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Uiinua Achebe is president of the 
tmrn council in his village in Nigeria, 
c role that brings him more 
hwdaches than honors. He's also a 
i!uryteller who hears the music of 
h151ory, weaves the fabric of memory, 
and sometimes offends the Emperor 
ai well. His first novel, Things Fall 
:\pan, sold over three million copies 
Jnd has been translated into over 
:hirty languages. His latest novel is 
Anthills of the Savannah. 

Chinua Achebe 
NIG E RIA N NOV EL IST 

MOYERS: There's a proverb in your tradition that says, "Wher
ever something stands, something else will stand beside it." How 
do you interpret that? 

ACHEBE: It means that there is no one way to anything. The 
Ibo people who made that proverb are very insistent on this- there 
is no absolute anything. They are against excess-their world is a 
world of dualities. It is good to be brave, they say, but also remem
ber that the coward survives. 

MOYERS: So if you have your God, that's all right because 
there must be another God, too. 

Ac HEBE : Yes, if there is one God, fine. There will be others as 
well. If there is one point of view, fine. There will be a second 
point of view. 

MOYERS: Has this had any particular meaning for you, living 
as you do between two worlds? 

Ac HEBE: Yes, I think it is one of the central themes of my life 
and work. This is where the first conflict with the missionaries 
who came to improve us developed. The missionaries came with 
the idea of one way1 one truth, one life. "I am the way1 the truth, 
and the life." My people would consider this so extreme, so 
fanatical, that they would recoil from it. 

MOYERS: And yet your father became a Christian, and you 
were raised by a Christian family. 

ACHEBE: Yes, completely-but there were other ways in which 
the traditional society failed to satisfy everybody in it. Those 
people who found themselves out of things embraced the new way, 
because it promised them an easy escape from whatever con
straints they were suffering under. 

MOYERS: So one of the reasons missionaries, colonial admin
istrators, and other Westerners seldom penetrated the reality of 
the African society was that the African could embrace the Chris
tian God while still holding on to the traditional gods. 
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ACHEBE: Yes. But it was not necessary to throw overboard so IJJ.uch 
thrown overboard in the name of Christianity and civilization. It was not 
think of the damage, not only to the material culture, but to the mind 

0
t 

We were taught our thoughts were evil and our religions were not really re~ 
MOYERS: How did you come to grips with this when you arrived in th 

States for the first time in 1972? e =c:=c..~ 
ACHEBE: Well, I suddenly felt strange in very many ways. America 

unknown to us. While I was growing up, during the period of the nationalist "-.. 
for independence from colonial rule, America stood for something. It stoc!f:'
mind for change, for revolution. That image lasted right through the SeCOll.d ~ 
War. When, for instance, Churchill and Roosevelt were talking about the~ 
Charter, Roosevelt said, "What about the colonial peoples? Would this•~ · 
them?" Of course you would expect Churchill to say, "No," it wouldn't apply to • 
people. And he did. 

Up to that point, America was seen as a friend of struggling peoples, and that
part of the background I brought with me when I came. That kind of iinage of cm.. 
no longer exists. It is, in my view, one of the tragedies. ' ~ 

MOYERS: What's happened to it? 

ACHEBE: Well, I don't want to be overly critical, because as a guest, I should II 
careful. But it seems to me that something happened in that period betweenRooea , 
and perhaps the period of McCarthy that made it possible for the South Afdca 
regime, for example, to say they have a friend in the White House. I think wba J 
happened is that America became a power in the world and, after the Second w.Y 
War, forgot its revolutionary origins. 

MOYERS: The dominant ambition became power politics instead of revolut!aaaiJ 
fervor. 

ACHEBE: Yes, yes. 

MOYERS: I remember when I first came to your country, Nigeria, in the~I 
found three students out at the University of Ibadan who were readingThomaaPIIDl'I 
Common Sense. That was their great revolutionary pamphlet. 

Ac HEBE: That's right. In addition, two key people in the liberation from~ 
rule in West Africa were trained in this country. So, in fact, a lot was ~ 11 

America. 

