 
our traditional society with all its tan-tams, poverty, diseas1 
etc. , that is to say, we rrrust be treated as equals on a cultur 
al level. 

The emergence of African independent states was the na 
tural child of this cultural phenarenon, which is not to say 
that negritude was responsible for African political indepen
dence, but that it cannot be left out as a contributing factor 
Anyway, in politics as in literature, we spoke European lan
guages and assimilated, or rather, maintained European social 
elerrents: Ezekiel Mphahlele, Peter Abrahams, f.bncp Beti, Ferdi 
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nand Oyono, camara Laye, and others spoke the 'official' lan
guages spoken in the nE!Wly independent African states. '!he 
right oonditions were then available for examining in earnest 
the African social order. 

It took but a glance at the African cxmrunal setting to 
cx::are to the conclusion that it was being disrupted and even re
noved altogether to be replaced by an 'unknc::Mn' value. So Chin
ua Achebe resorted to the pa-ter of the pen to IIDurn the death of 
harnony in the tradi tiona! African society. Okonkwo dies by the 
disgraceful use of his own hands as a symbol of a greater so
cial tragedy African societies were eJ(periencing. But then that 
adopted child of oolonialism has reached ptiDerty and noved un
steadily to the administrative throne of oolonial machinery. 
Little -wonder, therefore, that Ci>i, Okonkwo' s grandson by his 
son Ni.'oye who had joined Christianity in open defiance of Afri
can ancestors, is No Longer> at Ease. :HaN can he? Frustrated, 
disillusioned and inward looking, he has errbarked on a long jour
ney to the unknown, and the internal tumoil occasioned by this 
state of personal non-belonging, finds a ready vent in the "good 
life" of wonen, bribery and fund errbezzlem:mt as an act of 
"self-apprehension". 'Ihe dilemna of the "educated" African in 
a social setting which is still basically cxmnunal CX'.IIlES into 
full light here and oonstitutes his 'alienation' in so far as his 
'edoc:ation' uproots him from this setting, forces him to deny it 
and atterrpts to integrate him with the life-style he cannot 
lead 'nomall y' in his original background. 

The "educated" African then fin:Js h:iroself rediscovering 
and hardly retrieving the lost self. But watch, his journey is 
OCM aa:JUiring a definite destination in the form of re-initia
tion into the tribal setting. So nCM, his starting FOint be- · 
cx::ares his destination and destiny. Thus z.t:mgo Beti sends Jean
Marie M:!dza on a Mission to Kala, to a rugged and unschooled 
village to retrieve his oousin' s wife. In the canpany of Zarrbo, 
another oousin of his, "Duckfoot-Johnny" , Petrus "-Son-of-God" 
and Abraham the "Boneless wonder", the aim in life is objecti
fied once again in wonen and wine, a task Jean-Marie is unquali
fied to tackle. He gets tangled in the process but in the end 
nevertheless "blessed" with a worran. At any rate, the realiza
tion of his inadequacy and of his ignorance of his own people's 
way of life is nore than -worth the errbarrassnent he has to bear 
in the dramatic scenes of social experiences. 

'Ihe plight of Jean-Marie Medza is the oomron mark of the 
"educated" African. Having had to leave his village life in 
order to go to school, he always returned an ignorant man, self
styled in vanity, elevated in pride and boastful of his high 
academic achieverrents, even if he had failed his examinations, 
like Jean-Marie. And this is the reality of oolonialJ..sm 1n 
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Africa. It left no stone unturned in its tireless efforts to re 
produce its own kind on the African 'racial psyche' . And when 
in the oourse of tine this nEM creature rediscovers his "roots". 
back in the tradi tiona! debris of his own people, he finds 
himself actually asking political questions. The first stage 
in a series of phases of social awareness, as this relates both 
to the particular case of the individual and the general oon
sciousness of the people, has thus been reached, and naN the 
truth can be inscribed boldly on the political banner: 

The tragedy which our people is suffering 
today is that of a man left to his own 
devices in a world which does not belong 
to him~ which he has not made and does not 
understand. It is the tragedy of man 
bereft of any inteUectual compass~ a man 
walking blindly through the dark in some 
hostile aity like New York. Who will 
tell him that he can only cross fifth 
avenue by the pedestrian arossings~ or 
teach him how to interpret traffic signs? 
How will he solve the intricacies of a 
subway map~ or know where to change trains?l5 

But even if he were well-equipped with the techniques of survi
val in a netropolitan jungle like New York, would that neces
sarily nean he can then transform this j\mgle into a socially 
habitable place? For we are talking here not about an eoonani< 
structure already at variance with the laws of develcprent, bu1 
about ways and neans of creating one whose realization is it
self a historical necessity. 

When the existing oontradictions within African societ 
cane to a head, and wer.e therefore registered in the oonscious 
mind of the "educated"African, the natural response was to 
stage a 'protest' in literature. It was an outburst of an ang 
man, here crying in the wilderness and there delivering stmron 
of social purity. The failure to analyse and understand the 
social force behind these oontradictions was the special featu 
of this 'protest' . Soyinka for one rooved with characteristic 
parposi ty to annOilllce "the end of humanity" : "the situation in 
Africa today is the sane as in the rest of the world;" said he 
"it is not one of the tragedies which c:are of isolated htnnan 
failures, but the very collapse of humanity." 16 

Sure, there was a 'collapse of humanity' taking place. 
But the question is, which 'humanity' was oollapsing? 'lb the 
bourgeois ideologue, this question does not exist because he 
knows that there is only one 'humanity', the 'humanity' of wl:ri 
he is an eoonanic nenber, i.e., bourgeois 'humanity'. Where 
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r.bngo Beti rerognizes, in the African p:r:d:>lems, a variant of 
definite historical factors inseparably bound up with colonial
ism, Soyinka sees "the very collapse of humanity"! When then 
the question concerning the solution of African poll tical prcb
lems cane up, the Soyinkian approach could very easily be seen 
taking the fonn of 'htnna.n redenption' . And what was true of 
colonialism is equally applicable in the era of neo-colonialism 
and inperi.alism. 

Tragically, hc:wever, by virtue of his trade, many an 
African writer still views h:i.mself in isolation, a detached 
ooseriler whose business is to a::mrent on events· taking place 
around him. The narre of Wole Soyinka is ever always a depres
sing exanple: 

In new societies which begin the seductive 
experiment in authoritarianism (notice the 
all too familiar western political tongue) 3 

it has become a familiar experiment to 
watch. society crush the writer under a load 
of guilt for his daring to express a 
sensitivity and an outlook apart from3 and 
independent of3 the mass direction.l? 

But what conditions the writer's 'independence', and what makes 
his 'sensitivity' and 'outlook' so important that when he ex
presses them "independent of, the mass direction", they cannot 
be "crushed"? Who does he think he is that his CMn views can
not be questioned for good or bad reasons? This is the creature 
present Africa has to struggle against. But he continues: 

The revolutionary mood in society is a 
particularly potent tyrant in this respect .... 

(But mv dear Sir, just nON you have been blaming the "flag
bea;:,..,u!'' of negritude for stifling "the eventual errergence of 

.:~a.donal revolutionary struggle". HON dces it cx:ne about that 
:!l.s sane revolutionary rrood is nON a "potent tyrant"?) 

..... and since the writer is 3 at the ver-y 
least3 sensitive to mood3 he respects the 
demand of the moment and effaces his defini
tion as a writer by an act of choice; (which 
means that) the writer must for the moment 
at least postpone that unique reflection on 
experience and events which is what makes a 
writer - and constitute himself into a part 
of that machiner-y that will actually shape 
events 3 (therefore) the African writer found 
that he could not deny his society; he could3 
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however~ temporarily at least deny 
himself.18 

'!his anounts to saying, and we have hecu:d it over and over frcll 
bourgeois academic chairs, that individualism is the stuff of 
which writers are made, and that, as far as established social 
systerrs are concerned, change brings with it negative demands 
on the writer which he can only dJey by denying himself as a 
writer, "tenporarily at least". When this sane reasoning c:x:mee 
fran an African writer, there can be no Cbubt about his bour
geois mental conditioning. cne \\Uilders why, in the age of Afrj 
can liberation, a writer cannot join the revolutionary mass? 

The defence put up by Soyinka and his ilk for the writ
er's "sensitivity" and "independent outlook" is in fact defence 
for the status quo; whether this is d:me in the nane of social 
han!ony, or for the "restitution and re-engineering of a raciaJ 
pysche" , the end result is the sane. 

It rrrust be said here in this respect and as a prologue 
to an analysis of this nental case of the "educated" African, 
that the so-called social han!ony of African societies has len~ 
lost its credit. Cblonialism smashed and subordinated it undeJ 
itself. This happened as follavs: '!he node of production of tl 
comnunal African societies, which was at the tine allred at :i:rrr 
rrediate social needs was turned into one based on eJCChange, tru 
is, one corresponding to colonialism itself. '!he 'uncivilized 
were thereby 'civilized', so that the oormercial factor becane 
the notive force for social production. But then the nental 
~ression of the totality of this reality was foreign to the 
African societies because the econanic base for it was an arbi· 
trary intrusion. From the econanic stand-point alone, it is 
d:>vious that the social hanrony which characterized African so 
cieties prior to colonialism rrrust have had 'satething' to Cb 
with the people's rrode of production, since, by deduction, the 
rrode of production corresponding to colonialism brought dis
han!ony with it. 

IV 

The "educated" African's 'concem' for African social 
hamony is an elerrent of what Soyinka calls "African world 
view" , by which he understands all those aspects of African so 
cieties whose existence he exclusively associates with the ex
istence of traditional Africa. Existing reality here appears 
him as given once for all, and therefore not subject to redefi 
nition; and to petrify this reality is the business of African 
culture as a genuine function peculiar to the African way of 1 
and distinct from the "European habit of world redefinition". 
As he puts it, 
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For cuLtures which pay more than lip-service 
to the protean complexity of the universe of 
which man is himself a reflection, this Euro
pean habit of world re-definition ·appears both 
wasteful and truth-defeating. (p.49) 

'!here is saoothing pitiable about this ignorant utterance; it is 
like watching a fist-fight between two blind people, each tlu:CM
ing a jab totally in the dark roping to knock Cbwn his opponent 
purely by chance. In the case before us, the contention is be
tween African bourgeois intellectualism and its western counter
part, each claiming to represent 'authentic' world view in re
lation to itself. By which criterion each jtrlges the other and 
itself, this is the 'light' denied the two blind carbatants. 
But here is an exanple of the "African world-view" in action: 

A break-down in moral order implies, in 
the African world-view, a rupture in the 
body of Nature, just like the physical 
malfunction of one man. (p.52). 

