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UNIT I 

THE NOVELIST AS A TEACHER – CHINUA ACHEBE 

About the Author: 

Chinua Achebe, full name Albert Chinualumogu Achebe, was a Nigerian novelist, 

poet, professor, and critic, widely regarded as one of the most important figures in modern 

African literature. Here is a detailed biography of Chinua Achebe. Chinua Achebe was born 

on November 16, 1930, in Ogidi, a town in southeastern Nigeria. He was the fifth of six 

children in his family, and he grew up in a traditional Igbo village. Achebe attended 

Government College in Umuahia and later went to the University College of Ibadan, where 

he studied English, history, and theology. During his time at university, Achebe became 

involved in writing and editing literary magazines, honing his skills as a writer and critic. 

Achebe’s debut novel, “Things Fall Apart,” published in 1958, is considered a seminal work 

in African literature. “Things Fall Apart” explores the impact of colonialism on Igbo society 

in Nigeria, portraying the struggles of its protagonist, Okonkwo, to maintain his cultural 

identity in the face of European influence.  

The novel was groundbreaking in its portrayal of African life from an African 

perspective and has been translated into numerous languages, becoming one of the most 

widely read and studied works of African literature. Achebe went on to write several other 

novels, including “No Longer at Ease” (1960), “Arrow of God” (1964), and “Anthills of the 

Savannah” (1987), which further explored themes of colonialism, tradition, and modernity in 

Africa. He also wrote collections of essays, poetry, and children’s books, as well as editing 

anthologies of African literature. In addition to his literary work, Achebe had a distinguished 

academic career. He taught at various universities, including the University of Nigeria, 

Nsukka, and the University of Massachusetts Amherst. Achebe held visiting professorships at 

institutions around the world, including Harvard University, Bard College, and Brown 

University. He was a vocal advocate for African literature and culture within academia, 

promoting the study of African languages and oral traditions alongside written literature.  

Achebe was politically engaged throughout his life, advocating for social justice, 

democracy, and human rights in Nigeria and beyond. He was critical of Nigeria’s post-

independence governments, particularly during periods of military rule and political 

instability. Achebe’s writing often addressed the complexities of Nigerian politics and the 

challenges facing African societies in the post-colonial era. Chinua Achebe passed away on 
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March 21, 2013, in Boston, Massachusetts, United States. Despite his death, Achebe’s 

influence on African literature and global literary culture remains profound. His novels 

continue to be studied in schools and universities worldwide, and his contributions to 

literature have earned him numerous awards and honors, including the Man Booker 

International Prize (2007). Achebe’s legacy extends beyond his own writing to the 

generations of African writers he inspired and influenced, paving the way for a vibrant and 

diverse literary tradition on the continent. 

Chinua Achebe’s life and work exemplify the power of literature to illuminate the 

human experience and provoke critical reflection on the complexities of history, culture, and 

identity. 

Critical Analysis: 

 Chinua Achebe is the most influential novelist of Nigeria and one of the most 

authentic voices of the present African consciousness. His writings truly reflect the dreams 

and aspirations of his fellow Africans. Achebe’s critical and sociological essay, “The 

Novelist as a Teacher” shows his passionable attachment to the customs and traditions of his 

country. “The Novelist as a Teacher” is a talk delivered at the first Common Wealth Writers 

Conference at Leeds in 1964. Since then it is considered as the literary manifesto of Achebe. 

He defines the sociology of the writer, the nature of his writings and their relevance to the 

society with special reference to his literary practice. Achebe believes in the theory that 

literature is to entertain as well as to instruct. These two functions are co-existent in terms of 

the literary conception of Achebe. The creative writer not only sees the society as it is but 

brings out never and more meaningful forms of living. 