MOYERS: What did it mean for African leaders to be trained in this DJUlll&ll 

What happened to them when they went back? You write about leadership• 
deal and about the conflict in leaders between their training in colonial or~ 
ways of thought and their old traditions. 

A c HEBE: Well, I think that the first generation of liberation le~ders ~eJ~ 
bearing a message of America as a place that would befriend struggling _nau~ 
That image was possible because America was not in charge of West Africa. 
was far away. 

MOYERS: Unlike the British. , 

ACHEBE: Yes, unlike the British. There was a kind of romantic air about~ 
The newspapers spoke of a land of freedom. Uncle Sam was very popular at tha 

Mo YE Rs : And today in Nigeria? 
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Ac HEBE: Somehow America has found itself mostly on the wrong side of the 
popular feeling, the popular will. For instance, take Angola. There I think a very, very 
serious mistake was made from the very beginning. For America to support a 
government that the whole of Africa-with the exception of South Africa-was 
against seems to me very, very strange and very, very unfortunate. 

MOYERS: Does it seem to you that the United States has allowed the Cold War to 
determine what it does in Africa-that we embrace the government of South Africa 
because it's alleged to be a bulwark against communism and the Soviet Union? 

ACHEBE: That's the heart of the matter. When America became powerful and 
found itself in the position of the leader of the free world, its main concern became 
"Where are the Soviets? What are they doing? And if they're here, then we will be 
here." 

And so it became possible for a regime like that in South Africa-which is in all 
practical ways very close to the Nazi regime-to get up and say, "We are anti
communist." Once you say that, you know, you are all right. 

MOYERS: All other sins are forgiven. 

ACHEBE: Yes, yes, yes. 

MOYERS : What has this meant to the American image in Nigeria? Do we appear 
to be a racist country, even though we have made such strides at home in coping with 
our own racism? 

ACHEBE: Yes. In fact, virtually everything that works against the freedom or the 
liberation of Africa is blamed on America first of all-even before the Europeans, even 
before Britain or Germany or France or Portugal-

MOYE RS: -the old colonial masters. 

ACHEBE: It seems extraordinary, you know, that America would want to take on 
that kind of burden. But, as you said, I think it is this obsession with the Soviets, 
with communism. 

MOYERS: How would you like for us to see Africa? 

ACHEBE: To see Africa as a continent of people- just people, not some strange 
beings that demand a special kind of treatment. If you accept Africans as people, then 

you listen to them. They have their preferences. If 
you took Africa seriously as a continent of people, 
you would listen. You would not be able to sit back 
here and suggest that you know, for instance, what 
should be done in South Africa. When the majority 

took Africa seriously as a 
ent of people, ·you-_would ·• . ,. 

,. ,. , - -

of the people in South Africa are saying, "This is 
what we think will bring apartheid to an end," somebody sits here and says, "No, no, 
that will not do it. We know what will work." Margaret Thatcher sits in Britain and 
says, "Although the whole of Africa may think that this works, I know that what will 
work is something else." 

That's what I want to see changed. The traditional attitude of Europe or the West 
is that Africa is a continent of children. A man as powerful and enlightened as Albert 
Schweitzer was still able to say, "The black people are my brothers-but my junior 
brothers." We're not anybody's junior brothers. 

MOYERS: There is still a lot of Robinson Crusoe. Robinson Crusoe could never 
accept Friday as anything but a child living in a primitive simplicity. 
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ACHEE~: That's right. But that's not really true, it's self-serving. What I'm 
suggestmg 1s we must look at Africans as full-grown people. They may not be as 
we~lth~ or advanced in the same ways as you are here, ~ut th~y're peo~le who, in 
then history, also have had moments of great success- m social orgamzation, for 
instance. If you grant that Africans are grown-up, a lot of other things will follow. 

MOYERS: You once said that if you're an African, the world is turned upside 
down. Explain that. 

