Sewnt, L3, LY8>

Dear Friends:

Becruse T sam -- I hope -~ "disappearing'" for a week, amd Mike
is writing up boath the REB Minutes and the Letter nf the Weak I
thought that my new "Erainstorm" that FFSART have not only 2 new in-
traduction but an appendix, written not by us but by twe great poets/
essayists, one Haitinn ~= Rene Depestre -= and ane s Kenyan -~ Ngugi
wa Thiong'n - ss & critique of negritude, shauld he further de-
tailed.

These critiques in the 70s and 80s by indigennus revolutionary
writers have 2 very tndayish significance and that not only on the
cancept of negritude but on the insepsrsbility of the Black dimen-
sion and revolutisn, That-is what originally .(1974) so’sttracted me
to Depestre's report to the Tri-Continental Congress that I over-
came my dislike of that Congress and published large excerpts in my
W column of June, 1974. The most cogent reasnn at the time was
that as far back as 1938, much as I liked Black Jacnbins, I ques-
tioned whether CLRJ's analysis of Toussesint L'Ouverture shouldn't
have said something on the reality of Haiti, 1938, on the resction-
ary regime hen in power. That is precisely what 1s the essence of
Depestre's pritique -« his contrast between the actusl peassnt di-
mension's cpntinuation of the African legscy and whet the French in-
tellectuals! made nf it; how one was abstract, and the nther, the
-reality, and how 1mperative was the revolution in Haiti now,

Now in this period as 1 worked on the 30-Year Retrospectivc I
was very glad thet in the very next igsue, July, 1974, Jehn Alenm,

~ in’his ‘Black/Red columm, hed taken up Trinidad and the emergence of

a Caribbesn "New Beginnings" movement., Please do re-read both is-
sues. '

. As. for Ngupi's position which is printed in the New Left Review
(Mbrch/April 1985) the editors’® "themes" section would make you
think this was just sn essay on linguistics, Theugh their major
article- 18 8 critique by Ralph Miliband of what he cslis ths New Re-
_ VlBiGhiBm in Britéin in which he includes such Marxists as Eric Hobs- -
bawm and others of the "New Left", obviously nothing tn them relates
to the very question that Ngugi has rasised about the gsuntlet that
revolution has .thrown on the question of lenguage ss it relates tn
. class. I propose that that is precisely the sectian that we will
excerpt,

Finally, being &ble to refer to the appendix in our new intro-
duction Jointly signed by myself, Lou Turner snd Jehn Alam, creates
@ new opening for us to say something directly on Grenads snd the
fact that the counter-revoiution came from within the originsl

" revolutionary lesdership 1tself. And in that respect I may
also directly, or at lesst in a footnote, critique the fork-tongued

srticle by CLR James on Grenada, Now sll I have to dn is create time .= '~

to do this with all the deadlines facaing me. .
Yours,

Raye




MINUTES OF REB MEETING OF SEPTEMBER 13, 198s

Agenda: I Carrying out Plenum Decisinns, 1. Bulletins, 2, Trios,
3. New edition of FFS2BT: II Ongoing Activities and
Correspondence, 1. Correspondence report, 2. “ork at
UVIC, 3. Oct. issue of N&L: IITI Gaw :

3) The process of working out the new edition of FFS2BT,
which began'beforeﬂtherplenum, has intensified since it, Raya reported
on her meeting with Lou. and her letter to Allen, which resulted in _
2 propossl for hnt only a new Introduction to the pamphlet, but a new
Appendix as.well. It would not be by us, but by two writers, one
African, one--Car-ibbean, who are critiquing Negritude. Raya - then read
her DP-lattexr of:8ept. I3, *, pointing out that she and Lou will be
sending Allenthe draft of the Introduction in about a month, with Allen
to respond with his comments in 2 week after that,

L Raya recalled two periods in which the_state-éapienfo
talist tendency was working out the Absolute. There was 1948, when
 CLRJ was writing Notes on Dialectic¢s, though he had not really read

 VIL's Philosophic Notebooks; and there was the early 19508, after
I had translated the Notebooks and written letters on them. ‘He took.
the little critiques of his Notes very seriously; he saw thoat what
I was writing represented a ‘real division. When in that period he _
lonked at Absolute Idea it was to stop at its first paragraph, .where
the highest contradiction expresses itself as personality. That was
- it for him. Now all these ysars I've never given James credit for ‘
' Nkrumah, because I knew how fake all his "facts" were. But now I see
’it“différently. When I went to Africa.and saw what Ghana was like with

S him ‘in power, :with "Osagyefo" everywhere, and all the theses about

the “Affican personality". And I s3id, isn't that where all the fights
‘with CLRY began? James sold them "African personality", and had Hegel
to "hélp" him do it. And he can pass himself off as everything fiom

African to Anarchist to "Caribbean uniqueness".




T .prefatory note gave all the details; I had found it in SOme - maga~
e n2ga~

"'to you,

Sept- 90 1985 J T
. i
Dear Allen: i
VYe, as you, I am sure, are very, very tired, and i
therefore any discussion of the future is very tentative. '
Nevertheleas, I met with Lou bfiefly to discuss the new Intro-
duotion for the Frantz Fanon pamphlet, before any of us comes
up with a rought draft., And, of course, I immediately came up with
anather brainatoom. It is that we should not only write the new Introduce
tion, but alsc have an Appendix. It is not to be written by us,
80 don't worry;s but I do need your consent for the idea., And the
idea is to have Africans speak for themselves on the question of ! :
Hegritude, which I'm always very self-conscious about, emphasizing i 2
only the great part and Elaying down completely the petty-bourgeois
aspects. I darc say it is because I'm white that I feel so melf-
conaciousn THEEBELXEY I have found the perfact snEwer -- two !
very concrete and very sharp oritiques, one by the great Haitian |
poet and one by a Kenyan. You know what is great about the Haltian
poet? N&L published him. I have no recollection, and yet I must
have been very, vsry aexoited about it, stnce it came out of something
that was no favorite of mine, the Tri-continental Congress, and
I had turned over my TW column to it. Unfortunately, maybe, the
nane of the author was not played up anywhers, even though my

t
!
?
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il when I was on the West Coast, Invisible City, HEENXEE ewag
XNERX Ploase road it immodiately. "It's In NEL INMRGERZH - June 1974.

* The’'name of ‘the Haltian poet is Rene Depestre. The. great papt is »iw
that the next month, July 1974, you have a pretty good Black-Red :
g ¢oliunn. on"The Caribbean: The Realities of Life,* The Caribbean
. . question and the whole Black question is releévant and of the -~
<. 'essenge for our Introduotion and the Appendix, Yours is not to
be inoluded in the Apiendiz. ¥What is to be added to the Depestre N
article on Negritude is what I believe you know about (unless it A
~was Lou I spoke to about 1t?) and that is theKenyan poet, N Awa =~ 0
Thiorig®o, whose article was published in New Left Revie, Margzﬁ' s
:_Apr11,1955. I will have Lou excerpt some of it and xerox it to gend

