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ABSTRACT

"Formal aspects of fictive narrative in Africa" is an
investigation into the nature of narrative in black Africa
in the area south of the Sahara and north of South Africa,
and in the period from 1953 to the present.

Close study is

mainly confined to a number of representative works.

The

invesitgation concentrates on demonstrating the interdependence
of technical and thematic literary phenomena.
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The main formal

-t

categories researched are: .narrative situation, aspects of
space and time, the treatment of action, characterisation.
aspects of length and brevity, and work ideology.

The dissertation

concludes with a theoretical discussion of significant represent
ative works.

African works are found to experiment fruitfully

with Western narrative conventions, with some specific adaptation
of presentational processes to the presented worlds of the African
setting.

Formal experimentation is most obvious in: modes of

expression representing African linguistic and thought patterns;
aspects of temporality evoking an African conception of time;
and indeterminate narrative structures analogous with states of
mind in conflict situations.

A considerable number of works

succeed in creating artistic-aesthetic structures with significant
ideologies, thus giving substance to the body of African literature.
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1.

PREFACE

Research in African Literature is still in the early stages:
it is arguably still possible to attempt to investigate the whole
field of literature which has come from Black Africa and to make
a comprehensive assessment of its nature.

Within the limits of

its constraints, this is the aim of this thesis.

However, it

does not set out to relate the literature to the real world, or
to the recent social and political history of Africa.

Rather

than take for granted a particular given relationship between
the literary work of art and the surrounding life-world, or even
to assume that the very nature of literature is fully known, the
enquiry uses a set of working hypotheses to conduct an investig
ation - in the specific context of Africa - into the nature of
narrative as such.

The argument is not of course developed ex nihilo, and owes
much to other workers in these fields.

In particular I owe a

great debt to my supervisor Dr. Horst Ruthrof for his profoundly
knowledgeable guidance.

I should also like to thank Professor

John Frodsham for suggesting this field of enquiry and helping
in the initial investigation, and Harry Aveling and Hugh Webb
for sharing their knowledge of African literature with me.

The setting-out of the thesis conforms in most respects to the
conventions of the M.L.A. style-sheet.

It is my own account of

my research, and has not previously been submitted for a degree
at any university.

2.

INTRODUCTION

1.

THE AREA SURVEYED

This dissertation is an investigation into the nature of literature
published in English and French and originating in Africa in
countries south of the Sahara and north of South Africa.

Other

bodies of African literature excluded in this way are regarded
as being problems of a different kind, on the grounds of language
in the one case, and for socio-political reasons in the other,

The

time-scale of the area surveyed extends from the publication of

The Palm-Wine Drinkard in 1952, to 1976.

Although isolated works

appear before 1952, it is from this moment on that a body of work
appears which has the cohesion and identity which is necessary if
it is to be observed as a unity.

This unity is mainly a function

of time: these works appear in such a short period that they are
inevitably influenced by the same events and conditions in the
political sphere, and are engaged in the same search for adequate
form in the intrinsic sphere.

Within this perceived unity, there

is also diversity: as between those works conceived under the
influence of French culture, for example, as against those from
the former English colonies.

Another spectrum of differentiation

exists which has to do with work ideologies.

Whereas some works

are more concerned with their mimetic function, and some of these
more with the political life than the psychic, others at the
opposite extreme are more autonomous, and oriented more towards
a self-expressive aesthetic.

3.

2.

THEORY AND APPARATUS

The methodology used in this research is to place over the field
a critical grid in order, as it were, to plot the co-ordinates
which will reveal the notional shape of the object.

This grid

has not been developed for its appropriateness to the particular
corpus and therefore does not contain pre-judgements about the
nature of African Literature.

It is rather a set of formal

categories which have been the subject of continuing investigation
by researchers in the field of literary theory.

From observations

about the nature of the presentational processes and imagined
worlds of particular works, it will be possible to project general
statements about the field.

Such works will be selected for their

representativeness as containing in the highest degree those
qualities which reflect both the concerns typical of the body of
works, and at the same time their most adequate expressions.

The theoretical underpinning of this study is the work in the field
of Rezeptionsaesthetik, the aesthetics of literary response, and
in particular that of Roman Ingarden.

However, emphasis is not

heavily on aesthetic problems, and other kinds of research have
been drawn on freely and eclectically, in response to the demands
of particular methodological elements.

3.

METHOD

Works will be surveyed according to the characteristics which they
exhibit with regard to these criteria: their narrative situations,
their organisation of spatial and temporal categories, and their
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handling of action and presentation of personae.

Overall form

will be examined as to whether works have the characteristics of
'long' or of 'short' forms.

Thematic structure or work ideology

will be studied separately.

Lastly, an examination at a high

level of abstraction of the overall aesthetics of a small group
of achieved works will form a conclusion to the whole thesis.

The chapter on narrative situation represents the end of the
investigative spectrum which has most to do with the process
of narration as opposed to the world which it presents.

At the

same time, it is the point at which the argument is most concerned
with micro- rather than macro-structures.

The object of the

exercise is to examine the status of the narrator in African
fiction, and the relationship of the narrative voice to the
material with which it deals, with regard to tone, spatio-temporal
locus, involvement in the action, and degrees of complexity of
the narrative situation.

Spatial and temporal details in narrative have to do with both
presentational process and presented world, and discussion of
them will therefore represent a transitional concern with structures
which connect the spatio-temporal locus of the narration with
aspects of the quasi-life-world of the narrative which are
presented as existing in space and time,

Both these areas are

subject to on-going research in narrative theory, and only
working hypotheses may be used in this part of the discussion.
But as areas which have not in the past been the object of much
attention, they are perhaps all the more revelatory as to the way
a narrative structures itself as it tends to construct its own
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ideology.

An analogy with the Freudian notion of the psycho

pathology of everyday life might not be out of place here.

The

(possibly) unconscious structuration of the narrative's space
and time, as well as being an obvious attribute of its presented
world, is also a partially concealed means of construction of
the work ideology.

Spatio-temporal structures implicitly reveal

ideology in the same way that slips of the tongue and other
parapraxes reveal the latent structures of human drives and
beliefs.

The discussion of characterisation is a traditional area of
literary criticism, and must therefore be approached with due
care that nothing be taken for granted.

Character here is not

assumed to be a given which may be discussed in the manner of
a psychological or sociological thesis.

In fictive narrative,

character bears only an analogical relationship to its counterpart
in the real life-world.

Therefore the direction of literary

research should rather be towards the investigation of the means
by which narrative creates 1 characters1, and their status in
relation to its other elements.

The term 'persona' will often

be used in preference to 'character' to maintain this distinction.

The term 'action' refers to the whole range of acts which are
referred to in narrative: doing, thinking, and speaking.

It is

used in preference to 'plot1, which more narrowly refers to the
conceptualization of the narrative rather than to its actual
presentation.

The thrust of the discussion will therefore be

towards analysing the handling of action in African narratives,
in their temporal extension, division, and overall form.
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The discussion will then lead to an examination of 'long' and
short' forms.

It is assumed that long narratives will be

characterised by amplification of various kinds and what will
be called 'motifs of length', while the short story will
intrinsically display unity and brevity.

Long works of differing

kinds will be studied with regard to those aspects which tend
to be integral with complexity, multiplicity, and relative
length.

Short works will be described as evolving from the

traditional tale to the short story, in order to comment on the
characteristic forms of short fiction in Africa.

The discussion of form in itself will then give place to an
examination of the kinds of interpretative abstraction which
are conceived of as expressing the nature of a work's ideology
or world-view.

It is expected that a discussion of macro-

structural concepts such as a work's thematic structure will
interpenetrate with the earlier discussion of micro-structural
formal features, in that investigation of form at one level will
throw light on larger or smaller structures.

The logic of this

hypothesis will be tested by extending the realm of the
investigation not only to interpretations of single complete
works, but also to the whole corpus of authors who have produced
a significant body of work.
in this way.

Four major writers will be studied

It is hoped that this extension will give more

substance to this part of the discussion by including a tendency
towards establishing the nature of the world-views of authors
as well as of their works, although this is not the principal
objective.

7.

The final chapter will continue this tendency to the limits
of the present synchronic field study.

Rather than assay a

set of generalisations about the field as a whole, the discussion
will attempt to draw together the different elements of the
method in the context of specific works which are seen as being
major and representative.

Such works will be discussed at a

high level of abstraction which will integrate observations of
details of the works' form with interpretative statements.

It

is expected that the validity of the results of such an investig
ation should extend to the field as a whole.

8.
CHAPTER 1

NARRATIVE SITUATION

1.1 INTRODUCTION

This discussion of narrative found in African literature will
follow in the principal items of its terminology, Franz Stanzel's
Narrative Situations in the Novel.

1

Analysis of African narratives

reveals a broad range of type, including every point on Stanzel's
typological continuum.

The authorial situation is most clearly

evident in works which are influenced in their narrative stragegy
by the inherited tradition of the oral story-teller,

The extreme

point in the continuum, therefore, is denoted by works which
Such

actually draw on this tradition for some of their material,
works as Bernard Dadie's Le Pagne Noir and Birago Diop's Les

Contes d'Amadou Koumba in the francophone literature and Taban
lo Liyong's Eating Chiefs offer examples of this situation.

2

Other works, although not totally conceived in the authorial mode,
give it substantial emphasis,

Of Achebe's works, No Longer at Ease

is the one exhibiting this characteristic to the greatest degree,
while all of Ngugi's long narratives tend to be authorial, as do
Okara's The Voice, Ousmane's Les Bouts de Bois de Dieu, and Soyinka's
3
two novels.

First-person narratives are found in disguised and fictional
autobiographies, such as Achebe's A Man of the People, Armah's
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Why Are We So Blest?, Mongo Beti1s le_ Pauvre Christ de Bomba and
Mission Terminee and Ferdinand Oyono's Une Vie de Boy.^

Mugo

Gatheru1s A Child of Two Worlds, 1 ike Camara Laye's L1Enfant Noir
is an overt autobiography with fictionalized aspects, while the
5
The form has
latter's Dramouss is a fictional autobiography,
also been utilized by Mbella Sonne Dipoko, Cyprian Ekwensi,

g
Samuel Kahiga and Aubrey Kachingwe.

The exclusively figural mode is as rare in this field as elsewhere,
and no such works in fact exist.

However, most works use the

figural situation at least in passing, while a number concentrate
almost exclusively on the consciousness of one persona.

Important

figures of this kind are Okonkwo in Things Fall Apart, Ezeulu
in Arrow of God, the 'man' of The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born,
and Samba Diallo of L'Aventure Ambigue, while the collective
consciousness of Two Thousand Seasons is a special case of some
interest.^

In the last ten years, a small number of writers have begun
to experiment with unconventional or complex narrative situations.
Especially notable among these are Kofi Awoonor's This Earth, My
Brother with its dual narratives, and the four novels of Ayi Kwei
Armah, the first three of which contain dual or triple situations,
8
while the last is an experiment with a unique figural situation.
Meanwhile, other writers, including some who have published a
number of books like Cyprian Ekwensi, T.M. Aluko and John Munonye,
continue to produce novels in which there is no sense of a need
to experiment with narrative forms.

The discussion which follows
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presents an analysis of five significant novels with regard to
their technical and thematic use of narrative situation.

1.2

AGATHA MOUDIO'S SON

In the traditional African setting, the oral story-teller would
be manifest as narrator: the situation would be primarily authorial.
However, the story-teller might well be recounting an incident
from the more recent past in which he himself played a part: the
situation would then tend to be first-person.

A novel which

plays on the fiction of such a narrative situation is Agatha Moudio's

Son by Francis Bebey.

g

On numerous occasions the narrator pretends to address the reader.
not in the manner of the novelist, but in that of the story-teller.
A digression near the beginning of the work draws attention to the
'orality1 of the narrative by claiming primacy for the spoken word

over the written:
.... the book in no way deserves this excess of
confidence for it is, fundamentally, the most
indiscreet of friends: tell it that you have just
made a discovery and it forthwith sets about
divulging it to the world, as if the matter con
cerned the whole world.

This system of having

no secrets from anyone is in the end the best way
of not informing anyone, since everybody knows
very well that what is written is not intended for
him, personally,

(p.17)

The irony of the passage allows the work to have it both ways: the
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fictive act of oral telling implies the personal communication,
while its appearance in a book obviously allows it to reach
'the world'.

As opposed to the reader of such a book however,

the audience for the present narrative is putatively composed
of people of the area.

This is indicated by such parenthetical

remarks as: "You, who know Maa Medi, you know that she really
meant what she had just said..." (p.14); and "The news spread
throughout Douala; indeed I am surprised that it didn't reach
your ears." (p.33)

The presence of the specific audience is implied in the narration
on many other occasions, in phrases such as: "as you know"; "you
will see later"; "when I tell you"; "you will remember"; "you
know why"; "you know as well as I do"; and "I wouldn't want to
bore you with the details".

Although at some points the narrator

refers to his 'scenic presentation'^ of events: "... the whole
shameful spectacle which you have just been watching"; (p.85)
at others he refers more characteristically to the temporal
extension of the narrative: "And I had been busy at this job
when that imbecile Dooh had made me so furious, as I was telling
you a minute ago." (p.125)

It is noticeable that as the work pro11 and there are
ceeds the narrator loses his self-consciousness.
no such indications, either of role consciousness or of collusion

with the reader, for the last thirty pages.

Although containing these authorial indications of the fictive
audience, Agatha Moudio's Son is largely a typical first-person
narrative, in which the distinction between narrating and
experiencing selves takes on a functional significance.

12
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The narrator's temporal vantage point is some few years after
the birth of the 'son' of the title, whose parentage is one of
the turning-points of the action.

A discourse on the stupidity

of racism as seen from this vantage point appears near the
end of the book, making explicit the main thematic concern of
the work and summarising the educative process experienced
by the narrator,

The last sentence begins : "And, since I

have come to understand this, I look back with loathing on
the melancholy smile I still used to have sometimes, for long
months after the birth of the child ..."

Thus, the design of

the book is such that its thematic centre and the experience of
its narrator coincide; in this way it derives much of its force
from the narrative situation.

Given this, it is noticeable that the narrative is not consistent
throughout with regard to the point of observation.

On at least

five occasions, moments in the action at which the narrator is
not present are presented scenically.

At these points the

narrative may be said to use the licence provided by its authorial
aspect to present these scenes neutrally or figurally.

In one

instance the narrator specifically excludes an observer:

"Then

she went home, promising herself secretly that if 'their son'
amused himself by doing 'such a thing' to them, she 'would cut
the thread of pregnancy in his two wives.

Only the calm night

heard the low threats of Mother Evil-Eye."

(p.118).

Such a

specific exclusiveness may cause a sense of strain in a reader,
particularly one of Stanzel's 'second type' with a 'lower degree
of pictorial intensity', and he may experience this moment as an
inconsistency. 13 In general, however, most readers will accept

13.

these shifts in the narrative situation as allowing a more rich
scenic presentation.

Such acceptance is perhaps encouraged by

the initial setting-up of the narrative which begins in medias res
and does not reveal the degree of involvement of the reader until
the seventh page.

The figure through whose consciousness the

opening scene is mediated is not defined until he abruptly enters
the action: "At this point I intervened."

In this way the novel

figure succeeds in 'intervening' in the narration as well as in
the action.

Agatha Moudio's Son may now be seen as a work with a complex
narrative situation.

Analysis reveals that it has two clearly

differentiated aspects: an involved first-person narration which
serves to reveal the action and its meaning through the mediacy
of the novel figure's experience; and the authorial story-teller
who is permitted a degree of omniscience.

Whereas the former

aspect is a common characteristic of much European literature.
the latter links the work with the socio-cultural traditions of
its local origins.

1.3

A MAN OF THE PEOPLE

Chinua Achebe's A Man of the People (1966) offers a consistent
example of a first-person narrative situation,

Unlike the narrator

of Agatha Moudio's Son, Odili, the medium of the narration in the
former novel, is always present at every point in the action, which
is seen throughout from his point of observation, and is always
mediated by his attitude to events and other characters.

The work

also exhibits the distinction, made by Stanzel, between the
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narrating self and the experiencing self, 14

This distinction

provides a reference point: the implied narrating present, which
in relation to the narrated present continually indicates a
point in time towards which the narrative moves.
the degree of realism.

It also increases

In presenting a scene which took place

some time before the time of writing, Odili says "I cannot now
recall exactly what my feelings were at that point.
I thought ..."(p.6).

I suppose

The disclaimer characteristically makes

the reader more inclined to believe in the thoughts and feelings
attributed, if they are presented after such a qualification.
This will be even more the case when the moment is emotionally
highly charged, as when Odili realises that his girlfriend Elsie
is in bed with Chief Nanga.

He says "I find it difficult in

retrospect to understand my inaction at that moment."(p.78)

Another function of the presence of this gap between the two
selves of the narrator is that it enables him to set up the kind
of frame which he sees as appropriate for the narrative, and which
will therefore become part of the whole meaning of the work.

This

frame is principally to draw attention to the meaning of the phrase
"a man of the people".

Appropriately, this is made clear in the

opening statement of the story made ex^ cathedra by the narrator
in the narrating present.
people.

"... M.A. Nanga ... was a man of the

I have to admit this from the outset or else the story

I'm going to tell will make no sense." (p.l)

Later authorial statements make it increasingly clear that this
idea is related not only to the man, but equally to the people
also.

Thus "the people themselves, as we have seen, had become
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even more cynical than their leaders and were apathetic into the
bargain." (p.161)

The view put forward by the narrator is amplified

by the whole tendency of the narrative to expose the extent to
which corruption in the ruling class of the country is supported
by a decadence running through the whole of its life.

This is

the case even though the narrator is clearly no example of moral
excellence.

The paradox of A Man of the People is that the hysterical
moralizing of Odili is placed in the context in such a way
that it can be qualified critically by the reader's response.
but at the same time is close to the thematic centre of the work.
This is achieved through the development of the character of the

narrator throughout.

He is shown to be self-critical and honest

about his motives, allowing the reader to see him being moved to
action for comprehensible reasons.

But as the work proceeds, his

values become less shallow as he learns from his experiences.
Because the reader is constrained to have such a critical view of
this character, a critical view of his comments on the action must
follow.

These tendencies converge at the conclusion of the work,

which ends with Odili's summary of the meaning of the action, and
in the last sentence in particular, which ends "... in such a
regime, I say, you died a good death if your life had inspired
someone to come forward and shoot your murderer in the chest without asking to be paid."

This is at the conclusion of a

passage which rounds off the action, a passage which ends with
the longest and most hortative sentence in the work,

However,

few readers will want wholly to endorse sentiments expressed in
such terms, particularly in the light of their informed view of
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the speaker.

On the other hand, most readers will feel the force

of the logic which produced this conclusion.

From the triangulat

ion of this irony will come the meaning of the work for a partic
ular reader.

1.4 HOUSEBOY
The narrative situation for most of Houseboy (1956) 15 by Ferdinand
Oyono is first-person, but this is enclosed within a frame-story
which is also a first-person narration.

The latter relates the

discovery of the diaries of Toundi, the ex-houseboy of the title,
who is therefore the narrator of the internal story.

Although

the tone of the latter is satirical for the most part, there is
no trace of humour in the story told by the unnamed narrator
which leads up to Toundi's death and the beginning of the diaries.
This narrator tells of hearing the drums conveying the news of the
dying 'Frenchman' from the Cameroons, at which his "mind was
deeply disturbed", and he "was overwhelmed", (p.4)

The death

scene is gruesome: the dying man smells appalling; blood comes
from between his lips; he is seized by spasms.

When he finally

dies, he is buried immediately, as "he was already rotten before
he died." (p.8)

The atmosphere thus created sets the tone in

which thematic material is prefigured by the man's last words,
which include: "Brother, what are we? What are we blackmen who
are called French? ... I'm finished ... they've got me..." (p.7)
Who 'they' are must be revealed by the main narrative, but the
colonisation theme is already firmly established.

These indications

must remain, to a greater or lesser degree, in the mind of the
reader as he proceeds through the inset narrative, the tone of
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which is very different.

At one point one of the characters

says to Toundi "It's never out of season to have a good laugh
even at a dead man's wake." (p.102)

There is no question of

laughter at Toundi's own death scene.

Toundi's narrative shows the progress of a mind from a state
of innocence to one of desperate cynicism.

Concerned mainly

with his relationship with the Europeans, it begins with Toundi's
love and admiration for Fr. Gilbert.

He runs away from his over

bearing father to the safety of the priest's power.

When the

priest dies, Toundi is delighted to become houseboy to the
Commandant himself.

"A new life is starting for me" he says, (p.24)

But in only the second diary entry, Commandant Decazy's cruelty
has already begun.
is significant.

The method of the narration here, as elsewhere,

Toundi observes the behaviour of Decazy closely,

in such a way that the reader must draw inferences about the
Commandant's motives.

These motives themselves however are not

ascribed by the narrator.

The meaning of the scene is left

implicit in the way the action is presented.

As Toundi is about

to serve Decazy with a beer, for example, his cap rolls to his
master's feet.

The boy observes "his eyes grow small as a cat's

eyes in the sun." (p.27)

When he is ordered to pick it up, Decazy

kicks him hard, but not until after the Commandant has given a
justification for his act: "I'm not a monster ... but I wouldn't
like to disappoint you." After the kick "He seemed pleased with
his effort.

He moved about restlessly."

Following this piece

of sadism, Decazy gives his boy a piece of advice,

H i

Joseph1,

he said, 'be a man and, above all, think what you are doing.

■ n

It is clear that he has just violated both these commandments
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himself.

Toundi, however, makes no comment.

The diary entry

merely ends "I took off my apron at midnight.
Commandant good-night.11 (p.28)

I wished the

The reader realises that after

the eighteen-hour day, including this gratuitous cruelty, the
houseboy still wishes his master a good night.

The scene which is the best example of the use of the narrative
situation is the one where Toundi discovers two used condoms
under Mme. Decazy's bed, during the absence of her husband on
tour in the bush.

This immediately follows a warning from the

doctor's wife that the Africans are aware of the affair between
Mme. Decazy and M. Moreau, the prison-director.

As Madame is

already in a state of suppressed anger, the discovery causes her
to break out in a rage.

Toundi is at a loss.

"There are times

when the anger of white people leaves you completely blank.

While

all this was going on I did not understand anything." (p.99)

The

cook and washboy do, however, and fall about laughing when they
hear about the cause of the contention.

The language they use

is comic: "'To do things properly ... they put it on, like a hat
or a pair of gloves ...' said the cook in an offhand, knowing
manner, mocking my innocence." (p.102)

Ironically, the reporter

of their mirth apparently does not get the joke.

Nor, unlike the

cook, can he perceive the significance of the discovery.
can't forgive a thing like that.
up her frock.

"Women

It's worse than if you'd looked

A white women just can't let her houseboy find

things like that."

It is important for the development of the ironical force of the
action that Toundi be sexually innocent.

His naivety is revealed
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in the following scene with Kalisia: he is unaware of the sig
nificance of physiological changes in his own body.

Toundi's

innocence is important because the action turns on the sexual
activities of the Europeans of which he is an observer and, in
consequence, a victim.

The whites find an opportunity to remove

Toundi when Sylvie, the African mistress of Magnol, the agricult
ural engineer, runs away with his cashbox and his clothes.

As it

is known that she was the confidante of Toundi, he is also accused
of being her lover, and is hauled off to prison and torture, which
finally results in his miserable and painful death.

Once again

the Europeans are shown to be the victims of their sexual drives.
Magnol demonstrates hysterical fury when Toundi suggests that
Sylvie wasn't his 'type' (p.124) although obviously she was good
enough for the Frenchman.

As a result of Toundi's position with

regard to the sexual mores of the whites - in one case being
an embarassing observer, in the other apparently having better
taste - in both cases appearing to cast judgement on the guilty he becomes a scapegoat.

As the orderly says in the hospital to

which Toundi is taken: "I wonder why you are such an important
patient.

When the whites have decided to get one of us they

always get him ..." (p.140)

But almost nowhere does Toundi in

fact make any judgements, and consistently seems unaware of the
reasons for which he is ill-treated.

At the only point in the main narrative where the narrator is
allowed to show any awareness of his situation, he writes: "Kicks
and insults have started again.
and he can't find any other way.

He thinks this humiliates me
He forgets that it is all part

of my job as a houseboy, a job which holds no more secrets for me."
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But then he immediately goes on to counteract this impression
of knowledge gained: "I wonder why he too refers to me as
'Monsieur Toundi' ...?" (p.117)

It is the frame-tale, then,

which provides the reference point by which the reader must judge
the implied significance of this narrative.

In the former section

Toundi has achieved a realisation of the incompatibility of his
position in white society which he is at last able to formulate.
The reader reads the main narrative with the knowledge of this
statement in his mind, which informs his view of the scene, although
it is glimpsed through the innocent eyes of Toundi.

The persona of Toundi may be seen as a tragic modification of
the picaresque hero.

In this mode, the hero's moral stance is

outside the action in which he is engaged.
but is himself judged.

He makes no judgements,

The reader participates by bringing this

judgement together with the value-free experience of the protagonist.
The use of the first-person narrative situation in this genre means
an intensification of the element of this experience in the presented
world of the narrative.

The manner in which this is carried out

in this particular work means that it tends to exist in a mode more
tragic than comic, with a concomittant effect on the thematic
structure.

1.5 THIS EARTH, MY BROTHER

Kofi Awoonor's only novel to date deserves mention in this section although it will be discussed in more detail later - because it
contains a narrative situation which is unique in the corpus of
African literature.

There are in fact two situations.

One is a
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conventional narrative in which the narrative situation is partly
authorial, although much of this narration tends to be figural,
as it revolves around Amamu, the central character, and much of
the action is seen from his point of observation,

However, there

are large temporal shifts in this narration, including one back
to the time of the birth of Amamu, while other shifts move forward
and backward in time.

Also, much material is presented which is

not given as the content of Amamu's thought, and of which he would
probably have no knowledge.

And the contents of the consciousness

of others is also rendered on occasion.

It is the secondary narration which is of particular interest in
this context.

In a series of shorter chapters set in a different

type-face and numbered 'la',

2a', etc., a type of writing is

employed which might be seen as a kind of 'stream of consciousness'.
It moves freely through time and space from sentence to sentence,
and even occasionally into other languages, Latin and Akan; but
there are indications of a single consciousness which is the
source of the material, which uses the first person, and which
is finally identifiable with Amamu.

He has become insane and

the action concludes after his death in an institution.

It

becomes apparent then that the 'a' chapters are the representation
of Amamu's train of thought in his madness, and were presumably
written down by him, as they contain quotations attributed to
various writers.

The mention of a black notebook on the last page

(p.183) could then be seen as the link which places the inter
calated chapters within the realistic context of the main narrative.

Each narrative affects the reader's perception of the other.

As
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the connexion between them becomes clearer, the reader will see
in the main action the tendency towards breakdown, and become
increasingly informed of the history of the human consciousness
whose wanderings are conveyed in the secondary narrative.

1.6

TWO THOUSAND SEASONS

Ayi Kwei Armah's Two Thousand Seasons uses a single figural
narrative situation, but one of a special kind:
be called 'floating1.

one which might

Mediation is not embodied in any one

particular individual, but in a group, or perhaps more accurately,
an ideology.

The time scale of the work is vast, having reference

to a period of some hundreds of years.

Despite this, the same

point of view is maintained throughout, although its function
varies.

During narrative passages the point of view does not float from
one individual to another but remains within the group as a whole.
The narrative voice is thus permitted to relate from first-hand
experience what occurs in several different spatial or temporal
zones.

Locutions used to convey this collectivity of point of

view are such as: "Those of us who ..." and "Some of us ...11 A
clever example of the way this works is found in the incident
of the slaves' revolt in the slave-ship. (pp.215-223)

What

occurs in the first of the ship's longboats is described in
detail first, after which the viewpoint shifts to the second boat,

and so on.

When that part of the revolt has been described, the

viewpoint shifts to the ship where simultaneously another revolt
is taking place.

This is again described in detail from the point
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of view of an involved observer.

In this way, this particular

kind of floating narrative situation combines the omniscience
of an authorial view with the freshness of an involved narrator
but without the spatial and temporal limitations of the firstperson singular.

On a number of occasions, narration ceases while an authorial
voice expatiates on a particular ideological point.

The impression

of a speaker is conveyed by phrases such as "Hear this for the
sound of it" (p.54), and "The time has come for us to pause for
breath" (p.200).

As may be seen from the last quotation, there

may also be reference to the narrating present.

For example, the

passage quoted, which furnishes an example of the statement of
ideas referred to, continues: "We have reached the time when we
must speak of consciousness."

Then follows a passage on the subject

of "connected consciousness".

It is with such a passage that the book ends.

The narrative breaks

off, having established a trend in the conflict, although no
conclusion, and moves into another polemical passage, which offers
analyses of political states of affairs, programmes for continuing
the struggle, and an ideology by which to carry it on, containing
a goal for which to aim.

In these respects it recalls the opening

prologue, which although spoken in a different, more distanced,
prophetic tone, nevertheless contains the same ideology and
programme.

The nature of this ideology is such that it finds

its ideal narrative embodiment in precisely the 'collective'
point of view used in the narrative, concerned as it is with the
struggle towards a future society; a struggle which will be
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spearheaded by a pure, militant, elite group - the group whose
collective point of view is represented.
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CHAPTER 2

SPATIAL ASPECTS

2.1

INTRODUCTION

The discussion of the function of space in African fiction
may usefully begin with the notion of what Ernst Cassirer calls
n 1
the "mythical consciousness of space",

There are many

identifiable aspects of space in the literary work of art, some
of which may more profitably be considered in other contexts:
the question of narrative distance, for example, is better
2
understood under the heading of 'narrative situation1,
It is
more appropriate in the present context to offer analyses of
selected works with regard to specific spatial characteristics,
than to conduct a discussion at the general level, for example
3
about what Joseph Frank calls the "spatialization of form".

Cassirer argues that apprehension of space begins with a
topological understanding, which then proceeds to become 'metric
space', that is, space understood as having been measured in some
way.

The next stage in the progress of symbolic thought is to

'expressive space', which is the expression of mythical
consciousness or 'world-feeling'.

Cassirer sees this way of

perceiving the world as concerned with the way in which places
acquire significance in their spatial relationships.

As he says:

The near and the far, the high and low, the right and
left - all have their uniqueness, their special mode
of magical significance.

Not only is the basic
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opposition of sacred and profane interwoven with all
these spatial oppositions; it actually constitutes
and produces them.

What makes a province spatially

distinct is not some abstract, geometrical
determination, but the unique mythical atmosphere in
which it stands - the magical aura that surrounds it.

4

Without committing the naive error of seeing traditional African
societies as 'primitive' and at an 'early' stage of development,
it can be said that this analysis of Cassirer's of the expressive
mode of spatial thinking is particularly apt for narratives
which depict African societies before or during the time of
contact.5 On the other hand, in works which draw on the post
colonial period, significance on a large scale is transferred
from places to things, from relationships expressed in space to
things existing in space.

The central symbolic function is vested

in the static significance of things, and often in their
alienating function, rather than in the dynamic force of
association.

This development will be taken up again later in

this chapter, in which aspects of the presented will be shown
to have the kind of significance discussed above.

2.2 THE RIVER BETWEEN

The River Between is a good illustration of Cassirer's notion of
mythical space:

"Space is now divided into definite zones and

directions; but each of these has not only a purely intuitive
meaning but also an expressive character of its own."5

Ngugi's

first novel was originally to be called The Black Messiah:

it
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was written during 1961 during a period when he was reading
for his degree.

