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Even at the heavy cost of discontinuIty, Afro- Ameri
can writings have developed serious abbreviations.
Black writers in America and Africa are approaching
the point where their emotional sensibilities and their
physical invblvement is being transmitted with tremen
dous clarity and acuteness. Recently, those observers
of literature on the Afro-American circuit would have
noted that the flow of literary material has taken an
appreciable shift towards verse. Afro-American
writers and musicians have realised that they are liv
ing in a state of cri si s, and because a cri si s is in mo st
cases short, therefore they cannot afford to expend
their energies in verbal excess. The position now of
the Afro-American writer is that of a man smashing a
stone tower to obtain a clear insight of the construc
tion. By doing this, the writers are not just co-oper
ating with catastrophe. This revolutionary state has
compelled the writer to search extensively for the
most laconic way of stating his case. The writers to
day in Africa and America are propelled by a desire
for condensed expre s sion, the writer I s se reening tirrle
is lirrlited, therefore his task should be levelled to
wards clarity of thought in short forms: call theITl
poetical tone, rrloveITlent and shape.

Sur ely it would be ea sy to di srrli s s rrly a r gUITlent s
about the errlergence of verse as a useful instruITlent
in preserving the nature of the grave crisis in the
"third world!'. There are tho se who would scorn and
dismiss all this as a passing vogue and contend that
prose is the answer to the cause. The black writer in
Africa and AITlerica, and this also applies to writers

of the monster of Apartheid oppression, bloated and
swollen by support from outside Africa to which I
have already referred. The threat to Africa which
is developing in Southe rn Africa can only be neglec
ted at our peril. It needs the grave and urgent at-
te ntion of us all.

The first is that the gap between the affluent
world, which derived so much of its affluence from
others, and the "developing world" grows rapidly
greater. Those who have, will have more. Those

who have little will have less. This is a matter of
declared and defined policy, evidenced in such stu
dies as the recent one by Duncan of Rio-Tinto in
which the "Third World was discounted " and cer
tain areas selected "for the greater future concen
tration of efforts and resources. I' The great expen
diture on the exploration of the moon must also be
seen in this context. While we salute, as a triumph
of Man's intellect and of the human spirit, this great
achievement, we must also be conscious of this tur
ning towards mechanical and material concern as a
turning-away from the urgent and immediate human
problems which are crying out for solution. What
might not the money spent on the moon probe
(24, aDOrn dollars or £ la, OOOm) have done to relieve
the agony of Black Americans? What might it not
have done in social engineering to alleviate the agony
and racialism which disfigure the United States: They
can boast about their achievements on the moon; they
cannot boast about what they are doing in their own
country. Nor about what they are doing in Africa.

The second conside ration of global significance is
the increasing emergence of racialism in areas of
the white world. The United Sta~ 's situation is sadly
familiar to all of us; that of Britain, with characteri
stic humbug, is still in large measure concealed lor
disguised. But these symptoms in Britain and the
United States are only part of an unfolding pattern,
of which other parts can be seen in areas as distant
as Australia and New Zealand. There is developing
a most te rrifying alignment of racial loyal tie s.

There is evidence of an unthinking and automatic
lining-up of people - sometimes even those who be
lieve themselves to be "liberals!' - on the side of
their "kith and kin". A division of the world on the
line of colour. It is this blind loyalty to race and
colour - this coalescence of the centuries of racial
oppre s sion by diffe rent white nations in diffe rent
parts of the world - into a single global line - up on
the basis of pigmentation - which some of us see, with
great dread, looming in the future.

It is he re tha t Af r i ca, partic ul a r I y in t hi s C ul t u r al
Festival, has a special role to play, a special gift to
five to the world. It is for us to assert the singleness
of the human race, and the primacy of human values.
We are on the side of humanity. It is this assertion,
this declaration, that we must send ringing round the
world - to save not only Africa, but all the people s
of the world, and to ward off this catastrophic con
flict which some, in their blindness, their folly and
the i r a va r i c i 0 us ne ss, wo ul d t h r us t up 0 n the wo rId.
I trust that of the many and important assertions
t ha t the F esti va I - a nd all 0 f Af r i can CuI t u r e -
will give to the world, this declaration will be
paramount: Africa declares itself for the full
freedom of Man and the Family of Man.

12



1 3

in other parts of the third world, has two possibilities.
Either he helps to hasten disaster or 'achieve victory,
within this limited scope and time.