ACHEBE: What I mean is, I look at the world, at the way it is organized, and it is 
inadequate. Whichever direction I look, I don't see a space I want to stay" in. On our 
own continent, there are all kinds of mistreatment. The most recent, for instance, is 
the dumping of the toxic wastes from the industrialized world in Africa. 

MOYE RS: Many American companies and Western countries are dumping their 
toxic wastes in African countries, and they're often bribing governments to do it. 

ACH E BE: Yes. The world is not well arranged, and therefore there's no way we can 
be happy with it, even as writers. Sometimes our writer colleagues in the West suggest 
that perhaps we are too activist, we are too earnest. "Why don't you relax?" they say. 
"This is not really the business of poetry.11 About a month ago I was at an interna
tional conference of writers to celebrate the one thousandth year of Dublin. During 
the discussion everybody was saying that poetry has nothing to do with society or 
with history. Poetry is something personal, private, introspective. Now, obviously, 
poetry can be that. 

MOYERS: But a poet is a member of society. 

Ac HEBE: Yes, yes. When you say poetry is only something personal, you are 
saying something outrageously wrong. So I took the opportunity to state the other 
case. I said that poetry can be as activist as it wants, if it has the willingness and the 
energy. And I gave them two examples. 

Toward the end of the colonial period in Angola, there was a doctor practicing his 
medicine and writing very 'delicate, very sensitive poetry in his spare time. One day 
he saw one of the most brutal acts of the colonial regime, and he shut down his 
surgery, took to the bush, and wrote a poem which had the words "I wait no more. I 
am the awaited. 11 It is said that the guerrillas who fought with him chanted lines from 
his poetry. So I'm saying that these things are possible for poetry. Of course, a poet 
who becomes activist risks certain dangers, such as getting into trouble with those in 
power. 

Here's another example: Some years ago, at a conference in Stockholm, a Swedish 
writer and journalist said to two or three African writers, "Say, you fellows are very 
lucky- your governments put you in jail. Here in Sweden nobody pays any attention 
to us, no matter what we write." 

But, you see, the point is this: A poet who sees poetry in the light I'm suggesting 
is likely to fall out very seriously with the emperor. Whereas the poet in the West 
might say, 11Oh no, we have no business with politics, we have no business with 
history, we have no business with anything- just what is in our own mind"-well, 
the emperor would be very, very happy. 

MOYERS: So that's what you meant when you said once that storytelling is a 
threat to anyone in control. 

ACHEBE: Yes, because a storyteller has a different agenda from the emperor. 

MOYERS : And yet storytelling, poetry, literature didn't stop the brutalities that 
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were visited on your own Ibo people in the Biafran War and didn't stop Idi Amin in 
Uganda, or Bokassa in the Central African Republic. 

ACHEBE: Yes, well, there's a limit to what storytelling can achieve. We're not 
saying that a poet can stop a battalion with a couple of lines of his poetry. But there 
are other forms of power. The storyteller appeals to the mind, and appeals ultimately 
to generations and generations and generations. 

MOYE RS: I love this line in A Man of the People--"The great thing, as the old 
people have told us, is reminiscence, and only those who survive can have it. Besides, 
if you survive, who knows? It may be your turn to eat tomorrow. Your son may bring 
home your share." The power of reminiscing is very important to you. 

ACHEBE: If you look at the world in terms of storytelling, you have, first of all, 
the man who agitates, the man who drums up the people-I call him the drummer. 
Then you have the warrior, who goes forward and fights. But you also have the 
storyteller who recounts the event-and this is one who survives, who outlives all 
the others. It is the storyteller, in fact, who makes us what we are, who creates 
history. The storyteller creates the memory that the survivors must have-otherwise 
their surviving would have no meaning. 

MOYERS: The knowledge that others have suffered. 

ACHEBE: -that others have suffered here, have battled here. That is very, very 
important, and that is the meaning of Anthills of the Savannah, you see. Memory is 
necessary if surviving is going to be more than just a technical thing. 

MOYERS: The anthill survives so that-

Ac HEBE: -so that the new grass will have memory of the fire that devastated 
the savannah in the previous dry season. 

MOYERS: So the anthill carries the memory to the new generation, weaving a 
collective memory. 