He read D. H. Lawrence who he says influenced

him with "his way of entering into the spirit of things." Such
an attitude could easily be potentially attractive to anyone
whose inherited culture sees an essential unity between the
spiritual and physical aspects of the world.

Ngugi goes on:

"You know I felt as if he was entering into the soul of the
people, and not only of the people, but even of the land, of
the countryside, of things like plants, of the atmosphere. ,,7
This interpenetration may be seen in The River Between, in the
role of spatial features such as trees, the ridges and the river.

Ngugi's use of spatial features in his longer works if prefigured
by certain of his early stories.

In the earliest of these, "The

Fig Tree", the tree of the title is the locus of the turningpoint. 8 The central character Mukami achieves a kind of spiritual
vindication and self-knowledge in the shelter of the sacred
And in "The Return" the River Honia plays an
g
important role.
Kamau returns from the camps of the Emergency

Mugumo tree.

period carrying a bundle which "held the bitterness and hardships
of the years spent in the detention camps."

He is dismayed to

hear that his wife has in the meantime gone with another man, but
begins to find reconciliation with this and other changes when
the symbolic bundle is washed away by the healing river.

Both the sacred fig tree and River Honia reappear in The River
Between, the former when Waiyaki's father takes him to the Mugumo
tree and reveals his destiny,

The tree is sacred because it was

there that Gikuyu and Mumbi, the father and mother of the tribe.
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stood; so Chege brings him here to tell him that he is born
of a line of prophets, and is very likely to be the foretold
saviour who will come from the hills to deliver the tribe from
the white man.

Waiyaki remembers the occasion as he endures

the pain of the cirumcision (p.53); and he revisits the place as
he prepares for the final confrontation of the action, in an
attempt to understand the nature of his dedication and to renew
his contact with the mythic past (pp.161-164).

Another sacred place in The River Between, and one which is
central to the work, is the initiation grove, where Waiyaki and
Muthoni are both circumcised, and where he and Nyambura meet.
The connexion with the soil is established at the moment of the
symbolic operation:

"Blood trickled freely on to the ground,

sinking into the soil.
to the earth..." (p.53)

Henceforth a religious bond linked Waiyaki
The same place is later the scene of

Waiyaki1s declaration of love for Nyambura.

It is here, where

Muthoni was initiated, that she can feel close to her dead sister.
The area is given further significance when it is associated in
Waiyaki's thoughts with the precinct of the fig tree:

"Waiyaki

could not tell why the place reminded him so much of the sacred
grove where long ago his father had taken him and revealed
the ancient prophecy.
(p.119)

This place she was in was sacred too."

Finally it is the "sacred ground" where Waiyaki and

Nyambura make love.

The confluence of all these elements of

the action with this spatial feature is completed by the proximity
of the river.

The River Honia is, as the title suggests, the most

significant of these features in the work, the central element
in its structure.
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The structure of The River Between is lucid:

its ideology finds

its basic symbolic expression in a simple combination of three
elements, the river and the two ridges between which it runs.
The ridges, it seems, represent the opposition which exists
between two social groups as a result of their espousing a
different metaphysic, while at the same time showing their
common humanity; the river also corresponds to other features of
the work in its ambivalence.

While obviously dividing the two

ridges and the two factions, it further embodies the possibility
of union - by joining the two banks.

It is emphasised that its

name "Honia" means 'cure' or 1bring-back-to-1 ife1 (p.l).

The ridges, Makuyu and Kameno, are the most predominant of a
series of binary oppositions.

Each of the groups living on the

ridges claims predominance over the other because of its own
favourable version of the origin myth.

Each has its patriarchal

figure; but whereas Chege of Kameno is a descendant of Mugo wa
Kibiro, the seer who warned the tribe of the coming of the white
man, Joshua of Makuyu has been won over to the European religion
and is its local representative.
divided:

The ridges have now been

the ideal of the conservation of tribal beliefs and

customs confronts the pragmatic acceptance of Europeanization.

Attempting to overcome this opposition and unite the divided
people are the children of the patriarchs, who are associated
with the river in its role as a symbol of healing and unity.
Muthoni, Joshua's younger daughter, attempts to live in both
worlds.

Although not wishing to give up Christianity, she
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nevertheless wants to be circumcised, so as to become "a real
woman, knowing all the ways of the hills and ridges" (p.29), and
also to become eligible for marriage.

But she is disowned by

Joshua and then dies as a result of infection after the operation.
Her death hardens attitudes on either side; it also has the effect
of altering the way in which she is seen by the reader:

her role

in the work takes on a deeper significance.

Waiyaki's role is special from the outset as has been indicated
above.

He is set apart by his birth for the role of hero who

must perform the rites of passage:
return.

separation, initiation,

He is sent by Chege away from his family to the

European school at Siriana.

At this point, Waiyaki is

separated from the 'here1 of the tribal environment and enters
the 'there' of the territory of the newcomers.

The space of the

action expands to include an only partially seen quasi-European
environment.

The main threat to the world of the book is thus

distanced and left somewhat mysterious.

The hero returns from

the mission school having been 'initiated' into the ways of the
Europeans, so that he will be better able to help his people to
resist them.

However, unlike Muthoni who is prepared to live out

the ideal of unification, Waiyaki is unable to close the gap:
he embodies the ambivalence which runs through the book at all
levels.

He can see the strengths of both the opposing religions

but cannot reconcile their systems; he sees the need for political
unity and joins but then leaves the Kiama, the organisation for
tribal unity and purity; he wants to give Western education as
his gift brought back from outside, but knows that the tribe will
disintegrate without its roots in the past.

Although "committed
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to reconciliation" (p.125), at the crucial moment he 'forgets
to speak of it.

This ambivalence may also be seen in the way the narrative breaks
off before the resolution of the fate of Waiyaki and Nyambura.
The open structure in the narration is resumed in the final image
of the river, its "beat...reaching into the heart of the people
of Makuyu and Kameno", thus allowing the possiblity of unity,
while at the same time continuing to manifest division.

2.3 THINGS FALL APART

At the level of the fable. The River Between and Achebe's Things
Fall Apart exhibit a similar structure.

In both cases the

protagonist leaves his original space for a period of exile, and
then returns, to his downfall.

Despite this resemblance, however,

investigation of the deep structure of the work, as revealed by
analysis of its spatial organisation, shows a radical difference.
Whereas in The River Between the basic dichotomous situation
prevails, in the earlier work the hero is unable to return to the
original locus because it has changed significantly during the time
of his exile, to the point where it is no longer the

same' space.

In Things Fall Apart village life is circumscribed and localised.
Many events in the first part of the action centre on the obi
of Okonkwo, while the nearby village square is the locus of the
wrestling matches and egwugwu ceremonies.

This village is in

turn united with the other clan villages, which one may imagine
surrounding it.

Thus the action of the first part takes place
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in relation to a firm 'centre' which 'will hold'.

Then, after

the killing, Okonkwo is exiled to a village of his mother's clan,
so that the tight relationships at the centre of the narrative
loosen; the action extends to a wider field.

The adequacy of

the narrative in continuing to deal with both spheres of the
action is decreased.

The narrative point of observation rests

with Okonkwo in exile for the most part, and with him the reader
has an imperfect sense of what is occurring at home.

In this way,

narrative function is congruent with the ideology which may
easily be abstracted from the work:

that the centralising

controls of the traditional way of life are breaking down.

When

Okonkwo returns home in the third phase of the novel, it is not
to the home that he knew.

European culture and Christianity

specifically have created another polarity towards which the
villagers are turning.

This is shown by the change in the

spatial relationship of the church to the village.

When the

missionaries first come, they are given a piece of land in the
Evil Forest, not in the village, and in a place where it is
expected that they will soon be killed by evil spirits (p.135).
However when they have established themselves and have not died,
the Evil Forest has begun to change its status and become part
of the human world.

By the time Okonkwo returns to the village,

there is a courthouse and prison in Umuofia as well as the church.
Life in the villages is now tending to revolve around this new
locus.

And even the destruction of the church by the egwugwu

does not change the situation; it is clear by the end that
European domination has been restored.

Apart from these broad spatial relationships, there are some other
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spatial details of particular importance.

Okonkwo's reception-

hut and the village arena, already mentioned, achieve significance
through the narrative as such:
place in these locations.

many events are shown as taking

Other places are set apart by a

combination of narrative situation, tone, and atmosphere:

such

places are, for example the silk-cotton tree (p.42), the egwugwu
house (p.80), and the caves (p. 97).

These are important loci

in the lives of the characters, and the linguistic means by
which they are rendered makes this clear.

When the egwugwu appear

to judge the case of the wife-beater, they are presented to a
large extent from the point of view of one of the spectators:
from within the context of the belief system, and in an atmosphere
of awe and respect.

When the spirits withdraw, for example, they

do not merely re-enter the spirit house, but return to their
"underground home".

Although the egwugwu house is described authorially, the situation
slides over into the figural:

"Aru oyi_ de de^ de dei_ !

around the dark, closed hut like tongues of fire.
spirits of the clan were abroad.

flew

The ancestral

The metal gong beat continuously

now and the flute, shrill and powerful, floated on the chaos."
(p.80)

The position of the house, facing away from the arena is

important:
The spirits of the ancestors, just emerged from the
earth, greeted themselves in their esoteric language.
The egwugwu house into which then emerged the forest,
away from the crowd, who saw only its back with the
many-coloured patterns and drawings done by specially
chosen women at regular intervals.

These women never
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saw the inside of the hut..." (p.80)
The mystery of the egwugwu is maintained by the positioning
of the hut, both for the villagers and therefore also for the
reader.

This mysteriousness, which applies equally to the other

features mentioned, is necessary to support on the one hand the
belief system of the personae, and on the other hand the reader's
imaginative involvement in it.

2.4 LUIS BERNARDO HONWANA

The world of the stories of Luis Bernardo Honwana is no longer a
world of belief:

the structures of traditional society are absent

in the post-contact phase, ^ Accordingly, a strong structural
organisation is also no longer present in the narratives which
concern themselves with this time.

However, although there is

no central spatial framework, aspects of space provide a key to
interpreting this world in which the relationships between the
personae are as tenuous as the narrative situations often are.
Of the African writers examined here, Honwana seems to have gone
furthest in the direction of conveying the fragmentary nature
of human experience caught in the constraints of economic and
racial oppression.

What sets Honwana's stories apart, technically, is a high degree
of indeterminacy:

these works are characterised by what have

been called 'gaps' of indeterminacy, which the reader fills or
does not fill according to thematic relevance, 11 That is, in
order to complete an adequate reading of Honwana's text, the
reader requires a high level of creative inference, inference
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which depends to a large extent on the integration of spatial
features.

In the case of the story called "Dina", indeterminacy is inherent
in the fact that expectation is created by the text and then denied
or frustrated.

With regard to the action, firstly, a confrontation

is developed between the Overseer and the men, the outcome of
which is not fully shown.

When the Overseer realises that he

has committed a shameful act, his reaction, and the reaction of
the men, lead the reader to believe that the situation of the
Overseer may well be precarious.

Then follows the unexpected

acceptance of the wine, and the outspoken youth of the kraal gang
is killed.

Whether or not there are any consequences of this

second violent act is again not given.

What is the effect of

these open-ended structures? As the reader's attention has been
directed wholly at and through the figure of Madala, a lacuna is
created in the reading experience.

The result is that the reader

seeks meaningful connexions elsewhere than in the action.

As in

many of Honwana's stories, spatial features such as (in this story)
the cornfield, the wine, and the weeds seem to be the keys to
revealing the latent meanings.

Owing to the juxtaposition of the forced labour of Madala with
its pleasant physical setting, the 'sea' of the cornfield, his
work is made to seem even more painful by being placed in this
contrastive setting.
significant:

The way Madala organises his work is also

out of the pain and difficulty of his labour he

creates a little order, by lining up the weeds he pulls up.
However, this order seems meaningless, because it is not related
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to anything - except perhaps to the obsessiveness that Madala
has developed as a defence against the destructive nature of
his life.

The line of weeds is evidence of what he personally

has done of his own volition, thus giving him back belief in
his own freewill, which in fact has been taken away from him.
On the other hand he has become so profoundly conditioned to
the habit of hard work that he goes on working during the dinner
break, but pulling up only imaginary weeds.

As for the wine, even if it were not a conventional symbol for
the experience of commonality, this meaning is established in
any case by Madala's reflections.

He is in the habit of sharing

his wine with friends at the cantina; the Overseer on the other
hand never shares, although he does not finish the bottle.

It

is only when he is driven by the shame which the reader must
imagine he feels as a result of his degraded act that he gives
the dregs of his wine to the offended father, an offering which
is utterly inadequate to heal such a wound.

Such is Madala's

degradation, however, that he accepts the offer.

Perhaps then

it is the denatured state of Madala and his friends that we can
see in them the "strange fish" of the ending of the story.

The

use of this natural image implies how very unnatural is the
situation of the 'peonised' worker.

The attempt to harmonise man

with this landscape deliberately fails.

The tone of the ending

ironically merely appears to pacify the anger which is latent in
the action - an anger, it is implied, which cannot and should not
be allayed while the situation remains.

Whereas the anger is at least partially demonstrated in the case
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of "Dina", with the story which follows it in the collection, it
is well concealed.

The reader has to work hard to find the

strangeness in the story, precisely because it is presented so
familiarly.

But again, if one looks closely at the juxtaposition

of spatial features, one sees the incongruity of the richness of
the intellectual life of the narrator's family as contrasted with
the poverty of their material circumstances.

The former is

implied by the presence of the narrator's drawing materials and
the magazines, which are not only very numerous but also placed
in a hierarchy of value; the latter is obvious in most of the other
details.

An examination of this kind enables the reader to fill

the undetermined gaps in the implied action, which are mostly
related to Papa.

No reason is given for his imprisonment, nor

his hospitalisation with what we infer is a back injury.

It is

possible for the reader to close these gaps by inferring a
connexion between the factors mentioned:

poverty, intellectual

activity, imprisonment and injury, but only by inferring an
ideology in the work.

In "The Old Woman" also, an ideational structure is buried in the
work, in the connexion between the mother figure and the "good
years" as opposed to the present with its "nauseous, nauseating
stares" and feelings of "a slow, soft erosion".

This is carried

through the narrator's ambivalent feelings towards his mother the superficially derogatory title for example - and actual fact
implies also the ending which merely seems to resolve the situation
while in the impossibility of such a resolution.

The attempt to

hold onto the past only reveals the fact that it is past.
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The ending of "The Hands of the Blacks" is also ambivalent,
in a more superficial way, in that we do not know why exactly
the mother is crying.

What is clear is the ideology of the story.

Different versions of myths explaining the origin of the pale
hands of the black peoples reveal different degrees of intolerance
or concern.

The mother's story is the only one which is manifestly

moral; it therefore causes all the others to be seen, retro
spectively, in a moral light.

Turning to the title story, one is immediately struck by certain
aspects of the print level, such as the subtitles,

Titles and

subtitles are usually seen as being in the authorial register,
that is, under the direct control of the author, as opposed to
being part of the mediation process,

But in the present case.

this is not necessarily so; and examination reveals that a
particularly elusive kind of textual indeterminacy is operating,
which recalls for example the Aeolus section of Ulysses.

In that

part of the novel which deals with the newspaper offices, Joyce
makes use of a quasi-headline for each small section of the
chapter.

However, the contents of the section are not necessarily

related to the preceding 'headline'.

A dialectic is thus set up

by the expectation created by the text which the reader has to
try to resolve.

In this way, the reader becomes more involved in

the reading process, as he is forced to create his own meaning
for the relationships between different aspects of the text.

In

"We killed Mangy-Dog" the first subtitle could well be authorial.
as it sums up both the subject of the first section and also
directs attention to the ambivalence of the image of Mangy-Dog's
pathetic blue eyes, simultaneously sick, yet appealing.

However,
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the second subtitle (p.82) is clearly mediated by the figure of
the narrator, involving one more degree of complexity.

The

statement is not of the conventional form of a sub-heading, and
does not seem adequate to head the whole section, as it is only
relevant to the first two pages.

It seems to be merely an

anticipatory interruption.

One of its effects is to draw attention to the text as such, and
in this respect tends to be like the writing of authors such as
12
John Barth, whose work has been called metafiction1.
Honwana's text draws attention to itself as such, although
initially not by self-reflexive elements in the narration, but
by devices in the authorial register, and at the print level.
It remains unclear, however, why the sub-headings are indecisive
and sometimes misleading.

It seems that the indeterminacy and the

ambivalence of the subtitles (in their partial misdirection of
expectation) is congruent with the indeterminate nature of the
presentation of the narrator's consciousness, which leaves much
to be inferred.

The same thing applies to the variations in typeface which occur
in the climactic passages.

There is some uncertainty as to what

the use of a particular typeface precisely denotes.

Their main

effect is to indicate a confusion in the narrator's mind about
how strongly he should be feeling the force of what he is saying
or thinking.

There is a quality of hysterical overstatement and

repetition which suggests that he is not sure that his feelings
and thoughts are appropriate to the circumstances.
may be seen in his actions also:

This confusion

why does Ginho run to fetch his
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gun if he is sympathetic to Mangy-Dog; why does he allow
himself to be persuaded by the gang to fire a shot when later
he holds onto a mere girl while she blocks his ears? All these
confusions at different levels accord with confusions which are
essential to the text's ideology, in which manliness is construed
as a pose of cynical callousness and affection is perverted and
shameful.

2.5

L1 ENFANT NOIR

L1Enfant Noir (1953) is a narrative of the growth and education
of a Guinean from the age of about five until the end of
13
adolescence. As he grows and extends his grasp, the narrative
extends its world correspondingly.

The work begins with the

young child playing around his father's hut, which is the whole
extent of the narrative's scope at this time.

By the end of the

work, the presented world has expanded to include a sizeable
portion of the real world.

At the beginning, the narrator

is quite explicit about his limits:

"My private domain at

that time consisted of the verandah that ran round the outside
of my father's hut; and the orange tree that grew in the middle
of the courtyard." (p.13)

Also included in this domain is the

little black snake which is "the guiding spirit of the race".
This snake provides the means of the first extension of the
work's space.

In the first place, the snake's movements are

described in realistic detail:

"He was proceeding calmly

towards the workshop; he was moving gracefully, very sure of
himself...When he reached the workshop, I noticed for the first
time, cut out level with the ground, a small hole in the wall.

43.

The snake disappeared through the hole." (p.15)

The child's

world includes this new inhabitant and its particular territory.

The snake's significance is soon explained to the child by
his father:

"First of all, he made himself known in the semblance

of a dream.

He appeared to me several times in slumber, and he

told me the day on which he would appear to me in reality:
gave me the precise time and place." (p.17)
in two realms:

he

The snake now exists

those of reality and of the imagination.

The

importance of the latter in relating objects in the real world
to the world of ideas is in this way introduced to the child.

The importance to the child of his father as an individual and as
an artist is brought out in the following chapter, which is
concerned with his working in gold.

The process is described in

a detailed evocation of the workshop and of the things and
activities which it contains, evoking especially the value of the
gold and the stature of the father.

"It might happen that, feeling

he had too little room to work in, my father would make his
apprentices stand well away from him.
hand in a simple gesture..." (p.25)

He would merely raise his
Space is felt to have

functional importance in all stages of the operation.

Thus:

"...it is our custom to keep apart from the working of gold all
influence outside those of the jeweller himself." (p.28)
The appropriate influence which should be - and is - present is
the "guiding spirit" snake which is curled up under the sheepskin
on which the artist sits.

As the child grows he is able to move around increasingly.

From
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Kouroussa, where he lives, he often goes to Tindican, to his
mother's family, to stay for a few days.

His world extends not

only to their village, but also to the fields where they harvest.
This work is done communally:

the men march together to the field

to the rhythm of a drum, throwing their sickles in the air.

At a

given signal they all begin to work at the same time, and move
across the field in a row.

This representation invokes a sense

of collectivity in which the narrator and the reader share.

The next major extension of the novel's space is to school.
again there is an experience of collectivity:

Here

"...at an order from

the older boys we would all line up like peasants about to reap or
glean a field, and we would set to work like members of a chaingang." (p.59)

As the space of the novel expands, the pace of the

narration is correspondingly increased.

The school years are

dealt with by the presentation of a few typical scenes.

The preparation for initiation and the circumcision ceremony
itself form the climax of the narrative.

Once again the individual

is gathered into a group with whom he collectively shares these
experiences.

On the occasion of Konden Diara, the uncircumcised

boys are actually collected together by their elders who encircle
them and in this way take them off for the ceremony and the test
of endurance.

At this point, there is another extension of the

real world into that of the imagination, as the spirit Konden
Diara is heard to roar, frightening the youths,

After the

ceremony, the huge bombax trees are seen to be hung with white
threads.

This too is explained as having a supernatural cause.

Although more plausible explanations are offered shortly afterwards,
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in the narrating present, the reader's impression of the
extending imaginative grasp of the child remains.

On the occasion of his circumcision, the narrator and the other
boys of his age-group are decisively set apart from the rest of
the community in "a hut built apart from the compound.

This hut,

which was very spacious, would henceforward be our dwellingplace; the spacious square in which it stood was fenced off by
such tight-woven osiers that no inquisitive eyes could see through
them." (pp.98-99)

This setting-apart has several functions:

it

preserves the secrecy and therefore the importance of this part of
the initiation; it emphasises the ordeal aspect of the process,
as the initiatee is separated from his family, and his mother in
particular; and it creates a physical space which is analogous to
the hiatus between childhood and adulthood which is the meaning
of the initiation ceremony.

A major break with the family occurs when the narrator goes to the
capital, Conakry, to continue his studies.

The significance of

the break is attested by the extent of the preparations, which
continue for a week and include most people in the neighbourhood.
Also, there is the long journey by train during which many details
of the landscape are given; even the change in dialect is mentioned.

Conakry is a sea-port, and the narrator is introduced for the
first time to the vast plain of the sea.
"another plain:

It reminds him of

the great plain of Upper Guinea where I had

grown up." (p.121)

This metaphor, drawn from space, also includes

a time continuum, extending into the past, when he was growing up.
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and also into the future which implicitly awaits him over the sea.

Another metaphor is explicitly used to refer to this extension
in time.

On the occasion of the death of his friend Check, the

narrator thinks "that Check has gone before us along God's
highway, and that all of us will one day walk along that highway...
the one we set foot on when we are born, and which is only the
highway of our momentary exile, (p.150)

This passage is the ending of the penultimate chapter and it is
preparatory to the journey which is the last and greatest of the
book.

The book ends as the narrator is about to leave the country

for Paris, where he will continue his studies.

This is the final

extension of the book's space, and is in fact too great for the
narrative to sustain in the context of the same work:

it therefore

breaks off, ending the novel. It is significant in the present
context that the final image of the book shows the protagonist in
his seat on the plane as he begins his journey, with the map of
the Paris Metro in his pocket.

The fairly horizontal quality of

the story is broken at the end by the intrusion of technology,
the suggestion of the vast space of Paris necessitating the use
of a map as a key.

However, the map remains an object-symbol

suggesting the possibility of control.

2.6 TWO THOUSAND SEASONS

Although it is discussed elsewhere, Two Thousand Seasons should
be mentioned in the present context because of a particularly
striking and innovative feature of the work's space.

This is the
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integration, by virtue of nomenclature, of a spatial feature with
a persona and with a stated idea.

At the beginning of the narrative,

the name 'Anoa' is applied to a persona, a quasi-historical figure
who is the source of the prophecy which takes up much of the first
two chapters, and which informs the whole work.

As the narrative

proceeds, the sense of the name Anoa which applied to the persona
is gradually detached, until the 'prophecy of Anoa' is the warrant
for the fulfilment of a political programme, in much the same way,
for example, as the term 'marxism-leninism' is used to represent
such a programme.

Anoa

is also the name of the grove which is the centre of

the revolutionary activity in the second half of the book,

It

is the central one of a number of concentric groves which surround
and protect it, and lend it an atmosphere of secrecy and gravity.
It is here that the seer Isanusi lives, who is the patriarch of
the revolution and another source of stated ideas which concern
the metaphysics of the young radicals.

These young people come to

him through the outer groves as though approaching a holy place
for some religious observance.

Enemies of the revolution, the

servants of the puppet-king Koranche, are not permitted to enter
the central gorve, and are trapped and repelled in one of the four
outer circles.

Finally, out of the identification of place, persona and prophecy,
by the assimilation of each into the one title, comes a unity of
spirit of place which is also the spirit of the revolution.

This

unity forms a bond at the ideological centre of the work, and is
the source of its structural strength .
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CHAPTER 3

TEMPORAL ASPECTS

3.1

INTRODUCTION

In the third volume of his Philosophy of Symbolic Forms,
Ernst Cassirer treats the development of the concept of
time as it proceeds from a mythical conception, where there
is little differentiation of present from past and future.
through a dependency on "spatial and objective determinations
1 Of the mythical conception,
into language and chronology.
he writes:

... time is here experienced as destiny - long
before it was conceived as a cosmic order of
change in the purely theoretical sense.

It is

no mere ideal network for the 'earlier' and
later'; rather, it is itself the spinner of
the net.

With all the universality that is

already imputed to it, it remains alive and
concrete; it is the original actuality of all
being - earthly and celestial, human and divine.

2

This notion is of particular relevance to literature, in which
time stands in an ambiguous relationship to its mythical and
chronometric conception.

In the sense that the literary work

of art contains a totally created world, time is perfectly
arbitrary.

The time scale of events in the presented world

may begin, continue and end anywhere; and the action may be
seen as occurring in two or more different times.

On the other
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hand, inasmuch as the created world has a relationship to the
real world, characters will be depicted as experiencing time
as if in the real world.

However, this is in its turn ambiguous,

in that the human experience of time is partly a function of
chronometric observation and partly the psychic experience of
Bergson's duree.^

In African literature there are numerous examples of direct
references by the narrator to traditional myth, the history
of the tribe.

On other occasions a character will refer to

or retell such a myth.

In one case, that of Amos Tutuola,

the whole work may be seen as occurring in mythical time.
Although, in The Palm-Wine Drinkard, for example, there is a
sense of a narrating time-locus and a narrated series of
events, which make up a large part of a man's life, within the
scheme of that narration there is no attempt to equate in a
realistic manner the events described with the indications of
the passing of time.^

There is no necessity; the imagined world

of The Palm-Wine Drinkard is created in the mode of the fantastic,
sustaining merely a tenuous relationship with the real world.

This timeless quality will also be found in works which are
closely based on traditional sources or are reworkings of older
stories, such as Eating Chiefs and Les Contes d'Amadou Koumba.
However, by and large, other works demand a more thorough
analysis of their temporal categories.

Those aspects of time which have particular relevance in literary
works of art may be treated for the sake of convenience in the
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two modes, presented world, and presentational process.

And

the latter may be seen as possessing three aspects or stages in
the act of telling:

narrator, personae and reader, each of

which has a particular relationship with time.
most important is the narrator.

Of these the

As the explicit controller of

the unfolding of the work, the narrator will control various
kinds of time.

Firstly, the action will appear to be seen from a particular
temporal point of observation or from a number of these,

The

extent to which the temporal locus of the narrator postdates
the time of the action will contribute to the effect of the
work.

In a work like Le Devoir de Violence the use of a

greatly posterior point of observation and a large time-scale
will make for a structure which will tend to belong to a
historical' mode.

On the other hand, a first-person narrative

situation which necessitates a relatively short time-scale and
a closer temporal locus, as in, say A Few Nights and Days or
The Girl From Abroad, will tend to create a less historical

structure.

Another factor contributing to the time scheme of the work is
the pace of the narration; that is, the relative rate at which
5
This is also controlled
items of the action are presented,
by the narrator, or the narrative process generally, and character
istically will tend to be slower in expository passages and in
scenic presentation, than in passages of external action or summary
presentation.

Narrative pace is also likely to be interrelated

with aspects of the presented world, with the world-views of
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particular characters, in that more space will be given to
important moments in the development of central characters,
and the narrative pace will slow down.

Any of these foregoing aspects may be further complicated by
any of the ways of multiplying time-scales in a narrative: by
the use of several strands of narrative, or of discontinuous
phases or montage.

Montage may occur in the juxtaposition of

different phases from the experience of one character, or of
more than one.

All of these aspects of time may be found in a wide range of
literatures, and all may be found in the body of African
literature.

One aspect of time, however, may differ according

to the cultural environment of the work:

this is the sense of

time, the way of experiencing or measuring time which is peculiar
to a particular culture.

In literature, this will emerge as

a temporal aspect of the presented world, specifically as the
sense of time of the personae.

The question of whether it is

possible to discern in some African works the representation of
a temporal sense which is specific to Africa will be taken up
again later in this chapter.

The next section will discuss the

relationship between narration and time in several major works.

3.2 WEEP NOT, CHILD

Whereas in A Grain of Wheat Ngugi's narrator has reached a point
from which he can look back through time and study the stages by
which the personae arrived at the present, the time scheme of
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g
Weep Not, Child is less complex,

The temporal point of obser-

vation is almost exclusively in the narrated present, and there
are few references to an antecedent time.

The narrative tense

throughout is the preterite, but there is no sense of a narrating
voice or of a narrating present, and therefore no idea of the
distance in time between narration and action.

Although some

indications are of the form "It was a cold Monday morning" (p.128),
and more specifically, "Exactly two and a half years later" (p.70),
other scenes are introduced, not with a verb, but with a tenseless
adverbial phrase, such as "Two days later", (p.97)

Alternatively,

the scene simply begins with the first element of the action.
without any indication of time.

This gives the impression that

nothing is known about the outcome of the action, that all
possibilities are open to the characters, and that they can
exercise free will in what they choose to do.

This impression is supported by the fact that the spatiotemporal locus of the narrator is always close to the centre
of the action, and usually with Njoroge, the central character,
whose naive view provides a foil for the terrifying events of the
action.

The combination of the naivety of the central persona

and the source material of historically significant and violent
happenings grants the reader the experience of a defusing
fiction.

The majority of the work characteristically proceeds

by presenting, in the order in which they occur, scenes from
Njoroge's life, or that of his father, Ngotho, or some other
principal character.

Exceptions to this procedure are of two kinds.

At the point of
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introduction of a new character, there is a brief account of
events which led to his or her present situation,

Rather than

this material being authorially presented, however, it is rendered
through the consciousness of the character, thus maintaining
scenic presentation and a sense of present time.

The other kind of excursus into the past is one characteristic of
all of Ngugi's longer works, though found to a lesser degree in
the present one.

It frequently occurs that one character will

tell another a story from the recent or distant past.

When in

Chapter Two, Ngotho tells his son the story of the creation of
the Gikuyu race, it is in order that he may have a story to tell
at school; but it is also an extension of the time of the narrative
into the mythic past.

It has the function not only of raising the

question of the right of the Gikuyu people to own their traditional
land, but also does so within a religious context, which lends a
greater authority and seriousness to the implicit claim.

Once

established, the force of this mythic current can be felt through
out the narrative.

This technique is frequently and appropriately

used in The River Between to reflect its concern with the clash
of religions, whereas Weep Not, Child is more concerned with the
effect of political forces on ordinary people.

However, the

technique has a place in the latter in that it provides a means
for indicating that area of the belief system of the people that
has to do with the maintenance of culture and of traditional
privileges.

Use of the figural narrative strategy in Weep Not, Child has a
special effect on the pace of the action.

At the commencement.
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a good deal of space is given to the exposition of the situation
of each of the personae, Njoroge, Ngotho and his family, and
the Howlands.

The action moves slowly through the early scenes

before the Emergency, showing Njoroge at school, Howlands and
Ngotho working together, and their attitude to the land, the
slow pace of normalcy.

