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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Welcome to "Arts and Africa" from Alex Tetteh-Lartey. And the art 
that's receiving our attention today is literature - or should I 
use the simple word 'writing'? I'm sure our studio guests will be 
putting me right about that in a minute or two. But I'd like to 
begin with the news that there's been a special book fair here in 
London, important enought to be opened by none other than the 
Director-General of UNESCO, Amadou-Mahtar M'Bow. The event was 
called 'Bookweek Africa•. Getting on for a thousand books by 
African writers were on display in the Africa Centre, with the 
emphasis on books published in Africa by African publishing houses. 
The organizer, the Africa Centre's Alistair Niven, had chosen to 
emphasize scholarly works in the arts and social sciences and 
creative writing, both for adults and children, by African authors. 
And to make the event even more attractive there were conversations, 
lectures and discussions by major African writers. 

After the formal opening my M. M'bow, one of Africa's most celebrated 
authors and playwrights, Ngugi wa Thiongo, addressed the gathering -
and received a very warm welcome: 

ACTUALITY - Opening Address by Ngugi wa Thiongo 

Thank you very much. I'm very happy to be associated with the 
opening of this exhibition and especially to have heard the 
distinguished Director-General of UNESCO. The Director-General has 
said, in a sense, everything that could have been said about this 
exhibition and what I'm going to say is only to add whet he said 
about book hunger reminds me that when I was starting to write in 
Kenya in the 1960's there were no publishing houses in Kenya - I 
think there was only one, the Kenya Literature Bureau run by the 
British Colonial Government. There were practically no magazines 
in which we could contribute our stories or our poems or our plays. 
But now as you can see from this exhibition the situation has changed. 
There are a number ot very distinguished African publishing_houses 
and there are a number of magazines to which we can contribute our 
stories, our poems and so on. Seeing so -many publishing houses and 
seeing so many books published from Africa although they form a 
fraction of what is being published in the world nevertheless tells 
us that in a sense the book has come of age in Africa. Yet, I think 
as publishers and writers we should also see the dual character of 
book. As you know the book is very venerated in Africa. For instance, 
in our language a person who is educated is in fact known as the 
•Reader' and_in novels on West Africa I have seen such a person 
referred to as ~omebody who Knows-the-Book: "He knows book too much" 
(laubhter). And it's for this reason that as publishers and writers 
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we should recognise this dual character of a book: that is a 
book is both a source of information, a source of knowledge, but 
its also a means of persuasion~ It's a persuading instrument if 
you like, an instrument of persuasion. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Part of Ngugi wa Thiongo•s address to launch Bookweek Africa. 
And sitting with me here in the "Arts and Africa" studio are two 
other distinguished participants from Bookweek Africa, the 
novelist Charles Mungoshi from Zimbabwe and the Nigerian historian 
and writer, Chinweizu. 

Chinweizu, you were joint author of the recent book "Towards the 
De-Colonisation of African Literature" and Charles Mungoshi, your 
best known work must be "Waiting for the Rain". Now we've all 
heard those words of Ngugi's and I'd like us to go on from where 
he left off and hear what you both consider to be the responsibilities 
of an African writer today. I'd like to begin with you Chinweizu. 
Is your first responsibility to yourself? 

CHINWEIZU 

Certainly not, if I thought it was I wouldn't bother writing. My 
first responsibility is with my primary audience. I want to write 
what I want to write for a particular audience that I consider the 
first and primary audience that I am writing for. So between the 
range of things I could conceivably write about I select those that 
meet those two requirements: that it is something I want to write 
about and something I think is of some importance to the people I 
am writing for. 

CHARLES MUNGOSHI 

Personally I think.here there would be a difference. If you are, 
say, writing something like Chinweizu•s book "De-Colonisation of 
African Literature• you would be writing for some people, but then 
I write novels, stories and poetry and I find myself first of all 
looking into myself. The more personal the experience is or the 
more truthful I am to my personal experience, I always find the 
more it gets across. So that I don't have to think about the 
readership first. It's as if I have to look into myself with a 
kind of very sharp razor or something. 

ALEX TE-TTEH-LARTEY 

Now Chinweizu you said you wanted to write something important. 
Now need what you write . about be important? 
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CHINWEIZU 

What I write about had better be of some importance both to me 
and to my audience otherwise why bother them with publishing it? 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Important in what sense? 

CHINWEIZU 

Well the writer has to make certain decisions. First of all, my 
sense of what's important to me and my sense of what's important 
for my audience. I have to take responsibility for my choice of 
what's important. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well, I think myself that the word responsibility is rather 
restrictive, and now you've talked about something important it 
makes me think that it's even more restrictive than I suspectedl 
(laughter) 

CHINWEIZU 

What's restrictive about it? 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

You see, I have a moral responsibility toward society, therefore 
I mustn't write about anything which would act in the opposite way. 
I have a moral responsibility towards children, their growth and 
therefore I mustn't write anything that children are not supposed 
to hear. You see, it's restrictive in that sense. That sense of 
responsibility makes me rather restrained in what I want to do. 

