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ABSTRACT 

After an evaluation of past criticism and an introductory anal

ysis of the conceptualization of time in West Africa, ten novels by 

West Africans Chinua Achebe, Wole Scyinka, and Ayi Kwei Armah are ana

lyzed in terms of character, narrative structure, and the use of symbols 

Achebe's Things Fall Apart, No Longer at Ease, Arrow of God, and A Man 

of the People; Armah's The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born, Fragments, 

Why Are We So Blest?, and Two Thousand Seasons; and Soyinka's The 

Interpreters and A Season of Anomy. 

In its focus on specific parts at the expense of the whole, 

criticism has often implicitly denied the complexity of contemporary 

African writing. The effort to identify its cultural roots and the 

attempt to define the archetypal African novel have been part of a gen

erally prescriptive rather than analytical criticism. The attempt to 

relate formal aspects of African fiction to African oral tradition and 

to facets of traditional African culture has been weakened by an uneven 

sketchiness of analysis and by critics' misconceptions of African oral 

literature. 

In the West, the conceptualization of time is primarily linear; 

in traditional Africa, it was typically cyclic. Because contemporaiy 

African culture syncretizes aspects of the modern West and of tradi

tional Africa, there are difficulties in delineating its cultural con

ceptualization of time. But an analysis of cultural change in West 

Africa indicates that the traditional cyclic conceptualization of time, 

viii 
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while still strong, is no longer absolute but contingent. ~The fiction 

of the three vrriters recognizes the contingency of cyclic time but never

theless embodies its affirmation. 

Character is consistently drawn in terms of the individual vision 

at odds with the vision of society. Different conceptualizations of time 

are consistently shown as the source of this conflict of vision. Either 

the individual or his society or both may, further, be in conflict with 

a traditional cyclic conceptualization of time. 

Narrative structure mimes and thereby affirms a traditional 

cyclic continuum. Narrative patterns center on the futility of the 

attempt to escape the past and on the value of memory as embodying not 

only personal but cultural continuity with the past. The cyclic narra

tive structure of the novels symbolically remakes time into a cyclic 

continuum. 

The three novelists share a common set of symbols that centers 

an the conflict between a cyclic and a linear conceptualization of time. 

The symbolic structure of their novels is the struggle between cyclic 

and linear time, with the novelists' affirmation of the traditional 

cycle and their denigration of linearity embodied in their shared set 

of symbols. In the novels which focus specifically on politics, these 

symbols underscore the militant vision of the three novelists in their 

attempt to renew the values of the past in answer to the blight of the 

present. 
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Throughout the ten novels, there are analogies with Western 

literature which center on a shared affirmation of cyclic time. Recog

nizing these analogies may be helpful for the Western reader, but ul

timately the potential irony embodied in the African use of Western 

motifs must be acknowledged: often they are used to make a statement 

about the destructiveness of certain aspects of Western culture. 

The focus on time is a valuable critical tool because it re

veals a continuity of vision among the three novelists and demon

strates both their points of continuity and of contrast with Western 

writers. The focus on time also reveals the integrity of the writers' 

political commitment and its embodiment in artistic form. More theo

retically, time in the novels is where imagination and reality inter

sect. 



CHAPTER ONE 

CRITICISM 

Criticism of contemporary African writing has been dominated by 

the attempt to define its essence, often along cultural lines. Eldred 

Jones, for example, begins a study of Wole Soyinka's writing with the 

statement that "Wole Soyinka has his roots in Yoruba culture."^ But 

Charles Larson, in a study of the African novel, begins by pointing out 

2 
that "the African novel has its roots in Western literature," while 

Ernest Emenyonou -- in a debate with Berntli Lindfors over the merits of 

Cyprian Ekwensi's novels -- asserts with some vehemence that "African 

literature has its roots in Africa" and should not be regarded as "an 

3 
appendage to English or French literature." Frequently, differences of 

opinion have flared into a heated controversy, and in general, division 

rather than consensus has characterized this effort. What begins as a 

common effort tc chart the cultural perspective of contemporary African 

writing often ends in a debate over the theoretical at the characteris

tic expense of the particular works in question. Attitudes toward 

African writing become weapons --on occasion a battering ram, on 

"^Eldred Jones, The Writing of Wole Soyinka (London: Heinemann, 
1973), p. 1. 

7 
Charles Larson, The Emergence of African Fiction (New York: 

Macmillan, 1972), p. 9. 

^Ernest Emenyonou, "African Literature: What Does It Take to be 
Its Critic?" African Literature Today, 5(1971), 2. 

1 
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occasion a deft rapier -- in the arsenal of critical polemic. The un

fortunate result is a consistent reduction of the rich complexity of 

this writing --a murdering dissection in which the whole is lost amidst 

the impressive array of its parts. 

As a preface to the analysis of ten West African novels -- those 

written by Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, and Ayi Kwei Armah -- the fol

lowing discussion outlines the more serious ways in which such criticism 

has done a disservice to contemporary African writing, especially to the 

novel. 

The Quarrel over Roots 

Characteristically, the African writer's African linguistic and 

cultural heritage coexists with his familiarity with Western culture and 

its literature. Those who find his roots in the West emphasize his use 

of European languages and Western literary genres. They praise African 

writers who show affinities to Western thought or literature -- Achebe 

for being a "disciple" of Yeats and Tutuola for his supposed knowledge 

of non-African folk and fairy tales.^ Concomitantly, they fault 

African writers when they fail to live up to an often vaguely-defined 

Western standard. Austin Shelton, for example, condemns the ending of 

Things Fall Apart: "The unnamed author [Shelton has coyly refused to 

identify Achebe by name] could not be satisfied with writing a good 

story: he had to 'prove' that he was African and that Englishmen were 

^Anne Tibbie praises Tutuola, falsely, for this kind of knowl
edge in African English Fiction (London: Peter Owen, 1965), p. 100. 
A. G. Stock compares Achebe to Yeats in "Yeats and Achebe," The Journal 
of Commonwealth Literature, 5 (1958), pp. 105-11. 
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the good guys who made things fall apart." In this instance, Shelton 

equates African with "amateurish, cheap, and melodramatic."^ 

Because the African novel has no analogous genre in African 

oral tradition, it is particularly susceptible to being "rooted" in the 

West. Newton Stallknecht emphasizes the fact the "African fiction re

sponds to European influence and interprets its own world in European 

terms.In this judgment, he echoes that of Eustace Palmer, whose 

book An Introduction to the African Novel represents the most extended 

attempt to assess African fiction by the standards of Western criticism. 

Palmer's study is intentionally selective, his avowed aim to deal only 

with the "best" novels written by Africans. His criteria are based on 

a rather narrow interpretation of the views Arnold Kettle sets forth in 

his Introduction to the English Novel. According to Palmer, "the novel

ist's task is not merely to convey experience, but also to attempt to 

clarify and order the chaos of experience, and analyse the nature of 

man. This is what Arnold Kettle means when he suggests that the novel

ists should impose patterns on his work and manifest a consistent moral 

attitude." On the basis of this standard, he excludes not only all of 

Cyprian Elcwensi's fiction and Lenrie Peters' Second Round, but also 

Soyinka's The Interpreters and Achebe's Arrow of God. As D. S. Izevbaye 

^Austin Shelton, "The African Writer," The Muse, Univ. of 
Nigeria, Nsukka, II, 2 (March 1965). Quoted in Emenyonou, p. 9. 

^Newton P. Stallknecht, "Preface," in Larson, p. x. Stallknecht 
does not specify what he means by "European terms," beyond pointing out 
that the novel is primarily a Western genre that African writers, to 
good effect, have adopted. 

Eustace Palmer, An Introduction to the African Novel (New York: 
Africana Publishing Corp., 1972), p. x. 



4 

points out, "The omission of The Interpreters seems an unpardonable sin 

on the part of a writer who expects the ideal novel to possess Kettle's 

prerequisites of .'life' and 'pattern' or the use of technique to point 

a moral attitude. Not many African writers come as close to doing this 

as Soyinka does." Izevbaye also sees the exclusion of Arrow of God as 
O 

"debatable." But, aside from differences of opinion on the merits of 

individual novels, Palmer's attempt points up the difficulty of a genre-

oriented basis for judging African fiction. Even among Western critics 

who confine their criticism to Western fiction, the delineation of the 

genre per se is problematic. As Northrop Frye points out, only "up to 

about 1900 was the novel still the name of a more or less recognizable 

form"; since then, it has "expanded into a catchall term which can be 

9 
applied to practically any prose book that is not 'on' something." 

Since the date of its inception, itself problematic, there have been 

recurrent proclamations that the Western novel is dead. The African 

novel is less than 25 years old, but I am afraid on the basis of 

Palmer's narrow criteria we may soon have to mourn its passing. Many of 

the novels published since 1965, the publication date of The Interpret

ers, bear a strong likeness to Soyinka's novel. As J. P. O'Flinn points 

out, "Perhaps one day The Interpreters will be seen as a forerunner of 

the second generation of Nigerian novels"^ -- and, we might add, of 

^D. S. Izevbaye, "The State of Criticism in African Literature," 
African Literature Today, 7 (1975), 9. 

^Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton: Princeton Uni
versity Press, 1957), p. 304. 

"^J. P. O'Flinn, "Toward a Sociology of the Nigerian Novel," 
African Literature Today, 7 (1975), 51. 
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West African fiction generally. The foundation of Palmer's assessment 

is questionable and its implications fail to do justice to novels like 

Armah's Why Are We So Blest? and Fragments or to Soyinka's second novel, 

A Season of Anomy. 

In contrast to Palmer, critics who find African roots for 

African writing emphasize the portrayal of the African personality and 

the uniqueness of the black experience in African literature. Often 

they seem to equate Africanness solely with traditional African culture, 

preferring books which portray the past to those that deal with contem

porary situations. For example, according to a book-jacket blurb, the 

value of Things Fall Apart is that it "takes its place with that small 

company of sensitive books that describe primitive society from the 

inside. In a few years there can be no more. Then these books will 

become a rich storehouse for the future, full of nostalgia and (perhaps) 

a never-to-be-recaptured truth." These critics prefer the pastoral 

setting to the city, the village priest and mother to the urban civil 

servant; and they reject, for example, Elcwensi's Jagua Nana (whose set

ting is Lagos and whose central character is a Nigerian Moll Flanders) 

in favor of the pastoral Fulani setting of his Burning Grass: "Burning 

Grass is truly Nigeria and these are real Nigerian people."'*""'" Similar

ly, critics fault Achebe when he takes leave of the village and deals 

with the city: Adrian Roscoe, who is convinced that "exciting creativi

ty can only be achieved by returning to cultural roots lying deeply in 

11 Chinua Achebe quarrels with this comment but leaves its source 
unidentified. Chinua Achebe, "The Novelist as Teacher," in African 
Writers on African Writing, ed. G. D. Killam (Evanston, 111.: North-
western Univ. Press, 1973), p. 6. 



the past," notes the "decline represented by A Man of the People" and 

hopes that Achebe will "return to a style of writing that uses still 

12 further the resources of the indigenous tradition." They consistently 

prefer their Africa free from Western influence: Bernth Lindfors flays 

Cyprian Ekwensi, noting that "if his fiction still retains a few ves

tigial Africanisms, they tend to be all but obliterated under a smooth 

13 veneer of slick Western varnish." 

Historically, this approach is grounded in the literary movement 

(c. 1934 - 1948), involving Francophone writers of French West Africa 

and the Caribbean, that became known as negritude -- characterized by 

Janheinz Jahn as "the successful revolt in which Caliban broke out of 

the prison of Prospero's language, by converting that language to his 

own need for self-expression.""^ The movement centered on the kind of 

commitment exemplified in Aime Cesaire's desire to "teach rhythm to the 

dead world of machines and guns."^ Implicitly, this view idealized 

African innocence in contrast to Western decadence and thus exploited 

for its own purpose not only Prospero's language but the Western 

12 . 
Adrian Roscoe, Mother is Gold: A Study in West African Litera

ture (Cambridge, England: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1971), p. 13. 

1 ̂  
Bernth Lindfors, "Cyprian Ekwensi: An African Popular Novel

ist," Folklore in Nigerian Fiction (New York: Africana Publishing Corp., 
1973), p. 116-17. 

"^Janheinz Jahn, Neo-African Literature: A History of Black 
Writing, trans. Oliver Coburn and Ursula Lehrburger (New York: Grove 
Press, 1969), p. 242. 

"^Aime Cesaire, Cahier d'un Retour au Pays Natal (Paris: Aubier-
Montagne, 1956), p. 85. Quoted and translated in Janheinz Jahn, Muntu: 
An Outline of the New African Culture, trans. Marjorie Grene (New York: 
Grove Press, 1961), p. 241. 
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stereotype of the noble savage. Historically, negritude was not only 

a literary movement but a socio-political assertion of the value of 

black culture. But for literature, this meant the portrayal of African 

experience untainted by Western influence, and the vestiges of this 

orientation survive, as in the illustrations given above, when tradi

tional Africa is directly or indirectly linked with literary worth. 

More recently, however, the meaning of negritude has changed, as 

African writers have tended to separate its socio-political implications 

from its literary doctrine. Thus, Ezelciel Mphalele can say, in the re

vised edition of The African Image, "I have always been, and still am, 

critical of the literary positions of historical negritude, and accepted 

the social thought it claims to inform. ... I propose that any form 

or degree of black consciousness today can be labelled negritude. To 

the extent that I should like to see us make the choices our black con

sciousness and political independence (in African north of the Zambesi) 

ought to make possible, I have a kind of negritude axe to grind. 

Thus, negritude has more recently come to mean an orientation not to 

past innocence but toward present problems of political and social 

choice. The emphasis on the black experience remains, but its focus 

changes. Abiola Irele, for example, sees the significance of African 

writing as lying in its documentation of "the tensions and contradic

tions in present-day Africa. It is . . .a vehicle for the intensive 

exploration of our modern experience. African writers are groping im

plicitly, through the imagination, towards the creation of a new order 

1 fi ** 
Ezekiel Mphalele, The African Image, rev. ed. (New York: 

Praeger Publishers, 1974), p. 9. 



17 in their societies." In explicit deference to Irele's view, Adeola 

James attacks Eustace Palmer's An Introduction to the African Novel be

cause Palmer "eschews sociological criticism," fails to relate African 

literature to its cultural background, and confines his "innumerable 

references" to European literature -- which the "militant" African 

reader sees as "the literature of the imperialists and therefore irrele-

18 
vant." Negritude, in this guise, demands of both its writers and its 

critics that they focus on the African experience and have as their goal 

the creation of a better society. 

The novel is particularly susceptible to being read and judged 

by the criterion of negritude, in whichever way we define the term. 

For, as Philip Stevick points out, "the novel . . . more than any other 

genre, can give form to a set of attitudes regarding society, history, 

19 
and the general culture of which the novel is a part." Novels, to a 

greater extent than is true of poetry or drama, are valued for the in

formation they convey and, as Stevick notes, "this too is a reason for 

reading novels. But the criticism which results from this motive runs 

the danger of treating fiction as a document, evaluating it less as 

20 
art than as cultural exhibit and ideological force." 

17 Abiola Irele, "The Criticism of Modern African Literature," 
Paper presented at the Ile-Ife Conference on African Writing in English, 
1969. Quoted in Adeola James, Rev. of An Introduction to the African 
Novel, by Eustace Palmer, African Literature Today, 7 (T575), 147. 

1 o 
James, p. 150. 

^Philip Stevick, "Introduction," The Theory of the Novel, ed. 
Philip Stevick (New York: Free Press, 1967), p. 3. 
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In sum, we have two critical camps, one of which sees contem

porary African fiction as primarily Western, another as primarily 

African, and each judges it accordingly. The critical quarrel can be 

sorted out -- though not thereby resolved -- when we realize that much 

of it stems from fundamentally different views of literature in general, 

one which emphasizes formal coherence and one which emphasizes represen

tational correspondence. On the one hand: a novel is a novel is a 

novel, by definition Western. On the other hand: a novel written by 

an African about Africa is by definition African. Those who begin with 

genre find Western roots for the African novel; those who begin with 

self-expression or social relevance find African roots for it. Obscured 

in the course of the argument is a largely unexamined dichotomizing of 

form and content along cultural lines. "Form" is construed as Western, 

subject-matter as "African." Thus, the quarrel is both ill-informed and 

only superficially aimed at discovering the roots of African literature. 

It more centrally involves a disagreement about the roots of literature 

itself, a disagreement not easily susceptible to reconciliation and here 

made all the more insoluble because it occurs in an emotionally-charged 

disguise. 

Moreover, in the heat of the quarrel, literary analysis too 

readily gives way to prescription: a discussion of what the African 

novel is_quickly becomes an argument for what it should be. Implicit 

in the standards set are varying positions on the question of roots. 

As we have seen, a novel is "good" because it portrays African culture 

or because it is socially relevant or because it is "well-made" ac

cording to Western criteria. In practice, the quarrel often loses sight 
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of the literature, as African writing becomes a means of demonstrating 

the truth of a critical theory. When this happens, criticism becomes a 

Procrustean bed to which the literature itself is to be fit --in prac

tice, consistently reduced. 

The Archetypal African Novel 

In addition to attempting to define African literature by label

ing its roots, critics have sought to define it by identifying its 

archetypal manifestation in a particular work. This has been especially 

true of the African novel. The first African novel to come to Western 

attention was Amos Tutuola's The Palm-Wine Drinkard in 1952, the story 

of a palm-wine drinker (drunkard) whose tapster dies. The drinker's 

quest for the dead tapster is the frame on which Tutuola weaves a vari

ety of Yoruba tales and anachronistic allusions to Western technology --

e.g., the skulls that roll down the hill making a noise like oil drums. 

It is a magical, compelling story -- in Dylan Thomas's words, "brief, 

thronged, and grisly"--but for the critic it frequently became the index 

of what could be expected from future African writers. In reality, of 

course, nothing quite like The Palm-Wine Drinkard has appeared since --

even Tutuola's later fiction does not match its curiously enchanting 

tone. What remains, as Gerald Moore points out, is "a mass of preju

dice, misunderstandings and false assumptions" which surrounds the book 

like "a Tutuolan jungle" and which thus provides a misleading historical 

21 context for commentary on later novels. 

21 Gerald Moore, Seven African Writers (London: Oxford Univ. 
Press, 1962), p. 39. 



11 

When Achebe's novels began to appear in the late 1950s, they 

too could be identified as African, whether in their traditional setting 

or their frequent use of Ibo terms and proverbs. Achebe, not Tutuola, 

became the index of what to expect out of Africa. As recently as 1971, 

Charles Larson labels Things Fall Apart "the archetypal African 

22 novel." This assessment moves the archetype from Tutuola's naivete 

to fiction with "a mastery of plot construction" that recreates a tra

ditional setting or documents the clash between Western and African 

23 cultures. 

In the mid-1960s, Soyinka published The Interpreters, which was 

soon followed by Armah's The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born. The two 

novels meet neither the Tutuolan expectation nor the one linked with 

Achebe. Traditional setting has all but vanished, as both satirize 

contemporary Africa and African leaders in images of filth and steril

ity. The cultural clash is still there, but it is embodied in the rela

tionships among Africans rather than separated into the African village 

or African individual versus the white colonial official. The style is 

not simple, and the plot construction lacks the formal tidiness of 

Achebe's well-made plots.^ Though Soyinka and Armah defeated 

22 Larson, p. 27. Larson subtitles his chapter on Things Fall 
Apart "The Archetypal African Novel." 

23 These assessments typify the critical commentary on Achebe's 
writing. See, for example, David Carroll, Chinua Achebe (New York: 
Twayne Publishers, 1970); G. D. Killam, The Novels of Ch'inua Achebe 
(New York: African Publishing Corp., 1969); Arthur Ravenscroft, Chinua 
Achebe (London: Longmans, Green, 1969); Moore; and Palmer. 

^Palmer in particular stresses the "well-made" quality of 
Achebe's plots, passim. 



12 

expectat ion, they became "forerunners, " novelists of the "future," and 

thus their novels were an index to what we could expect in African 

fiction -- in Charles Larson's view, novels no longer distinctly ','Afri

can" but fiction that embodied a merger with Western tradition. 25 

In 1973, Soyinka published~ Season of Anomy and Armah Two 

Thqusand Seasons. To all appearances, the books do not accord with 

Larson's prediction. Soyinka writes m1 account of civil chaos much like 

that which coincided with the Biafran war in Nigeria, and Armah re-

creates the history of the Akan people of Ghana. In both, there is an 

implied commitment to the creation of a new social order in accord with 

the social relevance whose centrality Irele has asser ted, as described 

above. Two Thousand Seasons, moreover, is narrated by a fictionally 

unique (at least in my experience) first-personal plural narrator, a 

f "b 1 . 1 . Af . . 26 sort o tr1 a we, a seem1ng y consc1ous r1can1sm. 

Clearly, the critical attempt to fix or predict the kind of fie-

tion which is or will become "typically African" has repeatedly failed. 

Its failure has been in a sense inevitable since the search for the 

archetypal African novel has denied African prose fiction the elusive 

variety of forms which has characterized Western fiction since its 

25 Larson, pp. 242-77. 

26Ayi Kwei Armah, Two Thousand Seasons (Nairobi: Eas t African 
Publishing House, 1973). The use of a narrative we is not unusual in 
African and Caribbean poetry . The West Indian poet Edward Brathwaite , 
for example, recounts in his poem ~~sks a historical pattern similar to 
the one in Two Thousand Seasons and s1milarly uses a narrative we . 

N.B. Citations to Two Thousand Seasons and all other primary sources are 
indicated parenthet1.cally by page number, subsequent to the initial foot
note citation. Titles wil l be cited only if they are not contextually 
obvious . 
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inception. There has been little•attempt to distinguish sub-generic 

types of prose narratives as Northrop Frye, for example, does with his 

classification of prose fiction into confession, romances, novels, and 

27 anatomies. Acknowledging Frye's distinctions, we can see that the 

successive archetypes ally themselves with various sub-genres. The 

Palm-Wine Drinkard is essentially a romance, Things Fall Apart a novel, 

The Interpreters a confession, and A Season of Anomy an anatomy -- of 

anomy. 

However we label these differences, though, we realize that 

the search for the archetypal African novel has devalued their impor

tance. When we see the succession of "archetypes" as examples of dif

ferent sub-genres of fiction, the archetypal argument becomes rather 

silly: the search for the archetype has essentially been a disguised 

attempt to assert that one (Western) sub-genre of fiction is "more 

African" than another. 

African writers, like Western writers, are exploring a variety 

of forms. In the course of time we may find that African fiction does 

emphasize a given type of narrative and that in this emphasis it de

parts from Western emphasis. And we may find, as seems already true 

of Annah's Two Thousand Seasons -- which seems best described as a tri

bal confession -- that African variations on a given sub-genre are 

evolving. It may be, too, that new narrative forms evolve that have no 

real analogue in Western fiction. 

27Frye, pp. 309-09. 
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We can see, moreover, a specific example of the weakness of as

serting that a particular type of fiction is "African" in James Olney's 

Tell Me Africa. Olney's thesis is that most, if not all, African fic

tion is essentially autobiographical, this in contrast to Western 

90 
fiction. As Gareth Griffith points out in a review of Olney's book, 

however, Olney ignores an implicit analogy in form to the Western con

fession and, in addition, rings so many variations on the confession 

form (without identifying it as such) that the term becomes meaning-

29 less. Olney's book is yet another example of the attempt to identify 

the African essence and then fit all of African fiction into a 

Procrustean bed. 

A variation on the search for the archetypal African novel is 

the search for the archetypal African experience embodied in African 

fiction --an endeavor which follows logically from the tendency that 

has been described to equate the "African" component of African litera

ture with its subject-matter. There is a historical basis for this 

search, in that throughout Africa there are close similarities among 

both traditional cultures and contemporary situations. Studies like 

Jariheinz Jahn's Muntu, William Abraham's The Mind of Africa, and Ezekiel 

o o 
James Olney, Tell Me Africa (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 

1973). 

?Q 
Gareth Griffith, Rev. of Tell Me Africa, by James Olney, 

Okike, 2 (1974), 34-38. 
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30 
Mphalele's The African Image imply an African cultural unity. Ac

cording to these writers, there is such a thing as an African world-view 

that transcends national boundaries, just as there is a Western European 

world-view. We can usefully contrast Western concepts of individualism 

with African concepts of community, the nuclear family with the extended 

family, and a linear conceptualization of time with a cyclic concep

tualization of time. But at the same time, we must recognize the valid

ity of Ruth Finnegan's observations on important differences among 

African cultures: 

A common nineteenth-century notion that still has currency today 
is the idea of Africa as the same in culture in all parts of the 
continent (or at least that part south of the Sahara); as non-
literate, primitive, and pagan; and as unchanging in time 
throughout the centuries. Thus 'traditional' Africa is seen as 
both uniform and static, and this view still colours much of the 
writing about Africa. 

Such a notion is, however, no longer tenable. In the late nine
teenth or earlier twentieth centuries . . . the culture and 
social forms of African societies were far from uniform. They 
ranged -- and to some extent still do -- from the small hunting 
bands of the bushmen ... to the elaborate and varied kingdoms 
found in many parts of the continent, above all in Western 
Africa and around the Great Lakes in the east .... Again, in 
the economic field, almost every gradation can be found from the 
near self-sufficient life of some of the hunting or pastoral 
peoples to the engagements in far-reaching external trade based 
on specialization, elaborate markets, and a type of international 
currency, typical of much of West Africa .... In religion, 

30 The three books differ, however, in their focus. Jahn's Muntu: 
An Outline of The New African Culture, trans. Marjorie Grene (New York: 
Grove Press, 1961) relies heavily on the ideas expressed by the negri-
tude writers Aime Cesaire and Sedar Senghor and deals with evidences of 
African culture in the New World as well as in contemporary Africa. 
William Abraham., The Mind of Africa (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 
1962) draws its inferences aBout Africa as a whole from a close study of 
Ghanaian culture. Mphalele's book is divided into two parts, one en
titled "Political Images" and one entitled "Literary Images." In the 
revised edition of his book, Mphalele discusses fiction about Africa by 
both Africans and non-Africans. 
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again, there are many different 'traditional' forms: the older 
naive pictures of Africa as uniformly given up to idol-
worshipping, fetishes, or totemism are now recognized as totally 
inadequate. We find areas . . . where Islam has a centuries-
long history; [we find] the elaborate pantheons of West African 
deities with specialized cults and priests to match.31 

There seems as little reason to draw back from making such distinctions 

as there does to draw back from making distinctions among different 

types of prose fiction. Moreover, there.are innumerable instances in 

African fiction where these distinctions become important. The point 

can be clarified by an example. 

In Achebe's second novel, No Longer at Ease, the central charac

ter, Obi, is an Ibo from the eastern part of Nigeria. As he sits in his 

car in Lagos --in the western part of Nigeria --he realizes that his 

car is parked close to an open storm-drain from which comes a "very 

strong smell of rotting flesh," the remains of a dog which "no doubt 

had been run over by a taxi." There is no doubt in Obi's mind because 

he has recently learned from the Lagos man he engaged to teach him 

32 
driving that it is "good luck for new car" to hit a dog. The narra

tive focus changes to something else, and the issue is dropped. In 

traditional Yoruba belief -- and Yorubas are the dominant group in 

Lagos -- the god of metals and objects made from them is Ogun. Tradi

tionally, he was the god of war from the fact that Yoruba weapons were 

often fashioned from metal. He was known as a deity particularly fond 

of dogs as a sacrifice, and traditional Yoruba belief carries over to 

31 
Ruth Finnegan, Oral Literature in Africa (Oxford, England: 

Clarendon Press, 1970), pp. 48-49. 

32 
Chinua Achebe, No Longer at Ease (London: Heinemann, 1960), 

p. 22. 
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modern Lagos in an interesting way. Drivers of taxis and lorries 

(made of metal) see Ogun as their especial protector. The Lagos driver 

i*1 ^2. L°nger at Ease gets "good luck" by hitting a dog because in the 

33 driver's view he is making a sacrifice to his guardian deity. The 

full meaning of the driver's belief becomes clear only in the context of 

a specific Yoruba belief system --a system with which Obi is apparently 

not familiar, though he hails from a region only a few hundred miles 

away. In context, the brief incident also provides an ironic comment 

on Obi's character: he prides himself on his knowledge of T. S. Eliot 

and Graham Greene, but here we see he is ignorant of the customs of a 

large cultural group in his own country. If we confine ourselves to 

the recognition of an African world-view only in broad terms, many in

stances like this one are lost to our understanding. 

To the extent that literature embodies ijnmediate cultural ex

perience, we should not be surprised that African fiction has so far 

eluded the archetype. The African novel has been in existence about 25 

years, and in this short period of time there have been recurrent social 

and political upheavals in West Africa -- boycotts and strikes that led 

to independence, coups, counter-coups or new elections or both, politi

cal assassinations, and a Nigerian civil war. The African WYiter, al

most by definition, does not inhabit an ivory tower. The pressure for 

social involvement comes from a strong didactic strain in oral 

33 Wole Soyinka, in answer to a question on syncretism in contem
porary African culture, cited the contemporary adaptation of Ogun wor
ship among taxi and lorry drivers in Nigeria. The discussion followed 
Soyinka's presentation of "The Criticism of African Literature," 
Paper presented at the First Annual Spring Symposium, Afro-American 
Studies Program, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, April, 1975. 
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literature, from the political nationalism and pan-Africanism that 

emerged from the colonial experience, and from a racial identity which 

is still equated with inferiority in many parts of the world. Given the 

historical context and the writers' involvement, it would be surprising 

not to have the variety of narrative forms that have emerged, especially 

in the last decade. 

Moreover, as J. P. O'Flinn points out, the relationship of the 

West African writer to his society has changed: prior to and for a time 

after independence the political elite and the intellectual elite were 

unified in the interest of the same national goal. Since the mid-1960s, 

however, the African intellectual has increasingly found himself at odds 

with his national leaders.^ Soyinka has been imprisoned twice for 

political reasons. Achebe was involved as a fund-raiser on the Biafran 

side of the Nigerian civil war. Armah makes clear his dissatisfaction 

with contemporary Ghanaian politics and social values in all four of his 

novels and perhaps for this reason has voluntarily exiled himself in 

Tanzania. Certainly, the satirical strain in novels like A Man of the 

People, The Interpreters, and The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born seems 

35 
a product of the intellectual disillusionment of the mid-1960s. And 

it is difficult, for example, to imagine Achebe writing a novel like 

Things Fall Apart during or after the Biafran war. Achebe himself says 

that "while the African intellectual was busily displaying the past 

340'Flinn, p. 48. 

35 
Arthur Ravenscroft discusses A Man of the People, The Inter

preters , and Gabriel Okara's The Voice in "The Novels of Disillusion," 
The Journal of Commonwealth Literature, VII, 18 (January 1969), 42-51. 
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culture of Africa, the troubled peoples of Africa were already creating 

new revolutionary cultures which took into account their present condi

tions .... This has been the problem of the African artist: he has 

been left far behind by the people who make culture, and he must now 

hurry and catch up with them --to borrow the beautiful expression of 

36 
Fanon --in that zone of occult instability where the people dwell." 

The significance of an archetype is that it cuts through any 

number of superficialities and identifies an essence. It does not imply 

an ignorance of differences or a failure to draw distinctions. Rather, 

it implies on the basis of all the evidence available that certain dif

ferences and certain distinctions are relatively unimportant. Certain

ly, the effort to define African fiction -- whether on the basis of its 

roots, it narrative structure or the experience it embodies -- will 

remain an exercise in reduction so long as critics emphasize prescrip

tion and prediction at the expense of observation and analysis. 

Africa as Form 

There have been a number of critics who have rebelled against 

looking either to Western criticism or to the African experience in 

their effort to understand African fiction. In various ways, these 

critics have sought to identify formal elements of African fiction with 

an African cultural and literary heritage. Representative examples of 

this group are Adrian Roscoe, Bernth Lindfors, and Charles Larson. In 

"An Interview with Chinua Achebe," in Palaver: Interviews 
with Five African Writers in Texas, ed. Bernth Lindforsst al., African 
and Afro-American Research Institute, The University of Texas at Austin, 
Texas, 1972, p. 6. 
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the abstract, this approach has a good deal to recommend it. It has no 

apparent axe to grind. It does not demand that we view fiction as a 

social document. It involves no arbitrary dichotomy of form and 

subject-matter along cultural lines. It pays heed to form without the 

Westernized and somehow pedantic approach of a critic like Eustace 

Plamer. The fault of this approach lies in the practice, not the 

theory. In the main, there has been a lack of thoroughness of applica

tion which in various ways has distorted or reduced the fiction in 

question. 

In Mother is Gold, Adrian Roscoe explores the relationship of 

various genres of contemporary Nigerian literature to Nigerian oral 

tradition. For contemporary poetry and drama, he finds readily apparent 

traditional analogues and concludes that the "best" of these works are 

those which are most strongly rooted in the forms of oral literature. 

In contrast to poetry and drama, the novel in Roscoe's view has fallen 

37 into "mediocrity" after an "auspicious beginning." 

The basis for Roscoe's judgment, however, must be questioned. 

For one thing, his focus on the novel includes only Nigeria and ends 

with the mid-1960s; thus he tacitly excludes from judgment all four of 

Armah's novels and makes only a passing reference to one of Soyinka's. 

For another, his negative view of the novel -- coming as it does in the 

context of an overt thesis about what makes Nigerian literature "good" 

— appears self serving: if the "rootless" Nigerian novel were as fine 

as the other "rooted" genres, their worth would constitute an 

^Roscoe, p. 250. 
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embarrassment to his theory. More important, Roscoe's view of oral 

tradition is narrow and ill-conceived, limited to its occurrence within 

specific genres. Ruth Finnegan points out that "In Africa, as else

where, literature is practised in a society. It is obvious that any 

analysis of African literature must take account of the social and his

torical context -- and never more so than in the case of oral litera-
70 

ture." In reducing oral tradition to a question of genre, Roscoe 

ignores the importance of this larger context and in so doing distorts 

the import of the word genre itself. For Finnegan also notes that dis

tinctions between African poetry and prose are difficult to make; that 

whether to call African drumming "music" or "communication" depends on 

the specific circumstances; and in short that various labels of genre 

39 
are highly elusive and inextricable from the specific occurrence. On 

the grounds that the novel has no generic analogue in oral literature, 

Roscoe denies it formal "roots." Clearly, his view is too simplistic. 

Too narrow a conception of oral genres, seen outside their specific 

context, sheds little light on the contemporary African novel. 

Roscoe goes on, however, to compound his own misuse of oral 

literature. He attempts to relate another genre of oral literature, the 

proverb, to the "auspicious beginning" of Nigerian fiction, especially 

that of Achebe. Roscoe praises Achebe's first three novels for their 

use of the proverb. (He faults the fourth, A Man of the People, for the 

absence of the proverb and connects this absence with the falling off 

38 
Finnegan, p. 48. 

39Ibid., pp. 76-77. 
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in quality of Nigerian fiction.) Roscoe's view of the African proverb 

and its utilization exemplifies the view of many others. 

The reason why Achebe uses the proverb is easily found, for 
the gnomic tradition, familiar in Western literature since Anglo-
Saxon times, has occupied a central tradition in African life 
since time immemorial, and indeed has included precisely this 
didactic function with which Achebe is concerned. . . . 
African proverbs are guides to conduct, aids to instruction, 
rallying cries to tribal unity and in a continent where the 
rhetorical arts are yet vigorously in bloom, the weapons of de
bate and the buttresses of oratory.40 

In practice, Roscoe ignores the last phrase about rhetoric and concen

trates solely on the didactic function. From No Longer at Ease, he ex

tracts the proverb, "He who has people is richer than he who has money," 

citing it as a reinforcement of Achebe's theme, which concerns "the 

beauty of a traditional way of life . . . and the anguish of its steady 

disintegration."^ Roscoe has extracted a didactically conceived prov

erb and shown its didactic use in a contemporary novel. There is a 

certain truth and a certain elegance to this, but again we must recog

nize that Roscoe's conception of oral literature is too narrow. In Oral 

Literature in Africa, Ruth Firmegan devotes a prefatory chapter to her 

consideration of traditional African prose forms -- among which she in

cludes proverbs --in order to outline certain misconceptions which have 

been accepted as truisms. Among these misconceptions is the acceptance 

of the "basically pragmatic" role of traditional African prose. She 

decries the fact that this prose has only seldom been seen in terms of 

its literary -- rather than its historic or socially utilitarian --

ÛRoscce, pp. 123-24. 

41Ibid., p. 126. 
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value.^ She reiterates the premise that in order to understand the 

full import of oral literature it must be seen in its immediate context. 

With specific reference to proverbs in Africa, she notes that they are: 

effective in a whole range of ways in life and in literature. 
This might not be immediately obvious from the manifold, usually 
unannotated, volumes in which African proverbs have been col
lected. Their literary significance emerges not only in the 
beauty of words and form, their sense of detachment and generali
zation, and their connections with other genres of artistic ex
pression, but also in the aptness and perceptiveness with which 
they are used in an actual context. Perhaps the most interesting 
point to emerge from the writing of those who have studied the 
actual use of proverbs is their situational aspect. Proverbs are 
used on particular occasions, by individuals m a particular con
text, and their wit, their attractiveness, their insight, even 
their meaning must be seen as arising from that context.43 

Roscoe, in extracting the proverb from its immediate literary context 

and simultaneously focusing on its pragmatic role, compounds for litera

ture an error which begins with the artificial extraction of the proverb 

from its immediate cultural context. 

The result for contemporary African fiction is a distortion 

comparable to that decribed by Finnegan for oral literature. The focus 

on the didactic element of the proverb devalues the understanding which 

can come only from a consideration of context. A further illustration 

will clarify the fact that there is much more than a quibbling with 

terms at stake. 

In Achebe's Things Fall Apart the protagonist's father, Unoka, 

is the village failure. He is characterized as a dreamy musician, an 

artist whose face "beams" when he hears even "in his mind's ear the 

42Finnegan, p. 334. 

43Ibid., p. 425. 
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blood stirring and intricate rhythms of the ekwe and the udu and the 

ogene and he could hear his own flute weaving in and out of them, dec

orating them with a colorful and plaintive tune Early in the novel 

one of his many creditors confronts him, wanting payment of a 

two-hundred-cowrie debt. 

As soon as Unoka understood what his friend was driving at, he 
burst out laughing. He laughed loud and long and his voice rang 
out clear as the ogene, and tears stood in his eyes. His visitor 
was amazed, and sat speechless. At the end, Unoka was able to 
give an answer between fresh outbursts of mirth. 