Once the basis of the action is laid

down, complications are introduced, the strike occurs, and the
scene changes rapidly from one point of observation to another.
Whereas at the beginning, the action may be measured by days, in
the second part the narrative shows the longer term effects of the
upheaval, over months and years.

Unlike A Grain of Wheat, where

there is a balance between different zones of the time continuum,
in Weep Not, Child the time of the action begins at a certain point
and then moves forward with increasing rapidity, the ratio between
narrating time and narrated time changing almost exponentially.

3.3 A GRAIN OF WHEAT

Time in A Grain of Wheat is at once broad and quite specific,

The

present of the narrative can clearly be identified as the four days
before Kenyan Independence, 12 December 1963, and a few days after
wards.

The climax of the action, which occurs on this day, comes

in the last numbered chapter (Chapter 14) and is followed only by
a few brief sections in the nature of epilogues, or denouement.
That part of the action which is not set in this present is given
in a large number of flashbacks, either memories or accounts by
various characters of incidents in the past, or authorial
summaries of their backgrounds.

These flashbacks are far-ranging,

and may include any point in the life of a character, although they
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are mostly concerned with the time of the Emergency in Kenya.
Some references are to the period of the earliest European
contact in East Africa, and to early evidence of national
awakening.

Action in the earliest time zone of the work is presented
authorially in the second chapter.

The first chapter locates

the present of the narrative in the Sunday before the Thursday
of Uhuru, and introduces the Party.

Chapter Two then gives an

account of the historical background of the formation of such a
party.

That this sense of causation and historical continuity

is central to the book may perhaps be seen in the fact that the
events of this period are linked with the title of the work in
the following passage:

"Then nobody noticed it; but looking

back we can see that Waiyaki's blood contained within it a seed,
a grain, which gave birth to a political party whose main strength
thereafter sprang from a bond with the soil." (p.15)

Within

the limits of the present context, the most significant phrase
here is "looking back".

Much of the book looks back in this way,

to account for the present by the past, both historical and
personal.

For not only is there the perspective created by reference to
actual events and real people, such as the historical Waiyaki and
Jomo Kenyatta, but there is also a profound understanding of
central individuals.

This is partly developed by the detailed

accounts of their origins and lives.

Unlike the historical view

mentioned above, these are generally introduced by the characters
memories, stirred by some present event.

The more central the

58.

character, the greater the part of his or her life that is shown:
so that the reader knows more about the childhood of Mugo than of
any other character, and, for example, slightly less of Gikonyo's.
But some account is given of even the European characters, whose
treatment is rather different from that of the Africans, less
aspects being presented.

These perspectives are given in relatively summary fashion, as
compared with more central episodes, such as the competition
between Karanja and Gikonyo for Mumbi.

This is the subject of

the very long Chapter Seven, which spills over into the chapters
which precede and follow, and in which Gikonyo is the narrator,
telling his story to Mugo.

Though his narrative extends through

his period of detention and almost up to the present, it centres
on the principal anecdote of the race of Karanja and Gikonyo for
the train and for Mumbi.

The spatialization of the narrative at

this point is taken up again and extended in the other race, in
Chapter Fourteen.

This is also a race for Mumbi, and balances

the earlier one in the structure of the whole work.

The principal time zone is the time of the Emergency.

Many of

the most significant moments in the action occur during this
period and they are the subject of a number of flashbacks.

These

again follow the lives of Gikonyo and Mugo as well as more incidental
stories, like that of Dr. Lynd.

In the case of Gikonyo, the time

of his narrative continues into the period after his return from
detention, as he is the character in whom the effect of the
Emergency is most intimately shown.
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An analysis of one chapter with regard to its temporal features
will show how the use of different time zones is integral to the
meaning of the work.

Chapter Twelve begins with a movement

back to the time of Mugo's detention in Rira Camp.

The chapter

is preceded by an epigraphical break - a quotation from Exodus which seems to permit the narrator to change his temporal locus.
The material is similar.

At the end of the previous chapter Mugo

dreams of being in the Camp, and sees himself in a messianic role.
The Biblical quotation is therefore in place.

The narrator then

takes up the same material, but deals with in from an authorial
point of view, and from a considerable distance:

"Learned men will,

no doubt, dig into the troubled times which we in Kenya underwent,
and maybe sum up the lesson history in a phrase.

Why, let us ask

them, did the incident in Rira Camp ..." (p.149)

In the next

paragraph, however, the point of observation has moved much closer
and the reader is made aware of Mugo's consciousness : "... at one
stage he thought this his final place of rest ..." (p.149)

As the narrative proceeds, and particularly as the presentation
becomes scenic, the time of this part of the action temporarily
becomes the narrated present.

However, this episode is completed

in a few pages and the focus moves forward again:

"This was

foremost in the mind of Mugo as on the following day after his
vision he walked towards Gikonyo's home." (p.153)

In this

particular case the flashback is related to the consciousness of
a character after the event.

But although it is related in this

way, it is not actually presented in the mode of thought report.

On his arrival, Mugo finds, not Gikonyo, but Mumbi.

She tells him
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about some incidents which tie up loose ends of other phases of
the narrative for the reader, or present them from a different
point of view, notably Mugo's rescue of Wambuku in the trench,
as seen from Mumbi's point of view.

Following the conversation

in which this is presented, Mumbi launches into a full-scale
narrative of the circumstances which lead to the paradoxical
intimacy of Karanja with herself.

The narration is taken over

at one point by an authorial narrative voice (pp.160-161), and
is then taken up again by Mumbi's, which continues uninterrupted
for almost ten pages.

At the climax of her story, the point of

observation is briefly located in Mugo's emotional reaction, before
General R and It. Koinandu enter, and the narrative becomes a
scenic presentation in the narrated present until the end of the
chapter.

It may be seen that a type of narration is adopted at each success
ive point the temporal locus of which is synchronous with a sig
nificant moment in the action.

A distant temporal locus allows

a perception of what might be called the historical significance
of the action.

A close temporal locus then allows the reader to

observe the consequences of large-scale social change at the level
of the individual.

Present and past interact: the nature of the individual and of
his circumstances have been formed; a particular course of action
or turn of events is predetermined.

In Gikonyo's case, the effect

of time is in one way very simple: he is kept in detention for so
long that Mumbi loses hope of ever seeing him again,

The release

of emotion is so great when Karanja informs her of her husband's
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return that she is "in a strange world" (p.171), and allows
him to make love to her, with the attendant consequences for
herself and Gikonyo.

In Mugo's case, there is a much more complex interaction of his
personal past and the present of the political situation.

His

alienation, the product of his deprived childhood and his mega
lomaniac fantasies, is interpreted as the aloofness and stoic
courage needed in a leader of the Party.

This misinterpretation

produces the climactic irony of the work.

3.4 WHY ARE WE SO BLEST?

Chronology in Why Are We So Blest? is fragmented in two ways, or
sectioned into two planes: the narration is divided among three
narrators; and the action is not always presented in the order of
occurrence.

The situation in the latest time-zone of the work is

that Solo, one of the three principal characters, has in his
possession papers left behind by the other two, Modin, the African,
and the American girl, Aimee.

He tries to understand their note

books by "speculating, arranging, and rearranging these notes to
catch all possible meaning." (p.231)

The work presents the

diaries, out of chronological order, and interspersed with Solo's
own notes and reminiscences.

This is a modern technique which

recalls the arrangement of the "shuffle-novel".

In the analysis which follows, a distinction will be made between
chapters, in the usual sense, and what will be called 'slots': the
chapters as narrated by a particular persona.

This will permit a
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discussion of the rearrangement of chronology, showing how action
from a particular time-zone is presented out of order.

for example.

Chapter Two is the first chapter narrated by Modin, and is there
fore called his 'first slot'.

It is concerned with a moment in the

U.S.A. after Modin's disillusionment, a time which could be seen
as the third 'time-zone' of his strand of the action.

Solo's first two slots establish the consciousness which fictively
organises the material of the work.

Judging mainly by the tonal

evidence, the first of these appears to be synchronous with the
latest action, the editing of the journals.

It includes a flash

back to a time perhaps not long before this when Solo was in
hosiptal.

The next two chapters introduce Modin and Aimee, giving

the first, though not the earliest, entries in their diaries.

The

fourth chapter. Solo's second slot, which includes a flashback to
his earliest time-zone, when he is a student in Lisbon, then
logically brings the three characters together at the time of their
first meeting.

This time-zone will not be revisited until Chapter

27, Solo's tenth slot.

The intervening chapters which are headed

with Solo's name are all in the nature of general comments on
relationships, politics, and the difficulty of understanding and
organising the journals,

Solo's last two slots continue the

narrative of Modin and Aimee trying to join the Revolutionary
Movement, leaving Laccryville, Aimee's return and the handing-over

of the notebooks.

Thus, as well as performing the two obvious

functions of providing part of the narration and providing an
alternative point of view with regard to Modin and Aimee's
relationships with the Revolution and with each other,

Solo's

role is also to encompass the action with an interpretive state
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of mind, and to create a serious tone and a pessimistic mood
for the whole work.

From the sixth chapter on, Modin's second slot, is almost entirely
taken over by him, with brief interspersed comments from Solo,
until Chapter 14, when Aimee tells part of her own story,

Modin1s

first slot had been concerned with the time in the U.S.A. before
he met Aimee.

His second slot, like Solo's, returns to the earliest

period of his life presented, recounting, in the context of a
memory at the time of leaving Africa, a visit in his youth to
Christiansborg Castle.

The third slot then leaps forward to the

time of the beginning of his relationship with Aimee.

With the

fourth slot there is a movement back again to events after his
arrival in the U.S.A., so that there is a connexion with slot two.
From here onwards, Modin's narration is presented in chronological
order: firstly, his experiences as a student in America, then his
relationship with Aimee, the decision to join the Revolution in
Afrasia, to go to Laccryville, and, in the penultimate chapter,
to travel through the Sahara.

The weight of this central part of

the book, narrated by Modin in order of occurrence, establishes
him as the central figure of the work, in whom the central conflict
takes place, of which the other two are catalyst and observer.

Aimee's notes occupy much less space:

she has only six short

slots against Modin's thirteen and Solo's eleven.

Her first slot

(Chapter 3) is the record of an interview with a woman in a country
called Kansa.

It is not until Chapter Fourteen that Aimee's notes

reveal how she came to be recording the interview,

Both these

slots are from the time of her first trip to Africa, before her
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return to the U.S.A. and her meeting with Modin.

Her next three

slots, Chapters 18, 20 and 23, do not so much advance the action
as enlarge on her relationship with Modin, already partly
narrated by him, from her point of view.
two narratives are here synchronised.

For this reason their

Aimee's final slot, the

book's last chapter, is necessary to complete the climax of
the action, as it recounts the death of Modin.

The uses and effects of this fragmentation of time are several.
It is logical, firstly, to attempt to explain a present situation
by presenting the series of events that led up to it.

This is so

not only of relational and social situations, but also of people,
who may be seen deterministically as the product of all their
past environments.

This procedure is one of the basic strategies

of the 'realist' novel.

On the other hand, according to another ontological stance.
reality may be seen as a subjective phenomenon, and therefore
inexplicable in terms of mere cause and effect.

In narrative

this view could lead to the adoption of more than one point of
observation in order to arrive at a kind of 'multiple reality'.
Each figure or narrator will exist in an individual time.

Thus,

at points of synchrony, different presentations of the action will
vary, among other things, in pace and duration.

Thirdly, fragmentation of chronology will affect the response of
the reader.

Given a situation and, following that, the events

which have led up to it, he will anticipate developments, construct
his own hypotheses, feel suspense or irritation, which may or may
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not be allayed by the actual outcome.

Thus his response will be

affected by the need to make sense of the time-scheme, and he will
be involved in a way that he would not in a straightforward
narrative which proceeds along a conventionally chronological
path.

Lastly, aspects of time play an important part in the formation
of the we!tanschauung of the work.

In the same way that atmosphere

and tone combine with the presentation of events and personae to
create a world which has certain metaphysical and modal character
istics, so do temporal aspects contribute to this overall view.
Fragmentation and dislocation of time tend to lead to a world-view
of uncertainty and unpredictability.

The fictive editor's inability

to make coherent sense of the narrative is appropriately borne out
by the way the narrative breaks off immediately following the
eventual savage climax of the action.
meaning", the reader must supply it;

If there is to be "a
the work does not prescribe

one.

3.5 TWO THOUSAND SEASONS

Two Thousand Seasons is a recent (1973) work which attempts to
draw from the past a sense of meaning for the present and a direction
for the future.

The work spans an immense period, but not as in

a historical work where there are various degrees of distance in
the past.

A temporal 'space' is created which has throughout

the quality of the epic present.

Time is measured furthermore,

not by Western chronology, but by reference to observable natural
phenomena; another aspect of the work's particular relevance to
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its African setting.

In Things Fall Apart, and other such works with a traditional
setting, the characters measure time in relation to the cycle
of growth and harvest.

The year is divided naturally into the

two seasons of sowing and of reaping, as well as into the lunar
months.

Weeks' are measured by markets, which turn on the cycle

of the food which is ready to be sold on a certain day.

In Armah's

book, the title already indicates that such a cyclical measurement
will be found here again.

As part of his rejection of Western

values and systems, the narrator sets aside measurement by
years in favour of seasons.

The same balance may be seen between the phases of the annual cycle
as between the two groups of a thousand seasons.

As the dormant

period of Winter is followed by the florescence of Summer, so will
the “thousand seasons wasted wandering amazed among alien roads"
be followed by "another thousand spent finding paths to the living
way." (p.xv)

Which is to say that five hundred years after the

first alien contact with Black Africa, a turning-point will be
reached after which the wanderings of the African people will no
longer be negative and aimless, but will have a sense of purpose.
The seeds of prophecy sown by Anoa will eventually flourish in
the full bloom of African socialism.

The cycle of life invoked

in the balance of prophecy and fulfilment gathers to that socialism
by association the same quality of inevitability.

The most significant feature of the work's form in the present
context is the use of a collective narrative situation.

This has

67.

the advantage of not confining the temporal locus within the
life-time of one individual, but on the contrary permits a
personal view which nevertheless encompasses a period of centuries.
It is a personal view, not only in the sense that the first-person
of the verb is used, but also in that the tense always implies
the narrated present,

Thus, at every moment, past, present

and future interact, and 'all time is eternally present1.

The principle underlying this type of narration is that of
continuance.

Though it is easy to oversimplify such distinctions,

there seems good reasons here for the argument that an African
principle of collectivity could be said to take precedence
over a Western ethic of individualism.

The time of one individual's

life is important only in the context of the whole of history.
In the polemical passages of Two Thousand Seasons, this traditional
principle merges with a political programme: the historical unity
of the Black African peoples forms a basis for a new socialism
built on the foundation of the old.

The principle of continuance of the work may also be seen in
another feature: the manner of presentation of the epic past.

As

in the true epic, heroes live on in the recital of their names,
attributes and deeds.

They become at the same time the names of

the archetypal hero and also familiar figures whose deeds continue
to be known and to inspire the listener (or reader).

In the present

case, the names recited are (presumably) fictive; but this does
not change their function which, as in sagas of legendary heroes,
is inspirational.
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One positive example is found in the "people who had come before
us to this place.

There were only five of them, four men and a

girl, sister to one of the men ...
girl.

Their names? Kisa was the

The men were Tete, Mpenzie, Kesho and Irele." (pp.226-227)

The deliberate manner in which the names are recorded is itself
the message:

it conveys iconically the importance of these

heroic figures.

The same procedure is employed for the opposite

purpose in a passage such as this :
Which shall we now choose to remember of the many
idiocies our tolerance has supported? Shall we
remember Ziblim the heavy one ...
rememberance be of Jezebu ...
finish with their mention.
names is corrosive.

Or shall our

Let us speedily

The memory of these

Its poison sears our lips.

Odunton, Bentum, Oko, ... (pp.99-100)
On this occasion, the exempla are negative, nevertheless the
recorder, albeit reluctantly, ensures the continuance of their
names.

By these several different means, various aspects of the

work can be seen as pre-existing in the distant past, and yet
retain presence and immediacy.
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CHAPTER 4

HANDLING OF ACTION

4.1

INTRODUCTION

"Action" may be defined as the sum of all the events, mental and
physical, human and non-human, which are referred to in the
narrative.

The term "action" is used rather than "plot", which,

although its use has been redefined and broadened in various
directions, still tends to refer to a reduction of the narrative,
either to its outline as conceived by the author, or to its summary
as schematised by a reader. 1 In the present sense, however, the
action is seen as a totality, although various schemata are
utilised in order to permit analysis of important aspects.

Inasmuch as the action's forward reading dimension is extended
in time, in its progressive concretisation by the reader, it is
possible to see it as divisible into phases, which may or may not
2
correspond to explicit divisions such as parts of chapters.
Phases
are marked by a sense of tension which is felt to be integrated with
a period in the narration, so that a sense of relief is experienced
at its completion.

These phenomena may be called "arcs of tension".

Chapters are often arranged so that a sense of completion is felt
at the end of each, obtained partly from the ending as such, but
arcs of tension are often discernible which are resolvable within
chapters, while others may transcend them.
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Smaller arcs may be resolved within larger, and they may
all be bounded by the large-scale pattern or design which
appears to be the shape of the work as a whole,

Examoles

of such large-scale designs include : a question-andanswer pattern where the action unfolds the answer to a
question posed at the inception of a text; riddle structure,
where the action is the solution to the riddle; and the pattern
of the quest.

Alternatively, the pattern may be merely a

design in two or three parts which give balance and aesthetic
form to the narrative.

The action may be organised in such a way that there is
one line or "strand", which is the sole object of the
3
narrative's attention.

More commonly, however, a given

narrative will be found to have several strands of action

which may lead off at any point or be drawn together,

In

many works, all the strands will come together at the final
resolution of the action.

Finally, the action will permit analysis of its principle of
connexion, or "narrative nexus".

The phases of the action

may be accumulated in a simple "additive" manner.
Alternatively, if contingency appears to be an important
element, the nexus may be called "causal".

In this case,

a chain of causation may run through the work from beginning
to end.

Where the action obtains its principle of coherence

from a tight network of spatial features, linguistic
patterning, use of symbolism, or a multitude of these, it may
be said to exhibit a "correlative" narrative nexus.
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Finally, in the case of a work having no obvious nexus at all,
its structure may be called "broken".

In a significant

number of works studied, African narratives proved to be relatively
free from experiment with the handling of action.

Such works

proceed by utilising one main strand dealing with an important
part - or the whole - of the life of the protagonist, with few
or no subordinate strands of action, with arcs of tension corr
esponding to internal divisions, and with a narrative nexus which
is partly causal and partly additive.

Examples of narratives

which are structurally simple, in this sense, are: Child of Two
Worlds, The African Child, The African, and Climbie.^ These
are all either actual or fictional autobiographies.

However,

some works display a more complex or self-conscious strategy.
Close attention to such works may reveal that analysis of the
structuring of the action may lead to a better understanding of
the narrative strategy and therefore of the work as a whole.

4.2 THINGS FALL APART

The action of Things Fall Apart spans the period from the
middle of the life of the protagonist, Okonkwo, to its end.
The chronology and the development of the action are linear
and show the fall of Okonkwo from fame to ignominious death partly through the faults of his own character, and partly
through external influences, in particular those brought
to Iboland by Europeans.

The formal complexity of the

work allows it to be compared with that of Classical
tragedy, in that both are characterised by the decline
and fall of the hero, through the exposure of his hubris.
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Within this total framework, three phases may be perceived.

The first of these shows Umuofia and Okonkwo before contact:
society is controlled by traditional wisdom and custom, and
the strong man is able to rise through the exercise of his
natural ability,

In the second phase the white man comes,

bringing an alien religion, government, and commerce.

It

ends with the ambivalent accident which results in Okonkwo's
banishment.

The concluding phase presents the return of

Okonkwo, and his suicide, the result of his personal attempt
to resist the force of change.

The nexus of the narrative is causal.

The reader is shown

clearly the interaction of the personal and social causes which
bring about the downfall of the protagonist.

4.3 NO LONGER AT EASE

A similar pattern of causation exists in Achebe's next novel.
Again we see an able and fortunate man fall into disgrace,
but in this case the end is foreshadowed in the beginning:
the large-scale pattern of the work conforms to a questionand-answer design.

As the novel begins, Obi Okonkwo is on trial,

After a few

pages the action moves back in time five years, and then moves
forward again, particularly through the year leading up to
the trial, to show the causes, again interrelated, social and
personal, or Obi's downfall.

The ending is closely related,

74.

verbally, to the beginning.

The last paragraph reminds us

that "The learned judge, as we have seen, could not comprehend
how an educated young man and so on and so forth."

This

indirectly reproduces the speech of the judge on the second
page of the work: "I cannot comprehend how a young man of your
education and brilliant promise could have done this."

However,

for the reader, in the meantime, the question has been answered.

4.4 THIS EARTH, MY BROTHER

The action of This Earth, My Brother is relatively complex.
The work's time span is that of the life of its protagonist
from the day after his birth to the day after his death, and
plots the process by which he becomes insane.

This material,

however, is not presented chronologically, but is fragmented,
interspersed and juxtoposed.

Added to this - mainly authorial -

narrative, there is also, in intervening chapters each marked
'a' (Chapter la, etc.), a first-person direct interior monologue.
There are indications that this monologue is the exoression of
the protagonist's mind in the state of madness: he may have been
supposed to have written down these thoughts in a black notebook
found among his effects after his death.

The five phases in the authorial narrative comprise: the birth
of Amamu (Chapter 1); a group of youthful experiences (Chapters
3, 5, 8 and 11); his first career (Chapter 7); and two phases
in his mature life, the 'present' of the novel.

The first three

'phases' are so called because they deal with different periods
in Amamu's life.

The action of the second phase is not
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continuous, but each of the chapters deals with 'past' events
at undifferentiated times in Amamu's youth.

In the last two

phases, the chapters in each are linked by spatio-temporal
indications of continuity.

One of the phases (Chapters 2, 4,

6 and 9) deals mainly with Amamu's relationship with his mistress
Adisa, although it shows also the effect of this relationship
on that with his wife, Alice.

The last phase (Chapters 10, 12, 13, 14 and 15) begins with the
return of Alice to the city (which may be identified with a
representation of Accra), and a party given to celebrate her
return.

It is at the end of the party that Amamu first shows

signs of psychic disturbance.

After the death of his servant's

brother at the hands of authority, lawyer Amamu leaves on a
pilgrimage to the scene of an important boyhood experience where
he experiences a vision, and is found in a completely withdrawn
state.

He later dies after an unspecified period of time in an

institution.

Assuming that the intervening or 'a' chapters are the expression
of an insane mind, they might be seen as being properly a subject
for psychiatric rather than literary analysis.

However, set

over against the function of the dyslogic of the associations
in these sections are several clusters of thought, some of
which are correlated with themes in the principal (i.e. not
'a') chapters.

There are scattered reminiscences of childhood, some of which
are clearly intended to recall incidents which are authorially

76.

related in the principal chapters.
of the lunatic priest in Chapter 8.

A good example is the stoning
After this incident, the

"little boy", who is not named, "was still standing on the corner,
the stone he had picked up which he could not cast still in
his hand."

The narrator of Chapter 8a tells us: "...we...

chased the lunatic priest,.."; and then: "I cast down my stone."
Here, we may infer the identity of the "little boy" and the
first-person narrator of the intervening chapter.

In a similar relationship stand the attempt of the first-person
voice of Chapter la to recreate imaginatively the experience of
his own conception and birth, and the authorial account of the
announcement of the birth of Amamu - who is named on this
occasion - except that the relationship is suggested in this
case by the juxtaposition of the two passages alone.

Another recurrent theme in both parts of the books is the
reference to various aspects, particularly to images of
corruption, in the Ghana of the book's present,

The

outstanding example, because of its frequency, is the mention
of human excrement, both as a metaphor ("This dunghill")
and in description ("Midnight soil removal vans").

Christ is mentioned often in the intervening chapters, in contexts
of suffering, martyrdom, betrayal.

But by far the most important

reference is to an ambivalent female figure.

It is this figure which forms the significant narrative nexus
for both parts of the book.

In an important passage on pages
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57 - 60, she is developed out of Amamu's cousin Dede, who died
when a girl, through a succession of women, culminating in an
idealized female figure who possesses some of the attributes of
the real Adisa, specifically, black nipples and a certain tooth
extracted by a dentist who tried to squeeze her breast.

It is

a vision of this ideal figure which Amamu makes a pilgrimage
to see in his insanity, in the last phase of the book.

And it

is to the idea of this figure that the voice of the 'a' chapters
returns again and again.

This Earth, My Brother is an interesting experiment in which two
different narrative situations dealing with similar material are
interspersed and juxtaposed; and in which chronological order
is interrupted and disorganised.

This serves well a work which

presents a disturbed mind as the product of a disordered society.

4.5

THE RIVER BETWEEN

Ngugi wa Thiong'o's The River Between is a novel in which clear
structuring of the action is an important aspect - the title
itself even beginning to suggest this.

The story is archetypal:

a community is divided in one generation along patriarchal, clan,
family, and religious lines into two feuding groups.

Members of

the younger generation establish communication against this
division, and are forced into the conflict of divided loyalties.
and finally to ostracism.

Spatial features of the novel support

this division-communication theme.

The two clans live on ridges

called Makuyu and Kameno, which are on opposite sides of the river
Honia.

The river between the ridges, therefore, at the same time
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divides and joins them.

The action falls into two large phases.

The first extends from

just before the "second birth" of the protagonist, Waiyaki, to
the deaths of Muthoni and of Chege, Waiyaki's father.

Although

this occupies twelve of the twenty-six chapters, the material is
largely expository, at least with regard to the main character.
If the curve of the book is seen as being concerned with the
rise and fall of Waiyaki, the one major developmental incident
in this phase must be seen as influencing, rather than involving
him.

This is the rebellion, traditional circumcision, and

consequent death of Muthoni, the daughter of the Christian
patriarch Joshua,

The second phase is then set apart by an

interval of three or more years, during which Waiyaki has become
an admired teacher.

The action then concerns his rise to the

height of his power, as seen in his hugely successful reception
at the tradition-vs-progress meeting in Chapter Eighteen, and
then follows his decline through envy and divided loyalty to
his eventual expulsion.

The ubiquitous theme of cultural and familial division is worked
out through two main strands of action, divided between the two
locations mentioned above, the ridges Makuyu and Kameno.

In

the first large phase of the novel, the stranded pattern is clear.
After one chapter introducing the setting, there are four chapters
of expository material concerning the Makuyu location and characters,
followed by a similar three set in Kameno.

The scene returns to

the Makuyu setting for one chapter, and then the strands may be
seen as being united for the remaining three chapters of the phase.
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These are the chapters concerned with the rebellion of Muthoni,
when she crosses the division from one culture to the other.
After her death, we are given the reactions of both sides.

In each strand there is a patriarchal figure.

In the Makuyu

location it is Chege, who is descended from a line of prophets,
and therefore, for the novel, represents traditional values and
beliefs.

As he is unhonoured by his own peoples, however, his

hopes rest in his son Waiyaki.

In the Kameno location the elder

figure is Joshua, who is a convert and the chief proselytizer
of Christianity in the region, and therefore represents alien
influences in the value system of the presented world.

However,

the first phase ends with the death of Chege, thus leaving the
stage clear for a conflict between Waiyaki and Joshua, so that
a clash between generations is added to the other causes of
dissension.

The second large phase describes the rise and fall of Waiyaki,
and his relationship with Nyambura, the remaining daughter of
Joshua.

So the action is divided between the situation of

Waiyaki, the continuing efforts of Joshua and the thoughts of
Nyambura.

As well as these principal strands of action, there

are also the machinations of the Kiama, an organisation formed
to promote the unity and purity of the tribe and to resist
alieh influences, and of Kamau, Waiyaki's rival.

All the strands of action are brought together in the last two
scenes.

Waiyaki goes to warn Joshua of some danger, but is

repulsed by him.

However his presence in the Kameno camp leads
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to a charge being brought against him of having broken his oath
to the Kiama.

He is torn between three loyalties, each of which

arises out of one strand of the action: loyalty to the tribe,
as represented by the Kiama; to society at large, which it is
his dream to unify; and to Nyambura, whom he loves, but who
represents, for the people of the Kiama, the enemy,

He

hesitates and is lost.

4.6

LES BOUTS DE BOIS DE DIEU

In Les Bouts de Bois de Dieu, the action spanned is the course and
effects of a strike along the length of the Dakar-Niger railway
in 1947 - 1948.

The particular locations are three major towns

at significant points on the line: Dakar and Bamako at either end.
and Thies near Dakar.

This means that the action involves

points eight hundred miles apart in space, and five months
apart in time.

However, it is organised in three major strands.

one for each of the centres.

Each of these strands is made up

of many smaller strands, concerning one character or a group
of characters.

Probably not much is to be gained by too detailed an analysis
of the stranding of the action of God's Bits of Wood.

The novel

belongs to the genre of the historical novel of the type of
Germinal, say, which also shows the causes and means of a
large-scale historical movement at the level of the particular.
What is interesting is to see the ways in which the author links
one sphere of action to another and the ways in which the whole
action is integrated.

Clearly it is a major problem in a work
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as large as this to create a sense of unity from a multitude of
strands of action.

A narrative nexus is achieved by several means.

Firstly, and

obiously, all the events are part of the same action , in the
sense that all the actors are involved in the same enterprise:
the railway strike and its effects.

This quasi-historical unity,

however, does not necessarily produce artistiic unity: the
contrary is likely to be the case, due to the multitude of small
actions which make up the greater one.

The emergence of Bakayoko as protagonist is clearly a unifying
device.

As principal executive of the strike, he travels to

each of the centres, and is the main negotiator in each of the
major confrontations with management.

Also, he has a family in

Bamako and a girl who loves him in Dakar.

The action presents

the consciousness of Bakayoko, allowing the reader to perceive
the conflict between the man as an individual and as a leader
in the struggle.

His importance is further enhanced by his late

appearance as an actor after a long period of preparation by
the foreshadowing of his entrance by the other personae.
In this way greater significance is added to his status by the
effect of this suspense.

A different means of integration is found in certain linking
devices and sections.

It is interesting to discover that the

first three sections are apparently not simultaneous.

The first -

BAMAKO - introduces the Bamako characters in the context of a
meeting at which the decision is taken to begin the strike,

It

ends with a paragraph depicting the collective unease which is
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felt as strike is anticipated.

When the next part - THIES -

begins, the first conversation reported reveals that it is the
morning after the strike meeting there.

The action of Part II

is then continuous until its last section (pp. 52 - 54), a
linking passage which again focuses on the collective, giving
a broader perspective of the strike as it continues.

In this

section, general trends are summarised, rather than particular
scenes presented.

Whereas in Part II the events narrated - a battle between
strikers and soldiers - are consistent with the opening phase
of a strike, those of the Part III - DAKAR - reveal rather the
extremity of people who have been living through very difficult
circumstances for some time.

The main happening is the desperate.

irrational killing of a pet ram, which is then eaten,
results in a clash with the police,

This

Part III then ends with a

general view; but whereas that at the end of the second part
showed the ways in which people continued to find food, in
the present case it is more a question of moral survival.
The narrator attempts to portray the draining emotional effect
of having no work and no means.

One third of the book is now complete and so is the expository
material.

Linking devices, where they exist, now indicate that

the scenes in each of the three strands may be thought of as
occurring at about the same time: the events are characteristic
of a continuing, determined strike: the trial of a strike-breaker,
for example, unofficially, by his fellow-workers, in Part IV BAMAKO.