, Tre only other thing I can tell you about the meeting

with Lou is that Just in general the type of three sections in

the originsl psmphlet -- FF, Soweto, American Black Thought -- is

the. seme three things we wish to concentrate on, and we must be A
very:.short sinoe an Introduction should‘g $ycompete with the actual = .
patiphlet contents., As I 'told gou.when w ;h nd a copy of the draft ~ )
40, you in about a monkh, you will have only oche week for commentary, Y
. butithere is no reason you cannot start thinking about it right .
;"Let me know what you think of the idea of the Appendix; I = =
_was.especialy delighted that, as against OLRJ, who acts aw. if - = . -
. nothing happened in Haiti aince Toussaint hed the revolution, thim = ..
nurvelous Haitian poet shows how Negritude has been Jused by the: "
totalitarian Duvalier, and that 1t*s that gounter-ravolution that

we must confront and not what the NegiBitude movement in the 1940s

in Paris made of it; that what we need now is ravolution, ‘

Ybufs; “
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Etéed mqum ‘Y ° . ! ‘TThe language of African literature cannot be discussed e -

the context of those social forces which have made it both an issue demanding
bur attention, and a problem calling for a resolution,* On the one hand is, let
us call 2 spade a spade, imperialism-in-its-colonial.and neo | phases’
contintiously pressganging the African hand to the plough to turn the soil!
nofity elite, 5 over, and putting blinkers on him to make him view the path ahead only.as
i - deterngiped for him by the master & of anid sword.’ In other;
'%wﬁiﬁli; - o words, Impetialism continues to contfol the @ '
e ‘( of Africa. But on the other hand, and pitte :
héritt i) struggles of African people to liberate their economy, politics and culture]

L

g from that Hyffoamericam-based stranglehold and to usher in a new éra of
truly communal self-regulation and Self-determination. It is an ever-coftin

_ ing struggle to seize back their creative initiative in history through a"real

contro! of all the means of communal self-definition in time and space. The:
choice of language and the use to which language is put are central o

)
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people’s definition of itself in relation to its natural and social environ-
ment, indeed in relation to the entire universe. Hence language has
always been at the heart of the two contending social forces in the
Africa of the twenticth century.
)
Tb'i‘hc contention started 2 hundred yarsago whh the capitalist powers
f Burope sat in Berlin and carved an entire continent with a multiplicity
of peoples, cultures and languages into different colonics. It scems to be
the fate of Africa to have her destiny always decided around conference
tables in the metropolises of the western wortld: her emeggence)from
self-governing communities into colonies was decided in} Berlih; her

more recent teansition into neo-colonies a[onE r.hj snmﬁound ins was
negotiated around the same tables in don Brusse ss and
. “The Berlin-drawn division under which Africa is stlil living
was_obviously economic_and_political despite the -claims_of bible-
“wiclding diplomats, but it was_glso cultural, Berlin i '
Tivhion-of Africraccording to the differcnt languages of thé European
.powers. African countries, as colonics and even today as neo-colonies,
came to be defined and to define themselves in werms of the languapges
of Burope: English, French grf_o_rtugyg:sc-spcaking African countrics,
e apas Snis
Unfortunately writers who should have been mapping paths out of that
linguistic encirciement of their continent also came to be defined and to
define themselves in terms of the languages of imperialist imposition.
Fven at their most radical and pro-Afriean, in their seantiments and
atticulation of problems they still took it as axiomatic that the
renaissance of Aftican cultures lay in the languages of Europe, I should

knowl! . ﬂ(uu
‘The Domination of Englis]? \6\ ?b?&)'}jé\p

it

1 was invited to_that historic mekting of African’ wr
B3 ._g"'m"‘p'{'_]},llsmégr'rhc list of pardcipants contained most of
the names which have now become the subjecq of scholarly dissertation
in universiti¢s all-overt d. The title :

Writers of English Expression’, N& W
Q,l was then a student of Engfish at Makctc}c, an overseas college of&'

& University of Londt\m. The. main. attraction. for._me was _the certain
' 2\ possibility-of meeting w3 Achebg- 1 kad with me a rough typescript

~ | of a novel in progress\Weep INo¢ bild,) and-T-wanted-him to read it
"~ The year before, 1963, 1 ad completed L be_River Between/my first ever
attempt at a novel, end Shtered it for a writing competition organized
by the East African Literature Bureau. 1 was keeping, in step with the
tradition started by Chinua Achebe with-his.publication of Things Fall
Apart E\@pr even earlier Hif Peter-Abfafamy with\his' °""PT of
fiovely and Tutobiographies fromi Path ¢ Zer tonTell Frudom; ot the

Y . o e T
traditiofi Stagged by their counterparts 1
generation of}Sedar Senghor jn David Dio
Tl is a shonened vension of the firse of four Robb Lectures given In 1984 ot the Unlversity of ..

Auckland, New Zealand under the general title: *The Politics uf Language in African Litersture’, They
wifl be puﬂ?ﬂ_'&?’ﬁ'ﬁcﬁlmd Univarsity Press later thit year. :

l}‘




Koumba, Sedar Senghor commends him for using French to rescue the
spirit and style of old African fables and tales, ‘However, while
rendering them into French he renews them with an art which, while it
sespects the genius of the French language, that language of gentleness
a?d honesty, preserves at the same time all the virtues of the negro-

rican languages.’ English, French and Portuguese had come to our

v

. Lar:gnai?,?&‘it&‘ls it right that a man should abandon his mother tongue . %/
for somcone clsels? It looks like a dreadful betrayal and produces o guilty P
Jeeling. But for me there is no other choice. 1 have been given the
language and 1 intend to use itij

rescue and we accepted the unsolicited gift with gratitudc.g}%lfmu '
Chinua_Achebg, in a speech titled The African Writer and ! halich Q'/

A ‘Fatalistic Logic’

See the paradox: the possibility of using mother-tongues provokes

tone of levity in phrases like ,a_drmdj,'xl,bgryal and a guilty feeling; but

that of using foreign languages proi )gfcs.a__cg_t_ggorical positive Enbrace; .

what Achebe ki ] Wis to déscFibe as this ‘fatalistic
fic of the unassailable osition of -English in our lit

e e

¢ fact is that we atl, that is those of us who opted for European

languages—the conference participants and the generation that followed
them—accepted that fatalistic logic to a bigger or lesser degree. We
were guided by it and the only question which preoccupied us was how
best to make the borrowed tongues carry the weight of our African
experience by, for instance, making them ‘prey’ on African proverbs
and other pecularities of African specch and | folklore.-For this task,
Achebe (Things Fell Apart; Arrow of God);"Amos Tutupla'( Palmwine

Diuntdrd; My Life in the Bush of Ghosts) and Gabriel Okara ﬁLZﬁMC :

—

were often held as providing the three alternative models. e lengths—~— -
to which we were prepared to o in our mission of enric ning; foreign
languages by injecting Sengho {711 ‘hiack bloodLinto their rusty joints,

2
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is._best_exemplified_by Gabriel Okara_dn an .acticle - r printed from . - . '