Which is to say, norali ty and nature have a value of equal mag-
J nitude, i.e., pennanence. '!he ra!B!ltic ruq>ression of this ncr-
c tion nms as follows: 

:~.t 
~re society lives in a close interre
lation with Nature, regulates it exist
ence by natural phenomenon within the 
observable processes of continuity -
ebb and tide, waxing and waning of the 
moon, rain and drought, planting and 
harvest - the highest moral order is seen 
as that which guarantees a parallel 
continuity of the species. (p.52). 

By correlation, therefore, where society d::les not live "in close 
inter-relation with Nature," decadence exists as a result. On
ly one question needs to be asked here: what makes one society 
live "in close inter-relation with Nature" and another at vari
ance with it?" '!he "educated" African suffers from a chronic 
allergy to questions of this kirid. But the point at issue is 
just this delineation of that which detennines the values· on 
which norali ty, social hanrony, etc. are based. 

A society whose very existence depends on the vagaries 
of natural pheroneoon, the type Soyinka is advocating here, is 

to no better no worse than a slave, because like a slave it has no 
full cx:mmand of its life. All the political and social humili
ation Africa has suffered in the hands of western p:Mers rests 

ife squarely on this point. '!his the "educated" African does not 
illlderstand. It never occurs to him that a social order can 
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exist which is both technologically developed and socially co
hesive, one in which a "break-down in noral order" is takei1 to 
be a rroral order. Of oourse their failure to understand this 
fact is quite understandable: it sternS fran thefr 'k:nc:Mledge' 
that eoooomic developrrent neans western kind of developrrent. 
Outside this frarrework there is only "authoritarianism", the 
rronster that "crushes the writer", you see. So the·-best alter 
native is that provided by African traditional societies, qwd 
erat denonstrandum! 

And then, because the "educated" African does not want 
to be "mistmderstood" as advocating social backwardness, he 
hastens to plead innocent of the crine; Soyinka is on the line 

The Afriaan world-view is not~ however~ 
even by implication stagnant ... (p.53). 

But wait a minute. Have we not just been told that "a break
dcMl in rroral order inplies, in the African world-view, a rup
ture in the body· of Nature .•. , " rarenber? Even if you ITOdify 
the statenent to the effect that the rroral order in question i 
that which oorresponds to a society living "in close inter-re
lation with Nature," or to put it rrore futelligibly the norali 
oorresponding to any given social set-up, still the fact that 
an irregularity in that rroral order registers disorder in na
ture itself, not only inplies but in fact presupposes static 
nature and oonsequently a stagnant mental reflection of it. 
What you are saying in effect, whether you knc:M it or not, is 
that, since traditional African societies live "in close inteJ 
relation with Nature" , and nature is a pennanent value, this 
relationship is therefore a pennanent one, beicause then, shouJ 
any of the elements oonstituting this relationship acquire a 
variable quality, for instance, a "break-dcMl in rroral order" 
this permanence is disturbed, i.e., there is "a rupture in thE 
body of Nature ... " HeM can an e:xponent of this view plead in· 
nocent of advocating a stagnant world-view? The "educated" 
African is totally unaware of his own contradictions. 

It is reM clear that the defence for African "social 
hanrony" is a tactical weapon .for the defence of the existing 
social and economic relations within bourgeois confines. '!he 
canpaign in the African front is being carried out safely by · 
"educated" African in "African world-view". In appearing to 
take issues with the western world, the "educated" African cr 
ates a deceptive inpression that he- is challenging his master 
voice. The substance of the matter, however, is registered i 
the romantic rroral niceties he paints on his own society: the 
social 'harnony' of the traditional African society is pitted 
against the social decadence of the western world as a warnin 
against 'technological gadget'. 
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'Ihe carrpaign \V'Orks in the folCMing manner: if it can 
successfully be shcMn that the African neral order, which is re
sponsible for the African social cnhesion, or at least relates 
positively to it, is itself a natural order, that is to say, is 
nature's CMn order, the original pattem of things in keeping 
with which society "regulates its existence •.•. within the ob
servable processes of cnntinuity", a strong case has been made 
in favour of maintaining that state of affairs which guarantees 
this set of social values. We have thus fixed all the social 
relations~ to it. 'Ihe "educated" African will of 
cnurse deny that this is his intention, and he is right! He has 
oo consaious intention of fashioning a static picture of his 
soeiety, he s:inply Cbes so objectively, that is, his 'cbserva
tions' about African traditional life has the effect of fixing 
it at the traditional level; this is what he canoot be expected 
to see. In essence the "educated" African carries out his mis
sion in the sane manner that the tse tse fly carries sleeping 
siclmess. Like the blood-sucking insect - and the similarity 
is not accidental - he acts only in response to an inner urge 
for 'self-eJq?ression' which haH?eJls to be materially detennined. 

'Ihe average "edu:::ated" African proceeds cautiously and 
'thoughtfully' in the rurecuti.on of his mission. 'Ihe exception 
is once nore ~le Soyinka. Ebastful, arrogant, 'CDCk-sure' 
and c:onplacent, he strides fo:rward aggressively smirking with 
the self-em.ll.ati ve air of a god-king. And since the well fran 
which he draws his creative inspiration swanns with traditional 
Yoruba gods, we ITU.lSt follCM him there if only to witness the 
birth of the god of African literature. 

v 

As already indicated, Myth, Literature and the African 
~r ld is a formal portraiture of Soyinka' s CMn 'tb:mghts' in 
keeping with the political demands of the present \V'Orld in gen
eral, and those of Africa in particular, that the 'creative' 
writer energe from the ideological safety of his artistic clois
ter and take sides. Soyinka' s response to this derrand takes 
the fonn of equivocation. He wcmts to take sides, and then he 
Cbes not want to take sides. In the fonner nood he extends a 
ranantic arm to the traditional African society, and in the 
latter, he yields readily, body and soul to the seductions of the 
bourgeoisie. Confused, ccntradictocy and occasionally ideolo
gicall y incoherent, he nevertheless su:::ceeds in amassing an 
arsenal of various methods, techniques, strategies and tactical 
manoeuverings necessary for the ideological imnunity he seeks 
to create for himself. Starting fran what to him is the nost 
distinctive aspect of the African world- equal only to 
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ancient Greece - he activates the dead, c:cmnunicates with the 
unbom and guards the living against foreign social i.npuri tieE 
and especially the mand.st taint. To Cb this he has had to dE 
nounce ideology as such, and espouse a type of neo-negri tudinc 
'psyche': 'self-apprehension' . 

There ar e three deities in focus here: Ogun, Obatala, 
and Sango, represented in drama by the passage-rites, of hero
gods defined as "a projection of man' s oonflict with forces 
which challenge his efforts to harnonize with his environment , 
physical, social and psychic." (p.l). As is always the case 
with things African seen through the academic srectacles of tl 
"educated" African, each and every one of these gods has a 
"functional" value. The tragic rites of Sango, for exanple, 
represent "a deadly oonflict on the human and the r.istoric 
plane, charged nonetheless with the passion and terror of StipE 
human, unoontrollable forces." (p. 8). And since this oonflic1 
i.nplies an injustice, Sango can be seen as the enbocli.nent of 
"the rroral oode of society. " (p. 9) . Obatala, by oontrast, is 
a "gentler sector of the arc of the human psyche" (p.l3). Hi: 
virtues a:mprise "patience, suffering, peaceableness, all the 
inperati ves of harrrony in the univer se, the essence of quietu 
and forbearance; in short, the aesthetics of the saint." (p.l: 
Ogun, the third god is a creature - oh pardon - a creator of 
many qualities. "He stands for a transcendental, humane, but 
rigidly restorative justice": "'protector of orphans' , 'roof 
over the hareless' , 'terrible guardian of the sacred oath' . " 
(p . 26) . And that is not all : he i.s also "the master craftsm 
and artist, fanrer and warrior, essence of destruction and 
creativity, a recluse and a gregarious imbiber, a reluctant 
leader of rren and deities."* (p.27). But the lCMest cx:mron f. 
tor of these gods is that they are aU subject to attacks by 
"human weakness" follCMing which they are "placed under an e
temal obligation of sare practical fonn of penance which can 
pensates humanity. " (p.l3) . ~ are also told that these gods 
have a philosophical function as well. Traditional drama, fo 
exanple, whose dromatis personae are the gods themselves in 
the human fonn, erploys sound, light, smell and rrotion · to de
fine space: 

Sound, Zight , motion, even smeZZ can aZZ 
be used just as vaZidZy to define space . (p.39). 

And who needs technology when African myth achieves just as 
much as any scientific invention? 

* Zeus, the Greek god-king, is also said to have been a 'rech: 
and a 'reluctant leader of nen and deities' , in addi lion to 
being, Like Ogun, the god of war. What a fortuitous similar
ity! 
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The assimilative wisdom of the African 
metaphysics Pecognises no difference 
in essence between the mere means of 
tapping the power of lightning - whether 
it is by ritual sacrifice, through the 
purgative wiU of the community un
leashing its justice on the criminal, or 
through the agency of Franklin's revolu
tionary gadget. (p.49). 

The finest piece of "the ass.i.rn:i.lative wisdan of the African 
metaphysics" is yet to cxrre. Take, for exanple, the historical 
evidence that myth represents a social novelty oorresponding 
to the historically detennined l.CM eoonanic productivity of 
the human society. The passionate cry of the "educated" Afri
can is predictable: Nonserise! 

This is an interesting example of what 
results when scholars subvert their 
intelligent deductions to imperatives 
of alien and jealous gods, •... (i.e.) 
Marxism. (p.32). 

The target is George Thomson for his daring venture into the 
sacred world of the deities with the criminal intention of 
dcnesticating them. 