Also in this fourth part a leading character. Fa Keita
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is arrested.

This action is taken up in Part IX, the next in

Bamako, when we see this character arrive at an internment camp.

The action of the fifth part returns to the confrontation between
strikers and police in Dakar.

This develops into a full-scale

battle, and results in a big fire.

This completes the part of

the action which relates uniquely to the Dakar scene.

Part V

ends with Alioune saying: "We must wait for the results of the
meeting at Thies...".

This leads naturally to a part set in

Thies, although not directly to the meeting for which we must
wait until the end of Part VI.

This suggests that the events

which lead up to the meeting are more or less simultaneous with
those of the preceding part.

In the course of the later one

are several adverbial phrases which suggest a slower pace:
"The long days of the strike passed slowly..a few days
after this conversation..".

In the middle of Part VI we are told:

"The strike had lasted now for more than forty days, and the
management had not even consented to talk with them, so there
could be no hope of an early return to work."

So that all the

events of Part VI, except the meeting in the last section
(pp. 236 - 252), must precede the events of the end of Part V,
in the chronological sense.

It is for this meeting that Bakoyoko

returns and thus enters the action.

Part VII is one which links two main centres, as it deals with
the March of the Women from Thies to Dakar.

The last section

of this Part describes the arrival of the women in the city.

When the scene changes to the location of the Dakar characters
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in Part VIII, the chronological point of this strand as the
scene begins is anterior to the arrival of the women; the
conversation of the characters anticipates it.

When the arrival

is depicted again, it is seen from point of view of the Dakar
characters.

The climax may be seen as occurring - appropriately - after this
joining of forces, at the meeting in Dakar at which Bakoyoko's
oratory carries the day, bringing about a general strike.
There is also a certain amount of winding-up of the action with
regard to certain individuals who are not seen again.

For

example, Bakoyoko resolves his relationship with N'Deye Touti,
his girl in Dakar, before he begins his journey back to Bamako.
There is also a link to the next Part.

Bakoyoko is told that

Konate has been arrested; and we see him in the following
chapter arrive at the detention camp.

After much closely related material, the scene of torture
and humiliation at the Camp in Part IX seems to be a
dislocation of the action.

ii

However, the arrest of Fa Keita

has been presented, and the arrest of Konate reported.
Furthermore, when the main action returns, it is linked
with: "At almost the same moment...", which heralds the end
of the strike.

The next section presents the return of the

prisoners to their homes, and the tying-up of the Bamako
strands.

The Epilogue draws together some of the Thies

strands, particularly that which is concerned with the
Europeans there.
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Les Bouts de Bois de Dieu responds to the challenge of its
large material field by effectively handling an action which
is many-faceted and complex. Apart from the central personae
and single main concern, it constructs its narrative nexus
by the utilisation of a technique of stranding which displays
a high degree of integration.
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CHAPTER 5

CHARACTERISATION

5.1

INTRODUCTION

The discussion of character in narrative is conducted under two
heads: those aspects of characterisation which are identified
as being part of the presentational process; and those aspects
of character which are understood by their place in the presented
world of the narrative.

5.1.1 Aspects of the Presentational Process

Our understanding of characters in fictions is influenced
initially by the narrative situation in which they are presented.
An authorial narrative situation tends to place the reader outside
the character, and at some distance.

This will tend to increase

the amount of objectivity with which the character may be viewed.
and decrease the amount of empathy possible for the reader to feel.
The contrary is the case in a figural narrative situation, where
the action appears to be viewed from within the mind of the
character. 1

Furthermore, the character of the narrator, specifically, will
emerge more clearly if he is involved in the action than if he
is not, although an uninvolved narrator will be characterised
by the way in which he reveals action, and by his attitude to it.
Distance is also a criterion here: the distances which are
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perceived between author, narrator, character and reader, and
2
combinations of these.

Arguably the most direct method of the presentation of character
is by the representing of his thought processes.

This may be

by thought report in an authorial narrative situation, or by
3
interior monologue in a neutral or figural situation.
In the
former case there will tend to be a greater distance between this
process and the reader, and depending on our reading of the
narrative, there may be introduced an element of unreliability,
at least in the case of an involved narrator, who might assert
the possession of knowledge of which he is not in possession,
as the reader may become aware.

In the special case of the first-

person narrative situation, the character could even misrepresent
his own thoughts for some purpose.

This could also apply to a

narrated monologue, or to a presentation in the free indirect
4
style.

Characterisation is also achieved by tone; and by the use of
spatial details.

In this context, 'space' may refer to the

notion of distance, discussed above; or to the way in which
characters are associated with spatial details, and especially
to the way in which this juxtaposition influences the meaning
of the whole work.

Atmospheric qualities of parts of the

narrative will play a similar part.

And in the same way that

the association of spatial details with characters may govern
meaning, so may the bringing together of action from different
5
time zones by a montage effect.
Changes in narrative pace will
also affect our view of a character.
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Handling of action, in the sense of internal or mental action
has been mentioned above, in the discussion of the presentation
of thought.

The handling of action in the sense of the external

events of a narrative also affects our understanding of character.
For example, the behaviour of a character in one strand of an
action may be implicitly comparable to that of another in a
contemporaneous strand, particularly in the case where the acts
of those characters are directed towards the same end.

Furthermore,

with regard to the division of the action, the reader's perception
of the character's patterns of behaviour will be partly governed
by the structure of the whole action.

On completion of a reading of the work, the reader may judge that
a world-view may validly be extrapolated from it.^

If this is

the case, his recollection of a given character, of his perception
of that character in a re-reading, may change to fit into the
perceived scheme.

Lastly, while not in fact part of the presentational process, but
author!ally determined, is the factor of the overall mode of
presentation of the work.

That is, the work may be seen as

intended as a realistic work, or as documentary, allegory, fantasy,
or as a combination of these.

This will again frame the view of

character.

5.1.2 Aspects of the Presented World

The manner in which the thoughts of a character are presented has
been discussed in the section above.

The thoughts themselves, as
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presented, are a characterising agent, in that they may include
the stated ideas of the character - as well as showing the manner
of his thought.

The reader will also be guided by the speech

of the character: by the tone he employs, by his dialect and
possible mannerisms.

Spatial details in the present sense will refer to our inter
pretation of character in relation to the things with which
the character allows himself to be surrounded - his property,
and other things which are of importance to him.

In the same

way, we may infer something about a character by his attitude to
time, or rather by the way he perceives time: by recollection,
in moments of revelation, and so on.

A character's awareness

of the atmosphere surrounding him, working in conjunction with
the reader's own awareness of that atmosphere may make a similar
inference possible.

Analogically with the way that we derive information about real
people by observing their actions,so do we observe the imagined
people of the world of the narrative, and draw conclusions about
them from the way in which they act.

Of course we have the advant-

age, in a novel, of being able imaginatively to observe the mental
action of the characters also.

5.2 OVERALL MODE OF PRESENTATION

Consideration of the overall mode of presentation reveals that
there tends to be a great variety of modes produced within a short
period, as writers of different backgrounds react to rapidly changing
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political and social situations.

Form in African narrative tends

to be governed by the pressures exerted on the writer's situation
in his life and times to a greater extent than by formal conventions
of writing.

Not only have the latter had insufficient time to

evolve any stable patterns, but fast-changing conditions of
readership and revaluations of the status of the author have
brought about a lively response in the form of African works.

This

could be a particularly fruitful field for the current school of
Rezeptionsaesthetik, the aesthetics of literary response.

The

following section gives brief consideration to several works of
widely varying modes in order to examine kinds of personae or
devices of their presentation found in them.

5.2.1

Eating Chiefs

The traditional mode of narrative in Africa is the oral folk tale.
These are normally the subject of study by anthropologists, but
the work of Taban lo Liyong in consciously recasting some of the
tales of the two people brings them within the scope of the present
discussion, at least inasmuch as they represent one direction in
creative writing.

In Eating Chiefs (1970)^ lo Liyong writes that

his "idea has been to create literary works from what anthropologists
collected and recorded. n 8

"What I have done (he states in the

Introduction) is to select some representative works, pass them
through my creative workshop, and present them in their transmuted
form.

I had an eye for those incidents which lend themselves more

easily to recreativity, through which the soul of the Lwo can be
9
recreated."
That is, tales such as these present collectively
the character of a people, rather than individual 'characters'.
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The personae of the stories are therefore more typical (in
E.M. Forster's sense, not in Lukacs1) than individual:

a man

is proud, or brave, or avaricious, and his story demonstrates

the effects of the trait.

Development is not part of such

characterisation, unless it be an intensification of the original

trait.

Attribution of character quality at its most condensed is by
nomenclature. ^

In his note to "The Spear, Bead and Bean Story",

lo Liyong supplies what would be known to the audience of the tale
in its oral form.

The princes Gipir and Labongo, the main actors

in the narrative, have names which mean respectively "he who
revenges" and "he who is without power".

The story demonstrates

their possession of these qualities, imputed by the names.

Gipir

takes his revenge on a marauding elephant by spearing it, but in
the process loses the spear which is the symbol of Lobongo's power:
without it he is impotent.

Gipir can only get the spear back from

the elephant with the aid or a woman who was "as big as an elephant"
and who is called "Min Lyec" or "Elephant Mother".

In a story called "The Birth of Heartbeat" the protagonist Apwoyo
is given the derogatory "praise-name" Obala.

This means (again

according to the notes) "he who wastes (white ants) or lets white
ants fly away uncollected", and is given to Apwoyo by the "master
musician" millipede Okolok.

The latter wishes to keep the termites

for himself and causes Apwoyo to dance instead of collecting them.
thus giving meaning to the name which he himself has bestowed.
On his next two visits to the ant-hill, Apwoyo announces himself
in the same terms:

"I'm Obala's son. I'm Obala's son/Obala who
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lets the ants fly away."

In keeping with this trait, Apwoyo

finally gives up his domestic life and responsibilities to form
a dance troupe, the 'Heartbeat' of the title.

Characterisation is also cogently achieved epithetically in
some stories, although not as extensively as in epic narrative

such as the Homeric..,11 A story called "The Path of Reason is a
Twisted Thing" turns on the figure which appears in the title,
the main statement being in an inherited maxim that "The hunchback
cannot become king."

As a result of this way of thinking that

physical characteristics are identical with moral, "spine-twisted
Ndoro" cannot accede to the throne as he otherwise would, and

"frame-perfect Omyer was elected chief".
shows him remaining in that office.

The rest of the action

The brothers each own bulls,

which one day fight to the death; but although it is Ndoro's
bull which wins, he gains no advantage; in fact, he loses his
position totally and exiles himself.

The story ends with a

reference to obedience to the decrees of the gods, as a reaction
to which "Ndoro's head sank into his spine".

Thus it seems clear

that the thematic concern of the storyteller is identical with
that of the culture the story portrays.

The tale is not set up

to criticise the mores of the society, but to display them.

Other stories have a similarly deterministic tendency.
is born with his fist clenched:

A baby

as a result he becomes chief. 12

Raole 'Banyale by chance gets a taste for human liver, and kills
his own grandchildren to maintain a convenient supply: he shows
no remorse when caught, but only leaves the country. 13 Angulu
"became fat by war" and could only be defeated by bad omens and
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the spear. 14 Majanga "was a cowherd who was no mere cowherd"
15
who through his inborn ability to prophesy becomes a leader.
The stories in Eating Chiefs can be summed up in this context
as presenting a range of character types which are simple in
the sense that there is usually no basic change,

If there is

development of a trait, it is in the direction of its becoming
more pronounced.

5.2.2

The Trial of Christopher Okigbo

A work of African fiction which is more difficult to categorise
in terms of its overall mode of presentation is The Trial of
Christopher Ikigbo (1971) by Ali A. Mazrui.^ Mazrui is more a
political scientist than a creative writer as such and his main
aim overall is to create a fictional forum in which certain ideas
about artistic responsibility and patriotism can be debated in the
light of the experience of the Biafran Secession.
uses an unusually wide range of personae.

To do this, he

At one extreme, there

are historical figures who are represented by a quotation of their
actual words.

Kwame Nkrumah is one of these figures, who are

barely fictionalised.

Then there are figures drawn from history

but who appear in the narrative as speaking actors, supplied with
fictive dialogue, which may be more or less related to their actual
utterances in life.

Lord Byron is the outstanding example.

minor figures who are treated as historical also testify.

Some
At the

other extreme, there is a central group of personae who are
completely fictionalised and whose consciousness is rendered by
the omniscient narrator.

Thus, the work has some of the aspects

of the conventional realist novel, some taken from the mode of
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fantasy, and some quasi-documentary aspects, all of which affect
both the range and means of characterisation.

5.2.3 The Man Died

Also difficult to categorise in this way, although for different
reasons, is The Man Died (1972) by Wole Soyinka.1^

Though not

strictly speaking fiction - its sub-title is "Prison Notes of
Wole Soyinka", it is included in this discussion because it
represents the point at which non-fiction tends to have fictional
18 In relation to a discussion of characterisation, the
aspects.
work is interesting in two ways: firstly, in the treatment of the
first-person narrative situation; and secondly, in the fictionalisation of other figures.

The latter are mostly the warders

with whom Soyinka comes into contact while in prison from August
1967 to October 1969 during the Nigerian crisis.

They undergo

an imaginative transformation whose effect is not only to increase
the intensity of the scenic presentation, but also to evoke a
range of responses which tend to de-particularise the encounter
and broaden the significance of the particular figure.

The very

names with which Soyinka supplies the warders begin this process
of transformation:

they become 'Caliban' and 'Polyphemus',

evoking grotesque worlds of fantasy already created in fiction.
Having offered the indication of the name, the author fills in
the outline:
Black enough to puzzle the loudest black purist for
new black definitions, Polyphemus is eight feet tall,
a thickly cicatriced tower of menace who grunts, looks
quickly away when I plumb his vacant depths with a
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glance then furtively commences his inspection
of a strange morsel which might try his digestion, (p.125)
The reader is referred to two presented worlds in the course of
the one sentence: that of the real prison with its sadistic
warder, and that of the fictional cave with its one-eyed giant.
The whole of Section XVII is devoted to a similarly imaginative
presentation of 'Caliban'.

Other parts of the book attempt to evoke the disordered states
of mind of the prisoner during the periods of his protest
fasting.

In these, in order better to convey the alienation

which he feels, the author sometimes moves to a point of
observation outside himself, this process in itself being
typical of a disordered mind.

The language is highly figurative,

and there is a sense of strain in the attempt to grasp an
essentially imaginative vision:
His spirit moved among the laden clouds, across
the dark gestation of waters, across the waters,
restless, lonely... I create, I re-create in
tune with that which shuts or opens all about me ...
He saw it was the anachrones, and their eyes were
on his restless spirit among the clouds, and they
sank their heads again and shook them, staring
at the waiting land ... (pp.257-8)
The inconsistency in the narrative situation helps to underline
the disorder in the observing consciousness.

In these two ways, namely, by reference to a broader sphere of
reference, and by imaginative extension of the spatial and
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temporal locus of the narration and of the linguistic means
of its representation, Soyinka tends to move beyond the logical
bounds of autobiography towards fictive narrative.

5.2.4

The Palm-Wine Drinkard

At another extreme stands Amos Tutuola's The Palm-Wine Drinkard,
a work of fantasy.

In keeping with its mode, characterisation

here tends to be hyperbolic, exaggerating the bizarre.

The

'characters' range from wholly human, through anthropomorphizations
of inanimate objects, to personifications of abstract ideas.

A

number of points may usefully be differentiated along this cont
inuum.

The type of character which might most easily be anticipated in
such a work is exemplified by the Red Fish, which is fully
described.

Its

head was like a tortoise's head, but it was as big

as an elephant's head and it had over 30 horns
and large eyes which surrounded the head.
these horns were spread out as an umbrella.

All
It

could not walk but was only gliding on the ground
like a snake and its body was just like a bat's
body and covered with long red hair like strings... (p.79)
By comparison when a character is less fantastic there tends to
be less physical description and more characterisation by action.
Thus the effect of the beauty of the "complete gentleman" on
other characters is supplied, and even the hypothetical effect
he might have in another situation :
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.. if bombers saw him in a town which was to be
bombed, they would not throw bombs on his presence,
and if they did throw it, the bomb itself would
not explode until this gentleman would leave that
town, because of his beauty, (pp.23-5)

Some of the characters, like Dance, Drum and Song, are personific
ations of inanimate objects or of activities.

Their function

is only to personify their roles and possibly persuade others
to imitate them; they are not described, and their behaviour
is limited.

Death1 is a character who is similar in some ways

to 'Dance', but is more important and is therefore more fully
developed.

His physical appearance is not given, but actions

attribute to him a human character of a particular kind.

Part

of the action which concerns this character is of the nature of
19 and explains how it is that death ranges
a cosmological myth,
freely through the world after escaping from the protagonist's

net.

This, in its turn, gives more significance to this character,

the palm-wine drinkard, and tends to place him on a more general
cosmic plane, making him an everyman figure engaged in an

archetypal quest. 20

5.2.5 The Combat

A work with a more specific sphere of reference is Kole Omotoso's
The Combat (1972),

21

which is clearly a political allegory

22

and

is subject to investigation by such critical tools as are provided
by Edwin Honig in his book on allegory, 23 The Combat is the kind
of allegory which Honig has in mind in this passage :
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There is lastly the use of analogy which places
most of the weight of a narrative's meaning on
correspondences evolved within the story itself,
depending hardly at all on borrowings familiar
to the reader.

When unsuccessful, the attempt

often lapses into a kind of analogical baiting
or teasing of the reader.

When successful, the

analogical elements are continually balanced in
what may be called an allegorical waver - a trompe
d'oeil that is gradually discerned in much the
same way that faces are glimpsed and finally
focused on in a picture puzzle showing a profusion
of foliage. 24
By definition, an allegory (= speaking of other) must contain a
duality: a way of rendering and a theme which is partly concealed.
However, the more obvious the separate elements, the less
successful the allegory.

Honig observes:

The letter (the literal sense) is not separable
from the allegory.

The one contains the other.

as the outside of a thing contains its parts... 25
This basic characteristic of allegory is likely to have a direct
effect on the rendering of character as it is likely to have to
bear the burden of the allegory.

A significant character should

therefore have a life of his own but at the same time preserve a
kind of transparency through which the intended allegorical
meaning may be glimpsed.

In this way, a "lively interplay
between fact and fantasy" is achieved. 26
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In The Combat, Chuku Debe and Ojo Dada are two Nigerians who
come into conflict when Chuku runs over a small boy in his
The boy, whose

taxi, and Ojo feels that he ought to apologise.

name is Isaac - an allusion to the innocent victim of the Bible is dead by the end of the week spanned by the narrative. 27 It is
revealed that he is the son of one of the men - the parentage is
also the subject of dispute - by a certain Moni, who changed her
name to Dee Madam after acquiring her independence.

The combatants

remain unaware of the identity of Isaac as they go off to fight
to the death at the end of the action.

During the preceding week

each has gained the support of a foreign power, the U.S.S.R. in
one case and South Africa in the other.

Each has been provided

with military aid, on the condition that the child will be
educated in the country of the foreign power.

This is an

undisguised reference to the situation in which emerging countries,
particularly in moments of crisis, will align themselves with one
or other of the Great Power blocs, which will then take the
opportunity to propagandise the youth of the emerging state.
The plain irony in this fictional case is that it is the killing
of the child which is the cause of the conflict.

He has already

died when the duel which would settle his future is about to be
fought.

The book begins with long passages concerning the daily existence
of the two men, who live together; and when Isaac is introduced,
he is also treated to a relatively long passage, giving a
realistic rendering of the circumstances of his life of poverty
in the streets of Lagos.

Moni is also grounded in reality.

Having

come from the country, she is taken advantage of by several men
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before turning deliberately to prostitution and theft to achieve
her economic independence of them.

However, as the work continues.

it tends increasingly to a more schematic manner.

The passages

in which Chuku Debe and Ojo Dada have audiences in the embassies
of the foreign powers and take part in dedicatory religious
ceremonies achieve a different effect from the early realistic
passages: they are in a more satirical mode and seen from a
greater remove.

A high degree of incongruity is reached at the

point where Chuku Debe promises to tour the whole country when the
combat is over to collect up all the "habiliments of war" and
destroy them.

This grandiosity is not congruent with the small

scale of the earliest passages.

The political references become

increasingly clear: the alliances; the interest of the cynical
foreign press; the pervasive effect of the fight - but at the
expense of technical consistency.

The tendency at the points of

most explicit reference to the events in Nigeria in the late sixties
is towards the "analogical bait" rather than to the "allegorical waver".

5.3

DETAILED ANALYSIS OF SPECIFIC WORKS

5.3.1 Arrow of God

Arrow of God (1964) could be discussed under the head of character
isation in many different ways, being as it is one of the best
examples of an African novel which tends to belong in the English
tradition.

In this sense it is highly sophisticated, and is

therefore susceptible of manifold approaches.

One approach would be through narrative situation, which is
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predominantly figural throughout Arrow of God.

The opening, for

example, presents the thoughts of the central character, Ezeulu,
the priest of Ulu, as he looks at the sky: "This was the third
nightfall since he began to look for signs of the new moon.
knew it would come today." (p.l)

He

In this typical thought report,

the narrator does not withdraw entirely - as the use of the third
person indicates - but he does present the mental processes of
the persona as the main concern.
throughout the book.

This situation is maintained

Summaries of thinking and situations are

presented as through the mind of the character.

Although the

narrator has clearly organised and selected the material, he
does not present it in his own person :
But the heaviest load was on Ezeulu's mind. He
was used to loneliness.

As Chief Priest he had

always walked alone in front of Umuaro.

But without

looking back he had always been able to hear their
flute and song which shook the earth because it
came from a multitude of voices and the stamping
of countless feet, (p.l)
The stance at the beginning of this quotation from near the end
of the novel tends to be abstracted, summary, 'authorial'.

But

the use of such a concrete metaphor tends to restore the quality
of the mind of the character, of his experience; rather than
maintain the abstracted narrative voice.

For the most part.

"the reader's centre of orientation is in the now-and-here of
the novel figure. „28

Similar analyses could be made of other means of characterisation
which are typical in the novel generally, but it is proposed to
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examine two aspects of Arrow of God which, though formal aspects,
have more to do with the traditions of African society than with
those of the novel: the depiction of wisdom through the use of
proverbs; and the importance of dreams.

Proverbs are used by a variety of characters, including the
narrator, but their use is most significant in the scenes of
confrontation between tribal elders.

The ability to use proverbs

appropriately and forcefully seems to be one of the ways by
which people in the Ibo society of the novel judge each other.
It therefore becomes part of the reader's critical framework
for understanding character.

In an early scene the elders of Umuaro debate whether or not
they should go to war with a neighbouring clan, 29 Proverbs
are used as devices of argument in the same way as appeals
to authority.

As one of them says: "Wisdom is like a goatskin

bag; every man carries his own.
like that."

Knowledge of the land is also

Every man may also draw from his bag of proverbs

which is traditionally handed to him what he needs for present
contingencies.

This is particularly noticeable at the conclusion

of the discussion.

Although Ezeulu speaks to the assembly in an

angry way - "It was like the salute of an enraged Mask." - he
is nevertheless able to make use of many traditional sayings in
making his point.

In the course of this speech, Ezeulu declares his deterministic
attitude:

"If in truth the farmland is ours, Ulu will fight on

our side."

That this attitude is crucial to the meaning of the
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novel is brought out by the use of a traditional image in an
important discussion of Ezeulu's decision about the announcement
of the New Year - his most important function.

In defending his

position, the priest invokes divine power: "The gods sometimes
use us as a whip."

However, this is thrown back at Ezeulu by

another elder in such a way as to question the basis of this
position: "... I should like to know on whose side you are,
Ezeulu.

I think you have just said that you have become the whip

with which Ulu flogs Umuaro ..."

In this way, debate has turned

on the interpretation of inherited wisdom in relation to a vital
question, which could be seen as the question of the purity of the
priest's motives - and the very wisdom that Ezeulu had wanted to
use to defend his own position is turned against him.

This is one of the ironies about this aspect of society which
shows the downfall of the main character.

Another is inherent

in the manner of Obika's death which in its turn leads to Ezeulu's
insanity.

Obika is chosen to run as ogbazulobodo on the occasion

of a second burial for two reasons:

his great strength and speed

as a runner and his ability to recall and recite large numbers
of traditional sayings, these being the two acts performed by
the spirit.

It happens that he has "a little fever", but is

persuaded to run anyway.

The spirit performs his function with

such energy that it completely drains his human carrier, and the
result is the death of Obika.

The irony is that this great blow

to Ezeulu is dealt while his son allows himself to be possessed
by a spirit - and the very spirit whose function it seems to be
to carry the inherited collective wisdom of the clan,
clearly, in Ezeulu's eyes, a judgement of the gods.

It is
It drives

105.

him mad.

Whereas in Things Fall Apart proverbial wisdom was

an important means of portraying the characters and the society
that they formed; in Arrow of God proverbs form a significant
link between character and action and thus contribute to the
meaning of the novel.

During the course of the action of Arrow of God Ezeulu has two
important dreams.

While in prison at Okperi, he dreams that

the elders of the clan accuse him of being the priest of a dead,
or powerless, god; and state that his ritual powers should be
taken away.

As one of them asks: "Is there anybody here who cannot

see the moon in his own compound?"

The dream raises the crucial

question of the efficacy of the priest's power.

It is implicit

that this power exists only by the will of the people; also that
the priest is powerless against the white man.
are important to the meaning of the book.

Both these issues

The raising of them

in Ezeulu's dream implies that he is aware of the issues involved.
As the narrator says: "What he had just seen was not a dream but
a vision.

It had all taken place not in the half-light of a

dream but in the clarity of the middle day."

That is, although

the vehicle is provided by the unconscious, what is represented
are the conceptions of the conscious mind.

Chinua Achebe, in

a comment on the character of Ezeulu, supports this view:
an intellectual.

"He is

He thinks about why things happen - he is a

priest and his office requires this - so he goes to the root of
things and he is ready to accept change, intellectually. .,30

When Ezeulu has his second significant dream, it is in the last
section of the book. 31 His attitude again is one of awareness.
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"In the night Ezeulu dreamt on of those strange dreams which were
more than ordinary dreams.

When he woke up everything stood out

with the detail and clarity of daylight, like the one he had dreamt
in Okperi."

So again it is a presentation of the interaction

between Ezeulu's conscious and unconscious mind.

Again it is

a dream of conflict brought about by the process of the change:
in an atmosphere of mourning and destruction, the royal python
of Idemili sings that it is being overcome by the Christians.
Again the white man is too powerful for traditional belief
systems.

There are two other important aspects of this dream which link the
mental processes of Ezeulu with the meaning of the book,

The

mourners in the dream, firstly, not only invoke an atmosphere
appropriate to death, but also remind the reader of the recent
death of the elder Amalu; foreshadow the impending death of
Obika, who passes immediately afterwards as the spirit
Ogbazulobodo; and suggest also the decline of Ezeulu which will
follow.

Secondly, Ezeulu's madness is also foreshadowed by the phenomenon
of the python's voice which is that of his demented mother, whose
fits came upon her, significantly for the present action, at the
new moon.

This has its effect on the dreamer: "... a vague fear

remained ..."

By using the dream in this multi-level way, and by associating
its occurrence with particular events, the author has succeeded
in bringing together several strands of action and aspects of
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character.

Memories of Ezeulu's mother are associated with

feelings about the decline of his power and the instability of
his mental state, and with these are implicity juxtaposed the
strands of the action concerning the Christians in general and
Oduche in particular - he traps the royal python - and the deaths
of Amalu and Obika.

That all this is presented in and around

Ezeulu's very realistic dream means that he is aware of the
actual conceptual issues raised by the dream,

It means also that

the reader is able to be aware, not only of the conscious contents
of the character's mind, but also of certain contents of his
unconscious.

5.3.2

This permits a more holistic view.

The Interpreters

The title, "The Interpreters", as an item in the authorial
register, immediately directs the reader's attention to the
characters in the presented world of the text, and perhaps also,
by implication, to their means of characterisation.

Each of the

main characters is engaged in the enterprise of interpreting
himself in relation to the society in which he lives, in an attempt
to discover the right way to live.

The narrative which presents

this endeavour is, as a result, multi-stranded and employs a
shifting, subjective time-scale,

In some phases, the narrative

situation utilised is figural, which sometimes results in excursions
into the past.

All this, together with an intense use of language,

results in a work of some complexity.

There is a range of character types in The Interpreters in that
each of the main personae has an individual way of interpreting
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the world, though of course, due to their association with each
other, there is a degree of commonality in some respects, both
in the sense of shared experience and of quality of experience.
For example, all of the men could be said to be intellectuals;
all, with the exception of the painter Kola, could be said to
be engaged in middle-class occupations: as engineer, lecturer,
civil servant and journalist; they are all at least interested
in the arts, and at least two are practising artists.

Of Egbo, the civil servant, Gerald Moore, largely from extratextual evidence, says that he "carries the greatest portion of
„ 32
Soyinka's personal concern and identification",

Though this

could probably not be said on the basis of this book alone, what
can be said about Egbo is that it is he who carries the greatest
burden of decision.

The first individual strand of the action.

following the expository presentation of the whole group at the
opening of the book concerns Egbo's return to the village of his
people.

Although he works in the bureaucracy he has the inherited

option of becoming ruler of a creek-town whose population controls
some vital smuggling routes.
choice.

Egbo is ambivalent about this

On the one hand he perceives the reality of the power

he would have, and longs to be released from the amorphousness
of existence in the urban power structures.

On the other hand

he suspects that the unorthodox way of life might also lack
authenticity.

As he says, "What choice, I ask myself, is there

between the ugly mudskippers on this creek and the raucous toads
of our sewage-ridden ports? What difference? ,,33 In the event.
Egbo does not make a clear choice, but goes literally with the
tide, which happens to be moving away from the shore where his
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people live.

As far as political structures are concerned, then.

Egbo represents the modern African at the point of choice between
the old and the new.

That it is clearly a very difficult and deep

choice is evidenced by the fact that Egbo, with all his intellectual
equipment, is unable to make it.

In this particular individual, however, it is a sign of a schism
which goes deeper than anything under his conscious control.
Egbo is a man whose nature is profoundly divided.

For

At different

points in the narrative we see aspects of him which are extremely
opposed.

It was not by coincidence that he should go with the

tide in the early scene, as it later becomes clear that part of
his nature identifies closely with the passivity and receptivity
which is often associated with water.

This fascination is first

demonstrated as a child: "Egbo was discovered at midnight lying
at the water's edge in the grove of Oshun, one ear against the
ground.

What were you doing there?1 they asked.

was praying.

He said he

So they beat him for paganistic leanings." (p.17)

And as a man, he has two profoundly significant experiences
again by a river.

He spends the night by the Ogun River under

the bridge of the Lagos-Ibadan railway.

The circumstances make

a lasting impression on him: "... for it seemed to him that he
was born again, he felt night now as a womb of the gods and a
passage for travellers ... And he made it his preserve, a place
of pilgrimage." (p.127)

The second of these experiences is with a girl student of Bandele's,
whom he impulsively takes with him to the same place, and who will
be the other major sexual relationship in his life - after the
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seductress Simi.