The Essay comprises two parts. In the first part, Achebe talks about the existence of a 

work of art in relation to its interaction with the readers. In the second part, he talks about the 

function of a writer in a social environment. Both the sections are linked by the personal 

and literary experiences of Achebe. The African writers generally think that the kind of 

relationship that exists between the writer and the audience in their country is the same as that 

in Europe. It is wrong. the western audience thinks that a writer is in revolt against the society 

and the society looks upon him with suspicion. Achebe is concerned about the social 

responsibilities and obligations of the writer. The writer, according to Achebe is an organic 

part of the society. The African writers do not have a foreign audience in mind. Achebe does 

not write for the European readers. Many African readers look to him as a kind of a teacher, a 
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guide. His novels are always taken as an advice to the young. It may not be possible for a 

Self-respecting author to take dictation from his readers. He should nurse his individuality. At 

the same time, he must have a sense to the relative merits of the cause, he chooses, one need 

not take a rigid view of the aspiration and requirements of the society. 

Many wrongly consider the Africans as inferior. A sense of submissiveness and 

servitude to the alien has wrought an imparable damage to the psychic life of the African, 

who have not been able to shake off their colonial submissiveness. when Achebe’s wife, as a 

teacher, asked a student why he wrote ‘winter’ for ‘harmattan’, the boy replied that he would 

become a laughing stock if he did. The boy thought that there was something disgraceful 

about the African weather. This type of the inferiority complex must be purged. The native 

artist can contribute to restoring the self-confidence of the Africans. This is the educative role 

of the African writers. Achebe requests the African writers to commit themselves to the task 

of rediscover themselves as a people, refashioning their literary and cultural institutions and 

helps them to assert their pride and dignity and human worth. He has to recreate the world of 

African past and present, its dignity and integrity and create a new sense of awareness 

through his novels. 

Thus, Achebe art is essential instructive and propagandist. He stresses the sociological 

and the utilitarian function of literature. The African writer should also aim at using English 

in a way that brings out the message without altering the language. He should aim at 

fashioning and an English which is at once universal and able to carry his peculiar 

experience. “A Novelist as a Teacher” by Chinua Achebe is a thought-provoking essay that 

delves into the responsibilities and impact of writers in society. Achebe articulates his central 

argument clearly and succinctly, asserting that novelists have a profound influence on society 

as educators, whether they intend to or not. Her essay offers valuable insights into the role of 

literature in shaping cultural consciousness and moral values. He highlights the power of 

storytelling to challenge prevailing ideologies and advocate for social change. 

Achebe’s perspective as an African writer adds depth to his analysis, as he critiques 

the dominance of Western literature and emphasizes the importance of preserving indigenous 

cultures and narratives. Her essay serves as a call to action for writers to recognize their role 

as moral authorities and cultural custodians. He urges writers to use their creative talents to 

address social injustices and promote empathy and understanding. On the whole “A Novelist 

as a Teacher” is a compelling essay that raises important questions about the role of literature 
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in society. Achebe’s insights into the responsibilities of writers and the power of storytelling 

to educate and inspire are valuable contributions to literary criticism. However, the essay 

could benefit from a more nuanced exploration of the complexities and challenges inherent in 

the relationship between writers and their readers, as well as a broader consideration of the 

diverse ways in which literature shapes cultural consciousness. Nonetheless, Achebe’s essay 

remains a thought-provoking reflection on the moral and cultural dimensions of literary 

artistry. 

Plot Summary and Themes: 

“The Novelist as a Teacher” is an essay by Chinua Achebe that delves into the 

responsibilities and roles of a novelist, particularly in relation to society and education. As an 

essay, it doesn’t follow a traditional plot structure, but rather presents a series of arguments 

and discussions on the chosen topic. Chinua Achebe, drawing from his own experiences as a 

novelist and educator, discusses the dual role of the novelist as a creator of art and as a 

teacher of society. He explores the idea that literature is not just about entertainment or 

aesthetics, but also about conveying truths and lessons about the human condition. Achebe 

begins by critiquing the works of Joseph Conrad, particularly “Heart of Darkness,” for their 