Ac HEBE: Yes. The storyteller, not the emperor, is aware of all this. The emperor 
may in fact be planning to rewrite the history of the people. Emperors do this all the 
time. For instance, an emperor who is totally illegitimate, in terms of the dynasty, 
might decide to rewrite the history a bit to show that power was always in his family. 
There is an inevitable conflict between him and the genuine poet. 

Mo YER s: You've certain! y done your share of offending the emperor. In fact, 
you've been unsparing of your own people in these novels you write. You draw a 
devastating picture of government in Africa-ministers living in princely mansions 
while the peasants and the workers live in shacks. You write about the corruption of 
democracy, the bribery, the vulgarity, the violence, the brutality, the rigged elections. 
Aren't you concerned that in these novels, which are gaining a growing audience in 
the West, you are reinforcing the stereotypes many Westerners have toward your own 
people? 

ACHEBE: Well, I can see that danger, but that doesn't really bother me because 
I'm not concerned primarily with Westerners, I'm concerned with the people whose 
story I am telling. If I'm a bit harsh, that harshness comes from concern. It is not that 
1 hate my people or even that I hate those who rule us. I don't hate them. But when 
you look at the opportunities that we have squandered in a country like Nigeria, it is 
really so painful because so much could have been achieved. So much assistance 
could have been given, not just to the poor in Nigeria but even outside of it, because 
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providence has been so prodigious in its gifts to Nigeria. When you l ~ 
possibility and then at what has been achieved, you can feel very, very bitt:,•lai 

MOYERS: What happened? There was such great hope back around .,1,....: 
1960s, such great expectations for Africa as it was moving into the era of~ 
dence. 'IICllelll-.~~"'-'-

A CH EBE: It's a very complex problem. A whole lot of things played a 
perhaps the fundamental failure was always there and was built into the ind~ 
movements. Independence 1s not granted. The leader of Nigeria was ablit~ 
1960 that independence was given to us on a platter of gold. Well nobod llf la 
independence to anybody. If you don't achieve it, if you don't fight £or'it if c! &hea 
struggle for it, then perhaps you have not had your revolution. This is b~sic!u ~ 
is wrong with many countries in Africa. Y "'llll 

The withdraw~ of ~he colonial pow~rs was in man_Y ways merely a tactical
to get out of the hmehght, but to retam the control m all practical ways. In~ ll 
turned out to have been even a b~tter idea th~n running these colonies, because -
you could get what you were gettmg before without the responsibility for a.dmjn]= 
ing it. You handed responsibility back to the natives, but continued to control dat 
economy in all kinds of ways. 

In addition to this, the powerful nations did not leave us alone. If you rcmaalicr 
what happened in the Congo, for instance, in 1960, you know the country WU llll 
really handed over to the Africans. There were people masterminding what wue 
on there and determining that some things would never happen and other 
would. We saw the same situation with the Biafran experience. Even though 
_was a self-governing, independent, sovereign nation, Britain was able to say~ 
like, "We will not tolerate the dismemberment of this great market." They al~ 
talked in terms of markets, as if people were created for markets. So this is pan cf ibc 
problem- that we were not really left alone. In addition, there were other thi'l'
real calamities, like drought. 

Mo YE R s: One theme recurring throughout your novels is of traditional Africa 
culture overwhelmed by the forces of a Western civilization that is itself brgioolDCIO 
disintegrate- as if a man had been shanghaied onto a ship that gets out to sea ad 
starts to sink. So Africa's had a double blow. Its own traditional values have bcmm 
asunder by missionaries, colonial administrators, and wealth seekers, and thca dlo 
civilization which tried to adopt it-

AC HEBE: -was no longer viable-yes. 

MOYERS: So you have the sense in Africa of spiritual and political anarchyl 
ACHEBE : Yes, I think there is a bit of that, definitely. But I don't ~owdlll• 

take the upper hand. Artists should not be the ones to offer despair to soc1ety. lcbl' 
think that is a function of art. There are enough people around doing that. 