The latter is also associated with water in its

feminine connotations:

"Perhaps after all Simi could weep, for

the light-filled waters in rockpools were the weave of Simi's

eyes." (p.126)

In the last lines of the book, Egbo is again faced with an import
ant choice - between the woman Simi and the unnamed girl - and
again he is unable to perceive it experientially as a real choice:
"Egbo watched her while she walked towards him, eyes ocean-clams
with her peculiar sadness ... like a choice of a man drowning
he was saying ... only like a choice of drowning." (p.251)

In

a connexion which remains not clearly defined, Egbo conflates
the feminine principle, as experienced both in himself and through
the women in his life, with a wish for quietism or death, and
with the experience and symbolism of water.

The other major tendency is towards strength, destruction,
sacrifice, masculine qualities as opposed to feminine.

This

is the way he is seen by Kola, who uses him as his model for
the drunken Ogun in his painting of the Yoruba Pantheon of Gods.
Although it is not the way Egbo sees himself:

"Look at that

thing he has made of me for instance, a damned bloodthirsty
maniac from some maximum security zoo.

Is that supposed to be

me? Or even Ogun, which I presume it represents?" (p.233)

However,

it is Egbo who kills the sacrificial ram for the feast on the
occasion of Kola's exhibition; it is

he who sacrifices the

virginity of the girl on the rocks which he sees as the feet
of Ogun; he impulsively leaves the vapid boy Noah with the
homosexual Joe Golder who drives the boy to his death; and it is
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he who has an impulse to kill Bandele.

The narrative gives enough information to account for this duality
in Egbo.

His father, a gentle Christian, has been drowned with

his mother, who was a king's daughter.

Here we have the two

influences already, the traditional and the European; also the
connexion of sadness and death with water.

Egbo's various

stepfathers have been, by contrast with his fahter, rough men
who beat him continually.

The reader is enabled to imagine the

division in the character's nature growing, thus partially
accounting for the vacillations and contradictions in his actions.

Perhaps the most fully developed character, especially in terms
of relative space, is that of Sagoe.

Of course, he is a convenient

character to provide many of the mechanical links in the structure
of the action, because as a journalist he can range over the
greater part of society.

This is also one of the reasons why

most of the satire in The Interpreters is introduced through
the perceptions of this character.

Another is because it is

more appropriate to the style of thought and expression of a
working journalist than to the high art of, say. Kola.

Being more experienced in social observation, Sagoe is aware
of the importance of social differentiators such as the criterion
of 'good taste'.

So it is in the phases of the action which are

mainly presented through this persona that the affectations of
elite society are satirised.

The principal scene in this regard

is that in which the judgements of Mrs. Professor Oguazor with
regard to the propriety of the ladies' retiring are visited upon
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poor, immigrant Monica Faseyi who, though European, ironically
does not recognise the importance of such Western behaviour
in the eyes of the post-Independence society of Lagos, (pp.39-47)

Sagoe's own notion of visual bad taste forms a connexion with
his preoccupation with death,

He abhors Dehinwa's cheap wardrobe

with its tawdry decorations, and it is from this wardrobe that
his fantastic vision of the now dead Sir Derinola makes his
entrance as "Sir Morgue".

And it is on his way to attend the

funeral of Sir Derinola that Sagoe encounters the vastly cheaper
ceremony organised by Lazarus.

The coffin in the latter case is

decorated in the same fashion as Dehinwa's wardrobe.

The meaning

of these juxtapositions is the value of sincere poverty as against
false ostentation.

Sagoe has another morbid preoccupation which is conveyed not by
a structural aspect of the narrative, but rather through inset
sections of a different genre:
Enlightenment" on Voidancy.

the essays in his "Book of

As well as revealing a fixation in

the character, this obsession also brings to notice an unfortunate
feature of life in urban Nigeria.

Indeed, Sagoe's writing on the

subject could be seen as a compensation for the disgust felt at
the ubiquity of the evidence of excrement in the streets of Lagos.
However, it is a natural subject for a man whose occupation often
involves the uncovering of repressed and unsavoury aspects of
life.

There are two visions of unity in The Interpreters.

One is

expressed by Kola in his painting, which is one of the structural
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keys to the book, as it integrates those of the characters who
are used as models with the figures of the theological belief
systems.

This tends to interpret reciprocally both the people

and the beliefs, which represent ways of seeing and explaining
the world; but the result for Kola as a character is that he
tends to be overcome by his function and is not very fully
developed.

His views of other characters, though they have

important consequences for the reader's understanding of the
characters, tend merely to perform that function, rather than
at the same time revealing the personality capable of conceiving
and demonstrating such views.

Kola himself admits to having been

influenced by others; not only influenced: he says that it is
Egbo who should be working on the painting, rather than himself;
(p.227) and reveals that he thinks more of Sekoni's work than of
his own. (p.228)

It suffices that Kola works very hard, and that

the result of his labour forms a catalyst which causes other
characters to react in revealing ways, as has been mentioned above,
for example, in the case of Egbo, the violence of whose contrary
reaction lends support to Kola's view as much as it contradicts
it.

The other vision of unity is stated by Sekoni, who, ironically,
can barely express himself at all, due to a speech impediment.
Further irony may be seen in his personality, perhaps the least
unified' in the work.
unity of Life.

"In the dome of the cosmos, there is complete

Life is like the godhead, the plurality of the

manifestations is only an illusion.

The godhead is one.

So is

Life, or Death, both are contained in the single dome of existence."
(p.122)

This is Sekoni's major metaphysical statement (with the
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indications of stammering removed), the product of a life filled
with ironies, conflicts and contradictions.

One of the conflicts

reveals, as in Egbo's case, some unfortunate aspects of power
structures in modern Africa.
ations in engineering.

Sekoni has gained overseas qualific

He returns filled with the desire to improve

the quality of life in Nigeria in the practical sense of creating
electric power.

When he is fobbed off with a senseless admin

istrative job, expressed in bureaucratic terms of the most extreme
kind ("Please join a preliminary Committee of Five to sort out
applications for the post of a Third Class Clerk."), he agitates
for, and gets, a real mission.
power station.

He builds a small experimental

When he discovers that the project is written off

as "junk" - the reader is informed that the chairman of the
government department is also indirectly the contractor and will
receive thousands in compensation - it is enough to drive him mad.

An earlier conflict has been with his Moslem father who has
disapproved Sekoni's marriage with a Christian.

Now that he

is ill, his father is reconciled and instrumental in sending
Sekoni to Mecca.

In yet another irony, however, it is in Old

Jerusalem that he perceives "suddenly meaningful affinities" (p.99)
which enables him to return to Nigeria to begin to work through
in an art form his experience of division.

His first work -

"The Wrestler" - expresses something of his struggle and his
quest for meaning.

A pilgrim is on the point of subduing a python.

It is Kola who perceives the work as expressing a feeling of
integration, as being without self-doubt:

"... Sekoni was an

artist who had waited long to find himself but had done so finally,
and left no room for doubt." (p.100)

Though the narrator suggests
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that Bandele is the model for the figure in his first sculpture.
it seems a reasonable inference to say that whereas Kola's
function is to interpret others through their relationship with
their culture, Sekoni interprets himself.

The reason for the use of Bandele as model in the context suggested
above can be inferred.

Bandele is the character into whose mouth

is put the title of the book: this, taken together with other
indications, suggests that he is the figure who has a kind of
understanding and judgement not shared by the other characters.
It is as if only he has the capacity to interpret the interpreters.
This overriding vision is not accepted without resentment;
Bandele was mocking, lightly.

"Sagoe has his story,

Kola has filled another heavenly space on his canvas,
what are you getting out of this, Egbo?
angrily on him.

Egbo turned

"What are you getting out of it?'

'Knowledge of the new generation of interpreters.'
Sagoe exploded.

You sound so fuckin' superior it

would make a saint mad.

(P-178)

Monica tells Kola: "Bandele thinks you all lead callous, indifferent

lives."

He seems to represent an ideal standard of thought and

conduct.

As a lecturer, he has the highest intellectual status

of the group, but in his comments on others he shows a scorn for
the impurity of their motives, a moral rather than an intellectual
superiority.
ii i

Referring to the death of Noah, he asks Kola:

What do you need the ram for? Haven't you had your sacrifice?"'

(p.243) and it is this question which tempts Kola to attack him.
as mentioned above.

In the same scene he asks:

ni

Is it not time

for your freak-show? • ii referring to the recital by Joe Bolder.

As
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the narrator puts it, in a key phrase; "Bandele sat like a
timeless image brooding over lesser beings."

He is clearly

being characterised here as the conscience of the group.

This is also shown in his actions.

For example, he is more

tolerant than anyone else of the ugly half-Americans, Peter and
Joe Golder.

And when he gives Egbo the message from the girl, he

sticks rigidly to his text, in order to give her maximum protection,
by allowing negotiations to go forward on her terms.

But it is

in his last action, the last significant action of the book, that
the characterisation of Bandele is completed.

He passes judgement

on the seducer and abortionist Dr. Lumoye, and on his superior.
Professor Oguazor, in one noble pronouncement:

"Bandele, old

and immutable as the royal mothers of Benin throne, old and

I hope

cruel as the ogboni in conclave pronouncing the Word.

you all live to bury your daugthers.'" (pp.250-251)

In this

concluding action, his paternalism and purity are combined with
an image of traditional power and wisdom to put the finishing
touches to the picture of this important character,

The

interpretation is complete.

5.3.3 Le Vieux Negre et la Medaille

Characterisation is an important element in Le Vieux Negre et la
Medaille, (1956),

particularly in the control of authorial tone.

A range of tone is employed to express a flexible critical
attitude; but a clear distinction is made between the two groups
of characters: the Africans and the Europeans,

By the way in

which the narrative exposes personal and cultural differences
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between the main personae in each group, these differences are
implicitly given value loadings, and thus construct the value
system of the presented world of the novel.

It is a polarised

world: the traditional African culture tries desperately to
accommodate European influence, which is shown, through its
representatives, as being self-interested and uncomprehending.

From the beginning of the book, the chief character, Meka, is
presented as being at no great distance from the reader.

He is

shown in a most intimate perspective, and engaged in commonplace.

everyday activities.

In the initial sentence, for example, it is

the sleeping Neka's left nostril which is presented, as it were,
for the reader's inspection: (p.3) and almost as close a view is
maintained through most of the book.

The opening pages show Neka's

physical condition after a poor night's sleep; describe him praying,
dressing, defecating, and eating; and give part of the discussion
with his wife about his summons to see the French administrator.
Some of Neka's thoughts are also presented: "How could she sleep
so soundly with a summons from the Commandant there, under the bed
inside a shoe." (p.3)

Narrative situation and tone are closely related in The Old Nan
and the Nedal.

Whereas the close view tends to create an empathy

with the character, the light, ironical tone maintains the balance
and restores a slight but precise critical perspective to the

presentation.

In the sentence quoted above, for example, there

is an element of the ridiculous in the juxtaposition of the summons
from the Commandant with Neka's absurd irritation at his wife's
apparent lack of feeling and with the position of the letter.
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perhaps put in the shoe as being the safest place.

The effect

is created by arranging in descending order of seriousness the
two spatial details within the same context of the character's
attitude.
At times, a critical view of Meka becomes more overt than a
sympathetic closeness.

This is never clearer than when the

business of Neka's gift of land to the church comes up: the tone
of the narrative voice becomes broadly sarcastic:
He had had the special grace to be the owner of
a piece of land, which, one fine morning, had
proved pleasing to the eye of the Lord ...
Meka was the great favourite in the Paradise
stakes, one of those rare mortals who would
have no more than a mere appearance to put
in at Purgatory, (p.10)
The extreme irony represents, in verbal form, the great distance
between the appearance and the reality of the transaction,

And

the image of the "Paradise stakes" dehumanizes and alienates the
character, and therefore reduces sympathy for him, suggesting.
on this occasion, the extremity of his naivety, rather than his
victimisation.

When the Commandant, M. Foucouni, enters the action proper, the
means of his characterisation are noticeably different.

The

point of observation is maintained consistently at a distance.
and there is less manipulation of narrative tone.

Apart from a

humorous simile, the initial description of the character is
straightforward; and in the short scene which follows, there is
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no comment from the narrator, who allows M. Foucouni's actions
to speak for themselves.

In the following example from the

description just mentioned, it is the repetitiveness and flatness
of the writing which is to be remarked upon:
His nose stuck out sturdily from the middle
of his bloated face which the sun had turned
as red as the bottom of a chimpanzee.

He had

a terrible temper on an empty stomach but it
fell off sharply after a glass of whisky.

He

lived with an African woman whom he used to
hide in the storeroom on the ground floor
when he had a white visitor.

(p.46)

The European's corruption is clear enough from a mere recital of
his habits.

It does not need Oyono's wit to bring it out.

The distance between the reader and the character is increased
still further on the appearance of the "white Chief" - the
Governor - by a temporary shift from the authorial to the figural
mode.

The presentation of the medals is seen through Meka's

eyes:
Then Meka saw the great Chief grasp his shoulders
and put his cheeks one after the other against
the cheeks of the Greek.

At each movement the

folds of skin under his chin trembled like a
withered dun-coloured breast ... Then it was
Meka's turn.

The white Chief stood in front of

him and began to shout.

As he opened and shut

his mouth his lower jaw went down and came up,
puffing up and then deflating the skin under his chin, (p.92)
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Meka's perception selects what is for him the most striking
detail of the Governor's appearance - his ample dewlap; and the
repetition of this feature, which for most readers would suggest
a comparison with the apparent self-importance of a turkey-cock,
has a strikingly humorous effect,

It is indicative of the author's

subtlety that the comparison with the turkey is not made explicit
until the fifth paragraph of this description, thus completing
the figure which has already had time to form in the reader's mind.

As we have seen, Ferdinand Oyono's satire in The Old Man and the
Medal works mainly through a range of characterisation which in
its turn is achieved by a precise and flexible control of narrative

situation and tone.

Though mediated by a critical perspective, the

scenes with African characters (with the exception of the policemen)
are always from close up, and are delineated with warmth and
sympathy, whereas, on the other hand, the European characters are
dealth with from a distance, at one or more removes, so that an

empathetic reading is unlikely.

5.3.4 Le Pauvre Christ de Bomba

Satirical narrative, exemplified by Le Vieux Negre et la Medaille,
has one aspect of characterisation in common with the traditional
Bildungsroman, of which Le^ Pauvre Christ de Bomba may be seen as
an example. 35 What is common to them is an obliquity of approach.
the angle of which is governed by the control of various kinds
of distance: that between author and narrator, for example,

In

a first-person novel like Le Pauvre Christ de Bomba, a common
means of creating a rich and complex tone is the use of a temporal

121.

vantage point in the narration which is substantially posterior
to the action.

This permits, at any given moment in the action,

of the implication of at least two levels of meaning, one related
to the experiencing self of the protagonist, and one to the
narrating self.

In this particular work, however, we have a

first-person narrator who relates the action through the medium
of a diary.

That is, although the reader is allowed the opportunity

of close observation of the development of the character's mind.
there is little temporal distance between experiencing and
narrating.

Therefore, irony operates, in relation to a view

of the protagonist as developing, over a large scale: the whole
length of the novel.

In order to comprehend the meaning of the

novel in this regard, the reader must comprehend a sense of
the character's development, but only becomes clear at the
completion of the action.

This kind of irony is, therefore

relatively subtle, but none the less effective.

Another, grosser, kind of irony is that which operates in the
course of the action in relation to the distance between the
narrator and the reader, between the former's understanding
of the significance of what is narrated, and what the reader
may further perceive.

Although the fiction of the narration is

that the narrator is able to remember every word and gesture of
the scenes he presents, his attitude to their significance is
clearly limited.

The narrator is Denis, an African of 'nearly

fifteen' who works for Father Drumont at the Catholic Mission
of Bomba, and who, for the level of his education - 'the first
year of middle school' - is preternaturally able to express
himself in writing: he writes almost the whole journal, which
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is the novel, in twenty-three days.

The main action is the

continuing revaluation by Denis of the other main character, the
Reverend Father Drumont.

The circularity of the structuring

of the action - the Father leaves Bomba for a tour of the Tala
country, and what he discovers while away and on his return
lead to the closure of the Mission - encourage this revaluation,
on the reader's part as well as that of the characters,
are two parallel 'educations' within the novel,

For there

Father Drumont

is also forced to come to terms with his true role as part of
the colonial machine; but whereas his realisation of the truth
is relatively quickly achieved, Denis has only really begun to
make the appropriate connexions as the novel comes to an end.
This then is another effective distance in the structure of
the work: that between the rates of development of self-awareness
in the two main characters.

These developments will be traced through the exposure of
several of the main themes of the work, in order to show: the
growth of the diarist's self-awareness; the way in which his
opinions of Drumont are affected in the course of the action;
the change in the way the latter comes to view his role in Africa;
and global movements in the novel which persuade the reader to
take up an increasingly critical view of the significance of the
action.

The broad lines of Denis' development may be seen as indicated
by the direct statements which the diary convention enables him
to make about his degree of certainty of the truth of his
perceptions.

The opening page of the work contains a number of
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assertions of self-confidence, perhaps stated so strongly that
a discerning reader might already think that Denis protests
too much.

He comments on Drumont, and the fact that the village

boys call him 'Jesus Christ': "Jesus Christ! Oh, I'm sure it's
no blasphemy! He really deserves that name ... A stern man,
certainly.

But when you know him wel1 ..." (p.3)

(my emphasis).

As events in the action indicate to Denis to what degree his
naivety misled him, he tends to go to the other extreme: "... I
don't notice a thing.

What an ass I've been! It's always like

that; things happen all around me and I notice nothing." (p.119)
"And I felt quite estranged from myself, as if I didn't know myself
any more.

I don't know what's become of me." (p.130)

"I don't

understand anything any more; it's all too complicated for me ..."
(p.146)

"But then, what has happened to me?

myself any more.

I am scarcely

It's almost as if a stranger had penetrated me,

slowly taking over and inhabiting my being, to such a point
that I scarcely recognise myself." (p.147)

The plunge into the

increasing depths of self-investigation seems to reach its
lowest point here.

As far as direct statements of consciousness

go, this seems to be the turning-point.

The same quotation, in

part, continues: "But now it's ... all the preceding part of my
life which seems dreamlike, cloudy and insubstantial, like
something from which I have awoken ... Yes, exactly as if I were
waking from a long sleep, without quite knowing what use to make
of my new day.

My God!

How bizarre it all is.

My eyes open on

a colourless world; it neither rains nor shines and I can't even
guess what time it is."
begins to return:

Following this, a degree of understanding

"Now I begin to comprehend all the disquiet,

the torment and the anguish of dear Father Drumont.

Now at last
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I understand the meaning of all his conversations with M. Vidal."
(p.189) And finally, Denis not only claims to understand, but
also seems to see the possibility of having an open mind about
a question, of continuing evaluation: "I'm beginning to wonder
myself whether the Christian religion really suits us, whether
it's really made to the measure of the blacks." (p.189)

One means of evaluating Drumont through the eyes of Denis,
thereby characterising them both, is seen in those passages in
which the narrator compares his father with "the Father", as he
is called almost throughout (with the notable exception of the
last passage quoted, where Denis claims to begin to understand
him, to see him more as an equal).

In an early passage, (p.9)

the African father is seen as not being able to understand why
his son is too busy to succeed at school, and he is compared
directly with Drumont, the superior father:

"Either he should

leave me in peace, or take me out of the mission, if he's so keen
on seeing me get the certificate.

But he'd never dare do that,

he's too scared of the Father Superior ..."

As Denis has already

said: "The Father Superior is like a real father to me ..." (p.8)
At the end of the tour which is the central experience of the
action, however, Denis' language has moderated a good deal, even
if his opinions have not completely changed:
father has a point.

"I suppose my

All the same it would be useful to go

regularly to school and improve my French." (p.164)

And when

the Africans have been deserted by the disillusioned Frenchman
at the end of the book, we leave the narrator taking note of his
father's practical advice as to avoiding the machinations of the
colonisers.
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Of his personal characteristics, Drumont's sternness is most
openly approved of by Denis in the earlier part of the book.

He

describes the Father's personal administration of physical
discipline with enthusiasm: "... two resounding slaps on the
cheeks.

And he had earned them!

Such arrogance!" (p.23)

When

Drumont breaks up a village celebration, smashing up the
xylophones, simply because it is on the first Friday of the month,
he attempts to explain to the chief the reason for his action.
Denis would have him take an even harder line: "... listening
to all this illiterate nonsense.

I'm sure it's a mistake to

explain things carefully to them ... Oh, what hopeless people!"
(p.56) Not only is the violence approved, but Denis would not
even have a reason given.

What changes his views on beating is his personal involvement
through the person of Catherine.

At the first beating, there is

neither approval nor disapproval for the Father's policy, but
there is close attention to the suffering of Catherine.
Afterwards, the narrator feels "rather sorry for myself and
rather lost, especially when I thought about Catherine and the
bastinading she got this morning." (p.58)

When Catherine comes

to be beaten again, during Drumont's investigation of the mores
of his sixa, it occurs after Denis and she have been sexually
intimate, and his reaction, far from approving the torturer,
is now demonstrably sympathetic.

"I felt miserable watching her

suffer like that and tears came to my eyes too." (p.171)

Indeed, his sexual initiation may be seen as a turning-point in
the action for the narrator.

Although not necessarily closely
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related to the more central thematic material: the discussion of
the morality of colonisation in general and Drumont in particular;
it seems nevertheless to represent a maturational step for Denis
which necessitates a new way of seeing.

Before his experience,

Denis' views on fornication are relatively narrow.

He realizes

that Zacharia, Drumont's cook, has arranged for Catherine, a girl
from the sixa, and therefore supposedly under the protection of
the Father, to follow the itinerary of the tour, and the couple
are sleeping together every night.

He wonders "how long they've

been getting away with their filthy tricks?" (p.63)

It is not

surprising, therefore, after his own encounter with Catherine,
that the main thing Denis expresses is his feeling of guilt.
This tends to draw him away from Drumont, in that he cannot
confess to him.
feelings.

Also the guilt is mixed with other, contrary,

When he does finally confess, Drumont tells him not

to have anything to do with women,

However, in the last scene

of the book, Denis is looking "in very corner for Catherine's
sweet face." (p.217)

He is clearly unconvinced of the benefits

of celibacy.

Denis has had maturity thrust upon him, to a certain extent.
Alienation from his spiritual father, caused by his inability
to go to confession, is combined with a new view of Drumont's
sternness, due to Denis' sympathy for its victim. This seems
naturally to lead to a revaluation, in relation to traditional
customs, of the religion of which Drumont is the representative,
as well of Drumont himself, in relation to Denis' natural father.
Having lost his innocence in a sort of informal initiation, Denis
must now enter into the world of experience and begin to be able
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to perceive the possibility of alternative moral positions.

As for Drumont himself, he much sooner than the narrator seems
to confront the problems which are at the thematic centre of
the novel.

Although he seems at the beginning to be a man of

authority who is firmly confident of his position, almost as
soon as he goes on the Tala tour he appears to have to reconsider
his role, unlike the uncompromising Denis.

In an early passage

in which Zacharia explains to Drumont that the true power in the
Whiteman's religion is his technological ability, Denis' reaction
is quite different from the priest's.

He writes: "I was that

hot with anger, I would gladly have slapped his silly face.

But

the thing is, the Father listened to him with great attention."
(p.30)

Here is an example of the irony on which much of the book's

effect is based: the narrator is palpably unaware of the full
significance of what he records, although the reader is able
to infer it.

Another example was cited above, in the passage

in which Denis saw no need of Drumont's explaining himself to the
angry chief.

Father Drumont is presumably used to seeing himself as the
representative of the true God: thus ruling, as it were, by
divine right, he feels that can do no wrong.
course see him rather differently.

The Africans of

From the beginning of the

novel on, he is identified with other Europeans who more openly
exploit the native people:
traders.

with the businessmen and the Greek

"They say that all any of you are after is money," (p.20)

says a native catechist to Drumont.

He is accused of being a

divisive element in families; of keeping the unmarried women in

128.

the sixa not so much for their instruction as to provide a pool
of labour; and of being in league with the administration in
keeping the people in a subjugated state, using their labour
for such things as road-building.

This last question is the most significant subject of debate
among the characters, as it involves Drumont in a moral conflict.
When a new road is built, the people of the area are forced into
labour gangs.

This creates hardship and misery, and the people

go to the priest for support and consolation: his 'business'
thrives.

But it is the duty of the priest to protect his flock

by doing what he can to impede such projects.

However, when the

people are left in peace, as the Tala were, they thrive, and
have no need of European religion.

That is, if the priest is

successful on the one hand, he will seem to be a failure on
the other, as he will suffer a diminution of his followers.

The reader is made aware of the conflict in Drumont's mind from
Denis' reports of debate which is taken up at several points by
the priest and Vidal, the administrator, who informs Drumont
that there is to be a road driven through the Tala area.

This

means that the Father's next tour through the region, after his
current discouragement, will be much more successful, but only
at the price of the human suffering brought about by the colonial
administration, with whom, he is continually being persuaded, he
is identical in many significant ways.

Drumont cannot resolve

this conflict and he returns to France, leaving his African 'son'
feeling confused and abandoned.
book's close Denis

The final irony is that at the

own home is threatened by a plan to build a
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road, and he is considering leaving for the town, where he may
work for precisely those Greek merchants to whom the cynics
compared his 'Father1.

In The Poor Christ of Bomba characterisation and action are
inextricably linked.

The mature decision of the compassionate

priest to retreat from a venture to which his moral sense will
no longer allow him to be a party, is reflected in the naive
journal of a growing mind which must suffer the consequences
of events of which it only inchoately perceives the significance.
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CHAPTER 6

SHORT FORMS

6.1

INTRODUCTION

Short works of African fiction fall into two groups:

those which

are actually transcriptions of or reworkings of folk tales; and
those which seem to take as their model the European short story.
It was the Africans writing in French who were the first to take
up the traditional tale and transmute it into an individual work
of art.

Exemplified by Birago Diop and Bernard Dadie, they will

be discussed in the next section of this chapter.

The writing of

Taban lo Liyong in his Fixions will then provide a convenient
turning-point in the discussion, as it represents a watershed in
African fiction, incorporating as it does both folk elements and
the most self-conscious kind of European fiction.

The discussions

will conclude with an examination of the short fiction of Ama Ata
Aidoo, Achebe and Ngugi.

Short works are not simply those which are not long:
not merely relative.

the terms are

It can be argued that there are principles

involved which may be called those of amplificatio and brevitas. 1
Whereas works which display the former characteristically show
multipiicity and complexity, the latter may be seen in works which
show singularity and simplicity in some important element of their
form.

The most fundamental example is the Aristotelian notion of

the unity of action.

?

This is likely to be displayed in the

singleness of the stranding of the action, of the narrative
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situation and of the structure of the narrative, which is likely
to be closed and relatively tight.

There is also likely to be a

unity of spatial and temporal locus, a limitation to one phase of
time, and a minimum number of personae.

In addition, there may

be a conventional shortness of what is felt to be the overall
mode of presentation, as in the parable or the exemplum.

Short narrative finds it origin in African in the folktale, which
has natural limitations internally with regard to its structure.
and also externally with regard to its performance. Vladimir
3
Propp and others have shown that a single folktale consists of
only a certain number of 'moves' or parts of the action,

In this

way it is possible to distinguish a text containing one folktale
from a text containing two or more.

As a performance,

4

the telling of folktales is characteristically

confined to the hours of evening, and told mainly to the younger
members of the family.

Such tales may have many functions; as

entertainment; as a vehicle for the transference of notions of
5
history and culture; and perhaps also as a moral example.

The inclusion of the folktale in the present discussion is
necessitated by the treatment and transmutation of oral material
into written literature by some writers.

Certain francophone

authors, particularly, have reconceived oral tales in a way which
goes beyond mere transcription of dictated narrative.

Bernard

Dadie and Birago Diop have published volumes of tales in which the
intention clearly is not merely to record the story in the manner
of the anthropologist or folklore student, but to make a work of
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art with individual as well as collective aspects.^

Some examples

will demonstrate this intermingling of folk and literary elements.

6.2

"N'GOR NIEBE

The story called "N'Gor Niebe" by Birago Diop illustrates how a
structural device has been used to create a total effect.^

Diop

has combined what would have been two folktales into a single
narrative so that one informs the other.

The reader is drawn into

the story in that he must make the necessary connexion himself.
The first story concerns Mawdo, the perpetrator of an unfortunate
incident involving an "incongruous noise",

The memory of this

incident remains enshrined in memory in the phrase "the year of
the fart".

The other story is completely unconnected with this

one and concerns the persona of the title and his knowledge of
the way in which gossip spreads among females.

Although the

narratives are implicitly connected, the connexion which is
actually put forward is an absurd one.

The link proposed is

merely that N'Gor S&ne had never been to that part of the country
where Mawdo's infamy was known.

Despite that, however, "depuis

qu'il avait jamais reconnu sa droite de sa gauche, il n'^avait
jamais voulu manger des haricots."

A degree of suspense is set

up by this illogical correspondence, in the expectation that there
will be some explanation.

This tension remains at the end of the

story, forcing the reader to review his interpretation.

Without

wishing to assert that folktales are not open to interpretation,
it is possible to see this structural indeterminacy as more
characteristic of the literary short story.

In other ways, however.

this story retains some elements from its origins:

the proverb
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with which the main narrative ends ("Donne ton amour a la femme,
mais non ta confiance"); the repetition of the gathering of the
confidantes; and the appellation of N'Gor Sene as N'Gor Niebe,
i .e. "celui-qui-ne-mange-pas-de-haricots."

6.3

"LE PAGNE NOIR"

In the case of Bernard Dadie's "Le Pagne Noir" these folk elements
are predominant.
isolated by Propp.

Many of these are identifiable with those
The hero is sent on a quest by the villain.

a quest involving a test.

There are three failures, interspersed

with indications of lengthy time periods in between, and final
success, brought about by the intervention of magical powers.

The

black cloth which Aiwa must wash white will not become wet until
finally her mother appears ex machina and substitutes for the
black pagne a white one in which she was buried.

Literary elements

in this case are very largely confined to the semantic level:

the

arrangement of the units at this level is very fully worked out
and constructed with a high degree of artistic expertise.

The end

of the story, however, also displays a particularly literary care.
Instead of a moral statement or a proverb, the narrator relates the
tale to the narrating present in a striking and open way:
Aiwa, elle, souriait.

Elle souriait toujours.

"Mais,

Elle sourit encore

du sourire qu'on retrouve sur les levres des jeunes filles."

Here

the reader's attention is directed away from the world of the
story to the world of his own experience, again in an undetermined
manner.
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6.4

"SARZAN"

Birago Diop's story "Sarzan" is quite different from most of the
others in his first volume, and is much more a short story than
Q

an African conte, although it retains elements of the latter.
The narrator tells the story in the first-person, and he is involved
in the action.

He is, like the author, a veterinary surgeon, and

not only presents the action and takes part in it, but also comments
explicitly on it.

Other formal elements in the story are therefore

subordinated to this one.

The story opens, not with the formula of a fable nor the ritual
beginning of performed tale, but with a description of the Sarzan's
village in its historical setting.

This is a relatively sophisticated

device, appropriate in a written context, as the description is
pre-interpreted, slanted according to the authorial point of view.
but for a reason which is not immediately clear to the reader.
The village is not evoked neutrally, merely as it appears - its
history is given, the story of the resistance to its people to the
toucouleur invasion and to the destruction of their customs.
Having been successful in its persistence, the village is shown in
its reconstructed form.

The structure of the action on the whole is ordered and clear.
its phases following in logical and consecutive sequence.

This is

the regular progression which may also be seen in the tale told
in the traditional setting, where the teller is concerned to confuse
neither his listeners nor himself, as he composes his story on the
spot.