"Look at that wall," he said, pointing at the far wall of his 
hut, which was rubbed with red earth so that it shone. "Look at 
those lines of chalk," and Okoye saw groups of short perpendicu
lar lines drawn in chalk. There were five groups, and the small
est group had ten lines. Unoka had a sense of the dramatic and 
so he allowed a pause, in which he took a pinch of snuff and 
sneezed noisily, and then he continued: "Each group there rep
resents a debt to someone, and each stroke is one hundred cowries. 
You see, I owe that man a thousand cowries. But he has not come 
to wake me up in the morning for it. I shall pay you, but not 
today. Our elders say that the sun will shine on those who stand 
before it shines on those who kneel under them. I shall pay my 
big debts first." And he took another pinch of snuff, as if that 
was paying the big debts first. Okoye rolled his goatskin and 
departed (p. 11). 

The proverb "the sun will shine on those who stand before it shines on 

those who kneel under them" is extracted from context by Bernth 

Lindfors, a critic who implicitly shares Roscoe's assessment of the 

didactic nature of the proverb. Lindfors includes it in a list of 

other proverbs from Things Fall Apart, using this list to make the 

point that proverbs reinforce the "major motifs" of the novel, which he 

sees as centering on "the importance of status [and] the value of 

^Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart (London: Heinemann, 1958), 
p. 10. 
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achievement."^ He limits his discussion of the proverb to this point, 

v/ith the result that much of the implicit richness of the passage is 

dissipated. Seen in context, as it issues from Unoka's mouth, the prov

erb assumes a tragi-comic irony which implicitly reflects Unoka's 

artistic skill with words. Unoka begins where Lindfors stops, taking a 

proverb having certainly to do with status but using it to defeat one 

who confronts him with a lack of "achievement." He uses the proverb 

which Lindfors cites as reinforcing the "value of achievement" to sup

port his own disdain for such values. It is significant too that the 

creditor accepts the proverb as a conclusion to the confrontation. 

Finnegan points out that the use of proverbs to provide a resolution of 

conflict is often overlooked,^ The inversion of import in Unoka's 

hands provides a larger perspective for viewing the debt, in the face 

of which Okoye can only roll his goatskin and depart. 

Because of his reliance on a didactic view of the proverb --

which he shares with Roscoe -- Lindfors fails to take into account 

facets of characterization, comedy, and irony which emerge from the 

47 specific context. The proverb is reduced to being part of what the 

^Bernth Lindfors, "The Palm-Oil with Which Achebe's Words Are 
Eaten," African Literature Today, 1 (1968), p. 21. 

46 
Finnegan, p. 409. 

^Larson's brief discussion of Achebe's use of proverbs gives 
similar emphasis to their didactic function: "Achebe makes frequent 
use of proverbs in the novel to explain individual sections of the 
story" (p. 35). In "Language and Action in the Novels of Chinua 
Achebe," African Literature Today, 5 (1971), 88-105, Gareth Griffith 
supports the contention made here that context is important to a full 
understanding of Achebe's use of proverbs. 
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novel is "about," and the reduction results in a reduction of contem

porary African fiction. 

In The Emergence of African Fiction, Charles Larson also at

tempts to relate formal elements in contemporary fiction to their 

"roots" in African culture. Though his premise, as noted above, is 

that the novel is a Western genre, he sees elements of the genre being 

shaped in uniquely African ways. These elements are language, environ

mental description, plot, endings, characterization, dialogue, and the 

presentation of time. While he recognizes the value of traditional 

African culture and its oral tradition in shaping the African novel, he 

stops short of Roscoe's equation of success with roots in Africa. 

Larson's conclusions are weakened, however, by the scope and 

the method of his study. Of the ten novels that Achebe, Soyinka, and 

Armah have written, Larson's commentary on Africanisms is directed only 

to Achebe's four novels. In part, the reason for this is that two of 

Armah's novels and one of Soyinlca's have been published since the re

vised edition of Larson's book went to press. But in addition to this, 

although Larson discusses Armah's The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born 

and Fragments and Soyinka's The Interpreters, he excludes them from the 

category of novels that show the Africanisms he has discussed through

out the preceding portion of the book. He sees these three novels as 

transitional books, no longer quite African and not yet Western -- which 

is what he believes the African novel will eventually become. In ef

fect, his self-acknowledged scope -- like Roscoe's -- extends only to 

the mid-1960s. 
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Moreover, Larson typically discusses one of the items mentioned 

by connecting it with a single novelist -- e.g., characterization with 

Achebe. This one item-one novelist approach compels us to value his 

conclusions as provocative possibilities rather than -- as he seems to 

intend -- demonstrated actualities for all of African fiction. This 

approach leads to blatant distortion when he discusses the presenta

tion of time, which he does almost solely in terms of Amos Tutuola --

whose novels represent, in Gerald Moore's words, a "cul de sac" of 

48 African writing. Implicit in his commentary on time and Tutuola is 

the at-best erratic care Larson takes to support his identification of 

a certain facet of fiction as "African." Many times, his assumption 

seems to be that African novelists by definition use "African" tech

niques, and he makes little effort to explore the possibility that what 

he terms African is perhaps an individual idiosyncracy of style. 

But perhaps the most serious weakness of Larson's presentation 

is that he seems to accept certain stereotypes about Africa and thus 

about African fiction. D. S. Izevbaye suggests that "What Larson pre

sents as 'Africanisms' are really the old half-truths about Africa --

his ideal Africa is the innocent, traditional Africa of the past which 

the colonist saw. Larson only drops the condescension for an attitude 

49 
of acceptance, like using 'anthropological' as a term of praise." In 

practice, Larson -- much like Roscoe -- borders on equating his own mis

conceptions of Africa with literary worth. We can see the 

^Moore, p. 39. 

49 Izevbaye, p. 4. 
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superficiality inherent in Larson's conclusions by examining his views 

on characterization. 

Larson begins by suggesting that "perhaps the most striking 

difference the reader of African fiction immediately notices is the 

often limited importance of characterization. From a Western point of 

view, many African novels are almost totally devoid of characteriza-

50 
tion -- especially character introspection and character development." 

In this suggestion, he accepts without question a popular view that is 

usually explained in terms of the African relationship between the 

individual and society, discussed, for example, by William Abraham in 

51 The Mind of Africa. Larson's assumption that this relationship car

ries over into fiction reflects ths same kind of reasoning that James 

Olney articulates in Tell Me Africa: "The novelist in the Western 

world, living as he does within a different set of assumptions about 

the nature of human existence, creates character in a different way 

and in a different light from the African novelist. . . . The character 

in African fiction . . . typifies the family, the extended family, the 

52 
clan, the culture; only incidentally is he himself." Accepting with

out question the relative unimportance of individuality of character in 

African fiction, Larson converts it to a virtue by a deft 

^Larson, p. 18. 

^Abraham, pp. 96-97. 

52 Olney, p. 72. A similar view of characterization m general 
and of Okonkwo's character specifically has been expressed by a number 
of critics. See, for example, Killam, The Novels of Chinua Achebe; 
Ravenscroft, Chinua Achebe; and S. 0. Anozle, Socio1ogle du Roman 
Africain: Rcalisme, Structure et Determination dans le Roman moderne 
ouest-africain (Paris: Aubler-Montagne, 1970). 
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sleight-of-hand: African novels are "novels of situation" and not 

"novels of character," emphasizing the social group rather than the 

57 
individual. Thus, "Umuofia, not Okonkwo, becomes the main character 

of Things Fall Apart. 

Larson's insistence that the group dominates individual charac

ters in African fiction is contradicted by the fiction itself. Okonkwo's 

anguish and ultimate death come about not because he is a member of the 

group or typical of the group but because he is increasingly estranged 

from it. (This point will be discussed in some detail in Chapter 

Three.) Moreover, the general picture that emerges from the fiction by 

Achebe, Soyinka, and Armah is that, though the social group may be very 

important, the protagonist is consistently only partially within it. 

He is many times shown in opposition to it. Obi, in No Longer at Ease, 

inhabits a social no man's land, "at ease" neither in Umuofia nor in 

money-hungry Lagos, unable to live up to his own ideals and equally 

unable to conform happily to the materialistic view of those around him. 

Ezeulu, in Arrow of God, is the prototype of the estranged intellectual, 

even though he inhabits a traditionally-structured society: he ques

tions his god, his community, the Umuoran practice of enlightened 

self-interest, and himself. Okonkwo ends in suicide, Obi in jail, and 

Ezeulu in madness. They end this way because, in varying ways, they 

lack the capacity for survival which Umuofia, Lagos, and Umuora --

again, in varying ways -- possess. Far from typifying their society, 

"^Larson, p. 50. 

54Ibid., p. 61. 
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their fate is an index to their divergence from it. Odili, in A Man 

of the People, begins as a rather silly young man, who coverts a yen for 

sexual revenge against a former teacher into a political campaign. But 

by the end of the novel, he has reached a degree of self-awareness and 

a clear perception of the implications of what he sees around him. The 

failure to recognize that Odili changes -- develops --in the course of 

the narrative seems the cause of some of the critical disdain which the 

book has received. 

It itfould be unfair to Larson to extend this discussion to in

clude novels that he himself has excluded from his own judgments or 

which, by the vagaries of publication dates, have been necessarily 

omitted from his commentary. But it is important to realize that the 

individuality of characterization and the character development which 

Larson acknowledges in Armah's and Soyinka's novels are not artistic 

mutants that have by-passed some evolutionary truth of African fiction. 

Larson's explicit division between Achebe and later novelists again 

seems to turn on too ready an acceptance of possibility. Larson points 

to certain differences of background: Armah and Soyinka have spent more 

time abroad than Achebe. They "reflect more seriously upon post-

independence problems" than Achebe does --a conclusion that Larson 

verifies partly by his assessment that A Man of the People is not only 

"secondary to Achebe's earlier novels" but "not nearly as serious" as 

55 those by Armah. Larson summarizes the distinctions between Achebe and 

the other two novelists by suggesting that "What marks Soyinka and Armah 

55 
Larson, p. 244. 
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so strongly is their unwillingness to fall back on the past as a solu-

56 tion to present-day social and political problems." But the differ

ence in background is a matter of degree. Achebe, too, has spent long 

periods of time abroad. Larson's devaluation of A Man of the People is 

not a universally shared opinion: J. P. O'Flinn, in fact, calls it 

Achebe's "most interesting" achievement, specifically because it does 

represent a serious commentary on modern Nigeria, more serious in 

57 
O'Flinn's view than Soyinlca's The Interpreters. Moreover, if Larson 

is implying that Achebe has fallen back on the past as a solution to 

present problems, he has misread both Achebe's intentions and their ex

pression in his fiction. For Achebe, the past is important not for 

itself only but for the present and the future. His aim is not an es

cape into the past, but a connection of the past with the present. 

Certainly, what we see repeatedly in his novels is that the significance 

of the present blight in modern Nigeria is fully understandable only in 

terms of the past. We see this exemplified partly in his intentional 

practice of oscillating between the past and the present in successive 

novels: from Things Fall Apart to No Longer at Ease and from Arrow of 

God to A Man of the People. In both No Longer at Ease and A Man of the 

People, we measure the loss, count the cost, partly in terms of the past 

which Achebe has carefully outlined for us in his other two novels. 

In sum, the problems with The Emergence of African Fiction are 

not in its intention --to relate aspects of contemporary fiction to 

Larson, p. 244. 

570'Flinn, p. 48. 
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African culture -- but in the rigidity with which Larson executes his 

study. He leaps from an interesting and enlightening truth (unfortu

nately, sometimes only a half-truth) about a given novelist to a 

conclusion about African fiction in general. And when there are more 

apparent differences than similarities --as between Achebe versus 

Soyinka and Armah -- he is ready to disregard the continuity he has 

presumed in the earlier part of his study and conclude that there has 

been a radical change in the direction of African fiction. African 

novelists are both less alike and more akin than Larson would have them. 

Tutuola is not representative, but neither are Achebe and later novel

ists as far removed from one another as he would have them. Ultimately, 

like Roscoe, Larson moves toward a rigidity that does justice neither 

to the complexity nor the continuity of the African novel. 

Conclusion 

The analysis of African fiction is complicated by certain expec

tations which both Western and African readers anticipate will be 

fulfilled -- e.g., that because the novel is a Western genre, African 

fiction is best judged by Western standards; or, conversely, because it 

is written by Africans, the "imperialistic" standards of the Western 

world are irrelevant. Or again, as just described, because traditional 

Africa emphasized the community rather than the individual, characteri

zation in African fiction will be less individualized than it is in 

Western fiction. In the hands of many critics, expectation tends to 

become a self-fulfilling prophecy, with a consequent reduction of the 
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fiction itself in order that it may accord with the notion of what it 

"should" be. 

The matter of expectation is more than trivial, inasmuch as it 

is an integral facet of the tendency for Africa to become symbolic, in 

the hands of African and non-Africans alike. From the time of Othello, 

Africa has been associated with flamboyance, mystery, power and destruc

tion. With Rousseau, we find it the home of the noble savage. Graham 

Greene sees it as the focus of a Victorian death-wish, embodied for 

58 
example, in Rider Haggard's She. For Conrad's Kurtz and Saul Bellow's 

Henderson, Africa is where a person's past is lost and where the true 

self emerges. In the Tarzan books and others of their ilk, the symbol 

lapses into the cliche of mysteriousness which lends the impossible an 

air of credibility. Negritude writers, selecting from these symbols, 

chose to see Africa as the milieu of spiritual regeneration for a 

machine-subjugated world. In Frantz Fanon's The Wretched of the Earth, 

a portion of Africa becomes symbolic of the destructive oppression worked 

by the peoples of the West on the Third World. In Robert Ardrey's 

African Genesis, Africa becomes the historical birthplace of mankind, 

and archeology returns us to Rousseau. Recurrently of late -- with the 

Biafran war and the drought in the Sahel --we encounter Africa in 

images of starving children. Rarely are we encouraged to see Africa in 

terms of the ordinary or the quotidian -- of family quarrels, personal 

disappointments, of domestic virtues, quiet love or any of the other 

CO 
Cited by Per Wastberg, "Introduction," The Writer in Modern 

Africa: African-Scandinavian Writers Conference, Stockholm, 19(37" 
(Uppsala: The Scandinavian Institute of African Studies, 1968), p. ix. 



34 

homely parts which cemprise a large share of human experience. Africa, 

as Joyce Cary has noted, demands the dramatic and the flamboyant. As a 

symbol, Africa alternates between the savage and the idyllic. At its 

most complex, it fuses the two into a kind of savage splendor. 

It is easy to fall victim to this symbolic enchantment and per

haps almost as easy, to reject it out of hand. For the critic of African 

fiction, either course is reductive of the literature. Larson's crit

icism, for example, seems the product of enchantment, Palmer's the 

product of rejecting it. The better course would be a skeptical aware

ness that this symbolism, like one of Soyinka's "half-children," belongs 

only partially to the material world of events. It is part of African 

fiction insofar as it informs part of our response to the imaginative 

recreation of Africa that the African novelist offers us and insofar as 

it participates in the novelist's shaping of that world. But when our 

symbolic vision of Africa is at odds with what we find in the fiction 

itself, it seems futile to become petulant and demand that the fiction 

conform to our symbolic expectation. Worse, it seems dishonest to re

make the fiction, through a sleight-of-hand trick, into the image of 

one's expectation. If we do either of these things, we stand to lose 

because -- predictably, from what has been discussed -- the result will 

be a reduction of the richness that constitutes contemporary African 

fiction. 



CHAPTER TWO 

TIME 

hi the paradigms of Western thought, time and Africa are often 

mutually exclusive. There is the colonial official in countless films 

who reminds us that "Africans do not know the meaning of time." In our 

novels, Africa is a place of lost cities, lost races, and lost time. In 

fictional Africa, Kurtz loses his past and his soul; Henderson loses his 

past and finds his soul. In real life, W. E. B. DuBois goes to Ghana and 

loses his past but gains his heritage. In the language of the daily 

newspaper, Africa is "developing" -- and part of what is developing is 

time: Africa is "catching up" with the times, and with time. In its 

more malevolent, South African aspect, the Bantustan is a place where the 

"native" can develop "at his own rate," and thus the apart-ness of 

apartheid devolves on the assumption that African time is different from 

the time of the Afrikaner. A part of the symbolism which Africa gener

ates has to do with time, and part of the expectation which we bring to 

African fiction results from this symbolism. 

Time in the fiction of Achebe, Soyihka, and Armah both fulfills 

and defeats our expectation: time is sometimes lost, and at least one 

novel is set partly in a country described as "timeless." But time is 

also seemingly fragmented and insanely accelerated, and often obtrudes 

as alien or chaotic, not only a dimension which human beings inhabit but 

a semi-autonomous force which may, seemingly by whim, be either 

35 
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benevolent or malevolent to human concerns. Virtually no critical com

mentary has been devoted to the question, aside from the comments 

Charles Larson makes on Tutuola in The Emergence of African Fiction. As 

noted above (Chapter One), these are of little help. 

In line with the argumentative burden of Chapter One, the pru

dent and potentially the most enlightening course will be to let the 

novels speak for themselves as to the significance of time in their fic

tional Africa. This will be done in succeeding chapters in terms of 

characterization (Chapter Three), narrative structure (Chapter Four), and 

symbolism (Chapter Five). Here, however, it will be useful to outline 

some background information on West Africa. Since part of the import of 

succeeding chapters depends on the relationship of the novels to West 

African culture and a West African conceptualization of time, this chap

ter is in the way of charting the necessary cultural perspective in the 

hope that we can retain awareness of the symbolic time of Africa without, 

however, falling victim to its enchantment. 

The working assumption of the following chapters is that Achebe, 

Soyinka, and Armah share a common culture, as Melville Herskowits (a 

noted anthropologist who devoted nearly 50 years to the study of African 

culture) has defined the term: 

Culture . . . refers to the way of life of a people, to their 
traditional behavior, in a broad sense, including their ideas, 
acts and artifacts. Although many definitions of culture have 
been suggested, differing in wording and in emphasis, it is 
generally agreed that these ways of thinking and acting are 
patterned, so that behavior in any society is not haphazard or 
random. This does not mean that behavior thereby becomes fixed 
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and inflexible; it varies from individual to individual and 
from time to time, within a range which is considered 
acceptable.^ 

This working assumption of a common culture is not precisely accurate. 

We have seen above (Chapter One) that when Obi, an Ibo (like Achebe), 

goes to Lagos he may not understand a particular aspect of the culture 

of a Yoruba (Soyinlca) . We can be sure, too, that there are specifics of 

Armah's Man culture that neitlier a Yoruba nor an Ibo would understand. 

But as a working assumption, it is supportable -- certainly more support

able than the frequent, unexamined assumption that all of Africa consti

tutes a cultural unit. As geographic areas, the two countries of the 

novelists -- Ghana and Nigeria -- share a common history: "Both 

countries . . . have passed through similar historic phases; prehistoric 

colonization by the Negro race; an early agricultural revolution and 

discovery of iron technology; absorption in turn of Malaysian, American, 

and European food plants; a similar subjection to the same power, Britain; 

and nationalist movements which have secured independence. Since inde

pendence, both countries have experienced a similar political turmoil 

which has included free elections, military coups and counter coups, and 

assassinations. In Nigeria, this turmoil has also included a civil war 

following the Biafran secession in 1967. At present (1975) both 

countries are ruled by military governments. 

"^Melville J. Herskowits and William R. Bascom, "The Problem of 
Stability and Change in African Culture," Continuity and Change in 
African Culture, ed. William R. Bascom and Melville J. Herskowits 
(Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1962), p. 1. 

2 John E. Flint, Nigeria and Ghana (Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: 
Prentice-Hall, 1966), p.T! 
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Moreover, national boundaries aside, the three novelists were 

born and brought up in an area of Africa that, according to anthropol-

ogists, is "culturally homogeneous." This area extends south and east 

from Port Guinea along the Atlantic Coast to the present-day Cameroons, 

in a strip ranging from 200 to 300 miles wide and including the southern 

portions of both Ghana and Nigeria. The boundaries of this cultural 

area are shown in Figure 1, superimposed on the national boundaries of 

Ghana and Nigeria. In the following discussion, unless otherwise 

specified, the comments are directed to this cultural area. 

Western Time versus African Time 

Cultural differences in the conceptualization of time have been 

observed and reported by numerous anthropologists.^ Claude Levi-Strauss 

suggests that "all men experience both change and periodicity, and that 

they may emphasize either change, which lends culture a historical 

orientation, or periodicity, leading to an emphasis on systems of classi

fication. It is a question of the dominance of diachrony or synchrony in 

culture. Whole cultures can be characterized by their preference for one 

over the other. Other terms that have been used for this synchronic-

diachronic dichotomy include cold-hot and cyclic- (or mythic-) historical 

•7 
The cultural homogeneity of this area is not a subject of contro 

versy. Herskowits1 map is convenient for the purpose of definition. 
Melville J. Herskowits, "A Preliminary Consideration of the Culture 
Areas of Africa," American Anthropologist, 26 (1924), 50-63. 

^See, for example, Florence ICluckholm and F. L. Strodtbeclc, 
Variations in Value Orientations (New York: Harper and Row, 1961). 

^Claude Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (Chicago: Univ. of 
Chicago Press, 1967), pp. 217-44. 
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Figure 1. Guinea Coast Culture Area and Other Major Culture Areas of 
Africa with the Nations of Ghana and Nigeria Shown in 
Relation to the Guinea Coast Culture Area. -- Adapted from 
Herskowits, p. 91. 
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Mircea Eliade characterizes these two conceptualizations as seeking to 

"annul" history on the one hand and as "internalizing the historical 

process" on the other. He goes on to suggest that traditional (i.e., 

pre-technological) societies, "although they are conscious of a certain 

form of 'history,' make every effort to disregard it. In studying these 

traditional societies, one characteristic has especially struck us: it 

is their revolt against concrete, historical time, their nostalgia for a 

periodical return to the mythical time of the beginning of things, to the 

'Great Time' . . . [and] their hostility toward every attempt at 

autonomous 'history,' that is, at history not regulated by archetypes."^ 

The conceptualization of time in a traditional agrarian society 

— e.g., in pre-European Africa -- is typically cyclic, in modern Western 

culture typically historic. Some anthropologists suggest that cultural 

literacy is a prerequisite for the diachronic conceptualization of time. 

The culture whose history and literature are part of an exclusively, or 

even predominantly, oral tradition nearly always conceptualize time as 

synchronic. 

The predominantly diachronic conceptualization of time in Western 

culture is reflected in, for example, the notion of progress and in a 

linguistic structure which characterizes time as linearly "long" or 

"short" -- in Mircea Eliade's terms, as a "line between two eternities." 

This is not to say that Western culture is without synchronic concepts. 

A cultural pattern does not imply a fixed inflexibility, but allows for 

^Mircea Eliade, "Foreword," The Myth of the Eternal Return or. 
Cosmos and History, trans. Willard R. Trask (Princeton! Princeton Univ. 
Press, 1971), p. ix. 
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wide individual variation within an "acceptable range." Cultures vary in 

the breadth of this range, and distinctions may be drawn between the 

individualism of American culture and more tradition- and family-oriented 

European societies. But the predominant Western emphasis is on change 

rather than periodicity, and on originality rather than recurrence. 

Within this diachronic context, Western literature often presents 

a cyclic conceptualization of time -- e.g., Stephen Daedalus' wanting to 

"get out of history," or Proust's focus on the recurrence of affective 

memory. Northrop Frye suggests that all imaginative literature embodies 

7 a mythic conception of cyclic time. T. S. Eliot remarks that poetry is, 

g 
or at least should be, both "temporal" and "timeless." Rene Wellek and 

Austin Warren characterize the romance, but not the novel, as mythic in 

g 
its conceptualization of time. But cyclic time in literature does not 

necessarily conflict with the diachronic predominance in Western culture. 

Perhaps, as critics since Matthew Arnold has suggested, Western art 

fills an essentially religious vacuum. Perhaps the periodic regeneration 

of time is a diaracteristically human need, and perhaps in the absence of 

belief in the efficacy of ritual --or even the absence of ritual 

itself -- the artistic regeneration of cyclic time fulfills this need. 

Perhaps Western literature provides an escape from linear time. Many 

of these conjectures are implicit in Northrop Frye's view of Western 

7 Frye, passim. 

®T. S. Eliot, "Tradition and the Individual Talent," The Sacred 
Wood: Essays on Poetry and Criticism (London: Methuen, 1960), p. 49. 

q 
Rene Wellek and Austin Warren, "The Nature and Mxles of Narra

tive Fiction," Theory of Literature (New York: Harcourt, Brace and 
World, Inc., 19E75), p.~Tl5~! 
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literature. Whatever be the case, Western literary time is often 

cyclically conceived, in contrast to the diachronic emphasis of Western 

culture as a whole. 

There is little doubt that traditional (pre-European) African 

culture fostered a synchronic, cyclic, ahistorical conceptualization of 

time. Studies of traditional African cultures in which time is the 

specific focus support thisMoreover, the conceptualization of time 

is not discrete but is interrelated with countless facets of "the way 

of life of a people." Thus, there are many cultural studies which 

implicitly verify the cyclic conceptualization of time in traditional 

African cultures. Since we are not centrally engaged in the pursuit of 

time through the tunneled forests of the African past, only a few general 

remarks and illustrations are offered here. 

William Abraham points out in The Mind of Africa that the 

"temporal and the non-temporal" are not "unbridgeable" in the African 

worldview and suggests that this continuity comes out of a cyclic concep-

11 tualization of time. Janheinz Jahn (whose ideas Abraham in many other 

areas disputes) remarks that "Africa is only now emerging from the age 

12 of myth, which includes pre-history" into "the mainstream of history." 

^See, for example, Robin Horton, "African Traditional Thought 
and Western Science," Africa, 37 (1967), 176-79; and John S. Mbiti, "The 
Concept of Time as a Key to Understanding and Interpretation of African 
Religions and Philosophy," African Religions and Philosophy (New York: 
Doubleday, 1970), pp. 19-36. 

11 Abraham, p. 52. 

"^Jahn, Muntu, pp. 12-13. 
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J. S. Mbiti asserts that "The linear concept of time, with an indefinite 

past, present and infinite future is practically foreign to African 

thinking. 

Citing the Yoruba and the Ashanti of West Africa, Mircea Eliade 

suggests that "the periodic purifications (cf. purges, fasting, confes

sion of sins, etc.) and . . . the periodic regeneration of life" which 

inform traditional religions are part of the "larger system [of] the 

14 
cyclical regeneration of time [and] the abolition of 'history.'" A 

passage from Achebe's Things Fall Apart (the early portion of which is 

set in pre-European Africa) illustrates the manner in which the unusual 

event, potentially a "historical" one, is abolished as history and 

integrated into a cyclic conceptualization of time: "The elders said the 

locusts came once in a generation, reappeared every year for seven years 

and then disappeared for another lifetime. They went back to their 

caves in a distant land, where they were guarded by a race of stunted 

men. And there after another lifetime these men opened the caves again 

and the locusts came to Umuofia" (p. 53). 

Cyclic recurrence may bear the notion of fatality in which, for 

example, a series of still-births or early deaths of a woman's children 

is seen not as a serial sequence but as the recurrent embodiment of the 

same malicious spirit -- known in various West African vernaculars as 

abiku, ogbanje, dzikwidzikwi, or awomawu, which literally translate as 

"*"\lbiti, p. 22. 

^Eliade, pp. 52-53. 
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"born-die." Thus, traditional West Africa saw both the "natural and 

good" and the "natural and evil" as cyclic. 

It was also possible that the cycle could be broken. When 

Okonkwo, in Things Fall Apart, breaks the Week of Peace that precedes the 

planting of crops, the community sees this as jeopardizing the cyclic 

continuity of the seasons. Okonkwo has offended the goddess of the 

earth and potentially disrupted natural process. The community has the 

responsibility to nurture, both maintain and restore, the temporal 

continuum. Implied in this responsibility is an ideology which, as 

Basil Davidson points out, 

may reasonably be called optimistic, for generally [it] taught 
the supremacy of man in controlling or influencing his own 
present or fixture. Far from imposing a grim subjection to the 
'blind forces' of nature, it held to a shrewd realism. Qnipa 
ne asem say the Akan: it is mankind that matters -- meaning, 
in tins context, that any man can always be responsible for 
himself.15 

In this view, crop failure implies a human failure -- but a successful 

harvest implies that the community has succeeded in controlling the 

cycle of the seasons to its own advantage. 

Besides maintaining good relations with local nature deities, the 

community also had the responsibility of demonstrating reverence for 

those who had lived before. This has been termed "ancestor worship," but 

the phrase is only loosely accurate. Ancestral spirits were the inter

mediaries between the material world and the spiritual world who "pro

vided the means of protecting the present, guaranteeing the future and 

15 
Basil Davidson, The African Genius: An Introduction to African 

Social and Cultural History (Boston: Little Brown, 1969), pp. IT6-47. 
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generally assuaging doubts and worries." They were spirit guardians, 

but again their efficacy depended on human fulfillment of responsibility. 

They could weaken from neglect or lack of reverence, and evil would then 

find it easier to intrude into the present. If the "peace with the 

fathers" was not kept, the result could be personal or societal catas

trophe. A disruption of the continuity between the living and the dead 

was tantamount to spiritual chaos > which could manifest itself, for 

example, in crop failure, impotency, barrenness, or an untimely death. 

Within the tenets of this belief, birth implied a passage from 

the spirit world to the material world. Concomitantly, death --a dif

ferent kind of birth -- implied a passage from the material world back 

to the spirit world. Accordingly, the cyclic continuity between the two 

worlds was perhaps most vulnerable where issues of birth and death were 

involved. Children were necessary to maintain the continuity of the 

cycle, and even today childlessness is viewed as the "worst fate" 

17 which can befall an African. Marriage was seen as inextricable from 

procreation. Thus, the rituals surrounding childbirth, marriage, and 

death as well were essentially invocations to spirit guardians to main

tain the cycle. If these rituals were not fulfilled, the result could 

be disaster. In Things Fall Apart, Ezeudu notes the consequences of 

improper burial: "They [a neighboring village] throw away large numbers 

of men and women without burial. And what is the result? Their clan is 

full of the evil spirits of these uriburied dead, hungry to do harm to 

16Ibid., p. 49. 

"'"'jahn, Muntu, p. 109. 
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the living" (p. 33). The passage between the spirit world and the 

material world was at best risky, and if the rituals of birth and death 

were left unfulfilled, the cycle could be broken, leaving the spirits of 

the dead or the unborn to wander, angry with the human community whose 

ritual negligence had excluded them from the spiritual continuum of the 

living and the dead. 

In Western eyes, the paradigmatic sacrifice -- Abraham's offering 

of Isaac -- postulates a necessarily blind and faithful obedience to the 

seemingly arbitrary demands of an omnipotent and wrathful god. By con

trast, African sacrifice emphasizes the human "manipulation" of the 

1 8 
spirit world. It is by means of ritual sacrifice that the harmony 

between the human community and the spirit world of ancestors and nature 

deities is maintained. Thus, at the end of Things Fall Apart, we leave 

the village elders about to offer sacrifices to cleanse the land after 

the abomination of Okonlcwo's suicide. The sacrificial object could be 

liquor used in the pouring of a libation, a portion of the harvest set 

aside for the god, a chicken, a ram, or even a human being. The notion 

of sacrifice postulates a greed on the part of the deity or spirits 

being propitiated, and understandably their greed increases in propor

tion to the seriousness of the offense or the importance of harmony to a 

specific human endeavor, e.g., the harvest. In sum, it is by means of 

sacrifice that the cyclic continuity is preserved or renewed. 

We must realize the implications that the cyclic conceptualiza

tion of time had in traditional, pre-European Africa. For one thing, it 

"^Davidson, p. 191. 
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meant that the political leader -- the chief or king -- was also a 

spiritual leader. Concomitantly, the power of the priest was in part 

political. The inseparability of spiritual and political leadership is 

emphasized by Basil Davidson, who points out that "The original nature 

of kings is to be sought in ritual specialism associated with the 

guardianship of ancestral charters.... They were political and 

therefore earthly persons as well as ritual and therefore spiritual 

ones. The two sorts of quality hung inherently together. . . . But the 

19 
spiritual quality remained always paramount." This interrelationship 

is exemplified in the nature of the power held by Ezeulu, an Ibo priest 

in Achebe's Arrow of God. Ezeulu is described as "half spirit" and 

"half human," and in his ritual appearances carries in his right hand 

20 
"Nne Ofo, the mother of all staffs of authority in Umuaro." 

In metaphysical terms, this conceptualization of time meant that 

being was equivalent to duration. Each moment embodied a recurrence of 

a past moment, and implied was a potential future recurrence. Implicitly, 

cyclic time was continuous so long as the cycle remained unbroken. Thus 

conceived, time was essentially sacred, a continuity of moments in a 

spiritual continuum. The sacred continuity of time in traditional Africa 

contrasts with the fragmentation and secularization of time which, as 

Georges Poulet suggests, has characterized the Western world since the 

Renaissance. 

20 
Chinua Achebe, Arrow of God (London: Heinemann, 1964), p. 80. 
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Poulet's Studies in Human Time explores Western concepts of 

temporality from the middle ages to the twentieth century, and his thesis 

is that a central concern of religion, philosophy, and literature since 

the Renaissance has been the coming to terms with a time progressively 

lacking in duration and uninformed by divine immanence. Because Poulet 

sees the work of Proust as "a retrospective view of all French thought 

on time," his concluding remarks on Proust summarize the successive 

accommodations that Western thought has made of discontinuous time. To 

Poulet, the Proustian novel is a 

resonance box in which are perceived not only the times of an 
individual existence and the timeless traits of a particular 
spirit but where retrospectively are found also all the times of 
French thought, to its origins. For this being which awakens in 
a naked moment, like the being in Valery, is going to immerse 
itself in the past, in the temporal depth of which Baudelaire 
sang, and for which Romanticism has had such a deep longing. If 
in the depth, it regains the primitive impression, it is, like 
eighteenth-century thought, in order to grasp hold of itself in 
sensation and in the instantaneous. But it cannot equate itself 
with sensation, and, in spite of all, its being affirms itself 
essentially, not as an impression but as a consciousness per
petually creating its moments of thoughts. A being always 
recreated, always re-found and always re-lost, as the human 
being is in all thought since Descartes, depending also on a 
precarious grace, as does the human being in all religious 
thought whether of the Reformation or the Counter-Reformation, 
the Proustian being in the final count attains to this total 
structure of itself which human existence had lost after the 
Middle Ages. Like the vast Summae which were erected then, all 
is simultaneously discovered nere on the different levels which 
are the tiers of time. And so the work of Proust appears as a 
retrospective view of all French thought on time, unfolding in 
time, like the church of Combray, its nave.21 

By virtue of a Western education, the African writer has vicariously 

experienced this historical complexity of Western time. But by virtue 

21 Georges Poulet, Studies in Human Time, trans. Elliott Coleman 
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1956), pp. 320-21. 
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of his African heritage, he has within his extended family those for 

whom time is still perhaps cyclic, continuous sacred time, and this 

juxtaposition of possibility leaves to random speculation the writer's 

personal conceptualization of time. The chapters which follow analyze 

the fictional representation of time, but fiction is not life. We could 

know more about the writer's view of time if we had some clear notion as 

to how contemporary -- rather than traditional -- West African culture 

conceptualizes time. More important, we could then know better the 

relationship between the fictional representation of time and West 

African culture. It has been noted above, for example, that the cyclic 

time of Western fiction contrasts with a predominantly linear cultural 

conceptualization. For an equivalent understanding of time in African 

fiction, we need to know how contemporary Africa has accommodated Western 

time, to what extent time has retained its cyclic continuity and to what 

extent time has become Westernized and fragmented. 

To my knowledge, however, there has been no specific study of 

the conceptualization of time in contemporary West Africa. We are left 

to estimate its complexities since, needless to say, we cannot assume 

that the contemporary view of time is equivalent to that of past tradi

tional cultures: there has been a long history of Western influence in 

West Africa. In the absence of a specific study we must examine time 

within the perspective of West African history and cultural change, in 

the assumption that the general will find reflection in the particular, 

that what has happened to West African culture generally will allow us 

to estimate what has happened to the conceptualization of time. 
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West African History and Cultural Change 

Western presence has been felt in West Africa since the tenth 

century, when overland trade routes cut southward from the Sahara and 

intersected the kingdoms of ancient Songhai and Ghana. Though this 

early contact was primarily with Muslim culture, indirectly it connected 

Africa with Europe. In the fifteenth century, Portuguese explorers 

rounded the Cape of Good Hope, and before the century closed the 

Portuguese had forts established along the Guinea Coast of West Africa, 

bases for trade in guns and gold -- and later, coincident with the 

opening up of the New World, in slaves. By the early seventeenth 

century, competition for the Guinea trade had grown to include the 

Dutch, the British, the French, the Swedes and the Danes, who in similar 

fashion established trade bases along the coast. By the early nineteenth 

century, the traders had been followed by missionaries who, informed by 

humanitarian rather than economic motives, helped get the slave trade 

abolished and initiated Western education in West Africa. By the late 

nineteenth century, the political colonization by Europe -- punctuated, 

if not begun, by the Berlin Conference in 1884 -- was well under way. 

By the eve of World War I, only Liberia and Ethiopia remained free from 

European colonization. Nigeria and the Gold Coast (now Ghana) remained 

in British hands for the next 50 years. Following political independence 

(in 1957 for Ghana, 1960 for Nigeria), both countries retained a legacy 
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of British influence in language, social institutions, and political 

22 
processes. 

From this summary of commonly-known facts of West African his

tory, it is wrong to conclude that traditional West African culture has 

been decimated by a European onslaught. Less commonly emphasized is the 

fact of African resistance to European influence. Adrian Roscoe miscon

strues history when he writes that "Historically, Africa's mood in face 

23 
of Europe has indeed been passive." As Basil Davidson points out, the 

view that "Africans were the more or less helpless recipients of 

European impact" distorts the truth as it has recently become known.^ 

African resistance to Europe came in various forms. Direct resistance 

came in early warfare and "anti-witchcraft" campaigns that sought the 

aid of traditional religions in ridding the land of the European embodi

ment of evil. Later, direct resistance took the form of nationalist-

ically oriented economic boycotts and political agitation for self-rule, 

some of which -- as is still true in the Portuguese colonies -- erupted 

25 into violence. Both early and late, however, indirect resistance came 

from the inherent strength of a highly structured social order that had 

been evolving for centuries before the advent of the Europeans. Only in 

the last 30 or 40 years has the extent of the complexity of pre-European 

22 See Robert W. July, History of tiie African People (New York: 
Scribner's, 1970) for an extended discussion of the information sum
marized here. 

23 
Roscoe, p. 2. 

24 Davidson, p. 252. 

25Ibid., p. 253ff. 
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Africa become known. Contrary to what remains a popular misconception, 

"what emerges is the picture of a complex and subtle process of growth 

and change behind and within the technological simplicities of former 

times. The societies still partially observable . . . were and are the 

terminal structures of an ancient evolution. . . . [African] techno

logical simplicity was no guide to their social and cultural achievement. 

26 
In truth they had tamed a continent." 

This African resistance to Europe, whether direct or indirect or 

early or late, has fostered the retention of a traditional cultural 

27 heritage: "everywhere the traditional culture meaningfully survives." 