Before we give Tlonson 1 s correct analysis of myth and 
ritual, we wish to make a point of order. Just because Than
son is European and Soyinka African, it does not necessarily 
foll.CM that the former is wrcng and the latter oorrect on that 
acoount, which is what a typical Africanist or a western liberal 
would have us believe. This attitude is not only oondesaending, 
it is oonfining and retrogressive; not that European thinking 
is unrestrictive and progressive, but because we are dealing 
here with an ideological question which recognises no racial 
qualities or geographical boundaries. The oore of the matter 
is not who says what, but what is said. The passive in this 
case becxrres the positive awroach. If we quote European works 
extensively, it is because that is where rrost of the research 
has been done. What is written by Africans today tends to 
follav oonservati ve patterns of the western ruling ideology, 
understandably because that is the source of material support 
for the African 1 writers 1 

• Which is why the little ideologi
call y progressive wo:rk that has been done by Africans is so 
rare and difficult to cxrre by that we are forced to do without 
it for rrost of the time. Tine will care when rrore and rrore 
African intellectuals will begin to see that racial belonging 
has no part to play in ideology, and that, on the oontrary, 
ideological standpoint has the effect of unifying different 
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races on a class basis, then there will be no excuse to rely 
heavily on European works. 

The difference behlleen '!'hanson's analysis of myth and 
ritual, and that of Soyinka is therefore an ideological differ 
ence. '!'hanson proceeds in the following manner: 

Myth was created out of ritual. The latter 
term must be understood in a wide sense, 
because in primitive society everything is 
sacred, nothing profane. Every action -
eating, drinking, tilling, fighting - has 
its proper procedure, which being pre-
scribed, is holy. In the song and dance of 
the mimetic rite, each performer withdrew, 
under the hypnotic effect of rhythm, from 
the consciousness of reality, which was 
peculiar to himself, individual, into the 
subconscious world 9.f_ ~antasy, which was common 
to all, collective, an from that inner world 
they returned charged with new strength 
for . action. Poetry and dancing, which grew 
out of the mimetic rite, are speech and ges
ture raised to a magical level of intensity. 
For a long time, in virtue of their common 
origin and function, they were inseparable. 
The divergence of poetry from dancing, of 
myth from ritual, only began with the rise 
of the ruling class whose culture was divorced 
from the labour of production.l9 (Emphasis 
added). 

This analysis is of course quite unacceptable on the bourgeois 
ideological front, and Soyinka, in his capacity as a axcpetent 
representative of this class, tells us why: 

George Thomson ... comes very close to giving 
a perceptive description of the process by 
which the office of the protagonist actor 
transcends the actual conflict of the 
ritual and conveys the deeper experience 
of a challenger of the transitional abyss. 
But he shies away finally from the fullness 
of his obvious illumination, and retracts 
in mid-word the observable reality of the 
protagonist-audience relation. (Then this 
stroke of genius): This is an interesting 
example of what results when scholars 
subvert their intelligent deductions to 
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imperatives of alien* and jealous gods, 
in his ease Marxism. (p. 32) • 

He is especially incensed by the issue '!hanson raises at the 
end of the passage, to the effect that, at a definite histori
cal point, there occurred a differentiation of the arts oor
responding to class fonnation. Here our friend finds :tri.mrelf 
a:npletely disamed, and has to beat a tactical retreat, 

We shall leave the latter Marxist 
speculation alone, as being outside the 
seope of this subject. (p.33). 

His attention is rather arrested by "the_ integral nature of 
poetry and dancing in the m:i.netic rite", and the existence of 
an "inner world" into and fran which the individual withdraws 
and retunls, "cx:mnunicating a new strength for action." This 
inner world is "the primal reality, the hinterland of transi
tion," and 'l'hatson' s definition of it as fantasy "betrays a 
Eurocentric conditioning or alienation." (p. 33). 

Having dispensed with the offensive "Marxist specula
tions", this "super-educated" African offers his own 'proper' 
analysis of the subject: 

The community emerges from ritual ex
perience 'charged with new strength for 
action' because of the protagonist's 
promethean (well, mind you, this is not 
Euroeentrie conditioning or alienating, 
not when Soyinka uses it) raid on the 
durable resources of the transitional 
realm; immersed within it, he is enabled 
emphatically to transmit its essence to 
the ehorie participants of the rites -
the community. (p.33). 

Since the ideological conclusions deduced fran this 
type of "analysis" are supposed to be African in nature, as 
constituent elements of "the African world-view", we ONe it to 
African posterity to set the records straight, here anC. now. 

The existence of gods reflects a certain low lEvel in 
the develcprent of man' s consciousness. And because social 

* Thanson is writing about Ieyth and ritual in the ancient Greek 
society, i.e. , the cultural ba<:Xground of his own society. One 
wonders heM this can be described as 'alien' ! Alien to whan? 
To the Greeks or to western societies? Certainly not to tram
lienal African societies because that is not Thcmson' s subject 
matter. 
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practical activity is the source of consciousness, a fact the 
"educated" African has yet to understand, a society abounding 
with tribal gods betrays itself as a hopeless victim of blind 
forces of nature, and this means practically that man is still 
incapable of taking his CMn destiny in his CMn hands. But then, 
since the existence of a thing inplies its non-existence, it 
follCMs naturally, that there was a time in the history of 
man when there were no gods. Consequently, it is obvious that 
tribal gods are not an irrrilanent cultural aspect of traditional 
African societies: for their appearance was a conditional pro
bability, so to speak, that is to say, they c:arce into being 
only after certain material conditions, of which traditional 
theatre was itself a derivative, had been fulfilled. Their 
appearance was not historic, but historical: not in the sense 
of a oonscious action on the part of man that influenced tra
ditional drama, but as a result of his practical activity as 
was historically demanded of him by the necessity to produce, 
preserve and reproduce his CMn kind. The non-existence of gods 
oorresponds to the period when man 1 s activity was taken up 
c::cnpletely with oollecting and hunting for his food. At this 
time "artistic ffi<Pression" was nothing nore than a weapon for 
the aCX}Uisi tion of means of subsistence. AJ:n:)ld Hauser, who 
has done extensive research in this area, has ):lad this obser-
vation to make: · 

In this time of pure practice, everything 
was often centered around sustenance, and 
nothing justifies us to assume that art 
served any other purpose apart from direct 
acquisition of means of subsistence.20 

Actually, close examination of primitive art provides proof of 
this. One of the cx:mcon traits of this art is the fact that 
images are usually pierced with spears and arr<:Ms, which can 
mean nothing if not the wish, on the part of the 1 artist 1 

, to 
be successful in his hunting ~tions. There can be little 
doubt, therefore, that magic and sorcery have their origin in 
the practical business of staying alive. The primitive artist 
had as the ultimate aim, not aesthetic gratification, but the 
material effect of his worlq he nevertheless ~ienced "a 
certain aesthetic fulfilment"21 in the process. 

Once they had taken shape, having arisen fran practical 
art, magic and sorcery unde:rwent further nodifications and 
gradually bec:arce technique, mere formality, ritual. It was 
necessary at first to describe a formative phase in order to 
oonsolidate therrselves, to prove therrselves socially useful 
before they oould be allCMed to beoome oonventional. 'lhen 
follCMed an epoch during which the two intrinsic aspects of 
art - a) similarity and imitation, and b) creative realization 
of entity -were developed and extended to the dramatic fom 
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of notion, activity, performance, hence the minetic rites and 
cult. danCEs. But if, as no doubt the "educated" African 'WOUld 
readily agree, all fonns of expressicn in the traditional social 
organization have a "functional value", what. was the functional 
value of minetic rites and cult danCEs, c:part fran their 'heal
ing' effect as Professor Kunene would say? Given the necessity 
for physical survival, the direct relationship between neans of 
subsistence and the technique by which these neans oould be 
aClllJi.red, cannot escape the attention of a genuine inquirer. 
In this respect there is but one possible answer, to wit, that 
the minetic rites and dances were based on the rrovarents and ac
ti vi ties of the animals to be hunted dc:Mn for food; they were 
the sum total of similarity of the appearance, and imitation of 
the noverrents of the animals, on the one hand, and the creative 
realization of the purpose for which the rites and the danCEs 
were objective means, on the other. 

In the passage of tine, arrong different clans, different 
kinds cf animals or plants carre to be regarded as akin to the 
menbers of the clan in question, in recognition of the special 
qualities of the animal or plant as a source of food. The social 
manner of expression of this 'akin-ness' with the natural object, 
was to perfonn cerenonies around it, with the intention of iil
creasing its nU!rber. Thus totemism was born. If the toten was 
an anilnal, its dlaracteristics - habits, gestures, cries and 
m.JVerr.ents - were mimicked in order to bring it into oontrol, the 
intention being to make it always available in tine of need. 
But then, later when the technigl:es of hunting and laying traps 
inproved, the original purpose of the performances turned into 
their c:pposi te, they went oonventiohal., a perfected art of mimi
cry that had lost its social purpose, an antiquated neans of ac
quiring subsistence. Initially mirretic rites and danCEs were · 
undertaken as preparations for the special task of hunting. Man 
knew what he wanted fran the d:>jective world, but lacking the 
necessary techniql:e to effect his will, the rites and danCEs 
became his 'tedmology' • 

Fran here the transition was made to the substance of 
things, to tradition, signs, oonoopts, synix:>ls, etc. The artfonn 
leaned heavily to the abstract. But why? HCM were the oondi
tions for this cultural phenorrenon created? 

The eruptive Pevolutionary step stems fPom 
the fact that, instead of gathenng ana 
capturing his means of subsistence, man now 
produces them himsel.f. With the domestication 
of animals and plants, animal husbandru and 
agncultUPe, he begins his Wiwrrphal advance 
on natuPe, makes himself moPe Ol' less inde
pendent of the whims of fate, of chance and 
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aaaident. 22 

But then, thrm.x:Jh his CMn productive activity, nan had oo soon
er achieved a measure of independence from nature in general 
than he fourrl hirrself faced with a new phase of dependence on 
specific aspects of it, the elimination of which presented a 
challenge to, and required an increased productivity of his la
bour. '!he trartsi tion from foodgathering and hunting to the do
I~Estication of ani.roals and plants brought with it the oonscious
ness of man's reliance on the -weather. Rain and drought -were 
analogous to good luck and misfortune respectively, and this in 
turn oonjured fear of death, mystery, etc. And with this fear, 
the idea of denons and evil spirits also cai!E into being, and 
man accordingly became preoccupied with blessing and curse, · 
hence, with the ideas of the \.111krJa.m, of the .llltra""1llundane po
wers. '!he age of spirit-worship, of belief in the existence 
and eternity of the soul and of the cult of death, had finally 
arrived. NcM man needs id::>ls, charms, and gods, in order to 
rid hirrself of his fear, and also as a source of oonsolation for 
the ordeals he had to endure. 