Diafogue, Paris iri_ Transision magazine in September 1963: “As a writer -
«Who belicves in the utilization of African 1deas, African philosophy and
‘African folklore and imagery to the fullest extent possible, I am of the
opinion the only way to use them cffectively is to translate them almost
literally from the African language native to the writer into whatever
European language he is using as medium of expression, . . . In order
to capture the vivid images of African speech, I had to eschew the habit
of expressing my thoughts first in English. It was difficult at first, but
I had to learn. I had to study cach&i\awi-exgggs'siéﬁbl used and to
discover the probable situation in whicli'it as used in order to bring -
out the nearest meaning in English. 1 found it a fascinating exercise.’
Why, we may ask, should an African writer, or any writet, become 50
obsessed in taking from his mother-tongue to enrich other tongues?
Why should he see it as his particular mission? We never asked
ourselves; how can we enrich our languages? How can we ‘prey’ on
the rich humanistic and democratic heritages in the struggles of other
peoples in other times and other places to enrich our own? Why not
have Balzac, Tolstoy, Sholokhov, Breche, Ly Hsun, Pablo Neruda, H. .
C. Anderson, Kim Chi Ha, Marx,: Lenin, \Albert Einstein, Galileo,




| using French to rescue the Aeschylus, Aristotle, Plato in African languages?” And why not create
bnd tales. ‘However, while literary monuments in our own languages? Why in other words should
with an art which, while it Okara not sweat it out to create in ljaw, which he acknowledges to
* b, that language of gentleness have depths of philosophy and 2 wide range of ideas and expetiences?
all the virtues of the negro- : What was our responsibility to the struggles of African peopl o,
ortuguese had come to our not these questions: what seemed to worry us more was this: aftér all
with gratitude. [Thus 1;1:_’1464_ ; the literary gymnastics of preying on our languages to add life and
ifrican Writer and the I 1olish vigour to Eaglish, and other foreign tanguages, would the result be
d abandon his mother tongue accepted as good English or good French? Will the owner of the
betrayal and produces a guilty : language criticize our usage? Here we were more assertive of our
oice, I have been given the rights! Gabriel Okara’s position on this was representative of our
generation: ‘Some may regard this way of writing English as a
desccration of the language. This is of course not true. Living languages
grow like living things, and English is far from a dead language. There
: are American, West Indian, Australian, Canadian and New Zealand
r mother-tongues provokes 2 ] . versions of Eaglish. All of them add life and vigour to the language
ptrayal and a grilty Seeling: but while reflecting their own respective cultures.@ny shouldn’t there be
j categorical positive embrace, African English which we ca press ou

to déscribe as this ‘fatalistic inkingyapd philosophy ig our own /
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fdtic logic of the
assailable position of English in our literature’, 1A our culture, in our
litics? Berlin of 1884 was cffected through the sword and the bullet,
ut the night of the sword and-the bullet-was_ followed by the morning .
"NoF the,chalk and the blackboard. The physical violence of the batdcficld
- \as followed by the psychologicat violence of the classroom. But where
‘prey’ on African proverbs the Tormer was visibly brutal, the latter was visibly gentle, a process
B | and folklore-For this task, best described in Cheikh Hamidou Kane’s novel The Ambiguous Adbven-
od -ﬁ@uﬂuwolmdfmﬂ'iﬂf ture, where he talks of the methods of the colonial phase of imperialism
ind Gabsie] Okara (The Voite) . as consisting of knowing how to kill with elﬁq{'cncy and to heal with
tive models. The lengths the same art/*On the Black Continent, one began to understand that
sion of enriching foreign their real powet esided not at all in the cannons of the first morning
Blood’-into.their fuscy joiats,. : but in what followed the cannons, Thesefore behind the cannons (was) :
‘ the ngw school. The new school had the nature of both the cannon and . 1~ 1
the magnét. From the cannon it took the efficiency of a fighting
weapon, But better than the cannon it made the conquest pcrmaneqt:
The cannon forees the body and the school fascinates the soul.” Let ote:
illustrate this by drawing upon expesiences in my own education.

us who opted for Evropean
d the generation that followed
bigger or lesser degrec. We
shich preoccupied us was how

the weight of our African

-article .reprinted from
"September 1963: *As a writer
dexs, African philosophy and
extent possible, I am of the
s to translate them almost
the writer into whatever
expression. . . . In order
1 h’d to eschew the habit I was bom in a large peasant family: father, four wives and about
jsh. Tt was difficult at first, but twenty-cight children. [ also belonged, as we all did in those days, to a
N fjaw-expresiion>] used and to wider extended family and to the community as a whole.
Y it was uscd in order to bring S TR e
und it a fascinating exercise.” We spoke Gikuyn as we warked in the fields. We spoke Gikuyu in and
tér, or any writer, become 80 outside the home. I can vividly recall those evenings of stoty-telling
ngue, to enrich other tongues? : around the fireside. Tt was mostly the grown-ups telling the children
lar, mission? We never asked ' but everybody was interested and involved. We the children would later
uages? -How can we ‘prey’ on the following day re-tell the storics to other children as we worked in
tages in'the struggles of other the fields picking pyrethrum flowers, tea-leaves or coffee beans of our
to cnrich our own? Why not European and African landlords. .
*tht,-Li2 Hsun, Pablo Neruda, H.
in, {Albert Einsteln, Galileo, The stories, with mostly animals as the main chatacters, were all told in

Colonial Education
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Gikuyu, Hare, being small, weak yee full of innovative wit and cunning,
was our hiero, We identified with him as he struggled against the brutes
of prey like lion, leopard, hyena. His victories were our victories and
we fearnt that the apparently weak can out-wit the strong, We followed
the animals in their struggle against the hostile nature (drought, rain,
sun, wind), this confrontation often forcing them to search for forms of
cooperation. But we were also interested in their struggles amongst
themselves, and pasticularly between the beast and che victims of prey.
These twin struggles, against aature and other animals, reflected real-
life struggles in the human world.

There were good and bad story-tellers. A good one could tell the same
story over and over again, and it would always be fresh to us, the
listeners. He or she could take a story told by someone else and make
it more slive and dramatic. The differences really were in the use of
wordg, images and the inflexion of volces to effect different tones.

We therefore learnt to value words for their meaning and nuances.
Language was not a mere string of words. It had a sugpestive power
well beyond the immediate and lexical meaning. Our appreciation of
the suggestive magical power of language was reinforced by the games
we played with words through riddles, proverbs, transpositions of
syllables, or through nonsensical but musicaily arranged words.-So we
learnt the music of our language on tap of the content. The language,
through images and symbols, gave us a view of the world, but it had a
beauty of its own. The home and the field were then our pre-primary
school, but what is important for our discussion today is that the
language of our evening teach-ins, the language of our immediate and
wider community, and the language of our work in the fields were one,

nd.then—i-went.to_school, a colonial school, and thjs harmony was
C{Q_cn._:l'hc language of my ediication was nio longér the language of
my culture. I first went to Kamaandura, missionary run, and then to
another (Maanguuu) run by nationalists grouped around Gikuyu
mdcpcndcnt and Karinga _schools association, Our language of educa-
tion was stll Gikuye. I remembes that the very first time I was ever
given an ovation for writing was over a2 composition in Gikuyu. So for
my first four years these was still harmony between the lnnguage of my
formal education and that of tl-L ¢ Limura peasant community.’

T
L : .
1 # 11t was after the declaration of 2 State of Emergency over Kenya in Qgsz -

,,:”‘ that all the schools run by patriotic nationalists were taken ovet by the
’\\‘ colonial regime and placed under District Education Boards chaired by
Englishmen. English became the language of my formal education. In
Kenya, English became much more than a language: it was e language,

and nll the othets had to bow before it in deference. ,

‘ The Suppressxon of Gikuyu '

Thus one of the most humiliating experiences was to be caught speaking
Gikuyu in the vicinity of the school, The culprit was_given corporal
.-punishmegt—three to five strokes of the cane on bare buttocks—a
was made to carry a metal plate around the neck with the inscription: |

14
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1 AM STUPID O 1 AM A DONKLY, Sometimes the culprits were fined money
they could hardly afford. And how did the tecachees catch them? A
button was initially given to one person who was supposed to hand it
over ta whoever was caughe speaking his mother tongue. Whoever had
the button at the end of the day was the culprit. Thus children were
turned into witch-hunters and in the process were taught the lucrative
vilie of being a traitor to one’s immediate community.