However, Birago Diop does take advantage of his opportunities
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to suspend the action, anticipate an outcome and turn back
for the explanation.

This may be seen on the return of the

narrator to Sergeant Keita's village, where he left him a year
before, promising to 'civilize' the place.

He finds him mad, and

devotes some hundreds of words to the evocation of his mad state,
before returning to the narrative which explains it.

In the means of its characterisation of Keita, the tale displays
the qualities of folk literature, as well as a principle of
brevity.

He is evoked mostly by his actions and a summary of

his background, hardly at all by description of his person, and
not at all by the attribution of mental acts.

Unlike a novelist.

who may for example have described his army uniform and the
characteristic habits which he would have acquired, the present
narrator is content to leave that to the imagination of his reader.
Sergeant Keita, as a character, is subordinated to the role he
plays in the demonstration of an idea.

Verse plays an ambivalent role in the story.

On the one hand, it

is quite in place in the traditional setting for a character to
speak in verse, or to quote a traditional poem.

On the other hand,

it is significant that the poems which are placed in the mouth of
the sergeant were published separately in Leurres et Lueurs, and
are successful lyrics in their own right.

They are both

traditional and contrived at the same time, existing out of time.
and yet retaining a dramatic function also.

Taking all these characteristics together, it may be seen that
what gives the story its unity and brevity is the idea which
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sustains it.

Everything is subservient to the central concern of

the story which is clearly an argument:

that traditions must be

maintained and the inherited culture respected.

Thus the narrator

steps out of his acting role to comment on the meaning of what
he related; the central character is the embodiment of the risk
run in the abandoning of tradition, and he is made to turn aside
from his role in the action to recite a set piece on the subject.
The work has the brevity not only of its genre, whether as conte
or as short story, but also of its force as polemic and demonstration
combined.

6.5

FIXIONS

The stories of Taban lo Liyong in Fixions show, in a much more
radical way, the dual nature which has been discussed above.^
Different stories represent several stages along the continuum
from the performed authorial tale to the self-reflexive metafiction.
Liyong is apparently an author interested both in the preservation
of oral material and also in the extension of the experimental
possibilities of short fiction.

His first concern is demonstrated in the story about "The Old Man
of Usumbura and his Misery".

This tale is characterised by an

extremely dense use of repetition of formulaic phrases.

Although

they are not set off from the narrative, they may be seen as
representing a chorus response to each stage in the action, as is
found in a sung narrative.

As each actor is introduced, or when

a change takes place in his condition, his name is intoned, with
the addition of appropriate qualifiers.

The effect of this is
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cumulative, and it is the consequent gathering effect which is
the main thrust of the story.

In the first choral repetition,

the protagonist is merely "The old man of Usumbura." (p.2)

After

his good fortune is established he becomes "This lucky Usumburan."
(p.2)

As another persona is introduced he is added to the first:

"These old men of Usumbura and Kigali." (p.3)

However by the time the refrain has become "This happy, rich,
healthy, misery-less old father of Usumbura" (p.8), it is clear
that the technique is being used for an ironical purpose, as the
father is now anything but happy,

Yet, this irony is rather mild

in tone, due to certain distancing effects which are also part of
the traditional mode of the narrative.

This refrain is itself a

technique which has such an effect; another is the means of
characterisation.

The personae in this story have no names.

They are referred to

rather by appellations of the kind already exemplified, and evoked
by means of their actions.

Apart from the two old men the only

other characters are the sons of the old man of Usumbura.
are an undistinguished group of one hundred and fifty.

They

Only one

of them is singled out and that only because he is the sole survivor
of an intrafamilial battle which leaves all the others dead.

He

informs his father of recent events and is struck dead by him as
a result.

It may be seen that he is not differentiated as an

individual except by his function.

Nor are the fifty-five wives,

who "love their husband and never do wrong." (p.9)

It is in the

nature of a morality tale such as this that, despite its ironical
features, the characters are conditioned mainly by their function
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as actors, and not by their development or mental events.

The case of the "Story of Master Hare and his friend Jumbe
Elephant" is clearer, as there is no irony or other kind of
complexity in this traditional fable.
istic:

Its beginning is character

"Long, long ago, when the world was very young, there

lived two great friends.

Their names were..." (p.54)

One

notices the formulaic opening, the remoteness of the spatiotemporal locus of the narrator from the action, and the suggestion
of the archetypal nature of the characterisation.

This is borne

out by the body of the story, which also ends consistently, with
an explicit moral:

"You see, if you do bad things, you may

escape discovery once, but one day you will be caught,
caught, you will be punished.

If you are

That is what my story about Master

Hare and his friend Jumbe Elephant teaches us." (p.75)

"A Traveller's Tale", on the other hand, is nothing like a
traditional tale.

In this story, the reader is made aware of the

narrator as the creator of the fiction.

The personae are presented

as "ingredients", and the setting is presented merely as such:
"It is 5 a.m. New York City, near Harlem and Columbia University.
(Any university worth its name must be in medias res.)
subway station." (p.50)

An overpass

There is no attempt to present these

spatial and temporal details with atmospheric overtones, and there
is a direct reference to authorial decision about the presentation.

Although some of the mental acts of the personae are presented,
not without interruption by the narrator, a minimum of motivation
is attributed to them.

They are presented merely as actors, and
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there is a lack of precision in the details of the events.
narrator plays for example with aspects of time:

The

"They remained

gripped in embrace for perhaps two minutes, perhaps more, depending
on whoever is estimating the time.

To him who approved, the time

was short; to him who disapproved, it was long; if the participants
enjoyed it, the minutes were flying too fast; if they had no more
energy, it was tedious." (p.51)

The thrust of the writing is

towards literary theory; the author is more concerned with the
psychological implications of narrative than with the narrative
itself.

The reader's attention is directed to aspects of the

presentational process, as the story tends largely to foreground
these rather than its imagined world.

The force of the story at

this point is in the quality of mind which is displayed in it:
it turns on the implied demonstration of creativity and imagination
of the author as he plays with the idea of narrating.

A story like "He and Him" can be seen as existing somewhere between
the extremes of a moral tale and a short metafiction.

If has

certain features of self-consciousness, schematisation of character
and situation, but exhibits at the same time a satirical function.
In this story, what might be seen as unrealistic in a narrative in
the naturalistic mode, or self-reflexive in metafiction, is
functional in that it is subservient to the satire.

The story

concerns a farmer who, like the country mouse in the fable, goes
to visit his friend in the city, where he discovers "the importance
of doing things rightly in their assigned places."

Such places

include a room for coughing, another for yawning, another for
reading and so on.

These are not evoked in such a way as to

encourage the reader to imagine their existence:

no details
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whatsoever about them are supplied concerning their appearance or
contents; only their function is given.

Not only is this appropriate

to the intention of the story, but it also demonstrates again one
of the possible conditions of brevity:

that only one aspect of

a thing is shown, that other elements of its appearance are not
amplified.

As the narrative is concentrated around pointing up

the central notion of the functionality of an urban life-style
and deals with only a single encounter, the length of the story
is congruent with this concentration and remains brief.

6.6

"A MERCEDES FUNERAL"

In the case of writers who concern themselves with the direct
presentation without the use of fabulous personae such as 'he'
and 'him' there may be a greater degree of amplification, although
the form is still recognisably that of the short story.

In "A

Mercedes Funeral", for example, Ngugi uses a double narration and
several relatively fully evoked settings, 11 The frame narrator
is the type of a garrulous storyteller who naturally amplifies
details of place and personality.

The fiction of the frame

narration is that this narrator speaks to a fictionalised reader
figure who might be likely to visit some of the places and meet
some of the people described.

Thus he begins:

"If you ever find

yourself in Ilmorog, don't fail to visit Ilmorog Bar and Restaurant:
there you're likely to meet somebody you were once at school with
and you can reminisce over old days and learn news of missing
friends and acquaintances." (p.113)

This setting includes the teller of the main narrative, who is
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also a garrulous type, and who in his turn tells a story which
is replete with periphrasis.

However, it is only one story:

the narrative is confined to a brief account of the life and
death of Wahinya, who represents the type of literate Kenyan who
expected Uhuru to bring opportunities for a complete change in
his way of life, and was disappointed.

The story maintains its

unity by being directed entirely towards a single climax - the
funeral of Wahinya.

Although some account of his life is given,

it is seen entirely from within the spatio-temporal organization
of the narrator, in that he reports only the few occasions on
which he encounters the other.

In this way a schematised summary

of stages is presented without the elaboration which would be
necessitated by an account of it through the figure of Wahinya
himself.

Another element of the narrative situation which places limitations
on the story is the unity of time of the fictive telling:

the

whole account is supposed to be completed by the inset narrator
as he stands at the bar of the Ilmorog Club.

To maintain a

degree of plausibility the story cannot therefore be unreasonably
long.

This feature also permits some ironical pointing at the

end of the whole narrative.

Although the frame narrator does not

return, allusions to the frame situation invite the reader to make
certain acts of interpretation.

He is led to infer that the inset

narrator who has told the story is a witty, satirical tone.
pointing his irony at the exploiters, is in fact just as corrupt
as those whom he exposes.

This is implied by the fact that he

also is privileged to drive a Mercedes Benz.
to the corrupt, successful politician:

As he says, referring

"J.J.J. still rides in a
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Mercedes Benz - this time 660S - just like mine..." (p.137)
He can also afford to buy a continuous supply of drinks for his
consequently captive audience; and the last line is a neat
combination of a reference to this fact and to the motif of
the journey:

"Gentlemen...how about one for the road?" (p.137)

It is perhaps only in a short form such as this that such an effect
of dense brevity can be achieved as to combine in this single
line not only the implication of the economic power of the speaker,
but also the allusion to the 'gentleman' status which such power
allows him to afford himself.

6.7 "MINUTES OF GLORY"

"Minutes of Glory", in the same volume, is given its unity by
authorial control in the preference in the narration of allowing
the action as such to convey the meaning, rather than giving
prominence for example to the presentation of consciousness,

Wi th

the cogent vision typical of the short-story writer, the authorial
narrator seems to see the climactic moment of the action as
embodying all the human meaning for the protagonist so that there
is no need to attempt to convey her inner drama.

The story demonstrates the effect of urbanisation and economic
exploitation on the three main characters of the story, whose
backgrounds are briefly and summarily given by the narrator, in
the manner of a dossier.

There is almost no scenic presentation.

only a few lines of dialogue, and the story moves swiftly to its
final confrontation and denouement.

The effect is to force the

reader to supply his own evocation of motivation, while the narrator
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maintains his distance from the painful implications of his
story, detailing only the events.

"Wedding at the Cross", like "Minutes of Glory" is also an
account of a whole life, condensed in a brief narrative, and
directed towards a climactic action.
authorial treatment.

This results in a summary

However, the nature of the climactic

action is not as clear as it is in "Minutes of Glory", where it
is a question of a desperate display of a materialistic kind.
Here the very outwardness of the action embodies its meaning for
the character.

The fact that she has recourse to an extravagant

superficiality implies the inner failure which is the well spring
of the story.

In "Wedding at the Cross" the motivation imputed

to the character for her decisive act which is the turning-point
of the story is not explicit in her personal history, nor in the
act itself.

Therefore a passage of mental action presents her

thinking which leads up to this moment, and it is a passage which
is quite different from the rest of the story.

It presents items

from the previously narrated story of the character, but in a
conventionalized representation of the flow of her thought.
is not however in the form of a stream of consciousness.

It

The true

form of this is a long motif or device of amplification presented
in the first-person and of indeterminate length - in that an
individual consciousness is subject to almost infinite expression.
Here, the verbs are in the third-person, although the narrative
sequence is broken up with suspension points, giving the impression
of fragments of the persona's thought.

This selective representation

implies and creates an effect of dense brevity.
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6.8 "GIRLS AT WAR"

Chinua Achebe's "Girls at War", in the collection of the same
name (1972), is a short story whose narrative situation is
largely authorial.

Some thought report is used to situate a

secondary point of view in the principal character, Nwankwo,
but enough of the story is presented from the view of an external
narrator to give prominence to physical, rather than mind action.
The story turns on the events of the final situation in which
Nwankwo and the other main character Gladys face a critical
choice:

the decision whether or not to help a crippled soldier

at the risk of their own lives.

Because much of the narrative

has given the reader a view of Nwankwo*s consciousness, the
pragmatic nature of his intuitive decision is understandable.
He has been shown throughout as wavering ambivalently between
patriotic dedication to the war effort and cynical opportunism.
His encounters and his relationship with Gladys have displayed a
similar ambivalence.

He has not been able to resolve his attitude

to her, and consequently the reader is left uninformed of the
reality of her nature, as it is mediated by the view of the man.
However, in the final phase of the action, in her intuitive
choice of risking her life to help the cripple, her true position
becomes clear.

Her death consummates the situation and completes

the relationship between the two.

The earlier part of the story

is now seen in a new perspective.

Nwankwo*s judgement of the

girl is called into question by her action, and is turned back
upon himself.

In this way it is seen that the meaning of the story

hangs on one feature of its structure.

As is common in the short

story, it is the climax of the action which, occurring near the
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end of the narrative, draws elements of meaning into itself to
release them in the reader's mind in one powerful moment.

6.9

"CIVIL PEACE"

"Civil Peace" (in the same collection), set in the time immediately
following the internecine war in Nigeria, works out its central
concern of human survival through the juxtaposition of two kinds
of value.

On the one hand there is the value of people, of

Jonathan's family; on the other there is money value.

The

importance of the first is shown by the action, by ideas which
are present in Jonathan's mind, and by elements in the linguistic
level of the narrative.

The surviving members of the family are

referred to by their five "heads":

"...five inestimable blessings -

his head, his wife Maria's head and the heads of three of their
four children", (p.90)

The use of the term both refers to the

essentiality of sheer survival and also, by the slight distancing,
avoids the possiblity of sentimentality.

A similar effect can be

seen in the way in which the narrative presents Jonathan's
consciousness.

He finds his house still intact, but:

"...even

that monumental blessing must be accounted also totally inferior
to the five heads in the family", (p.91)

And finally, the action

demonstrates the importance of the part played by each member of
the family in maintaining its economic survival.

The other kind of value is embodied in the relationship between
the inflated Biafran pound and "real" Federal money.
works on all levels of the story.

Again this

The ex gratia exchange of

Nigerian for "rebel" currency becomes "egg-rasher" for the I bo
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peasants for whom the idea is meaningless.

The unreality of the

payment is reinforced by its loss to the comic villains who come
in the night to steal it, and by Jonathan's subsequent thoughts
on the subject with which the story concludes:

ii i

I count it as

nothing,' he told his sympathiser, his eyes on the rope he was
tying.

What is egg-rasher?

Did I depend on it last week?...

Let it go where everything else has gone!

■ n

(p.97)

Everything,

that is, except the family who, in the last scene, are getting
on with making a living.

6.10

"EVERYTHING COUNTS"

"Everything Counts", a story by Ama Ata Aidoo in her collection
No Sweetness Here (1970)12 , also deals with questions of value by
their externalisation in objects and activities.

The narrative

is unified by the complete consistency of its figural point of
view.

The protagonist is a young Ghanaian woman who returns to

Africa to take up a position as a lecturer in economics.

The

central situation - her dilemma about the question of wearing
wigs - is exposed in three or four brief phases.

The first of

these establishes the problem in a summary of remembered
conversations with male friends in her peer group.

At first she

disagrees with them, but she is persuaded by their ideological
and psychological arguments ("...'it means that we have no
confidence in ourselves.'") (p.21).

Her new position is reinforced

on her return when she is shocked to discover the extent of the
phenomenon.

The crucial experience for her is her encounter with

her new students in her first lecture on her return to Ghana, when
she feels that they will think there is something wrong with her
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because she wears her own hair.

Her growing feeling of

awareness of the pervasiveness of the lack of self-confidence
of Africans in their own self-image is then given its clearest
endorsement by the crowning as Miss Ghana of a mulatto who is
light-skinned and has Caucasian hair.

These elements of the

action are associated with her thoughts about her inability to
satisfy her relatives' desire for the luxuries which a "been-to"
is expected to bring back from Europe, and about the fact that
her sternest critics, her "revolutionary" friends, remain
overseas studying for higher degrees.

The reader is led to

draw together these different elements of the story to construct
its meaning, but all of them already cohere by the fact of their
existence in the mind of the central character.
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CHAPTER 7

LONG FORMS

7.1

INTRODUCTION

Long forms display identifiable characteristics of amplification
and complexity.

These may include:

episodic or loose structure

of the action; multiplicity of strands and phases of the action;
complexity of characterisation in depth or through temporal
extension.

Motifs of 'length1 will also occur, such as recurring

patterns of symbols; development of the life of an individual
or of a family through more than one generation; or multiple
points of view of some central event or group of related events. 1

The most rudimentary long form is that which treats the development
of one life-time, one of the main roots of narrative.

Other long

works take events as their focus, rather than the lives of
particular individuals, and may deal with many aspects or causes
of the event(s) and the part played therein by several characters.
Whereas Les Bouts de Bois de Dieu deals with one event, the
1947-48 strike on the Dakar-Niger railway, showing some of the
causes of the confrontation and the involvement of many actors,
A Grain of Wheat confines itself to fewer characters in order to
show in more depth the meaning of their actions at the moment of
Independence in Kenya.

A few works are concerned with the development of the personality
of one individual rather than the events of his life, and may use
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rather unusual means of presentation.

In This Earth, My Brother,

most of the narrative is devoted to the evolution of the madness
of the central character, and Why Are We So Blest? is concerned
with the nature of the relationships between the three characters
which lead up to the final moment of excess.

Some narratives work

out their meaning partly through a network of interrelated
symbols.

In The Voice this functions largely at the linguistic

level of meaning, whereas in The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born
the symbols, although of course linguistically encoded, are more
obviously embedded in the characterisation, and in The River
Between they arise primarily out of the organisation of spatial

detail.

In Soyinka's and Achebe's novels no single principle of

length predominates; instead complexity here is the overall result
of an intricate polyphony of technical detail and aesthetic value

qualities.

7.2

THE VOICE

Of the works to be studied in this chapter the one which is most
characteristically African is The Voice (1964), by Gabriel
Okara.2

Despite its length, this work belongs as much to the

genre of the traditional oral narrative as to that of the
European novel.

In addition it displays aspects of complexity

and complication which in fact make it a 'long' work.

The Voice is written in an English which is stylised in a particular
way so as to indicate speech and thought of in an African language:
Ijaw (or Ijo).

Gabriel Okara was attempting consciously to

represent, as he says, "our ideas, our thinking, in fact our whole
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mode of speech."

3

This has a bearing not only on the dialogue

in the novel but also on its means of presentation of the
characters' thought, and results in a simplification of both the
characterisation and the issues involved in the narrative.

This

process tends to typify the characters, but it also lends a
unity and power to the meaning of the story as a whole.

This is

one of the aspects of the novel which gives it the force of an
allegory.

Okara told Andrew Sal key that the book was a struggle

between the forces of darkness and light.^

If this is the case.

it is the work's diction by which it creates this effect.

The main character, Okolo, is conveyed principally as a person
who is in search of "it".

This is a quality or value which is

never clearly defined, but which is associated in a passage
which presents Okolo's thinking on the subject with a sense of
the meaning of life:

"There may be only one meaning in life and

everybody is just groping along in their various ways to achieve
it...What is he himself trying to reach?

For him it has no name.

Names bring divisions and divisions, strife.
a name; let it be nameless." (p.112)

So let it be without

Okolo may therefore be seen

as the type of a searcher after the truth, man engaged in a quest
for meaning.

The search for "it" is a motif which runs through

the whole work.

It provides the causal nexus for the remove to

an alternative spatial locus of the middle section of the narrative,
and for the return at the end, and thus gives the work its over
arching quest pattern and its tripartite structure.

For this reason

it may be seen as a motif of amplificatio.

Okolo's thoughts about "it", quoted above, occur in his "inside".

156.

This concept is again undefined and partakes of the areas of
meaning of mind, emotion and moral integrity,

All of these

meanings may be seen in the sentence which follows the one quoted
above:

"So Okolo for three days and three nights sitting with

his knees drawn up to his chin, talked in his inside and in the
end agreed with his inside that everybody has or ought to have a
purpose apart from bearing children and the sweetness of one's
inside in the world is in the fulfilment of that purpose." (P.112)
The first of these "insides", the one in which the character
talked, seems to refer to a process of thought or meditation, while
the second indicates not only a decision perhaps but a feeling of
intuition or integration.

The "sweetness" of one's "inside" however

seems to refer to the whole Self, or one's total moral status.
The characters are for the most part grouped according to whether
their "inside" is "sweet", like Okolo's, or "ugly", like Chief
Izongo's.

Another important linguistic feature which contributes to the
structure of the action and to the meaning of the work is the idea
of the "coming thing".

In an interview with Bernth Lindfors,

Okara was quite specific about his idea of the meaning of this
term.

He was asked:

"So 'the coming thing' referred to in the

book is really political independence?

I mean, it's quite a

literal allegory?" Okara replied, "Yes, that's right.

You will

find my poem, 'The Fisherman's Incantation', is also about
independence.

That too was written in the pre-independence era."

The Voice itself actually seems to supply a broader field of
reference for the meaning of the phrase, in that the meaning is
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not specified in this way.

In fact, the spatial locus of the

narrative is not the nation, but is confined to the village and
the small town.

The idea of "the coming thing" is first introduced

specifically at the local level:

"Okolo started his search when

he came out of school and returned home to his people.

When he

returned home to his people, words of the coming thing, rumours
of the coming thing, were in the air flying like birds, swimming
like fishes in the river." (p.23)

Taking the date of writing of

the book into account, it is impossible to ignore the meaning
explicity suggested, but on the other hand it is also possible to
see the text as sustaining a broader reference to any "thing"
that might be "coming", or to futurity in general.

In this reading,

whereas the Elders and others are concerned only with the future,
Okolo wants to be able to perceive a connexion with the past.
"Okolo did not join them in their joy because what was there was
no longer there and things had no more roots." (p.23)

That is,

he is more concerned with the search for meaning in the present
by interpreting it in the light of the experience of the past,
than in hoping for meaning to emerge in the future.

Another possible meaning of "the coming thing" may be found in
the increase of materialism in the community, as in this passage
in which his friend Tebeowei tells Okoli:
fact of the new time.

"...you must see the

Everybody's inside is now filled with money,

cars, and concrete houses and money is being scattered all around."
(p.50)

Although the specific phrase is not associated with these

notions, it is nevertheless clear that materialism is on the
increase, and is therefore in a sense a "coming thing".

To resist

its malign influence, Okolo would wish to oppose his "teaching
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words", another recurring motif.

Most people, he thinks, "do

not see it in their insides that words and money are not the
same thing.

Money may be lost forever but words, teaching words,

are the same in any age." (pp.51-52)

The use of fixed linguistic formulae produces in the work as a
whole an absence of relativity.

The concepts and phenomena

referred to as "the coming thing" and "teaching words" remain
static and incapable of development.

The ideology of the work

opposes one inflexible system to another, not in a dialectical
manner, but in a diametrical opposition, the outcome of which can
only be the death of one of them.

For this pattern to be fully worked out, it is necessary that the
work be relatively long.

It is only possible to represent

recalcitrance and rigidity of ideological attitudes by showing
them extended through time.

For this a work of some length is

required.

7.3 THIS EARTH, MY BROTHER

This Earth, My Brother is a long work which displays several
different kinds of complication and complexity, some of which
have been discussed in Chapter Four under the head of 'action'.
Not only is the action fragmented with regard to time, stranding
and narrative situation, but there is also considerable development
and complexity in characterisation, and in the levels of meaning
of the imagined world.
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Amamu, the central character, is presented at various stages
throughout his life, from birth to death, thus allowing much
scope for development, and in particular showing his tendency
towards madness.

His personality is represented in relation

to incidents in his life, to his relationships with his wife,
mistress and servant, and by report of his thoughts, by the
interpenetration of myth and image in those thoughts, and finally
by his own rendering of the flow of his mad consciousness.

In

the flashbacks to his youth, the reader is made aware of the
pressures exerted on Amamu by regimentation in his school
experiences, poverty, cultural alienation under the British
Empire, the effects of the Second World War, and by his dis
illusioning discoveries as a reporter.

In the present of the novel, he has an unsatisfying relationship
with his wife Alice, and another important relationship with Adisa,
his mistress.6

In his madness, the figure of Adisa shades over

into identity with a Mammy Wata figure, a water spirit who will
rise from the sea at the "appointed hour" to "reveal the eternal
legend of [herj love" (p.165).

She is also identified with a

cousin whom he loved and who died in her twelfth year.

The

episodes dealing with these visionary identifications add an extra
sphere of experience to the realistic parts of the narrative, and
a further degree of complexity.

This comes about in two ways.

There are firstly the notes themselves which Amamu makes in his
black notebook during his time in the mental hospital, and which
offer the record of the vision itself.

And secondly there are the

additional meanings which accrete around the figure of Adisa in
the realistic narrative by her association with the spirit of the
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other.

This is the kind of complexity which creates the range of levels
of meaning mentioned above - meanings which arise from the
different spheres of the imagined world.

There is the personal

meaning of events in the life of Amamu which represent firstly
the nature of his conscious mind and the background to his
psychological and social development, and secondly the nature
and causes of his madness.

There is the political meaning

implied by the representation of life in Ghana under Nkrumah.
And there is the mythical sphere of meaning which is constructed
by the workings of Amamu's unconscious mind as revealed in his
journal.

The representation of the complexity of the lawyer's personality
is assisted by fragmentation of time.

Present and past phases

are intermingled in an apparently alogical manner which makes no
concessions to the difficulty of an initial reading.

This

fragmentation forces the reader to reconstruct the chronological
order of events, while at the same time allowing his to make
connexions between past experiences and the present condition of
the protagonist.

It can also be interpreted as showing the way

in which a human personality re-experiences and reinterprets his
past in the light of the present.

In This Earth, My Brother, a

complex use of time combines with a compound narrative situation
to produce a rich and many-layered representation of an individual
in relation to the society in which he lives.
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7.4 LES BOUTS DE BOIS DE DIEU

Les Bouts de Bois de Dieu is a large and ambitious work which
exhibits complexity of several kinds.

Firstly, there is the

multiplicity of the spatio-temporal loci of the narrative
situation.

These are signalled by the principal divisions of

the text which indicate the three main locales:

Bamako, Thies

and Dakar, as well as the road from Thies to Dakar.

Ousmane's

novel has an unusually large extent in space, involving numerous
locations in towns a thousand miles apart.

It is in the nature

of a work such as this which traces the evolution of a concerted
event involving a number of different groups that a geographical
'plot' is necessary to understand fully the movement of the action.
The English publishers have in fact provided a map in the end
papers.

There is further complexity in the narrative situation itself,
which is fluid, moving continuously from the panoramic view
to that of single individuals, and from the authorial situation
to the figural.

Also, a large number of different figural points

of view are utilised.

Again this is suggested by the chapter

headings which are usually also the name of the individual with
whom the section is most concerned, and whose point of view is
usually employed.

The number of characters and the relative equality of treatment
which they receive in relation to each other contributes to a
work ideology concerned with the value of shared experience and
mutual responsibility.

Another extension of this concern is
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through family generations.

Although the adults of middle age

carry the burden of the action, the narrative also represents
the effects of the struggle on the older and younger people,
particularly through the personae of Ad'jibid'ji and of her grand
mother Niakoro.

If the wisdom and frailty of age may be seen in

the one, then the other must embody the hope with which the young
are traditionally invested.

Furthermore, their relative helpless

ness in the face of great events is shown by the dependence on
each other which they are forced to develop.

And finally they increase the spectrum of investigation by
broadening the experiential range of reference.

Lastly, the action itself is complex.

It may be conceived as

one large event, and certainly is seen as such at different times
by various characters, but as a narrative it is divisible into
many phases and strands.

The phases are determined by the

different stages of the action as it develops, while the stranding
is consequent upon the multiplicity of characters and figural
narrative situations.

The action obtains a sense of unity through

the key figure of Bakayoko, who, as well as being related to a
number of characters, is also the one who possesses in the highest
degree the vision of the meaning of the events.
also the effective leader of the strike.

Obviously, he is

Unity is also a function

of the shared ideology of many of the actors who are all trying
to escape from the same exploitative situation.

A dialectic results

from the antithetic arrangement of their position with that of
management, although the latter are dealt with less sympathetically
and at much less length.
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7.5

L'ENFANT NOIR

Length in L1Enfant Noir is principally a function of the motif
of the life of the protagonist from his early memories to manhood
and his departure from home.

However, many short motifs are

naturally included in the form of important moments and experiences
in the overarching pattern of his life.

Examples are the discussion

of the totem, the scene in the goldsmith's shop, the harvest, and
the important presentation of the initiation rituals.

Although

the narrative situation throughout is first-person, a useful
distinction may be made between those scenes in which the narrator
plays a significant role and those of which he is mainly an
observer.

Although the narrative is single-stranded and linear, it is
broken into a number of phases, some of which are consequent upon
the change in spatial location from the narrator's home at
Kouroussa to his mother's family's home at Tindican and then
finally to Conakry before his departure for Paris.

Not only is

each of these locations replete with spatial details and personae,
but significantly different events occur at each one.

The uncle's

farm, for example, is the scene of the harvest, while Conakry is
the setting for the most important interview with Marie.

A long work with an apparently simple structure may in this way
achieve a kind of complexity as a result of sheer weight of

material.

Depending on the work it may be possible nevertheless,

as with L'Enfant Noir to perceive the strong main line of the

central concern - in this case the development of the protagonist -
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as transcending other aspects.

In other works the reader is

directed by the text to make correlative connexions between
aspects of the work's form which are not necessarily central to
the action as such.

An infinite variety of motifs is available

to a narrative, some of which will be more aesthetically
satisfying than others, depending on the work.

The main concern

of L1Enfant Noir is the life of the narrator, and it is simply
the number of phases of that life which are presented which make
it a long work.
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CHAPTER 7

NOTES

1.
Cf. Henry James' discussion of 'developmental' as
opposed to 'anecdotic' forms in The Art of the Novel: Critical
Prefaces by Henry James (N.Y.: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1935),
e.g. p.234.
2.

Gabriel Okara, The Voice (London:

Heinemann, 1964).

3.
Bernth Lindfors (ed.). Pern-Say: Interviews with Eight
Nigerian Writers (Austin: African and Afro-American Research
Institute, 1974), p.43.
4.
Quoted in Adrian A. Roscoe, Mother is Gold: A Study
in West African Literature (Cambridge: C.U.P., 1971), p.113.
5.

Lindfors, Dem-Say, p.43.

6.
A.A. Mendilow, Time and the Novel (N.Y.: Humanities
Press, 1965: "There is as a rule one point of time in the story
which serves as the point of reference. From this point the
fictive present may be considered as beginning." (p.96) In
this narrative that point is the beginning of Chapter Ten.
Earlier chapters also in the phase of the present are in a time
posterior to the time of this chapter.
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CHAPTER 8

INTERPRETATIVE ABSTRACTION AND WORLD-VIEW

8.1

INTRODUCTION

In each of the previous chapters in this dissertation one particular
aspect of the form of narrative works as they are found to occur
in African fiction has been described.

In order to make statements

of an interpretative nature, however, it is necessary to conduct
the discussion at one remove from description, to bring together
elements from the analysis of the basic technical possiblities,
and to abstract from the evidence those aspects which most
coherently form a worldview.
carrying:

Works of literature are value

any act of interpretation will abstract, implicitly

or explicitly, an understanding of the work's weltanschauung.
Any literary work will contain such a worldview which, although
created by the writer and recreated by the reader, will have a
degree of independence of the view of either, being susceptible
to the artistic-aesthetic demands of the work itself.