CHINWEIZU 

I would beg to disagree, that's not the meaning of the word 
responsibility. That's perhaps a puritan restrictive notion. 
The restriction is not coming from the word responsibility but 
from a particular historical and religious view of the word 
responsibility. I would rather say the responsibility of a 
craftsman is not a restrictive one. It says: When I do what I 
do I must do it well. It doesn't say restrict yourself - so in 
fact it enhances what you bring to your task. The sense of crafts
manship, of doing a good job well. 
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CHARLES MUNGOSHI 

The thing with that definition he has just given - I think I'm 
bound to agree - is it's the kind of difference between an 
obligation ••• instead of saying, do you feel an obligation to 
your readership or do you feel that you must write something for 
some people, or do you feel you must answer to yourself for things 
that you do. Responsibility then would mean I have to be honest to 
myself. In the same way I am sure some people would notice that I 
am being truthful to my own experience. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well do you think the writer should be allowed to write about 
whatever he wants to write? 

CHARLES MUNGOSHI 

I don't know about that. Who is going to ask him? Who do you 
think should be there to tell the writer what to write? 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well the writer has in mind the society or the readership, well 
especially the society in which probably he will be writing. And 
if he writes about some subject which is repulsive to that society 
perhaps he will find the government cracking down on him, you see, 
censoring his works, or probably the publisher. 

CHINWEIZU 

A writer should of course exercise his judgement in choosing what 
he writes for his audience but he cannot escape the consequences 
of his actions. Again that's another aspect of responsibility. 
You take it that responsibility means that, whatever the consequences 
of your actions you should stand up for them, so if you write things 
that some elements of society don't like, of course you will hear from 
them. There's no avoiding that. So one should be aware of the fact 
that the writer is not living in a vacuum. If he is a satirist, if 
he wants to mock certain things then of course people will not take 
it kindly, but that's part of the game. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

In other words, if a writer was censored, he should not rebel against 
the censorship? 
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CHINWEIZU 

Of course he should. Then the other side of that game is that, 
should he buckle to such pressures? I say: No. Then the question 
is, what do you do when you get the kind of pressures you get if we 
are committed to a democratic process in our society? You cannot 
say that whatever you say should stand because you have said it 
because you are a writer and you have some divine right to say 
anything you want; you can say what you want but then you have to 
enter into a discussion with your community. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well do you think then creative literature should have greater 
freedom than the other forms of writing? 

CHARLES MUNGOSHI 

Why should he? I don't see why he should. 

CHINWEIZU 

In our book we went to maybe extreme lengths to point out that all 
manner of special privileges have been advertised for writers and 
we can't quite understand why. A writer is just another member of 
society. 

CHARLES MUNGOSHI 

Just another worker. 

CHINWEIZU 

That's right, another worker. Why should he have special rights 
when cooks don't have special rights, and I think cooks are equally 
important if not more so. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now Chinweizu you said earlier on that the writer, in view of the 
fact that he might be subjected to political pressures, must think 
carefully about what he is going to wri-te and when he has reached 
a decision then he must be prepared to take the results, as it were. 
Now in what areas do you think he should exercise self-censorship, 
apart from the thought of protecting himself against the risks. 
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CHINWEIZU 

Well prudence is not the same as self-censorship. I do not 
advocate self-censorship because if one is a citizen one has 
citizen obligations and citizen duties, and part of that citizen 
duty as I see it is to participate in the social discourse. And 
all that matters then is the prudence of how best to put across 
the case you want to make. 

CHARLES MUNGOSHI 

I don't quite know how far, you know (pause). This is a bit 
difficult to say how much you have to exercise ••• the freedom 
you have to exercise or the things you have to write about. It 
all depends on how they're defined. If •••• No I'd better leave 
that one alone. (laughter) 

CHINWEIZU 

Maybe part of the tradition of that kind of enquiry has been that 
writers think they should have absolute freedom. There is no such 
thing in the world. And when I emphasize .prudence it's simply that 
you don't jump off the Empire State Building in New York and expect 
not to land on the ground and break your bones. So writers are not 
above the social laws that. regulate human interaction. It's not 
what you say but how you say it. So if you have a very important 
point to make to your society, by all means make that point. If 
some section of your society believes in what you've said I am sure 
they'll rally to your support when other sections who dislike what 
you say come after you. But ultimately you must get across what you 
get across because you have a sense of citizen obligation and because 
you happen to have the facility or the ability to communicate through 
writing••••••· 

CHARLES MUNGOSHI 

•••••• Even so, it's a bit difficult for someone, say, if you are 
going to have a new kind of definition of moral conduct or whatever, 
of any new concept in any society, you are bound to hang for it. 
You know, like Galileo he was made to withdraw his statements about 
the world being round but finally it was the truth so in some ways 
you have to be prepared to suffer for some new concepts. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

So I take it that we don't give any special concessions to the 
African writer. 

Well, gentlemen I'm going to interrupt you here because we've reached 
the end of the programme. Yotlre leaving us all with plenty to think 
about and my thanks to you Charles Mungoshi and to you Chinweizu. 

There's just time to invite everyone to tune in next week at the same 
time. So from me, Alex Tetteh-Lartey, it's goodbye. 