As Herskowits points out, traditional African religions 

continue to manifest vitality everywhere. This is to be seen in 
the worship of African deities, the homage to ths ancestors, and 
the recourse to divination, magic and other rituals. A growing 
number of Africans, to be sure, have been taught to regard the 
religion of their forefathers as superstition and to reject 
other beliefs and customs as outmoded. But there is no evidence 
which supports the assumption that so often underlies thinking 
about Africa's future, that African culture, whether in its 
religious or other aspects, will shortly and inevitably 
disappear.28 

While we now recognize the tenacity of African culture, there is a 

contrary popular misconception which has a tenacity of its own: the 

stereotype endures of an "uncivilized" Africa filled with wild animals 

and noble savages, unchanged since time immemorial -- the "timeless" 

26Ibid., pp. 27-28. 

27 Leonard Doob, "The Psychological Pressure upon Modern Africans," 
in Modern Africa, ed. Peter McEwan and Robert Sutcliffe (New York: Yale 
Univ. Press, 1961), p. 376. 

28 
Herskowits and Bascom, p. 3. 
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Africa of the paradigms of Western thought. This viewpoint under

estimates not only the complexity of traditional African culture but also 

the impact of the West. In reality, the tenacity of African culture 

coexists with a strong Western influence. John Updike remarks of the 

African writer that "A village-born, mission-taught, Oxford-anointed 

African has lived a synopsis of human history. He has outgrown pre

history so quickly that nothing has had time to die; the village gods, 

29 the Christian God and the modern absence of God coexist in him." In 

this "synopsis," the writer differs only in degree from Africans 

generally. Both the educated African and the populace as a whole 

routinely encounter Western-oriented technology, medical care, educa

tional systems, government bureaucracy, and so on: "There is no African 

30 
culture which has not been affected in some way by European contact."' 

We can better understand the fact that both traditional African 

and Western influence are omnipresent in contemporary Africa when we take 

into account an essential facet of African culture: its well-documented 

capacity to absorb foreign influence into existing institutions. There 

is no single explanation for this ability. We do know that it preceded 

Western influence in Africa. African people had periods of great migra

tions for various reasons -- e.g., population pressures, the need for 

new and more fertile farmland, or the encroachment of hostile neighbors. 

2̂ John Updike, "Books: Shades of Black," The New Yorker, 
January 21, 1974, p. 84. 

30 Herskowits and Bascom, p. 3. 
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In the course of these migrations, old gods and old customs were retained 

but out of respect or expediency those of the new area were adopted. 

Thus, the Yoruba people of Nigeria have two names to designate the 

supreme deity, one of them the pre-migration name used in their former 

homeland and the other an adaptation of the word then in use among the 

31 peoples in the area to which they migrated. Basil Davidson links the 

African ability to embrace the new without negating the old to a 

universal human tendency: 

Arid so it has come about that traditional beliefs . . . [burst] 
violently into the [African] drama from time to time with 
reminders, more or less intense, of fears and aspirations 
couched in the language and attachments of the past. Such out
breaks may be disconcerting to those who would like to think 
that Africans should have left 'all that' behind them. But do 
peoples ever pass so neatly from one great stage of culture to 
another? It is long since Europe quit the Middle Ages. Yet 
otherwise reputable European houses are still being exorcised 
for ghosts. ... In 1966 a British chairman of magistrates 
found it right to withhold a prison sentence from a man whose 
case had the extenuating circumstances that his house was 
haunted.32 

However one accounts for the process, its effects can be seen 

everywhere in contemporary West Africa. The well-to-do African may pour 

his libation as tradition requires, invoking the blessing of ancestral 

spirits, but use in place of akpeteshie (local gin) a fifth of Johnny 

Walker. He may eat his traditional palm nut soup from imported china 

and use sterling silver instead of his hand. The African woman may have 

her baby in a modern maternity hospital and carry it home on her back in 

traditional fashion. 

^Davidson, pp. 51-52. 

32Ibid., p. 302. 
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Perhaps the most striking results of this process occur in reli

gion. Typical is James Christensen's account of the Fanti priesthood of 

western Ghana: 

Becoming a Christian while still retaining traditional beliefs 
need not conflict for the African, for adoption of a new deity 
does not necessarily imply negation of the old; it is rather to 
be regarded as an additive factor for protection against the 
uncertainties of life. All of the priests [of the traditional 
Fanti priesthood] stated that they had Christians among their 
clients. The tenacity of the indigenous religion is illustrated 
by the fact that several priests stated that they had been prac
ticing Christians before their apprenticeships, and one 
priestess reported that her initial possession by her god 
occurred while she was attending a Methodist service.33 

Christensen is writing in the late 1950's. As the account implies, 

Christianity in West Africa may include elements of traditional African 

religion -- e.g., possession by a traditional deity. This inclusion was 

perhaps encouraged by early translators of the Bible, who often trans

lated the word God into African vernaculars. Thus, in Akan-speaking 

areas of Ghana, Christian hymns are sung to Onyame. Moreover, new cults 

may spring up that are neither traditionally African nor yet essentially 

Christian. The Tigari cult in Ghana, for example, fuses elements of 

Christianity, Islam, and traditional African religions from an alien 

34 area of Upper Volta. 

We see the same process at work in various popular West African 

art forms. Traditional musical instruments are used to play popular 

songs that show a pronounced Western influence. Samba and rumba rhythms 

7-Z 
James Christensen, "The Adaptive Functions of the Fanti Priest

hood," in Bascom and Herskowits, p. 270. 

34Ibid., p. 276. 
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that grew out of the West African music exported to South American by 

means of the slave trade have been re-borrowed in West African "highlife" 

35 music. Emmanuel Obiechina characterizes the West African best seller 

— the Qnitsha market pamphlets -- as a curious mixture of the didactic 

African proverb and the English morality tale, spiced up with American 

slang and morally couched examples to show the evils of illicit sexual 

36 behavior, sometimes with a cover showing models from Spiegel's catalog.. 

Various forms of oral literature, too, show the same tendency to 

adapt and fuse various cultural strands. Ruth Finnegan, for example, 

comments that: 

There is nothing incongruous in a story being orally narrated 
about, say, struggling for political office or winning the 
football pools, or in candidates in a modern election campaign 
using songs to stir up and inform mass audiences which have no 
easy access to written propaganda. . . . University lecturers 
can seek to further their own careers and standing by hiring 
praise singers and drummers to attend the parties given for 
their colleagues and to panegyricize orally the virtues of 
hosts and guests.37 

The adaptability of oral forms is not something new: in Finnegan's view 

the failure to recognize its response to immediate contemporary situa

tions rests on a misconception that oral literature "is passed down word 

for word from generation to generation and thus reproduced verbatim from 
T O  

memory throughout the centuries." 

7C 
Alan P. Merriam, "African Music," in Bascom and Herskowits, 

p. 82. 
•y/r 
Emmanuel Obiechina, An African Popular Literature: A Study of 

Qnitsha Market Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1973). 

^Finnegan, pp. 33-34. 

38Ibid., p. 14. 
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The upshot of cultural complexity in contemporary West Africa is 

that "under these conditions Africans even if they wished to could not 

accept one society [African or Western] and then pay little attention to 

39 the alternative; they simply must experience both societies." 

From this summary, certain conclusions about the conceptualiza

tion of time in West Africa can be drawn. We can be sure that the 

synchronic conceptualization of time did not vanish upon the advent of 

the white man and Western influence. But we can be equally sure that 

this conceptualization did not remain unaltered or unquestioned. In all 

probability what now exists is some kind -- probably many varying kinds 

--of accommodation of both synchronic and diachronic concepts. For 

example, we can imagine that the extended African family may include a 

wide range of accommodation, from that of the illiterate grandmother to 

that of her physicist grandson. We can imagine that whatever accommoda

tion a particular group has made, an individual within that group may, 

by the standards of the group, be aberrant. And depending on the "range" 

which the group deems "acceptable," his aberrance may or may not be 

tolerated. We can imagine, too, that a good deal of uncertainty and 

provisional accommodation occurs in the conceptualization of time — 

e.g., the boarding school student conditioned during the school year to 

time as linear, Western clock time, returns home to the village for his 

long vacation and returns also to a more synchronically-conceived time. 

No longer an absolute cultural given, time -- like other facets 

of contemporary African culture -- becomes the object of a perhaps 

•ZQ 
Doob, p. 376. 



58 

partly rational, perhaps partly unconscious or expedient, choice. In 

traditional Africa, synchronic time was time. Now it is one available 

option. The difference is central to literary analysis. 

Time in the Novels 

In the novels themselves we see two complementary effects of the 

release of time from the realm of a cultural absolute or given: an 

awareness of the contingency of time and --in the awareness of this 

contingency --an affirmation of a cyclic conceptualization. Thus, the 

fiction dealt with here shares with much Western literature the defiance 

of time's fragmentation and an affirmation of a cyclic continuum. Yet, 

in relation to his culture the defiance and affirmation of the African 

writer has a potentially different import. From the tenacity of 

African culture in general that has been described, we can see that a 

cyclic conceptualization of time still figures as a part of the 

contemporary cultural experience. African writers, in affirming cyclic 

time, affirm an aspect of their immediate culture -- this in contrast to 

the Western writer who, at least according to Poulet, affirms the 

continuum that lies in the Western pre-Renaissance past. Moreover, 

traditional Africa -- as we have seen -- allied a cyclic conceptualiza

tion of time with societal well-being, the maintenance of the cycle 

being inextricable from material and social blessing. Thus, for the 

African writer cyclic time bears the idea of social commitment -- again, 

at least seemingly in contrast with Yeats, Joyce, Eliot, and Proust, the 

obvious Western writers who come to mind in connection with the 
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affirmation of cyclic continuity. The novels themselves confirm this 

linkage, though often as an ideal rather than as actuality. 

The novels vary in their setting from those set entirely or in 

part in traditional Africa -- Achebe's Things Fall Apart and Arrow of 

God, Armah's Two Thousand Seasons, and Soyinlca's A Season of Anomy --to 

those set entirely in contemporary Africa -- Achebe's No Longer at Ease 

and A Man of the People; Armah's The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born, 

Fragments, and Why Are We S£ Blest?; and Soyinlca's The Interpreters. In 

either setting, time becomes only contingently cyclic. Consistently, 

the world of the novels is divided in its conceptualization of time. 

Whether in a traditional or a contemporary setting, the cyclic concep

tualization of time is played off against its fragmentation or against 

a linear conceptualization of time. Thus, characterization and conflict 

ally themselves with time, a pattern which allows numerous variations on 

temporal continuity and disruption, the protagonist estranged from the 

time conceptualized by those around him or from cyclic time or from both. 

This pattern is reiterated throughout the ten novels but is given 

particular emphasis in the discussion of Things Fall Apart and The 

Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Bom (Chapter Three) -- one of which is set 

in traditional Africa, the other in contemporary. 

In a given novel -- e.g., No Longer at Ease -- there may be no 

character who perceives and affirms time as cyclic. Nevertheless, we 

find its affirmation in the structure of the novels themselves, whether 

or not this affirmation figures within the world which the novel por

trays. There are reiterated narrative patterns which assert the 

novelists' commitment to a regeneration of cyclic time as they mime in 
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the structure of their novels its continuum. The patterns are typical, 

but they are given especial attention in the discussion of the "been-to" 

novels — Achebe's No Longer at Ease, Armah's Fragments, and Soyirika's 

The Interpreters (Chapter Four). 

Throughout the novels, symbolism embodies cyclic continuity or 

its contrary, fragmentation. In the novels discussed in Chapter Five --

Achebe's Arrow of God and A Man of the People; Armah's Why Are We So 

Blest? and Two Thousand Seasons; and Soyinka's A Season of Anomy — this 

symbolism embodies as well a militant sense of political commitment. 

A concluding chapter (Chapter Six) draws upon the analysis of 

the ten novels and briefly indicates four ways in which the focus on 

time avoids the fragmentation and reductiveness which have characterized 

the criticism of contemporary African literature, as outlined in Chapter 

One. 



CHAPTER THREE 

CHARACTER 

Chinua Achebe was among the first West African writers to re

ceive serious critical attention. By contrast, Ayi Kwei Armah is often 

referred to as a member of the second generation of African novelists. 

Things Fall Apart comes as part of Achebe's avowed intention to repair 

the foundations of the past.''" In its focus on a corrupt, contemporary 

Ghana, The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born must be classified as one of 

the African "novels of disillusion," written following the erosion of 

2 political and social optimism in the jr.id-1960s. Achebe's novel is most 

often termed realistic, while Armah's is seen as allegorical. To these 

differences, we can add the differences between the main characters of 

the two novels. 

Okonkwo is the heroic protoganist of Things Fall Apart. The 

unassuming central character of The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born is 

i 
Of the fairly abundant criticism which exists on this novel, 

none focuses specifically on time in the novel or, as here, time in re
lationship to characterization. General analyses include relevant por
tions of Palmer; Moore; Larson; Ravenscroft, Chinua Achebe; Killam 
The Novels of Chinua Achebe; and Anozie. 

2 
Ayi Kwei Armah, The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Bom (Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin, 1968). For a discussion of various symbolic aspects 
of the novel within a different context than that given here, see 
Palmer; Larson; Mphalele; as well as Gareth Griffith, "Structure and 
Image in Kwei Armah's The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born," Studies in 
Black Literature, 2 (1971), 27-29; and Margaret Olusola, "An Additional 
Comment on Ayi Kwei Armah's The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Bom," 
African Literature Today, 5 (1971), 116-28. 

61 
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nameless, identified only as "the man." Okonkwo's two tribal titles 

make him the member of a village elite. His hard work, perseverance, 

and shrewdness in farming have made of him a man wealthy in wives, 

children, and material possessions. His wives fear him, and his commu

nity pays him his due respect. By contrast, when the city which "the 

man" inhabits takes note of him, it is to cheat, vilify or otherwise 

victimize him. A badly paid civil servant, he makes a quotidian round 

between work and home, one day differentiated from the next only by the 

extent of his wife's nagging or a visit to an old friend. His children 

have barely enough to eat, and his wife flaunts his lack of success, 

terming him a hypocritical "chichidoodoo bird" who feasts on maggots but 

detests the excrement in which they flourish. His integrity is seen as 

cowardice, his failure as the result of a stupid timidity. The man's 

urban poverty and his lack of social standing contrast markedly to 

Okonkwo's secure position of leadership in Umuofia. 

These many differences, however, between the novelists, the 

novels, and the central characters serve only to underscore the signif

icance of the fact that the two novels share a common narrative struc

ture and, as part of this structure, a common mode of characterization. 

In both novels a single individual is shown in conflict with the values 

of his society, and the conflict centers on divergent conceptualizations 

of time. In both novels, generous inside views of the protagonists 

allow us, as readers, to be privy to more knowledge than the characters 

in the novels are. Consequently, the narrative progression in both 

novels is ironic, our deeper understanding at odds with that of the 

figures who surround the central characters. 
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Things Fall Apart 

Umuofia, at the beginning of Things Fall Apart, is an agrarian 

Ibo village of simple technology in which time is measured by the cycle 

of the seasons. It is not, for all that, idyllic. Warfare with neigh

boring Ibo clans, a ruthless scrambling for materially-oriented status, 

drought, twins thrown away to die in the bush, domestic squabbles and 

human sacrifice are all measures of the fact that it is a place where 

human beings are often at odds with one another, with natural elements, 

and with divine sanctions. The marvel is not its perfect harmony but 

the accommodations it makes for human weakness, natural disaster, and 

divine displeasure. At the center of this accommodation is a religion 

which reveres ancestral spirits and which pays central homage to a 

Demeter-lilce goddess of the earth, Ani. Material and spiritual bless

ings depend equally on "the strength of one's arm," the strength of 

one's chi (loosely, one's personal god), the intercession of ancestral 

spirits, and the favor of Ani. In the face of personal failure or com

munity disaster, Umuofians consult the Oracle of the Hills and Caves 

"to discover what the future [holds] for them or to consult the spirits 

of their departed fathers" (p. 19). The Oracle, Agbala, is implicitly 

the keeper of time, omniscient of both past and future and the reposi

tory of temporal continuity. In Umuofia, an underlying spiritual order 

is able to contain, shape, and lend continuity to a world whose imper

fections remind us of those in our own very different world. 

The narrative structure of Things Fall Apart is defined by 

Okonkwo's relationship with the earth goddess, Ani, more specifically 

by the ever-increasing seriousness of the offenses he commits against 
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her. During the Week of Peace which precedes the planting of the yam 

crop, he beats his wife, and the priest Ezeani explains to him the 

seriousness of the act: 

You know as well as I that our forefathers ordained that before 
we plant any crops in the earth we should observe a week in 
which a man does not say a harsh word to his neighbor. We live 
in peace with our fellows to honor our great goddess of the earth 
without whose blessing our crops will not grow. You have com
mitted a great evil. . . . The evil you have done can ruin the 
whole clan. The earth goddess whom you have insulted may refuse 
to give us her increase, and we shall all perish (p. 32). 

Later, when his gun accidentally goes off during a funeral celebration, 

Okonkwo kills a clansman. Again, we learn that "It was a crime against 

the earth goddess to kill a clansman, and a man who committed it must 

flee from the land" (p. 117). After his unsuccessful attempt to arouse 

Umuofia to battle against the British, Okonkwo hangs himself. A fellow 

villager explains to the District Commissioner, who has come in search 

of Okonkwo, that "It is an abomination for a man to take his own life. 

It is an offense against the Earth, and a man who commits it will not 

be buried by his clansmen. His body is evil, and only strangers may 

touch it" (p. 190). 

In formal terms, the beginning, middle and the end of the nar

rative are structured by three increasingly violent acts, each of which 

embodies not only an offense against society but an offense against the 

goddess of the earth. Each offense jeopardizes the well-being of 

Umuofia. But for each, the social and religious structure of the vil

lage includes a clearly-defined, essentially sacrificial, response. 

For the beating, Okonkwo must make a sacrifice to Ani of "one she-goat, 

one hen, a length of cloth and a hundred cowries" (p. 32). For the 
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killing, Qkorikwo must go into exile for seven years. After his depar

ture, his fellow villagers -- as "messengers of the earth goddess" --

make what amounts to a sacrifice of the entirety of Okonlcwo's material 

possession: they "set fire to his house, demolish his red walls, kill 

his animals and destroy his barn," thus "cleansing the land which 

Okonkwo had polluted with the blood of a clansman" (p. 117). After 

Okonlcwo's suicide, his body is to be buried by strangers, and the vil

lage will "make sacrifices to cleanse the desecrated land" (p. 190). 

These three offenses against the earth are public, open to the 

view of all, and because of the ritual actions described their potential 

disruption of the cyclic order of Umuofia is circumvented. Okonkwo ends 

as an abomination, but the village -- despite the implied prophecy of 

what is to come -- has retained its spiritual integrity and strength, 

despite the intrusion of colonialism and Christianity in the final por

tion of the narrative. Umuofia survives, its social and spiritual 

structure intact, even as Okonkwo fails. 

Okonkwo fails, not because of his public offenses but because of 

an inner estrangement from cyclic order, an estrangement which remains 

publicly unacknowledged and therefore ritually unredeemed. His charac

ter --as well as that of his father, his son, his daughter, and his 

foster son -- is drawn in terms of his estrangement. We see him and 

the members of his family in relationship to the oracle Agbala, the 

keeper of time and the progenitor of renewal into the cyclic recurrence 

of Eliade's eternal return. Okonkwo and the others are in varying ways 

estranged from the cyclic renewal which the oracle embodies. 
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Okonkwo's estrangement is not immediately apparent. The public 

view of Okonkwo emphasizes his courage and his seemingly secure place 

in the continuity of village life. As the first paragraph of the novel 

indicates, his prowess in wrestling -- specifically, his vanquishing of 

Amalinze the Cat some twenty years before -- has earned him both per

sonal respect and a village judgment which likens him to the founder of 

Umuofia: "the old men agreed [that Okonkwo's fight] was one of the 

fiercest since the founder of their town engaged a spirit of the wild for 

seven days and seven nights" (p. 7). This judgment exemplifies Mircea 

Eliade's assertation that in a traditional society, the meaning of human 

acts is "not connected with their crude physical datum but with their 

property of reproducing a primordial act, of repeating a mythical ex

ample. . . . [Such a society] acknowledges no act which has not been 

previously posited and lived by someone else, some other being who was 

not a man. What he does has been done before. His life is the cease-

3 
less repetition of gestures initiated by others." In the public view, 

Okonkwo is a hero not because he is unique but because he embodies a 

recurrence of mythic heroism. In the public view, Okonkwo begins the 

novel as the archetypal Ibo hero, a role which he publicly maintains 

until the final pages of the novel, where the villagers still charac

terize him as "one of the greatest men in Umuofia" (p. 191). 

But we must juxtapose the public assessment of Okonkwo with the 

knowledge of his character that, as readers, we have available to us. 

We learn that Okonkwo's "whole life" is dominated by a "fear of failure 

3 
Eliade, pp. 4-5. 
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and weakness," a fear which exceeds his fear of the gods or of social 

sanctions. We share with Umuofia the knowledge that Okonkwo's father 

is a wastrel, but we are alone in realizing the lengths to which 

Okonkwo is led by his fear of being like his father. He comes to hate 

everything his father loved, including "gentleness" and "idleness." 

Achebe is careful to point out that Umuofia does not judge a son by his 

father, and thus Umuofia sees only the deeds which come out of Okonkwo's 

fear -- hard work, the amassing of material goods, prowess in wrestling 

and in war, and the achievement of social status in the village. But 

we see the fear, and because of this we see Okonkwo's deeds in a dif

ferent light. 

In his violent antagonism to all that his father represented, 

we see in Okonkwo a symbolic rejection of the past, a rejection that 

shapes both his failures and his success. From the inside view of 

Okonkwo, we learn that his conceptualization of time is dominated -- and 

thus distorted --by this rejection. Because of this distortion, 

Okonkwo is estranged -- has estranged himself -- from the temporal 

equilibrium of Umuofia. Time becomes not a dimension which he inhabits, 

but an antagonist. His struggle against time shapes the inner narrative 

of the novel. 

Each of his offenses against the earth proceeds from this es

trangement, just as each reinforces it. The first offense is not in 

beating his wife, but in the time lie has chosen to do it, during the 

Week of Peace. On two occasions the reader is told of Okonkwo's in

ability to fire his gun with any skill. Then, at the wrong moment, 

without his volition, the gun not only fires but kills a clansman. The 
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seven years of exile which follow are, literally, seven years of es

trangement from the passage of time in Umuofia.^ Because of this exile 

and his misconception of it, the events which culminate in his suicide 

are inevitable. 

The period of Okonkwo's exile coincides with the period when 

Umuofia comes into contact with the West and, as implied in the closing 

passage of the novel, with a linear, historic conceptualization of time. 

Okonkwo sees his exile within the perspective of cyclic recurrence: 

when he has expiated his crime, he will return to Umuofia and take up 

where he left off seven years before. In Eliade's terms, he confers 

a "cyclic direction upon time, annuls its irreversibility. Everything 

begins over again. ... No event is irreversible and no transforma

tion is final.During his exile, however, he has only second-hand 

experience and reports of the intrusion of history into Umuofia. Upon 

his return to Umuofia, his own estrangement from time has been com

pounded by circumstance. Upon his return he fails to recognize the 

irreversible historicity of the white man's coming to Umuofia. In his 

view, the white man is no different from the hostile clans he has waged 

war against in the past -- again, the white man is part of a pattern of 

cyclic recurrence. The elders of Umuofia have suffered gradual mithri-

datic doses of history and are able to accommodate it. Okonkwo's con

frontation with history is fatally sudden. At the beginning of the 

4In the seven years of Okonkwo's exile, there is an oblique re
currence of the wrestling match between the founder of Umuofia and the 
spirit of the wild, which lasted seven days. Okonkwo, as noted, has 
already been likened to this hero of Umuofia. 

^Eliade, p. 89. 
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novel we have seen hijn admired for the five heads he has taken in 

battle. At the end, we see him lodged in a cyclic pattern that no 

longer fits, beheading the messenger of the white District Commissioner. 

This beheading signals a violent "rejection of profane, continuous 

time." Okorikwo would kill history. 

Okonkwo's act is replete with irony. Earlier, we have seen him 

seeking to annul cyclic recurrence as he perceives it, repudiating the 

past in the fear that it will be cyclically visited upon himself. The 

final pages of the novel show Okonkwo estranged both from the mythic 

time of Umuofia and the historical time of European intrusion. His 

suicide denies him a proper burial, without which his spirit will be 

left to wander, severed from the cyclic continuum between the material 

and the spiritual world. But the impact of the closing paragraph of 

the novel, much denounced in critical commentary on the book,^ shows 

that ultimately he has no place in history either. The novel concludes 

with a shift to an inside view of the white District Commissioner musing 

on the book he is going to write about "the many years in which he had 

toiled to bring civilization to different parts of Africa": 

As he walked back to the court he thought about that book. Every 
day brought him some new material. The story of this man who had 
killed a messenger and hanged himself would make interesting 
reading. One could almost write a whole chapter on him. Perhaps 
not a whole chapter but a reasonable paragraph, at any rate. 
There was so much else to include, and one must be firm in cutting 
out details. He had already chosen the title of the book, after 
much thought: The Pacification of the Primitive Tribes of the 
Lower Niger (p. 191). 

^See especially Shelton; and Killam, The Novels of Chinua Achebe. 
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This shift in point of view indicates the irrelevance of Okonkwo's 

tragedy in terms of a historical view. To the Commissioner, Okonkwo's 

story rapidly loses its historical significance (riot to mention any 

mythic significance) and comes to be regarded as a mere anecdote --

perhaps without any relevance to the progress of Western "civilization" 

in Africa. 

We see Okonkwo caught between cyclic recurrence and history, 

inhabiting neither. The abomination of his death has cut him off from 

the future, from the cyclic continuity that in Umuofia continues after 

death. But neither does his death have any place in the historical con

tinuity which the Commissioner perceives. Severed from the time of 

Africa, Okonkwo's anecdotal inclusion in the linearity of Europe is 

little compensation. His superficial adoption into Western time comes 

at a profound expense of heritage. As Ayi Kwei Armah writes in his 

preface to Two Thousand Seasons, "A people losing sight of origins are 

lost" (p. xiii). 

Throughout Things Fall Apart the narrative of public heroism 

and inner estrangement run parallel. At the conclusion of the novel 

the parallels converge, the abomination of Okonkwo's body a final true 

reflection of his spirit. The inner and the outer narrative merge. 

Within the perspective of this parallel narrative, we can see 

other evidence that the key to understanding Okonkwo lies in understand

ing his struggle against time. His first real test had come when, after 

borrowing seed yams in order to sow his first crop, "the year went mad" 

(p. 26). First there is an unseasonable drought, and then the rains 

come in force, but too late. Okonkwo survives the disaster, 
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symbolically proving himself (as he sees it) capable of enduring a time 

sequence gone awry; and he ironically comforts himself in later years 

by remembering: '"Since I survived that year, I shall survive any

thing'" (p. 27). 

The inside view of Okonkwo most often focuses on a gentleness 

of feeling which his public actions deny. We catch brief glimpses of 

feeling which ally Okonkwo with his father's tenderness, and we know 

that his public denial of these feelings is part of his rejection of 

the past. We learn of his intense fondness for his foster son Ikeme-

funa (p. 30), his repentance after breaking the Week of Peace (p. 32), 

his understanding that (even as he is chiding them for their awkward

ness) both Ikemefuna and Nwoye, Okonkwo's natural son, are too young 

"to understand fully the difficult art of preparing seed-yams" (p. 32), 

his inner pleasure at NWoye's development under Ikemefuna's tutelage 

(p. 51), his fear at the moment he kills Ikemefuna (p. 59), and his 

distress at the memory of that act (p. 62). These feelings go largely 

unsuspected by Umuofia. We see that, ironically, his rejection of the 

past estranges Okonkwo from a free involvement in present, day-to-day 

human concerns. In the eyes of the village, his overt harshness is an 

unfortunate facet of his heroic aspect. For us, it is a disguise born 

of the link he seeks to break with the past. 

In a novel whose protagonist is engaged in a struggle against 

time and who is ultimately defeated by it, an event which brings Okonkwo 

into direct involvement with Agbala, the keeper of time, assumes central 

importance. Ezinma, Okonkwo's eldest daughter, whom he dotes on, is an 

ogbanje (described in Chapter Two). For Ezinma, because she is an 
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ogbanje, cyclic recurrence bears the notion of fatality, and her parents 

are ever-fearful that she will be "taken away" prematurely by the 

malicious ogbanje spirit. About eleven years old, she has frequently 

been ill, but the fact that she has lived so long has in part allayed 

her parents' fears and encouraged them to believe that the malicious 

spirit has grown tired of the struggle and given up. But in Chapter 11 

of the novel, Ezinma once again becomes ill. At this point, where once 

again the ogbanje threatens to take her away, the priestess of Agbala 

takes Ezinma on her back and in ritual fashion runs with her to the 

farthest village of the clan and circles back to the sacred cave of the 

oracle. Ekwefi, Ezinma's mother, is watching from the darkness as 

Agbala returns to the cave: "Ekwefi could . . . see the hills looming 

in the moonlight. They formed a circular ring with a break at one point 

through which the foot-track led to the center of the circle. As soon 

as the priestess stepped into this ring of hills her voice was not only 

doubled in strength but was thrown back on all sides. It was indeed 

the shrine of a great god" (pp. 101-02). As Ekwefi stands "gazing at 

the circular darkness," the priestess takes Ezinma into the sacred cave 

at the center of the circle, symbolically presenting Ezinma to the ora

cle for a regeneration into the goodness of time, a renewal into life. 

The ritual proves successful. Ezinma lives. 

This chapter has been criticized more than once for arousing an 

interest in Ezinma which is left unsatisfied, since after this event 
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7 
Ezinma more or less disappears from the novel. The criticism is under

standable inasmuch as Ezinma is an appealing character, and it is dis

appointing to lose sight of her. In structural terms, however, Ezinma's 

function is to provide an important foil for Okonkwo's own unsuccessful 

struggle against time. The chapter justifies itself not because of the 

view it gives of Ezinma but because of what we learn about Okonkwo. 

The attention devoted to the priestess's race through the moonless 

forest with Ezinma on her back, with Okonkwo and his wife Elcwefi waiting 

in the shadows by the cave, demonstrates that there are resources within 

Umuofia for the kind of spiritual renewal which Okonkwo, even at this 

early point in the narrative, needs, resources which could transmute his 

antagonism toward time into an alliance with it. Juxtaposed with 

Ezinma's success, after only a short intervening chapter, is Okonkwo's 

accidental killing of his clansman, the impetus for his exile and ulti

mately for his suicide. We see Ezinma renewed by time and Okonkwo 

destroyed by it. We see the significance of the fact that his estrange

ment from time remains hidden -- acknowledged, it could be healed. 

The characterization of three other members of Okonkwo's family 

also provides foils to Okonkwo's struggle against time. Unoka, Okon-

kwo's father, is introduced in immediate juxtaposition to Okonkwo's 

industry and material success as "lazy and improvident, . . . quite in

capable of thinking about tomorrow" (p. 8). Unlike Okonkwo, Unoka does 

not reject the past but turns frequently to his memories of an 

7 See Ravenscroft, and G. D. Killam, "Language and Theme in 
Things Fall Apart," Review of English Literature, IV, 4 (October 1964), 
39-43. 
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irresponsible childhood when he "had often wandered around looking for 

a kite sailing leisurely against the sky. As soon as he had found one 

he would sing with his whole being, welcoming it back from its long, 

long journey, and asking it if it had brought home any lengths of cloth" 

(p. 9). For him, the past embodies a recurrent joy which in the present 

he can recapture only in memory and during "the two or three moons after 

the harvest when the village musicians brought down their instruments, 

hung above the fireplace. Unoka would play with them, his face beaming 

with blessedness and peace" (p. 8). Unlike Okonlcwo, Unoka rejects the 

present and the need to provide for the future, his yearning for the 

past essentially a nostalgic escapism. Yet his estrangement from the 

continuity of time, though different from Oknokwo's, is equivalent to 

it. Like his son after him, Unoka is denied a proper burial, because 

the nature of his final illness (the "swelling disease") is an abomina

tion to the earth. As will be true of his son after him, Unoka's link 

with the cyclic continuum of Umuofia is broken. The son, defeated by 

time, reincarnates the father: Okonkwo, the man who flees from the past, 

ironically becomes its recurrent embodiment. The cyclic fatality, which 

Ezinma overcomes, here proceeds from father to son, from one generation 

to the next. (This fatality continues in Achebe's second novel, No 

Longer at Ease, in which Okonkwo's grandson meets a fate analogous to 

that of his grandfather.) 

Okonkwo's foster son, Ikemefuna, has been severed from the past 

of his upbringing. Offered by a neighboring village as compensation 

for his father's murder of an Umuofian, "all he knew was that a few men 

had arrived at their house, conversing with his father in low tones, and 
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at the end he had been taken out and handed over to a stranger [who] 

had brought him and a girl, a long, long way from home, through lonely 

forest paths" (p. 18). Like Okonkwo, Ikemefuna is dominated by the 

past: because his father had had a hand in the murder he is given over 

to Unuofia and ultimately killed in a ritual sacrifice. The past shapes 

his fate, while the "long, long journey" effectively cuts him off from 

it. Unlike Okonkwo, he has no choice in his estrangement from time. He 

is the unwitting and innocent embodiment of a past family shame. 

Upon his arrival in Unuofia, Ikemefuna's estrangement continues. 

He is forgotten by the village elders "as soon as they had taken the 

decision to put him into Okonkwo's care," and his existence is left 

largely unacknowledged by the village. His only family or social con

nection comes from the role he finds in Okonkwo's family. Like an 

"older brother" to Nwoye, Ikemefuna endears himself to the children in 

Okonkwo's family. He knows countless stories and "could fashion out 

flutes from bamboo stems and even from elephant grass. He knew the 

names of all the birds and could set clever traps for the little bush 

rodents. And he knew which trees made the strongest bows" (p. 30). 

Okonkwo shows his own fondness by taking Ikemefuna to meetings, allowing 

him "like a son" to carry his stool and goatskin bag. "And, indeed, 

Ikemefuna called him father" (p. 30). Despite his estrangement from the 

past, Ikemefuna accommodates himself to the present. 

After three years in Okonkwo's family, Agbala ordains Ikeme

funa' s ritual sacrifice, and we see him once again led "through lonely 

forest paths," this time to his death. In his exile and ultimate death, 

Ikemefuna's outer narrative parallels Okonkwo's own. But the inside 
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view we get of Ikemefuna's character provides a foil to Okonkwo's char

acter. He has been told he is "going home," and as he walks unwittingly 

to the sacrifice, his thoughts turn to his sister -- "Of course she 

would not be three now but six. Would he recognize her now? She must 

have grown quite big." -- and to his mother: "How his mother would weep 

for joy and thank Okonkwo for having looked after him so well and for 

bringing him back. ... He would tell her about Nwoye and his mother 

and about the locusts. Then quite suddenly a thought came upon him 

that his mother might be dead" (p. 58). Then he plays a typical child

hood game, singing a song in his mind. If the sond ends on his left 

foot, his mother is dead; if it ends on his right foot, she is alive and 

well. We see from this inside view of Ikemefuna not a rejection of the 

past but an effort to come to terms with it. His fear, unlike Okonkwo's, 

is for others and in seeking consolation for his fear he turns -- as we 

can imagine Unoka doing -- to a song. But Ikemefuna shares with Okonkwo 

(and Unoka) the lack of proper burial and the consequent severing of 

temporal continuity. 

In showing us Okonkwo's participation in the sacrifice of 

Ikemefuna, Achebe underscores the intensity of Okonkwo's domination by 

fear and by the past. The sacrifice of Ikemefuna, ordained as it has 

been by Agbala, is not open to question. But Okonkwo's participation 

is. He has been warned by Ezeudu, "the oldest man in this quarter of 

llmuofia" (p. 55), not to take part in the killing. Ezeudu's point is 

that, since Ikemefuna has become like a son to Okonkwo, the feat would 

be implicitly contrary to nature. In going against this warning, 

Okonkwo is impelled once again by his own fear of weakness. Though he 
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has come to feel affection for the boy and is described as "dazed with 

fear" (p. 59) after someone else has struck the first blow, he neverthe

less draws his machete and cuts the boy down, "more afraid of being 

thought weak" than of the deed itself. Just before Okonkwo strikes the 

final blow, Ikemefuna cries out, "My father. They have killed me" (p. 

59). We see that the fear which dominates Okonkwo overrides not only 

the warnings of the elders, but his own affections. 

Moreover, Okonkwo's participation in Ikemefuna's sacrifice is 

clearly symbolic. Insofar as Ikemefuna is his "son," Okonkwo has will

ingly murdered his posterity, a symbolic reflection of his ultimate 

fate. But in addition to this, in his killing of Ikemefuna, Okonkwo 

unwittingly kills his natural son Nwoye --at least in symbolic terms. 

For Nwoye, Ikemefuna's death provides the final impetus for a rejection 

of the spiritual sanctions of his cultural heritage. When he learns of 

Ikemefuna's death, something gives way inside Nwoye "like the snapping 

of a tightened bow" (p. 59). We learn from a brief inside view that 

Nwoye has experienced the same feeling before. Returning home during 

the previous harvest season, he heard the voice of an infant crying in 

the forest and was told the voice came from twins, "put in earthenware 

pots and thrown away in the forest" (p. 60). Nwoye has known all along 

that Umuofia considers twins an abomination to the earth, but only in 

his immediate experience of the infant's cry does he realize his own 

distress over this belief. Similarly, we may assume that he has known 

that ritual sacrifice is practiced in Umuofia, but only in his experi

ence of his "older brother's" death at the hands of his father does it 

become real. The deed which his father participated in and the crying 
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of the infants become linked in his mind, and we see this connection 

reiterated later in his receptivity to Christianity, when the mission

aries come to Umuofia: "The hymn about brothers caught in darkness and 

in fear seemed to answer a vague and persistent question that haunted 

his young soul -- the question of the twins crying in the bush and of 

Ikemefuna, who was killed" (p. 137). Nwoye becomes a Christian. 

Nwoye's severance from his spiritual past embodies a similar severance 

of Okonkwo from his future, which in the cyclic continuum of Umuofia 

depends on the reverence the children pay to the spirits of those who 

have gone before. Okonkwo's participation in the sacrifice of Ikemefuna 

ultimately embodies a double murder of his spiritual prosperity. 

There is a hint, in the description given of Nwoye's conversion, 

that Nwoye links Christianity with the cyclic recurrence of traditional 

belief: "He felt a relief within him as the hymn poured into his 

parched soul. The words of the hymn were like the drops of frozen rain 

melting on the dry palate of the panting earth" (p. 137). Nwoye seems 

to see his conversion as a reunion with natural cyclic process. The 

rain comes to the parched earth, the seasons are no longer "gone mad," 

spiritual order has been restored. To the extent that we give credence 

to this description, the distance between Agbala and Christ is not so 

great, and Nwoye -- like his half-sister Ezinma -- is blessed with a 

spiritual renewal that embodies a notion of cyclic continuity. (Only 

when we become acquainted with Nwoye of No Longer at Ease, a middle-aged 

man who has taken the name of Isaac, is this possibility contravened. 