The ideas of life after death and of the undying soul, 
as well as those of the oontinmus sonmunication between the 
dead, the living and the tmborn, are as separate and different 
in practice as they are united in origin. The fomer, associ
ated with Christianity, and the latter regarded by the "edUca
ted" African as a property of "the African world-view" have 
their origin in the necessity for man's physical survival. 
Thus, what has becx:tne kJla.m as Dualism is oothing other than the 
antagonism between ideas and reality, spirit and body, soul and 
fonn23, and its existence has been given expression in man's ar
tistic and philosophical ooncepts. 

It should be obvious nt::M that spiritual ceraronies, ri
tual theatre, myths, epic poetry, drama, gods and everything 
that goes under the nane of art, all about which Soyinka has 
poured so much ink in his "creative process" have a ooncrete ma
terial base. But when these cerenonies eventually realized 
thansel ves as fonnali ties, they were turned into occasions for 
sharing a oormon IlEal. Here under the "Chairmanship" of the 
chief of the tribe, the dead, the living and the unborn 'gather
ed' for a "'Ihanksgiving" , to express their oneness, which is no
thing but a reminiscence of a real social set-up not quite bur
ied in the past. * Just as much as a grown-up may recollect 
his childOOod, so may a society. Nc:Mhere is this fact better 
expressed than in Soyinka' s CMn ~lay, A danae of the Forests, 
* 'I11e Arrerican "Thanksgiving ray , for exarrple, is a raninis
cence of a real event in American history that has gone conven
tional, traditional, and therefore a social rite in its right; 
but in practical tenns, it is socially unnecessary in a society 
where you buy your CMn dead turkey from a grocer instead of hunt 
ing for it. 

- - ·- - - - - - - - ----
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and this is one of the feN objeative rrerits of the playwright. 

Myths were created in the sane manner. In primitive 
societies where labour was oollecti ve as a matter of necessity, 
the failure of that labour to adri.eve the desired aim was at
tributed to the paver of resistance on the part of the subject 
of labour. This cxmflict between subject and object, i.e., be
tween labour and the subject of labour, was regarded capable of 
being raroved through magical rninetic acts. 

Similarly, drama is a sequel of rninetic rites and dances. 
The initiation of the nenbers of a tribe, designed as neans of 
maintaining continuity of the life of the cxmmmi ty by synix:>lic 
reincarnation of the ancestors into the novices, greN into 
periodical perfonnances of ritual drama. The idea here was to 
reinforce the authority of the ancestors by entrusting them 
with the paver of bringing rain, good harvest and any other 
fonn of good luck to the a::mmmi ty. But with the energence of 
myth as an in:3ependent entity detadled fran ritual, the drama
tic pl:q)erty of initiation becane dani.nant. And since agri
culture was, for many societies at different tines, the material 
base for social activity, there developed anong these societies 
the world bVer, a custan known as "carrying out Death and Bring
ing in Sumner". Naturally this custan was mainly prevalent 
arrong peoples living in tercperate zones where "Sumner" and 
"Winter" signified life and death in that order; its variants 
in a::mmmities living in tropical lands took shape in relation 
to the rainy and dry seasons. '!be specific features of this 
custan therefore differed acoording to geographical location 
of the people tmder oonsideration. 

'!be manner in which this custan was expressed anong 
African societies has many versions. 'Ihrough his "creative 
process" Soyinka has, without the express purpose, spcken ade
quately, if ranantically, for the Yoruba. The material origin* 
of the custan, its develq::ment anong various peoples in differ
ent parts of the world arrl the m::>Oifications it aCX}Ili.red in 
the process, not to nention the man.y social uses into which it 
was put in each and every one of the societies where it was 
practised, all this renains totally alien to Soyinka. We pre
sent here, fran a personal experience, the fonn in, and the 
social use for whidl it was perforned anong the Ka!!ba people 
hardly fifteen years ago. 

'!be framework of execution of the custan paralleled very 
closely those of the "tribes" on reoord, with the exception that 

* And this is tbe point of enphasis, not the custan as such, be
cause more of its various features is better known in European 
and Am:!rican than in African a:mmmi.ties. 
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the regulating factor with the Kanba people, as already noted 
for people living in tropical lands, was the rainy season. 
When, follCMing an aOO:Iuate rainfall, the maize crcp - the Kant 
people's staple food - was knee-high, and the first weeding 
had been canpleted, young roon organized thanselves into a 
"hunting chili" and went into the nountains to hunt down "Death' 
The role of "Death" was played in real life by a nountain-hog 
knCMl as KI'IHANG..l\ITI, which was subsequently killed, its intes· 
tines pulled out and the undigested contents gathered in green 
leaves. At sunset, the young people roarred the fields spread
ing the "sacrarrent of life" , the nountain-hog' s intestinal 
contents, on the young maize crop. This was believed to bring 
fertility to the crop as well as destroy destructive insects. 
Later in the evening, to celebrate the event, there followed a 
feast, in which the nost delicate dishes, prepared by yotmg 
girls, were brought out to the cpen-air celebration field call• 
KINY'AKA. The 'winner' here, the girl whose dish surpassed 
all others in texture, appetizing srrell, 'architectural' de
sign and taste, received no coronation, but special attention 
in the dancing that follCMed the feast. Not unCCiti!Only, the 
whole event ended in sexual pairing and/or eventual matrirrony 
for sane of the pairs. And here again, as with the knCMl case 
the sanction for sexual union was made synbolic fertility of 
nature itself, a crude attarpt to enhance the potency of those 
forces in nature responsible for man' s material existence, by 
sexually stimulating the p:Mer of self-reproduction in man hin 
self. The word "self-reproduction" carries nore than its bio
logical rreaning. The dialectical relationship between man's 
self-reproduction in labour and its correlation in the sexual 
sector could only be thus ~ressed errbryonically, at this 
premier level, as a premiere, as a precursor to its present 
fonn in nodern econanic production. Marx and Engels were the 
first to see this inter-relation in the societies they studiee 

The production of life, both of one's own 
in labour and of fresh life in procreation, 
now appears as a double relationship: on the 
one hand as a natural~ on the other as a 
social relationship.2 

With this background to the origin of tribal gods and 
traditional drama in relation to prirreval societies, we are 
nCM better equipped to look at their influence on each other 
as tirre went by. A classical case has been made, in this re
spect, of the worship of Dionysus, the Greek god of all that : 
taken to be positive about man: beauty, relaxation, (wine bei: 
an agent of this), kindness, humility etc. At 'Ihebes, in 
ancient Greece, where the worshippers of this qod were exclus 
ly wanen, a violation of the procedure by which the rite was 
perfonred, was a tragedy, and the offender was accorded a tra 
ic treatrreni:. we are forced to give a Greek illustration of 
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this point because Soyinka has categorically chosen to African
ize a Greek play based on this subject, as an ~ression of 
his western cultural link and a practical dem:>nstration of the 
a:mnitrren.t to his principle of retaining "external referenCE 
points against which progression in thinking can be measured." 

But as a preparation for the task, let us first recall 
and keep in mind the three parts of the clan rite of "carrying 
out Death and Bringing in Sumer" , these are: 

i) Exodus to the woods to escort "Death" to its death, 
ii) execution of "Death" and 

iii) return in victory (bringing in SUI'!ITer), follaNed by 
celebrations. 

Essential too is the ccmron-plaCE material origin of the custan, 
the indispensable connection, unkna-m though it is to the neta
physical mind of the "educated" African, between man 1 s rultural 
~ressions and his physical and biological activities. We 
are saying here in a few words what barely anounts to a sinple 
fact: the fertility of the soil was the neCEssary conrern of 
those tied to the land. 

In ancient GreeCE, when the custan lost its individual 
s' character as a neressary unjertaking and turned into an enpty 

tradition, the exodus aspect of it translated into a hymn knaNn 
as the DI'IHYRAMB in honour of Dionysus. The execution of 
"Death" became a day of passion. And sinCE death is the limit 
of destruction, disintegration, decay, and therefore the cause 
of sorrow, rrourning and sadness, this part of the ritual cul
minated in tragedy. '!he develcprent of these two derivatives 
of the ritual in the Greek society matured into drama as it was 
subsequently handed da-m to other European societies. It 
follCM's therefore that the evolution of the art of tragedy is 
an historical description of the develcprent of the societies 

l: where this art-fo:on aCX}Uired a definite category of its am as 
a cultural property of a definite class of peq:>le. 

Tragedy, in the 1 classical 1 meaning of the word, is a 
rultural dish fit for kings, queens, prinCEs, prinCEsses, dukes, 
duchesses and a whole cluster of social leeches who assign to 
their cultural tastes a universal validity-badge. In point of 
fact we dare to say, there is nothing tragic about the primeval 
a:mnunal society, firstly because the very conCEpt presupposes 
a divided world of individualism. The idealistic conception of 
reality, not as it actually i~?, b1,.1t as it is deerred to be, is a 
nental specialty of the aristocratic class. The predecessor of 

is tragedy, and therefore, its opposite in historical terms is the 
ng collective mine of the cx:mnunal man corresponding to the magic 

rites of the tetanic clan. Which is why, long after the tran
sition fran the collective to individualized cultural activity, 
tragedy still maintains, in its effect, a sense of cx:mnunal 
feelings, a touch of ccmron fate in shared cirCllllStanCEs. 
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Macbeth, King Lear, Oedipus, to rrention a feN exanples of what 
has been inposed on the "educated" African as the highest per
fection of tragedy, may all 'touch' us, rot because there is 
sanething oonnon between us and their royal higfmesses, but be
cause, in their flesh and blood, they are camon. And this, the 
Irere biological existence whose propagation is the original liD"'" 

ti ve force for social activity, is the historical maeting point 
between kings and the oonnon man. 