portrayal of Africa and Africans. He argues that literature has the power to shape perceptions 

and understanding, and therefore, writers have a responsibility to present a more nuanced and 

accurate depiction of the world. Throughout the essay, Achebe emphasizes the importance of 

storytelling in African culture and the role of the novelist in preserving and shaping cultural 

identity. He discusses the challenges faced by African writers in reclaiming their narratives 

from the distortions of colonialism and Western literature. Achebe also reflects on his own 

experiences as a writer and teacher, discussing the ways in which literature can be used to 

educate and enlighten society. He argues that novels have the power to challenge stereotypes, 

foster empathy, and promote social change. 

Several themes can be discussed in this work. The first one is responsibility of the 

novelist. One of the central themes of the essay is the idea that novelists have a responsibility 

to society. Achebe argues that writers should use their platform to convey truths about the 

human condition and to challenge injustice and oppression. She explores the power of 

literature to shape perceptions and understanding. He discusses how novels can influence 

society and individuals, highlighting the importance of presenting diverse and authentic 

narratives. The essay touches on themes of cultural identity and representation. Achebe 

discusses the importance of storytelling in preserving cultural heritage and the challenges 
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faced by African writers in reclaiming their narratives from colonial influence. Achebe 

reflects on the role of literature in education and enlightenment. He argues that novels have 

the power to educate society and foster empathy and understanding among readers. Hence, 

“The Novelist as a Teacher” is a thought-provoking essay that explores the responsibilities 

and roles of the novelist in society. Through his discussion of literature, culture, and 

education, Achebe invites readers to consider the power and potential of storytelling to effect 

change and promote social justice. 
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THE DANGER OF A SINGLE STORY - CHIMAMANDA NGOZI ADICHIE 

About the Author: 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie stands as a luminary in modern literature, her name 

synonymous with powerful storytelling and unwavering advocacy for gender equality and 

social justice. Born on September 15, 1977, in Enugu, Nigeria, Adichie’s formative years in 

the university town of Nsukka cultivated a profound reverence for education and literature. 

Raised by parents who were both academics at the University of Nigeria, her upbringing was 

steeped in intellectual inquiry and cultural richness, laying the foundation for her future 

literary endeavors. Adichie burst onto the literary scene with her debut novel, “Purple 

Hibiscus,” published in 2003. Set against the backdrop of Nigeria’s political turmoil, the 

novel captivated readers with its poignant exploration of family dynamics, religious 

extremism, and the complexities of post-colonial African society. It garnered critical acclaim 

and established Adichie as a formidable voice in contemporary literature. 

Following the success of “Purple Hibiscus,” Adichie’s literary prowess soared to new 

heights with the publication of “Half of a Yellow Sun” in 2006. Set during Nigeria’s 

tumultuous civil war, the novel masterfully weaves together the lives of its characters against 

the backdrop of historical upheaval, offering a searing portrayal of love, loss, and resilience 

in the face of conflict. “Half of a Yellow Sun” garnered numerous awards, including the 

prestigious Orange Prize for Fiction, catapulting Adichie to international acclaim. Adichie’s 

literary oeuvre extends beyond the realm of fiction, encompassing essays, short stories, and 

speeches that tackle pressing social and political issues with unwavering candor and insight. 

Her TED Talk, “We Should All Be Feminists,” delivered in 2012, went viral, sparking a 

global conversation about gender equality and inspiring a new generation of feminists. 

Adichie’s subsequent essay of the same title has become a rallying cry for gender justice, 

challenging entrenched patriarchal norms and advocating for a more inclusive and equitable 

society. 