The attitude to English was the cxact opposite: any achievement in
spoken or written English was highly rewarded; prizes, prestige,
applause; the ticket to higher realms. English became the measure of
intelligence and ability in the arts, the sciences and all other branches of
lcarning, English became sfe main determinant of a child’s progress up
the ladder of formal cducation. ‘

As you may know, the colonial system of education, in addition to jts

apartheid racial demarcation, had the structure of a pyramid: a broad:

primary base, a narrowing secondary middle, and an even narrower
university apex. Selections from the primary into the secondary were
through an examination, in my time called Kemya African Preliminary
Esxcamination, in which onc had to pass six subjects ranging from maths
to:Nature Study and Kiswahili: All the papers were written in English.
But nobody could pass thé exam if hefshe failed the English-ianguage
paper, no matter how brilliant the result in the other subjects, I
remember one boy in my class of 1954 who had distinctions in all ¢he
other subjects but did not pass in English. He thercfore failed the entire
exam and went on to become a turnboy in a bus company. I who had
only passes but a credit in English got a place at the Alliance High
School, one of the most elitist institutions for Africans in colonial
Kenya. The requirements for a place at the University, Makerere
University College, were broadly the same: nobody could go on to wear
the undergraduate red gown, no matter how brilliantly they had
performed in all the papers in all the other subjects, unless they had a

eredit (not even a simple passl) in English. Thus the most coveted place.

in the pyramid and in the system was only available to holders of an
English-language credit card. English was the official vehicle and the
magic formula to colonial elitedom.

Literary education was now determined by the dominant language
while also reinforcing that dominance. Orature in Kenyan languages
stopped. In primary school I now read simplified Dickens and Steven-
son, alongside Rider Hagpard. Jim Hawkins, Oliver Twist, Tom
Browne (not Hare, Leopard and Lion), were n: v the daily companions
in the world of imagination. In seccondary school, Scott and G.B. Shaw,
together with more Rider Hagpard, John Buchan, Alan Paton, Captain
W.E. Johns, At Makerere I read English: from Chaucer to T.S. Eliot
with a touch of Graham Greene. Thus language and literature were
taking us further and further from ourselves to other selves, from our
world to other worlds.

What was the colonial system doing to us Kenyan children? What were
the consequences of, on the one hand, this systematic suppression of
our languages and the literature they carried, and on the other the




clevation of HEaglish and the literature it carried? To answer those
questions, let me first examine the relationship of language to human
experience, human culture and the human perception of reality.

Language and Human Recality

li..Language, any language, has a dual character: it is both a means of

¢ ‘comimunication and & carrier of culture. Take English, It is spoken in

g2t Dritain and in SWeden and Denmark. But for Swedes and Danes,

R --7English is only a means of communication with non-Scandinavian

peoples. It is not a carrier of their culture. For the British and

. -\:/’;barticularly the English, it is additionally (and inscparably from its use

«ﬂ,_-c "7 7. us a tool of communication) a carrier of their culture and history, Or

" take Swahili in East and Central Africa. It is widely used 25 2 means of

comminication across many nationalities. But it is not the carrier of the

culture and history of many of those nationalities. However, in parts of

Kenya and Tanzania and cestainly in Zanzibar, Swahili js inseparably

0th 2 means of communication and a.catrier of the culture of those
Ples-to-whon it is a mother-ton nc/c

. L-mguagc“as' communication has—thrée aspects or elements, There is
7 {first ‘what Kadl Mark once called thelanguage of real life, which is basic
kf:g‘,‘iherhjtfl\c—}Eﬁor.l..of-—!nng;;Ei.igc:;‘::its_::9_1'_igi§[s_'_3—g'gi_dcv.!e:lopu-nent. This
refers to the relations that people enter with one another in the labour
process, the links they necessarily establish among themselves in the act

of a people, a community of human beings, producing wealth or means

of life like food, clothing, houses. A human community really starts its
‘istzﬁjﬂbﬂnysammmg_gity of cagperation in production through
the division-of labour, from the simplést ‘between man, woman and
child within a_househald, ¢ through the more complex divisions between
branches of production (between let's say those who are solely hunters,
solely gatherers of fruits, solely workers in metal, ete) to the most
complex divisions in modern factories where a single product, say a
shirt or a shoe, is the result of many hands and minds. Production is

coaperation, is communication, is lanpuage. i ion of a relation
’ g s %‘

between human beings and it is specifically human{The second aspect
of language as communication is speech and it imitates the language of
real life, i.e. communication in production/ The verbal signposts both
reflect and aid communication or thé Yelations established between
human beings in the production of their means of life. In fact language
a5 a system of verbal signposts makes that production possible. The
spoken word is to rclations between human beings what the hand is to
relations between human beings and nature, The hand through tools
mediates between human beings and nature and forms the language of
real life; spoken words mediate between human beings and form the
language of speech, The third aspect is the written signs, The written
word imitates the spoken. In fact where the fist two aspects of language
85 communication through the hand and the spoken word historically
evolve more or less simultaneously, the third aspect, the written, is 2
much later historical development. Writing is representation of sounds
with visual symbols — from the simplest knot among shepherds to tell

the number in a herd, through the hieroglyphics smong the Aagikiyd _ |
116 \M\J \,g\—’ - -
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gleaand] singers and poets of Kenya, to the most complicated and
dilférent letter and picturc-writing systems of the world today.

Now, in most societivs the written and the spuken Janguage are the
same: they represent cach ather, so that what is on paper can be read to
another person and be reccived as that language which the recipient has
grown up speaking. In such a society there is broad harmony for a child
between the three aspects of language as communication. His interaction
with nature and with other men is expressed in written and spoken
symbals or signs which are both a result and a reflection of that double
intcraction. "The association of the child's sensibility is with the language
of his experience of life.

-+ ' T-:T'.“"“'s.
[ CI:‘a_qguagc_as{Culfgﬁ' ’

24 . P I . .
i But there is more to it: communication between human beings is also

the basis and process of evolving culture. In doing similar kinds of
things and actions over and over again under similar circumstances,
similac even in their mutability, certain patterns, moves, rhythms,
habits, attitudes, experiences and knowledge emerge. These are handed
over to the next generation and become the inherited new basis for
their further actions on nature and on themsclves. There is 2 gradual
accumulation of values which in time become almost sclf-cvident truths
governing their conception of what is right and wrong, good and bad,
beautiful and ugly, courageous and cowardly, generous and mean in
their internal and external relations. Over time this becomes a way of
life distinguishable from other ways of life, as people develop a
distinctive culture and history. Culture embodies those moral, ethical _
and aesthetic values, the sct of sgijvitual eyeglasses, through which they
come to view themsclves and their place-in-the iimiverse. Values are the
basis of 2 people’s identity, its sense of particularity as members of the
human race. All this is carried by language, which is the EEEc_c’tigg

memory-bank of a people’s experience in history:

kl,_.gnguagc s _culture hag_alsp( three'important aspects: Culture is 2

product offRistory which.itin titr Teflects. Culture, in other words, is
a product ‘3wd 4 reflection of human beings communicating with one
another in the very struggle to create wealth and to control it. Buc
culture does not merely reflect that history, or rather it does so by
actually forming images or pictures of the world of nature and nurture.
Thus the second aspect of language as culture is that of an image-
forming agent in the mind of a child. Our whole conception of
ourselves as a people, both individual and collective, is based on those
pictures and images, which may or may not correspond to the actual
reality of the struggles with natyre and nurtare which produced them in
the first place. But our capacity to confront the world creatively is
dependent on how those images correspond o not to that reslity, how
they distort or clarify the reality of our struggles. Language as culture
thereforc mediates between me and my own self; between my own self
and other selves; between me and nature. Language is mediating in my
very being. And this brings us to the third aspect of language as culture.
Culture transmits ot impasts images of the wotld (and reality) through