Secondly, at this low eoonomic prodlx::tion, owing to the 
fact that the totality of man's normal activity is cxmstmed in 
the acquisition of means of subsistence, oonmmal society falls 
short of the material advantage of a class society to see itself 
in tenns of tragedy. 'We shall ~lain: Wlere an individual's 
physical survival depends practically on his co-operation with 
the other JI'EI1ilers of the a::mnuni.ty, the cultural expression cor
responding to this social structure is a reflection of a cx:mtnn 
plight which, to the oormn.mity, appears as a aormzon-plaae aspect 
of thei r 'normal' life. The swahili idian, kifo aha watu wengi 
ni S iku Kuu (oormon death - literally, the death of many people 
- is a holiday) is the oomic version of tragedy in a cx:mnunal 
society. Conversely, in a class society, tragedy is a mirror 
of the vicissitudes of the life of an isolated individual: only 
thus is tragedy "tragedy". In drama there is ro such thing as 
mass tragedy, as this would then take the character of a farce. 

Tragedy cx:mes into being in htman history with the class 
society, with the emergence of the econanic oonditions which 
give rise to a leisured and idle class, with the oonsolidation 
of individualism. Tragedy here ~resses 'missed' opportmri
ties of an individual nanber or house-lx>ld of this class, a fall 
fran privilege, the property of this class, to the a:ma::m bot
tom line of the toilers. It is the failure to achieve high i
deals which this class promises itself, or to maintain the so
cial status already aCXjUired, that is reflected in the form of 
tragedy. The rrodifications of this aspect of drama, and the so
cial rreaning it has COl'I'E to carry in different societies in the 
passage of t.i.rre, is of course another matter altogether. The 
western version of tragedy is instilled in the unsuspecting 
mind of the "educated" African as the only one there is, the 
only 'true' tragedy. 

VI 

European drama, says Soyinka in an extravagant simile, 
is like a stearrrengine which welCOl'I'ES on board, on its journey, 
cultural passengers of various hue; these incltrle allegory, na
turalism, surrealism and others. But at sane point it derails 
briefly aloncr "constructivist tracks" fran where a "neo-classic" 
engine t.c:Ms it back to the first station. "This for us, is the 
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occidental creative rhythm," he explains, "a series of intellec
tual spasrrs which, especially today, appears susceptible even to 
c::oumarcial manipulation." (p. 38). And this "series of intellec
tual spasms", which is nothing but sub-categories of one world
view, cxmtrasts dramatically with the African drama. '!his is 
the whole difference "between one culture whose very artifacts 
are evidence of a aoheaive understanding of irTeduaibZe truths 
and arother, wrose creative inpllllses (i.e., intellectual spasrrs) 
are directed by period dialectics." (p.38). (Ehphasis added). 
'!be fonrer case represents "a belief in culture as defined with
in man's knc:Mledge of fundanental unchanging (! 1 ) relationship 
between himself and society and within the larger cxmtext of the 
observable universe; "the latter, the 'abandorment' 'of it, lead
ing inevitably to the "wasteful and truth-defeating European 
habit of world re-definition." (p.49). 

'!he degradation of 'true' tragedy, cilarges Soyinka, has 
becx:me a preoccupation of "the Marxist view of nan and history", 
(p.47) which creates "a gulf between man and his physical envi

I.'Ol1IIE11t and declares the gulf unbridgeable." (p. 48) • Never mind 
that he gives not one exanple to support this OOviously specu
lative allegation. Anyway, this "Marxist view" along with ano
ther anti-tragic view which "speculates that there has been a 
decline in tragic understanding" (p. 4 7-8) are but "two faces of 
the sane European tradition: one which assures and seeks to 
transcend a gulf between nan and the essence of being, thought, 
feeling, etc., between ooject and the pure state of being; and 
the other which, claiming to rectify the anti-social pursuit of 
an intangible kingCbrn by this and other schocbls of world-percep
tion, legislates a gulf between man and the nateriali ty of his 
enviromrent and proceeds to enploy cxmsciously nechani.stic de
vices to widen the unproven, purely hypothetical abyss." (p.48). 

We ffied rot be delayed by Soyinka' s speculations, all 
the nore as he does not possess an iota of understanding of dia
lectics against which he is detennined to struggle to naintain 
the "finesse" of African literature. Like a warthog, he relies 
entirely on inpression of power, in his case, "creative power", 
which he administers throUJh very specialized, alnost technical 
Fnglish words - mind you, not the use of language, but of words. 
Never anywhere does he shc:M an inkling of an understanding of 
the cxmnection between man's material, i.e. , econanic interests 
and the various kinds of cxmsciousness ensuing from, and reflect
ting those interests in the fonn of ideology. To him there ex
ists a raaiaZ difference between cultures, by virtue of racial 
belonging, because one is European, say, and the other African, 
the one representing "a cohesive understanding of irredu::::ible 
truths," and the other characterized "by period dialectics. " 
'Ibis is what distinguishes the "educated" African fran the rest 
of humankind as we saw in the case of Kunene's "African philo
sophy" ; it is a new breed g.rc:Ming wild in the western acadanic 



--

164 

jungle and threatening to arrest African liberation with a 
backward and reactionary "world-view" erroneously designated as 
"African". 

That which appears as fixed differences between Euro
pean and African societies, are but historical variations of 
one and the same thing, social production. The only real dif
ference between societies emanates from their economic struc
tures, not as an original finality of being, that is to say, not 
as a self-contained entity that rroulds its CMl1 features as it 
sees fit, but as an econanic rrould, either as this anerge.c; ob
jectively fran the l::x:Mels of human histo:ry, or as it is consciou: 
ly reconstructed and changed by man himself, of both. 

Clearly then, drama, like any other manifestations of 
consciousness appears in history at a definite stage in the e
volution of man. Drama has unfortunately clai.Ired the lion's 
share in the history of western literature, essentially because 
this is the area "Jrei'l of letters" have chosen as a vantage-point 
in their ideological struggle against new challenges. Soyinka, 
who plays the role of ancient Greece's ambassador to Africa, is 
distinguished in this sphere in what he tried and failed to a
chieve in his efforts to Africanize (Yorubanize?) the specific 
features of Greek drama. Ogun, the Yoruba god whose functions 
are variously given as "enbracing" creativity, guardian of the 
road, workmanship in rretallic lore and artistry, etc. , can only 
be understood, for example, in the language of Greek deities: 

Ogun is best understood in Hellinic 
values as a totality of the Dionysian3 

Apollonian and promethean virtues. (p.l41). 

And there is always rrore than rreets the eye when it ccrres to 
Soyinka 1 s literary camri.trrent. He has a sharp taste for Greek 
cultural aliJrei'lt; apparently he does not place ancient Greece 
within the western cultural alliance with which he takes issue! 
Our venerated friend has produced an Africanized version of one 
of the rrost talked about Greek plays, "'!he Bacchae" of Euripi
des, as a proof of the 1 depth 1 of his "education". I..esser Jrei1 

nay rrerely talk about the play, Soyinka 1 co-authored 1 it ..... 
in 406 B. C. let us first look at the original. 

Pentheus, the young king of Thebes is jealous of the 
gods, as Soyinka would put it. His scorn for, and dislike of 
Dionysus find their expression in his desire to see the Bac
chants - female worshippers of Dionysus - perfonn their secret 
rite in honour of the god. This arrounts to an insult to the de
ity, and has to be nade good for worse. Dionysus himself ac
cepts the challenge and actually offers to lead Pentheus, dis
guised as a Bacchant, to the scene of action. Perched on a 
pine-\\UQd from where he can feed his eyes on the forbidden 
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fruit. Pentheus suddenly registers a shock of his life: Diony
sus lowers the branch of the tree on which the culprit is sit
ting and exposes the intnrler to the Bacchants who unleash their 
wrath on him licking him clean with sticks and stones. '!he tree 
itself is tom <kMn and the sinner literally disintegrated in
to pieces. His :rcother, Agaue, and her two sisters, Ino and 
Autonoe, are the leading activists in the desctruction, in fact 
it is 1\gaue who plucks off the victim's head and rushes back to 
the city to deo:>rate the palace with it. But as the Bacchants 
rejoice in their triurph, cadrtrus, Agaue's father, arrives with 

:;- the disnarbered remains of Pentheus. '!he subsequent disoovery 
that a :rcother has unwittingly sacrificed her own son to a <Fd 
leads to her exile and life-long grief. 

'!he three parts of the custan of "carrying out Death 
and Bringing in Surmer" can easily be discerned here: 1) carry
ing out "Death" - "Death" represented by Pentheus - is nodified 
to allow .Pentheus to be led by the nose by Dionysus, 2) des
truction of "Death", the killing of Pentheus, and 3) bringing 
in Surmer, Pentheus' head. 

It should be noted that there were many versions of the 
reyth on whidl this play was based. In Macedonia, for exanple, 
the part of "Death" was played by a snake, in Crete by a bull 
and in Orcmroonos by an ivy, and in a few other places by a 
fawn. Incidentally, the ivy and the fawn are knc:Mn to have been 
totemic objects, thus establishing a direct connection between 
the reyth and primitive rneth:>ds of ordinary survival. 'lb Soyin
ka, lx:Jwever, all this essential background to the play is Greek 
even though he sees nothing Greek about the play itself. So 
why did he re-write it? Well, first of all there is the ele
nent of 'man's hanrony with nature', his pet subject, which the 
play appears to anphasize by dramatizing the tragic consequences 
of challenging the super-natural powers responsible for it. So 
the original hymn of the Bacchants in honour of their <Fd, which 
runs in part: 

Blessed are they that tead pure tives and have 
teamed by God's grace mysteries~ sanctified~ 
made ctean~ joined in a hoty band which roams 
on the hitts with fteet foot~ fitted with 
breath of Bzcchus ... And with wands high in 
the air~ att heads crowned with the ivy~ they 
adore him~ Dionysus~ 

has had to be reformulated and innoculated with the African 
hamony with nature: 

Blessed are they that bathe in seminat river 
r-ho merge in harmony with earth's eternat seeding.25 
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'!hen there is the 'African' cultural peculiarity where the dec 
the living and the U1bom maintain an unbroken oommmicatian: 

LEADER: Tribute to the holy hills of Ethiopia 
Caves of the unborn, and the dark ancestral spirii 

Home 
Of primal drums round which the dead and the livi1 
Dance. I praise the throbbing beat of the hide 
The squeal and the wail of flutes ••.• ~6 

'!he familiar tone of a western audience cefining for the "ech 
cated" African what an African therre of a play equal to the OJ 

gina! "Bacx::hae" should be, is unmistakable. veil, the Natiaru 
'Iheatre of Great Britain was intent on getting the full worth 
of its sagging Pound, which, by the way, is anot:her reason fo: 
the existence of Soyinka' s "Bacx::hae" • And still another rea
son, a fhiloscphical one: 

OLD SlAVE: r-hat does it mean life? Dare one 
Hope for better than merely warring, seeking 
Change, seeking the better life? Can we 
Control what threatens before the eruption? 
Dare we surrender to what comes after, embrace 
The ambiguous face of the future? 

