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Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey and welcome once again to 'Arts and 
Africa'. The University of Kent in England has recently played host to a 
major conference under the heading "The. Uses of African and Caribbean 
Literature: Teaching and Criticism in the United Kingdom". There ·were 
many distinguished speakers but I think it would be safe to say that the 
most distinguished was Chinua Achebe,who has scme claim to be the leading 
writer in English on the African continent. Chinua Achebe is Professor of 
Literature at the University of Nsukka, Nigeria. He's the author of four 
novels: "Things Fall Apart", "Arrow of God" , "No Longer At Ease", and 
"A ];llan of· \3he People"; a volume of poems, "Christmas In Biafra11

; a 
collection •f short stories "Girls At War", and a volume of essays "Morning 
Yet on Creation Day". He is also Editor of 'Okike' magazine, an African 
jou_rnal ef new writing. Chin:ua Achebe is here with me today. Welcome, 
Chinua. 

CHINUA ACHEBE 

Thank you ·very much. 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now, about this conference which has just ended: what did you have to 
say on the theme of teaching and criticism in the U.K. and the uses of 
African literature? 

ACHEBE 

The magazine which you kindly mentioned, 'Okike ' , whi ch is a journal which 
I have edited since 1971, was co-sponsoring the conference so the conferenc~ 
was called Okike Conference. It just happened that we were focussing this 
first time on the teaching of African and Caribbean literature in the U. K. 
This is a departure from the normal writers' conferences we ' ve been having. 
I got a little tired of those, as a matter of fact . This one was 
addressing itself to teachers and I talked about the uses of African 
liter?ture, the things that distinguish African literature from, say, 
European, against which it is often compared. And in my view the major 
distinguishing factor is the social purpose which underlies our literature. 
Not just what we have been writing now, but all our literature which is the 
foundation on which we have built. And I went on to show how this idea of 
social purpose, commitment if you like, can be traced backwards from what 
we are writing now to our o~al tradition. · 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

Can we come down to the problem of actual writing? Did you actually learn 
the craft of writing, or did you just put pen to paper and say to yourself 
"Well I've got to write something"? 
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ACHEBE - ---
I never learnt the craft of writing. When I went to school nobody talked 
about writing, nobody imagined there would be writers, so there was nobody 
who was ready to teach it. Now , an interesting thing happened whep I was 
a student at Ibadan. I 1 d never written anything, really, and the English 
Department decided to have a competition in short story writing. And so 
we wrote short stories. I'd never written short stories, so I didn't know 
what short stories were supposed to be, really. I wrote what I thought was 
a short story and my teacher said 11This is interesting, but it isn't quite 
a short story". So I said, "What is a short story? I'd like to know", 
and she never told me. So that's as much teaching as I got in writing, 
But I don't really believe that you need t0 be taught in that way that 
Americans do it. Americans believe in this, and maybe it works for them. 
I don't think it's necessary. 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now you've written novels, poetry, and.you've written criticism. Are you 
conscious of any linking subject matter, an§t train of thought, which you 
build from? 

ACHEBE 

Well this is very difficult - I don't know how to answer that. I think 
there must be some unity of thought andidea in one's mind otherwise there 
will be chaos. Having said that, it's not so easy to pinpoint and say, 
but I think generally you can see some of the important themes that come 
up and they have to do with the confrontation between Europe and Africa. 
This is a theme which I don't feel we can run away from. Some people think 
"Oh this is tiresome, we've heard it before". But it is so dominant. It 
is in fact what has fashioned our whole psychology, and to run away from 
it because it's tiresome to somebody else is very stupid. So you find that 
that comes again and again. What is Africa? Is it this thing, this 
savagery, that we are taught? And I say no, because other evidence that I 
have gathered suggests that it's not. I try and find out what it is for my 
own satisfaction and perhaps for the satisfaction of other people, and so 
on. So It's this kind of general feeling that I would say lies behing my 
work. 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

It has been suggested that other novelists have copied your style, have 
copied your theme. So you don't ~feel this is a general criticism of them? 
You think they're writing about something which faces them from day to .. day? 

ACHEBE 

No, I'm not - if anybody copies another writer I'm not, I wouldn't like to 
get into that, but i f anybody copies that's bad. It's bad to copy yourself 
even. In other words you have to be saying something important and new, 
otherwise there I s no point saying it. And wher .. I say we can I t run away 
from this theme I'm not saying we must all write the same novel, every 
day , over and over again. I mean there are a thouscnd ways of looking at 
this subject matter. Neither am I saying that this is the only subject 
possible. I'm only saying that this idea that we have heard it before 
doesn't impress me. Now if somebody can't do it - and many people can't 
because they don't have the confidence, they don't know what our culture 
is - fine, then do what you can; but to suggest that somehow we h2ve 
outgrown this, we are now universal people, is nonsense. 
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Are there some writers like Ayikwei Armah, who in his novel'The 
Beautiful Ones Are Not Xet Born" brings up all the ;filth which has been 
the theme of western writers for a long time'l Are·· yoµ criticising him for 
that? At the same· time you say somewhere in your works of criticism tpat 
a very good- friend of yours attacked you for writing "A Man of· the People" 
because by it you have exposed Nigeria to ridicule, and yo.u are very . angry 
about that so.rt of attitude. Whe-Pe- exact,ly do you .draw the- line? 