Having rejected the nurturing elements of traditional belief for a 

narrowly-conceived Christianity, Isaac is nevertheless controlled by 
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the traditional taboo against inter-marriage with an osu, the descendant 

of an Ibo slave caste. He sees his son's planned marriage to an osu as 

equivalent to marrying a leper.) 

Thus, we see Okonkwo and the members of his family in various 

problematic relationships with time. Both Unoka, who is willingly im

prisoned in the past, and Ikemefuna, who is involuntarily cut off from 

it, meet disaster --as does Okonkwo. Unoka's weakness and his tendency 

to dream over the past severs him from the concerns of the present. 

Ikemefuna is separated from his ancestral and village past through an 

agreement made by the elders of his village. Okonkwo's foresight, his 

concern for future well-being, combines with his rejection of the past. 

But in each instance temporal continuity, essentially a spiritual link

age, is broken. Ezinma, the ogbanj e, through the assistance of the 

Oracle is reoriented into cyclic time. So, through Christianity, is 

Nwoye --at least in his own present perception of his conversion. 

Throughout the novel, a disorientation in time figures as equivalent to 

a profound spiritual disruption, just as spiritual well-being rests on 

maintaining temporal continuity between past and present. Okonkwo's 

struggle against time is mirrored in those around him, the configuration 

of their struggle -- whether in parallel or by contrast -- echoing and 

clarifying his own. 

Throughout Things Fall Apart the inside view focuses consistent

ly, if in varying ways, on the relationship with time. This is true of 

both the protagonist and the supporting characters. For Okonkwo and the 

members of his family, we have seen that this relationship is essential

ly spiritual, that their struggle with time is a spiritual struggle. 
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In the concluding passage of the novel, we get yet another inside view, 

and another struggle with time. We see the District Commissioner, into 

the passage quoted above, struggling to gather Umuofia and Okonkwo in 

linear history. His question is, how much history is Okonkwo worth? 

This final question underscores the difference between the cyclic, 

essentially sacred, recurrence of Umuofia and the "profane, continuous" 

time of Western history. But it also accords with a novel which, more 

than anything else, concerns itself with varying facets of the human 

struggle against time. 

The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born 

The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born is set in Takoradi, a de-

tribalized Ghanaian city from which the village gods have vanished. 

There are no oracles with omniscient powers, no ancestral spirits to 

revere. Spiritual chaos confronts us in metaphors of dung and vomit. 

Human weakness commonly culminates in suicide or madness. Men and women 

sustain themselves with illusory yearnings symbolized by bright cars, 

gleaming towers, and shiny white buildings, in the attempt to escape 

rather than come to terms with their world. Like insects "around a 

street lamp, high over the coal tar . . . whirled into a crazy dance," 

they reject a reality of darkness and of excrement, "drawn ... by the 

fire of the lamps within it" (p. 55). In Takoradi, time itself has gone 

mad, and life for most is bearable only so long as illusions can be 

nurtured. 

The novel begins with a scene which parallels the opening para

graph of Things Fall Apart. We see the protagonist, "the man," through 
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the eyes of a bus conductor who has, without the man's knowledge, short

changed him. The bus has reached its destination and, believing all 

the passengers gone, the conductor gloats over the money he has swindled 

from the man. Then: 

A pair of wide-open, staring eyes met his. The man was sitting 
in the very back of the bus, with his body angled forward so that 
his chin was resting on the back of the seat in front of him, 
supported by his hands. The eyes frightened the conductor. . . . 
The watcher continued to stare. He did not need to hurl any ac
cusations. In the conductor's mind everything was already too 
loudly and too completely said, "I have seen you. You have been 
seen. We have seen all." It was not the voice of the watcher. 
It could not be the voice of any human being the conductor knew. 
It was a large voice rolling down and everywhere covering empty 
spaces in the mind and really never stopping anywhere at all. So 
this was it. The watcher. What could a poor man say to their 
voices. . . . And so words and phrases so often thrown away as 
jokes reveal their true meaning. And Jesus wept^ Aha, Jesus 
wept (p. 5). 

In the opening paragraph of Things Fall Apart, Okonkwo is likened to the 

founder of Umuofia, and his heroism is seen, in Eliade's words, as "re

peating a mythical example." Here, the conductor's guilt links the 

man's staring eyes with a divine and judging watchfulness and, more 

specifically, with Jesus. But Okonkwo retains his public heroism to the 

end -- here the man's link with divinity is almost immediately broken. 

A "savage indignation" fills the conductor as he realizes that 

the "watcher" is "no watcher at all, only a sleeper" with saliva oozing 

from his mouth onto the seat of the bus: "Words shot out angrily from 

the conductor's mouth with an explosive imperiousness that woke the 

sleeper. 'You bloodyfucking sonofabitch! Article of no commercial 

value! You think the bus belongs to your grandfather?" (p. 6). In the 

public view, the man becomes what he will be throughout the novel, a 

clown-like and foolish object of abuse and ridicule. We see him 
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slipping in puddles of vomit, nearly colliding with the night-soil man, 

leaping "across yards made up of the mud of days of rain," jumping over 

"wide gutters with only a trickle of drying urine at the bottom and so 

many clusters of cigarette pieces wet and pinched in where they have 

left the still unsatisfied lips of the sucker," and balancing precari

ously on the platform in a public latrine amid "rows of cans encrusted 

with old shit . . ., careful, in letting down his trousers, not to let 

the cuffs fall into the urine grooves in front" (p. 123). He is fre

quently cursed, as an "uncircumcised baboon," a "chichidoodoo bird," and 

a "bloodyfucking sonofabitch." He apologizes to those who curse him and 

remains silent at his wife's nagging. Just as Okohkwo is judged a hero 

by the values of Umuofia, so the man by the values of Takoradi is 

judged a failure. 

These values are epitomized by Joseph Koomson, a former school

mate of the man's and now a minister in the Nkrumah-like government. 

In the public view, Koomson is the hero of Takoradi, the archetypal sum

mary of public values. He has a new Mercedes, a well-stocked liquor 

cabinet, a large house, a closet full of suits, and a wife who "smells 

sweetly of perfume." The values of Takoradi are essentially material. 

Accordingly, the hero is someone who -- unlike the man -- has amassed a 

substantial lot of material blessings. In the eyes of Takoradi, the 

means by which he has obtained them are irrelevant. 

Koomson's means have in large part turned on the illegal siphon

ing off of public funds, but in Takoradi this is no reason for shame. 

He does not hide his corruption or his lack of dedication to public 

welfare, but with a kind of amoral innocence ridicules those who put 
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ideals before their own comfort. He recounts to the man how he fell 

asleep during a lecture given to "the Ministers and the Parliamentarians 

and the Party activists" on economics and the "stages of growth" and be

littles the lecturer in retrospect because he was dressed "like a poor 

man" (p. 155). He relates with glee how at the same lecture the nation

al Attorney General -- drunk -- afterwards ascended the podium and lec

tured on the "stages of booze": 

Stage One -- The Mood Jocose 
Stage Two -- The Mood Morose 
Stage Three -- The Mood Bellicose 
Stage Four -- The Mood Lachrymose 
Stage Five -- The Mood Comatose 

Following this, the Attorney General fell down, in the "final stage" 

himself. In Koomson's memory, "It was a fine day indeed" (p. 155). For 

Koomson, public service means the private accumulation of wealth. 

In a sense, Takoradi admires Koomson for his very lack of 

ideals. Unlike the man, he is not hindered in getting ahead by any ob

stacles based on principle. The man relates to a friend his wife's ex

planation for Koomson's success: 

My wife explained to me, step by step, that life was like a lot 
of roads: long roads, short roads, wide and narrow, steep and 
level, all sorts of roads. Next she let me know that human beings 
were like so many people driving their cars on all these roads. 
This was the point at which she told me that those who wanted to 
get far had to learn to drive fast. And then she asked me what 
name I would give to people who were afraid to drive fast, or to 
drive at all. I had no name to give her, but she had not fin
ished. Accidents would happen, she told me, but the fear of 
accidents would never keep men from driving, and Joe Koomson had 
learned to drive (p. 68). 

The metaphor is reiterated throughout the novel: Takoradi flatters 

Koomson, calling him "big man" and "white man" because he is a "driver." 

(The man, as we have seen, is only a victimized passenger.) As is true 
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of Okorikwo, Koomson's accomplishments make him a public hero. Unlike 

Okorikwo, he has no need to hide his spiritual weakness. In a society 

oriented toward material gain, his weakness has become a source of 

strength. He can drive faster because he has no burden of principle. 

Takoradi's devaluation of the spiritual coincides with a perver

sion of the cyclic conceptualization of time which informs the spiritual 

order of Umuofia. Time, in Takoradi, is an accelerated cycle of birth, 

death and decay, a temporal madness that is symbolized in an anecdote 

related to the man by his former teacher. 

In Standard Five, one of us, a boy who took a special pleasure in 
showing us true but unexpected sides of our world, came and showed 
us his favorite among the weird lot. It was a picture of something 
the caption called an old manchild. It had been born with all the 
features of a human baby, but within seven years it had completed 
the cycle from babyhood to infancy to youth, to maturity and old 
age, and in its seventh year it had died a natural death. The pic
ture Aboliga the Frog showed us was of the manchild in its gray old 
age, completely old in everything save the smallness of its size, 
a thing that deepened the element of the grotesque. The manchild 
looked more irretrievably old, far more thoroughly decayed, than 
any ordinary old man could ever have looked (p. 73). 

The implications of this anecdote are partly political. In less than a 

decade, the hopes that were born with Ghanaian independence from colo

nial rule have been lost in the personal corruption of Koomson and 

others like him. The Beautyful Ones Are Not Born Yet is in part an in

dictment of a society, "an old manchild," which had dreams of a politi

cal rebirth with the passing of colonial rule but which has already 

grown old and decayed -- like the bus in the opening scene of the narra

tive, "held together only by its rust." For government, as for busi

ness, "the stories that were sometimes heard about it were not stories 

of something young and vigorous, but the same old stories of money 
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changing hands and throats getting moistened and palms getting greased. 

Only this time if the old stories aroused any anger, there was nowhere 

to go. The sons of the nation were now in charge, after all. How com

pletely the new thing took after the old" (p. 11). 

Armah's novel, however, is more than the chronicle of a politi

cal failure. We have seen political failure in Okorikwo's failed attempt 

to rid Umuofia of the British. But we have seen that his failure oc

curred within a world where spiritual values were still strong. The 

Takoradi of The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Bom is a spiritually de

ranged world which makes a mockery of the traditional cyclic order that 

informs Umuofia. The "old manchild" is a symbol of a spiritual state in 

which renewal becomes a reiteration of decay, a decay which imposes it

self not only on politics but on the physical environment and on men's 

souls. The natural world of cyclic process, everywhere apparent in 

Things Fall Apart, has been obscured by an overlay of symbolic human 

filth. In the few instances where the natural world has remained im

mune to human corruption -- e.g., the ocean and the sky -- human vision 

can no longer discern it as the source of spiritual renewal. 

In Things Fall Apart, we see external heroism masking inner fear 

and estrangement. In The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born, the Chap-

linesque bungler is revealed as heroic in his vision that remains 

attuned to natural cyclic process in a world where not only the season 

but time itself has gone mad. The nature of the man's vision reveals 

itself in the position he holds with the Ghana Railroad: as Traffic 

Controller, he is the "keeper of time." He charts the progress of the 

trains in their cyclic journey from Takoradi to Kumasi and back again. 
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He notes to what extent they are off schedule -- and they are generally 

off schedule -- since it is his responsibility to keep them from collid

ing with each other because of an error in timing. He is faithful to 

his job, working late if necessary. He keeps working even in the ex-

citment of the coup toward the end of the novel. He likes his job and 

notes that, unlike many government positions, there is a challenging 

amount of work in it. 

His role as "keeper of the time" extends into the larger world 

of Takoradi, where he counters the blind, temporal madness with his own 

alliance with natural, cyclic process. Of all the characters in the 

novel, only the man is able both to see and to withstand the impact of 

the madness around him. Okonkwo's chronicle is one of actions shaped by 

inner fear. The man's story is a narrative of vision which courageously 

records and struggles to give shape to an external madness. We see him 

charting the progress of the vehicles of society, charting its blind 

temporal chaos from the steady vantage point of his alliance with a 

cyclic continuum. He has been faulted for the passivity of his ac-
O 

tions, but he must be commended for the endurance of his vision. When 

we realize the strength of the man's vision, the irony of the opening 

scene of The B'eautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born becomes multiple. The bus 

conductor's first perception of the man as a see-er, linked in the con

ductor's mind with Jesus, implies his role as seer throughout the 

narrative. 

8 
See Palmer. 
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In Things Fall Apart, we have seen Agbala as the spiritual cen

ter of Umuofia, the progenitor of cyclic renewal. Her role comes by 

virtue of her relationship with natural, cyclic process and the goddess 

of the earth. In much the same way, the man's kinship with the sea in

forms and maintains the strength of his vision. At three crucial points 

in the narrative we see the man's growing awareness of the ocean as a 

counter to the madness around him, and we see the intimacy of his rela

tionship with it deepened in each successive encounter. These three 

passages, in their portrayal of the man's strengthening vision, struc

ture the inner narrative of the novel. 

The first third of the narrative is given to a chronicle of one 

day in the man's life, from his journey to work in the early morning 

darkness to his final return home to where his family waits asleep in 

darkness. Towards the end of this part of the novel, we see him visiting 

his former teacher, who relates an early experience of his own: 

I looked at the sea flowing toward and over the sand, and I no 
longer saw dead water hitting land in senseless waves of noise. 
The water and the sarfl were alive for me then; the water coming 
in long, slow movements stretching back into ages to very long 
ago, and the land always answering the movement, though in our 
dead moments we do not have eyes to see any of this. Sounds, 
the mild thunder of the night waves hitting calmer water and the 
sigh of retreating afterwaves, now joined together with what we 
saw. The sand looked so beautiful then, so many little individ
ual grains in the light of the night, giving the watcher the 
childhood feeling of infinite things finally understood, the 
humiliating feeling of the watcher's nothingness (p. 84). 

There are numerous implications to this passage. Earlier, when the man 

was still at work, we have caught glimpses of the sea from a distance: 

"The wetness within [the man's office] came partly from the sea which 

was only a little way away. Sometimes it was possible to taste very 
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clearly the salt that had been eating the walls and the paint on them, 

if one cared to run one's hand down the dripping surfaces and taste the 

sticky mess" (p. 23) „ Slightly later, the man takes a midday walk, first 

toward the harbor and then following the railroad tracks, away from it. 

He pauses on the embankment near a railroad bridge and muses on the al

ternately filthy and clean stream which empties into the sea. Directly 

beneath him, "all the filth seemed to have got caught for a hanging 

moment, so that the water escaping through a gap made by the little dam 

and the far side of the ditch had a cleanness which had nothing to do 

with the thing it came out from." But "far out, toward the mouth of the 

small stream and the sea, he could see the water already aging into the 

mud of its beginnings. He drew back his gaze and was satisfied with the 

clearness before the inevitable muddying" (p. 27). Here, the dominating 

image of the sea is one of filth, seen from a distance. The teacher's 

account of his long-ago experience brings us and the man somewhat closer 

both to the ocean and to an awareness of its mesmerizing cyclic recur

rence. In contrast to the "old manchild" of Aboliga the Frog's story, 

the ocean is both ages old and ever new. At the same time, the second

hand report and the distance in time of the actual experience keep us 

and the man at a considerable remove. The vision belongs to the 

teacher, not the man. Moreover, as the teacher himself relates, his 

vision came partly as the product of smoking wee (marijuana). The 

teacher says that wee "lifts the blindness and [lets] you see the whole 

of your life laid out in front of you" (p. 82). Because of its rela

tionship with wee the indirect quality of the vision is reinforced. 

It is a vision informed by a certain artifice, at a remove in time, and 
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of another person. The image of the sea has altered from one of filth 

to one of beauty allied with cyclic process, but the awareness it 

embodies is remote, detached, not intimate and immediate. 

The next few chapters turn to the man's growing intimacy with 

Koomson. Koomson comes to dinner at the man's house and, over the man's 

objections, the man's wife and mother-in-law agree to record their names 

as the owners of a fishing boat which Koomson purchases illegally with 

government funds. The outer narrative shows the man and his family 

being drawn more deeply into the spiritual corruption of Takoradi. 

But countering this growing intimacy with corruption is the 

man's own intimacy with the sea. This part of the narrative begins with 

an event that shows the man seeking out the immediate experience of the 

ocean. When he gets an unexpected hour off from work, on a day when he 

is particularly distressed by the financial plight of his family and 

by his wife's nagging, he goes to the beach 

and walks out in the direction of the main breakwater swinging 
out into the ocean. The sounds of violent work grow fainter as 
the wind rises past him, and keeping to the edge where he can 
see quite far down into the sea, he walks without any hurry, not 
having to think about time or going back, feeling almost happy 
in his suspended loneliness, until he comes to a flight of stairs 
built into the side of the breakwater, leading down into the sea. 
He leans over and looks at the steps. They descend in a simple 
line all the way down, dipping into the sea until they are no 
longer visible from above. The man sits down, and, feeling now a 
slight pain at the back of his neck, throws back his head. Small 
clouds, very white, hold themselves, very far away, against a sky 
that is a pale, weak blue, and when the man looks down again into 
the sea the water of it looks green and deep. A sea gull, flying 
low, makes a single hoarse noise that disappears into the after
noon, and the white bird itself flies off in the direction of the 
harbor and its inaudible noise, beautiful and light on its wing 
(p. 132) . 
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This vision of the timelessness and beauty of the sea has the directness 

of immediate experience at no remove, in time or otherwise. This sense 

of immediacy is reinforced by a stylistic device which Armah uses in

termittently throughout the novel, a shift to present tense. Here, as 

elsewhere, present tense signals not only immediacy but timelessness, 

the timelessness of natural process reflected in a phrase like "the sun 

also rises," an oracular timelessness of recurrence. Here, language and 

imagery combine to emphasize the man's place at the "still, small cen

ter" of a world whose whirling motion has long since passed out of 

control. 

The man's third and final encounter with the sea, in the final 

pages of the novel, is a ritual culmination of the events which precede 

it. A military coup has taken place, and Koomson, fearing for his life, 

has sought refuge in the man's house, where the man finds him when he 

returns from work. The Koomson we see in this scene is divested of all 

the trappings that befit a "driver." He stands to lose his Mercedes, 

his house with its finely-stocked liquor cabinet and perhaps his life. 

What we see is an "old manchild" in the final stages of decay. Koom

son' s breath is rich with a stench like "rotten menstrual blood" that 

mingles with "the liquid atmosphere of [his] farts filling the room" 

(pp. 191-92). Koomson fears for his life. But instead of Koomson's 

death, we find a harshly comic scene of his mock rebirth, which signals 

the onset of yet another cycle of accelerated decay. 

Koomson and the man lock themselves in the public latrine (which 

Koomson on an earlier visit had disdained to use because of its stench). 

The windows are barred, but the man suggests that they may escape the 
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soldiers they hear approaching if they exit through the hole of the la

trine itself, through the small opening through which the night-soil 

man reaches to remove the overflowing buckets. Koomson reluctantly 

acquiesces and prepares to push his feet into the hole. The man ad

monishes him: '"You can't go that way. . . . You'll get stuck. . . . 

Head first. . . . That is the only way.'" Koomson complies, but soon 

the frantic kicking of his legs signals that he has become stuck anyway. 

The man pulls him out and removes Koomson's jacket as Koomson himself 

takes off his tie. 

This time Koomson's body slipped through easily enough, past the 
shoulders and down the middle. But at the waist it was blocked 
by some other obstacle. The man looked at the hole again but 
there was space there. Perhaps the latrine man's hole outside 
was locked. The wooden latch securing it would be quite small, 
and should break with a little force. 

"Push," the man shouted. . . . Quietly now, he climbed onto 
the seat, held Koomson's legs and rammed them down. He could 
hear Koomson strain like a man excreting, then there was a long 
sound as if he were vomiting down there. But the man pushed 
some more, and in a moment a rush of foul air coming up told him 
the Partyman's head was out (pp. 196-198). 

Takoradi has made a mockery of cyclic time and its potential for renew

al. Here, in the head-first position, the symbolic nakedness, and the 

force required, we have a mock birth, with the man as the symbolic mid

wife of Koomson's questionable regeneration. The man's overt intimacy 

with corruption is complete. 

After following Koomson out the night-soil man's hole, the man 

accompanies Koomson to the harbor where the fishing boat "owned" by the 

man's wife and mother-in-law is waiting to carry Koomson out of the 

country. The man boards the boat with Koomson, leaving it, however, at 

the edge of the harbor to swim back to shore. Near to shore, 
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The man let himself drop deep down into the water. He stayed 
there as long as he could, holding his breath. He held his 
breath so long that he began to enjoy the almost exploding in
ward feeling that he was perhaps no longer alive. But then it 
became impossible to hold on any longer. . . . The surface 
seemed so far up that he thought it would never come, but sud
denly the pressure around his neck and in his ears was no more 
and he opened his eyes again (p. 210). 

Throughout the novel, we have seen the man drawn closer to the 

sea. Beginning with a distant perception of it as filth, he moves to 

a perception of its beauty in the teacher's second-hand report and then 

on to his own immediate experience of its timelessness. Here, we see 

him immersed in the sea, to the point where he is no longer sure that 

he is alive. Here, we have a rebirth which in its beauty and its sense 

of spiritual renewal counter the mock regeneration of Koomson into 

filth. We see that the cyclic renewal of Umuofia, a renewal which could 

accommodate within its structure all manner of human weakness, here en

dures. The sea is not defiled, nor is the man, by an intimacy with 

filth and spiritual derangement. The sea and the cyclic strength of 

natural process which it embodies survives, and the man's clear vision 

allows him to partake of its strength. As he has been drawn into an 

external alliance with corruption, he has grown spiritually stronger. 

We can perceive his aid to Koomson as an act of love whose "mansion" has 

been pitched in a literal place of excrement. 

The man awakens on the beach to the beauty of furling waves and 

a sun high in the sky. We discover that his own renewal does not ex

tend into the world around him. Upon waking he sees a woman whom the 

Teacher has known in the past, Manaan, who had allied her dreams of a 

new and brighter world with the political regime that has just been 
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ousted. He sees her walking and muttering in apparent madness, letting 

the sand fall through her fingers, saying, '"It's all mixed up. They've 

mixed it all up"' (p. 211). Perceiving evil where before she saw only 

hope, she has no inner strength to counter her mad vision. As he re

turns home, the man observes a bus driver bribing a policeman, the fraud 

a repetition of the opening scene of the novel. He sees a group of 

small boys "chipping away on gravestones," scavenging for marble and 

symbolically chipping away at the cyclic continuity with the past which 

the man embodies. 

In contrast to the sacrificial cleansing of Umuofia, the ritual 

immersion in the sea of The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born belongs 

only to the solitary man. In Achebe's novel, the ritual will restore 

spiritual order to the total community. Here, the man is renewed, but 

in Takoradi life goes on as usual, the same round of bribes and the 

erosion of past values. The vision of cyclic continuity endures, but 

the scope of its efficacy has shrunk from the community to an isolated 

individual whom society at large regards as an ineffectual clown. 

This contrast, however, only reinforces the structural parallels 

between the two novels. Just as Umuofia remains insulated against 

Okonkwo's abomination, so Takoradi is impervious to the man. Ultimate

ly, both novels imply that the force of a single individual is useless 

in combatting the momentum of society. If both novels affirm a cyclic 

continuity, they also demonstrate that strength --if not virtue -- lies 

with the community. 
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Perspective 

In their portrayal of the individual estranged from the com

munity, Things Fall Apart and The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born typify 

the novels by Achebe, Soyinka, and Armah. More commonly, however, the 

estrangement belongs to the isolated intellectual -- not the heroic 

man of action or the downtrodden worker on the edge of poverty, but 

characters, often artists, who are more like the novelists themselves. 

Perhaps because of this difference, these characters differ in another 

way from Okonkwo and the man: to varying degrees and to different ef

fect, they consciously attempt to impose their vision on their world. 

Unlike Okonkwo, they do not hide their differences with society, and 

unlike the man, they do not remain passive. They may fail to live up 

to their own ideals -- like Obi in No Longer at Ease --or they may be 

destroyed by the world they attempt to change -- e.g., Sekoni in The 

Interpreters, Ezeulu in Arrow of God, and Modin in Why Are We So Blest? 

But increasingly, both the characters within the novels and the novel

ists themselves affirm the ideal of an authentic vision -- much like 

the man's -- that interacts with the community. And ultimately, in both 

Armah's Two Thousand Seasons and Soyinlca's A Season of Anomy, we are 

offered such a vision not only interacting with a destructive world but 

effecting at least a limited change for the better. 

Within the perspective of Western literature, Things Fall Apart 

and The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born are linked by their shared allu

sions to Yeats's poetry. Achebe?s title, taken from Yeats's "The 

Second Coming," is appropriate in view of Okonkwo's increasing estrange

ment from the cyclic center of Umuofia and is obliquely reiterated in 
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the opening lines of The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born: the novel be

gins with a description of a decrepit bus, clearly symbolic of Takoradi, 

that is "held together by too much rust ever to fall completely apart" 

(p. 1). Here, as elsewhere, the terms of the two novels are reversed. 

Okonkwo's estrangement is prophetic of the disintegration of the Ibo 

community that Achebe later shows, for example, in the concluding pages 

of Arrow of God. The regrettable truth about the Takoradi of The 

Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born, as we have seen in its conclusion, is 

that there is no such prophecy of disintegration. 

Moreover, Armah's title itself is an oblique echo of the final 

line of Yeats's poem: "And what rough beast, its hour come round at 

last, Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?" The significance of this 

echo is strengthened when we examine the incident from which the title 

is taken, which occurs as the man walks home after waking up on the 

beach: 

The man watches the bus go all the way up the road and then turn 
and disappear around the town boundary curve. Behind it, the 
green paint was brightened with an inscription carefully lettered 
to form an oval shape: 

TIE BEAUTYFUL ONES 
ARE NOT YET BORN 

In the center of the oval was a single flower, solitary, unex-
plainable, and very beautiful. As he got up to go back into 
the town he had left in the night, the man was unable to shake 
off the imprint of the painted words. In his mind he could see 
them flowing up, down, and round again. After a while the image 
itself of the flower in the middle disappeared, to be replaced 
by a single, melodious note (pp. 214-215). 

The bird that is singing settles himself on the roof of a latrine, and 

though the man "wonders what kind of bird it could be," we recognize it 

as the maggot-eating chichidoodoo bird which the man's wife has likened 
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him to. And it is impossible not to ask how many times we have heard 

in Yeats's poems and plays the same "single, melodious note," with a 

similar effect of ambiguous hope. In the circling of the beautiful 

flowers (on a bus whose driver gives bribes) and in the melodious note 

(from a bird who feasts on maggots), we have the images of corruption 

which figure throughout the novel paired with beauty and the affirmation 

of cyclic process. Careful note has been taken of the filth which in

forms the spiritual chaos of Takoradi, yet out of the excrement, perhaps 

at least one of "the beautyful ones" has been born. 

In sum, the two novels, despite their differences, have multiple 

points of convergence: in their narrative structure, their mode of 

characterization, their thematic connection with later novels -- both 

their own and Soyinka's -- and their allusions to an Irish poet. Domi

nating these similarities is an affirmation of cyclic time that is 

culturally African but which finds its literary analogue in Western 

literature. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

NARRATIVE STRUCTURE 

Achebe's No Longer at Ease, Armah's Fragments, and Soyirika's The 

Interpreters center on the "been-to," the young African who has been to 

Europe or the United States to study. Obi Okonkwo, Baako Onipa, and the 

six young men of Soyinka's novel are, as Basil Davidson describes their 

historical counterparts, "the elites of Western European and American 

training," who upon their return, "embark on their allotted roles" as 

lawyers, engineers, senior civil servants, and university lecturers.^" 

Though, in contrast to the man, they hold positions of social respect, 

they inhabit a world whose values are much like those of the man's 

Takoradi. 

In this world, bribery and graft are endemic. Obi's kinsmen in 

No Longer at Ease are not morally offended that Obi has taken bribes, 

but they are outraged that he has been inept enough to get caught for a 

sum as small as twenty pounds. In Fragments, the television sets 

intended for distribution to Ghanaian villages for educational purposes 

are pre-empted by civil servants. Sir Derinola, O.B.E., in The 

Interpreters, maintains a facade of respectability by using the illit

erate and grossly comic Chief Winsala to receive bribes from prospective 

employees wanting to ensure their chances with Sir Derinola's organiza

tion. These actions and attitudes typify the emphasis on personal gain 

"^Davidson, p. 314. 
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at public expense seen everywhere. As Baako points out in Fragments, 

"We have the old heroes who turned defeat into victory for the whole 

community. But these days the community has disappeared from the 

story. . . . And the external enemy isn't the one at whose expense the 

hero gets his victory; he's supposed to get rich, mainly at the expense 

? 
of the community.'" 

In this kind of setting, the traditional rituals surrounding 

births, marriages, and deaths have become opportunities for material 

gain and public display. Baako's sister ignores custom and holds the 

ritual "outdooring" ceremony for her baby prematurely because the earlier 

date coincides with payday and thus with the prospect of more generous 

gifts for the child -- even though in Akan custom a premature "outdooring" 

(roughly equivalent to a naming ceremony) is tantamount to tempting the 

child to return to the spirit world from which he has just come. In the 

Lagos of No Longer at Ease, payment of the traditional bride price has 

survived to become a perversion of the festive occasion described in 

Things Fall Apart (Part One, Chapter Twelve). The village celebration 

is transformed into a profitable business transaction, and Obi remarks, 

"It's a pity my three elder sisters got married too early for us to make 

money on them. We'll try and make up on the others" (p. 45). The 

n 
Ayi Kwei Armah, Fragments (Boston: Houghton-Mifflin, 1970), 

p. 151. 
•z 
The consensus of the commentary on No Longer at Ease is that it 

is inferior to Things Fall Apart and perhaps to AchebeT other novels as 
well. Little critical note, however, has been taken of its intricate 
narrative structure. See, for example, Killam, The Novels of Chinua 
Achebe; Moore; and Ravenscroft. 
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funeral becomes an "orgiastic" material display in The Interpreters and 

reflects the materialistic values of the dead Sir Derinola: "Forty cars 

at least followed the hand-pulled hearse, and all cars were piled high 

with gory carnations. The hearse itself was smothered in wreaths and 

the mourners carried the extras in their arms.Everywhere, the rites 

of passage that traditionally embodied an invocation for harmony between 

the world of men and the world of spirits become opportunities to acquire 

or display material advantages. Everywhere, we see the cyclic order of 

traditional llmuofia fragmented and perverted. 

This fragmentation is clearly symbolized by the absence of an 

enduring keeper of time in the world of the been-to novels. In Things 

Fall Apart and even in The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born, cyclic 

continuity is embodied in an enduring figure within the novels them

selves -- in Things Fall Apart, Agbala, and in The Beautyful Ones, the 

man. Here the keepers of time are long dead, dying, or meet death in 

the course of the narrative itself. In all three been-to novels, the 

death of the keeper of time is at the center of numerous shared narrative 

patterns which, taken together, both reflect the fragmentation of the 

world the novels portray and impose upon this fragmentation a narrative 

structure that remakes it into a continuity of cyclic order. 

'Stole Soyinka, The Interpreters (London: Andre Deutsch, 1965), 
p. 112. The most helpful commentary on this novel is in Jones. In 
contrast to Eustace Palmer, Jones defends Soyinka's abrupt shifts in 
time, though not in the terms presented here. 
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The Keepers of Time 

In Fragments, the blind grandmother, Naana, views time and life 

in the terms of a traditional cyclic order: "Death, . . . now I see in 

it another birth, just as among you [the ancestral spirits] the birth of 

an infant here is mourned as the traveling of another spirit" (p. 286). 

The novel opens with an interior monologue in which Naana recalls the 

departure of her grandson for America and looks forward to his return. 

She remembers the ceremony that preceded his departure, how one of her 

kinsmen tried to skimp on the libation, and how she added her own schnapps 

to the "little miserly drops, far from enough to end the long thirst of 

a single one of those gone before" (p. 7). We learn that this ritual 

was a ritual re-enactment of a funeral, with Baako's pending departure 

and eventual return an implicit analogue to the similar leavetaking and 

return of death and rebirth. In protecting the form of the ceremony, 

Naana protected its efficacy, and knowing that the ritual was flawless 

she is certain Baako will return -- this in contrast to the doubts of 

the other members of the family. 

Later in the novel, Naana is distressed at her granddaughter's 

plan to hold her baby's outdooring ceremony prematurely. In terms of a 

traditional Alcan view, her distress is more than justified. The signif

icance of the outdooring ceremony is to mark the entry of the child into 

the material world. This is not assumed to happen during the birth 

itself. There is a period of time afterward, which varies according to 

the condition of the baby and the history of the mother's luck in child-

bearing, during which both child and mother remain in the mother's house. 

Only after the necessary time has passed -- about a week, at a minimum --



101 

do they come out at dawn to be welcomed by friends and relatives with 

gifts and congratulations. Baako's sister plans to hold the ceremony 

after only five days, and given that the child was born prematurely and 

that its mother had had five previous miscarriages, we can understand 

Naana when she says that "The child is not yet with us. He is in the 

keeping of the spirits still, and already they are dragging him out into 

this world" (p. 138). The premature ceremony is tantamount to tempting 

the child to "go back." For the sake of money, the life of the child is 

being risked. Naana attempts here, too, to maintain custom but fails. 

The ceremony is held as planned. Sometime later, the baby dies. 

It becomes clear that more and more her voice and her vision go 

unheeded. In the eyes of her family she has become, as she puts it, 

"The remnant of something that passed by and was immediately forgotten; 

the fruits that fell from my own entrails are looking hard for ways to 

push me into the earth deeper than where my navel is buried and to stamp 

the ground above me smooth with their hasty soles. And I have forgotten 

how to speak to them of the shame with which they have filled the last 

of my days, and of the sourness" (p. 278). By the conclusion of the 

novel, she is alone, near death, "a stranger unable to find a home in a 

town of strangers" (p. 279). In the world of Fragments, the cyclic 

vision which she affirms will, with her imminent death, also die. 

Of the six been-tos in The Interpreters, Sekoni is the one whose 

vision is most akin to Naana1s. An engineer, Sekoni dreamed during his 

voyage home from Britain of the bridges he would build, but his dreams 

have been thwarted by a government bureaucrat who found he could make 

money by having Sekoni's first project condemned even before it was put 
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into operation. As a result of this experience, Sekoni has had a mental 

breakdown and after his recovery turned to sculpture under the tutelage 

of his friend Kola, a professor of art at the University of Ibadan. 

Sekoni's most notable work is a sculpture of his friend Bandele, another 

of the been-tos who remains enigmatic in background and profession, but 

who is described consistently as the "wise Bandele" in imagery that 

compares his tall lanlciness to the staff of the ogboni (a Yoruba society 

of elders whose staff symbolized their authority). Sekoni, in memory 

of a nightclub brawl that took place before the young men went abroad 

for study, sculpts Bandele as a wrestler. 

We meet Sekoni some time after these events have taken place, as 

he argues with his friends in the same Lagos nightclub. We find him at 

odds with a stand taken by Egbo, a civil servant in the Foreign Office 

who has been brooding over his parents' drowning many years before. 

Egbo asks, "Should not the dead be as they are, dead?" Sekoni avers 

that "t-t-to make such d-d-distinctions disrupts the d-d-dome of c-c-con-

tinuity, which is wwwhat life is. . . . WWe must acc-c-cept the univer

sal d-d-dome, b-b-because ththere is no d-d-d-direction. The b-b-bridge 

is the d-d-dome of rreligion and b-b-bridges d-d-don't jjjust g-g-go 

from hhere to ththere; a bridge also faces backwards" (p. 9). In a 

broken stammer and in a metaphor of the bridges he will never build, 

Sekoni affirms the traditional continuity of time, a continuity between 

the world of men and the world of spirits, between the world of the 

present and the world of the past. Egbo resents the fact that memories 

of the dead "hold him." Sekoni's point is that such memories are the 

embodiment of an ineluctable continuum. 
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The group turns its attention to a woman dancing by herself on 

the nightclub floor. Egbo sees her breasts as "huge moments" and longs 

to "seal" himself in time: "I would put my head between her breasts and 

smother my ears in them. And let even God Almighty shout 'Egbo' and 

I'll reply, 'Call back later, can't hear a word you're saying."' Sekoni 

is "instantly horrified" and replies: "N-no, you really must not. A 

woman is the d-d-dome of religion" (p. 25). 

Part clown, part visionary, Sekoni reiterates Naana's affirmation 

of the continuity embodied in death and the procreative powers of woman. 

Egbo's yearning for stasis only underscores Sekoni's vision of con

tinuity --a vision which is comically reflected in one of Sekoni's 

mannerisms: he seldom laughs at the moment something funny happens but 

only later when he recollects the event. His sculpture of Bandele is a 

more serious symbol of the continuity he affirms: recently sculpted but 

based on an event from the time prior to the been-tos' departures, it 

draws together present and past in the wrestling figure of a "protag

onist pilgrim" curved and lithe like the staff of the ogboni. 

Sekoni meets a violent death midway through the novel. During 

an unusually rainy July night, in which the weather is described in 

images of a "mocking sky-bull" divinity hungry for "the blood of earth-

dwellers," Sekoni dies: "The Dome cracked above Sekoni's short-sighted 

head. . . . Too late he saw the insanity of a lorry parked right in his 

path, a swerve turned into a skid and cruel arabesque of tyres. A 

futile heap of metal, and Sekoni's body lay surprised across the open 

door, showers of laminated glass around him, his beard one fastness of 

blood and set earth" (p. 155). Sekoni becomes the victim of his own 
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physiological short-sightedness, the violence of the weather, and an 

ironic error in timing. Reiterated in his death is the destructiveness 

of a "season gone mad" faced by Okonkwo in Things Fall Apart and grown 

in The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born to pervade an entire society. 

The seasons gone mad, time gone awry -- these combine here with the 

image of a destructive god, and the madness of natural process and of 

time are linked with spiritual destruction. The keeper of time dies. 