£_the spoken and the written language — through the capacity to speak,

ny




the capacity to order sounds in a manner that makes for mutual
comprchension, This is the universality of language, a quality specific
to human beings. It corresponds to the universality of the struggle
against nature and between human beings. But the particularity of the
sounds, the words, and the laws of their ordering into phrases and
sentences distinguishes one language from another. Thus a specific
culture is transmitted through language not in its universality but in its
particularity as the language of a specific community with a specific
history. Literature (written literature) and orature (oral literature) are
the main means by which a particular language transmits the images of
the world contained in the culture it carries.

Language as communication and as culture are then products of each
other. Communication creates culture: culture is 2 means of communi-
cation. Language carrics cultore, and cultuse carries, particulasly
through orature and litesature, the entire body of values by which we
come to perccive ourselves and our placc in the world. How people
perceive themselves affects how they look at their culture, their politics
and the social production of wealth, at theit entire relationship to nature
and to other beings. Language is thus inscparable from ourselves as 2
community of human beings with a specific form and character, 2
specific history, a specific relationship to the world.

The Roots of Colonial Alienation

So what was the colonialist imposition of a forcign language doing to
us children? The real aim of colonialism was to control the people’s
wealth-——what they produced, how they produced it, and how it was
distributed-—to control, in other words, the entire realm of the language
of real life. Coloniatism imposed its control of the social production’ of
wealth through military conquest and subsequent political dictatorship.
But its most important area of domination was the mentzl universe of
the colonized, the control through culture, of how people perceived
chemselves and their relationship to the world, Economics and political
control can never be complere or effective without mental control. To
control a people’s culture is to control its tools of self-definition in
relationship to others. For colonialism this involved two aspects of the
same process: the destruction, or the deliberate undervaluing of a
people’s culture, its art, dances, religions, history, geography, education,
orature and literature; and the domination of a people’s language by
that of the colonizing nation.

Eakc language as communication, By imposing a forcign language and
suppressing the native languages s spoken and written, the colonizer
was already breaking the harmony previously existing between the
African child and the three aspects of language as communication. Since
the new language was a product refiecting the ‘seal language of life’
elsewhere, it could never, as spoken or written, properly reflect or
itmitate the real life of that community. This may in part explain why
technology always appears to us as slightly cxternal, their product and
nor oxrs. The word mirsile, for instance, used to hold an alien faraway
sound until 1 recently learnt its equivalent in Gikuyu, Nourakabl,
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Learning, for a colonial child, became 2 cercbral activity and not an
emotionally fele experience.

But since the new imposed ianguages could never compietely break the
native languages as spoken, their most effective area of domination was
the third aspect of language 2s communication, the written aspect. The
language of an African child’s formal education was foreign. The
language of the books he read was forcign. The language of his
conceptualization was foreign. Thought, in him, took the visible form
of a foreign language. So the written language of a child’s upbringing
in the school (even his spoken language within the same compound)
became divorced from his spoken language at home. There was thus
often not the slightest relationship between the child’s written wotld or
the language of his schooling, and the_world of his immediate
environment in the family and the community/ For a colonial child, the
harmony existing between the three aspectsf language as communi-
cation was irrevocably broken. This resulted in the disassociation of his
sensibility from his natural and social environment—what we might
call colonial alienation. This became reinforced in the teaching of -
history, geography, music, where bourgeois Europe was always the
centre of the universe,

In fact this disassociation, or divorce, or alienation from the immediate
environment becomes clearer when you look at colonial language as a
carricr of culture. Since culture is 2 product of a people’s histosy which
it in turn reflects, the colonial child was exposed exclusively to the
product of a world external to himself. He was made to stand outside
himself to look at himself. Catcbing Them Young is the title of 2 book on
racism, class, sex and politics in children’s literatuze by Bob Dixon.
‘Catching them young’ as an aim whs even more true of a colonial
child. Once implanted, the images of this world and his place in it (or
even where he stands in it) take years to eradicate, if they ever can be
eradicated. ' : .

Culture docs not just reflect the world but actually conditions a child to -
see it in 2 certain way. Since the images of that culture arc mostly

passed on through orature and literature, the colonial child would now

only see the world as in the literature of his language of adoption. It

does not matter from the point of view of alienation—that is, of secing

oneself from outside as if one was another self—whether that literature

carried the great humanist tradition of the best in Shakespeare, Goethe,

Balzac, Tolstoy, Gorky, Brecht, Sholokhov or Dickens: the location of

this great mirror of imagination was nccessarily Europe and its history

and culture, and the rest of the universe was seen from that centre,

But obviously it was worse when the colonial child was exposed to
images of his world as mirrored in the written languages of his
colonizer. Where his own native languages were associated, in his
impressionable mind, with low status, humiliation, corporal punish-
ment, slow-footed intelligence and ability or downright stupidity, non-
intelligibility and barbarism, this was reinforced by the world he met in
the works of such geniuses of racism as Rider Haggard or Nicholas
Monseratt, not to mention the intellectual pronouncements of such

1y




giants of the Western intcllcctual and political establishment such as
[Hume (‘the negro is naturally inferior to the whites'); Thomas Jeffcrson
{*the blacks . . . are inferior to the whites on the endowments of both
body and mind'); of Hege! (whose Africa was comparable to a.land of
childhood,still gqy_é@'ﬁc_d in the dark mantle-of the.night as far-as-the—
Jévc_lgpmcnt-of—sclf-conscious history was concerned).

“In her paper read to the conferen .on, the teaching of African litcrature

in school held at Nairobi, Kenyd[ 1973, and entitled Writfen:
and Black Images, the Kenyan writerand scholar Pfofessof Micere Mug
relited how a reading of the description_of Gagoo] as an old African
woman in Rider Haggard's ‘King Sofomon's M:'m.r_@d for a long time
~ade ‘E-'fccl'rfibml tersor '\irhcnevcr‘%ré:j'n'éog_rltcrcd old African
womén.|In his autobiography This Life,Sidney Poitigr describes how as
a result f‘tlfc‘liték’a’t’ﬁie*tl::'hiéfeaa{l’; had come to associate Africa
with snakes. So on arriving in Africa and being put up in a modern
hotel in a modern city, he could not sleep because he kept on looking
for snakes everywhere, even under the bed. These two have been able
to pinpoint the origins of their fears. But for most others the negative
image becomes internalized apd affects their cultural and even political
.choices in ordinary living,