Mo YER s : We journalists will take care of that. 
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We have to work with some hope that there is a new generation, a group of 
survivors who have learned something from the disaster. It is very important to carry 
the message of the disaster to the new dispensation. With luck, they will succeed. 
But they've got to work at it. 

MOYERS: But friends of mine come back from Africa these days saying that life 
there has taken such a desperate tum that people are talking not about economic 
recovery but about mere survival. Is it too late for Africa? 

ACHEBE: No, it can't be too late. I think we've been through similar periods in 
the past. The three hundred years of the slave trade must have left that kind of feeling. 
Africa has been walking around a very, very long time in the world. It has been the 
home of mankind from the very beginning. So the events of the last four hundred 
years, which is what the contemporary mind fastens upon, or maybe the last one 
thousand years or two thousand years, are really nothing compared with the history 
that has gone before. And there's no reason for us to imagine that in our time Africa 
will come to the end of the road. 

MOYERS: You talk about external contributions to the chaos of Africa. What 
about Africans' responsibility? You're pretty tough when you write, "We have given 
ourselves over so completely to selfishness that we hurt not only those around us, 
but ourselves even more deeply/' and that in doing so, "one must assume a blunting 
of the imagination and a sense of danger of truly psychiatric proportions." That's a 
harsh judgment. 

Ac HEBE: You mentioned Idi Amin; you mentioned Bokassa. There are minor 
examples of the same kind of mindlessness at all levels. You have scores and scores of 
examples of people who cart away the wealth of their nations to Swiss banks. You 
have examples of officials who take money so that toxic waste can be dumped in their 
territory. This is the kind of thing I'm talking about. It's impossible to contemplate 
that kind of situation without being very, very bitter. 

MOYERS: There's a moment in your new novel, Anthills, where you seem to say 
that the ordinary people share responsibility with the politicians for the corruption 
of Nigeria, that their indifference ·and cynicism breed cynicism on the part of the 
leaders. There's a scene where four men are brought before a vast crowd with the 
television cameras running, and as they're shot, the crowd cheers. You seem to say 
the people share in this. 

Ac HEBE: Yes, of course they do. Of course they do. These things would not go on 
if the people said no. The people are the owners of the land. But they've still got a 
long way to go because part of the problem is lack of awareness. The weakness of the 
people, the owners of the land, is that they are uninformed. They do not know. They 
are not organized. When these things change, when the people become well educated 
and well organized, then they will be able to say no to this kind of situation. 

MOYERS: Yet you talk about a kind of artless integrity at the bruised heart of the 
people. A kind of powerful, fundamental goodness. 

ACHEBE: The writer is aware of that. Now, you'll find many people who'll say, 
"I'm for the people, I'm a radical, I'm a revolutionary," and so on. But you look closer 

't believe anybod; can. ;,,ark 
_People and for. the salvation 

li ty Without being in some 
good person. · .· 

and .find on the whole their attitude to things is 
selfish, even brutal. I don't believe anybody can work 
for the people and for the salvation of society with
out being in some ways a good person. You don't go 
about making an effort or striving to achieve connec
tion with the people. You instinctively react appro-
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priately to people and to suffering. The artist may not be a good person, eith 
he's an artist, he's aware of the possibility of this essence and would not obs!:~lf 

~~it. 
MOYERS: In your third novel, Arrow of God, there's a wonderful point wl.-~ 

chief, who's been imposed by the colonial government on his people, goes ~ the 
people take it as a sign that their god is reinforcing the ancient wisdom of the~~ 
which is that no man, however great, was greater than his own people, and ~ 
man ever won judgment against his clan. A great leader can't lift a vulgar Peopl D~ 
a vulgar leader can't lift a great people. e.~ 

ACHEBE: It has to be a combination, a joint effort. I personally place a lot 
responsibility on leadership, for practical reasons. If you have a bad people a baa 
leader, and a bad system, what do you do? Where do you start? Where can yo~ 
the greatest impact if you want to bring about change? In the case of Nigeria, to-tr;"""'"'' 
to change a hundred million people is a hell of a job. Would you start by trying to 
create a perfect system? This is not possible, because the perfect system workecf bj 
imperfect people will be corrupted. · 

So I think, in a practical way, it is easiest to address oneself to the lead~ 
because that's the special group that has had the benefit of a good education, and the 
investment of all kinds of things in them. They should be enlightened. They lie 
fewer, too. One can address this smaller group more easily than the entire population. 
But one should also remember that leadership without the people will not really 
work perfectly. 