Philosofirical did we say? Listen nore carefully: 

..•..... . It is enough 
To concede awareness of the inexplicable, to wait 
And watch the unfolding •...•.• 
(Enphasis added) • 

"It is enou::rh to cx:m.oece .•. to wait and watch". Or is it? 
And if one is not yet cx:m.vinoed of man's passive role in his , 
history, that is, his dependence on chance and super-natural 
FCJWers, here's a better argunent: 

SlAVE: For there are forces not ruled by us 
And we obey 
Trust them. Though they travel inch by inch 
They arrive. 

Well then, what shall we call these invincible forces to whic 
we must resign ourselves nEekly and sit idly by "to wait and 
watch the unfolding"? 

OLD SlAVE: They lack a name. (Nonetheless) we will call them 
Spirits 
Gods. 
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Laws, Eternal Causes. 

And whence these 'Principles' , 'Elenents' , 'Laws' , etc.? 

SIAVE: ..... they are born in the blood 
Unarguable, observed and preserved 

before time .. .. 
No divine revelation at the altar. 
It is knotted in the blood, a aovenant 

from birth.21 

Reduced to nonnal language this "philosophy of life" 
turns into an ideological stand-point whose reactionary essence 
is self-explanatory. '!he "progression in thi.nki.ng" , which, if 
you rarercber, we have been told "can be neasured" by retaining 
"external reference points", takes this structure: 

PREMISE: Human life is an arralgamation of tmcontrollable forces, 
spl.n ts, g:>ds, principles, Elenents, etc. , constituting eternal 
causes of things. 

~= <Ming to the amipotence of these forces, .nan posses
ses no .neans ·by which to effect change or influence the oourse 
of events. He cannot 'krlc:M' what the future oolds, and there
fore must not try to seek change for a better life, "surrender 
to what cxxres after" or "anbrace the anbigu:>us face of the fu
ture".* In other words, he nrust oo nothing about the social 
oondi tions tmder which he finds h:i:nself, except to naintain 
them, no matter how miserable these may be. But why? 

CDNCLUSION: Because the forces responsible for his social con
ditions are predetennined in tine as freedcm, are entwined in 
the very nature of birth itself. He need only "oonoede aware
ness" of them, 00ey them, trust them and wait to watch than 
unfold in his favour. 

In soort, social revolutions, in which man seizes events 
and, by a conscious act, shapes his own history, are, in Soyin
ka' s 'philosoppy' , unnecessary. This is the ideological nean
ing of Soyinka's 'thinking'. And it is not that he makes 
characters say sanething so that he can nake a positive point 
by presenting a ootmter-argunent; no, what cxxres fran the cha
racters is Soyinka' s final version of his "African world-view", 

* Thus "confirming" John MJiti 1 s "disoovery" that "African peo
ples have no 'belief in progress"' (see part I of this article) 
Flmny that Soyinka finds Mbiti' s view repugnant! 
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a curious mixture of l:x:lurgeois world-view and reystical notions 
of the "educated" African. 

Whereas, for Euripides, in the original play, blind 
faith in external forces to man, gods, spirits, etc., is not 
only irrational, but actually hannful, as Cadmus puts it in his 
rebuke of Dionysus in relation to Pentheus' death: 

Gods should not be like mortals in 
vindictiveness3 

for Soyinka, external forces (Destiny is his favourite word) are 
irreproachable. Man is powerless against them, even their 
actual operation is unfathanable by him. In Soyinka' s version 
of the play, Cadmus suffers fran a tenporary lack of faith in 
gods in view of Dionysus' foul play on Pentheus: 

.... I no longer understand 
The ways of god3 

but he reoovers i.mrediately and apologizes: 

I may blaspheme; 

then folla.rs redenption administered by Tiresius: 

Understanding of these things is far 
beyond us 3 

and executed by the slave: 

for there are forces not ruled by us ..... . 
Apart fran the innate therce of the play, th:rre are also 

undisguised poll tical noti ves behind Soyinka' s reproduction of 
it. His cx:mmitrnent to "Denocracy", by which he understands only 
what his "education" has forced into him an obvious exanple. 
In "Madrren and Specialists" for instance, the old man has a 
political lesson for Dr. Bero: 

You cyst3 you cyst3 you splint in the 
arrow of arrogance3 the dog in dogma3 
the tick in heretic3 the tick in politics3 
the mock of democracy3 the mar of marxism ..... 28 
(Errphasis added) 

Bourgeois "derrocracy" is of oourse the IIEasure of "civilization" 
and of the extent to which the "educated" African is "genuinely 
educated" . He ImlSt prove his allegiance to it if he is to qua
lify as a nanber of the "civilized humanity" • 
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Euripides is also said to have been a democrat arrong 
other things, as Arnold Hauser, the 'social democrat' describes 
him: "He is a man of le~ters and philosopher, darocrat and peo
ple's friend, politician and refornEr, but at the same time a 
classless and social iconoclast, just as his teachings are. "29 
Given his 'views', we are justified to conclude that that is heM 
Soyinka sees himself. But Euripides' poll tical persuasion had 
a ~reaning apprr.priate only to the reality of his society in his 
tilre: 

Euripides is by persuasion indeed a 
demoarat, but that means praatiaally only 
that he is against the old aristocratia 
state rather than that he is for the new 
bourgeois one.30 

For Soyinka, on the contrary, matters stand exactly in the q>
posite relation: his cxmnitnlimt to "darocracy" IreanS practically 
only that he is for the old bourgeois ideology and against the 
new progressive one. Therefore, it can be said in this case 
that Euripides was in his tiire revolutiOI'la!Y, or "radical" if 
you prefer, Soyinka in his, reactionary. And which is nore, as 
a philosopher Euripides was always in the forefront of the latest 
ideas of man in relation to his society, his role in nature and 
his influenre on his CMn develq:ment. With Soyinka, as we have 
seen, man is an easy prey to 'Destiny', accident, chana:, what
ever the name fits the circurnstanres; the old man is not done 
with his derision: 

.•. • .... oh how dare you raise your 
hindquarters you dog of dogma and 
aast the saent of your existenae on 
the lamp post of Destiny you HOLE IN 
THE ZERO OF NOTHING.31 (Emphasis added, 
capital letters in the original) • 

And again in A danae of the Forests, as Derrr;>ke, the carver, 
holds the "Half-child" in his hands in a rranentary indecision 
whether or not to hand it to the "Dead wanan", this piere of 
anrestral wisdcm fran Aroni, the lame spirit: 

Demoke, you hold a doomed thing in your hand. 
It is no light matter to reverse the deed 
that wae begun many lives ago.32 

In other words, what has been "preserved before tilre", "knotted 
in the blood" as "a covenant fran birth" , man has no paver to 
change. At the court of Mata Kharibu, for exanple, the court 
'Historian' has an unhistorical lecture to give: 
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War is the only consistency that past 
agea afford 

us,... The cause is always the accident your 
Majesty, and war is the Destiny.33 

Those, as we can discern them, are the main reasons wh) 
Soyinka found "The Bacchae" an irresistible source of inspira
tion. They a:mstitute a wholeness of his "creative process", 
a totality of his 1 thoughts 1 as expressed through his works. 
'lbe consistency, the only one for which he can claim credit, 
is "social hanrony and cohesion", which for him exist as a dis
crete quality of traditional African societies. It is his 
political relish, available only in the general stores of the 
"African world-view". And the threat to this African social 
purity o.::tres fran the undem:>cratic and "authoritarian" practiCE 
of "Marxism" . But what good is it? '!he African social values 
are permanently rooted in the changeless life-style of the Afr: 
can societies. In "Madrren and Specialists", the blindman can 
forrmllate it better: 

. . . what we have we hold. What though 
the wind of change is blowing over this 
entire continent, our principles and 
traditions- yes, must be maintained.34 

But to the relevant question: what kind of "principles and tra 
ditions ..... nrust be maintained", and how do these stand in re
lation to change and develq:m:mt, not to mention fran where, b 
which direction and what type of wind of change is blOO.ng, 
there is total silence. 

True, on the fare of it, there is harnony and cohesion 
in traditional African societies. But it is one thing to reoo 
nise than in these societies, and quite another to c::x:Jte to the 
conclusion that they are traditional~-Y African. Vllere harnony 
and cohesion appear to be established qualities, they define 
only an epherreral stage, a reality that is on its way out. Fa 
at this stage they describe a very lCM level cf 50cial produc
tion. They are made possible by mutual inter-dependence and 
co-operation between nenbers of the cx:mm.mi ty. Ccmmmal c:Mn

ership of the :rreans supportive of man 1 s livelihood is the eco
nanic structure on which social hanrony and cohesion of the 
traditional African variety is based. We make bold once again 
to borrCM a scientific foi:mulation of this truth: 

Co-operation in the labour process such 
as we ·find prevalent at the onset of man
kind, among hunting societies, as in the 
agriculture of Indian corrmunities, rests, 
on the one hand, on common ownership of the 
conditions of production, and on the other, 
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on the fact that the individual has 
as little cut himself off from the 
umbiblical cord of his tribe or 
comrrrunity as the individual bee has 
torn itself from the bee-hive.35 

A mind that desires to maintain social hanmny but 
fails to see the connection between this and the existing m::rle 
of production is a confused mind typical of a spoiled foster 
child. '!he "educated" African is an adopted baby of colonial
ism. On discovering his false natal identity, he gropes and 
scratches in the dark in search of his true parentage, failing 
which he pltmges into the 11¥Stical world of "social hantony". 
His craving for 'authentic' social values, is nothing but self-

~s absolution of the sins of "civilization". 