~ |

4 ‘\ﬁ;_'l'hus Leopold Sedar Senghor has said vcry,glca_;jy thg;,although'thc
L =" colonial languidgcwas forced upon-him‘:_i? fe had been given rhe choice
hé-would still have opted for French. He becomes most lyrical in his
subservience to ,!}_rgngh- "We express oursclves in French since Freach
“has ‘alGiniversal vocatiotrind since our message is also addressed to
French people and others, In our languages (i.c. African languages) the
halo that surrounds the words is by naturc merely that of sap and blood;
French words send out thousands of rays like diamonds.’ Senghor has
now been rewarded by being angointed to an honoured place in the
French Academy ¢ institution for safeguarding the purity of the

Freach language: : '

T In Ma!nw.},{ﬁfn_?in' has _erected-his own monument by way of an
-ingtitution, The Kamuzu. Acadensy, whose function is to aid the brightest
pupils of Malawi in their mastery of English. As the Zimbabwe Herald
reported ir(lgg'_:i"lt is a grammar school designed to produce boys and
girls who will B&sent to universities like Harvard, Chicago, Oxford,
Cambridge and Edinburgh and be able to compete on equal terms with
others elsewhere. The President has instructed that Latin should occupy
a central place in the curriculum. All teachers must have had at least

some Latin in their academic background. Dr Banda has often said that -
no one can fully master English without knowledge of languages such
as Latin and French.’ For good measure no Malawian is aliowed to
tgéh at the academy—none is good enough—and all the téaching staff
2 r\«fh'as been recruited from Britain. A Malawian might lower the standards,
1 of rather, the purity of the English language. Can you get a more telling

example of hatred of what is national, and 2 servile worship of what is
forcign even though dead?
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[ The twenty years that followed the Makercre confeien
s, aunique literature—novels, storics, poems, plays written by Africans

{%The African'“&ﬁ%ﬁ@f‘\\\w

liuropean languages'--which soon consolidated itself into a tradition

with companion studies and a scholarly industry. Right from

gave the worl

in

its

conception it was the literature of the petty bourgeoisic born of the

colonial school and university. It could not be other than that given the
linguistic medium of its message. Its rise and development rcfected the
gradual acccssion of this class to political and even cconomic dominance. !
But the petty bourgeoisic in Africa was a large class with many different

strands. At onc end of the spectrum were those who saw the future

terms of a permanent alliance with imperialism, in which they would
play the role of an intermediary between the bourgeoisic of the western
metropolis and the people of the colonics. (This is.the scetion which,
my book Detained: A Wiriter's Prison _Diary* I described_as the
comprador--b‘ﬁii?gcoisic.)" At the other end were those who looked
towards a vigorous independent national economy in African capitalism -
or in some kind of socialism, and whom 1 shall here call the nationalistic
or patriotic bourgeoisie. The literature written by Africans in European
languages was specifically that of the nationalistic bourgeoisic, in terms

~—of its nrs, its atea of thematic-concermns, 4nd its consumgption,
i e

o ——

'!rggmatioqall ¢ literature ‘helped. this class—which, in politics\
business and education, was assuming teadership of the countrics newly
emergent from colonialism, or of those struggling so to emerge—1o 'l

xplain Africa to the world; Africa had a past and a culture of di
ad human complexity, Internally it gave this c1ass 2 cohesive traditi
nd & common lit ra ences, which it otherwise 1

catse OF Its uneasy_roots in the cultat sant
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¢ in the shafp tone of the critique of 'Earopean
Wilization; and __Lhc_i_mplicatim_that.Afriqa had something
the world=-which was particularly strong in the ideology
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" nco-colonial arrangement, this literature became more and more critical,
“eypical, di‘si.llusignci‘l. bitter and denunciatory in tonc, and it was almost
" unanimous In its portrayal, with-varying degsees of detail, emphasis
and clarity of vision, of the post-independence betrayal of hope. But to
whom was it directing its list of mistakes done, crimes and wrongs
committed, complaints unhecded, or_iss{ call for a change of moral
direction? The imperialist bourgedisi hWn
ower?, The militery, itself part and patcel at class? Tt sought
'.%Toﬂ{ audience, principally the peasantry and the working clas
what was generally conceived as the people. ThE Search Tor ey aud
and new directions was reflected in the quéit¥er simpler forms, in the
adoption of a more direct tone, and often in a direct call for action. It
also reflected in the content. Instead of secing Africa as onc
ndifferentiasted mass of historically wronged blackness, it now
attempted some sort of class analysis and evaluation of neo-colonizl
societies. w;yzmﬂﬂ_widﬁn-thc.conﬁncs of the languapes
of Europe, whose use it now defended with less vigour and confidence.
$o its quest was hampered by the very language choice, and in itd
movement toward the people, it could anly go up to that section of the
petty bourgeoisie—students, teachers, secretarics, for instance—still in
cl9scfst touch with_ the people. It settlcd‘ ; 'f- X '_c_'_il\g_t':_d/__
within the linguistic fence of its"colonia ritance.

In fact its greatest weakness still lay where it has always been, in its
audience: thtz?fff;ﬁ;ur%cois readershipyautomatically assumed by the
very choice of language. Because of its indeterminate economic position
between the many contending classes, the petty bourgeoisic develops 2
vacillating_psychological make-up. Like a chameleon it takes on the
colour of the main class with which it is in the closest touch and
sympathy, It can be swept to activity by the masses at a time of,
revolutionary tide; or be driven to silence, fear, cynicism, withdrawal
into self-contemplation, existential anguish, or to collaborating with the
powers-that-be at times of reactionary tidés.;In_Africa _this:class has
always oscillated between the imperialist bourgcois_i; and its comprador
néo-colonial ruling clements on the one hand, gnd the peasantry and
the working class (the masses) on the other. This very lack of identity
in its social and psychological make-up as a class, was reflected in the
very literature it produced: the crisis of identity was assumed in that
very preoccupation with definition at the Makerere conference, In
literature as in politics it spoke as if its identity or crisis of identity was
that of society as 2 whole. The literature it produced in European
languages @as given the identity of African literature as if there had
never, beén literature in African languages. Yet by avoiding a real
confrghtation with the language-issue, it was clearly wearing false robes

fdentity: it was a pretender to the throne-of. the mainstream of

rican literature. The practitioficrs of what ] Jahn called neo-African
iterature teied to get out of the dilemmad by over-insisting that

European languages were really “African languages or by trying to
Africanize English or French or Portuguese usage while making sure it
was still recognizable as English or French or Portuguese.

In the process this litcrature created, falscly and even absurdly, an
English-(or French or Portuguese) speaking African peasantry and
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re beeame more and more critical, working class, a clear negation or falsification of the historical process

‘mnciatery in tone, and it was almost and reality. This peasantry and working class, which existed only in

rying degrees of detail, emphasis novels and diamas, was at times invested with the vacillating mentaliy,
B lependence betrayal of hope. But to the cvasive seilcontemplation, the existential anguished human condj-
. jpistakes done, crimes and wrongs tion, or the man-torn-between-two-worlds' face of the petty bourgeoisic.

