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ABSTRACT : - ) SR . -
. Within the Afro-American studfes program, the study
of African literature is invaluable in demonstrating the relationship
* betweer black Americans and Africa; it contributes to the sketchy .
glilpse of what'hlack ‘culture is and reflects the affective
experience of colonialism and neocolonialism. This paper explores the
. values of-an African-literature course for black Americans and
.. ‘'focuses on the following goals as important for such a course:
demqnstration of both the irrelevance of the concept of alienated
artist and the compatibility of individual, genius with the concept of
.artist as communal spokesperson, understandinqg of the character and
inportance of oral art, introduction to the literature about African
liteTature, anq indication of the great variety of modern
literature--in many lanquages and gerres--from Africa. The paper
concludes with a request that the acadeaic communfity generate three
kinds of materials: more accurateé, definitive bpibliographies;
-glossaries for individual works or authors, which explain topical
allusions and translate all foreign-language tgras; aqnd.more
nonevaluative, nonsubjective criticisa._ (JM). ‘a
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© AFRICAN LITERAT 2 .IN AFRO—AMERICAN s'rtmms Paocmus T o RO T RECESIARILY EPRES

- ¢ - ORe TOO MANY INDISPENSABLES L T
David F. Dorsey. ‘dr. L -
" By “AfrorAmerican Studies' I mean here what is, I assum. usually ' . (

. maant: the ;nterdisciﬁiluary study of blacks in the United Statos. A

most remarkable feature of -the histary of all American intellectual _ v
enterprise is that in all disciplines, dicta said to be universally
true of mankind, are 1gnored in discussion of black Americans. The
most relevant instance of this curiosity is the slowly disintegrating
conviction that the slaves were totally shorn of African culture after .o
they reached these shorqs; the only 1nstanco of absolute cultural di-

vestiture attoated 1n the history of man. The most urgent instanco is -~

the vigomua éontention that the nodern polltieal and. econonic interests ‘

of blacks hore are divyrcod from thqso of blacks elsewhere. Both these '7

- notions are such grotasquo fallaciles that their existende can be ex-

!

plained only hy the eultural needa they serve, .o !

In capsequence oi the profbund and pervaaiva fallacies about black
Americans which prevail in Ameritan academe, Afro-American studlies
programs must devote‘considexable attention to correcting ef;ors the
students have imbibed. This in turn requires that a najor subjéct in the
'study of American blacks is ths significance of blackness, that is. )
Africanity. both in time and in space.

In demonstrating the relationshlp botueen black Anericans and Africa,
African literature is invaluable. \Fbremost is its assault on parochlalism.
its iﬁtrodﬁction to. the divers&ty of black cultures, and to ‘the shared .
core of vision and values and expression which is black culture over the
globe. The literary reflections of religion, dance, and music, for
example, ' all contribute to the sketchy, hazy glimpse of what culture lis,
ard what black culture is. Secondly, and also inevitably, the literature pe

J

‘ reflects the affective experience of colonialism, and nore urgently,

neo-colonialism, both its worldwide similarities and its crucial dis-
similarities, even within Africa. Occa?ionally. in addition the literature

"wil]l show Americans how old is the history of Black American interest

anpd. involvament 1n Africa, and African interes$ in American blacks.
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_ Thus Afrioan litopture. thoush addressed least of all to a black
Auerlean a.udieneo, nevertheless is arich m:bne for velns of cultura.l .
contihulty, h}istorlosl assoclation , and cu!‘rent 1dent1ty of- lnterests. .

Some 1}‘xodnction. then, to black ,cultuze beyond these shores is a
y/for the Afro-American studiea‘- student. and Afrielm literature's
/ :on to that end is a primary function of a course in the subject.

¥ _‘ ve, however, any course xhlch parades as a cours'o in Riterature
G 11ke mtour anthropology Tné focus of an African. literature

but act

1
cou_rs* j st always be the literature itself, honored ag literature,
explicafied as litentun Tho focus should be, io-a word. literary.

ino study of African literatnro as literaturo can esoupo attontion )
, tperience of blackness in confrontation with the white world. .
i3 irst place, in any reading, Anorlosns. 1ncluding Black Anericans, -
&fe upon behavior reflecting valuos incomprehensible to thea. Usually'
2en 1s. unrecognized; the behavior is blithely misinterpreted or

13 ta.kon as evidence of flaws 1n the author's skill. Occasion-
ally th ;.uthor”s soclety -1s found at fault. Thus the professor must

io responsibility for explaining cultursl values, even when his
y the exegesis of the text. . v

On th&.othor hand, African texts contain frequent apparent or real

o cultural values shared with Afro-Americans, tut not with
other Ame:ﬂ.@ns. These potential instances of cultural continuity require
overt discu’&b.ion in the effort to elucidate the Afro-American s cultural

tradition. E

Preeminqpt in this tradition is ths stance of artist vis3-vis his
-J:ociety. Any course in Afrikan literature must demonstra.te

audience and“' \

both the i
patibility ofk&individua.l genlus with the concept of artist a8 communal
spoxesman. Si*xce this understanding 1s as essential for the proper con-
prehansion of poetic intent in Ishmael Reed as in Paule Marshall or in

Ayl Kwel Arma.h,g we hav‘ere an instance where the most specific ‘attention
to the text (Y;rtually any text!) will elucidate a wor1d~wide principle h
of black aestﬁ‘vof}cs.

2

"‘-;evance of the concept of alienated artist, and the com-



M.reflected or reported in African literatuxe, and which requires object-
‘orality. Presuming that what I mean by orality is clear to the audienca.

- I will here only distinguish ‘reflected’ or 'reported' Although the

. usuaIly he reportskthair importance 59 the epeoch and actions of the .

| ignorant. There are anclllary sources of infbrnation about exal art in .