In the Lagos of No Longer at Ease, there is no keeper of time, 

and only the connection between this novel and Things Fall Apart allows 

us to realize the spiritual loss entailed in the absence. The almost 

unavoidable connection between the two books, Achebe's first two novels, 

springs partly from the relationship between the central characters of 

the two narratives: Obi, the central character and a been-to, is the 

grandson of Okonkwo, his father the Nwoye -- now called Isaac --of 

Things Fall Apart. There are old people in the Umuofia of No Longer at 

Ease who remember Okonkwo and draw comparisons between grandfather and 

grandson.^ Moreover, No Longer at Ease represents part of Achebe's 

stated plan to "oscillate between the past . . . and the present" in 

novels,^ the rationale for which he elsewhere explains as follows: 

"Owing to the nature of our situation it would be futile to try and take 

^Interestingly, these comparisons both mythologize Okonkwo as a 
man who "fought the white man single-handed" and endow Obi with a simi
lar heroism. Both the memory and the comparison exemplify Eliade's 
views on the origins of myths and their use in structuring contemporary 
events. See Eliade, pp. 34ff. 

^"An Interview with Chinua Achebe," in African Writers Talking: 
A Collection of Radio Interviews, ed. Cosmo Pieterse and Dennis Duerden 
"[New York: ATricana Publishing Corp., 1972), p. 4. 
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off before we have repaired our foundations. We must first set the 

scene which is authentically African; then what follows will be 

meaningful and deep. This, I think, is what Aime Cesaire meant when he 

said that the short cut to the future is via the past." We are thus 

compelled to see the present of No Longer at Ease in the context of the 

past of Things Fall Apart. 

When we do this we see that Agbala has moved from the center of 

a highly-structured traditional society to the periphery of a world that 

holds only echoes of a dead past -- e.g., in the perversion of the bride 

price custom, described above. Lagos is a world where the life-giving 

cycle of Umuofia is lost in the inner-city filth and the suburb "like a 

graveyard" where Obi lives (p. 24) -- lost, too, in the desecration 

Agbala would see in the abortion that Obi's fiancee has at the hands of 

a "young and very businesslike doctor." Lagos becomes a symbolic 

extension of the Evil Forest of Things Fall Apart -- in Umuofia, a place 

for the containment of abomination, but in modern Lagos grown to contain 

an entire society. The keeper of time belongs to a dead past. 

Naana, Sekoni, and Agbala provide a spiritual norm, however 

ephemeral, by which we gauge the spiritual chaos of the world of the 

novels. They hover over the chaos, representing the realization of a 

possibility which is or soon will be dead -- murdered perhaps in the 

spiritual wasteland of the city. In their destruction, we measure pro

fundity of loss and we realize that more is at stake than dishonesty or 

material greed. Their deaths signal the death of cyclic time. Time 

^Killam, African Writers, p. 10. 
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becomes like Naana, a barren fruit. Like Sekoni, it is shattered into 

fragments. 

The Escape from the Past 

Many of the characters in the been-to novels are engaged in an 

attempt to escape from the past. We have seen one example of this in 

Egbo's yearning to seal off the past somewhere beyond the reach of 

memory. Egbo's attempt, however, is not typical. Typically, those who 

attempt the escape from the past are either non-Africans, or Africans 

who find their escape in the superficial cultural trappings of Europe. 

For the non-Africans in the been-to novels, their sojourn in 

Africa is itself an attempt to flee their past. They have a Western 

belief in the linearity of new beginnings, but ironically they find only 

a recapitulation of the past. Juana, the black Puerto Rican psychiatrist 

in Fragments, comes to Ghana to escape from a Western sense of futility. 

She is "prepared to find her own part in a struggle assumed to be going 

on." But she finds no struggle, "none of the fire of defiance; just the 

living defeat of whole peoples." And in this defeat she finds "the 

familiar fabric of her life" (p. 45). The human destructiveness she 

encounters " in Africa is equivalent to that in the world she has left 

behind. Joe Golder, a black American history professor in The Inter

preters , comes to Nigeria in retreat from the ambiguities of being black 

in a predominantly white culture, in search of a "lost birthright." 

Ironically, he finds himself being mistaken again and again for a white 

person (he is "one-fourth" black and light in complexion). No longer 
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black in a white society, he is "white" in a black one, and the shift in 

terms amounts to an equivalent ambiguity. 

A lightly-touched-on episode in No Longer at Ease reiterates the 

same idea. TWo Irish girls, teachers in a Roman Catholic mission school, 

have come to Africa to escape the boredom of home. In the company of 

Obi and one of his friends, they attempt to "explore" Nigeria --by 

eating Nigerian food, learning some words in Ibo, and dancing to African 

high life music. But their effort is abruptly curtailed by the stric

tures of a Mother Superior who, bent on maintaining the mores of home, 

forbids any further acquaintance with Obi. We leave the two girls alone 

in their room, sipping tea, their Africa constricted to a daily round 

much like the one they have left behind in Ireland. Similarly, Monica 

Faseyi, the British wife of a Nigerian physician in The Interpreters, 

enjoys the Africanness of Africa -- its palm wine, its high life music, 

its departures from the customs of home. Ironically, she finds that the 

social set in which her husband moves is bent on adopting British social 

trappings: she must wear gloves, drink gin, and listen to Tchaikovsky. 

In the hands of Achebe, Soyinka, and Armah, the non-African who 

seeks to escape his past in Africa becomes an ironic affirmation of the 

continuity of experience. Much the same ironic continuity is implied in 

the fate of the Africans whose adoption of European customs signals a 

rejection of the past. In part, the novelists' satirical view of them 

is light-hearted: these are the characters who in colloquial West 

African English would be referred to as "whiter-than-white." In a more 

serious vein, however, we are led to see that a rejection of the past is 



108 

equivalent to a spiritual death. Even when the attempt is seemingly 

successful, it is visited with dire consequences. 

In No Longer at Ease, when Obi returns from England he has 

rejected "both" of his pasts -- both the traditional world of his grand

father (Okonkwo of Things Fall Apart) and the Christian world of his 

father. As a child he had been discouraged by his father from associ

ating with the "heathens" in his village, and when he returns from 

England he wonders what would happen if he stood up to his father and 

said, "Father, I no longer believe in your God" (p. 59). 

This double rejection is reflected in Obi's attitude toward 

literature, the subject of his study while he was in England. He says 

of Graham Greene's The Heart of the Matter that it is "the only sensible 

novel any European has written on West Africa" (p. 43). In itself, this 

is a curious judgment, since it is difficult to see how Greene's novel 

is in any meaningful sense "on" West Africa, concentrating as it does on 

Scobie's Roman Catholic sensibility and his corruptive encounters with 

Syrian traders. Aside from this, however, Obi goes on to say that the 

fault of the novel lies in its "happy ending." 

Perhaps happy ending is too strong, but there is no other way I 
can put it. The police officer is torn between his love of a 
woman and his love of God, and he commits suicide. It's much 
too simple. Tragedy isn't like that at all. I remember an old 
man in my village, a Christian convert, who suffered one calamity 
after another. He said life was like a bowl of wormwood which 
one sips a little at a time world without end. He understood 
the nature of tragedy (p. 43). 

We may disagree with Obi's interpretation as itself being "too simple," 

but his remarks direct our attention not only to Scobie's suicide but 

also to that of Obi's own grandfather. Clearly, Obi rejects not only 
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the Christian attitude toward suicide but the desecration it embodies in 

Ibo tradition. His general rejection of Christianity is signalled by 

the fact that A. E. Housman's "Easter Hymn" is his "favorite" poem, a 

poem which suggests the futility of Christ's crucifixion. 

Obi's estrangement from the past is reflected, too, in the poetry 

he writes. In a poem written about Nigeria while he was in London, he 

tells: 

How sweet it is to lie beneath a tree 
At eventime and share the ecstasy 
Of jocund birds and flimsy butterflies 
How sweet to leave our earthbound body in its mud, 
And rise towards the music of the spheres, 
Descending softly with the wind, 
And the tender glow of the fading sun (p. 23). 

Obi himself later describes the poem as "callow" and "nostalgic," but it 

is worse than that. In its prosody, its sentimentality, its view of 

nature, and its denigration of the "earthbound" body it not only contra

dicts his Ibo heritage but is at best a cheap imitation of an adolescent 

European lyricism. Here, as elsewhere, we could better understand Obi's 

denial of his heritage if he were able to find something worthwhile to 

replace it. Like the magi in Eliot's poem, from which the title of the 

novel is taken, Obi is "no longer at ease in the old dispensation." But 

whereas Eliot's poem leaves us with the feeling that the distress of the 

magi is a necessary price to be paid for the vision they have experi

enced, we see little gain on Obi's part beyond a certain glib facility 

at making allusions to English literature and writing imitative poetry. 

Obi's relationship with Clara charts further implications of 

rejecting the past, not only in terms of Obi but his parents as well. 

According to traditional Ibo custom Obi's planned marriage to Clara, an 
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osu (the descendent of a slave caste of traditional Iboland) would be 

taboo. Having rejected such strictures, Obi is determined to marry the 

woman he loves. His parents, however, are horrified, even though they 

have been practicing Christians most of their lives. Obi's mother 

suggests that she will commit suicide, and his father compares marriage 

to an osu with marriage to a leper. In the face of their objections, Obi 

returns to Clara and tells her that they must wait a while. The problem 

is dramatically, perhaps melodramatically, heightened because Clara has 

become pregnant. Obi acquiesces to her decision to have an abortion at 

the hands of the businesslike doctor who asks "thirty pounds hard cash" 

(p. 137). Following the abortion, Clara vanishes from Obi's life, and 

he makes no determined effort to find her. 

Having rejected traditional sanctions, neither Obi nor his 

parents are able to live up to their adopted European ideals. Obi's 

parents cling to a destructive (in Christian terms) belief that belongs 

to the past. Obi's love is successfully undermined by the obstacles he 

must confront before he can marry Clara. The effect is an act, the 

abortion, which is an abomination both to Obi's parents' narrowly-

conceived Christianity and to traditional Ibo belief. From the point of 

view of traditional Umuofia, the sacred cycle has been violated. And, 

like Christ's sacrifice as portrayed in Housman's poem -- whose betrayal 

is obliquely echoed in the price of the abortion -- the violation breeds 

no compensatory vision. 

In The Interpreters, the Oguazors are the leaders of the social 

set which Monica Faseyi finds so disappointingly un-African. They have, 

accordingly, decorated their home with bowls and hangings of plastic 
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apples and other European fruit. Sagoe, another of the been-tos --a 

journalist — calls it the "house of deaths," after he reaches for an 

apple to eat and discovers it to be fake. Sagoe is given to unorthodox 

behavior in any case: he has, for example, written at some length on 

what he calls the Philosophy of Voidancy -- having mainly to do with the 

metaphysics of excrement -- and reads frequently from his manuscript to 

his semi-literate office messenger. His behavior at the Oguazors' party 

clearly represents Soyinka's satirization of the Oguazors' pretensions. 

With a delighted Monica Faseyi, he dances a high life to "Swan Lake." 

He throws numerous pieces of the plastic fruit out the window to feed a 

nonexistent dog, then goes outside and throws them in again. Professor 

Oguazor, whose stiff bow, stilted British accent, and equally stilted 

values are "from the marionette pages of Victoriana," more than deserves 

Sagoe. 

But there is a darker side, too, to the satirization of the 

Oguazors. Professor Oguazor has a daughter by his housemaid -- the 

"plastic apple of his eye" -- but he keeps her hidden away in a private 

school out of deference to his Victorian sense of decorum. At the party 

in question, Oguazor learns from a gossipy doctor friend that one of his 

students is pregnant, though unmarried. Oguazor leads the gathering in 

denouncing her "meral turpitude [sic]." 

The reader, but not Oguazor, knows that Egbo is responsible for 

the pregnancy. Though Egbo intellectually abnegates the past, he embodies 

it. His long-time mistress, Simi -- not the student --is described as 

an incarnation of a traditional water goddess, Mammy Wattah. Moreover, 

throughout the novel there is an insistence on Egbo's alliance with 
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Ogun, the traditional Yoruba god of metals -- and thereby, as has been 

noted above (Chapter One), of those who work with metal, whether in 

articles of war, metal sculpture, or in (nowadays) metal vehicles. Egbo 

has a "shrine" -- a hidden rock pool on the River Ogun, named after the 

god -- over which passes a railroad bridge (also in contemporary terms 

an implicit part of the god's domain). We see him visit this shrine in 

connection with three crucial personal experiences: after he has lost 

his virginity to Simi, with the girl on the occasion when she becomes 

pregnant, and after Sekoni's death. On the first occasion, he stumbles 

in darkness by chance to the site and spends a night of terror there, for 

"this was no human habitation, and what was he but a hardly ripened 

fruit of the species, lately celebrated the freeing of the man" (p. 126). 

But his awakening the following morning is given in images that signal a 

rebirth: 

And morning came, baring lodes in rocks, spanning a gridiron in 
the distance; it was a rainbow of planed grey steel and rock-
spun girders lifting on pillars from the bowels of the earth. 
Egbo rose and looked around him, bathing and wondering at life, 
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. ... He 
left with a gift he could not define upon his body, for what 
traveller beards the gods in their den and departs without a 
divine boon (p. 27). 

Immediately juxtaposed to this, in the shuffled chronology of the narra

tive, is the scene in which Egbo and the girl picnic at the shrine and 

then make love -- the consequence of which Oguazor denounces as a sign 

of "meral turpitude." 

In symbolic terms, the Oguazors are condemning the offspring of 

a sacred union, one which embodies both past tradition and the contempor

aneity which the girl represents -- she is described as "the new woman." 
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Despite his intellectual disavowal of the past, Egbo's union with the 

girl embodies a temporal continuity much like that expressed in Sekoni's 

metaphor of the bridge. 

The judgment that the traditional past would make on the 

Oguazors' attitudes is made explicit at a later point in the narrative. 

Oguazor and his set, gathered at a recital given by Joe Golder (who is a 

singer as well as a history professor), learn that the pregnant girl 

intends to continue her university studies rather than -- as the Oguazors 

deem more fitting -- have an abortion or retreat to her village for the 

duration of her pregnancy. Oguazor responds to this information by 

commenting: "Merals [sic] mean nothing to these modern girls. . . . The 

whole centry [sic] is sunk in meral turpitude" (pp. 248-29). After 

listening to a spate of such remarks, Bandele with all the measured dig

nity of the Yoruba ogboni pronounces a curse: "I hope you all live to 

bury your daughters" (p. 250). A symbolic death, which embodies a tradi

tional divine wrath, is visited upon the inhabitants of the "house of 

deaths." 

In Fragments, when Baako attends a poetry reading, he discovers 

that the Ghanaian literary society is fostering poetry much like the 

cheap imitations that Obi writes in No Longer at Ease. He is offered a 

poem written by the woman who heads the literary society, which out

lines "The Coming of the Brilliant Light of the New Age of Amosema 

Junction Village." In the poem, the "light" is equated with European 

moral and aesthetic values: a beautiful African maiden seeks a worthy 

husband -- futilely, until she finds a blue-eyed stranger from across 

the seas. The poem is replete with African maidens who have "marble 
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limbs" and "limpid blue" eyes and who fetch water from "snowy" streams. 

The essence of the light is identified when we learn toward the conclu

sion of the poem that this maiden and her blue-eyed stranger "opened a 

retail store for magazines." A stanza or two is worth quoting: 

Say it, 
Blissfully, blissfully say. 
For the stranger had shiny flaxen hair, 
Limpid pools of blue for eyes, 
The greatness of a thousand men, 
Skin like purest shiny marble 
Plus a dazzling chariot from beyond the seas. 
And the damsel Ekua married him, 
Blissfully, blissfully 
Say. 

Say it 
Romantically, romantically say it. 
The dynamic couple took the village, 
Opened a retail store for magazines, 
Taught letters to the children there, 
Gave wholesome work to idle men, 
Civilized the country entirely, 
Reigning with a new light o'er adoring subjects. 
Say it 
Pastorally, pastorally 
Say (p. 165). 

The satire implicit in this "whiter-than-white" poetry is deepened when 

we realize that it is an obvious parody of a much-anthologized poem by 

the Ghanaian poet Efua Sutherland, "New Life at Kyerefaso" which simi-
Q 

larly equates enlightenment with Europe. 

In the death of Baako's sister's child, we have the symbolic 

visitation of traditional wrath embodied in Bandele's curse at the 

conclusion of The Interpreters: for denial of a past, a denial of life. 

But this death is not the only instance in Fragments of the consequences 

of the abnegation of a heritage. Physical deaths and near-deaths pervade 

O 
The parody of the poem has been noted by Larson, p. 273. 
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the novel as a whole and symbolize their spiritual counterpart. Two 

events which Juana encounters in Chapter Two of the novel are prophetic 

of more serious events in later portions of the narrative. As she is 

driving down the Accra-Tema road, a Shell tanker in front of her brakes 

barely in time to avoid hitting a small boy who has run across the road 

after his ball. As the child scrambles to the safety of his mother's 

arms, the driver gets down from his truck and, angry at what he sees as 

the mother's neglect, insults her foolishness at having "opened her 

thighs" since she is clearly such a thoughtless mother. The woman 

accepts his abuse, grateful only that the life of the child has been 

spared. Juana, musing on the incident later, sees it as symbolic of 

Ghanaian life generally: "A long stretch of danger with both ends 

unknown, the only certain things being the constant threat and the 

presence of loss on a way lined with infrequent, brief, unlikely hopes 

and once in a while such unexpected miracle escapes from the edge of the 

unknown" (p. 42). 

On the same short journey, traffic is halted by a group of men 

who have encircled an apparently mad dog lying in the center of the road. 

The man who finally kills the shivering dog, by cleaving its brains with 

a pick-axe, has a malformed scrotal sac "so swollen that within the 

tattered pants containing it it had the look of a third and larger 

buttock winning a ruthless struggle to push the original two out of the 

way" (p. 36). Sexually grotesque, the man has a "manic shine" in his 

eyes that to Juana signals a need for killing the dog "for reasons that 

lay within and were far more powerful than the mere outside glory open 

to the hunter with his kill" (p. 36). As the man carries the dog off, 
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still fixed to the axe, the ooze of the dog's brains, "the drip of life," 

continues --as from the man himself something else has begun to drip: 

"down along his right leg flowed a stream of something yellow like 

long-thickened urine mixed with streaks of clotted blood. „ . . Some

thing that had stayed locked up and poisoned the masculinity of his days 

was now coming down, and in spite of all shame he seemed seized by an 

uncontrollable happiness that made him walk with the high, proud, 

exaggerated steps of a puppet" (p. 38). 

In these two events, which occur on a perhaps symbolic road that 

continues the "driver" image of Armah's The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet 

Born, we have an implicit perversion of the traditional cycle of life and 

death. The woman who opens her thighs opens them to death, not life — 

unless a miracle happens and the brakes hold. In the dog killer's self-

perceived renewal of masculinity, we have a grotesque version of the 

renewal that would follow a traditional ritual sacrifice. In a way that 

abnegates the traditional past, death is immanent in life and renewal in 

death. Armah's Akan title for the chapter is appropriately "Edin" --
q 

loosely translated, "Hard Times." 

The symbolic connection between the road and madness and death 

is repeated in two later incidents that in many ways resemble those just 

described. Baako accompanies Juana on a professional tour of hospitals 

Q 
Larson gives a possible alternative translation, "What is your 

name?" on the basis of Juana and Efua's meeting at the conclusion of the 
chapter. The word edin translates literally as "is hard," Larson's 
alternative requires that we view edin as a corruption of wo din, "your 
name" --a possibility but one which seems less apt. ArmaPTmay of course' 
be exploiting the potential ambiguity of the term: taken out of context, 
it could embody both meanings. 
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that takes her to the northern part of Ghana. At the Yeji ferry, they 

encounter a truck driver, Skido, who has been waiting three days to get 

passage on the ferry boat and thus get his truckload of foodstuffs on up 

to the north. Skido has been repeatedly pre-empted by V.I.P.'s and 

trucks which have arrived since he has been waiting. As Baako and Juana 

watch, he is pre-empted once again by a half dozen trucks which speed 

past him and take the last available space on the boat, but Skido makes 

a desperate attempt to board the ferry anyway and manages to get his 

front tires on the deck of the ferry. Apparently indifferent to Skido's 

precarious position, the pilot moves the boat out. 

Skido's lorry stood a long, suspended moment with its rear tires 
on land and its front on the moving boat. Then it seemed to 
roll forward slightly as the boat gathered speed, and the tail 
end of it cleared the land and dangled there in the air at the 
high end of the ferry boat. It took only a few seconds, but it 
was a long silence in which the driver Skido tried to jump free 
of his lorry. He jumped, but immediately he fell in the ferry's 
wake just as the lorry itself slipped backward and quietly 
flipped all the way on its back as it hit the water and was 
sucked under with its tight-packed load (p. 199). 

In contrast to the child's close call, this time the "miracle" does not 

happen. Skido dies, his head crushed by his own lorry. The indifference 

with which the attending officials respond to Skido's death signals their 

attitude that death, not life, is the expected norm. 

In a later chapter dealing with events after Juana and Baako have 

returned to Accra, Baako runs out into the road, mad with fever and 

"fractured thoughts" (p. 225). As he runs, shivering like the dog in 

the earlier episode, a crowd encircles him and begins to stone him --

from a distance because they know a bite or scratch from Baako will make 

them "also maaad [sic]" (p. 245). He attempts to escape his pursuers by 
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getting a ride with a passing motorist, but car after car passes him by. 

In desperation, he leaps on to a passing Mercedes, holding on to the 

"vertical bar between the front and back windows": "[He] ran alongside 

the owner inside driving straight ahead, and did not let go until the 

speed of the car began to lift his trailing legs behind him, bringing 

them scraping back on the surface of the road. Mien he lost his grip 

he heard the car's oiled acceleration and the noises of the crowd" 

(pp. 246-47). He is ultimately tied and led off to the Acute Ward of 

the Accra asylum. Implicit in the incident are parallels to Skido's 

momentary suspension between life and death, the small boy's bare escape 

from death, and the death of the shivering mad dog encircled by a crowd 

of potential killers. That Baako's commitment to the asylum is to be 

seen as a kind of entombment is signalled by the title of the chapter 

which centers on his stay there -- "Iwu," which translates as "Death." 

Throughout the three novels, the adoption of the trappings of 

Europe constitutes a symbolic spiritual suicide. Obi's poems, the 

Oguazors' plastic fruit, the "retail store for magazines" in the poem 

quoted from Fragments become emblems of a death that finds its most 

virulent embodiment in the vehicular madness of the road -- not only in 

Fragments but implicitly in Sekoni's death in The Interpreters and Max's 

death in A Man of the People (to be discussed in Chapter Five). In this 

world, procreation is attended by doom, and death becomes a commonplace 

matter of unsanctified indifference. 

In sum, we find in the novels two complementary patterns that 

embody the attitude that Achebe, Soyirika, and Armah take toward the 

abnegation of the past. On the one hand, they reject the non-African's 
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attempt to lose his past in Africa. On the other hand, they repeatedly 

demonstrate that the African attempt to escape a cultural past results 

in only the superficialities of Europe and comes at the cost of nothing 

less than a spiritual death. Symbolically perhaps, the two patterns 

work together: the non-African can no longer lose his past in Africa 

because Africa has itself become a second-hand version of European 

culture. 

Symbolically, too, the novelists' portrayal of the attempt to 

escape from the past embodies an affirmation of past values. Immanent 

in the consequences of escape is a traditional Africa avenging its own 

disruption. In this view, Skido, Sekoni, Baako and the unfortunate 

children become victims -- sacrificial victims --to placate time's 

•wrath at its own violation, the specific focus of Bandele's curse at 

the conclusion of The Interpreters, a voice from the past seeking ven

geance in the present. In this view, the been-to novels insist, as 

William Faulkner does, that "the past is never dead. It is not 

even past.""^ Even where it seems to have been forgotten, cast aside, 

dead along with the keepers of time, we see the escape from its stric

tures as only a widespread illusion. Though the past may no longer 

nurture, it asserts its control. 

The other half of the argument is that only where continuity with 

the past is affirmed can contemporary society be renewed. We have seen 

this affirmation to some extent in Sekoni's sculpture and in Egbo's 

symbolic alliance with Ogun. We see it also in Kola's painting of the 

10 
William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun (New York: Signet Books, 

1954), p. 229. 
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Yoruba Pantheon of the Gods in The Interpreters, in which he uses as 

models for the gods his own contemporaries -- employing Egbo, for 

example, as the model for Ogun. In Fragments, Baako makes an attempt 

in his work as a film writer to achieve continuity with the past. 

Though he fails, because his vision is at odds with that of his 

superiors, his effort is instructive in the ideal it aims for. 

As a writer, Baako has chosen to work in film because in his 

view, it is a medium superior to the written work: film is "a matter of 

images. . . . Nothing necessarily foreign in images, not like English 

words" (p. 121). Thus, he sees the medium itself as a potential vehicle 

for achieving continuity with the past. One of his film scripts is 

worth quoting in part, for the implicit view of the past which it 

embodies: 

OVERVIEW, COASTAL VILLAGE QUIET, CIRCULAR, DARK. 
NIGHT. 

ON HILL IN DISTANCE, MASSIVE WHITE STRUCTURE OF 
SLAVE CASTLE. 

SECTION OF CASTLE, 
GUNS POINTING OVER VILLAGE, 
PILE OF CANNON BALLS BESIDE THEM. 
SENTRY PACING. 

CUT TO VILLAGE. 
HOUSE WITH ROUND WINDOW OPENING TO SMALL VIEW 

OF CASTLE. 
THREE WOMEN AND WO MEN SITTING, STARING MUTE AT FLOOR. 
CHILD LOOKING OUT THROUGH WINDOW (p. 211). 

For Baako, the past is indivisible, involving not only what could use

fully be restored but any facet that has played — as he asserts that 

slavery has --a "central part" in Ghanaian culture. 

Much the same kind of indivisibility inform? the vision of the 

past in the works by Achebe and Soyinka. It is not so much that the 

past is to be cherished for its own sake. Achebe gives us a generous 
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view of its harsher side -- e.g., the killing of twins and human sacri

fice. Soyinka. has Kola paint Egbo as a drunken, wrathful Ogun, one of 

the many facets of this complex deity, and in other works -- especially 

perhaps in his play A Dance of the Forest -- Soyinka takes care to show 

that the germ of many present ills lies in the past. Consistently, all 

three writers are concerned with the past not because it was uniformly 

glorious but because they see it as ineluctably immanent in the present 

— whether in unfortunate beliefs about osus, in the practice of Yoruba 

truck drivers who "sacrifice" dogs to Ogun, or in the continuing enslave

ment to Western culture that began with the slave trade. The past is 

important because it cannot be abnegated. It continues in the present. 

Memory 

One device which allows the been-to novels to embody as well as 

assert the continuity with the past is a narrative use of memory which 

combines both the past of personal experience and the past of a cultural 

heritage. 

In Fragments, Juana takes a walk along the beach a mile or so 

west of the city of Accra and sees "over in the far distance . . . the 

white form, very small at this distance, of the old slave castle which 

had become the proud seat of the new rulers, the blind children of 

slavery themselves" (p. 52). The castle, which she leaves unnamed, is 

presumably Christianborg Castle, built by the Swedes in 1659 as a forti

fied headquarters from which they engaged in the slave trade. When, 

during colonial times, the Gold Coast territorial seat was moved from 

Cape Coast to Accra, the British used the castle as the official 



122 

residence for the colonial governor. Since independence, successive 

Ghanaian heads of state have lived in it. Thus, the castle itself 

embodies a central, if shameful, aspect of Ghanaian past as the point 

where African sellers and white buyers completed their transactions. 

Implied in the Ghanaian rulers' adoption of the castle is, in Juana's 

view, a similar adoption of European attitudes: immanent in present 

leadership is a past shame. 

For Juana, as the descendant of New World slaves, the castle is 

the point of connection between herself and her African heritage. After 

this brief mention of the castle, we have Juana's memories of her youth, 

with its "hope of constant regeneration, the daring to reach out toward 

a new world. . . . The burning of old frames and the shedding of cruel 

blood would not be against the making of another world" (p. 53). She 

used to believe in the possibility of erasing the past and beginning 

anew. As we have seen, her hope in coming to Ghana was that she could 

escape the past. The castle thus reminds her that the excision of 

either a personal or a cultural past is only an illusion, as we see in 

the momentary flashback her sense of the immanence of her own past that 

parallels the historic immanence of the castle. 

After a second glance at the distant castle, her thoughts go 

back to the early days after her arrival in Ghana. She had asked a 

Ghanaian dancing partner the meaning of the Twi lyrics of the high life 

song they were dancing to. His translation had been: 
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Happy are those whose life is today 
and only today. 
Sad are the prophets 
and those whose eyes are open to the past. 
Blessed are they who neither see their painful yesterdays 
nor their tomorrow filled with despair: 
They shall rest in peace (p. 55). 

The song thus reiterates the yearning of the Ghanaian world which Juana 

inhabits to seal off moments of time. Yet it symbolically both asserts 

and denies the presence of the castle -- asserts it in the awareness 

that the past is a painful thing, but denies it in a willful forgetting, 

a chosen lapse into an existential present. Juana herself, in both the 

castle and the song, sees the desirability of denying the past for the 

sake of "personal peace" but she recognizes this as an impossibility: 

such peace "would not last long." 

Her musings, too, ally her with the vision that Baako (whom she 

has not yet met) attempts to embody in his films. Thus, within the 

narrative itself, the memory which links the past to the present also in 

a sense becomes prophetic. Implicit within Juana's musing is the 

intimacy she later achieves with Baako. 

In No Longer at Ease, the narrator is an implied persona of the 

author who not only enters into the memory of others but has his own 

memory. We see the interplay of the two in a passage midway through the 

book which describes Obi's first day at work. 

The passage begins: "Obi's first day in the civil service was 

memorable, almost as memorable as his first day at the bush mission 

school in Umuofia nearly twenty years before. In those days white men 

were rare" (p. 65). There follows an account of a visit to Obi's school 

of a Mr. Jones, a white colonial government inspector of schools, who 
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always left his motorcycle "about half a mile away so that he could enter 

a school unannounced." On the occasion that has stuck in Obi's mind, 

Mr. Jones slapped the headmaster of the school, Mr. Nduka. Mr. Nduka, 

a champion wrestler, then threw Mr. Jones to the floor as teachers and 

pupils alike fled the school: "To throw a white man was like unmasking 

an ancestral spirit." At this point, the implied-author narrator com

ments, "That was twenty years ago. Today few white men would dream of 

slapping a headmaster in his school and none at all would actually do it. 

Which is the tragedy of men like William Green, Obi's boss" (p. 66). We 

are led to anticipate that Mr. Green will behave like his twenty-years-

before counterpart, and this belief is confirmed in Mr. Green's first 

insulting exchange with Obi: "Without rising from his seat or offering 

his hand Mr. Green muttered something to the effect that Obi would enjoy 

his work; one, if he wasn't bone-lazy, and two, if he was prepared to 

use his loaf. "I'm assuming you have one to use,' he concluded" (p. 66). 

Obi's first day in the civil service thus signals a recurrence 

of his first day of school, one point of connection being Obi's encounter 

with an overbearing white man. Just as Mr. Green's bluster embodies a 

recurring — and now anachronistic -- "tragedy," Obi's cowed acceptance 

of it reiterates his schoolboy passivity of twenty years before. We have 

seen Obi as a person who would idealistically reject the past. This 

brief flashback reaffirms it as an aspect of the present. 

But the earlier encounter at the school also embodies an implied 

recurrence: the unusual event of a white man being thrown to the floor 

gains a particular horror because it is viewed as a recurrence of a tra

ditional taboo, the unmasking of an ancestral spirit. This linkage --in 
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contrast to the one involving Obi and Mr. Green -- lends Mr. Nduka's 

blow a heroic, if fearful, dignity. 

In the brief space of a paragraph, Achebe confers upon Obi's 

first day at worlc a temporal depth whose effect is one of an ineluctable 

continuity with the past. We see, moreover, in the recurrence-within-

the-recurrence, something about the difference between the mythic, 

heroic quality of a traditional African society and the pathetic anach

ronism of modern Lagos. Twenty years before, the past was a source of 

dignity. In Obi's Lagos, though it cannot be escaped, the past has 

taken on the tone of cyclic fatality: Obi, like the ogbanje child of 

Things Fall Apart, is caught in a cyclic evil, and there is no Agbala to 

renew the goodness of time. 

In The Interpreters, the confrontation with death is important 

not only thematically but structurally, as it is the repeated trigger of 

memorial flashbacks in the narrative. There are a number of deaths in 

the novel: the death of Egbo's parents, which occurs long before the 

novel opens; the death of Sagoe's boss, Sir Derinola; the death of an 

unnamed "apostle" in a spiritualist church; the death of Sekoni; and the 

death of Noah, a young African boy who leaps from an eighth-story balcony 

as he flees from Joe Golder's homosexual advances. In addition, there 

is the bizarre story which the albino Lazarus relates: "I fall dead in 

the streets of a strange village. The kind people bury me the following 

day, only, as they are lowering the coffin into the grave, I wake up and 

being to knock on the lid" (p. 160). All but Sekoni's death, which has 

been described above, occur off-stage and are given to us filtered 

through the consciousness of one or another of the characters in the 
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novel. This technique of second-hand presentation prepares us to view 

death not primarily as a dramatic event but as a matter of subjective and 

thus contingent interpretation. Bandele makes this clear when he points 

out that Lazarus' view of his own "resurrection" is a chosen interpreta

tion that brings "some meaning into people's lives" (p. 179), and we 

find a variety of interpretations on the part of the been-tos themselves: 

Bandele's neutral open-mindedness, Sekoni's belief that death is part of 

the "dome of continuity," Kola's semi-acquiescence to Sekoni's view, and 

Egbo and Sagoe's verbal rejection of Sekoni's ideas. Egbo, as noted, 

asserts that the dead are "dead," and Sagoe views Lazarus' story only as 

sensational material for a newspaper story, a potentially "unbeatable 

scoop." Major portions of the narration are given to the scoffers — 

Egbo and Sagoe -- but we find that the structure of their narratives 

belies their own denial of death as continuity. 

When the rain reminds Egbo of his parents' drowning, he recalls a 

recent visit to his home village and the site of their drowning, from 

which he returns in memory to his childhood, to the time immediately 

after his parents' death. When Sagoe awakens with a hangover in Chapter 

Five, he remembers that Sir Derinola has died recently and that his 

funeral will be held that afternoon. Following this, we have an extended 

flashback as Sagoe remembers his first days at work for Sir Derinola's 

organization just after he returned from the United States. Moreover — 

for both Egbo and Sagoe -- once the process of memory has begun, it 

continues beyond just immediately obvious associations with the dead 

persons. Egbo recalls his aunt, a market trader who took him for his 
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first airplane ride, and the uncle who insisted that he bow in tradi

tional Yoruba fashion when greeting him. Sagoe recalls his reunion with 

Bandele and Kola after his return from abroad and, farther back, his 

childhood with Egbo and with the girl he is now planning to marry. 

One memory recalls another as the past comes back to them. But 

the starting point is death. Metaphorically, death unlocks time and 

provides the link between the present and the past. Even as Sagoe and 

Egbo scoff at death as part of the "dome of continuity," the structure of 

their memories mimes the traditional view of the dead as emissaries from 

the living to those who had lived before, from the present to the past. 

We find, moreover, that death is consistently linked with water 

— not only in the dramatized rainstorm of Sekoni's death, but in the 

memorial recreation of other deaths in the novel. Egbo gazes at the 

puddles of water forming at the edge of the roofed area of the nightclub 

in Chapter One and returns in memory to the lagoons of his village and 

the drowning of his parents. Sagoe's fantasy about the dead Sir Derinola, 

which leads to the memories that have been described, centers on the 

effect created by the wet and rainsoaked curtains that gather themselves 

about a wooden wardrobe and remind Sagoe of Sir Derin's hat. At Lazarus's 

church, located in a small island in the lagoons surrounding Lagos, one 

church member has a vision of death walking beside Lazarus on a rainy 

night --in light of the imminent death of his new apostle, Noah, a 

prophetic vision. After Sekoni's death, Egbo seeks consolation at his 

shrine. This repeated link between death and water is suggestive of an 

aspect of traditional African belief: 
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Rain is regarded by African societies as a sacred phenomenon. 
We have already indicated that in some it is so intimately 
associated with God that the same word is used for both, or when 
it rains people say that "god is falling." In others, the name 
for God means "Rain Giver." . . . Thus, rain is seen as the 
eternal and mystical link between past, present and future 
generations. It is one of the most concrete and endless rhythms 
of nature; as it came, it comes and it will come.H 

The linkage with water reinforces the regenerative quality of death as an 

integral part of the continuity between past and present. As an aspect 

of narrative technique, the triggering of memory by images of water or 

thoughts of death become equivalent affirmations of a temporal continuum. 

However much Egbo and Sagoe scoff at this continuity, we see its 

affirmation in the narrations they give. 
M 

Thus, all three novelists link personal memory with cultural 

heritage. For Juana, the link between the personal and the cultural is 

the castle. The significance of recurrence in Obi's first day at work is 

lent its value by the allusion to the past values embodied in the ances

tral mask. In The Interpreters, the regenerative power of memory is 

linked with images of water that, though perhaps universally symbolic, 

are identifiably African. Memory serves not only the continuity of 

experience but the continuity of the culture. Implicit in this conjunc

tion of the personal and the cultural is an affirmation of community, at 

least a tentative echo of a traditional Africa in which temporal con

tinuity signalled well-being for the' community as well as the individual. 

^Mbiti, p. 35. 
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The Narrative Cycle 

The narrative present of all three been-to novels focuses on the 

time after the protagonists' return, but implicit in this return is the 

completion of a cycle that began with their departure for studies abroad. 

The import of this cycle in terms of traditional belief is made most 

explicit in Fragments, where, as we have seen, Baako's leavetaking is 

accompanied by a ritual re-enactment of a funeral -- the death that 

prophesies a future birth. Hie invocation which figures in the ritual 

reinforces the symbolic significance of the been-to's journey: 

Where you are going, 
go softly 
Nananom [the ancestral spirits], 
you who have gone before, 
see that his body does not lead him 
into snares made for the death of spirits. 
You who are going now, 
do not let your mind become persuaded 
that you walk alone. 
There are no humans born alone. 
You are a piece of us, 
of those gone before 
and who will come again. 
A piece of us, go 
and come a piece of us. 
You will not be coming, 
when you come, 
the way you went away. 
You will come stronger, 
to make us stronger, 
wiser, 
to guide us with your wisdom. 
Gain much from this going. 
Gain the wisdom 
to turn your back on the wisdom 
of Ananse (pp. 5-6). 

In addition to affirming the continuity of time and between the community 

and the individual, the passage endows the "wisdom" Baako will gain with 

a spiritual aspect. Traditionally, the spirit world -- the dwelling 
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place of the soul between death and rebirth -- offered the traveler an 

opportunity to learn from the superior wisdom of other, older ancestral 

spirits. In this view, the soul would return wiser than when it departed 

-- not with the wisdom of Ananse, the cunning but self-centered and often 

misguided spider of West African folklore, but with a spiritual wisdom 

that will strengthen the spiritual well-being of the community. 