In addition to her literary achievements, Adichie’s advocacy extends to the realm of 

academia, where she has served as a distinguished speaker and educator at universities 

around the world. Her commitment to amplifying marginalized voices and challenging 

systems of oppression has earned her widespread admiration and respect, solidifying her 

status as a leading figure in contemporary feminism and social justice activism. With each 

word she writes and each speech she delivers, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie continues to 
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inspire, provoke, and uplift audiences worldwide. Her unwavering commitment to truth, 

justice, and equality serves as a beacon of hope in an often-tumultuous world, reminding us 

of the transformative power of literature and the enduring importance of speaking truth to 

power. 

Text: 

“A Danger of a Single Story” is a TED Talk delivered by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

in 2009. Here is the original text of her speech: 

I’m a storyteller. And I would like to tell you a few personal stories about what I like 

to call “the danger of the single story.” I grew up on a university campus in eastern Nigeria. 

My mother says that I started reading at the age of two, although I think four is probably 

close to the truth. So I was an early reader, and what I read were British and American 

children’s books. 

I was also an early writer, and when I began to write at about the age of seven, stories 

in pencil with crayon illustrations that my poor mother was obligated to read, I wrote exactly 

the kinds of stories I was reading: All my characters were white and blue-eyed. They played 

in the snow, they ate apples, and they talked a lot about the weather, how lovely it was that 

the sun had come out. Now, this despite the fact that I lived in Nigeria. I had never been 

outside Nigeria. We didn’t have snow, we ate mangoes, and we never talked about the 

weather, because there was no need to. 

My characters also drank a lot of ginger beer, because the characters in the British 

books I read drank ginger beer. Never mind that I had no idea what ginger beer was. And for 

many years afterwards, I would have a desperate desire to taste ginger beer. But that is 

another story. 

What this demonstrates, I think, is how impressionable and vulnerable we are in the 

face of a story, particularly as children. Because all I had read were books in which characters 

were foreign, I had become convinced that books by their very nature had to have foreigners 

in them and had to be about things with which I could not personally identify. Now, things 

changed when I discovered African books. There weren’t many of them available, and they 

weren’t quite as easy to find as the foreign books. 

But because of writers like Chinua Achebe and Camara Laye, I went through a mental 

shift in my perception of literature. I realized that people like me, girls with skin the color of 
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chocolate, whose kinky hair could not form ponytails, could also exist in literature. I started 

to write about things I recognized. 

Now, I loved those American and British books I read. They stirred my imagination. 

They opened up new worlds for me. But the unintended consequence was that I did not know 

that people like me could exist in literature. So what the discovery of African writers did for 

me was this: It saved me from having a single story of what books are. 

I come from a conventional, middle-class Nigerian family. My father was a professor. 

My mother was an administrator. And so we had, as was the norm, live-in domestic help, who 

would often come from nearby rural villages. So the year I turned eight, we got a new 

houseboy. His name was Fide. The only thing my mother told us about him was that his 

family was very poor. 

My mother sent yams and rice and old clothes to his family. And when I didn’t finish 

my dinner, my mother would say, “Finish your food! Don’t you know? People like Fide’s 

family have nothing.” So I felt enormous pity for Fide’s family. 

Then one Saturday, we went to his village to visit. And his mother showed us a 

beautifully patterned basket made of dyed raffia that his brother had made. I was startled. It 

had not occurred to me that anybody in his family could actually make something. All I had 

heard about them was how poor they were, so that it had become impossible for me to see 

them as anything else but poor. Their poverty was my single story of them. 

Years later, I thought about this when I left Nigeria to go to university in the United 

States. I was 19. My American roommate was shocked by me. She asked where I had learned 

to speak English so well, and was confused when I said that Nigeria happened to have 

English as its official language. She asked if she could listen to what she called my “tribal 

music,” and was consequently very disappointed when I produced my tape of Mariah Carey. 

She assumed that I did not know how to use a stove. 