Although, as Lukacs says "the compositional principles of a ...
work are a manifestation of an author's view of life", the work
will come to have a system of values which is not necessarily
identical to that view, but will be consequent on its own
independent existence. 1 As Goldmann sees it, the more significant
relationship is that between the work and the social group to which
it is related.

He says.
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an imaginary universe, apparently completely removed
from any specific experience - that of a fairy tale,
for instance - may, in its structure, be strictly
homologous with the experience of a particular social
group or, at the very least, linked, in a significant
manner, with that experience.

There is therefore no

longer any contradiction between, on the one hand, the
existence of a close relationship between literary
creation and social and historical reality and, on the
other hand, the most powerful creative imagination.

?

The worldview of a literary work may be perceived partly through
its formal organisation, through the implications of the way its
narrative situation, spatio-temporal aspects, and handling of
action and characterisation are organised, and also partly through
the direct representation of values as expressed authorially or
through figures in the presented world.

An ideal reading of a

work would be one which took account of all such factors in order
to perceive those values "which, without being manifestly present
in the novel, organize in accordance with an implicit mode its
3
world as a whole." The more closely all aspects of a work are
related and subservient to its values, the more it will repay
close examination.

"...a literary work is seen to be all the

more valuable and more important ... according as the sensible
richness and multiplicity of its universe are greater and as that
universe is more rigorously organized, and constitutes a structural
unity."4
The narratives of only four selected authors are discussed here.
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for several reasons.

Firstly, as the quotation from Lukacs

given above suggests, it is possible to discover a relationship
between the views of the author and compositional principles of
a given work, and that a study of more than one work by the same
writer will increase the possibilities of understanding each
one individually.

There will therefore be a reciprocality of

information between the particular work and the implied author
which will increase in depth with each additional work.

Further

more, as well as having produced more than one long narrative work,
they are also writers who, it is possible to assert, have succeeded
in creating works which express a significant worldview which is
"rigorously organized, and constitutes a structural unity."

8.2

CHINUA ACHEBE

The novels of Chinua Achebe display individually and as a corpus
an investigation of the relationship between a man and the society
5
in which he lives.
Igbo society underwent great changes in the
period from the time of the author's grandfather to the coup of
1966 - about one hundred years - and it is this period which is
the temporal setting for Achebe's four novels.

Although he did

not write them in historical order, it is possible to place them
in a chronological order in relation to the time of the worlds
they present.

In each narrative there is a central character

who is submitted to the test of the pressures brought to bear by
his particular moment of history.
falls a victim to these pressures.

In each case the protagonist
Okonkwo kills himself, Ezeulu

goes mad, Obi Okonkwo presumably goes to prison and Odili fails
to withstand corruption and to get elected, and is badly beaten.
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In each of these exemplary lives, a particular view is being
presented of the relationship between an individual and society.

In Things Fall Apart, the protagonist is the warrior-hero, the
leader of a society organised by small village groups.

In its

constant vigilance and preparedness for war and other such
incursions, the families and tribes of such a society will look
to its strong men who are capable of making a quick decision and
standing by it.

But this hero becomes redundant when the society

develops more complex relationships between families, villages
and tribes and then between the ideologies of people from different
racial groups.

As the need grows for administrators and

bureaucrats trained to understand and respond to complex situations,
the warrior-hero's decisive and possibly aggressive mode of action
is no longer appropriate.

He is now a liability rather than an

asset to his social group which will neither encourage nor support
him, thus causing his kind to tend to disappear.

This is the

scenario of Things Fall Apart.

In this novel, Achebe presents a view of an Igbo society which
allows both some of its strengths and some of its weaknesses to
be visible.

On the positive side there is the strong, fruitful

continuance of tradition, seen in such attributes as the use of
proverbs, which seems to give a strong sense of shared experience
to the members of the group.

There is also a traditional kind of

restraint which helps to balance the rashness of the warrior.
This is combined with the hierarchy of titles and elders which
balances out wealth and allows maturity and wisdom to guide the
life of the tribe.^
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On the other hand, it is this very conservatism which is one of
the causes of the village's "falling-apart".

The society of the

novel is unable to adapt to the encroachment of Western culture,
and it begins to decay.

Firstly, its traditional leaders are alienated.

When Okonkwo

kills the court messenger near the end of the action, the villagers
turn their backs.

It is because of his isolation, of his sense

that his values are no longer shared by the other elders, that he
submits himself to the shame of suicide.

Secondly, the structure

of the family begins to break down under the pressure of the new
religion.

When Okonkwo's son Nwoye joins the Christian group,

he is ostracised by his father.

Thirdly, the disorientation of

values in the village is displayed emblematically by the reorientation
of space.

The centre of village life is no longer the market-place

arena, nor the shrines of the gods, but the new church, the court
house, and the road to the capital.

The negative aspects of Igbo society which contribute to its
fragmentation are perhaps best seen as being embodied by Okonkwo
himself.

It is possible to see the society represented in Things

Fall Apart as being balanced:

between masculine and feminine

virtues, and between communal ism and individualism.

If the Oracle

of the Hills and the Caves stands for decisive, masculine action.
then the Earth Goddess may be seen as standing for compromise,
and deliberated, feminine lines of action.

Whereas it is the

Oracle which deals with the difficult problem of the presence of
Ikemefuna in the village by issuing a demand that he be summarily
killed, the Earth Goddess is identified with the honorary kinship
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between him and Nwoye and therefore Okonkwo, which should have
dissuaded the latter from taking part in the killing.^

The taking of titles may be seen as a masculine virtue, as it is
associated with power and with the acquisition of property; but
it is men of title like Ezeudu and Obierika who advise Okonkwo
not to help in the execution, on the grounds that the boy calls
him father, and that it would therefore be an offence against
the Goddess. 8 They may in this be seen as embodying the principle
of balance or restraint in the society, which is not also shared
by the protagonist of the narrative, due to his particular personal
characteristics and history.

Another case of balance is demonstrated in the spatial organization
of the book which in turn exemplifies one aspect of the represented
society:

the two villages Umuofia and Mbanta, which are

respectively the village of Okonkwo's father and mother.

The fact

that an Igbo girl must marry outside her own village means that
her child will have two family groups from which he may derive
support.

Whereas Okonkwo receives positive reinforcement from his

own village for his ability in the realms of war and personal
ahcievement, it is to his mother's village that he turns for
mercy and love in his time of greatest trouble.

But he then

returns unchanged from his exile expecting to find the same system
of values as before, and succumbs to the unexpected new reality.

Again in Arrow of God one finds a main actor who represents at the
same time a strength of the society in which he lives and a
weakness.

Ezeulu is the embodiment of Igbo society's respect for
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tradition, ritual and tested forms of administration and decision
making.

But it is also clearly shown that it is precisely his

rigid adherence to conventional forms which causes a critical
difficulty both for himself and for the people to whom he is
responsible, and results finally in his downfall.

And again the organization of space plays an important role in the
creation of the work's meaning.

In Things Fall Apart Okonkwo's

exile was involved with two significant thematic concerns:

with

the emblematic demonstration of the feminine alternative in the
social structure and with the necessity for the removal of the
warrior from the transitional society.
are again two worlds:

In Arrow of God there

the world of traditional African power and

that of the colonisers.

The reader is invited to enter each of

these worlds and to become familiar not only with the rituals and
conflicts within each but also with the way in which each views
the other.

The removal of the protagonist from his own sphere

and his detention in the other can then be seen as the turningpoint of the action.

Ezeulu's inability, because of his imprison

ment, to eat the sacrificial yams and therefore mark the
beginning of the new year at what is really the appropriate time,
is the narrative nexus which conjoins the two worlds and brings
about the denouement of the action.

The meaning of Ezeulu's decision to take this line of action is
presented on two levels, which are also two aspects of his
personality and function:

the psychological and the divine.

As

Okonkwo was motivated partly by his psychopathology and partly by
fate represented by his personal chi, so is Ezeulu characterised
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partly by his sense of his role as high priest of the god Ulu,
and partly as an ambitious, self-seeking man.

Like the warrior

Okonkwo, the priest Ezeulu has an important function to play in
traditional society, but each of them obsessively acts out his
role past the point of its optimal functioning for the good of
that society.

Furthermore, in both cases social values are in a

state of flux, caused both by internal pressures and by external
influence.

The external influence is much the same in each

narrative, except that in Arrow of God the power of the Europeans
is more nakedly on display, whereas in Things Fall Apart it is
distant and disguised by the church.

Internal conflicts also

have more to do with power in the later work, where it is a
question of who will rule, and how much executive power he will
have; while in the earlier one the differences of opinion are
about particular points of policy, such as the question of the
alienation of twins and the identity of the executioner of the
gods' orders.

In No Longer At Ease the protagonist does not so much move between
the two worlds of the narrative as live in both of them.

He is

a 'been-to' - from village origins and maintaining his close
ties with them through the Umuofia Progressive Union, but educated
in England, and consequently working out his life at least partly
through an English value-system.

This synthesis should produce

a rich experience, but it produces only confusion.

The members of the Umuofia Progressive Union have financed Obi
Okonkwo1s education in the hope that he will make use of his
knowledge of the Whiteman's ways to defend more effectively his
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African heritage.

In this he is like the son whom Ezeulu sends

among the Christians so as better to know how to resist them.
In this case, of course, Obi takes on not only the knowledge of
the whiteman but also his values.

In particular, he comes to

accept the new rate of exchange, the substitution of money values
for personal relationships, which is one of the essential facets
of a system based on bribery.

Whereas under the traditional

system bribery is sanctioned and non-harmful because it is
controlled by the limited nature of the means of exchange itself,
under the capitalist influence the controls are removed, and the
acquisition of property becomes an end in itself.

However, Obi's taking of bribes is in fact a symptom, rather than
the disease itself.

It is an act performed for no clear motive

in a confused state of mind, a confusion produced in Obi by the
different and conflicting pressures which he experiences.

His

connexion with traditional social structures is iconically displayed
in the tithe which he pays monthly to the Umuofia Progressive
Union.

This not only symbolises the tie which links him to his

personal and social past and is an acknowledgement of his acceptance
of the power of the members of the Union to continue to influence
his destiny, but also, in the practical sphere, deprives him of
money of which he has a desperate need.

His wish to marry Clara,

on the other hand, displays his freedom from the imperatives of
institutional taboos.

Between these two extremes stands the figure

of his father, who embodies aspects of both traditional mores and
of the Christian ethic.

The pivotal Chapter Fourteen recalls the history of the Okonkwo
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who killed the boy who called him father.

It is here also that

Isaac Okonkwo and his son reveal the depth of the division in
their thinking on the question of the force of the traditional
systems of value.

Obi's argument is two-fold.

Firstly, he

reminds his father that as Christians they should value each
human being as equal and take not account of caste.

Secondly,

he asserts that the caste system belongs to an order of things
which is changing and which will be completely different in ten
years.

His father, however, does not see the possibility of such

a change, and remains firm in his maintenance of the traditional
position:

■I i

We are Christians »>

to marry an osu.

he said. 'But that is no reason

■ n

Confused and torn between the two value systems and between
conflicting demands on his resources. Obi is not able to provide
Clara with the solid emotional support which she needs, nor is he
able readily to provide the money for her abortion.

In his confusion

he begins to take bribes, as if unaware of what he was doing.
However, the symbolic meaning of his action is available to the
reader.

He is replacing a commitment to his responsibilities to

Clara and to rationalising the opposing claims of European and
African values with a surrogate representing the superficial
measure of quality in a cash economy.

The book ends with the restatement of the opening motif:

the

inability of the other characters to understand the motivation of
the protagonist.

The subtlety of these apparently crude structural

elements is found in the fact that the solution to the problem is
not explicitly supplied for the reader by the authorial framework -
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he must seek it himself in his own reconstruction of the meaning
of the narrative.

In the first three of his novels Achebe presents situations which
are placed in the recent past of his own society,

In each of

these works, the implicit claim is being made that the man and
the moment are capable being completely understood, that all the
important aspects of his predicament have been delineated and
the reasons for his ultimate death or downfall have been shown.
In each case, the structure of the action is closed by this fall.
In his latest book, A Man of the People (1966), Achebe sets the
action in the present of his own society, and it is perhaps for
9
this reason that the narrative is open-ended,

The main actor

is still alive and could be capable of further development, and
the society represented is at the end of one era and therefore
at the beginning of another.

Nevertheless, the same tone prevails

as is found at the end of the earlier works.

Despite this

general sense of openness, one feels in the last pages of the
book that a point of stasis has been reached.

And as a result

of his misadventrues the protagonist appears to have lost his
desire to change either the world or himself, and his now cynical
view is likely to be maintained.

As the narrator moves towards his peroration, in the last few
pages and paragraphs of the narrative, the writing becomes more
intense.

The tone becomes increasingly serious, the sentences

longer, the rhetoric more weighty.

It seems as though the

ironical gap between author and narrator-figure continues to
diminish until in the last sentence it disappears altogether.
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But whether it is this gap or the gap between the narrator
and his material which has tended to close, it is clear that
the worldview of the work is ultimately not treatly ironicallyso that the reader can postulate an identity in attitude
between author, narrator, and work.

It has been shown that in all of his longer narrative works
Achebe places his protagonist in a conflict of some kind produced
partly by a collision of value systems and partly by a disparity
between the individual's needs and those of society.

Without

over-simplification, he delineates the factors that have formed
i

and reformed the patterns of his fictive Igbo society, and the
effect of these reformations, particularly as shown in the cases
of representative figures.

As he writes himself:

"The success

of Ibo culture was the balance between material and spiritual. n 10
His novels examine in a fictive field the results of this balance
being upset.

8.3

NGUGI WA THIONG'O

The long narratives of Ngugi wa Thiong'o may be contrasted with
those of Chinua Achebe with regard to the extent of their presented
world and consequently the nature of their world-view. 11

Although

the works of both writers present a view of the interaction
between the individual and society, Achebe's narratives concentrate
to a greater extent on the individual side of the relationship.
Consequently the kinds of society which are presented in their
works have a different dynamic.

Achebe's Igbo society is presented

in its sphere as being in a state of change at a particular rate.
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determined by factors which are independent of the individual,
who is presented as inhabiting a distinct sphere which is
operating in accordance with a different set of factors.

The

greater part of the ideology of a particular narrative is worked
out through the relationship between these two spheres.

The Gikuyu society presented by Ngugi, on the other hand, is
seen as being the sum of the individual forces acting within it.
Though there may be an actor who may be called the protagonist,
he is nevertheless presented as occupying only one of a number
of possible positions within the society rather than as an
individual who is in some significant way an outsider, or at least
an aberration.

Thus, although Njoroge in Weep Not, Child is the principal focus
for the working-out of the book's central concerns, his is not
the only figure whose point of view is utilised.

Other strands

of the action are presented from the points of view of Ngotho
and others of the principal characters, in this way building up
a complex model of society containing many individual ideologies.
This is especially clear in the case of this work, as opposed to
the later novels, in that Njoroge is a naive persona whose
attitudes are in a developing state.

His brothers, therefore,

do not represent types which are opposed to his, but possible
positions which he might in the future take up.

Throughout the

narrative, it is the family rather than the individual which is
the focus for the action.

Similarly, Waiyaki's weltanschauung is used in The River Between
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as the most significant of a number of different attitudes to
questions of cultural direction and government which arise in
the narrative.

Significantly, Waiyaki is the character the

most caught up in dialectic, to the point where he cannot function
appropriately.

longer lead.

He cannot make a choice, and therefore can no
Other characters represent an adherence to different

attitudes, some of which Waiyaki is able to adopt, although only
partially.

Thus, by the end of the narrative, Kamau has become

completely identified with the Kiama, the instrument of tribal
purity and unity, and Nyambura is prepared to sacrifice her
existence for the sake of her love for Waiyaki, while throughout
Joshua continues to maintain his complete espousal of the new
religion of Christianity, and Chege continues to stand for
allegiance to traditional principles and farsightedness.

It may

be seen as Waiyaki's failure to commit himself totally to any
one of these courses of action which causes him to become a
victim of his own vacillation.

Inasmuch as he is central to

the ideology of the narrative, it is his centrality as victim,
as a scape-goat figure which places him there.

In A Grain of Wheat, Hugo tends to occupy a similar position.
But in the later and longer work, Ngugi has created personae
which are more fully developed and thus provide an even stronger
context in which Hugo's failure may be understood.

Furthermore,

this society is not characterised by the deep divisions of the
world of The River Between.

As the present of the action is set

in the period following the Mau Mau war in Kenya, the characters

are presented as being united by a common desire. 12
search of a common goal:

They are in

agreement about the nature of the new
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society which is about to be inaugurated in the Independence
celebrations which form the climax of the book.

Such an

agreement will be based on an understanding of what the recent
past has meant and how earlier events are to be integrated with
present and future relationships.

It is significant in this context that the narrative voice often
becomes involved in the action to the extent of using a firstperson plural form of speech.

The point of view in phrases like

"most people from our village" and "it was our day" (p.244) is
that of a member (or members) of the village.

In its anonymity

it may be heard as the voice of the collective consciousness.
the voice which represents the collective ethic to which the
inhabitants of Ngugi's fictional worlds become increasingly and
more explicitly responsible.

When, at the end of The River Between, Waiyaki and Nyambura are
taken off to judgement, the reader is encouraged to take up a
position of sympathy for the young lovers who have given up their
freedom for the integrity of their love for each other,

In Hugo's

case, although he is well known to the reader by the end of the
narrative, it is not sympathy that is appropriate to the moment
of the arrest, but a feeling of inevitability.

This is established

partly by the tone of the writing which deals with Hugo's apathy
as he awaits his judges:

"He did not remove his wet clothes.

He stared at the wall, opposite.

There was nothing on the walls..."

(p.269), and partly by the idea stated by General R.:
deeds alone will condemn you.
or apparent bitterness.

H i

Your

General R. continued without anger

You - No one will ever escape from his
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own actions.1" (p.270)

This statement may be seen as emanating

from the thematic centre of the book.

8.4

AY I KWEI ARMAH

The narrative works of Ayi Kwei Armah display a particularly
interesting study of the confrontation of European and African
patterns of thought.

13

The effects of this confrontation, the

original confusion and disillusionment, followed by fragmentation
and disintegration and then by compromise and consolidation may
be seen as the principal thematic concern which runs through the
four novels.

This may be exposed by a consideration of their

formal features, principally narrative situation and characterisa
tion.

These features show a progression from the use of indistinct

personae and a shifting point of view, through clear but
fragmented narrative situations, to a clearly defined and highly
controlled strategy in the last work, where, although individual
personae are submerged in the collective, the point of view is
remarkably unified and maintained.

In The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born a world-view which has
features of breakdown and confusion pervades the amorphous
characterisation and ambivalent narrative situation, particularly
with regard to the main character and to the lack of distinction
between him and the external narrative voice.

One of the aspects

of the characterisation of "the man", who never achieves the
distinctivness of an individual name, is the character of his
thought.

The contrast of his manner of thinking with that of the

Teacher shows up his inability to think in abstract terms or to
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formulate any alternatives to his mode of being.

His intuitive

way of perceiving and understanding the world is revealed in his
mental conflicts which are expressed in terms of symbols which
have no specific referents.
symbols is "the gleam".

The most outstanding of such

This proceeds naturally from the man's

perception of the Atlantic Caprice which is an 'insulting'
gleaming white, (p.12)

Immediately it is established as an image,

however, the gleam frees itself to become of a symbol which is
associated with a number of manifestations of such ideas as
success, speed, wealth, and power.

These ideas are rarely

formulated as such, and what the reader is permitted to know of
the character's consciousness is almost always expressed in
terms of visual images.

One outstanding example may be taken

from the end of the narrative.

It is especially apt in that it

is a verbal idea which is presented to the man's mind:

the legend

on the back of the bus which becomes the title of the novel:
"...the man was unable to shake off the imprint of the painted
words."

But they do not remain stable, and begin to metamorphose:

"In his mind he could see them flowing up, down, and round again."
And finally they change into visual and aural phenomena:

"After

a while the image itself of the flower in the middle disappeared,
to be replaced by a single, melodious note." (p.215)

There could

be no clearer example of the inability of the man to hold onto
and deal with ideas at an abstract level.

A similar lack of definition may be seen in the sphere of the
man's actions.

Paradoxically, his most significant actions are

ones which he does not in fact carry out. What he does do is
move in the same circles day after day without the possibility of
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change, despite the fact that he has many opportunities to be
aware of the meaninglessness of his existence, such as the
agonised cry of the telegraph operator:
on like this?" (p.30)

"Why do we agree to go

What he does not do is take bribes, such

as the one offered by the timber contractor, or become successful,
like Koomson.

So although he may be seen as a hero in the realm

of moral integrity, this is achieved only by the use of negative

criteria.

When he helps Koomson to escape, it is presumably

purely from humanitarian motives which are not related to the
main current of the work's ideology.

The man's inability to bring to full consciousness and therefore
act upon his inchoate understanding of a fuller and more authentic
mode of existence is emphasised in the presentational process by
the gap between the levels of awareness of the naive protagonist
and of the central consciousness of the work.

Although the

narrative situation is largely figural, it is also often authorial,
in passages which provide a much broader context for the action
of the novel than that of which the man is capable of being aware.
While the reader is aware, through the presence of a narrative
voice, of a central consciousness which organises the narrative.
giving it form and expression, he is at the same time involved
in the experience of the man who is only dimly aware of the fuller
implications of his lifestyle.

The irony created in this way

underlines the man's naivety and helplessness in the face of his
problems.

A fuller consciousness is not only in the province of the narrator
and therefore part of the presentational process, but is also
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exemplified in the presented world by the presence of the Teacher.
He is the character who stands at the opposite end of the spectrum
from the successful ones like Koomson, and so might have
embodied the ideals of purity and moral integrity; but ironically
he is also the character who has become most completely withdrawn
from life.

He seems to be present in the narrative because of

the need to have a character capable of expressing ideas which
are essential to the work, but which the main character is
incapable of comprehending completely.

This may be seen as

another division and intentional confusion in the work ideology.

However, the most convincing example of the basic diffuseness
at the ideological level is the confusion which exists at some
points between the presence of the consciousness of the man, the
Teacher and the narrator.

Throughout the narrative there are

moments of ambivalence in the narrative situation when the point
of view moves fluidly between narrator and protagonist.

This is

the technical outcome of an ideological attitude involving a
high degree of tolerance of diffuseness and uncertainty.

Narrative ambivalence is most noticeable in the important
Chapter Six, where the situation is actually divided between
two personae, one of the strands being narrated in the first person
and the other in the third.

It is possible to make an interpretative

decision, on the basis of certain indications, to the effect that
the first person sections represent the speech of the Teacher
to the man, while the intercalated third person sections represent
the reaction of the latter, as seen partly from inside his point
of view, and partly authorially.

However, such a decision can only
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be made after close examination of textual signals such as "I
know it is like a lie for me to talk like this..." (p.90)
indicating speech on the one hand, while others indicate a
listener:

"The listening mind is disturbed by memories from

the past." (p.78); "The listener has heard.

He is not so far

in the cave that he cannot hear what is said, (p.100)

The

indeterminacy of these passages forces the reader to attend
closely to the text - which will however remain schematic.

The passage just quoted is a small example of the kind of
ambivalence which has been discussed.

It indicates that the man

has heard, but then moves on to characterise his way of hearing
in a way which may or may not be available to him, that is in
terms of the cave metaphor taken from Plato.
continues:

The passage

"But what can a person do with things that continue

unsatisfied inside?

Is their stifled cry not also life?"

Although

formally this is clearly in free indirect style, that is , indirect
presentation of the character's consciousness, the expression of
it is equally clearly in the province of the narrator, placing
it, through the use of imagery, in the context of the whole work.
Armah's use, in his first novel, of an interaction of narrative
situations with imagery and delimited characterisation constitutes
a rich and complex world view containing significant patterns of
disillusionment and degradation.

His second novel, on the other hand, is characterised, as might
be expected from its title, by fragmentation in several important
aspects.

One of these is the enclosure of the central - predominantly

figural - narrative by another which emanates from the consciousness

186.

of Naana, the grandmother of the protagonist Baako.

She seems

to represent the values of the old Africa which is being swept
away under the influence of Western ideas.

It is significant

that this mother figure encloses the story of the son who falls
a victim to the unresolvable tension between the two valuesystems, Western and African.

The enclosure has the effect

of restoring the lost balance by placing the story of Baako's
rapid decline into madness within the context of the traditional
ideology, which, although in fact neither timeless nor changeless,
contains a cyclical worldview.

Naana believes not only that

those who go away will return, but also that there is a continuity
of life in death, and that contact with the dead must be maintained.

The metaphor of the circle occurs repeatedly:
goes returns.

He will come.

welcome him as the same.

"Everyone who

He will be changed but we shall

That is the circle." (p.4)

When Baako

is leaving and the libation must be poured, it is Naana who pours
out a whole glass of schnapps, because, as she says "...I was
happy inside myself that I had taken the drink from Foli and
given the ancestors their need.
any place." (p.16)

The circle was not broken in

It is appropriate that at the end of the work

Naana should complete her final statement of the cyclical nature
of time.

"Take me.

You who have no end.

I am ready.

You are the end.

The beginning.

I am coming." (p.287)

Baako's journal establishes a parallel between the ideology of
ancestor cults and his own experience as a 'been-to'.

Another

kind of cyclic pattern is created in the outward journey and
return of the been-to which is analogous to the going and supposed
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return of the dead.

The connexion between the two is cargo,

according to Baako.

Both the been-to and the ancestor are

expected to provide goods for the relatives who remain behind.
Much of the work's ideology is concerned with the question
of materialism, but it is given its form by its linking with
this recurrent cycle.

Materialism is a theme of decreasing importance in Armah's

work.

The corruption of wealth and power is fully dealt with

in the first novel through both the action and imagery.

In

the second these concerns tend to be subsidiary to those
centering on the psyche of the protagonist, and on the clash of
ideologies.

In the third novel, materialism has almost

completely given way to this ideological clash, combined with
central interests in sexuality and the nature of revolution.
In the fourth novel, materialism has disappeared completely
except in its relationship with colonial exploitation.

Those aspects of Fragments which are concerned with the psychiatrist
Juana for example are almost completely to do with the cultural
clash and with its interpenetration with her relationship with
the African and with his mental states.

The dichotomisation of

his mind is shown not only in the presented world by the presence
of a therapist, but also in the presentational process by the
presence of a second supporting persona, who is also, like the
mother and grandmother figures, feminine.

But the most

convincing demonstration in the work of the powerful divisive
pressure of the clash of cultures may of course be seen in the
decline into madness of the protagonist.

This is the clearest

188.

expression of the way in which a worldview may become divided
and fall into fragments.

In Why Are We So Blest? the splitting process is carried a
stage further, by the division of the presentation into three
completely separate narratives representing three distinct
personae.

With regard to narrative situation, then, two opposite

but complementary developments have taken place in the course of
Armah's first three long works,

On the one hand, one central

character becomes two, then three.

On the other hand, the

delineation of the personae has become more precise.

The amorphous

'man' of the earliest work is replaced by Baako, the confused
and divided but more identifiable character of the second.

He

is now succeeded by three figures of roughly equal importance.
two of whom have characteristics which remain fairly constant
throughout the work, while only the third carries the burden of
the ideological schism which runs through all three of these
novels.

Not only is the narrative concerned with three characters, but
it is itself split into three completely separate strands, each
told in the first person by the character in question.

The effect

of this is to create a polyphony of worldviews, each voice
following the other, and in some cases taking up the same
material for treatment from a different point of view.

The motif

of Aimee's fantasy about the houseboy, for example, is introduced
by her as her solitary experience, (pp.186-189)

The next segment

of the narrative, Modin's, presumably refers to a time soon after
ward as the same motif recurs, but this time in the context of
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their mutual relationship, (pp.193-200)

Aimee's following

segment comments on this development and thus completes the
exposition of this motif.

The comments from Solo which then

follow, although cast in an abstract mode removed from any
particular event, may be seen as dealing with the same material.
He is presumed to have read the journals to the point at which
the reader has himself arrived, and therefore to be meditating
on what has just been narrated.

The tone of Solo's segment

removes the reader to a distant perspective, contrastive with
the close spatio-temporal locus of the narration of Modin's and
Aimee's segments.

In this way the same material is drawn into

the context of a different worldview so that each informs the
other, filling out their range of meanings.

These meanings may be partially contradictory and even dialectical,
holding opposing meanings in a fruitful tension.

Solo's remarks

just referred to see Aim6e as one of the white "destroyers"
who "use the accumulated energy within our black selves to do
work of importance to their white selves".

However, Modin's and

Aimde's segments which then follow undercut this conclusion by
presenting a new orientation in their interpersonal relationship
which permits an apparently non-manipulative and successful
sexual union.

The tension between the two views is maintained

until the final scene of the novel when it is resolved by the
outcome of the action, although in such a way as to leave its
meaning incompletely determined.

If the other main thrust of the work's ideology may be seen as
being concerned with an investigation into the nature of revolution,
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then again the three narratives will provide a variety of
attitudes.

All three principal personae have in common a

desire to take part in a meaningful revolution combined with an
inability to become actually involved.

Aimee represents the

point furthest removed from a committed involvement.

It is

clear from the nature of her characterisation that she is to be
seen as a thril1-seeker who desires merely a new and more
complete sensation.

This is made evident in the obvious connexion

between the experiment in the psychology laboratory, Aimee's
sexual experience, and her reaction to the torturing of Modin.

Modin may be seen as more sincerely involved, but the naivety of
his understanding of the real factors at work is brought out by
the placing of his story inside the comments of Solo.

The latter

may be seen as one who has proceeded through the revolutionary
experience and emerged from the other side into a state of passive
cynicism.

That he has been committed is shown by the way the

active revolutionaries trust him to continue to perform administrative
tasks for them, although they expect no more than that.

However,

unlike the other two, he has achieved at one time a true revolutionary
consciousness.

He is simply insufficiently integrated to maintain

it.

Thus, despite offering brief glimpses of commitment, the work
creates a view of revolution mainly by negative means, in the
studies of characters on the periphery, and of the origins of
their deficiencies.

Each of them has a specific psychic problem.

Aimee's is manifested primarily in her frigidity, which is
complementary to her sensation-seeking.

Modin's problem is
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verbalised as a sort of death wish, which gives the ending the
force of apparent inevitability.
surprising in all of this.

In Modin's words:

"Nothing

My life here has had a self-destructive

swing all the time..." (p.156)

Solo sees this too:

"Once,

seeing him, I caught myself thinking a thought that put fear
in me:

Here is a corpse.

■ n

(p.262)

He is probably able to see

it because he sees himself in much the same way, beginning his
own story with "Even before my death I have become a ghost.." (p.ll)
His problem is "this lack of confidence which deepens into the
despair of the guilty." (p.14), his guilt arising from his sense
of failure, his inability to carry out what he sees as being
required of him.

The essence of this work, then, may be seen as emerging from the
characterisation, from the polyphony of typifications, and their
interpenetration with the thematic concerns of the work.

In Armah's last work, characterisation of a conventional kind
is almost completely absent.

The trend away from centrality of

one character and toward multiplicity is continued, to the extent
that a large number of figures are given equal importance.

Only

a few emerge as individuals and none of them is used as a
figural veiwpoint for any length of time.

Consideration of the

figure of Anoa is revelatory of the nature of the narrative
strategy of this work particularly in the context of the use of
characterisation.