In the fate of Baako and the other been-tos after their return, 

we have an irony that in various ways inverts the significance of the 

invocation. The wisdom that Obi has gained in England is as misguided as 

that of Ananse, and the true wisdom that Baako and Sekoni, for example, 

offer the community on their return is rejected by a materialistic world 

in large part composed of self-centered individuals. Yet the invocation 

and the completed circle -- like the keepers of time -- stand as an ideal 

to be affirmed, an ideal'which we have seen embodied in various narrative 

patterns in the novels themselves. 

Underlying these patterns is a narrative technique which has been 

dealt with only by implication: the fragmentation of chronological 

sequence. In contrast to the relatively straightforward chronology of 

Things Fall Apart and The Beautyful Ones, the linear sequence of events 

characteristically is fragmented in the been-to novels. Though this 

technique includes the patterns of memory that have been described, 

memory is only part of a larger manipulation of time on the part of the 

three novelists that occurs both within and between chapters. 

In The Interpreters, for example, Chapters One and Two -- though 

they include extended flashbacks into Egbo's and Sekoni's past -- are 

framed by the narrative present of the nightclub, Sagoe's drive to his 
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fiancee's home afterward to find that her mother has unexpectedly arrived 

and his spending the night locked up alone in her bedroom. Chapter 

Three takes place in an unspecified past, some time after the been-tos' 

return, and includes the satirical sequence at the expense of the 

Oguazors and their plastic fruit. Chapter Four goes back even further to 

when Egbo was just out of secondary school and working up the courage to 

lose his virginity to Simi, who has since then been his mistress. The 

chapter ends in Simi's room. Only much later do we learn that the 

sequence to this episode is Egbo's initial visit to his shrine -- at a 

point where the information is juxtaposed to his lovemaking there with 

the university student. Chapter Five begins with Sagoe's hangover in the 

narrative present, the result of the drinking of the previous night, but 

the flashback triggered by the thoughts of Sir Derinola extends on into 

Chapter Six, where we learn too of Sekoni's sculpture of Bandele. 

Chapter Seven returns us to the narrative present with the statement, 

"And now Sir Derin was dead" (p. 103 -- the flashback of the previous 

two chapters framed by the narrative present and, as discussed above, the 

awareness of death. Sagoe attends Sir Derinola's funeral, encountering 

at the cemetery the albino we later learn is Lazarus. Chapter Eight 

continues in the narrative present with a second encounter -- some two 

weeks later -- between Sagoe and Lazarus as they watch a thief being 

chased through the market, a young boy whom Lazarus later attempts to 

adopt as a "disciple" to replace the man whose funeral was held the same 

day as Sir Derinola's. Chapter Nine is taken up by two of Egbo's visits 

to his shrine, one in flashback after his initial encounter with Simi, 

the other at an unspecified point in the recent past when he takes the 
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university girl there. Chapter Ten ends Part One of the novel as the 

been-tos gather at the Oguazors' for a party and listen to the Oguazors 

discuss the pregnancy of the university girl. 

The feeling which results from this manipulation of time is that 

the past, rather than being something which preceded the present, is 

wholly contained by the present, shaped by it if not somehow a product 

of it. Though for one critic this disruption of chronology produces a 

12 "tedious formlessnessit seems rather that fragments of time are 

drawn together in recurrent cycles of past and present that symbolically 

mime not only the departure and return of the been-tos themselves but the 

cyclic continuity of traditional time. This cyclic pattern is perhaps 

even more apparent in No Longer at Ease. 

In contrast to The Interpreters, whose complexity draws attention 

to itself, No Longer at Ease has the facade of simplicity that critics 
17  

are wont to associate with Achebe. In reality, the narrative sequence 

of the novel constitutes a technical tour de force that, as we have seen 

in the passage about Obi's first day at work, gathers together strands of 

the present with the events of numerous points in the past. In the early 

part of the novel in particular, Achebe gives us a continual reverbera

tion among the three blocs of time which constitute the been-to experi

ence -- the time before his journey abroad, the journey itself, and the 

time after his return. Some notion of the complexity of this 

"^Palmer, p. 4. 

13 See especially Killam, The Novels of Chinua Achebe; Moore; and 
Ravenscroft. 
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reverberation is gained by simply charting the alternations of time, in 

the knowledge that these alternations have much the same effect as the 

passage described above. In the first six chapters of the book, the 

sequence of times is as follows: 

Chapter One: Return, pre-journey, journey, return, pre-journey 

Chapter Two: Journey, return, pre-journey, return, journey, return 

Chapter Three: Journey 

Chapter Four: Return, pre-journey, return, journey, return 

Chapter Five: Journey, return, pre-journey, return, journey 

Chapter Six: Return, journey, pre-journey, return, pre-journey 

These smaller cyclic patterns mime the larger structure of departure and 

return. 

In Fragments, as in The Interpreters, the pattern is made more 

complex by the presence of more than one narrator. Naana narrates the 

first and the final chapters. Juana narrates Chapters Two, Five, Six, 

and Twelve. Baako narrates Chapters Three, Four, Seven, Eight, Nine, 

and Ten. Hie quality of their vision is different, and we have in the 

shifts from one to another an implicit shift in the conceptualization of 

time. Naana's narratives embody, as described, the vision of a tradi

tional past. By contrast, Juana's narratives direct themselves to the 

clear perception of immediate, physical detail: the texture of the sand, 

the nuance of a voice, the tone of the cathedral bells near the asylum. 

Though she recalls the past and acknowledges its continually with the 

present, her vision emphasizes the present event, the immediate experi

ence. Baako's earlier narratives are much like Juana's as he describes 

the airport in Paris, the girl on the bridge, his fellow airplane 
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passenger's Moroccan leather wallet. Later his narrative is -- with the 

exception of Chapter Nine, which delineates his lapse into madness --

retrospective, much as Naana's is. In Chapter Eleven, set in the asylum, 

his sense of time blurs past and present: "He could not think how many 

days he had been wearing these [clothes], nor how long he'd been in the 

ward, and it didn't matter anyhow" (p. 258). He recalls the dead baby --

like himself, lost somewhere outside of time -- and later talks of 

Skido as if he were alive, much as Naana converses with the spirits of 

the ancestral dead. All three narratives link the past with the present. 

The differences in their vision lend force to their common endeavor, and 

in the kinship of Baako's later narratives to those of Naana there is an 

implicit ironic comment: a traditional vision of the continuity of time 

has become equivalent to madness. 

This narrative circling between past and present and between 

different senses of time is reiterated in the total narrative structure 

of the three novels. Each narrative, as it ends, returns to its 

beginning. No Longer at Ease begins with various persons pondering the 

reasons for Obi's taking bribes from aspiring scholarship recipients. 

After the intervening recapitulation of Obi's life -- which clarifies for 

the reader the "reasons" for his action -- the novel ends with a reitera

tion (ironic now) of the question: "Everyone wondered why. The learned 

judge, as we have seen, could not comprehend how an educated young man 

and so on and so forth. The British Council man, even the men of 

Umuofia, did not know. And we must presume that, in spite of his 

certitude, Mr. Green did not know either" (p. 159). 
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The Interpreters begins, as described, with the six young men 

who figure as central characters sitting in an open-air nightclub in 

Lagos. Almost immediately (p. 2), the narrative turns to Egbo's 

recollection of his parents' drowning. The novel ends as Egbo muses on 

the choice he must make between his two women -- Simi and the university 

student -- and his view of the alternatives is given in images of 

drowning: "like a choice of a man drowning he was saying . . . only like 

a choice of drowning" (p. 251). Here, as elsewhere, the image embodies 

an ambiguity of both death and regeneration, an appropriate frame for a 

novel whose thematic and structural nucleus is the contingent meaning --

the interpretation --of the ambiguities of death. 

In the first and final chapters of Fragments, we nave Naana's 

interior monologues in which she ponders the nature of cyclic process 

itself. The novel begins: "Each thing that goes away returns and 

nothing in the end is lost. The great friend throws all things apart 

and brings all things together again. That is the way everything goes 

and turns round. That is how all living things come back after long 

absences, and in the whole world all things are living things. All that 

goes returns" (p. 1). The novel concludes with Naana close to death, 

which she sees as yet another beginning: 

We grow just tall enough and, still clutching the useless shreds 
of a world worn out, we peep behind the veil just passed and 
find in wonder a more fantastic world, making us fools in our 
own eyes to have believed that the old paltriness was all. But 
again we hold fast to the new shadows we find. We are fooled 
again, and once more taste the sharp unpleasantness of surprise, 
though we thought we had grown wise. 

I am here against the last of my veils. Take me. I am ready. 
You are the end. The beginning. You who have no end. I am 
coming (p. 287). 
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Though with her death, this cyclic vision will die, Fragments and the 

other been-to novels enibody the artist's attempt to restore wholeness to 

the fragmented continuum of time. 

Perspective 

Implicit in these shared narrative patterns is a continuity that 

we find throughout the novels that Achebe, Soyinka, and Armah have 

written, patterns that play off the ideal of traditional Africa against 

contemporaiy reality. In traditional Africa, children ensured the main

tenance of the cycle between the material and spiritual worlds. In the 

world which the novelists portray, the cycle has in various ways been 

destroyed, a destruction that is often manifested in a linking of procrea

tion and death. We have seen this link in the been-to novels, and it 

occurs in their other novels too, as the breaking of the traditional 

cycle is consistently symbolized in the misfortune that attends procrea

tion. This misfortune is hinted at in Things Fall Apart, in the extended 

attention given to the ogbanje child, Ezinma. In The Beautyful Ones Are 

Not Yet Born there is a passage that describes the man's stifling of 

sexual desire for his wife as he lies beside her in bed. His wrist 

touches a scar on his wife's abdomen, and his mijnd is taken "completely 

away from any thought of joy": 

The last child had had to be dragged out of its mother's womb, 
and when she left the hospital the long scar was still only a 
sore underneath all those bandages. The sight of the scar 
never ceases to provoke an involuntary shudder in the mind, 
running down the spine and stopping only at its base. Now, as 
usual, the touch itself filled the tired mind with traces of 
blood and the color of flesh newly exposed, and the tortured 
face of a woman alone (p. 116). 
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For the man, sexual desire and procreation are inseparable, and procrea

tion has become a thing of death. In the novels discussed in the 

following chapter, sexuality loses any connection with procreation. The 

severance of this connection, in the view of traditional Africa, means 

an estrangement from cyclic continuity: much as Okonkwo's killing of 

Ikemefuna embodies a symbolic murder of his posterity, so the fatality 

that attends procreation signals a symbolic spiritual death. In two of 

Armah's novels -- Why Are We So Blest? and Two Thousand Seasons -- the 

symbolism is strengthened by Modin's castration and the grotesque deaths 

of the Arab "predators" during a sexual orgy. 

The breaking of the traditional cycle is also, of course, 

symbolized by the death of the keepers of time. Perhaps the clearest 

example of this symbolic death occurs in Arrow of God, to be discussed 

below. The protagonist, Ezeulu, is a traditional priest whose duty it 

is to mark the passage of the seasons. At the conclusion of the novel, 

he lapses into madness, and his imminent death is foretold. With him --

as with Naana and Sekoni --we have the death of cyclic time. 

In the death of the keepers of time, we also have an African 

analogue to the Western death of God. Moreover, Things Fall Apart, The 

Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born, and the been-to novels chart a symbolic 

progression towards this death, which also has its analogue in Western 

literature. In Things Fall Apart, the keeper of time is at the center of 

a society which conceptualizes time as a sacred continuum. In Hie 

Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born, the lonely affirmation of the man sig

nals a distancing of the keeper of time --a removal of time's cyclic 

immanence. In Fragments, we have the prophecy of death and in The 
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Interpreters a record of the death itself. No Longer at Ease -- working 

against the cyclic affirmation of Umuofia -- shows us the death as an 

accomplished fact. Similarly, Georges Poulet's summary introduction to 

his Studies in Human Time shows God moving from immanence to transcen

dence to absence to death, with a concomitant fragmentation of time. 

Moreover, just as Poulet points out is true of Western novelists, 

we see in the novels by Achebe, Soyinka, and Armah the attempt to restore 

the continuity of time. In two novels yet to be discussed -- Armah's 

Two Thousand Seasons and Soyinka's A Season of Anomy -- the restoration 

is manifested in the portrayal of a small community which breaks off from 

a larger parent community whose values are much like those in the world 

of the been-to novels. The impetus for secession is the desire to renew 

the cycle that has been broken. In the been-to novels, the renewal of 

time is mimed in various narrative patterns, one of which clearly con

trasts with a convention of Western literature. In the paradigms of 

Western fiction, as noted above (Chapter Two), Africa becomes the place 

where the past is lost, where the cultural values of Western civilization 

are left behind either as a matter of choice or as the consequence of the 

environment itself. This loss of the past may result in either evil or 

in the affirmation of spiritual good, with perhaps the protagonists of 

Conrad's Heart of Darkness and Saul Bellow's Henderson the Rain King 

representative examples of the two alternatives. For Kurtz, estrangement 

from the past involves being cut off from culturally imposed curbs on 

his own capacity for evil. For Henderson, guided by the African chief 

Dahfu, the estrangement from the past is followed by a spiritual regen

eration and a fulfillment of identity. Both novels have in common the 
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sense of true self being revealed, as the past is sloughed off, and both 

thus reflect a Western linear conceptualization of time with its emphasis 

on change and the possibility of new -- for better or worse --

beginnings. The Western novelist uses Africa to embody a Western con

ceptualization of time. By contrast, the non-Africans of the been-to 

novels find neither renewal nor degeneration in Africa, but only a 

recapitulation of their past. Achebe, Soyinka, and Armah use the 

Western character to assert an essentially African continuity of 

recurrence. 

The been-to structure itself, however, is a familiar one of 

Western literature, a structure which in either African or Western hands 

lends itself to a reordering of time. There seems to be no satisfactory 

critical term for this structure. It is not quite the same as the quest, 

which emphasizes the journey, and seems best described as an extension 

of the Bildungsroman, though again there are distinctions. The pattern 

is as old as the story of the Prodigal Son, and we see its structure, 

for example, in works as disparate as The Odyssey, Hamlet, The Magic 

Mountain, Wuthering Heights, and The Return of the Native. In this 

pattern, the protagonist returns to his origins after a lengthy absence 

and confronts his past, with which he may or may not effect a recon

ciliation. The Bildungsroman typically involves a structural opening 

out from the circumscribed environment and awareness of the protagonist's 

childhood -- as, for example, in Sons and Lovers or A Portrait of the 

Artist as a Young Man, where we leave the hero facing "the humming town" 

or the task of "forging the uncreated conscience of his race." (African 

examples of the Bildungs roman include Camara Laye's L' Enfant Noir and 
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Peter Abraham's fictionalized autobiography, Tell Freedom, in both of 

which we follow the central characters from early childhood until their 

departures for Europe.) In contrast to the Bildungsroman, the been-to 

novel -- whether Western or African -- focuses on the closing of the 

circle with the protagonist's return to his origins and implicitly his 

return to his past. The Bildungsroman structure involves a gradual 

widening. The been-to structure implies a cycle, in which the end of the 

journey is a new beginning. 

In Western and African fiction alike, a potential for complexity 

in the presentation of time is inherent in this structure. The Bildungs

roman usually charts the passage of time linearly, often with a mature 

narrator recalling or recreating his passage to maturity. Typically, it 

is a retrospective narrative that spans a considerable number of years. 

By contrast, the narrative present of the been-to structure involves a 

relatively shorter time period, a matter of weeks or even days -- and 

perhaps for this reason it seems more characteristic of drama than of 

fiction. In this short time the fate of the been-to character is to 

re-live, re-create his past --or have it recreated for him --in light 

of his journey and his present situation. Built into the been-to 

narrative is a fluid reverberation of time, a reciprocal resonance of 

the past in the present and the present in the past. 

In The Return of the Native, for example, Clym Yeobright returns 

to Egdon Heath after experiencing the sophistication of Paris. Obi, 

Baako, and the six young men of Soyinka's novel, in similar fashion return 

from Europe or the United States to their place of origin, prepared --

like Clym --to "serve" their fellow men. Like Qym's sense of mission, 
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however, theirs is met with frustration as they typically become the 

victims rather than the shapers of their world. In the faces of the 

been-to characters, we can imagine much the same expression as the one 

Hardy describes in Clym's: "the typical countenance of the future . . . 

[reflecting] the view of life as a thing to be put up with, replacing 

14 
that zest for existence which was so intense in early civilizations." 

Though the been-to pattern lends itself generally to a reordering 

of chronology, in the novels of Achebe, Soyinka, and Armah, this 

reordering takes the specific form of a narrative cycle -- not only in 

the been-to novels but in all but one of their other novels as well. 

Things Fall Apart begins with Okonkwo's musing on his heroic prowess in 

warfare, a prowess symbolized by the many heads he has taken in battle. 

Part of the irony of the novel's conclusion emerges from the cyclic 

recurrence embodied in his beheading of the District Commissioner's 

messenger. Hie Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born ends, as it begins, with 

a bus that is symbolic of the man's world. Though the first bus is 

decrepit and rusty and the final one is brightly painted and new, we can 

anticipate that, in the accelerated cycle of Takoradi, the new will soon 

enough take on the configuration of the old. Arrow of God begins with 

Ezeulu questioning the nature of his power as Chief Priest and finding 

only unsatisfactory, ambiguous answers. As the novel ends, we realize 

that his initial, only hypothetical answers have, with all their 

unsatisfactory ambiguity, been realized in the conclusion of the narra

tive. Why Are We So Blest? begins as one character describes his own 

•^Thomas Hardy, The Return of the Native (New York: Bantam 
Books, 1970), p. 201. 
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spiritual death and ends with the actual death of his symbolic counter

part. Two Thousand Seasons begins and ends with an oracular narrator's 

vision of "springwater flowing to the desert. . . . What a hearing of 

the confluence of all the waters of flowing to overwhelm the ashen 

desert's blight!" (p. ix and 321). As A Season of Anomy opens, Ofeyi 

arrives in the mythic community of Aiyero; after his extended separation 

from Aiyero, the novel ends as he begins the long journey back. In this 

recurrent narrative mijne of a cyclic continuum, it is the exception --

A Man of the People -- that seems to demand an explanation, and at least 

a tentative one is offered in the concluding remarks of the next 

chapter, after the novel has been discussed in some detail. 

In sum, these novels consistently portray a world in which the 

traditional cyclic continuum has been threatened or destroyed. But the 

narrative patterns of the novels restore the continuum. In this 

artistic recreation of time, the novelists answer the plea which the 

Ghanaian poet Kofi Awoonor makes in his poem Rediscovery: 

Sew the old days, our fathers 
That we can wear them under our new garment, 
After we have washed ourselves in -j ~ 
The whirlpool of the many rivers' estuary."" 

With the death of the keepers of time, the novelists themselves become 

its keeper. 

"^Kofi Awoonor, Rediscovery (Ibadan: Mbari Publications, 1964), 
p. 10. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

SYMBOLS 

Arrow of God, A Man of the People, Why Are We So Blest?, Two 

Thousand Seasons, and A Season of Anomy have in common a by-now-famil

iar protagonist, the isolated individual whose vision is at odds with 

that of his community. But the focus of his vision --if not its nature 

-- has changed: the novels so far discussed have been novels of the in

dividual at odds with his world or his god or in relationship with his 

friends -- in a sense, novels of personal identity. The fate of the in

dividual, while in varying ways symbolic of society, has been worked 

out on its outskirts. We have seen, for example, that the drama of 

Okonkwo in Things Fall Apart is only superficially a public drama. More 

essentially, it is a drama of a man in conflict with his gods, and 

Okonkwo's failure in this conflict is an isolated one which, while it is 

prophetic of the future, does not for the moment involve the disintegra

tion of the community. In the five novels discussed here, the protag

onists attempt to impose their vision on the world, and there is less 

distinction to be drawn between the public and the private drama. Typi

cally, the personal victory or failure is a public one as well, since 

the vision of these protagonists is not cloistered, but a vision in the 

world, whose efficacy is pressured by reality in a way that is not true 

in the other novels that have been discussed. Ezeulu, the Ibo priest in 

Arrow of God, risks his life and that of his community for the sake of 
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his vision -- and ironically participates in the slaughter of his own 

god. In A Man of the People, Odili leaves the schoolroom to campaign 

for political office and ends hospitalized as the result of a political 

brawl. His friend and co-campaigner Max is less fortunate and is murd

ered by the political opposition. In Why Are We So Blest? Modin leaves 

Harvard to join anti-Portuguese revolutionaries and meets his death in 

a ritual castration. The young Akan initiates in Two Thousand Seasons 

are betrayed by their own king, sold into slavery, and escape to wage 

armed warfare against European Slave traders. In A Season of Anomy, 

Ofeyi leaves off song-writing to enter the "holocaust" of the Cross-

River country and finds a world littered with bloated corpses, the vic

tims of the Cartel's pogroms. In these novels, the fictional scope 

has been enlarged, shifted from the psyche and the parlor to the bat

tleground, and the familiar isolated invividual must be prepared to 

defend his vision with his life: in one sense, he takes his vision into 

battle, but in another, darker sense, the battle itself has encroached 

upon the sanctuary of his solitude. 

On a realistic level, the field of battle is politics, the 

political vision of the protagonists at odds with that of their com

munity. As we have seen, however -- for example, in The Beautyful Ones 

Are Not Yet Born -- political corruption may be a manifestation of a 

more profound spiritual malaise: Aboliga the Frog's "old manchild" 

symbolizes not only political chaos but an accelerated cycle of spiritual 

decay. The intimacy of the relationship between the spiritual and the 

political is augmented in these five "political" novels, and the ' 
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political battles are symbolic spiritual struggles as well, on a sym

bolic level a war between the forces of life and the forces of death. 

The novels will be discussed individually in the chronological 

order of their publication: Achebe's Arrow of God (1964) and A Man of 

the People (1966), Armah's Why Are We So Blest? (1972) and Two Thousand 

Seasons (1973), and Soyinka's A Season of Anomy (1973). In this chron

ological progression, however, there is a more important progression as 

well --a cycle from a traditional African political equilibrium in 

force in the early portion of Arrow of God, to the progressive destruc

tion of this equilibrium later in the same novel and iii A Man of the 

People and Why Are We So Blest?, to the partial restoration of the ideal 

in Two Thousand Seasons and A Season of Anomy. The first three novels 

affirm a traditional political ideal indirectly by portraying the polit

ical catastrophe that attends its disruption; the final two novels 

directly affirm this ideal as it is manifested in communities which 

have restored its cyclic order. 

Thus, on a cultural level, traditional Africa is aligned against 

various forces which would destroy --or which already have destroyed 

-- its political equilibrium. Consistently, the political message is a 

reaffirmation of traditional values as an answer to the destructive 

blight of the present -- e.g., the necessity of community involvement 

in politics; power cannot be left to an elite but must involve a recip

rocal exchange between the leaders and the people. In traditional Africa, 

this kind of reciprocity was inextricable from the cyclic conceptualiza

tion of time: the leader was the mediator between the material world 
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and the spiritual world. Since material well-being -- the stuff of 

politics -- depended upon maintaining the cyclic continuum between 

present humanity and the guardian ancestors or deities, the leader's 

primary responsibility was to nurture this continuum: as pointed out 

above (Chapter Two), the political leader was also -- even primarily --

a spiritual leader. Thus, in the terms of traditional Africa, the 

spiritual and the political come together much as they do in the symbol

ism of these five novels. 

The Political-Spiritual Ideal 

To understand the battle in these novels -- either politically 

or symbolically --we must understand the values which are at stake or 

which have been lost. The novelists themselves offer a portrayal of 

their political-spiritual ideal -- Achebe in the early history of Umuaro 

(Arrow of God), Aimah in a society of young Akan initiates during the 

time of the slave trade (Two Thousand Seasons), and Soyinka in the com

munity of Aiyero (A Season of Anomy). These communities are strikingly 

similar and in explicit ways affirm the values of traditional Africa. 

Early Umuaro 

Achebe's ideal is exemplified by the Umuaro of the past, spe

cifically by the event which brought the community together: 

In the very distant past, when lizards were still few and far 
between, the six villages -- Umuachala, Umunneora, Umuagu, 
llmuezeani, Umugwugwu and Umuisiuzo -- lived as different people, 
and each worshipped its own deity. Then, the hired soldiers of 
Abam used to strike in the dead of night, set fire to houses 
and carry men, women and children into slavery. Things were so 
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bad for the six villages that their leaders came together to 
save themselves. They hired a strong team of medicine-men to 
install a common deity for them. This deity which the fathers 
of the six villages made was called Ulu. Half of the medicine 
was buried at a place which became the Nkwo market and the 
other half thrown into the stream which became Mili Ulu. The 
six villages then took the name of Umuaro, and the priest of 
Ulu became their Chief Priest. From that day they were never 
again beaten by an enemy (p. 16). 

In the face of destruction by a hostile community, six villages unite 

for the sake of their survival. But the mode of their unification 

is not only political. The interrelationship between effective war

fare and spiritual sanctions is made clear in the fact that they unite 

under the aegis of a single deity, whose priest is also the embodiment 

of political efficacy: political unity and material survival depend 

upon the god, and the mediation between the people and the god rests 

with the Chief Priest. 

Essentially, the Chief Priest is the keeper of time in Umuaro 

and maintains the covenant with Ulu by preserving the cycle of the 

seasons through ritual sacrifice. After the annual harvest of the yams, 

each farmer brings to him a sacrificial yam. From these, the Chief 

Priest chooses the thirteen finest and as the new year progresses he 

roasts and eats one of them on behalf of his god after announcing the 

arrival of each successive new moon. 

The creation of the god by the people evidences a point that 

has been made above (see Chapter Two): that the human community has in 

its power the manipulation of the spiritual world. Here, this manipu

lation serves the end of effective warfare and political unity. The god 
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serves the human community, but through sacrifice the community serves 

the god in a reciprocal, cyclic covenant. It is this reciprocal cycle 

which has been destroyed at the end of Arrow of God, as is indicated 

by Ezeulu's question, "What could it mean but the ruin of all things?" 

That is Achebe's question as well. 

The Akan Initiates 

Armah's Two Thousand Seasons has its source in a widely held 

Ghanaian belief that the Akan people origin ited in the medieval African 

kingdom of Ghana on the border of the Sahara,* This belief was, in fact, 

responsible for the country's post-independence adoption of the name 

Ghana in the place of the colonial Gold Coast. Armah portrays Akan 

peoples living at this original site and shows the incursion of corrupt 

"predator" Arabs from the north as the reason for the Akan migrations 

southward. The Akan arrival in the forest areas of West Africa is soon 

followed in the narrative by a parallel incursion of "destroyersthe 

Europeans who brought the slave trade. The novel, narrated in an orac

ular tribal we, recreates a national and cultural myth. 

Midway through the narrative, a group of twenty young Akan 

initiates split off from their parent community during the slave trade. 

Their king has fallen victim to the bribery of European slave traders 

and has lost sight of the cyclic reciprocity of the Akan "way." In their 

*See Flint, p. 67, for a discussion of this hypothesis. Though 
he largely discounts its validity, Flint clearly outlines the configura
tion this idea has taken on in contemporary Ghana. 
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new community, the young initiates affirm the values which their king 

has abnegated: 

The linking of those gone, ourselves here, those coming; our 
continuation, our flowing not along any meretricious channel 
but along the living way, the way: it is that remembrance that 
calls us. The eyes of seers should range far into purposes. 
The ears of hearers should listen far toward origins. ... A 
people losing sight of origins are dead (p. xiii). 

The initiates see their parent community as having strayed from the 

religion of the fathers, and their secession represents their attenpt to 

restore it. 

The initiates value skill with weapons, since implicit in their 

restoration of "the way" is the repulsion of the destructive intruders. 

They learn "not to fear the power of the destroyers' weapons but to learn 

quickly the use of that power against the destroyers themselves" (p. 23). 

Juma, a reformed collaborator with the white man, spends weeks teaching 

them how to load, clean, and fire their guns at various kinds of moving 

targets. 

Their headquarters is a sacred grove some distance from their parent 

community, and their leader is a priest, a "fundi," named Isanusi, a man 

whose art went beyond any skill of the body, whose mastery 
reached the consciousness itself of our people; he whose 
greatest desire, whose vocation it was to keep the knowledge of 
our way, the way, from destruction; to bring it back to an ob
livious people, all else failing, at least as remembrance; he 
whose highest hope it was to live the way as purpose, the way as 
the purpose of our people (p. 130). 

Isanusi is their spiritual leader as well as their political leader. He 

fights alongside them. We see him wrestle an opponent to death. But 

he embodies as well the affirmation of a spiritual continuum. 
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Aiyero 

In A Season of Anomy Soyirika gives us a mythically "timeless" 

community of Aiyero as a foil to the anomic "Ilosa" and "Cross-River" 

countries that are controlled by a cocoa cartel and characterized by 

brutality and slaughter, a carnage directed specifically toward an un

named tribal group. Illosa and Cross-River, though undoubtedly universal 

in their implications, are clearly symbolic of Nigeria, the slaughter 

reminiscent of the historical events which, less than ten years ago, led 

up to the Biafran secession and civil war, the unnamed tribal group its 

Ibo victims. Aiyero, in contrast to the Illosa and Cross-River areas, 

is an idyllic community: 

A quaint anomaly, had long governed and policed itself, was so 
singly-knit that it obtained a tax assessment for the whole pop
ulace and paid it before the departure of the pith-helmeted asses
sor in cash, held all property in common, literally, to the last 
scrap of thread on the clothing of each citizen -- such an anach
ronism gave much patronising amusement to the cosmopolitans of 
a profit-hungry society.2 

Aiyero also has a history, and we learn that it broke off from a parent 

community, Aiyetomo, during the time of the slave trade. The split, as 

the Chief Minister, Ahime, explains it, was caused by religion: "One 

day one of our men had this thought. He told himself, we base our lives 

on the teachings of this white god yet the bearers of that faith kill, 

burn, maim, loot and enslave our people. It is time, he said, to return 

to the religion of our fathers" (p. 10). The Minister identifies the re

ligion that informs Aiyero only as the "religion of the Grain," but we 

2 Wole Soyinka, A Season of Anomy (London: Rex Collings, 1973), 
p. 2. 
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learn later that the community "grants Ogun pride of place," the reason 

being that he is the god of smithies -- the makers of the guns which 

Aiyero plans to use "if the slave-raiders come again" (p. 13). In 

part, the significance of the split with Aiyetomo is embodied in the 

meanings of their names: Aiyetomo, loosely translated from Yoruba, 

means "the world of a child"; Aiyero is "the world where we are." It 

is a childishly self-destructive illusion for a people to seek spiritual 

sanction in the god of another people who are in the process of destroying 

them. Aiyero embodies the awareness which Ezeulu perceives only at the 

end; and its secession from Aiyetomo has been an attempt to come to terms 

with the reality of the world as it is. 

The source of Aiyero's spiritual strength lies in its alliance 

with the regenerative natural cycle. We see this in the homage it pays 

to Ogun, but in other ways as well. Its head of state, the Custodian 

of the Grain, symbolizes this alliance. There is a half-comic sugges

tion that he fathers all the children in Aiyero, and in any event he is 

their ritual father, their link with the spiritual continuum of time. 

Aiyero is the site of a model cocoa farm and of a film project on the 

life cycle of cocoa from "seed to ripening" whose focus extends to in

clude a symbolic parallel of the child "from seed to maturity" (p. 20). 

The young men who leave it for the "neon lights" of Ilosa and the Cross-

River Country are a testament to its strength: they remain uncorrupted 

by the city and invariably return after their studies or a period of 

employment. The Chief Minister of Aiyero, Ahime, is a religious figure 

as well. Described as a "priest," he is Ofeyi's instructor during his 
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initial stay in the community, and we later see Ahime responsible for 

the sacrificial killing of the bulls in a funeral ceremony. 

Achebe's context for the ideal is the historic past, Armah's 

a mythic past, and Soyinka's a mythic present. Despite these differ

ences, however, the visions of the ideal which the three novelists af

firm are fundamentally the same. We are offered the traditional alli

ance between the spiritual world and the material world of survival and 

politics, the cyclic continuity of time, and the clear indication that 

the religion which informs these communities is no passive turn-the-

other-cheek affair. In their affirmation of a militant, traditionally 

structured community, the novelists stress an aspect of African history 

that has been largely ignored in Western analyses, i.e., that Africa was 

by no means passive in its response to European intruders. The point 

has been discussed above (Chapter Two), but it is important to see the 

connection between this cultural militancy and the militancy of the 

ideal communities which the three novelists offer us in their fiction. 

This is important because it would be easy to see their affirmation of 

past values as a retreat from the social and political dilemmas of the 

present -- and thus to see them as political reactionaries whose vision 

remains only personal, however artistically they may sew together the 

cycle that history has fragmented. As the five novels discussed here 

clearly demonstrate -- and as has been implicit in the other novels ana

lyzed above -- the affirmation of the past is a militant affirmation 

directed toward the present. A mode of characterization, narrative 

structure, and symbolism that embodies cyclic continuity implicitly 
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embodies a potential militancy. In these political novels, the potential 

is realized in the explicit portrayal of various political struggles, 

and the fact that Achebe, Soyinka, and Armah have chosen a symbolic mode 

for their militancy does not diminish its strength: if anything, their 

accomplishment has been to reconcile the demands of commitment with the 

demands of art. Our attention to their symbolism gains us entry not 

only to the world of their imagination but to the more immediate world 

of the human struggle against injustice. 

The Symbolic Circle 

Throughout the novels by Achebe, Soyinka, arid Armah, symbolism 

centers on the abnegation and affirmation of cyclic time. In The 

Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born, we have the symbolic filth of the city, 

the mock rebirth of Koomson, and Aboliga the Frog's "old manchild" 

symbolizing the accelerated madness of time in Takoradi and the man's 

own ritual regeneration in the sea as a symbol of the renewal of time. 

*n Things Fall Apart, the ogbanje child, Ezinma, is not only part of 

Achebe's realistic portrayal of traditional Ibo society, but also a 

symbol of the recurrent blight that figures in the Okonkwo family --in 

Unoka, Okonkwo himself, in Ikemefuna, and in the Obi of No Longer at 

Ease. Similarly, Okonkwo's killing of Ikemefuna is linked symbolically 

with the murder of his spiritual posterity. In the been-to novels, we 

have symbolic links between procreation and death, between the road and 

catastrophe, and between the cultural manifestations of Europe'and a 

general spiritual barrenness. Dominating all of these are the keepers 
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of time, whose endurance embodies the preservation of the cyclic con

tinuum and whose deaths are the emblems of its destruction. Throughout 

the novels, we have a cyclic narrative structure that symbolically mimes 

the cyclic continuity of time. 

In the five political novels, we find much the same pattern of 

symbolism. The pattern is underlain, however, by the cycle implicit in 

a traditional African political equilibrium and its contrary, a reduc

tion into linearity. Graphically, the traditional ideal political struc

ture can be represented as follows: 

THE PEOPLE 

Umuaro 

Aiyero 

The Akan initiates 
H-

•H 

God 

Politically, the circle embodies the reciprocity of power implicit in 

the traditional idea. The symbols that attend this cyclic equilibrium 

in the novels include water and the vegetative cycle . 

In the traditional ideal, the primary impetus of power lies 

with the people: they are the ones who initiate the covenant, creating 
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or reaffirming both the god and the mediator who complete the cycle of 

power. Throughout the political novels, the circle is broken when the 

people's predominance is denied, and when this happens power is lin

early imposed from above. Most often, in the political novels, the 

people themselves are responsible for their own loss of primacy: having 

abnegated the past in much the same way as the communities portrayed in 

the been-to novels do, they become the victims of their own abdication 

of power. When the cyclic equilibrium is destroyed, graphically we 

have: 

GOD 

PRINCIPLE Mediator -5* PeoPle 

or 
MATERIALISM 

In this linear reduction, the relationship between the three may be 

weakened ( ) or broken entirely (/////), with the Mediator, 

for example, estranged from his people or from principle or from both. 

The symbols of this linear reduction in the novels include the road, 

sexuality divorced from procreation, and imprisonment. 

In Arrow of God, we are shown the process of the cycle's de

struction. In A Man of the People and Why Are We So Blest?, the 

destruction is accomplished fact: we have only the linear reduction, 

and we realize that this is the political effect of the death of the 

keepers of time. The cycle from which the ideal political structure 

is inextricable has been lost. In the other two of these novels -- Two 

Thousand Seasons and A Season of Anomy --we have the attempt to restore 
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the circle when a small community breaks with its parent community in 

order to renew the traditional cycle of time and the political struc

ture which attends it. In both of these novels, narrative structure 

turns on the consequent conflict between the minority ideal and the 

majority, with its linear, fragmented structure, and thus the underlying 

structure of Two Thousand Seasons and A Season of Anomy is a struggle 

between cyclic continuity and linear fragmentation. Graphically, the 

narrative structure is: 

If we add to this graphic presentation the symbols which attend the two 

conceptualizations, we have: 

The road 
Sexuality divorced 
from procreation 

Imprisonment 

In Two Thousand Seasons and A Season of Anomy, we are given this 

battle in its symbolic completeness: both the cycle and the linear . • 

reduction are delineated in the narratives themselves. Though the other 

three novels are largely confined (with the exception of the early " 

Death Water — 
The Vegetative Cycle 
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portion of Arrow of God) to the linear reduction, this symbolic battle 

is nevertheless present by implication. Just as Agbala, the keeper of 

time in Things Fall Apart, provides the perspective for understanding 

the spiritual sterility of the Lagos of No Longer at Ease, so the terms 

of this battle provide the necessary perspective for understanding the 

political structures that evolve in Arrow of God, Why Are We So Blest?, 

and A Man of the People. In the background always is the cyclic ideal, 

and we measure the loss embodied in the politics of Umuaro, Bori, and 

African revolutionary activities by the gauge which the ideal offers 

us. 

The Imprisonment of Cyclic Time: Arrow of God 

In the founding of Umuaro and in its equilibrium of power 

shared by community, god and priest, Achebe offers us an ideal. He 

also gives us a protagonist, Ezeulu, whose role embodies the ideal but 

whose vision is at odds with it. Ezeulu knows that the origin of his 

power, like that of his god's, lies with the people. He calls himself 

a "watchman" whose power is no greater than a child's "over a goat that 

was said to be his. As long as the goat was alive it was his; he would 

find it food and take care of it. But the day it was slaughtered he 

would know who the real owner was" (p. 3). Ezeulu is only the mediator 

between the people and their god. If the people choose to destroy Ulu, 

as they have created him, Ezeulu will find himself powerless. Ezeulu 

understands this concept of ownership, but it galls him. He rebels 

against the notion that he is no more than this, his power "no more 
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than the power in the anus of the proud dog who tried to put out a fur

nace with his puny fart" (p. 4). 

No! the Chief Priest was more than that, must be more than 
that. If he should refuse to name the day there would be no 
festival --no planting and no reaping. But could he refuse? 
No Chief Priest had ever refused. So it could not be done. 
He would not dare. 