What struck me was this: She had felt sorry for me even before she saw me. Her 

default position toward me, as an African, was a kind of patronizing, well-meaning pity. My 

roommate had a single story of Africa: a single story of catastrophe. In this single story, there 

was no possibility of Africans being similar to her in any way, no possibility of feelings more 

complex than pity, no possibility of a connection as human equals. 
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I must say that before I went to the U.S. I didn’t consciously identify as African. But 

in the U.S., whenever Africa came up, people turned to me. Never mind that I knew nothing 

about places like Namibia. But I did come to embrace this new identity, and in many ways, I 

think of myself now as African. Although I still get quite irritable when Africa is referred to 

as a country, the most recent example being my otherwise wonderful flight from Lagos two 

days ago, in which there was an announcement on the Virgin flight about the charity work in 

“India, Africa, and other countries.” 

So after I had spent some years in the U.S. as an African, I began to understand my 

roommate’s response to me. If I had not grown up in Nigeria, and if all I knew about Africa 

were from popular images, I too would think that Africa was a place of beautiful landscapes, 

beautiful animals, and incomprehensible people, fighting senseless wars, dying of poverty 

and AIDS, unable to speak for themselves and waiting to be saved by a kind, white foreigner. 

I would see Africans in the same way that I, as a child, had seen Fide’s family. 

This single story of Africa ultimately comes, I think, from Western literature. Now, 

here is a quote from the writing of a London merchant called John Lok, who sailed to west 

Africa in 1561 and kept a fascinating account of his voyage. After referring to the black 

Africans as “beasts who have no houses,” he writes, “They are also people without heads, 

having their mouth and eyes in their breasts.” 

Now, I’ve laughed every time I’ve read this, and one must, because it’s really very 

funny. But I remember that when I read it at 18, I was mortified. Because it seemed to me that 

what had been written about my people was not just bad, it was damning. I saw my people 

through the eyes of a stranger, and I was ashamed of myself. I realized that I had been 

subconsciously buying into this single story of Africa, and that it had become dangerous. I 

had fallen into the trap of many single stories: This is what happens when we allow a single 

story to be told about another person or country. We risk a critical misunderstanding. 

Adichie, Chimamanda Ngozi. “The Danger of a Single Story.” Speech, TED Global, 

July 2009. 

Summary: 

“A Danger of a Single Story” is a TED Talk delivered by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

in 2009. In her speech, Adichie explores the consequences of reducing complex narratives to 

a single perspective or stereotype. Drawing from her own experiences growing up in Nigeria 
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and studying abroad, she highlights how single stories can lead to misunderstanding, 

misrepresentation, and dehumanization. Adichie emphasizes the importance of embracing 

diverse narratives and encourages her audience to question their assumptions and seek out 

multiple perspectives. Ultimately, she argues that recognizing the danger of single stories is 

essential for fostering empathy, understanding, and mutual respect across cultures. 

‘‘The Danger of a Single Story’’ is an eighteen-minute presentation in which Adichie 

explains what a single story is, how it has impacted her throughout her life, and how people 

can push back against such simplistic stories in their own lives.  As a child, she read Western 

literature, meaning stories written by North American or European authors. These books 

described a life very different to her own, which she then copied when she started writing her 

own stories. She points out that this childhood imitation indicates a deeper problem: the 

foreign books she read formed the blueprint of what she thought books had to be. When she 

was a little older, she began to read more African literature, which helped her change her 

perspective and see herself represented in stories. Adichie also points out other instances of 

‘‘single stories’’ in her life: her parents told her that the people who worked for the family as 

domestic help were very poor, which then became the only thing that Adichie knew or 

believed about those people. When she later visited their home and found that in addition to 

their poverty, they were creative, complex people with their own lives, she was forced to 

reconsider her assumptions. 

Adichie shares two primary examples to discuss why generalizations are made. 

Reflecting on her everyday life, she recalls a time where her college roommate had a “default 

position” of ”well-meaning pity” towards her due to the misconception that everyone from 

Africa comes from a poor, struggling background. Adichie also clearly faults herself for also 

being influenced by the “single story” epidemic, showing that she made the same mistake as 

many others. Due to the strong media coverage on Mexican immigration she “had bought 

into the single story”, automatically associating all Mexicans with immigration. These 

anecdotes emphasize how stereotypes are formed due to incomplete information, but one 

story should not define a group of people. 