L- The task at hand is not the fonnal statenent that Afri-
can traditional societies are characterized by social cohesion, 
but an investigation into the objective laws responsible for 
different qualities of societies at different stages of their 
develq:m:mt. You do not sinply say, this society has these 
qualities, full stq>. You have to sl"ol how the observable qua
lities have care about. For this you have no alternative but 
to look into the very naterial existence of the society in ques
tion. In the present Africa, this is an econc:mic, and there
fore a political question. 

::> '!he dialectical analysis of social questions starts off 
by focusing on the general laws in operation in things finite. 
'Ihese laws, tmlike Soyinka' s spirits, principles, elenents and 
currents, are accessible by scientific neans. Gravitational 
pull, Quant \Ill rrechanics, transmutation of 'eleuentary' parti-

;J- cles, cell-fonnation - these are general exanples in which the 
forces in action have their parallel also in the developoont of 
the human society. '!he social relations in the society in ques
tion, and the extent to which these relations are a function of 

r a wider economic franework, canJX)t help being analysed. Once 
then the objective laws of devel~t in society have been 
traced back to the economic base as the initial "latmching pad", 
nan cannot afford 

to wait 
And watch the tmfo.l..ding. 27 

On the contrary, it bea:lnes a natter of necessity for him to 
take action to change his lot by acting on, and according to 
these laws,· consciously enploying then in his own interest, 
turning their unfolding for themselves to the unfolding for 
him. "Social hantony and cohesion" at this point nust give 
way to the "chaos" of revolutionary change. 

Similarly, the tmderstanding of the objective laws 
governing the natural phenarenon we call 'gravity' enables nan 
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to tum, say, a waterfall into a source of hydro-electric power, 
a river into a supply of water for irrigation, etc. In this 
way man I!BSters and controls nature. 

VII 

We have seen heM, having rejected ideology in literature 
as posing the danger of "the act of consecration", Soyinka re
places it with what he terrrs "a social vision" , which he relates 
nore or less directly to "the African world-view". But then a 
closer look at his philosophical altercations vis-a-vis "Marxism' 
has shewn that, far fran being an ideological conscientious ob
jector, he represents nost drarratically bourgeois ideology. 'lhil 
proves that by 'ideology' he mderstands only anti-bourgeois 
ideology, which leads us to the conclusion that his diatribe a
gainst 'ideology' is a fonn of defence of bourgeois ideology. 

'!here is no denying, hc:Mever, that incorporating ideolo
gy consciously in literature bears a mark of arbitrariness. But 
this is always the case with new social forces. Established 
structures have the bearing of authority of custom, even long 
after their validity has ~ired, and this makes it difficult 
to renove them innediately. '!he contention between old and 
well-established social forces, and new and weak ones arising 
therefran, is centered aromd the question of the justification 
for the existence of this or that reality. Ideologically 
stated this qrestion assunes standard features of jtx'igement. 

Since ideology is the ideal rrental grasp of social rela
tions, and if, as is the case, the ruling ideology is the ideo
logy of the ruling class, it follCMS that the justification for 
that ideology is the justification for the continued rule of 
that class. "Social vision" and "African philosophy" as advo
cated by the "educated" African are subjective rrental fabrica
tions, because they lack an oojective social fotm.dation, one 
that is historically defensible. The criterion for the correct 
ideology depends on whether or not a given set of ideas offers 
the best facilities for solving existing social problerrs and 
providing a frcurework for non-antagonistic social relations in 
the subseqrent stages of the developrent of a society. In the 
spet:ial case of the present African reality,, . a formulation of 
this criterion nrust inclu:le a separate clause stating whether 
or not the ideology mder consideration frustrates or enhances 
African liberation. This is the reason Soyinka rejects 'liter
ary ideology', because to accept it would mean to apply it con
sciously in his "creative process", which would. arromt to 
making a political statenent along African liberation lines. 

:Eecognising the weakness of his "social vision", he sets 
about to solicit, and where necessary, annex territorial support 
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fran other African writers. Thus he sees "social vision" in 
Yanbo Ooologuan 1 s lbund to Vio tenae, but gives up the attenpt in 
Alex la Guma 1 s A watk in the Night and .imnediately sturrbles 
into an irony in rejecting as "social vision" the "social v:i:
sioruu:y" "WOrks of Alan Paton and Peter Abrahams. Lesson one in 
Soyinka 1 s "social vision" thus ends with a contradiction. Had 
he added to his creative talent also the ability to see the sub
jective character of his "social vision" he muld haVe Spared 
himself the ignaniny of failure. For where individual writers 
construct in their CMn heads what they individuaUy deem to be 
the proper "social vision", the best result possible is a ro
mantic notion of a social org~ation quite at variance with 
the objective laws of social developrent. 

But Soyinka is a detennined and ingenious visionary, en
dowed with an ingenwus method of striking a creative consanguin
ity in the nost unlikely places. He has for instance managed 
to discover "social vision" in Serrbene OUsnane: 

S embene Ousmane 's God's Bits of fbod 
teaves one in no doubt about its· titePary 
quatities 3 and aombines Pevotutionary 
fePVOUP with a distinatty humanistia 
vision. (p.66). 

'lhe international respect* for Africa 1 s nost progressive artist 
m1cbubtedly accounts for Soyinka 1 s retreat in the face of Sern
bene 1 s conscious anploynent of ideology in his "WOrks, precisely 
the "literary ideology" Soyi.nka has dismissed as an "act of 
consecration" • Serrbene himself has gone on record to make it 
clear that he uses ideology as a social weapon against existing 
economic and political establishments in Africa; he sees the 
role of the African artist as that of disclosing "problars of a 
historical nature in order to help (develop) the consciousness 
that a people have in their CMn histo:ry arrl struggles. " And his 
CMn contribution to this glorious aim he describes as follows: 

I aan onty inaorpoPate into my woPk the 
Pea,J,ity of the stpuggte of the AfPiaan 
masses towaPds theiP own tibePation.36 

Here, there is rone of that romantic self-indulgence about "so
cial vision" , but a clear-cut ideological candidness we find in 
God's Bits of fOod, Xata and Sanbene 1 s other 'WOrks. But through 
the misty eyes, of a pedant, Soyi.nka can only see in Senbene 

* V€ have had occasion elsewhere to point out that nost of west
ern. and Africanist admiration for Sanbene is based on the one 
hand on oorrplete ignorance, on the part of his admirers, of his 
ideological standpoint (or/and of the admirers 1 own) , and on the 
other, on \\nat they consider "an elerrent of enterta:irment" . 
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what his "social" and "hunanistic visicn" calls for: 

It (C-od's Bits of fbod) is a wo:rok whiah 
:roeaahes beyond me:roe na:ro:roative in its 
metiaulous delineation of hun1an solid
a:roity, and it attains epia levels. As 
with all good epias, humanity is :roe
ar-eatedOJ. The soaial aommunity aa
qui:roes a:roahetypal dimensions and he:rooes 
beaome deities (ah-haJ • E'Ven Penda the 
p1·•os·t ·i t-ute is apotheosized. {p.ll7) • 

This academic prancing attenpts but fails to reduce Sanbene in
to a cultural sp::>kesman for bourgeois 'artistic' tastes. Since 
Soyinka seeks an ideological confrontation, we shall, for an e
laboration, accept the challenge and rreet him in God's Bits of 
fobod. 

Set on the po;Litical map reM occupierl by Senegal and 
Mali, which fonrerly existed as the Ferleration of French West 
Africa, conprising also Ivory Coast, Upper Volta, Niger, Benin 
{fornerly J::.lalx:frey), Guinea and Mauritania, the story is about 
the Dakar-Niger railway workers' strike whidl took place £rem 
October lOth, 1947 to Marcil 19th, 1948. The noving force of 
events and the pivot point of all the activity are the people 
thanselves, ordinary people as they a:roe, shaping their own his
tory, not as figments of the iroagination, i.e., 'deities'. In 
the special cirCUIT5tances as historically detenn:i.ned, the real 
people Sercbene is dealing with here are workers and peasants, 
whose action constitutes a political statenent in the language 
o£ a general uprisal within an organizerl frarrework for a clear
ly defined cause. 

The revolutionary pcMer of this fonn of political co
operation, which Senbene undoubtedly understands and enhances, 
is the therre of his book. '!he individual acts of bravery, au
dacity or steadfastness for the realization of the set goal, is 
a a::mplarentary, not the key issue of the social force, so that 
When Penda falls as a result of her personal contribution to 
the struggle, she does not becare deified in the act. Rather, 
her death is the social price for a just social cause, and San
bene rrakes oo attenpt to elevate her to the status of a goddess. 
He operates fran a clarity of thought, from a historical under
standing of the forces at play in the developrent of societies 
and the serious business of changing or challenging established 
social structures. 

Soyinka, on the other hand, starts as always from a ne
bulous standpoint of a nwstic, from total blackness as far as 
the laws of social advancerrent are concernerl. His inability 
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to function outside oonventional academic analysis is responsi
ble for his misinterpretation of Satbene. He carries his gods 
effortlessly in his head, as an African bull bears easily the 
weight of its hunp. Thus, for exanple, he describes Bakayoko, 
the protagonist in the oovel, as "a p:rorrethean creation, a re
placanent for outworn deities .••• " , rather than an o:r:dinary 
Cbwn-to-earth loa::m:>tive driver, a sinple worker won:ying a
bout oonnal material problems, which is how Sen:bene presents 
him. But Soyinka needs this reystical distortion of real peq>le 
you see, so as to make Satbene' s work acceptable to his parti
cular ItDde of thinking, in his capacity as the cultual attache 
for the international bourgeoisie. Ironically - and so what is 
raT with Soyinka? - he ckles this by squeezing out those aspects 
of the book he reo:>gnizes as 'African' in essence, and parades 
them before his western audience as 'proof' of ~true African
ness'.* '1lle revolutionary side of it our friend chooses to ig
nore, or obscures with religious intonations. 