“pr itsf call for a change of moral In fact if it had been left entirely to the petty bourgeoisie, African ..
nﬁ%’q’m petty bo isic.oin { languages would have ceased to exist—with_independerl— -
d pakcel éf’fﬁﬁ_a;s_su;m: : ' — e g

fasantry and the working class or --~, The Renewal of Language
cople. Thi S2atch for ey 5 . .y’ ‘

* fhe quést¥er simpler Torms, in the /._ But African languages refused to die. They would not simply go the
often in a dircct call for action. It - way of Latin to become the fossils for linguistic archacology to dig up,
Instead of secing Africa as one classify and argue about ac international conferences. These languages,
ly wronged blackness, it now these national heritages of Africa were kept alive by the. peasantry,

-lis and evaluation of neo-colonial which saw no contradiction between speaking its mother-tongue and
in-the confines of the languages belonging to a larger national or continental geography. It saw no
d with less vigour and confidence. necessary antagonistic contradiction between belonging to its immediate”
very language choice, and in its nationality; to its multinational state along the Berlin-drawn boundacies;
d only go up to that section of the and to_Africa as a whole, These people happily spoke. WolgH,- Hausa?
[l - | sccretaries, for instance—still in Yoruba, { 1bo, Arabje, Ambharic, '}'{iswnhili,: Gikuyu, . Lyo, Lubuya,
;- frtled th rc. \ __c_;g_c_c‘l/ - ¢ Sho;,lg'.-_Ndcbclc,Kimbun&u!_g_,ulu,-l.ingala‘cté without this fact tearing
|- ;islinheritance. - the multinational states apart, During the anti-colonial struggle they
-F ' showed an unlimited capacity to unite around whatever leadec ar party
“§ where it has always been, in its that best and consistently articulated an anti-imperialist position, If
ip automatically assumed by the anything, it was the petty bourgeoisic particularly, the comprador, with
indeterminate economic position its French and English and Portuguese, with its petty rivalries, its ethnic
the petty bourgeoisie develops a chauvinism, which encouraged these vertical divisions to the point of
Bl :; [ike 2 chameleon it takes on the war at times. No, the peasantry had no complexes z2bout its languages

M- h it is in the closest touch and and the cultures they carried!
ﬁ ity by the masses at a time of e - —_
i ¥enc , fear, cynicism, withdrawal {The peasantey and_the _urban working class threw up singers, These
= fuigh, or to collaborating with the - fang-thie old songs, or composed new ones incorporating their experi-
In_Africa this.class has ences in industries and urban life and in working-class struggles and ¢ -
isie and its comprador organizations, These singers pushed the language 10 new limits renew-
,-@nd the peasantry. and ing and reinvigorating the languzges by coining new words, new - -
b other. Thisvery lack of identity expressions and generally expanding their capacity to incorporate new
31 1p-as a class, was reflected in the _ happenings in Africa and the world.
identity was assumed in:that i .y
t the Makerere conference. In it
.| identity or crisis of identity was / V! " “attracted to their ranks and concern intellectials fiom among the petty
ture it produced in European - bourgeoisic, who all wrote in African languages. It is these writers—
frican literatute as if there had people like Heruy Wild# Sellassie, Germaciw Takla Hawaryat, Shabaan '
¥ -Yet by avoiding a real Roberts, Abdullatif Abdalla, Ebrahim Hussein, Euphrase Kezilahabi, ¥
Jii was clearly wearing false robes B.H. Vilakazi, J.]. jolobe, A.C.. Jordan, D.A, Fagunwa, and many || -
= throne-of. the mainstream of others rightly celebrated in ! Albert Gerard's pioncering survey of
|- what U‘.]nhﬁ talled neo-Aftican Jiterature.in African_labguage. from the toth century to the present,
lemma by - over-insisting that called (African Language. Literatures (1981)—who have given our lan-
:pan ‘languages or by trying to Buages™u~wiitten literature thus ensuring their immortality)in print
‘puese usage while making sure it despite the internal and external pressures for their cxtinctioﬁiyt_ Kenya
nch or Portuguese, - I would like to single out Gakaara wa Wanjau, who was jailed by the
: B 4 British for ten years between §952 and 1962, bécause of his writing in.
falsely and even absurdly, an ) Gikuyu. His book, Mwandiki ‘wa-Mau Mau lbaamirisini, & diary he
king African peasantry and . seceetly kept while in political detention, has just been published and
[H]

I fé_fu:_pcasam:y. and the working clnss,thre\q_qug_@i; own_writers, or




has. won_thd 19841 Noma Award, It is a powerful work extending the
range of Gikuyulanguage prose and it is a crowning achievement to
the work he started in 1946, His inspiration came from the mass anti-
colonial movement of the Kenyan people, particularly_the militant wing
grouped around Mau May of, the Kenya Land and Freedom Army,
which in\{gu ushered in thigfa of modern guctrilla)warfare in ‘Africa.

And finally, from among the Buropean languape-speaking African pett
bourgeoisie, there emerged a few who refused to.join the chorus in
accepting the ‘fatalistic logic® of the position of European languages in
our literary being. It was one of thesg, Ohi Wali;who pulled the carpet
from under the literary feet of those who gathered at Makerere in 1962
by declaring in an article published in Tra#sition in Sgp.tgr_l_l_bc_g_ 1963 that
‘the whole uncritical acceptance of English and French as the incvitable ™
. medium for educated African writing is misdirected, and has no chance
of advanicing African literature and culture’, and that until African
writers accepted that any true African literature must be written in
African languages, they would merely be pursuing a dead end. “What
we would like future conferences on African literature to devote time
to,” he added, ‘is the all-imporant problem of African writing in
African languages, and all its implications for the development of a
truly Afriean sensibility.’
!r-’
" Obi Wali.bad_his predecessors, bur the importance of his intervention
Lwas in its tone ?ﬁd‘“i: was published soon after the
1962 Makerere Contérence of African writers of English expression; it
was polemical,-iggressive, poured ridicule and scorn on the choice of
English and French, while being unapologetic in its call for the use of
African languages. Not surprisingly it was met with hostility and then
silence. But twenty years of uninterrupted dominance of literature in
European languages, the reactionary tumn that political and cconomic
. events in Africa have taken, and the search for the agency of revolution- .
ary break with the neo-colonial status quo are all compelling a lot of
soul-searching in some writers, raising once again the entire problem of
the language of African literature>

w for African Writers

,«%c question is this: we as African writers have always complained
about the nco-colonial economic and political relationship to Euro-
America, Righe. But by continuing to write in foreign languages that
pay homage to the metropolis, are we not maintzining, on the cultural
level, that neco-cblonial slavish and cringing spirit? What is the
difference between a politician who sags Africa cannot do without
imperialism and the writer who says Africa cannot do without European
languages?

While we were busy haranguing the ruling circles in a Janguage which -
automatically excluded the participation of the pessantry and the
working class in the debate, imperialist culiure and African reactionary
forces had a field day: the Christian Bible is available in uniimited
quantitics in even the tinicst African language. The comprador ruling
cliques are glso quite happy to have the peasantry and the working class
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all to themselves: distortions, dictatorial directives, decrees, museum-
type fossils paraded as African culture, feudalistic ideologies, supersti- -
tions, lies, all these backward clements and more are communicated to
the African masses in their own languages without any challenges from
those with alternative visions of tomorrow because they have deliber-
athy cocooned themsclves in English, French and Portuguese. It is
ironic thrt the most rcnctmnnry African politician, the one who believes
in selling Africa to Europe, is often a master of African languages; that
the most zealous of European missionaries who believed in rescuing
Africa from icself, even from the paganism of its languages, were
nevertheless masters of African languages and often reduced them to
Jwvrit __g_The Europc:m mt551onary belicved too much in his mission of
‘conquest not to communicate it in the languages most readily available
to the people: the African writer belicves too much in African literature
to write it in those cthnic, divisive and underdeveloped languages of
the peasantry!