Adichie also tackles the effect of political and cultural power on stories. Power not 

only spreads a story, but also makes its ideas persist. Adichie states that power can be used 

for malintent, through controlling “how stories are told, who tells them, when they’re told, 

and how many stories are told”. Using power to manipulate our understanding of others can 
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be evidenced by Adichie’s trip to Mexico, where she realized Mexicans were not the harmful 

Americans Western media had portrayed them to be. Additionally, influential western stories 

have caused people like Adichie to have a limited idea of characters that appear in literature, 

since foreigners were not part of them. This is why the first stories Adichie had written 

included white characters playing in the snow rather than things reflective of her life in 

Africa. Adichie explains how she became enlightened through “the discovery of African 

writers”, which “saved from having a single story of what books are” and becoming another 

victim of a biased sample of literature. 

Adichie puts her speech in a nutshell stating that “to create a single story, show a 

people as one thing, as only one thing, over and over again, and that is what they become”. 

Her conclusion responds to these misconceptions by reiterating the importance of spreading 

diverse stories in opposition to focusing on just one. She professes that the rejection of the 

single-story phenomenon allows one to “regain a kind of paradise” and see people as more 

than just one incomplete idea.  

Critical Analysis: 

“A Danger of a Single Story” by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie is a compelling and 

thought-provoking speech that explores the impact of stereotypes and the danger of reducing 

complex narratives to a single, often negative, story. Several merits have been discussed by 

the critics. Analyzing her personal narrative Adichie effectively uses personal anecdotes from 

her own life to illustrate the consequences of single stories. By sharing her experiences 

growing up in Nigeria and studying abroad, she provides relatable examples that resonate 

with audiences and make her message more compelling. Adichie also incorporates historical 

examples, such as John Lok’s account of his voyage to West Africa in the 16th century, to 

demonstrate how stereotypes about Africa have been perpetuated over time. 

This historical context adds depth to her argument and highlights the enduring impact 

of single stories on perceptions of the continent. Her deliverance is highly engaging. She is a 

skillful and engaging speaker, using humor and vivid language to captivate her audience. Her 

storytelling abilities draw listeners in and make complex ideas accessible, enhancing the 

effectiveness of her message. She offers a nuanced analysis of the consequences of single 

stories, emphasizing how they can lead to misunderstanding, misrepresentation, and even 

dehumanization. She encourages her audience to question their own assumptions and 

recognize the importance of diverse narratives in promoting empathy and understanding. 
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There are also few demerits given by critics. Limited solutions are considered as the 

first demerit of her work. While Adichie effectively identifies the problem of single stories, 

she provides relatively few concrete solutions for addressing it. While she encourages 

individuals to seek out diverse perspectives and challenge stereotypes, she does not delve 

deeply into systemic or institutional factors that perpetuate single stories. While her 

discussion of single stories is centered on Africa, the phenomenon she describes is applicable 

to many other regions and communities around the world. While she acknowledges this to 

some extent, her speech could benefit from more explicit recognition of the universality of 

the problem and its implications beyond Africa.  

“A Danger of a Single Story” is a compelling and insightful speech that sheds light on 

the power of narratives to shape perceptions and influence attitudes. Her personal anecdotes, 

historical examples, and engaging delivery make her message accessible and compelling, 

prompting audiences to reconsider their assumptions and embrace the richness of diverse 

narratives. While the speech could benefit from more explicit discussion of solutions and a 

broader examination of the phenomenon of single stories, it remains a powerful call to action 

for individuals to challenge stereotypes and seek out the complexity of human experience. 
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UNIT II 

HEAVEN’S GATE - CHRISTOPHER OKIGBO 

About the Author: 