Another elane‘ht of the uorm—aide blacx tradition which is always

ification in Afro-American studies is the character and 1mportance of - s

central intelligenco of Achebe's novels occaslonally reflects the in-
portance of proverbs in Igbo culture. reflectssthis by using thenm,

characters. In contrast each of p'Bitek's four books with 'Song in the .
t1t1s 43 jtself, as a whols, a Teflection of Acholl oral art. Clearly -
this is an aspect of. explication uhich a teacher cannot -attack with

ultimate authority unloss he knows the language and the cultura from
which the work springs. But it s in the essence of the task of all B
critics and teachers of art to be the less .ignorant leadinx the more

specific socletles; 1if onb is careful not to step beyond the verified

1t is both possible and necessary to talk about pharacteristics ‘of the

oral art 1n a language one’&oes not 'know . : g : - 5

-

But if the teacher appreciates African 1iterature~for itself, and
hopes to.transnit this respect and pleasure. he must introduce atudents

‘to the literature about African litezaturo . Here again one confrorts

certain univesrsals of blackness. Foremost are the ignorance, prsjudices .

and disrespect of critics. We must point out to ‘students the anthblogists i

who modify the poems they print and theretly reveal their ignorance of
the poet's subdbtletles, the bibliographies with grotesque errors and
omissions (the most valuable omits the most important poet” of Kenyal ),
the review Journals skewed European oriented tastes, European interpre-

. tations. or European publishers. More pervasive and significant are -

the ignorance and ppejudices of the critics, contorting, perverting the e
fornm and essence of works of art. This problem is mpost distressing

because the critics‘are usuallf nen of integrity, iosight. diligance

and genuine interest. Nevcrthelesé the conceptualization of literature .

still rests too firmly entwined in the literary traditions of Europe, .
specifically recant Europe. H&sreas most criticism of Euro-American
literature is merely insignificant. virtually uorthless.fnrAfrican
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attempting a geOgrashic, thematic and stylistic spread. The selection
_ 4s paipfully, infuriatingly curtailed by prices and access. Of secondary

1fteratyre it is often posttivel "misleading and harmful, even in its

priises. Who would have supposed in, say, 1970, that a spurlous
‘universality' and an umbrella ‘protest' would still in 1976 be potent
shibboleths of the critical capon .or that even now didacticisa and
social consciousness night be con idered inherently detrinantal to
aapiisetbe 0T irrelevant to artisti§ achievement? No wonder then that
subtle differences in the prenises\of characterization should escane .
Euro-centric critics. In what other area of study must the beginner

| more benare of his nentors? o \

- *

In additlon, any course in Afritan literature addressed to students

.who msy or may not go beyond 1t, nust suggest the infinite variaety of

modern literature from Africa. It nust indicate the multiplicity of
languages and genres, and sonething af the significance of cholce of -~

*  languagé. All the uhile it must never allow external evidence, or

aesthetic o~ soclal or political pr;bonceptionsj or even personsl
prejudice to obscure the individual work, its forms and structure. its
overt and implicit meanings, its unique contribution to the ‘coxrpus of
nan‘s art. And given the lack of literary sophistication typical in
our students, tnp courase uill ‘have to be given over to considerable

extent, to teaching fundamentals of reading literature, for example.

.overcoming the notion that any figurative interpretation of a poeu is

correct and establishing criteria for correct ones.

In such a lonz list of indispensable goals.‘the greatast problenm
would seem to be ons of priorities. Actuzlly the greatest problen I find
is time to dispel c¢hough ignorance even to approach’ tha art. Thereafter.
I fervently favor an approach which nakes afl else ancillary to the

-elucidation of specific_texts.' Ideally my texts are chosen to indicate

something of the variety in written English contemporary literature,

e

raterials, even the most importsnt nust be introduced with time-consuning

caveats. If there is any purpose in this pablic airing of my conception

of my duty, it is in asking the academic community {0 genarate materials ‘
which assist teachers. Three types come immediateky to mind.

-
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'{. more accurate, definitive bibllographies, limifed in scope but complete,

?

»

whose annotatlons ahderinéiples of selection are less subjective and

, more functional : . .. —

2 glossaries of 1ndlvidual works or of individual authors. uhich explain
‘to an alien reader all the topical allgrlons. and translate all terms
in foreign lapguages (1ncluding Pidgin). and indicate the connotatlve ’
and/or danotative meaning of all names when they are siznificant. ‘
(examples of crucial natarial to be 1nclndod. ‘details of the Yoruba _

+ pantheon for The nts;graters. details of Nairobl straets and guarters .
for K111 Me Quick)’ . w7

3. more exegeti%al (non—eviluative. non-subjective) critlciSn. demeaning
perhaps to the cognoscentl, but 1ndispensable to the rieophyte.

(examples: the forms and functions of rhymo in Lenri Peters; th9 nanipulation" )

of tihe in Grain of Wheatj the pathetlc fallacy in The Victims)
>

)

It will be clear that I have been thiniing not only of the progran
of Afro-American studies in which I teach African literature, but also
"of the students I teach, who are almost exclusively blacks from Africa
and the United States. But all that I have said will, I hope, be fouqd .
applicable, mutatls mutandis, to other American students. As I hava '
concelved the place of African literature in Afro-imerican studles, the '
status of the student is c¢ritical. Uhen students are already a little
or much informed about Africa. much more can be achieved in ‘the refinement
of their literary acumen. dhen they are already intuitively familiar
with black culture, much can.be achieved 1n the objectificatidn of their
own cultural values. This inplies that African literature courses in )
black schools should differ froa courses "of the same material in white
schools. Only in America Fould it need saying that teaching black people,
their relation to other blacks and to blackness is a serious contribution
to the nourishment of Truth. '