MOYERS: It was a great gamble that Nigeria and other new nations in Africa took 
when, leaving colonialism, they embraced democracy. It takes a great deal of disci· 
pline, institution building, and tradition to make a democracy. And democracy is 
corruptible. 

Ac HE BE: I think you are right. But it goes even beyond that, because, for instance, 
when people say that we failed to practice democracy in Africa, they assume that we 
were taught democracy during colonial rule and that we somehow betrayed our 
education. 

That is not true at a-11. The colonial regime itself was not a democratic system. It 
was a most extreme form of totalitarianism. The colonial governor was not responsi· 
ble to anybody in the territory. He was responsible to a minister in Paris or in Lond~ 
but he was certainly not responsible to the people on the ground. And so there was 
no model of democracy. We were not practicing the Westminster model in Nigeria 
under colonial rule. We were practicing colonial dictatorship. So the colonial people 
really had no experience of this so-called democracy that they were supposed to hJ\1C 
inherited. They did not inherit anything of the sort. It is not simply a question of 
people not living up to expectations. They really were not prepared. They were not 
trained for democracy. 

MOYE RS: So candid an admission, once again, can play into the hands· of_ the 
enemies of black Africa, because so many Westerners argue, "Well, that's nght. 
Nigeria was not ready for democracy. And because Africa can't handle democracy, 
better we stick with South Africa, because its government knows how to kee~ or~~J 
to prevent Communists from rising to power-whereas the governments of Afnca 3lJII 

other black countries have not proven themselves up to the-" 

ACHEBE: That is, of course, totally spurious. There's no way you can in~ulca~ 
democracy through dictatorship. The colonial system in itself was the very antith
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of democracy. So, no matter how long you stayed under it, you would not eaID 
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democracy. There was democracy in many parts of Africa before colonial rule came. 
So to say, "Let's keep ruling them until they learn democracy," is really fraudulent. 

MOYERS : But that's what is said in South Africa. 

ACHEBE: But of course to say, "Let's support the South Africans, since they're 
the only ones who understand democracy," comes down to not accepting that 
Africans are people-because if you accept that Africans are people, you cannot 

W{ you accept that Af!icans are 

~

eople, you cannot possibly say 
at a tiny minority of white 

eople should impose their will to 
Pthe extent of depriving others of :;en th~ elementary rights of self-
~ress1on. , ·· 

possibly say that a tiny minority of white people 
should impose their will to the extent of depriving 
others of even the elementary rights of self-expres
sion. All the rights we know in the so-called democ
racies are denied, positively denied, in this regime. 
Now, for anybody to say that's the right thing for 
Africa shows that that person does not grant full 
humanity to Africans. We know that there are such 
people, but we're not really going to listen to them, 
and they are not ultimately going to determine what 
happens in Africa. 

MOYE RS: You mentioned Africa before the colonial powers came. There is the 
opening line of your children's story The Drum, which begins: "In the beginning, 
when the world was young." Does the artist in you ever wish you could start the 
whole story all over again? 

ACHEBE: Yes, that is the strength of stories, and especially of children's stories. 
I'm happy you raised that, because all of us need to learn to become like children 
again once in a while. We become so stiff. We are weighed down by so much 
knowledge, so many possessions, so much special interest, that we lose the flexibility 
of children. Children can fly. You know, everything is possible to a child. This is 
something that children's stories can do for us and that we ought to learn again. We 
ought to keep ourselves young in that particular way. 

MOYERS: You took a period of your life away from writing novels and wrote for 
children. Why? 