Christopher Okigbo was a Nigerian poet, considered one of the most significant 

African poets of the 20th century. Born on August 16, 1932, in Ojoto, Anambra State, 

Nigeria, Okigbo was raised in a Christian household. He attended Government College 

Umuahia and later the University College, Ibadan, where he studied Classics. After 

completing his education, Okigbo worked briefly as a teacher before pursuing a career in 

broadcasting with the Nigerian Broadcasting Corporation. However, his true passion lay in 

poetry, and he soon dedicated himself fully to his craft. Okigbo’s poetry reflects his deep 

engagement with Igbo culture, as well as his experiences living in Nigeria during a period of 

significant social and political change. His work is known for its complex imagery, rich 

symbolism, and lyrical intensity. Influenced by both traditional African oral poetry and 

European modernism, Okigbo’s writing often explores themes of identity, history, and the 

struggle for independence. 

One of Okigbo’s most famous works is his poetry collection “Labyrinths,” published 

in 1964. This collection is characterized by its innovative use of language and its exploration 

of existential themes. Okigbo’s poetry gained international recognition and has been 

translated into several languages. Tragically, Okigbo’s life was cut short during the Nigerian 

Civil War (1967-1970), also known as the Biafran War. He joined the Biafran cause and 

served as a major in the Biafran Army. On September 1967, Okigbo was killed in action 

during the Battle of Nsukka. Despite his untimely death at the age of 35, Christopher 

Okigbo’s legacy endures through his poetry, which continues to inspire readers and writers 

around the world. He remains a towering figure in African literature, celebrated for his poetic 

vision and his commitment to social and political change. 

Poem: 

BEFORE YOU, my mother Idoto, 

Naked I stand; 

Before your weary presence, 

A prodigal 

 

Leaning on an oilbean, 
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Lost in your legend 

Under your power wait I 

On barefoot, Watchman for the watchword 

At Heavensgate; 

 

Out of the depth my cry: 

Give ear and hearken... 

 

DARK WATERS of the beginning. 

 

Ray, violet, and short, piercing the gloom, 

Foreshadow the fire that is dreamed of. 

 

Rainbow on far side, arched like boa bent to kill, 

Foreshadow the fire that is dreamed of. 

 

Me to the orangery 

Solitude invites, 

A wagtail, to tell 

The tangled-wood-tale; 

A sunbird, to mourn 

A mother on spray. 

 

Rain and sun in single combat; 

On one leg standing, 

In silence at the passage 

The young bird at the passage 

 

SILENCE FACES at crossroads: 

Festivity in black... 

 

Faces of black like black 

Column of ants,  
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Behind the bell tower, 

Into the hot garden 

Where all roads meet: 

Festivity in black... 

Summary: 

The poem opens with the speaker describing a scene at a festival, where they find 

themselves on a marble floor, surrounded by light. The speaker is expectant, waiting for a 

diviner’s sign, suggesting a ritualistic or spiritual atmosphere. As the speaker looks up, they 

perceive “Heaven’s gate,” which is portrayed as an elusive and ephemeral entity. It is likened 

to the shadow of the speaker’s breath, emphasizing its intangible nature. The gate is further 

described as being concealed by the house on the hill, adding to its mysterious quality. 

Time is described as coming to its full, and the speaker senses a feeling of 

culmination or completion. The “void’s cup” is mentioned, suggesting a sense of abundance 

or overflow, perhaps alluding to the richness of spiritual experience or revelation. The 

mention of “Umuaro’s manna” and “Umuanunu’s windshield” introduces specific cultural 

references, likely related to Nigerian traditions or mythologies. These references add depth 

and context to the poem, grounding it in a specific cultural milieu. 

Overall, “Heaven’s Gate” is a complex and evocative poem that invites readers to 

contemplate themes of spirituality, transcendence, and the search for meaning. Okigbo’s rich 

imagery and symbolic language create a vivid and immersive experience, drawing readers 

into a world of mystery and wonder. 