ACHEBE 

No, it's very different. What I am saying is generally a matter of 
attitude. I I m not suggesting for one moment that we should only· sing'· · · 
praises to Africa; that's far from it. I think ther~ is enough going on 
in Africa, now and in the past, to make us weep. And I think we should 
bring this out. But it is the attitude. When I talk about Ayikwei - .I'm 
not going to go into him for some personal reasons now, and I did say what 
I said because I thought he's a talented writer and I thought there are 
just wrong attitudes somewhere which I've sensed. · But let I s not.... No, 
I'm not saying "don't criticise": in fact I'm saying 11 crii;icise 11 • But -·it 
-should be from the attitude of not looking down on, not being ashamed of -
you see the difference? 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

Of all the various genres - the novel~ poetry, drama - what· do you think 
is mo'st suited to the African tradition? 

ACHEBE 

Oh I think that we should experiment with everything that comes to hand. 
I don't think we should limit ourselves to begins with. I think we just 
go on doing what we want to do and see what comes out most effectively. 
I have a per$onal problem with drama, because for me to see ·okongwo in my 
"Things Fall Apart", for instance, on the stage ·-speaking the Queen I s 
English would be totally impossible. There is a certain immediacy about 
drama which you can circumvent in the novel. Once you get used to the i~ea 
that this is onJ.y a convention, that this man, although the words issuing 
out from his mouth are in English, it ' s really someone else translating 
this to me. I cant feel that if I see the man physically on th_e stage. 
speaking those w.ords. So I have_ a little problem there and this is why · I 
have often said that I want to do- work in drama ·but it would have to be 
in Ibo. 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now you are totally opposed what you call western criticism, colonial 
critici~m tf I may so term it, where there's a tendency to follow western 
ideas not only by the critics but by the writers themseives. They want 
to pander to accepted ideas, literary ideas, the sort of things we were 
brought up on•in schools and universities. Would you altogether reject 
that attitude or would you consider the fact that without probably writing 
to satisfy these western ideas, these writers might not get publishers? 

ACHEBE 

Well this is a difficult problem. What I was saying in the essay that I 
think you are referring to, "Colonialist Criticism", I was attacking a 
particular kind of criticism. I wouldn't be caught saying that foreigners 
cannot say anything valuable about our literature; this would be false 
because very many western critics have said valuable things about our 
literature. And you want, in fact, the outsider's view sometimes on your 
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performance. It may not be exactly your view but it is part of the total 
picture and many people, many scholars, have done good work., excellent 
work in thi,s-· ·ar·ea ; -•, But there: is a brand of cond~scending critic ism 
which I am against: cri tici·sm which says to you "if I put in European 
.names here I wouldn't know that this was an African book, therefore it's 
universal 11 , ·and by -implication' ·.it · is .good. It is that kind of critic ism 

•.I am talking about and I say ".O ~K. - let's get an Updike novel and put in 
Ibo names, o~ Ashanti names or Yoruba names and see how it works". It 
wouldn't occur to these people to try such ~n experiment, so I'm against 
this attempt to cramp us into the strictly western tradition under the 
pretence that this is the universal style. 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

What exactly do you intend to do with this magazine "Okike"? 

ACHEBE 

Well, wha t it's doing since 171 is to publish new works from all over the 
continE:nt and from all ov_er the world. There are people, there are poets, 
from o'ther places who find interest in what we do and they send in their 
work so we can interact with other people there. But basically it is a 
forum for African writers who are doing shorter works, not novels - short 
stories, short poems and so on - to find a place to send this. And 
especially for younger people, for newer writers who would otherwise have 
nowhere at all. I'm glad to say that in the few years we've been going 
we have published at least six poets who had not hitherto been published 
at all, and who have gone on to b?-come better knovm. I t 's as important 
as that. So this is what the ~gazine is doing ; and its name 110kike 11 

means "creation", so that's the.meaning. 

TETTEH- LARTEY 

Well this may be a secret that you would like to keep, but we're still 
interested to find out what exactly you intend to write about in your next 
novel, or whatever work you nre thinking of producing. 

ACHEBE 

I am working on a number of things, but I think it's the novel you're 
talking about. I don't talk about work in progress because I am very 
superstitious, and I'm not being facetious. If you talk too much about 
something which ~sin the process of creation then it goes away, and for 
this reason I don't talk about new work until I've got hold of it. 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

It's rather like bidding over a yam which is still in the soil, isn't it? 
I mean the raw material. Thank you very much, Chinua. Well tPat's it 
from "Arts and Africa" for this week, and from me Alex Tetteh-Lartey, it's 
goodbye. · 