The position of the B'lack Poet today is that of a
master craftsman, blending his flair with absolute
accuracy, hi s ta sk is sorting out the tangled dialectic
al mess, his aims are directed towards thwarting
rambling time-wasting arguments. He telegraphs his
message with speed within the shortest time, aiming
to achieve a sharp surprise blow. The new breed of
poets is not concerned totally with admonishing 'white
ITlan', but al so striving to reveal to the di spo ss e ss ed
people the virus that is plaguing their consciousness.
The volume of verse today expresses urgency and
total rejection of standards that are not their own.
Also the black poet is not concerned if he is called a
'propaganda hawker' because he fully realises that
when a struggle is on somebody will have to be dubbed
a villain.

On the other hand, one hopes that the flood of
verse in Black literature is not a flight from grasping
the true nature of the struggle, because this could
mean a serious lack of calibre to respond in a balan
ced way to the volume of thought. The prominence
which verse has obtained is due to the poets' having
fully engaged the consciousness and imagination of
their readers to such a high level that they prove pos
itive actions and also at the same time driving home
with urgent beauty the theITle of their mission: 'crisis'.
Contemporary verse emanating from Africa and Am
erica seeks to familiarize the unfamiliar with the leg
itimacy and passion of the poet's case thereby causing
a total involvement in the ITlind s of tho se who rec eive
and listen to his message.

Verse in the context of 'Black Writing' is becoming
less and less evasive. The first principle of the
writer, whether in Africa or elsewhere where oppres
sion is still being practised, is to free himself from
intellectual drawing-room talk and face reality. A
particular point worth noting is that verse today as
put down by poets from the third world is seeking to
bring the true weight of the crisis to everyone's door ..
The poet though a free agent should assume the onus
of rallying the sympathy and involvement of everybody,
whether in Africa, North America or Asia, to the call
of the 'decamisado'. His verse should reflect his true
optic s, hi s poetry should provide pro gramme s of act
ion, his poetry must also provise relief for his read
ers to ascertain their true convictions on matters that
they have refrained from dealing with.

Now, the part which verse is increasingly playing
is mass-m.obilisation of the comm.itted and the bystan-

ders towards the direction of total freedom, total in
dependence and the fulfilment of dreams of changes
into actuality. In all this form of 'self-expression and
collective thought' the poet could communicate with
grief as a theme song. He could speak hate with
free-form strength at the same time providing a
comic relief. Hi s verse could be fragmented and un
connected but should always be comprehensibe whether
his subj'ect is 'joy' or 'racism'. The increasing aware
ness of the forces of change is producing a clamour for
group thought so a s to solidify the re si stanc e to reac
tionary thinking. Verse compels the reader to have a
constant awareness of the picture that he is asked to
ob serve .. One could briefly refer to David Diop' s poem
'The Vultures' ('Modern Poetry from Africa' ed. Moore
and Beier, Penguin, 1969, p59).

In those days
When civilization kicked us in the face
When holy water slapped on cringing brows
The vulture s built in the shadow of thei r talons
The blood- stained monument of tutelage
In tho se days
There was painful laughter on the metallic hell

of the roads
And the monotonous rhythm of the paternoster
Drowned the howling of the plantations
O· the bitter memories of extorted kisses
Of promises broken at the point of a gun
Of foreigners who did not seem human
Who knew all the books but did not know love
But we who se hands fertili se the womb of the

Earth
In spite of your songs of pride
In spite of the desolate villages of torn Africa
Hope was preserved in us as in a fortress
And from the mines of Swaziland to the factories

of Europe
Spring will be reborn under our bright steps.

As an acoomplished poet David Diop gives fire to
his imagination, he makes us feel the particular qual
ity of his words .. Diop's verse demonstrates his all
egiances and feelings not only to Africa but to the
other parts of the world that are webbed in conflict and
indecision. Line after line Diop reappraises his inten
tions of rejection and the longing for something 'native',
for something African. Hi s genuine prote st is on
behalf of a greater mass of people, refreshing and rev
olutionary. Diop is stressing the need for regrouping,
the need for an African-orientated political system free
from the extravagances of Western Democracy or true
blue Eastern Communism. In short he is soliciting a
return to the 'native thing', to the African thing.

As the protest becomes more and more heightened
the tendency would be more output of verse, since the
explosive situation would demand this .. Verse would
reaffrim the need to be brisk, spontaneous and clear.
To lexanize here all the poets of Africa and America
is not possible. One can only hope that these obser
vations may provide an insight into the emergence of

verse as opposed to prose, as a superior weapon when

combating a crisis.