Ezeulu was stung to anger by this as though his enemy had 
spoken it. 

"Take away that word dare," he replied to this enemy. "Yes 
I say take it away. No man in all Umuaro can stand up and 
say that I dare not. The woman who will bear the son who will 
say it has not yet been born (p. 3). 

The remainder of the novel is taken up with moving the contradiction be

tween his role and his vision from the realm of the hypothetical to the 

real, to a battle in which Ezeulu's antagonists grow to include the com

munity of Umuaro itself, the British colonial government, the Christian 

missionaries, his own son Oduche, Ezedimili (the priest of the sacred 

python), and his own god. The various strands of this conflict are 

fused at the narrative climax when Ezeulu announces his decision to de

lay the harvest and in the events which follow this decision. 

The conclusion of the novel, however, is a symbolic recurrence 

of certain episodes which precede it, especially the land dispute with 

the community of Okperi, Oduche's imprisonment of the sacred python, and 

Ezeulu's imprisonment by the colonial government. The land dispute has 

actually occurred some five years before the novel opens. Ezeulu infur

iates Umuaro by siding with Okperi, even though he learnedly cites the • 

relevant historical transactions which support his stand. Overriding 

Ezeulu's objections, Umuaro sends emissaries to Okperi to discuss the 
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issue. One of these emissaries is Akukalia, described as an impotent 

man who gives his wives to other men in order to get children. Akukalia 

becomes infuriated when an Olcperi man calls him a "castrated bull" (p. 

20) and retaliates by destroying the man's ancestral shrine -- making 

the man a "corpse" in spiritual terms, cut off from the regenerative 

spiritual cycle much as Akukalia himself is. Okperi avenges this dese

cration by killing Akukalia, and the land dispute flares into a war be

tween the two communities that continues until Captain Winterbottom brings 

soldiers to end it and, by seizing the guns in the two villages, prevent 

its recurrence. Later, colonial officials sit in judgment on the land 

dispute and award the land to Okperi. 

In this episode, we see Ezeulu asserting his vision against the 

opinion of Urnuaro. We see him humiliated when his advice is defied, 

as galled at the insult to his power as Akukalia is by the denigration 

of his manhood. Yet in the outcome we see a tentative vindication of 

Ezeulu's vision: the acquisitiveness of Umuaro has resulted in loss of 

life, the desecration of a shrine that embodies cyclic continuity, and 

the intervention of Winterbottom -- who, as Ezekiel Mphalele terms him, 

seems something like a "fate." Ezeulu's vision, seemingly at odds with 

the material welfare of the village, has proven pragmatically right. 

Three years after this incident, Ezeulu sends his son Oduche to 

be his "ears" at the Christian mission, saying "If there is nothing in 

it, you will come back. But if there is something there you will bring 

home my share. The world is like a Mask dancing. If you want to see it 
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well you do not stand in one place" (p. 51). Oduche's mother is un

happy that her son has been chosen as a "sacrifice" to the white man, 

but Oduche goes nevertheless and, by the time the novel opens, has be

come not a spy but a convert. One of the missionaries guides him as 

to how he can test his new faith: 'You address the python as Father. 

It is nothing but a snake, the snake that deceived our first mother, 

Eve. If you are afraid to kill it, do not count yourself a Christian" 

(p. 52). A few days later, as Oduche prepares to smash the python's 

head, he hears someone coming and locks the python in the wooden box 

which the missionary carpenter had made for him. We are told that "he 

felt a great relief within. The python would die for lack of air, and 

he would be responsible for its death without being guilty of killing 

it" (p. 56). The python's struggles draw the attention of the other mem

bers of the family, however, and as Ezeulu breaks open the box and dis

covers the sacrilege his son has committed he swears he will kill Oduche 

"with his own hands" (p. 50). 

Oduche's conversion, like the Umuaroan defiance in the land dis

pute, is a betrayal of Ezeulu's vision and in this incident is similar 

in effect as well. The British -- this time with their God, rather 

than their soldiers -- invade Umuaro: Ezeulu's "share" of Christianity 

is a desecration of the sacred cycle similar to Akukalia's desecration 

of the shrine. Ezedimili blames Ezeulu for this abomination to his god, 

and the village mocks him for what his contact with Christianity has 

brought. 
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Midway in the narrative Ezeulu is summoned to Winterbottom's 

colonial headquarters in Okperi, at the other end of the newly-

constructed road that his son has helped to build. Ezeulu refuses the 

summons, saying that the white man knows where to find him. For this 

impertinence and, later, for his refusal of the Warrant Chieftainship 

which Winterbottom offers him -- his refusal constitutes another imperti

nence -- Ezeulu is imprisoned for several weeks. There is a two-month-

long hiatus in his sacrificial offerings to Ulu before he is finally 

released. Some time after his release from prison, Ezeulu refuses to 

call the harvest even though the yams are ripe in the field, and he 

explains to the elders of Umuaro that "You all know what our custom is. 

I only call a new festival when there is only one yam. Today I have 

three yams and so I know that the time has not come" (p. 236). Until 

the sacrificial cycle interrupted by his imprisonment has been com

pleted, there will be no harvest. Ezeulu's motivations for this refusal, 

however, are more complex than he lets on. 

In part, his motivation is a matter of impotence. In the opening 

passage we have seen him galled by the comparison of his god to a goat 

and his power to a dog's fart. Overridden by Umuaro in the land dispute 

with Okperi, made a village fool by his son's imprisonment of the python, 

and, in his own parallel imprisonment, held by the British for several 

weeks, he is enraged at this seemingly multiple conspiracy to deprive 

him of the authority he has in his role as priest. Like the impotent 

Akukalia, he strikes back at those who have insulted him, and the effect 

of his decision would be to turn all of Umuaro into "corpses" -- literal

ly, since the yams will rot in the fields as the people starve. 
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But his motivation is also a test of his faith and of his vision. 

Ezeulu's decision is not finally made until after he has a vision of 

his god, in which Ulu tells him that the refusal is necessary because it 

will put his rival deity, Idemili, in his place. Addressing Ezeulu, he 

says, "Beware you do not come between me and my victim or you may re

ceive blows not meant for you. . . . Leave me to settle my quarrel with 

Idemili, who wants to destroy me so that his python may come to power. 

... As for me and Idemili, we shall fight to the finish" (p. 219). 

Following this vision, Ezeulu sees himself as "no more than an arrow 

in the bow of his god," his refusal nothing more than the execution of 

his god's wishes in the struggle with a rival deity. Like his son's 

imprisonment of the python, Ezeulu's symbolic acquiescence to the im

prisonment of time is a testimony to the power of his god. 

Following this vision, too, Ezeulu reassesses Oduche's sacri

lege and the white man's imprisonment of him. Perhaps Oduche's im

prisonment of the python came as part of Ulu's struggle against Idemili, 

perhaps Oduche is also "an arrow in the hand of Ulu" (p. 219). Perhaps 

the white man is as well, since by exiling Ezeulu he has given him "a 

weapon with which to fight his enemies" (p. 22) . In this reassessment, 

Ezeulu has found a way to accommodate his role and his vision with no 

contradiction. He does this by defining both in terms of his god rather 

than in terms of the people. He has reversed the terms of his initial 

musing at the opening of the narrative -- that the people own the god, 

like a goat, and that he is only a watchman of the god for the people. 
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The implications of Ezeulu's reassessment are both material and 

spiritual, and both turn upon the damage that has been done to the 

cyclic ideal. Ezeulu has a certain awareness of the material conse

quences: "What troubled him most -- and he alone seemed to be aware of 

it at present -- was that the punishment [of Ulu] was not for now alone 

but for all time. It would afflict Umuaro like an ogulu-aro disease 

which counts a year and returns to its victims" (p. 250). His impris

onment of time is not a discrete act of present time, but for all time. 

For Umuaro, much as for the ogbanje child, cyclic recurrence will em

body a recurrent fatality rather than renewal. This fatality implies, 

too (though Ezeulu does not articulate this), that the cycle itself has 

been broken: no longer will time run according to the seasons but ac

cording to the demands of a willful god. Time becomes the property of 

the spiritual world. Implicit in this is that the god himself becomes 

absolute --no longer to be created or destroyed by the people for their 

benefit: the god will be impervious to human need except as this need 

accords with his own divine pattern. Ezeulu's vision remakes Ulu into 

an African Jehovah of sorts. Sacrifice will no longer proceed from the 

human community as a part of their manipulation of the spiritual world. 

It will be an imperative imposed from above -- e.g., the sacrifice in 

this instance of the entire yam crop. Of Abraham, God demanded only 

Isaac. From Ezeulu he seems to demand an entire community. 

Ezeulu has placed his god at the top of a hierarchical rela

tionship --in graphic terms, as follows: 

GOD Mediator (Ezeulu) ^ People 
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The structure of power becomes essentially linear, without the reciproc

ity implicit in the cycle of the ideal. An event which occurs shortly 

after Ezeulu's announcement symbolically confirms both the absolute and 

the arbitrary aspects that Ulu has taken on, though we learn that Ezeulu 

has not foreseen this and that the people interpret it in terms that are 

only partially accurate. Ezeulu's eldest son, Obika, dies suddenly as 

he is participating in a funeral ritual, circling around the villages of 

Umuaro in an apparent ritual mime of the passage of the dead man's soul 

to the world of spirits, Obika completes his cyclic journey and falls 

dead at his original starting point. The portrayal is in part realistic, 

for Obika has risen from his sick-bed to participate in the ritual. In 

symbolic terms, however, we see it as the death of the cycle itself --

as Ezeulu puts it, the "ruin of all things": 

Why, he asked himself again and again, why had Ulu chosen to 
deal thus with him, to strike him down and cover him with mud? 

. What was his offence? Had he not divined the god!s will and 
obeyed it? When was it ever heard that a child was scalded by 
the piece of yam its own mother put in its palm? What man would 
send his son with a potsherd to bring fire from a neighbor's hut 
and then unleash rain on him? Who ever sent his son up the palm 
to gather nuts and then took an axe and felled the tree? But to
day such a thing had happened before the eyes of all. What could 
it point to but the collapse and ruin of all things (p. 206). 

In Ezeulu's view, Obika becomes the sacrificial victim of an arbitrary 

Ulu who, having made his wishes clear, seemingly has betrayed his own 

priest. Though Ezeulu perhaps realized that his vision implied an ar

bitrary god -- a god who could remake time --he did not realize that 

this arbitrariness could be linearly visited upon himself. The people 

of Umuaro see in Obika's death their own vindication: "Their god had 

taken sides with them against his headstrong and ambitious priest and 
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thus upheld the wisdom of their ancestors -- that no man however great 

was greater than his people; that no man ever won judgment against his 

clan" (p. 261). This is only part of the truth. We realize, too, what 

Ezeulu only partly recognizes: that no priest however great is greater 

than an absolute god. Ezeulu's tragedy is that, in remaking the reci

procity of the cycle into a linear absolute, he has unwittingly collab

orated in his own destruction. 

Though many critics have taken sides with Umuaro and have thus 

4 
viewed the book as a vindication of the wisdom of the people, the con

cluding passage of the novel confirms the fact that this is only a par

tial truth. For if it is true, as Umuaro sees it, that Ulu has taken 

sides with them against Ezeulu, then: 

Ulu had chosen a dangerous time to uphold this wisdom. In 
destroying his priest he had also brought disaster on him
self, like the lizard in the fable who ruined his mother's 
funeral by his own hand. For a deity who chose a time such 
as this to destroy his priest or abandon him to his enemies 
was inciting people to take liberties; and Umuaro was just 
ripe to do so. The Christian harvest which took place a few 
days after Obika's death saw more people than even Goodcountry 
[one of the missionaries] could have dreamed. In his extremity 
many an Umuaro man had sent his son with a yam or two to offer 
the new religion and to bring back the promised immunity [from 
the possible wrath of Ulu]. Thereafter any yam that was har
vested in the man's field was harvested in the name of the 
son (pp. 261-262). 

Though the people have supposedly seen Obika's death as a sign that 

Ezeulu was wrong in delaying the harvest, their actions here bring 

their certainty into question: their actions grant the possibility 

that Ezeulu's decision had Ulu's sanction. Given that possibility, they 

^3ee, for example, Carroll, whose excellent discussion of the 
conflicting views of power in the novel occurs within a rather dif
ferent perspective than that given here. 
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abandon Ulu for the protection of the Christian Church. Much as was 

true in their creation of Ulu, the people of Umuaro adopt a new god 

because of an urgent circumstantial need. 

This new covenant with Christianity, "however, is a mockery of 

the original covenant between Umuaro and Ulu. Fragmentation rather than 

unity becomes the means to material survival. The new religion is ac

cepted by individuals acting in their individual interests. No com

munity meeting is held, no unified community blessing of the sacri

ficial yams is given. The presentation of these yams, instead of the 

proud thing it had been, becomes a half-shameful act, eschewed by the 

elders, who send their children. The meaning of sacrifice is reduced to 

something like an individual business transaction, a "payment" for sur

vival, and Christianity is thus portrayed as a "social organization de

manding payment for the symbols of membership."^ Symbolically, cyclic 

time and the cyclic power structure which it implies, have become the 

sacrificial victims in the establishment of the new covenant. In a re

versal of the terms of a traditional sacrifice, the spiritual is sac

rificed for the sake of the material. The missionaries have confiscated 

the yams much as the soldiers in the land dispute took away the guns; 

and the war within Umuaro --a war among gods, priests, and the people 

-- has again been resolved through the intervention of Western impera

tives. The yam fields now belong to the Son. 

B. Schuyler, S. J. "Conceptions of Christianity in the 
Context of Tropical Africa: Nigerian Reactions to its Advent," in 
Christianity in Tropical Africa, ed. C. C. Baeta (London: Oxford Univ. 
Press, 1968J, p. 220. 
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Acting from a sense of impotence, Ezeulu looks to his god for 

the power that his people have partially denied him. He becomes the 

sacrificial victim of his own god, but ironically too he has become an 

"arrow" of Christ insofar as he has become the symbolic murderer of Ulu 

— "responsible for [his] death, without being guilty of killing [him]." 

Nevertheless, implicit in the conclusion is an ambiguous vindication of 

Ezeulu's vision. Ezeulu has demanded a willingness to defend a tradi

tional god even, if necessary, to the death. He is wrong not in this 

demand, but in his implicit severance of the spiritual world from the 

world of natural process. We have seen in the numerous "imprisonments" 

of the novel the power of Winterbottom and of British influence generally. 

Either directly or indirectly, the British have "imprisoned" the guns 

of Umuaro, the python sacred to one of Umuaro's gods, the keeper of 

cyclic time, and the yams which symbolize both the political power of 

the people and their spiritual well-being. In sum, the British have 

imprisoned cyclic time itself -- and with the collaboration of Umuaro 

itself. Given this, nothing less than Ezeulu's absolute affirmation 

of a traditional god could suffice to restore what has been violated. 

Before Ezeulu makes his demand, however -- given the belief system 

perhaps before he can make his demand -- the fragmentation of cyclic 

structure has already begun, and in this context his vision becomes the 

vehicle of its own destruction. 

The Linear Reduction 

Both A Man of the People and Why Are We So Blest? take up 

where Arrow of God leaves off -- with the reduction of the cyclic ideal 
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to a linear hierarchy of power. In these novels, moreover, we see the 

fragmentation of the line itself, as the would-be leader becomes es

tranged from any transcendant ideal or loses touch with the people or 

both. Sexuality in both novels becomes the symbol of the disintegra

tion of both the political and the spiritual cycle. 

A Man of the People 

The narrative structure of A Man of the People centers on a 

young man's growth of vision, and the success or failure of the novel 

hinges in large part on the credence we give to Odili Samalu's insight 

at the end of the novel. In the novel's symbolic interplay between 

sexuality and politics, Achebe gives us good reason to believe in 

Odili's final awareness, and uses the same symbolism to show us Odili's 

growth in perception. 

The novel begins as M. A. Nanga, Minister of Culture in a fic

tional Nigeria, visits the school where he taught Odili Samalu, who in 

turn is now a teacher at the same school. Nanga is a middle-aged, suc

cessful politician who moved from the back benches of the Nigerian 

Parliament when, some five years before, he led an outcry against a 

Minister of Finance whose economic stringencies might jeopardize his 

party's success in the upcoming election: 'He led the pack of back-
£? 

bench hounds straining their leash to get at this victim. The conflict 

ended with the ouster of the Minister of Finance and the Prime Minister's 

^Chinua Achebe, A Man of the People (New York: John Day, 1966), 
p. 5. 
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warning that "Never again must we entrust our destiny and the destiny of 

Africa to the hybrid class of Western-educated and snobbish intellec

tuals who will not hesitate to sell their mothers for a mess of pot

tage" (p. 6). In the view of the idealistic Odili, a university gradu

ate and the narrator of the novel, Nanga represents "those who had started 

the country off down the slopes of inflation," politicians like the 

Koomson of The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born who enrich themselves at 

public expense. Unlike Koomson, however, this "man of the people" 

generates an expansive and congenial charm that draws even the idealis

tic Odili to him, and Odili accepts his offer of hospitality when he 

later visits Bori. 

Dominating the first half of the novel is an exposition of Odili's 

sexual experiences in Bori, where sexuality has lost its traditional link 

with procreation and has instead become a weapon in various struggles. 

Perhaps accordingly, Achebe has lost his characteristic sexual reti

cence and here becomes relatively explicit in his portrayal of sexual

ity, a fact which serves to emphasize the symbolic importance of sex 

in the novel. 

Achebe lends credence to the idealistic Odili's acceptance of 

Bori's reduction of sexuality by giving us an account of the implications 

of Odili's birth: his mother died in giving birth to him, and this meant 

that in the minds of the people of his village he was "an unlucky child, 

if not a downright wicked and evil one, ... a 'Bad child that crunched 

his mother's skull'" (pp. 31-32). Odili goes on to tell us: 

Of course as soon as I grew old enough to understand a few 
simple proverbs I realized that I should have died and let my 
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mother live. Whenever my people go to console a woman whose 
baby has died at birth or soon after, they always tell her to 
dry her eyes because it is better the water is spilled than 
the pot broken. The idea being that a sound pot can always 
return to the stream (p. 32). 

In Odili's mind, as in the mind of the protagonist of The Beautyful 

Ones Are Not Yet Born, procreation is linked with death, and, as in 

the been-to novels, birth becomes the very vehicle of death. Sexual

ity remains, but Odili finds its justification elsewhere than in pro

creation -- and not in simple pleasure so much as in the means it offers 

of waging various battles. Only at the conclusion of the narrative does 

his attitude change, and this change is symbolic of a growth of vision. 

Odili's first sexual encounter in Bori is with Jean, a married 

white American woman who seduces him after meeting him at a party where 

he is Nanga's guest. Later the same night, she insists on taking him 

for a night drive through the capital. Odili muses on her motivation 

for the drive: "I began to wonder whether Jean actually enjoyed driving 

through these places as she claimed she did or whether she had some 
% 

secret reason, like wanting me to feel ashamed about my country's capi

tal city" (p. 60). As Jean continues to draw comparisons between Bori 

and various European and American cities, Odili gets angry and guesses 

why "she took so much delight in driving through our slums. She must 

have taken hundreds of photographs already to send home to her relations" 

(p. 60). His anger grows to include what he perceives as Jean's using 

him sexually, "slumming" sexually as well as literally: "And, come to 

think of it, would she -- lover of Africa that she was -- would she be 

found near a black man in her own country?" (p. 60). Odili, the idealist, 

is drawn in to responding in kind and briefly plots venting his own 
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anger against her in sexual terms: "burning with anger," he arranges 

a second encounter in order to "retaliate" sexually. Jean is using 

sex, in Odili's view, as a weapon in a racial battle, and he plans to 

reciprocate. With this exchange, however, Jean vanishes from the nar

rative, and we are left only to imagine the outcome. The episode has 

served its purpose in foreshadowing a more extended and more complex 

battle between Odili and Nanga. 

Elsie appears --an old friend of Odili's engaged to a medical 

student in Scotland. Odili has been having an affair with Elsie for 

some time, off and on, and tells us that she is "one of those girls 

who send out loud cries in the heat of the thing. It happened again 

each time. But that first day [sometime in the past] it was rather 

funny because she kept calling, 'Ralph darling'" -- the name of the 

medical student in Edinburgh (p. 27). Odili invites Elsie to spend 

the night with him during his stay with Nanga. Nanga, however, outwits 

Odili and pre-empts Elsie's sexual favors, and Odili spends the night 

listening to her cries, ironically now "Odili darling" (p. 78). Odili 

is outraged, not because he has lost Elsie but because he has lost the 

battle, beaten by a middle-aged, semi-educated, corrupt politician. 

At this point, Elsie -- like Jean before her -- vanishes from the nar

rative, her orgasmic cries having underscored the interchangeability of 

the counters that figure in the sexual battlefield of Bori. 

The sexual battle between Odili and Nanga, however, continues., 

as Odili plots a sexual vengeance: he will steal from Nanga the young 

girl, Edna, earmarked to be Nanga's second wife -- his "parlour wife" 
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since the first Mrs. Nanga is "too bush" to perform gracefully at 

Europeanized social functions. The second half of the novel charts 

Odili's execution of this plan, but we find that the insult to Odili's 

manhood -- like that to Akukalia's in Arrow of God -- results in a bat

tle of larger scope, a political battle which takes on much the same 

configuration as the sexual competition that has dominated the first 

half of the novel. In its severance from procreation, sexuality be

comes an index to the loss of traditional values. As a weapon in per

sonal battle, it becomes symbolic of the ensuing political struggle, 

which similarly has lost sight of the traditional ideal. 

In the political battle, however, we find that Odili fights 

according to his own idealistic vision and that during its course --

though he fails --he grows in his perceptions. As the narrative con

tinues, Odili's enmity for Nanga unites him with an old school friend, 

Max, who has formed the Common People's Party in order to counter "the 

use to which our hard-won freedom [is] being put by corrupt, mediocre 

politicians" (p. 87). Odili agrees to run for Parliament against Nanga 

in his home district. Although Max, unlike Nanga, is a man of high prin 

ciple, his principles have the ironic effect of isolating him from the 

"common people" -- his party's name to the contrary. The young people 

who attend the first party meeting are all professional people -- doc

tors, lawyers, teachers, and journalists. One of them -- Max's "advisor 

-- is an Eastern European political theorist. We see the first sign of 

Odili's divergence from Max's elitism when he questions the make-up of 

the party. Max and the others glibly assure him 'that they will later 
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draw in the farmer and the blacksmith and the unemployed, that "all" 

revolutions have begun with intellectuals. But we see no evidence of 

this involvement of the people as the narrative continues and as Max 

continues to draw distinctions between the "intelligent people" of his 

party and the "illiterates" of the general populace. 

We discover, however, that Max's elitism is not only against 

Odili's principles but against his feelings as well. It is Odili's 

custom to listen to the news broadcasts every two hours, hoping to hear 

some mention of the Common People's Party. His (illiterate) bodyguards 

soon developed the same news-thirst, only they never did seem 
able to listen with their ears alone; they must pass their very-
loud comment at the same time, which was very distracting to 
me especially as their understanding of the news was sketchy 
and often fantastically distorted. So I began to cut them off 
by using the ear gadget. 

"A-a, weting happen to the news?" asked puzzled Boniface the 
first time I played this trick. 

"Radio done spoil," I said. "I just de hear am small for my 
ear now." 

"We must go repairam," he said. "E no good make man de for 
darkness" (p. 97). 

The significance of this exchange lies not only in its substance but 

in the language portrayed in the dialogue: Boniface's use of pidgin 

is an index to the gap between him and the educated Odili. After two 

days of this "trick," Odili relents, telling them that he has repaired 

the radio: "The fact was I had begun to feel mean about cutting my 

faithful companions from their source of light. But also I had been 

missing Boniface's 'Tief-man,' 'Foolis-man' and similar invective aimed 

at Chief Nanga and his ministerial colleagues" (p. 147). 
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Although Max is a man of principle, we soon discover that he 

sees no conflict between principles and material advantage --a view 

that Odili does not share. The central backer of the Common People's 

Party is a junior minister in the government, a member of Nanga's own 

party. In Odili's view, principle should compel the man to resign, but 

Max responds that if he resigned, he would lose his three or four thou

sand pounds annual salary: "Do we commit suicide every day we feel un

happy with the state of the world?" (p. 94). At a political rally in 

Odili's home town, Max appeals not to the people's idealism but to their 

materialism, pointing out that Nanga's village has had its "turn" at 

having a piece of the "cake" and now it is the turn of Urua, Odili's 

village. Later still, Max tells Odili that he has been short-sighted 

not to accept a bribe from the opposition to quit the political cam

paign: Max, offered a similar amount, accepted it but went ahead with 

his political activity. 

As he drives his new, party-bought car that "eats hills like 

yams," Odili ponders the contradiction between idealism and materialism. 

He had gone to the University with "the clear intention of coming out 

again after three years as a full member of the privileged class whose 

symbol was the car." But in his final year, he had a change of heart, 

as he saw a former idealistic student, "a fire-eating president" of the 

Students' Union having become "an ice-cream eating Permanent Secretary 

in the Ministry of Labour and Production who said that trade-union lead

ers should be put in detention." For Odili this man has become "a clas

sic example of the corroding effect of privilege, and he wonders about 
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the sanctity of his own ideals, given his new-found symbol: "I hoped 

I was safe; for a man who avoids danger for years and then gets killed 

in the end has wasted his care" (p. 123). Odili's entrance into poli

tics comes as a test of his own ideals, of his faith if you will. Un

like Max, who remains unaware of the danger, he knows that the symbolic 

car is capable of destroying his idealistic vision. Odili has chosen 

to confront, rather than continue merely to avoid, the danger. 

Odili fails in his-political battle. Beaten up by Nanga's 

thugs, he ends the campaign in the hospital. Nanga is re-elected, 

winning the seat in Parliament much as he earlier has won Elsie's sexual 

favors. The difference between the sexual battle and the political bat

tle is, however, important: this time, Odili has not accepted Nanga's 

terms in the battle. He has lost, but on his own terms, having con

fronted the danger without falling victim to it. His vision, if defeated, 

remains intact. We see this even more clearly when we learn that Max 

meets his death when he is run down by a car owned by Chief Koko, the 

head of the equally corrupt party that forms the major opposition to 

Nanga's. The symbolic destruction which Odili sees and Max does not here 

becomes literal. 

In the end, Odili wins the sexual battle against Nanga and in 

terms that accord with his ideals. As part of his plan to steal Edna 

from Nanga, he has visited her house frequently and finds during the 

course of his relationship with her that he is falling in love and sus

pects that she loves him as well. There are familiar obstacles to be 

overcome: letters that go astray, the opposition of Edna's father (who 

has already received a considerable bride-price from Nanga), and Nanga 
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himself. The military coup near the conclusion of the narrative has 

the happy effect of removing Nanga from the competition, since he is 

imprisoned by the new government. If Odili were truly heroic --if his 

vision could manifest itself politically -- of course he would have been 

the one to vanquish Nanga. As it is, the narrative ends with only a 

personal victory: his planned marriage to Edna will restore for him 

the union between sexuality and procreation. The political battle, 

even though it has failed, has served to strengthen rather than to 

destroy his vision. 

In Nanga's domination of Bori, the political cycle is exchanged 

for a linear structure. Materialism dominates -- his own acquisition 

of material goods and a new woman to match his social decor -- and, 

though he maintains a pseudo-relationship with the people, its basis 

is materialistic gain -- his, and only incidentally the people's. 

Graphically, his vision would look lilce this: 

MATERIALISM : Mediator (Nanga) people 

Though Max's vision is meant as a counter to this linear perversion 

of the ideal, we see that it too involves its own perversion. Max's 

principles dominate -- principles apparently based on a European con

ception of revolution. He sees no conflict between these principles and 

materialism, and for the time being does not possess even the pseudo-

relationship with the people that Nanga has. Graphically, his vision is 

like this: 

(SSiSL) 'Mediator" (Max) // people 
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In the structure exemplified in Nanga's relationship with the people, 

the linear relationship is weakened. In the terms.of Max's vision, 

the relationship is broken entirely. In this context, it is to Odili's 

credit that he attempts to restore --if not the ideal cycle -- the 

integrity of the linear relationship: 

PRINCIPLES Mediator (Odili) 5s> people 

He fails, but the conclusion of the novel demonstrates that the fail

ure is not his alone, but rests in large part on the people's abnegation 

of the responsibility that inheres in the traditional cyclic reciproc

ity. 

At the end of the novel, there is a military coup. Though 

Odili's father sees this as the people's retaliation against a corrupt 

regime headed by Nanga, the awareness that Odili has gained is sum

marized in his view of Max's death, the attitude of the people, and the 

coup itself. 

Some political commentators have said that it was the supreme 
cynicism of [the Nanga-Koko regime] that inflamed the people 
and brought down the Government. This is sheer poppycock. 
The people themselves, as we have seen, had become even more 
cynical than their leaders and were apathetic into the bar
gain. 'Let them eat,' was the people's opinion, 'after all 
when the white men vised to do all the eating did we commit 
suicide? Of course not. And where is the all-powerful white 
man today? He came, he ate and he went. But we are still 
around. The important thing then is to stay alive; if you do 
you will outlive your present annoyance (p. 162). 

Odili goes on to point out, using much the same metaphor as Ezeulu 

uses at the beginning of Arrow of God, that in the past 

the owner was the village, and the village had a mind; it 
could say no to sacrilege. But in the affairs of the nation 
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there was no owner, the laws of the village became powerless. 
Max was avenged not by the people's collective will but by one 
solitary woman who loved him. Had his spirit waited for the 
people to demand redress it would have been waiting still, in 
the rain and out in the sun (p. 167). 

From this, we see that Nanga has been "a man of the people": their 

abdication of responsibility created him and, similarly, created the 

vacuum that the military has appropriated as its own. If we take 

Arrow of God together with A Man of the People, we see that a narra

tive cycle is once again complete: Ezeulu begins by pondering the 

people's ownership of power, an ownership which he comes to defy; 

Odili ends by affirming the traditional ownership of the village, even 

as he laments its absence in the affairs of the nation. The vision 

which Odili achieves at the end of the narrative is a vision of the 

traditional cyclic ideal, a vision that will remain ineffective beyond 

the personal level until the ownership of the people can be restored. 

Why Are We So Blest? 

Why Are We So Blest? focuses on the relationship of three in

dividuals to the revolution in progress in an unspecified Portuguese 

colony in Africa, identified only as "Congheria," but in its description 

very much like Guinea-Bissau on the northern Guinea Coast of West Africa, 

7 
where guerilla warfare against the Portuguese regime continues. 

7 Hie reasors for judging it to be Guinea-Bissau instead of, say, 
Portuguese Angola are essentially geographic and depend on how much 
realism we demand from the novel. Modin and Aimee's attempt to join the 
revolution is more credible if they are trying to travel only to Guinea-
Bissau because it is closer. Moreover, if Congheria is Guinea-Bissau, 
the significance of their failure is emphasized since, according to Basil 
Davidson, pp. 247-50, the revolution there has been a people's revolution, 
unusual in the degree of strength it has drawn from the populace as a 
whole. 
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We see none of the three figures, however, talcing part in the revolution 

itself. Solo Nkonam, now a translator for an Algerian magazine, looks 

back on his past participation with disillusionment. Modin Dofu, a 

Ghanaian student, and Aimee Reitsch, a neurotic American girl, fail in 

their attempt to join the revolutionaries. The story is thus a narrative 

of political failure, but this political failure is only a manifesta

tion of a larger, spiritual failure. Their distance from the revolution 

reflects their spiritual isolation and their imprisonment in self. In 

the world of Why Are We So Blest?, as in the traditional ideal community, 

this isolation in self is equivalent to spiritual death. We realize that 

Solo's name itself signals this isolation, not only in Solo but in his 

surname, which loosely translated from Akan, means "lonely stranger." 

In the context of this isolation, too, we see the irony of Modin Dofu 

(in Akan, "I am called a person who loves") and Aimee. ("one who is loved") ; 

in the symbolic interplay of isolation and sexuality that structures the 

novel, love breeds only destruction. 

Solo narrates the story, largely on the basis of the notebooks 

kept by Aimee and Modin, which have come into his hands. A passage from 

the first entry in Modin's notebook fuses the narrative interplay of 

sexuality and isolation. The passage deals with Earl Lynch, who "in 

8 
25 years might be the first black professor at Harvard." -Lynch uses sex 

much as Odili does in A Man of the People in his encounter with Jean --

as a means of racial retaliation -- and makes a point of having as many 

^Ayi Kwei Armah, Why Are We So Blest? (New York: Doubleday, 
1972, p. 32. 
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affairs with his white colleagues' wives as he can. We realize, however, 

that Lynch's use of sex is also an attempt to break out of his own im

prisonment in self, an imprisonment which is imaged in Mo din's descrip

tion of Lynch's "secret libraiy." Lynch shares his secret with Modin, 

and we learn that the library is comprised of "standard reading" on 

Marxism, available "at any book shop." But above the book shelves, dom

inating the room, hangs an African mask, a mask which according to Lynch 

"doesn't have any meaning": 

The design was a mask: a pained, human face, a huge head, huge 
bulbous, all-seeing eyes, pained, distorted ears open to all 
possible sounds, superimposed on a shriveled mouth and nostrils 
cramped with hard control. The limbs -- emaciated, reduced to 
spindly lines -- were attached indirectly to the human spider-
head. The design gave the creature no chest, no stomach, no 
groin. From its existence of pain the faculties lodged in those 
organs had been subtracted by the carver. There were just eight 
crawly, elongated little limbs about the spider face (p. 32). 

As described by Modin, the mask has "a powerful meaning," part of which 

comes from the character of the folklore figure it portrays -- Ananse, 

the cunning spider of countless West African stories. We have met him 

before in the words that accompany the ritual libation in Fragments: 

Gain the wisdom 
to turn your back on the wisdom 
of Ananse (p. 15). 

The "wisdom of Ananse" is a misguided, self-centered wisdom that often 

loses touch with reality. In one story, for example, Ananse decides that 

he will gather up all the wisdom in the world and store it in a calabash 

at the top of a tall coconut palm, where in his keeping it will be safe. 

When he thinks he has it all, he ties the calabash around his neck, al

lowing it to hang down in front -- which of course makes it impossible 
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for him to climb the coconut palm. Ananse's son, Ntikumah, begins to 

laugh as he watches his father's struggles and tells him that he would 

do better to put his load on his back. Ananse, realizing the wisdom of 

Ntikumah's words, also realizes that he has failed in his attempt to 

gather up all wisdom. In frustration and anger, he drops the calabash, 

which shatters, allowing wisdom to spread once again throughout the world. 

In Why Are We So Blest?, Earl Lynch has his own calabash in his 

secret library. But in Modin's words, it contains only the wisdom of 

"the white desert." Lynch, "caught in the white net of minds," ironi

cally seeks a "break for his spirit" in "the whitest of philosophies, 

Marxism" (p. 163). The web of Ananse becomes an ironic circle, a circle 

of imprisonment rather than reciprocity, and Lynch's attempt to escape 

has only involved him further. 

For Modin, the web itself is a symbol of the choices available 

to the black intellectual. 

Those who stay in the peripheral areas intellectually, emo
tionally, psychologically, totally, are not lonely. They 
axe in touch with home, not cut off. The price they pay 
for not being lonely, however, is that they suffer the crudest 
forms of manipulation, mystification, planned ignorance. 

Those who shift from the periphery to the center can hope to 
escape some of these cruder forms of manipulation. But the 
price they pay is loneliness, separation from home, the con
stant necessity to adjust to what is alien, eccentric to the 
self (p. 33). 

At the center of the web is an insensitive Lynch, who sees no meaning 

in the mask of Ananse. At the center, too, we see Solo. Fully aware of 

his alienation, he opens his narrative by remarking, "Even before my 

death I have become a ghost" (p. 11). Modin, whom we see as a younger 

double of Solo, remarks, "The directions made available to me within 
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this arrangement are all suicidal. I am supposed to get myself destroyed 

but of my own free-seeming choice. Earl [Lynch] is a suicide" (p. 31). 

At the center of the web is the spiritual death of Lynch and Solo. 

Aware of this, Modin seeks to re-connect with the periphery, though from 

the beginning he sees his choice only as a more meaningful choice of 

death: "The real question is not whether to commit suicide but how 

best to invest my inevitable destruction. . . . Outside of investing 

my death in an ongoing effort to change things as they are, it wouldn't 

matter much what lcind of death I chose. . . . All existent methods are 

absurd and deadly outside of a revolutionary commitment to Africa" 

(p. 31). 

To Modin's credit, he is repelled by Lynch's vise of sex as a 

racial weapon. We see him in a series of relationships with white women, 

but -- initially at least --we see his pleasure and his tenderness. 

When he becomes aware of sex-as an idea, as a weapon, he is revolted. 

This and his own sense of survival combine after he is nearly stabbed 

to death by a woman's husband, and he swears off even a tacit involve

ment in such a battle. Given this, his relationship with Aimee -- also 

white, but unmarried -- is one that he begins only reluctantly and, at 

a point when he realizes that she is fantasizing about him as a black 

violator of white purity, he nearly breaks it off. Instead of severing 

the relationshipj however, he converts her -- as he sees it -- to his 

own genuine tenderness. 

But the relationship between Modin and Aimee is only periph

erally grounded in psychology: more centrally, it is a symbolic 
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relationship between an archetypal destroyer, a Circe of sorts, insen

sitive to the pain she causes, and an archetypal victim who seems to 

realize from the beginning that he is fated for the destruction which 

he meets at the conclusion of the narrative. They meet when Modin, 

having rejected his white-funded scholarship stipend, takes a job as a 

paid volunteer in a psychological study of pain. Aimee has volunteered 

for the study as well, not for the money but for the "experience." Th,e 

experiment in pain is an obvious foreshadowing of the conclusion of 

the novel: Aimee's threshold of pain is extraordinarily high, and the 

experimenters leave off increasing the voltage of the shocks they are 

using for fear of physiological damage. Modin, by contrast, experiences 

pain almost immediately. Aimee's insensitivity here -- her desire in 

fact to know what the experience of pain is -- prophesies the conclusion 

to the narrative when Aimee joins in the sexual torture of Modin which 

leads to his death. 

Disillusioned with intellectual passivity, Aimee and Modin both 

decide to "discontinue their studies" -- he at Harvard, she at 

Radcliffe,-- and go to Algeria, where they hope to join forces with the 

anti-Portuguese revolutionaries who have a headquarters there. From 

there, they plan to move on to "Congheria" and the revolution itself. 

The Congherians in Algeria reject the couple, Aimee because she is white, 

Modin because he is "too intellectual." But they do this tacitly, 

stringing the couple along with a perpetual "come back in two weeks." 

Modin and Aimee's money runs out. Solo invites them to share his 

apartment. Months pass. Tired of waiting, the two decide to strike 
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out on their own and journey south across the desert towards Congheria, 

depending on buses and passing motorists for transportation. 