She enters the narrative first as a prophetess,

but gradually loses her human status as it progresses, becoming
a spirit of place, her name being given also to the town and to
the sacred grove which is the centre of revolutionary activity.
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The other symbolic character, Isanusi, also takes on a more
than human significance, heroic if not divine.

Its narrative situation is the most indicative formal characteristic
of the work.

It is narrated in the first person plural throughout,

although the time covered is presumably of the order of five
hundred years.

The recognition of this transcendent 'we' leads

immediately to the interpretative abstraction that the essence of
the book's meaning is to be found in the collective ethic and
experience which it delineates.

This notion is borne out by the means by which the narration is
actually carried out.

Although the viewpoint is consistently

figural and although particular members of the group are named,
it is always from the viewpoint of the group as a whole that the
action is seen.

Thus when a particular actor is identified it is

as if he (or she) steps out of the group to perform the action as
observed by the others and then moves back again into the group
of observers and reporters.

This is the case with the central group of characters who are
endorsed by the narrative voice.

There is another group which

constitutes the negative aspect of the work's dialectic.

These

are the invaders, colonisers and exploiters, the white 'predators'
and 'destroyers' who come first by land and then by sea, to take
advantage of the black race's resources, human and otherwise.

The

history of the native peoples is seen as a constant struggle
against these forces of oppression, a struggle in which it is
prophesied

that the former will prevail and re-establish the 'way'.
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which may be seen as the institutions of traditional values and
ethics.

An expression of the ethic of unity may be seen in the use of
circles in aspects of the work's space,

The grove of Anoa, for

example, is surrounded by a number of other groves in concentric
circles which protect the inner one and also symbolically
emphasise its centrality and integration with the others in line
with the principles of unity and solidarity.

The dance of selection is another use of the circle as a metaphor
of these notions.

Again there is an arrangement of concentric

circles through which love contracts are ritually offered and
accepted.

The ritual is so conducted that the weaker members

of the society are given the best opportunity of success, while
the stronger are offered the greatest challenge.

This arrangement

is upset by the predator king Koranche who decrees that his son
will take the best of the women without having to engage at all
in the challenge of the ritual.

As a result the women dance in

such a way as to avoid being chosen by the prince, and take their
chances as soon as possible, rather than give the customary
advantage to the weaker.

Also, the prince sits at the centre of

the circle where only the dancers should be.

In this way, the

meaning of the traditional ritual is eroded.

On the other hand, in response to the corrupting influence of the
invader, a new grouping is established,

Instead of splitting into

the normal pairs, a group of ten young men and women escape to the
central grove and to Isanusi who becomes aware that a new kind of
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meaning may be found in this unified group.

They will form the

nucleus of the new order.

When the group is captured, the metaphor of the circle is used
once more.

The group is chained together so that "We made a

circle no more.

They had arranged us in two lines." (p.189)

This

rearrangement may be seen as demonstrating the imposition of a new,
linear mode of thought upon a culture in which the circle
represents a collective unity.

It is ironical that the instruments

of the white man's enslavement of the Africans should also be
circular - the metal shackles which are used to chain them together,
(pp.170-171)

Through the use of spatial patterning, of a panoramic sense of
time and space, and a collective attitude to questions of lifestyle
and ethics, the work creates a worldview which may be seen as
essentially African.
8.5 WOLE SOYINKA 14

The world of The Interpreters is in fact multiple:

it contains

several different kinds of realities, created by different kinds
of mediation.

It is possible to distinguish three main groups of

characters, according to the attitude taken up towards them by the
central narrating consciousness.

The primary group - the

interpreters of the title - is presented within the framework of
the conventions of realism.

These characters are presented

figurally by a narrative situation which implies no judgement.
but merely allows them to be seen in their social roles and in
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their thoughts, that is, sympathetically.

In other terms, the

mode of their presentation is more mimetic and less ironic, and
in this they may be distinguished from two other groups, 15 One
of these is seen as if from below, and the characters are
idealised and presented in the manner of the romance.

The other

is seen as from above, and the characters are satirised, and
presented ironically.

The interpreters group of characters is not only the group of
primary interest:
the whole work.

it is also the locus of the presentation of
Though the narrative situation is at times

authorial, the principal means of presentation is generally a
figural one shifting from persona to persona.

Thus Egbo is

presented through a rendering of his consciousness and his acts
of memory as well as through his speech and actions.

His life

situation is seen from within, from the closest spatio-temporal
locus used in the book.

Though Sagoe has more of the book's

length devoted to him, he is used extensively as an observer
figure.

However his presentation is as sympathetic as Egbo's,

and includes Sagoe1s journal, his 'philosophy1.

Similar

presentation is utilised for the other members of the group:
Bandele, Sekoni, Kola, and to a lesser extent, Dehinwa and

Lasunwon.

Once established as the central figures of the work, these
characters can then be used as points of view from which other
characters and actions may be seen, thus introducing another
degree of mediation and a slanting of the presentation,

It is

as a result of this slanting that the other two groups are
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distinguished.

The characters who are idealized become so partly through the
attitudes of other characters to them, and partly by virtue of
their function in the action.

The latter seems to predominate

in the case of Lazarus and Noah.

The archetypal names are the

first indications of their special status and direct the reader's
attention to the functions associated with that status, as
indicated by the name,

Thus, apart from his mimetic function as

personifying a type of cult leader found in Nigerian society,
Lazarus, in his association with death and rebirth, seems to
represent the presence of these abstractions, and thus to inform
other parts of the narrative which have to do with them.

Sekoni's

death, for example, seems to take on a larger significance:

one

of the points of concluding the narrative with the exhibition of
his work seems to be to explore in what manner he lives on in the
minds of his friends and in his sculpture.

His life and death

are also informed by the presence in the narrative of Noah, the
scape-goat figure.*

Sekoni may also be seen as a sacrificial

victim, though more in a realistic sphere.

It is the minor female characters who achieve a special status
as a result of the attitudes of the central personae, Egbo in
particular.

He is presented at the end of the work with two

choices, neither of which he is able to see as real:

one is the

choice between two ways of life, the old and the new, and the
other is the choice between the two women, Simi and the nameless
student.

When he receives Bandele's message from the latter, Egbo

is forced to confront his real attitude to her:

"Egbo knew that
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he could not hold her merely as an idyllic fantasy, for the day
rose large enough and he was again overwhelmed by her power of
will." (p.243)

Clearly he has been in the habit of idealizing

her as the "first companion to his sanctuary by the river." (p.243)
Now that he has been made aware of the determination of her
attitude, he merely idealizes her in a different way - he is
"overwhelmed by her power of will."

The romance-like presentation

is supported by the diction used to present Egbo's consciousness:
"the day rose large enough."

Through such means, the figure of

the girl moves away from the mimetic mode and towards assuming the
significance of an archetypal figure - a wise, powerful, female
companion.

Simi is invoked in similarly romantic diction.

Her eyes are

"ocean-clams with her peculiar sadness" (p.251); she "kept her
mystery while the men were hollowed out and led out flabby or
raucous, sadder but never wiser" (p.51).

Although there are

scenes in the work where the character is portrayed as an astute
business woman, much of the writing is of this kind, leading the
reader to form a picture, if not of a succubus, at least of a
powerful and distant femme fatale, having something of the
archetypal feminine about her. 17 The technique of using a
descriptive epithet as a name or title is another means of
typifying Simi as "Queen Bee", with all of its attendant
18
connotations.

Other characters who are kept at a distance but by different
means are those which are satirised.

These include Professor

Oguazor, Sir Derinola and Chief Winsala.

Various techniques are
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used to expose and ridicule them but they all have in common
some means of distantiation. The principal one is the use of
the point of view of Sagoe.

His reportorial eye and style of

expression is appropriate to his function as the medium of most
of the book's satire.

Furthermore, as he is a major character.

seen from a close focus, the reader is in a position to be able
to evaluate the trustworthiness of his judgements.

He passes judgement on the Professor, for example, in the
episode with the plastic fruit, which, like the ornate coffin in
which Sir Derinola is buried, is symbolic of the falseness of
their public facades as against their moral corruption in private.
The Professor's plastic fruit is analogous to his contrived Oxford
accent and to the general rigidification of his behaviour and
attitudes.

Sir Derinola, by contrast, is observed out of his

normal social context and in the world of Sagoe's fantasy, that
is, at one further remove.
him ridiculous.

Here it is a simple matter to make

However even after his death he is still capable

of being placed in a situation which judges him - in the juxtaposition
of his overly elaborate funeral with that of the dead apostle of
Lazarus' church.

The connexion between his coffin and the wardrobe

from which he emerges as fantasy clown provides the link between
the everyday world and that of Sagoe's fantasy.

The multi-layered world of The Interpreters contains ideal figures
who are only seen from a respectful distance and represent types
who are more like the personifications of principles than like
people.

It also contains other types of personae who are subjected

to the critical scrutiny of satire and, by this means, are exposed
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and ridiculed.

But the main area of its concern is the group

of central characters, problematical but involved, who are
engaged in the search for values and ways of understanding the
complex and changing society in which they live.

The world of Soyinka's second novel Season of Anomy is also
complex and multi-layered.

The major problem of interpretation

is the reconciliation of two quite different areas of thematic
concern.

There is first of all the political thrust:

this refers

to those parts of the work which are concerned with the exposition
of the Aiyero endeavour and the consequences of its confrontation
with materialism.

The other important theme is the quest of the

hero Ofeyi in search of the Cocoa Princess Iriyise.

So separate

are these concerns that there seem almost to be two distinct world
views.

The first of these explores the situation in which members of a
minority group from one part of the country infiltrate other areas.
The origin of the idea in the recent past of Nigeria is clear,
though it is probably true to say that the men of Aiyero are moved
by an ideal which is not historically given.

However the presence

of this ideal does have a clear artistic function:

it provides

the motive for the resentment and distrust of the Crossriver
people and the genocide which follows.

There is again a group of characters, the 'quads' of the Cartel
who, like the villains of The Interpreters, are seen from a
critical distance.

In the present work, however, because of the

difference in the nature of the action - the business of these
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men is not only corruption but also murder on a large scale their treatment is without humour.

The one scene whose tone

could have gone across into the satirical - the confrontation
between Chief Batoki and his wife and daughter (pp.181-188) never does so.

The characters themselves are allowed to use rich

and potentially humorous language ("The turkey with a permanent
itch opens her tail feathers to the first wind that blows into
a yard," says the Chief), but the authorial commentary remains
seriously critical.

The seriousness of the tone is intensified by the occurrence
of many scenes of killing and brutality which show the effects
of the upheavals on the anonymous masses.

Though many of the

moments of such scenes are reported factually, others, particularly
through the use of the point of view of Ofeyi, seem calculated to
produce an optimal atmospheric effect.

The principal of such

scenes is probably that of the burning of the church (pp.196-201),
the whole carrying-out of which Ofeyi watches literally from a
removed vantage point.

The balance of precise description over

laid with tonal pointing is conveyed by the text's own summary and
Aristotelian tag:

"The action unravelled with chilling clarity.

It had a definable beginning, a middle and an end." (p.197)

The same balance is found in the manner of presentation of the
Dentist.

His very name suggests the exactitude with which his

function is conceived while at the same time expressing it
fancifully.

He too is shown as expressing himself precisely while

his characterisation retains elements of delayed closure.

On the

one hand we have "the Dentist with his unassailable logic of
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extraction before infection." (p.92), but on the other there is
the partial concealment of his true identity and his sudden
appearances in the Crossriver hideout and again in the prison at
Temoko.

There is also a contrast between his view of himself

as a mere tool of the ideologues, and his obvious grasp of
historical perspective.

While he insists that Ofeyi take the

responsibility for the vision of what will follow the anarchy
to which he contributes, he nevertheless has a clear idea of the
part played by figures like Iriyise, whom he sees as a symbolic
leader.

An aspect of the exposition of the political theme which is
exceptional with regard to the realistic mode of presentation is
the indeterminate manner in which the Aiyero theme is actually
conveyed.

For example, the leader of the community, Ahime, is

seen by Ofeyi as a figure apart and above, possessing extraordinary
abilities and wisdom.

He also, like the Dentist, appears

unexpectedly in the Crossriver setting; and is always surrounded
by an atmosphere which connotes a numinous and removed leader
figure.

At the other end of the spectrum, the ordinary members

of the Aiyero community are also seen from a distance, never in
concrete action, but always in the perspective of their effect
on the whole of the action.

They are completely obedient to the

will of their leaders, are completely committed to the abstract
ideals of their group, which are never fully set out, and act and
die as one man.

The quest theme is less complex then the political one, but is
distinguished by a tension between its realistic and archetypal
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aspects.
works

Iriyise, like her counterparts in others of Soyinka's

(and particularly Simi) is rendered both as a realistic

woman and also as a removed and idealised archetype of the femme
fatale.

19

In accordance with this dual nature of its object.

Ofeyi's search has also its realistic and archetypal aspects.
His shift from one sphere to the other is perhaps signalled by
the Dentist in his view of "the cocoa-man here, who plucks symbols
out of brothels."

The assassin is aware that "when the moment

arrives a woman like Iriyise becomes...a Chantal, a Deborah, torch
and standard-bearer, super-mistress of universal insurgence." (p.219)

Her symbolic function is the justification for the devotion of
half the length of the narrative to the search for her.

Ofeyi's

individual motivation may be his sense of personal loss, but the
function of the quest both within the imagined world and in terms
of structures of meaning in the work is obviously much broader

than the personal.

The rescue of Iriyise from the heart of

Temoko prison, from inside the walls of the condemned, the leprous
and the insane, is also the heart of the work.

The parallels

between the levels of this hell, and the circles of a Dantesque
Inferno are sufficiently clear, and this vision of the Underworld
retrospect!vely informs the whole work.

If the work may be read on a metaphysical level as dealing with
the problem of evil, then the position of the comatose innocent
in the stronghold of the malign forces is a powerful symbol.

The

fact that she is rescued is in itself a statement of the work's
attitude to the problem, though there is a degree of ambivalence
in the openness of the ending.

Although she is out of the power
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of evil and proceeding towards what may be a renaissance of the
human spirit in the creation of the ideal of Aiyero, it is not
determined whether the withdrawn Iriyise will ever actually
awaken.

It is possible, however, to see this as maintaining

the dialectic between what the work posits as its polar good
and evil.

One of the links, then, between what have been called the two
worlds of the novel is found in this duality in Iriyise's
nature and in Ofeyi's relationship with her.

He is the figure

who exists fully in both worlds and is the link between the two
parts of the action.

As an architect of ideas, firstly within

the system and then as a radical, he is capable of conceiving
pragmatic techniques of persuasion on the one hand, and also
visions of a better world on the other.

While the former place

him in a pivotal position of influence in the politics of the
novel's world, the latter not only involve him in the revolutionary
dream of Ahime, but also in the idealization of the feminine symbol
in Iriyise.

The relationship between the two functions is

summarised by Ofeyi himself in an important passage:

"I'm

sure every man feels the need to seize for himself the enormity
of what is happening, of the time in which it is happening.

Perhaps

deep down I realise that the search would immerse me in the meaning
of the event, lead me to a new understanding of history." (p.218)
This is the claim that the narrative makes as a whole, that its
investigation of the factors that lead to an interracial war and
to the creation of a new social ideal can be combined with a
personal search for meaning in action and in relationship.
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Finally, one further element which may be seen as a linking device
is the use of the subheadings for division of the narrative.
These are the titles which refer the action to the schema of the
stages in the life-cycle of a plant, and thus create a powerful
authorial suggestion that the work may be interpreted in the
light of this metaphor.

There remains however a degree of

ambiguity in the various areas of thematic concern which might
be so interpreted.

The thrust of the work towards the utopian

ideal of community is clearly the most appropriate.

Here the

overarching metaphor refers to the insemination of the new ideal
into the pattern of society, its aborted harvest of resistance
and misunderstanding, and the sending-out of the new spores in
a new attempt to sow the seed.

The main problem here lies in the idea of harvest.

The reader may

understand by this the response of men of Aiyero to the call of
their leaders.

They do in fact respond but it does not lead to

a successful conclusion.

The harvest may be seen in this sense

as having been reaped too soon when the time was not yet appropriate.
The force of the action in the "Harvest" section combined with the
title of the whole work suggests that it is in fact another meaning
which predominates.

It is the harvest of anarchy, of lawlessness.

which heaps up the victims of the internecine struggle, and is a
result of the sowing of the seeds of discord in the land.

It is possible to read this ambiguity as a fruitful one which
contains both these possibilities within this broader interpretation:
that the harvest is the outcome of the interaction of all the
processes which take place, both personal and social.

The

205.

suggestion then is that there is a cyclical pattern of idealism,
corruption and anarchy which must be repeated continually and
indefinitely, but which will always allow for the possibility of
hope.
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CHAPTER 9

TOWARDS A CONCEPTION OF NARRATIVE ART IN AFRICA

9.1

INTRODUCTION

This final chapter contains a discussion of significant works
which are seen as being among the most achieved in the body of
African Literature.

No attempt has been made to categorise the

whole of the field, for several reasons.

In the first place, it

is not possible to delineate the field precisely once and for all.
As the Introduction stated, works discussed have been chosen from
a large number considered, although a geographical division was
arbitrarily established.

Secondly, considerations of space allow

only a limited number of works to be examined in sufficient depth
for the present purpose.

More importantly, however, a body of

literature can best be understood by the consideration of works
which prima facie exhibit the most successful integration of the
thematic and artistic concerns which are found in a broad survey.
The works selected are:

The Trial of Christopher Okigbo, A Grain

of Wheat, The Voice, This Earth, My Brother, Things Fall Apart,
and Two Thousand Seasons. 1

These works, then, are those which display Ingarden's polyphony
of aesthetic value qualities, that is, a "potentially total
interaction of pleasing qualities" carried by "all aspects of
print and sound, linguistic arrangement, the presentational process
and the presented world, the interaction between a work's depth
stratification and forward dimension, and its overall philosophy".
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However, the first three items on this list, the levels of material.
aural, and linguistic meaning will not be considered here, as they
do not fall within the parameters established in the Introduction.
What will be considered will be the degree of integration of work
intention and formal achievement.

As particular aspects of all of these works have been discussed
in earlier chapters, this conclusion focusses on macro-structural
observations, and critical evaluations are offered at a high level
of abstraction.

9.2

THE TRIAL OF CHRISTOPHER 0KIGB0

The Trial of Christopher Okigbo is an unusual work, a political
scientist's only work of fiction, and written in fact to
investigate an ethical problem in a particular historical context.
The singularity of this work derives from its mixture of modes
which makes it difficult to classify.

It brings together elements

of realism, of fantasy, and of documentary to investigate
exhaustively its central idea:

the problem of political commitment

as opposed to the demands of artistic probity.

In order to bring together contrasting opinions about the question,
the work creates the fantasy world of After-Africa in which personae
may co-exist who originate, some from the historical past or
present, and some from the imagined world of the novel.

Before

evoking this fantastic world, the work first presents an exposition
in the realistic mode, establishing the central character and the
initial situation.

In the fantasy setting this fictional mode is
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still partly adhered to, but material is also presented some
of which is taken from the utterances of real people, living and
dead, and some of which is attributed to them.

Other material

exists only in the imagined world of the work.

In this way,

purely fictional modes co-exist with a historical mode and with
that of the novelistic documentary.

Inasmuch as the whole is an

analysis of one central idea or activity, it could be called an
anatomy in Northrop Frye's sense, especially as it has satirical
aspects.

Some uncertainty of tone is noticeable because of the

marriage of the light, distant tone of these satirical passages
with the more straightforward tone of the realistic sections.

In

the latter there is not distanciation, so that the reader must
interpret them as directly given, although in the former he is
directed to read critically, with a higher degree of intellectual
analysis than affective involvement.

There is also a certain discrepancy between the seriousness of
the questions raised by the work and the overall treatment of them.
But in the context created by the work it is inevitable that there
be some effect of distanciation in order to draw attention to the
ideas involved, rather than to the experience of the personae, who
are merely their embodiments.

9.3

A GRAIN OF WHEAT

A Grain of Wheat is a work which might be said to display "adequate
complexity".

It handles a large volume of material which extends

both temporally and through a relatively large number of
characters and events.

The action is concerned with events both
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in the narrated present and in the past, and there is an abiding
consciousness of the futurity which in fact is the last phase of
the work.

There are numerous characters, and, a group of them

is presented in considerable detail.

Several of them are the

agents of figural narrative situations, with a consequent
presentation of their mental processes.

Also, thoughts about

their pasts lead to scenic presentations of past events.

Not only

does this add another temporal dimension to the work, but because
of the interrelationship between the meaning of the events
narrated and their consequence for actions in the present, there
is also a complex network of causation and motivation.

The ideology of the work is principally concerned with the way in
which political events work themselves out in the lives of
individuals.

The action moves towards a significant gesture

which draws together different kinds of meaning from personal
and political areas, and which has a demonstrable relationship
with events in the past, and brings the action to a plausible
conclusion.

So the larger scope of large-scale actions encloses

that which shows those performed by single individuals, and hence
reveals their political as well as personal meaning.

Because the

degree of complexity is adequate to the work as a whole, the
congruence between action, characterisation, and ideology
effectively demonstrates the relaionship between events on the
macro- and microscopic scale.

The work certainly succeeds in

integrating different levels of meaning in a consonant unity.
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9.4 THE VOICE

The Voice is a work with a particularly high degree of integration
of the linguistic stratum with that of stated ideas.

It uses

diction creatively to create a unique means of expression, which
although couched in the English language has some characteristics
taken from the I jo spoken by its author,

This allows the work to

provide a special insight into the mind of the African character
who is at the centre of the action.

However although the narrative

uses his figural point of view extensively, it is not only
concerned with his individual experience, but also with what he
represents as a type.
function:

For this reason, the diction has a double

initially it seems to give an impression of the

individuality of the character whose consciousness is presented
in such an idiosyncratic manner; but ultimately it has also a
distancing effect, removing his experience from the particularities
of the personal, and giving it the reverberation of universal
meaning.

Although The Voice can be read on the level of local politics as
being concerned with the political situation in Nigeria in the
era immediately preceding Independence, it can also be interpreted
on a broader base as investigating the problems of the interaction
of human personality with social structure.

The protagonist

Okolo is the type of the individual who stands by his right to
come to his own conclusions about the right way to live, based on
his own life experiences.

The Chief represents the type of ruler

who exercises complete power autocratically, needing the support
of hangers-on and forcing his subjects into obedience through the
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use of fear.

It is clear, in the context of the work, that

such local rulers will not be able to continue to exist in the
time of the "coming things"; such gross changes in the way of
life always bring about not only a restructuring of the political
system, but also a reorientation of values.

Thinkers like Okolo,

who have an unbiassed attitude to questions of ethics and to the
shape of the future would be of value in a self-determining
society.

Ironically, he is destroyed in the present narrative by

the inability of the old regime, as represented by the Chief, to
tolerate any threat to its source of power in the unthinking
obedience of the masses.

However, the end of the narrative

portrays the continuance of the value of self-determination,
despite the death of its instigator.

This work is relatively schematic, which is appropriate to its
allegorical mode of functioning.

Spatial details are sparse and

indications of temporality are non-specific.
confined to indications of type and function:

Characterisation is
not only are no

physical details given, beyond the most rudimentary suggestions
of age and maturational state, but consciousness is also presented
in a manner which gives no suggestion of the idiosyncracies of the
thought of individuals, but rather of social types.
also has a simple form:

The action

the basic situation is complicated only

by the journey of the protagonist.

When he returns, the tendency

is continued and results in the apparently inevitable denouement.
The journey abroad merely confirms that elsewhere the situation
is much the same and results in the same experience of alienation.
The tone set by the use of language prevails throughout other
aspects of the work, resulting in a straightforward but powerful
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statement.

9.5 THIS EARTH, MY BROTHER

This Earth, My Brother utilises dual narrative strategies to
present on the one hand the mind of an individual in the process
of breaking down, and on the other the societal pressures which
contribute to that breakdown.

While the latter uses a conventional

mixture of authorial/figural situation and scenic/summary
presentation, the former may be supposed to be the stream-ofconsciousness-like thoughts of the protagonist written down by him
while in an unbalanced state of mind.

The work thus attempts to

present two different kinds of world:

the one of the mind, the

other the real world of concensus reality; the one completely
subjective, the other mediated and therefore validated by the
authorial narrator.

Each informs the other.

The third-person

sections show Amamu acting and in relationships with others at a
number of different moments in his life.

They also present

numerous different aspects of life in the presented society:
those of the club, among the servants, at school and on the road.
Some impressions are conveyed which tend to allow a complete
picture of society to built up.

The intercalated first-person

chapters meanwhile construct an image of the state of mind of
an individual who has attempted to live in the presented world
and, for a number of reasons, failed to maintain a sense of reality.
eventually choosing an alternative world of fantasy.

This world contains within it some elements of yet another:

that

of an archetypal realm containing magical figures who come from
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the sea to redeem and save.

Although this is completely

contained within the subjective world of the persona, it does
give to the whole work a further reverberation, another level
of meaning.

The mind of the protagonist is the locus of the three worlds of
the book.

By the use of a complex narrative situation the work

successfully contains and explores on many levels of meaning the
value of a solipsiStic universe and the quality of the experience
of alienation.

9.6

THINGS FALL APART

Things Fall Apart presents a dialectic between two large areas of
experience:

the individual and the society.

The major thematic

concern is the problem of the ability to change of a society
containing elements of conservatism, but also a high degree of
flexibility.

The protagonist embodies one important attribute

which has been of considerable importance, but which is now being
submitted to stress.

The burden of decision for the individual

is also the point of change for the whole group.
Important aspects of the process which presents this dialectic
are the duality of the narrative situation and of details of
the work's space.

The narrative situation is divided between an

authorial/scenic presentation of the society and its rituals and
of various personae and figural presentation of the protagonist's
internal dilemma.

This enables the reader to see this problem

from two points of view - from inside the weltanshcauung of the
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character, and in a critical context in which he is judged by the
standards of others.

Two major locations are presented which represent opposing
qualities of society:

those which may be seen summarily as

representing its masculine and feminine virtues.

In the territory

of the protagonist himself, his own village, strength is the
index of manly virtue, and he is honoured as a great man.

But

after his inadvertent crime he is banished to his mother's village.
to the territory of the feminine.

This may be understood,

symbolically, as a corrective to the overly masculine virtues of
the older warrior society which is dangerously close to atrophy,
and in fact breaks down in his absence.

Not only do these dual

loci present opposing attributes, but also provide a spatial
analogue for the dispersal of social organisation away from the
firm central point of paternal control, the warrior elder's ilo
and the village arena,
centre cannot hold":

In the words of the work's epigraph "the
the society is forced to seek a new

orientation.

The work is faithful to its historical perspective in that it
presents not only the internal factors in the breakdown of the
presented Igbo society but also the external factor of alien
influence.

Therefore another spatial locus and point of view is

provided for the expression of the world-view of the European
colonisers.

This is also represented spatially - by the new

orientation of village life towards the alien centres of church,
school and law-court.
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Things Fall Apart is successful in narrating the story of one
individual in a quasi-his tori cal situation and at the same time.
through a multiple use of narrative situation and spatial
arrangement, suggests a reading on a general level:

the problem

of the individual and society in a timeless context.

9.7 TWO THOUSAND SEASONS

The central narrating consciousness of Two Thousand Seasons
takes up a timeless and paradoxically person-less figural point
of view which is congruent with the overall philosophy of the
work.

Although the narrative moves in its forward reading

dimension through a temporal span of some hundreds of years, the
narrative situation remains always in the narrated present.
Furthermore, cyclical figures of different kinds are employed
which continuously maintain a sense of the here-and-now.

The

relevance of both of these features is that the work ideology is
concerned with the continuity of past, present and future and
with the omnipresence of certain values.

The combination of

narrative strategy and the type of consciousness possessed by
the figures in the presented world produce a sense of the meaning
fulness of an historical awareness in determining an attitude to
the future and hence to their conduct in the present.

The

importance of shared experience is found in its determination of
the collective ethic which is developed by the work as a whole.

9.8 SEASON OF ANOMY

Season of Anomy exhibits a high degree of integration of
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multifarious thematic material with a highly organised narrative
strategy which works on several levels of meaning.

The presented

world has implications of a number of different kinds:

political

and economic, in its concern with the cocoa trade and the Cartel;
social, in the Aiyero theme; and personal, in the relationship
of Ofeyi and Iriyise; as well as an extension of its meaning into
the realm of the archetypal.

The presentational process succeeds

in integrating a realistic and an archetypal or romantic mode,
and further extends the semantics of the work by the use of a
latent system of symbols which allows an allegorical dimension
to be perceived.

Two kinds of symbolic function may be seen in the use of
nomenclature.

The first simply attributes the qualities implied

by the name itself to the persona (the Dentist); the second
kind (Ofeyi, Iriyise) echoes or puns on names from another
mythical system (Orpheus, Eurydice), thus achieving another
semantic level by intertextual allusion.

Further symbolism can

be found in the organization of spatial detail, especially in
the arrangement of the prison, in which may be seen an evocation
of the circles of Hell as conceived by the medieval mind.

The personal meaning of the text is worked out through the
persona of Ofeyi whose point of view is utilised for the greater
part of the work.

His attitude to other figures gives to the

work a suggestion of a mythical dimension.

Although he has an

intimate relationship with Iriyise, he also has a definite
tendency to idealise her.

This aspect of the work is supported

by the separation of the two figures for much of the action, and
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also by the mythopoeic aspects already mentioned.

Other

romantic qualities may be seen in the form of the action.
over-arching pattern of the work is that of the quest:

The

the

heroine is abducted by malign forces and must be rescued by the

hero.

In the present case, this part of the action comes to a

(modified) successful resolution.

The achieved combination of all these aspects cause the reader
to judge Season of Anomy as one of the most ambitious works with
respect to the depth of its levels of meaning, and its overall
unifying and integrating principles.

9.9.

CONCLUSION

In making judgements about the nature of African literary works
it has been necessary to discard superficial observations about
the incidence of local colour, and African names and patterns of
behaviour, to concentrate attention on a more subtle technical
and thematic level.

The apparatus used has therefore not been

chosen because of its particular appropriateness to the field,
but to provide a means for a neutral gauging of its typical
features.

The result of this process has been to reveal a

characteristic use of some formal features as well as the
emergence of ideologies peculiar to these works.
features are:

Such formal

the use of the figural narrative situation to

explore states of mind in conflict situations; the organization
of spatial features analogous to patterns of social change; and
temporal aspects which reflect an African attitude to the passage
of time.
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Analysis of these works has demonstrated that significant works
of African literature have been shown to be capable of achieving
a high degree of artistic integration and a successful polyphony
of aesthetic value-qualities.

Such works may be judged not

merely as achieved works of African literature, but as being
comparable on an international scale with those of other literature.
A number of particular works have proved to be susceptible of
exhaustive analysis without revealing major flaws, but on the
other hand showing a capacity for the successful expression of
the amalgam of ideology and experience characteristic of the
literary work of art.
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CHAPTER 9

NOTES

1. Ali A. Mazrui, The Trial of Christopher Okigbo (London:
Heinemann, 1971).
Ngugi wa Thiong'o, A Grain of Wheat (London: Heinemann, 1967).
Gabriel Okara, The Voice (London: Deutsch, 1964; repr. Heinemann,
1970).
Kofi Awoonor, This Earth, My Brother (London: Heinemann, 1971).
Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart (London: Heinemann, 1958).
Ayi Kwei Armah, Two Thousand Seasons (Nairobi: E.A.P.H., 1973).
Wole Soyinka, Season of Anomy (London: Rex Ceilings, 1973).
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