ACHEBE: Because I felt it was very important. I had some very interesting and 
very strange experiences bringing up my own children. That really confirmed my 
fears about the danger of not telling our children stories. You see, our fathers did, and 
our grandfathers did. But once writing came, we more or less forgot that responsibility 
to tell children's stories. 

MOYERS: So what happened? 

ACHEBE: What happened was that all kinds of bad stories, all kinds of junk were 
being dumped-again, like toxic waste. We were very young parents, so we really had 
no experience. We used to go into the supermarket in Lagos and pick up a glossy, 
nice, big-looking, colorful story. We never read children's stories ourselves, so we 
didn't know what was in them. But then we discovered that our daughter was 
beginning to have very strange ideas. At that point we began to look carefully into 
what she was reading. And really, there was a lot of poison there-stories full of 
racism, full of ideas of Africa as the other place, as the back of the world. I knew then 
the importance of children's stories. And I knew that we were failing as parents in 
not bringing down the children after dinner, as our forefathers did, to tell them 
stories. Then a friend of mine, who was a poet and working for Cambridge University 
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Press, came to me and said, "Look, we want a children's story from you." I had 
written any before, and I didn't know how it was going to work. But I was ready 
try. 

MOYERS: Did your children read your stories? 

Ac HEBE: Yes, I read the stories to them before they were published. 

MOYERS: Were they pretty good critics? 

Ac HEBE: Very good. Children are young, but they're not nai:ve. And th 
honest. They're not going to keep awake if the story is boring. When they get ex~ 
you see it in their eyes. That was quite an education for me. .._. · 

MOYERS: When you were living in the States in the early seventies, were Your 
children with you? 

ACHEBE : Yes. The youngest was in nursery school when we were here in '72. She 
w~s just two ~nd a half, and it was qui_te a prob~em, because I was teaching, and my 
wife was anxious to do her doctorate m education, so we found her a little n3 
school-and she hated it. I don't know why. I had the job of driving her to this s 
and it was always such a terrible scene, leaving her there. So, in the end, I pro · 
to tell her a story every morning as we went to school and another story as we came 
back. She would look forward to this-and this was the way she overcame the trauma 
of this first alien experience. 

MOYERS: Are your children comfortable in this crossroads between Africa ml 
the United States? 

Ac HEBE: I guess so. There are problems, though. They have to know more than 
either tradition, you see. This is the problem of being on the crossroads. You have I 
bit of both, and you really have to know a lot more than either. So their situation ii 
not very easy. But it's very exciting. Those who have the energy and the will tO 
survive at the crossroads become really very exceptional people. 

Mo YER s: You went home in '7 6 and came back last year to spend the year at the 
University of Massachusetts. Has America changed very much in those eleven yeanJ 

ACHEBE: Yes. I think there was a loss of the feeling of euphoria. When I was here 
in 1972, it was pretty close to the sixties, to the era of the Civil Rights movt:m~t. 
There was the feeling that America was on the move. There was a lot of optml1Sm 
and all kinds of new programs to bring the disadvantaged into the society, fore~~ 

Coming back now, it was quite shocking that within a month or two of my~~ 
there were incidents of racism on a level that reminded me of the pre-Civil rugbu 
period. There's a new spirit in the land. . . 

Perhaps it is an inevitable part of the dynamics of society that a period of o~t~ 
should be followed by some kind of reaction. Perhaps that's what's ha~pe~g. ul 
suddenly I have found too many young people saying, "I'm a conservative. ~, 
can't imagine a sixteen-year-old conservative. What will he be when he beco~es5:l 
and the president of a bank? Young people at that age are not really conservaur thef 
shouldn't aim to become conservatives. They should be open and free, an to 
should be flexible. They should be ready to try new things. They should be open 
the world. 

MOYERS: The title of your novel No Longer at Ease is taken, if I rem~ 
correctly, from T. S. Eliot's "Journey of the Magi," where the Wise Men_leave
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On their way back, they're thinking about this journey and whether they have 
journeyed toward life or death-the question all of us face. What about Africa? In the 
last thirty years Africa has been on a journey toward independence, experiencing 
chaos, anarchy, violence, failure, hope- has it been a journey toward life or death? 