The culmination of their journey begins when they offend a 

French motorist who has offered them a ride. The Frenchman returns 

later with three friends. They beat Modin, rape Aimee, and after an 

extended sexual torture in which Aimee -- not unwillingly -- partici

pates, they cut off Modin's penis with a piece of thin wire and leave 

him to bleed to death as they take Aimee back to a nearby village. The 

novel concludes with Aimee's description of the event: 

They used me to get Modin hard. The wounded man gave a yell 
of pain and pulled hard on the wire. First his friend was 
surprised, then he too pulled. The snapping off of the tip 
of Modin's prick was slow. I thought it would fall just like 
that, but the wire cut into his flesh and then in spite of all 
that tension nothing seemed to happen. Modin did not scream. I 
was thinking the wire had broken when the tip of his penis 
snapped off and hung by just a bit of skin from the bottom. I 
gathered all my strength and shook myself free of the two men 
holding me. They let me go. They were laughing, all of them. 

Modin started bleeding. The blood curved out in a little stream 
that jerked outward about every second. I reached him and with
out thinking of what I was doing I kissed him. His blood filled 
my mouth. I swallowed it. I wanted him to speak to me. He had 
groaned a little when I took him and kissed him, but he said 
nothing. 

I asked him, "Do you love me?" 

He didn't answer me. . . (p. 288). 

Modin, the one who loves, dies in a ritual castration in the white man's 

desert he was attempting to flee. He leaves the center of the web to 

find a recapitulation of Ananse's pain, in a movement of fatal circu

larity, He has written earlier, with regard to his departure from 

Ghana, that when he travels, "it is the past that fills my mind. . . . 
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It always happens when I travel. ... As my body is taken forward, my 

mind becomes hungry for the places and the things behind me. . . . 

Everything comes together rapidly. Every journey in this way becomes a 

return, another visit into myself" (p. 75). We are left to imagine 

Modin's awareness that the end of his journey was embodied in its be

ginning, in Ananse's web and in his meeting with Aimee. 

Thus, in the world of Why Are We So Blest?, we have multiple 

images of the broken line. Lynch has severed himself from his people, 

allying himself with a white linear structure, and both Modin and Solo 

-- choosing to reject Lynch's alliance -- are de facto isolatoes, 

existing in their own estrangement: 

God ,, Modin ,, ^ _ 
principles ^ Solo // P P 

Solo has tried and failed to reconnect the line. Modin tries -- through 

love -- and meets an end that symbolically embodies his isolation. In 

the symbolism of the novel, the ironic circle of Anase's web becomes 

symbolic of isolation rather than connection, and sexuality becomes 

symbolic of the virulent destruction inherent in the broken line. 

The Restoration of the Cycle 

It is within the context of the broken line that we must view 

the significance of the attempted restoration of the ideal in both Two 

Thousand Seasons and A Season of Anomy. First, the attempt is not 

merely to restore the integrity of linear structure: it is to renew the 

reciprocity of the circle. Second, this is accomplished -- but in each 
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instance within only a small minority of the world portrayed in the nar

rative. For the greater majority of the people, the structure remains 

linear in the ways that have been described, in which the line itself 

is fragmented and the tripartite relationship weakened or broken. 

Third, narrative structure in the two novels turns on the consequent con

flict between the minority ideal of the traditional cycle and the ma

jority, with their linear, fragmented structure: the structure which 

remains only implied in the novels so far discussed becomes realized 

in the struggle between cyclic continuity and linear fragmentation. In 

this struggle, both minority communities begin with a symbolic reap-

propriation of the guns that Winterbottom confiscates from Umuaro in 

Arrow of God. In Two Thousand Seasons, this re appropriation is literal, 

as the Akan initiates seize guns and ammunition from the slave traders 

and, with the help of a reformed collaborator, learn to use them. In 

A Season of Anomy, much the same re appropriation is embodied in the 

importance which Aiyero grants to Ogun and the smith gun-makers. Though, 

as described, the battle is a spiritual battle, it will be fought with 

bodies and with bullets. 

There are immediate differences apparent in the two novels, but 

these are differences in the mode of their vision rather than in the 

vision itself. Armah's focus is on the images of death that must be 

countered, and he explicitly connects these with Arabs and Europeans. 

Soyinka, though much of his book is a catalogue of death, gives emphasis 

to the images of life and renewal and only obliquely connects the line

arity of death with Arabs and Europeans. The inhabitants of Ilosa and 
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the Cross-River country are African, but both are controlled by a 

capitalistic cocoa Cartel, and the Cross-River inhabitants are Muslims 

with a traditional Muslim ruler, an emir -- in the novel, "Zalci Amuri." 

Symbolically at least, as with Armah, the forces of death are non-

African. Thus, the war in both books occurs on various levels: the 

level of realistic narrative continuity -- minimal in A Season of Anomy, 

virtually non-existent in sections of Two Thousand Seasons; a racial 

level; a cultural level -- between a cyclic and a linear conceptualiza

tion of time and political power; and a mythic level between life and 

death. 

TWo Thousand Seasons 

The narrative outline of the .novel" begins on the border of the 

Sahara and ends in the forest regions of West Africa during the time of 

the slave trade. The impetus for the Akan migrations and the under

lying conflict of the novel is embodied in a prophecy with which the nar

rative proper (after the prologue) begins. The priestess Anoa prophesies 

that the Akan people will complacently lose sight of the "way" and be

cause of this they will face a choice of deaths: physical death at the 

hands of the predators (Arabs) or the destroyers (Europeans) or a spir

itual death if they collaborate in the predation and destruction. In an 

effort to elude this prophecy, the Akan people migrate to the forest 

area --a long and difficult journey over mountains and through a seem

ingly endless marshland. If the journey is in part allegorical, they 

nevertheless reach no promised land at its end: the prophecy follows them, 

as the European slave traders arrive from the sea shortly after their 
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own arrival. At this point, the group of young initiates -- betrayed 

by their king and sold into slavery -- escape to' form a separate 

community, in which they seek to restore "the way." The narrative 

proper ends with their increasing success at countering the European 

intrusion --by occupying the slave castle until they have been able to 

remove the guns and ammunition to secure strongholds in the forest, by 

rescuing captured slaves and inviting them to join their group, and by 

waging a defensive war against their parent community when it attempts 

to invade their territory. The book ends with another prophecy, of 

brighter aspect: 

Soon we shall end this remembrance, the sound of it. It is the 
substance that continues. Soon it will end. Yet still, what 
a scene of carnage the white destroyers have brought here, what 
a destruction of bodies, what a death of souls! 

Against this what a vision of creation yet unknown,, higher, much 
more profound than all erstwhile creation! What a hearing of 
the confluence of all the waters of life flowing to overwhelm 
the ashen desert's blight! What an utterance of the coming 
together of all the people of our way, the coming together of 
all people of our way (p. 321). 

The book thus completes a cycle of promise -- one of death, one of 

life, that begins with the opening words of the prologue: "Springwater 

flowing to the desert, where you flow there is no regeneration. The 

desert takes. The desert knows no giving. . . . Springwater flowing 

to the desert, your future is extinction" (p. ix). The novel begins 

with a symbolic acknowledgment of the death inplicit in linear flow 

and ends with a promise of renewal implicit in the cyclic confluence 

of the waters of life. 
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In two passages in particular, the book becomes a symbolic 

summary of the forces of death that figure throughout the ten novels 

considered here. In one, we have a hyperbolic culmination of sexual

ity drawn in images of death. The scene is an orgy which precipitates 

the Akan migration to the south. The Arabs have fasted for Ramadan, 

and at its end "throw" themselves into "their accustomed orgies of food, 

of drugs and of sex." The passage is a catalogue of sexual anomalies. 

Two will serve here: 

Great was the pleasure of these lucky Arab predators as with 
extended tongue they vied to see who could with the greatest 
ease scoop out buttered dates stuck cunningly into the geni
tals of our women lined up for just this their pleasant com
petition (p. 33). 
• • • 

What Hassan wanted was one woman, fat and greased with perfumed 
unctions, under his body for his penis. A second woman . . . 
sat in front of his head to one side of the fat one, and wel
comed Hassan's tongue and teeth sucking at her genitals, The 
third and the fourth women, they sat to the left and right of 
his body. Their instructions were to take his fingers 
groping in their womanparts . . . and rhythmically to contract 
and relax their parts around them for his pleasure throughout 
the night. The fifth and the sixth were given a similar occu
pation, except instead of fingers . . . toes (p. 37).-

In the excess of its portrayal, we have the magnitude of the horror and 

spiritual emptiness of the predators. In the terms of the cyclic "way" 

affirmed by the Akan initiates, we have an image of spiritual death. 

The orgy is also the scene of a rebellion on the part of the 

women, and the grotesqueries of the deaths they mete out image those of 

the Arabs' pleasures. One thrusts "a smooth, solid well-honed knife 

into Hussein's neck in a space between the cowries of his spine," 

but before his death, Hussein swallows his last date, not allowing his 
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blood to "wash it away" (p. 35). Another woman takes a spear and 

skewers an Arab and his male lover together. Another pours "honey, 

mixed with lamp oil, the mixture heated just past boiling" into the 

rectum of the Hassan described in the passage quoted above (p. 38) . 

We have seen throughout the novels a symbolic link between sexuality 

and death. Here, the link becomes literal and the.bizarre deaths of -

the Arabs symbolic of the vengeance visited upon the destroyers of 

the way. 

In a second passage, we have a description of the by-now-

familiar road: 

The disease of death, the white road, is also unconnected sight, 
the fractured vision that sees only the immediate present, that 
follows only present gain and separates the present from the 
past, the present from the future, shutting each passing day 
in its own hustling greed. 

The disease of death, the white road, is also unconnected hearing, 
the shattered hearing that listens only to today's brazen cacoph
ony, takes direction from that alone and stays deaf to the whispers 
of those gone before, deaf to the soft voices of those yet unborn. 

The disease of death, the white road, is also unconnected 
thinking, the broken reason that thinks only of the immediate 
paths to the moment's release, that takes no care to connect the 
present with past events, the present with future necessity 
(p. 13). 

Here, we have the image of Okonkwo's estrangement from cyclic continu

ity, the death that attends the abnegation of the past in the been-to 

novels, the linking of that death with white, European intrusions, and 

of course the road itself. We realize that the road is not only the 

path of the vehicles of material destruction, but in itself represents 

a linear fragmentation that is at odds with the cyclic way. The road 
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that victimizes the man in The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born, the 

road where Sekoni is killed on an occasion when divinity seems to have 

gone mad,-the road that Baako enters in his madness, the road where 

the child escapes death and this is seen as a miracle, the road where 

Ski do is crushed, the road where Max is run down, the road that for 

Modin ends in ritual castration -- the road that Winterbottom builds in 

Arrow of God. The road that all three novelists artistically attempt 

to renew into a continuous and sacred cycle. 

A Season of Anomy 

In the growth of his vision, Ofeyi, the protagonist of A 

Season of Anomy, recapitulates the history of Aiyero. He begins as a 

song writer and promotions man for the cocoa Cartel whose money stands 

behind the corrupt governments of Ilosa and the Cross-River country. 

When he journeys to Aiyero at the beginning of the novel he is caught 

up in the idyllic quality of the community and convinces his employers 

to allow him to start a model cocoa farm to be filmed for advertising. 

By the conclusion of the narrative, we see that he has identified him

self not only with the idyll but with the militant strength within it. 

He puts the vision he acquires into increasingly militant practice. 

First, still an employe of the Cartel, he writes promotional 

songs that are only semi-disguised invectives against the Cartel. In 

one song, after telling how even the gods came to prefer cocoa to am

brosia and passed on their discoveiy to mankind, the lyrics continue: 

The sweet-toothed ones alas lacked all moderation 
No man-made laws restrained them 
They milked the cocoa-tree in a mass operation 
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They drained the nectar, peeled the gold 
The trees were bled prematurely old 
Nor green nor gold remained for the next generation (p. 35). 

For the sake of money, the Cartel desecrates nature and abandons any 

traditional continuity between generations. Its materialistic impetus 

is a familiar one, and here we see it directly linked with the disrup

tion of cyclic process. Ofeyi judges the actions of the Cartel in terms 

of the ideal represented by Aiyero. 

Slightly later, Ofeyi -- losing his promotional tours as a cover 

-- begins to organize the Aiyeroans who work in various communities of 

Ilosa and the Cross-River country. His dream is to make them a nucleus 

of a national regeneration according to the values of Aiyero. One com

munity in particular, a group engaged in building a bridge on the bor

der between Ilosa and Cross-River, has also built a symbolic bridge 

between their ideals and the natives of the area. The Cartel only 

slowly realizes that Ofeyi is working at odds with its interests. His 

employers send him on a "study tour" of Europe, where they hope he will 

realign his values with those of the Cartel. On this tour, a brief 

meeting with two strangers in an airport bar becomes extended into 

friendship when flights are canceled, and both strangers return to 

figure in later events of the narrative. "The Dentist" is a political 

assassin who intends to return home and focus his activities on the 

corrupt directors of the Cartel and their political cohorts --by 

"extracting" their sweet-toothed depredation of the ideal. Tailla is 

an Indian woman #10 reminds Ofeyi of his fiancee at home. Ofeyi cuts 

his study tour short, returns home, and is fired by the Cartel. 
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The Cartel's firing of Ofeyi is only one aspect of a widespread 

retaliation against the activities of Aiyeroans throughout the country: 

"The Cartel [has] identified its tormentors and organized a return harass

ment." Though the people of Aiyero are prepared for "evictions from 

their homes, punitive taxation, loss of jobs, even arbitrary detentions 

and trumped-up charges," the Cartel's retaliation takes on the configu

ration of what Ahime (the Chief Minister of Aiyero) describes as a 

"holocaust" whose dimensions we later learn include mass murder and 

torture, particularly in the Muslim-dominated, Cartel-funded Cross-River 

Country. Ofeyi becomes involved in the battle there only partly for 

reasons of principle. There is a more immediate, personal reason: he 

learns from his friend Zaccheus, a musician in the Cartel's promotional 

band which Ofeyi formerly directed, that his fiancee, Iriyise, has been 

kidnapped in the Cross-River countxy, a band of gunman having burst into 

the performance hall, murdered half the band and carried her off. The 

remainder of the narrative charts Ofeyi's search for and ultimate res

cue of Iriyise from the Cross-River country. 

Ofeyi's search for Iriyise has symbolic implications that center 

on the symbolism of Iriyise herself. In Aiyero, she has undergone her 

own spiritual trans formation. We see her at the beginning of the nar

rative described as a "gin-drinking goddess of the neon lights of the 

capital." She is also a member of Ofeyi's promotional troupe, her role 

being to re-enact a mock ritual of re-birth as she emerges from a gigan

tic cocoa pod: 
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The mammoth pod split open lengthways, or across its girth, 
top half opening like a lid. Iriyise rose from a bed of sim
ulated giant beans as from sleep, stretched her arms. The 
orchestra played and Zaccheus, dressed in tails, handed her 
a cup of cocoa, bent on one knee and she stepped out on his 
back. And the multitude of headgears, neither wig nor shrub 
-- Ofeyi called them seasonals -- they came in green, gold, 
brown, amber, cream and blends of other colours. On the bet
ter equipped stage, the pod might rise through the door, 
Iriyise sealed within it (p. 40). 

Under the influence of Aiyero, however, the mockery becomes reality. 

We see Iriyise in Aiyero working on the cocoa farm: 

In wrapper and sash with the other women of Aiyero, her bared 
limbs and shoulders among young shoots, Iriyise weaving fronds 
for the protection of the young nursery, bringing wine to the 
sweating men in their struggle against the virgin forests. 
Again and again Ofeyi allowed himself the pleasures of aston
ishment at her transformations, her unending capacity to learn. 
From merely singing praises of the 'cocoa complexion' she had 
burgeoned in unforeseeable directions. Now she could even tell 
a blight on the young shoot apart from mere scorching by the 
sun. Her fingers spliced wounded saplings with the ease of a 
natural healer. Her presence, the women boasted, inspired the 
rains (p. 20). 

In Aiyero, Iriyise becomes a demi-goddess of natural cyclic process. 

Thus, in Ofeyi's search for Iriyise, we see the intersection 

of various levels of Ofeyi's battle with the Caitel. It is a personal 

battle, a battle of principle, and a symbolic battle to rescue the 

forces of regeneration from captivity. Though a sexual motive is 

implied, the motivation for Iriyise's kidnapping is never precisely 

specified, leaving the act open to interpretation as the symbolic cap

tivity of life by the forces of destruction that we have seen imaged, 

for example, in Ofeyi's mocking song. 

Up until this point in the narrative, the Cartel and its hire

lings have remained vaguely malevolent, background figures. Even the 
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kidnapping of Iriyise occurs off-stage, reported second-hand to Ofeyi 

and to the reader. It is only when Ofeyi and Zaccheus journey to the 

Cross-River country that they -- and we -- experience the mad brutality 

of the Cartel's desecration. What lends Soyinlca's narrative credibil

ity at this point is the care he takes to describe the interlinkage 

of power, particularly in the Cross-River country. The Cartel grows 

its cocoa in the rain forest regions -- e.g., Aiyero -- and makes its 

money selling cocoa products throughout the loose federation of politi

cal units described. The Cross-River country is bushland savannah and 

poor. It survives by bartering a share of its political power for a 

share of the Cartel's money. This political power is shared -- as is 

the Cartel's money -- by a dual superstructure, one a traditional 

emirate, one a civil legacy of colonialism -- soldiers, policemen, civil 

servants, and politicians. But in the course of the narrative, we see 

that the emirate and its subjects are the primary villains. The depre

dation we see is in large part the work of bands of men under the 

authority of the emir, Zaki Amiri. The civil structure only sometimes 

collaborates with them by willfully ignoring their victimization of 

Aiyeroans and their friends. Like the gang of thugs in Achebe's A Man 

of the People, moreover, these emiri men have gone out of control, their 

activities only partly the manifestation of a planned retaliation against 

Aiyero: their acts of sadistic torture are ultimately less allied with 

political vengeance than with spiritual perversion. They become the 

embodimentiof evil, and for the anomic chaos which we see in the Cross-

River country, Ahime's term "holocaust" is a well-chosen one. 



196 

Two incidents which occur before Ofeyi and Zaccheus enter Cross-

River in their search for Iriyise foreshadow what they will find there. 

Ofeyi, watching a parade of soldiers, remembers a newspaper photograph 

of "a woman dead of machine-gun bullets, whose hand still tightly 

clutched an infant's legs. The infant's head was a pulp of brain and 

bone. Did madness enter her with that same bullet which first passed 

through the child that was feeding at her breast? The breast hung free 

and her milk had mingled in blood to paint a testament of damnation on 

earth, beside spilled peppers, an upturned stool and a bowl of pap" 

(p. 141). This episode and an event which occurs later as Ofeyi and 

Zaccheus drive down the road to Cross-River demonstrate the gratuitous 

horror of the chaos, directed not just at killing bodies but symbolic

ally at the destruction of the procreative cycle itself. In the later 

episode, Ofeyi is driving fast and swerves to avoid what seems to be a 

monkey dashing across the road in front of his car. He stops some dis

tance down the road and realizes it is a man pursued by "hunters" with 

bows and arrows. 

Then someone unsheathed a dagger. ... It rose, glinted briefly 
in the sun and the old man stooped and drew it across the throat 
of the prostrate figure. His hand moved again, this time down 
the body, the knife-tip drew a swift, practised circle on the 
crotch and his other hand held up the victim's genitals. He 
passed it to one of the many eager hands which also uselessly 
held open a jaw that had opened wide to thrust out pain. Into 
that mouth they stuffed his penis with the testicles. Then they 
all stepped back and looked on the transfomation they had wrought. 
Their faces betrayed neither thought nor feeling (p. 164). 

Some thirty miles later, the two men drive across Labbe Bridge, "the 

formal doorway to the territory of hell." But we realize, as they do, 

that "it was a purely formal doorway; the terror had spilled over to 
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outlying villages below the bridge as they had only too grimly dis

covered on the way" (p. 192). 

Inside this hell, we find the destruction overtly directed both 

against religion and against the land itself. On a peaceful Sunday 

morning, Zaccheus and Ofeyi lie on the hills above the town of Kuntua 

and "survey the alien [Aiyeroan] quarters" with binoculars (p. 196). 

As they watch they see white-robed men bar the doors and seal the win

dows of a church full of worshippers and set it on fire. As the congre

gation emerges, after breaking through the barricades, the terrorists 

kill them witu spears and arrows and mutilate their bodies. One woman 

is "nearly overbalanced by the heavy pregnancy that stuck out of her and 

seemed ready to weigh her to the ground. . . . Her head jerked suddenly 

downwards to stare in surprise at the unnatural blossom that her womb 

had sprouted" (p. 201). There are other horrors as well: a deserted, 

half-completed dam filled with "floating bodies so still that they 

seemed anchored ... a wax work display of shapes" (p. 171), bodies 

of small children hurled from trains, and other bodies left to pollute 

rivers and streams. 

It is against the mythic dimension of this catastrophe that we 

must measure the success of Ofeyi's mission. We find first of all that 

he is not alone in his battle. In one of his attempts to locate Iriyise, 

he is directed to a hideout, of Aiyeroans waiting to journey back to 

Aiyero and to safety --a group whose leader is Ahime, the old priest 

and Chief Minister of Aiyero, come to help in the rescue of his people. 

Moreover, Ofeyi learns for the first time that "the Dentist" carries out 
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his work under the aegis of Aiyero and is helping Ahime in the rescue 

mission. Later, Ofeyi goes to a hospital morgue because of the pos

sibility that Iriyise may be dead. At the morgue, he encounters a 

man who embodies an affirmation of life --an Indian doctor, Ramath, 

who has been at work for weeks, with little sleep, attempting to 

repair the victims of the holocaust. Ramath invites Ofeyi to his home 

for dinner, where Ofeyi discovers Taiila, the Indian woman whom he had 

met in Europe -- the doctor's sister, as it turns out -- and in the 

peace of the doctor's home, Ofeyi finds "a microcosm of Aiyero" (p. 238). 

Taiila!s quest for inner peace has led her to the Cross-River hell, 

where it has become -- like Ofeyi's quest --a militant as well as a 

spiritual quest as she shelters Aiyeroan victims and aids her brother 

in his work. The Ramath's neighbor is "Semi-dozen" -- a congenial 

Aiyeroan who has acquired his name from his habit of downing half a 

dozen bottles of stout each evening. Semi-dozen's family has been mas

sacred, and in his plan for vengeance he has taken explosives from the 

mine where he works and is waiting for the Cross-River natives to come 

to him, planning to blow them up when they do, along with himself. 

Ofeyi, Zaccheus, and the doctor help him to escape his predators, who 

remain within the house as it explodes. 

The significance of Ofeyi's encounters with the various people 

who share his vision of the ideal is underscored when we compare him 

to Modin in Why Are We So Blest? Ofeyi's quest is strengthened by the 

sense of community which Modin has lost. He is not alone but part of a 

diverse group of people who share his affirmation of Aiyeroan ideals. 
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The significance of the political focus of Ofeyi's vision is simi

larly clarified when we contrast it to the more personal focus of the 

been-to novels. The difference is crystallized in a small but symbolic 

exchange between Ramath and Ofeyi at a point when their conversation has 

turned to the stereotyping that they have encountered abroad -- e.g., 

Asians and Africans "all look alike." Ofeyi's comment is, "Who re

members much of those reactions now? I realize they were luxuries 

-- the emotional responses I mean. Who cares ultimately how those 

stupid master races reacted to you and me. The problem now is how to 

answer what is happening here" (p. 233). Identity is no longer a func

tion of opinions held by "master races," but is manifested in a mili

tant counter of the destruction for which they have been the catalyst. 

A symbolic tour de force concludes the novel. Ofeyi has reason 

to believe that Iriyise has been confine.d to the Temoko prison, which 

is under the supervision of.a club-footed man named Karaun. The prison 

is cut off almost entirely from the outside world, not only by concrete 

walls and barbed wire but by a telephone communications system that 

rarely works. It is, nevertheless, a symbolic microcosm of the larger 

world. Karaun acknowledges that he has Iriyise and agrees to lead Ofeyi 

to her. As they pass through to the inner recesses of the prison, "one 

fenced-in yard led to another. A chrmber of horrors revealed its nature 

slowly, without warning. . . . Ofeyi found himself face to face --a 

mere few yards between himself and the nearest of them -- with a scat-" 

tering of inmates who struck him instantly as being -- this was his 

first definition -- incomplete. A wide-sweeping glance described a 
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canvas of missing parts; a moment later he realized that he was in a 

yard of lepers" (p. 294). Karaun explains that they keep the prisoners 

awaiting death in a yard beyond the lepers: "Our people have such a 

horror of lepers that ... it is the best form of security" (p. 295). 

The lepersj as physically incomplete as those outside Temoko prison 

are spiritually crippled, re-enact in a quarrel over food the insanity 

that Ofeyi has seen in Cross-River. Once the quarrel starts, it 

spreads into a riot in which the original cause has been forgotten: 

"Bowls, crutches, spoons and checker boards flew across the yard. 

Doors were rattled open, slammed, the dust bins set up a din and im

provised missiles flew across the fence in every direction. A chain of 

deliberate pandemonium had been forged. It was a sudden, violent con

tagion and in a few moments all discrimination was lost as the inmates 

sought to assuage their accidental injuries on the nearest and weaker 

prospect at hand" (p. 301). The riot is literally quenched when a 

gigantic mute, the prisoner Subaru -- who has become Karaun's "right-

hand man"-- pours buckets of cold water over them. The lepers, who 

form part of the prison's "security" force, must themselves be sub

dued -- by a fellow prisoner. As Ofeyi passes on through the death 

cells with his deformed guide, they enter the lunatic yard. Simultane

ously, Ofeyi realizes that this is where Karaun has put Iriyise, grabs 

Karaun in outrage, and observes that the leper riot has spread to the 

lunatic yard. As the riot continues, Iriyise's limp body lands at 

Ofeyi's feet, just as Subaru knocks him unconscious. 
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The world we are given in this passage to the center of the 

prison is one where the keepers and the prisoners are interchangeable, 

as is also indicated by the song we hear the workers sing outside Karaun's 

window as Ofeyi is waiting: "and you keeper, and me prisoner both are 

one and the same" (p. 293). And the walls that surround Temolco prison, 

like the river one must cross to enter Cross-River, are no barricade 

either to keep the evil in or to keep it out. Similarly, Cross-River 

becomes a microcosm of the universe at large, and Aiyero's name, "the 

world where we are," takes on an aspect of universal symbolism: Aiyero 

must make its affirmation in the midst of the madness and defy the col

laboration between keepers and prisoners -- predators and victims -- that 

figures both within and without the walls of Temoko prison. The meaning 

of the Aiyeroan ideal depends on its willing confrontation of evil: as 

Ahime outlines to Ofeyi his plans to lead the Aiyeroans back to Aiyero, 

he also notes that this journey back to their spiritual source only 

marks "the route for a more determined return" (p. 218). The ultimate 

success of Ofeyi's mission in Temoko prison becomes symbolic of the 

triumph of the Aiyeroan ideal over the forces of evil. 

In the final episode of the novel, Ofeyi confronts this evil and 

converts it into good. He awakens with a sore head, lying on the ground 

next to the cot where a comatose Iriyise lies. As he attempts to revive 

her and fails, the mute Subaru enters with the water Ofeyi has requested 

from a subordinate guard. Li. his despair, Ofeyi shouts at Subaru: "I 

would like to ask you why I am trapped in this place. . . . And this 

woman is here who should be in hospital, receiving specialized care. 
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Does it not seem strange to you my friend? Or do you see it all as part 

of ordinary, normal existence I wonder? But you stay dumb. If you 

could pretend to be deaf I expect you would" (p. 314). Unexpectedly, 

Subaru pulls "from some inner pocket of his unifom a poster of Iriyise 

emerging from a neatly cracked gold egg-shape that represented the pod." 

He then mimes an answer to Ofeyi's question: "The woman's condition was 

like that egg and Ofeyi must wait, patiently, for her emergence" (p. 

314). Ofeyi, seeing that Subaru is not the brute that he had imagined 

but "a man of images," returns to him his own comparison: 

'Why can't you see that you've been trapped like her in a capsule 
of death? The milk rots in the coconut if left too long. The 
child rots in the womb if it exceeds nine months, or else it 
emerges a monster. . . . Can't I reach you in your coffin where 
you have been forced to lie these twenty years of your short life? 
. . . Goodnight then. But for faithful dogs like you the Amuris 
of this world could not trample down humanity with such insolence. 
You snap at the heels of those who would confront them and after
wards you bury their bones in the back garden. But remember this 
Subaru. . . he turned and faced him again, holding the trusty's 
eyes in his, "only you can sniff out the spot and root out the 
bones to accuse them. After the licks and the caresses, don't 
complain if the Amuris finally throw you a poisoned bone. Sleep 
well my friend" (p. 316). 

In the events which follow, Zaccheus, the Indian doctor, and the Dentist 

contrive to enter the prison after bribing the guards, and they rescue 

Ofeyi and Iriyise. As Subaru follows their directives, he seems only 

to be following the bribed Karaun's orders; but when they .reach the 

prison gate, Subaru locks it behind them and accompanies all but the 

doctor as they join the larger group of Aiyeroans on their way back to 

Aiyero. The book ends with the sentence, "In the forests, life began 

to stir" (p. 320). 
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In sum, the goddess of regeneration has been rescued, and one 

of her captors is converted. The imprisonment of cyclic time, which 

in the symbolic progression of this chapter begins with Ezeulu's 

imprisonment in Arrow of God, is symbolically over. Not only in the 

Indian family, but in the final success in Temoko prison we have a 

microcosm of Aiyero. The evil remains, but the source of good is once 

again in the hands of Aiyero, her promised rebirth a prophecy of 

spiritual renewal -- not in isolation, but in the world. The cyclic 

continuum and its attendant political structure, whose destruction 

begin in Arrow of God, are here restored. 

Perspective 

The power of Soyirika's myth derives from a specifically African 

circumstance and the affirmation of a traditional African concept of 

the sacred continuum, but in retrospect we find in it the configura

tion of a familiar Orpheic myth. Ofeyi, the musician, rescues his 

wife after crossing a river to the underworld of Cross-River -- clearly 

divided into an outer Erebus and the Tartarus of the inner prison, which 

is guarded by a mute who is consistently described in images of a . 

monstrous guardian dog. The oblique echo of the Yoruba names of the 

characters only strengthens the comparison: Ofeyi (0-fay-ee), Iriyise 

(i-RI-yee-she), and Subaru (SU-buh-ru). We realize that a familiar 

Western myth has been reshaped into a militant African affirmation 

against the destructiveness of Western influence. A Western weapon has 

been symbolically seized and used against the intruders. 
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Soyinka's use of a familiar myth is perhaps typical of the 

symbolism which figures throughout the ten novels that have been dis

cussed, in many instances a familiar symbolism with clear analogues 

in Western literature. Both Achebe and Yeats make seemingly conscious 

aliusiore to Yeats, and in The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born a Yeatsian 

affirmation in the song of a bird embodies the affirmation of Armah's 

cyclic vision. The regenerative symbolism of water is likewise famil

iar.in Western literature. The ogbanje motif embodies a family curse 

that for Western readers is as old as the House of Atreus. For plas

tic fruit and ill-fated pregnancies symbolizing a denial of life, there 

must be innumerable Western analogues. More specifically, we see in a 

novel like Robert Penn Warren's All the King's Men a clear embodiment 

of the symbolic destructiveness of the road: 

. . . and if you don't quit staring at that line and don't take 
a few deep breaths and slap yourself hard on the back of the neck 
you'll hypnotize yourself and you'll come to just at the moment 
when the right front wheel hooks over into the black dirt shoulder 
off the slab, and you'll try to jerk her bade on but you can't 
because the slab is high like a curb, and maybe you'll try to 
reach to turn off the ignition just as she starts the dive. But 
you won't make it of course. . . . Then a few days later the boys 
from the Highway Department will mark the spot with a little metal 
square on a metal rod stuck in the black dirt off the shoulder, the 
metal square painted white and on it in black a skull and cross-
bones. Later on love vine will climb up it, out of the weeds. 

We can go further with this same novel and see that it is in multiple 

ways specifically linked with Achebe's A Man of the People. Willie 

Stark is a man whose "study is the heart of the people," his story 

g 
Robert Penn Warren, All the King's Men (New York: Harcourt, 

Brace, 1971), p. 1. 
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narrated by a man of increasing perception who comes into sexual con

flict with Wille over Ann Stanton, a childhood friend of the narrator 

Jack Burden and for a time his fiancee. Wille is later shot and 

killed not because of his political corruption but in an act of per

sonal vengeance. With Willie dead, Jack marries Ann and political 

catastrophe is followed by a personal affirmation. In- A Man of the 

People, Nanga is "the man of the people" whose story is narrated by a 

man of increasing perception who comes into sexual conflict with Nanga 

over Elsie and over Edna. Nanga is not killed, but his equally corrupt 

rival, Chief Koko, is shot and killed in an act of personal vengeance. 

The story ends with Odili's marriage to Edna, with political catastrophe 

followed by a personal affirmation. The parallel between All the King's 

Men and A. Man of the People is strengthened when we realize the simi

larity in function between the Cass Mastern episode in All the King's 

Men and Arrow of God in rel. ionship to A Man of the People: both the 

Cass Mastern episode and Arrow of God provide a past perspective for 

the present catastrophe, and part of what they provide is the awareness 

that the political struggle is also a spiritual struggle, that the two 

are inextricable. 

In potentially innumerable instances, the symbolism, narrative'. 

structure, and theme of African fiction and Western literature may 

resemble each other. More important, however, is the significance we 

attach to these resemblances. We can, if we choose, see the African 

writer as the stepchild of Western literature. Less condescendingly, 
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we can note that he has reshaped a motif of Western literature in 

African terms. To some extent, either of these two choices helps 

the Western reader to understand African fiction by comparing it to 

something more familiar. Ultimately, however, I think we should be wary 

of such comparisons. Heuristically, as a discovery technique, they 

have their usefulness, but they are at best partial in both senses 

of the word. Soyinka's novel A Season of Anomy, I think, offers us 

the necessary perspective. On the one hand, Soyinka converts a state

ment on the crisis preceding the Biafran war into a Western orpheic 

structure whose mythic outlines become clearer to the Western reader 

when he perceives the analogue to the familiar myth. In much the same 

way, perhaps, we can better understand A Man of the People when we 

realize the analogue it presents to a more familiar All the King's Men. 

But Soyirika uses a Western myth in a narrative that equates evil with 

the influence of Western capitalism, just as Achebe's novel is in one 

sense a chronicle of the depredation wrought by a Western linear polit

ical structure. The Western analogue is repeatedly converted into an 

African denial of the West: it becomes, in fact, part of the militancy 

of African affimation of the cyclic ideal which we have seen embodied 

most clearly in the five political novels of Achebe, Soyinka, and Amah. 

To see the analogue without simultaneously perceiving its irony is to 

destroy the integrity of cyclic vision which underlies both the commit

ment and the art of these three West African novelists. 



CHAPTER SIX 

TIME AND CRITICAL THEORY 

Olivia. I will give out divers schedules of my beauty: it 
shall be inventoried, and every particle and utensil 
labelled to my will: as Item, Two lips, indifferent 
red; Item, Two grey eyes, with lids to them; Item, 
One neck, one chin, and so forth. 

--Twelfth-Night, 1.5 

By way of defending his critical commentary on African litera

ture, one critic cites the proverb about the blind men and the elephant 

-- one describing it in terms of its trunk, one by its tail, and so 

forth. The critic's point is that, nevertheless, it is the same ele

phant: one critic of African literature may emphasize one aspect, 

another critic something else, but they all contribute to our under

standing of the elephant's configuration. His implicit assumption is 

that one day we may find a sufficient number of blind men to chart the 

entire animal. 

He is misguided, I think, as the inventories noted in Chapter One 

demonstrate: Item, proverb; Item, genre; Item, relevance. One version 

of the proverb about the blind men and the elephant ends with all the 

blind men dead, the victims of one another's fury. Some might applaud 

the possibility, but I for one am worried about the fate of the elephant. 

I would like to believe that, here at least, his integrity has been 

preserved. I will leave the specific points made in Chapters Three, Four, 

and Five to stand on their own merits. My concern is to indicate briefly 
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the ways in which the focus on time has been an effective means of 

ensuring this preservation. 

First, it has demonstrated a continuity of vision among the 

three novelists. There are differences among them as well, and many of 

these have been noted. But their shared use of time in characterization, 

narrative structure, and symbolism indicates a unity that lies beyond 

individual variation. We would do well to look at other West African 

novelists writing in English from within the same perspective in order 

to discover to what (if any) extent these same patterns are apparent. 

If they are, we have a potentially more meaningful foundation for a 

definition of West African fiction than has thus far appeared. 

Second, in various ways, time embodies a point of convergence 

between African culture and Western literature -- e.g., between the 

sacred continuum of traditional Africa and the cyclic vision of various 

Western writers. The focus on time provides a way of viewing this fic

tion within a unified perspective without denying it its complexity. 

Given this perspective, differences as well as similarities between 

African fiction and Western fiction can be seen more clearly -- e.g., the 

African counter to the Western use of Africa as a place to escape the 

past. 

Third, the focus on time reconciles the formalistic concerns of, 

say, Eustace Palmer with the demand for social relevance made by, say, 

Abiola Irele. Since the affirmation of cyclic time in the hands of 

these three novelists embodies in its own rigjit the militancy of tradi

tional communities, its use in more obviously formal ways -- e.g., 
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narrative structure -- partakes of this militancy as well. Form assumes 

the potential of being revolutionary. 

Finally, and more theoretically, time in the novels is a point 

where imagination and reality intersect. In traditional Africa, cyclic 

time had the status of a mythic absolute, and reality was shaped to its 

configuration -- e.g., Okonkwo's heroism recapitulates that of the 

founder of Umuofia. Consistently, however, the myth is brought into 

question. Time in the novels becomes not a myth but a "fiction" --

responsive to, "pressured" by reality. Time, for example, can die. 

Even the traditional society is portrayed so that time becomes contin

gent --as Okonkwo, for example, becomes estranged from it. In the 

imagined past is the reality of the present. In the affirmation of 

cyclic time is the knowledge of its erosion. 

In sum, the focus on time avoids the fragmentation that has 

characterized the criticism of African literature. Hopefully, by 

avoiding this fragmentation, it can avoid the unfortunate reduction of 

the literature itself. 

"*"1 am using the terms "fiction" and "pressured" here as Wallace 
Stevens does in "The Noble Rider and the Sound of Words," The Necessary 
Angel (New York: Random House, 1958). Stevens' point is that, although 
the poet's task is to remake reality, he is nevertheless answerable to 
its pressures: he cannot escape into a world of past myth. 
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