The added irony is that, despite any claims to the contrary, what they
have produced is not African literature. The editors of the Pelican
guides to English literature, in their latest volume, were right to include
a discussion of it as part of z2oth-century English literature, just as the
French Academy was right to honour Senghor for his genuine and
talented contribution to French litcrature and language. What we have
created is another hybrid tradition, a&mdmogrf transition, a mmonty
tradition that can only be termed Afré-Europtan lltcramrc, written by
Africans in European languages.-It-has produced. -many | writers and
works of genuine talent Chmug Achebe, Wole Soyinka: Ayi Kwei
Armah, Sembene Ousmane, 3 edar, Senghor and many
others. Who can deny their & ght in the products of their
fertile imaginations has certainly illuminated important aspects of the

_African being in itz continnous struggle against the political and- - -

economic consequences of Berlin and after. However, we cannot have

our cake and eat itl Their work belongs to an Afro-European literary =~ .
tradition which is likely to last for as long as Africa is under the-rule of -

European capital in 2 neo-colonial set-up. So Afro-Europcan literature
can be defined as literature written by Africans in European languagcs

_in the era-efimperialism,
—‘_‘_'-_'-——_

But some are coming round to the inescapable conclusion articulatéd:
by Obi Wali with such polemical vigour twenty years ago: African
literature can only be written in the African languages of the peasantry
and working class, the major alliance of classes in each of .our
nationalitics and the agency for the coming revolutionary bresk wit

.. neg-colonialism. e
s

I started wnl:mg in the Gikuyu language i 977,&ftcr seventeen years
of involvement in Afro-European literaturerin-y cise A ro-English
literature, T¢ was-then=thue] collaborated with Ngugi wa Miril in the .

drafting of the playscript, Ngaabika Nieendi?; | have since published a -
navel in Gikuyu, Cmtanm Mufbnmtamf-‘ and complctcd 2 musical drama,

£

Will Marrs Whn 1 Wens, Hcinemann,tes. by the suthur, Landon/igii.
Engfish ritte: Muhr r Sing jw\M'rl nog nl.published L“"

L
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Maitu Njugina, (Eng. Trs: Mother Sing for Me), three books for chiidren,
Njamba Nene na Mbaathi i Mathagu, Bathitoora ya Njamba Nene; Nyanba
Nene na Cibit King'ang'is as well as another novel manuscript, Matigari
Ma Njiraangi. Wherever 1 have gone, particularly in Burope, 1 have
often been confronted with the question: why are you now writing in
Gikuyu? Why do you now write in an African language? In some
academic quarters 1 have been confronted with the rebuke: why have
you sbandoned us? It was almost as if, in choosing to write in Gikuyu,
I was doing something abnormal. But Gikuyu is my mother-tonguc!
The very fact that the dictates of common sense in the literary practice
of other cultures are being questioned in the case of an African writer
is a measure of how far imperialism has distorted the view of African
realitics. 1t has turned reality upside down: the abnormal is viewed as
the normality and the normality is viewed as abnormal.

I believe that my writing in Gikuyu language, a Kenyan language, an
African language, is part and parcel of the anti-imperialist struggles of
Kenyan and African peoples. In schools and universities our Kenyan
tanguages—that is. the languages of the many nationalities which make
up Kenya—were associated with negative qualities of backwardness,
underdevelopment, humiliation and punishmeat. I do not want to sec
Kenyan children growing up in that imperialist-imposed tradition of
contempt for the tools of communication developed by their communi-
ties and their history. [ want them to transcend colonial alienation.

. "l"owards & N

Colonial alienation takes ntetlipked Tan active (or passive)

identification with that which is most external to one’s environment. It

starts with a deliberate disassociation of the language of conceptualiza-

tion, of thinking, of formal eduation, of mental development, from the -

language of daily interaction in the home and in the community, leis

. like separating the mind from the body so that they are occupying two :

unrelated linguistic spheres in the same person. On a larger*social scale -~ "

. juis like producing a society of bodiless heads and headless bodies. ‘

501 would like to contribute towards the restoration of the harmony
between all the aspects and divisions of language 50 a5 ta restore the .
Kenyan' child to his environment, to understand it fully so as to be in a
position to change it for his collective good. I would like to sce the
Kenya people’s mother-tongues (our national languages)) carry =
literature reflecting not only the rhythms of a child's spoken expression,
but also his struggle with extemnal nature and his own social natuze.

With that harmony between himself, his language and his cavironment '
as his starting point, he can learn other languages and even enjoy the .
positive humanistic, democratic and revolutionary elements in other: =
people?s literatures and cultures without any complexes about his own. .
guage, his own self, his environment. C

Chinua Achebg—qnee decried~the tendency of African intellectuals to
escape into whstract universalism in words that apply even more to the . -

4 Al published by Helnemannftasr Africa, Nairobi, Kenya.
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% In other words _wtiters.in -African-langua,

Australia and New Zea

FFbue it is precisely Fheh~
~-links in the struggles of peasants and workers that they will meet their -,
biggest challerige, For to the comprador-ruling regimes, the real enemy - -

issuc of the language of African literature: ‘Africa has had such a fate in
the world that the very adjective African can call up hideous fears of
rejection. Better then to cut all links with this homeland, this liability,
and become in one giant leap the universal man, Indeed T understand
this anxicty. Bt running away frons oneself seems to me a very inadequate way

of dealing with an anxiety [italics mine]. And if writers should opt for such
escapism, who is to mect the challenge?® Who indeed? '

We African writers are bound by our calling to do for ocur languages
what Spencer, Milton and Shakespeare did for English; what Pushkin
and Tolstoy did for Russian; indeed what all writers in world .k

have done for their languages b i llenge of|

literature in them, This process Tatg opens the languages for philos. -

ophy, science, tectinology and all the other areas of human creative

endeavour.

Bue writing in our languages—although a necessary first step in the
correct direction—will not in itself bring about the renaissance in
African cultures if that literature does not carry the content of our
peoples’ anti-imperialist strupgles to liberate their productive forces
from foreign control; the content of the need for unity among the
workers and peasants of all the nationalities in their struggle to control
the wealth they produce and to free it from internal and external
parasites.

reconnect
lves to_the revalytions i at
ruggle to defeat imperialism and create
Tsystem of democracy and socialism in alliance with all theother
peoples of the world. Unity in that struggle would ensure unity in our:. .
multilingual diversity. It would also reveal the real links that bind the. ..
people of Africa to the peoples of Asia, South Amcrica, Burope, ;
Iz c ST

] .-.»_-‘.- nd the usa.

t Aftican languages to the real -

is an awakened peasantey and working class.- A_writer who tries to
communicate the message of revolationdry unity and hope in the
languages of the people becomes T siibversive chiaracter, It is then that:'
weiting in African languages becomes a subversive or treasongble
offence, carrying the possibility of prison, exile or even death. For such: -\
a writer there are no ‘national’ accolades, no new year honours, only

abuse and slander and innumerable lies from the mouths of the armied « ~

power of a ruling minority—ruling that is on behalf of us-led impeti- -
alism—who see in democracy a real threat. Democratic participation of
the peaple in shaping their own lives or in discussing their experience
in languages that allow for mutual comprehension is seen as being
dangerous to the good government of a country and its institutions.

Africag languages addressing themselves to the lives of the people

become the enemy of a ncocolonial state.