SenDene atphasizes that the workers' struggle does not 
cease with the attainrrent of better arployrrent terms and pay
ment, rather that these imnediate demands are but a tactical 
neans for the ultimate goal of overthrowing the eoonc:mic system 
based on exploitation. And even though the circunstances of 
the stru:jgle are directly related to oolonialism, this is not 
in itself the final target, but the capitalist system of which 
oolonialism is an outgrowth. ~t then a:wear to be final aims 
are in fact stages of the struggle for the total liberation of 
the African peq>le. The legal 'loop-holes' which exist within 
colonialism in the fonn of civil liberties or rights of speech 
and assanbly, are the ways and m3aJlS the system llBkes available 
for its own destruction. All this ootwithstarrling, Soyinka 
detects in the workers' strike a reinstaterrent of 'African so-

* This ~s to be Soyinka' s raT political direction in rela
tion to the African liberation. His latest long poem, "Ogun 
Abibiman", for exanple, is said to be "a narrative on, and for, 
South Africa." Divided into three parts, a) Indoction, b) Sha
ka, c) Sigidi, it is a "carrnitnent to war", inspired by Machel's 
placing of z.bzarrbique on a war footing with Rhodesia' • Once 
again, Ogun, the Yoruba god of 'war and creativity' is here; 
Shaka <X:.mes in as a mythical African personality, not as a real 
person. Quite characteristic of Soyinka, he sees oo relation,
ship between the- liberation struggle in Southern-Africa and its 
historical and poll tical background. He shews no umerstarrling 
of the econcani.c system which gives ris~ to war, Illl.lCh less dis
tinguish between wars of liberation and those of aggression for 
plunder and danination. These relevant facts have to be oon
sidered before "cxmni:tnent to war". (see Afriaa Magazine, No. 
72, August, 1977). Soyinka's effort at self-purification is 
quite cbviously a failure. 
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cial values 1 
, in his CMil words: 

An egalitarian discipline has been enforced 
upon the community by the goals and ordeals 
of the strike3 by the knowledge of colonial 
indignity with its imposition of an inferior 
status on the indegene3 its ~age-discrimina
tion and inadequate social facilities. In 
spite of the talk of books3 the widening of 
foreign knowledge and the usual parapherna~ 
lia which accompany the process of external 
indocrination (this refers to S embene 's Marxist 
ideology) 3 the emphasis of social regeneration 
is carefully laid on the intrinsic ethical 
ro erties o ·existin · s·oaiet their 

a tation and universal relations. (p.l88) 
(Einphasis added) • 

The special peculiarities, whidl must always be taken into ac
ootmt in any analysis of a ~ociety, is what arrests Soyinka 1 s 
attention as the central point of Serrbene 1 s book. He remains 
on the whole quite hostile to the general ideological framework 
within which Sanbene writes, and this is only natural for an 
ideologue who soorns "literary ideology". Sen'bene on the oon
trary lays bare the eoonanic forces responsible for African so
cial problems; nowhere does he state, even by inplication, that 
"social regeneration" lies with "the intrinsic ethical proper
ties of existing society. " Far fran it, he is all too aware 
that these so-called 1 intrinsic ethical properties 1 can be a 
hindrance to social progress. 'llie main enphasis is rot on eth
nic qualities or even 1 national pride 1 

, the stress is unam
biguously on class interests. It is rot so much a question of 
a nation oppressing arother, even thoUJh this is the manner in 
which the problem manifests itself, the question is that of a 
class .exploiting cn:X>ther. '!his is exactly the language Lahbib, 
a representative of the workers, uses to tell M. Dejean, a high 
official in the railway enterprise, what the strike is all a
bout: 

Monsieur le directeur3 ••••• you do not 
represent a nation3 but simply a class. 
~ represent another class 3 whose in
terests are not the same as yours.31 

That might as well have been addressed to Soyinka. \'hereas for 
Srrebene African traditional values, i.nportant as they are, oc
cupy a seoondary place in his works, the key link being the 
people 1 s participation in the process of their CMil liberation 
using practical, not mythical rreans for the purpose, for Soyink 
myth replaces reality; even actual events are transforned into 
mythology, and then dished out as 1 African social values 1 

• It 



177 

requires no genius to see that, when the time canes for the 
distinction to be made between those who are for, and those who 
are against the liberation of Africa l'JOio1 under wey, either in 
effect or as a oonscious act, African posterity will place Scr 
yinka quite clearly on the negative side. Why? What are the 
objective oonditions responsible for his reactionary views? 
How can such a praninent writer remain so ignorant of, and in
sensitive to the political reality of the African people? 

In the first place we llU.lSt recall the effect of coloni
alism on the African writer. '!he farner discxwered the latter 
in the 'African jungle' and aCbpted him, as already inplied, 
took him into his fold and made him the legal heir to the cul
tural wealth of oolonialism. Becx:ming aware of his sooden for
tune, the average African writer sirrq;>ly had ro need to under
stand the circunstances which placed him above the c:onm:m plight 
of his CMil people; his CMil personal grcMth was therefore arrest-
ed. He aped his masters in any oonceivable wey, thought like 
them, spoke like than, ate like than, in short led their life
style. Then cane 'a change of fortl.me', so to speak, when, r:M-

ing to the social changes in Africa, this favourite child of 
oolonialism, becane 'enlightened' . It was too late for him. 
~le he was dining and wining with his foster parents, Africa 
had taken a giant step forward and landed in the liberation era. 
To catch up with this new social nood, this prodigal son cane 
trailing behind gasping with theories about "social vision", 
"self-apprehension", gods and the like, roping" to attract atten
tion to hlrnself and make h:inself a worthy dri.ld of Africa. 

But will Africa accept him? In as much as he represents 
the total sun of the 'creative sufferings' of the "educated" 
African, his CMil oontradictions are Africa's CMil in this new 
era. To the extent, therefore, that the "educated" African 
brings to the fore these contradictions that are objective, 
which is the other reason for his stagnant views, he helps to 
delineate than, isolate th~ and make it possible to tackle than 
one by one. In criticizing the "educated" African, therefore, 
we are sirrq;>ly defining" the extrerrcly difficult and oontradic
tory oonditions under which the liberation of Africa is being 
carried out. This helps to point out Africa's lack of the ne 
cessary facilities for her CMil liberation; fran here is will be 
a question of devising" methods for the acquisition of these fa
cilities, which includes bringing about the appropriate oondi
tions for their full use. 

~anwhile, the ill-fated "educatErl" African stands fate
fully at the cross-roads of two lmfriendly worlds of whidl he 
has dual citizenship. On the one hand, there is the traditional 

a African world, on the other the world of his education. Here, 
like the ravenous jackal in the anecdote, he straddles on both 
foot-paths in the hope that what the predator missed he will 
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catch with one or the other of his legs. '!he tragic result of 
this adventurous technique of hnnting is recorded in nythology, 
its lesson, havever, has been lost in translation - fran Ieyth 
to reality. 

'!he oontradictions we enoonnter in Soyinka' s 'thoughts' 
are reflections of the contradictions anong the African people 
today. 'lhese culminate in his person as total ideological 
oonfusion, forcing him to seek refuge in ooded English words in 
an attenpt to cover his lack of clarity of thought, the final 
goal being to reserve for hirrself, or at least maintain what 
his western patrons have made him believe is a royal literacy 
aninence. ~ qu:>te a.gain the old man's curse on Dr. Bero as 
an exanple . of the rrost oolourful juvenile ostentation in rrean
ingless words: 

You ayst, you ayst, you splint in the 
arrow .of arrogance, the dog in dogma, 
the tick of a heretic, the tick in poli
tics, the mock in democracy, the mar of 
marxism, a tic of the fanatic ... a dot on 
the i of ego, an ass in the mass, the ash in 
the ashram, a boot in kibbutz, the pee 
of priesthood

2 
the peepee of perfect 

priesthood ... 9 

No wonder he has won himself, from his western liberal herd, a 
veracious pride of full-pledged academic disciples whose lan
guage he "enridles" as a bonus to the ideological affinity. At 
the rrention of Soyinka in any but an adoring tone, they will 
instantly bare their teeth, twist their tongues inside out like 
an epileptic o:::M, and spurt out a patronizing torrent. of 
thoUJhtless yodel in defence of their godhead: 'if you don't 
nnderstand Soyinka, it's your fault, after all he cbesn't write 
for African illiterates. As a dramatist, he has to use theatri 
cal language for people who nnderstand it. Whatever you may 
say or think about him is subjective. We of the victorian bac:K 
gronnd nnderstand him, and that's all that oomts' . And oorre 
to think of it they are right. In them he has an au.-tomatic 
audience, one he can always fall back on whenever the tradition 
al African market experiences a depression. It was not for no
thing that Fanon characterized this genre of the "educated" A
frican as "Wlite Skin, Black Masks" or words to that effect. 

So nON, having gone all the way out to reject western 
cultural valoos, relegating than to the sub-categCDry of "points 
of reference", Soyinka finds himself rewarded with liberal 
kisses and praise for upholding western cultural values, and 
archaic ones at that. And why not? He says for them 'free of 
charge' , what they would have to spend a political fort.nne to 
say thanselves. But it is only fair that Tiresias, the "Blind-
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seer" , in Soyinka' s own Bacchae should have a piece of tongue 
to spare too: 

•..... Your tongue runs loose 
Makes a p Zausib le sound and rrright 
Almost be taken for sense. JUt you 

have none. 
Your glibness flows from sheer conceit. 
Arrogant, over-confident and a gift - yes -
A gift for phrases, and that makes you a great 
Danger to your fellow men. For your mind 
Is closed. Dead. Imprisoned in words. 38 

It may be an 1.mconscious self-purgation or a tongue-in-cheek 
self-rebuke, or even a way of focusing attention on his 'special 
talent' in the ooinage of words; but it speaks for those of us 
who find Soyinka's verbosity hmourless and irritating. 

Vllat the prodigious African revolutionary, the late 
1\rnilcq.r cabral, said on the stbject of ideology in relation to 
the liberation novanents therrsel ves applies in double sense to 
the "educated" African: 

Footnotes: 

The ideological defiaie!_lay, not to say 
the total lack of ideology ..... which 
is basically due to ignorance of the 
historical reality .... -constitutes one 
of the greatest weaknesses of our 
struggle against imperial~~m, if not the 
greatest weakness of all. 
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