ACHEBE: It is difficult to say-and it is too soon, too. If you look at this very 
small segment of history, then you can talk about it in those terms. If you are frozen 
in time, you can say yes, it's awful. And it is really awful. But I think if you take the 
wide view of things, then you begin to see it as history, as human history over a long 
period of time, and that we are passing through a bad patch. It's not death. We are 
passing through a bad patch, and if we succeed, then even this experience of the bad 
patch will turn out to be an enrichment. That's how I prefer to see it. There is no way 
of saying this is the way it's going to be, because we are not given to know how it's 
going to be. But I think if we are to keep working, if we are to keep writing books, 
then for me that's the only way I can look at what's happemng. We are going through 
a very bad patch. We've been through bad patches in the past, and we survived. 

MOYERS : And every survivor has an obligation to remember. 

ACHEBE: Yes, yes, yes. 

MOYERS: What's that old Jewish saying- that in remembrance is the secret of 
redemption? Is that why you write? 

ACHEBE: Well, I didn't put it that way. I write partly because I enjoy it. But also I 
knew that somebody had to tell my story. We are in a period so different from 
anything else that has happened that everything that is presented to us has to be 
looked at twice. 

I went to the first university that was built in Nigeria, and I took a course in 
English. We were taught the same kind of literature that British people were taught in 
their own university. But then I began to look at these books in a different light. 
When I had been younger, I had read these adventure books about the good white 
man, you know, wandering in~o the jungle or into danger, and the savages were after 
him. And I would instinctively be on the side of the white man. You see what fiction 
can do, it ca~ put you on the wrong side if you are not developed enough. In the 
university I suddenly saw that these books had to be read in a different light. Reading 
Heart of Darkness, for instance, which was a very, very highly praised book and which 
is still very highly praised, I realized that I was one of those savages jumping up and 
down on the beach. Once that kind of enlightenment comes to you, you realize that 
someone has to write a different story. And since I was in any case inclined that way, 
why not me? What I am saying is there is a certain measure of seriousness in addition 
to the pleasure of telling stories. There is serious intention. So when somebody gets 
up and says, "Oh, but the teacher of poetry should have nothing to do with society or 
with heavy things like politics," I just can't understand. 

MOYE RS: Earlier, you said that Africans hope the West and America, in particular, 
will listen. If we listen, what will we hear? What does Africa have to say to the rest of 
the world? 

ACHEBE: First of all, we are people. We are not funny beings. If you took up any 
newspaper here, you probably won't see Africa mentioned at all for months. Then 
perhaps one day a year you'll see some strange story. It has to be the kind of story 
we've come to associate with Africa. I would simply say: Look at Africa as a continent 
of people. They are not devils, they are not angels, they're just people. And listen to 
them. We have done a lot of listening ourselves. 
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This is a situation where you have a strong person and a weak person. ·Th 
person does all the listening, and up to a point the strong person even forgets~~ 
weak person may have something to say. Because he is there, a kind of fix · ~ 
simply talk at him. A British governor of Southern Rhodesia once said the p~~ 
between the whites and the blacks is the partnership of the horse and its rid~ 
wasn't trying to be funny, he seriously thought so. Now, that's what we wa:·~ 
West to get rid of-thinking of Africa as the horse rather than as the man. 

MOYERS: You make me think of that summary passage in Anthills of 
Savannah-"Whatever you are is never enough. You must find a way to a tlla 
something, however small, from the other to make you whole and to save you'::: 
the mortal sin of righteousness and extremism." So there is something that thestnlt& 
can take from the weak. 

ACHEBE: Yes, they need to take it. Seeing the world from the position of the-. 
person is a great education. We lack imagination. If we had enough imagination to 
?u~ o_urselves in the shoes of the persor.i. "!"e opp~ess, things would begin to happen: 
1t 1s important that we develop the ability to listen to the weak. Not only in 
but even in your own society, the strong must listen to the weak. 