Critical Analysis: 

“Heaven’s Gate” by Christopher Okigbo is a poignant and enigmatic poem that delves 

into themes of language, absence, and silence. Through its sparse yet evocative language, the 

poem invites readers to contemplate the deeper meanings behind words and the profound 

significance of silence. The poem begins with a direct address, as the speaker tells the 

listener, “You don’t understand the beauty of words.” This assertion sets the tone for the 

exploration of language and its complexities that follow. The speaker suggests that the 

listener’s inability to appreciate the beauty of words stems from a lack of understanding of 

the beauty of absence. This notion introduces the theme of absence, implying that there is a 

deeper significance to what is not said or expressed. The speaker further elaborates on the 
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relationship between words and absence, stating, “You can’t see how words create 

emptiness.” Here, words are depicted as both creators and containers of emptiness, 

suggesting that language has the power to evoke a sense of absence or void. This idea 

challenges conventional notions of language as a means of communication and expression, 

instead presenting it as a medium through which absence can be articulated and experienced.  

The poem then takes a turn as the speaker accuses the listener of being “afraid of 

silence.” Silence is portrayed as a source of discomfort or fear, contrasting with the beauty 

and allure of words. This juxtaposition highlights the tension between language and silence, 

suggesting that silence holds a power and significance that words cannot fully capture or 

convey. In the concluding lines, the speaker asserts that “it is in the silence... that the true / 

Word is to be found.” This assertion redefines the relationship between language and silence, 

suggesting that true meaning and understanding reside not in the words themselves but in the 

spaces between them. Silence is depicted as a fertile ground for the emergence of profound 

truths and insights, challenging the listener to embrace and explore its depths. 

The poem concludes with a sudden and abrupt shift, as the speaker declares, “And 

suddenly / He was taken away from me.” This final line introduces an element of personal 

loss or grief, disrupting the philosophical contemplation that precedes it. The abruptness of 

this ending leaves readers with a sense of unresolved tension, inviting further reflection on 

the themes and ideas explored throughout the poem. In “Heaven’s Gate,” Christopher Okigbo 

crafts a thought-provoking meditation on the nature of language, absence, and silence. 

Through its lyrical language and complex imagery, the poem challenges readers to reconsider 

their understanding of words and the profound significance of what is left unsaid. 

Themes: 

“Heaven’s Gate” by Christopher Okigbo explores several themes through its 

enigmatic and thought-provoking verses. Some of the key themes in the poem include 

language and silence. The poem delves into the complexities of language and silence, 

examining their interplay and significance. It suggests that true understanding and meaning 

may be found in the spaces between words, emphasizing the power and beauty of silence as a 

source of insight and revelation. 

He explores the concept of absence and emptiness throughout the poem, portraying 

words as both creators and containers of emptiness. This theme invites readers to consider the 

ways in which absence shapes our experiences and perceptions, and how language can evoke 
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a sense of absence or void. The poem suggests that the listener is “afraid of silence,” 

highlighting the discomfort or fear associated with moments of quiet reflection or 

introspection. This theme speaks to the tension between the desire for communication and 

expression, and the inherent unease that may accompany moments of silence or stillness. 

Through its exploration of language, silence, and absence, the poem reflects a broader 

search for truth and meaning. It suggests that deeper insights and understanding may be 

found by embracing silence and delving into the mysteries of language and existence. The 

poem concludes with a sudden and abrupt reference to personal loss or grief, introducing an 

element of emotional depth and vulnerability. This theme adds a layer of complexity to the 

philosophical contemplation that precedes it, highlighting the interconnectedness of personal 

experiences and larger existential questions. “Heaven’s Gate” engages with themes of 

language, silence, absence, fear, truth, and loss, inviting readers to reflect on the complexities 

of human existence and the mysteries of the universe. 
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WERE I TO CHOOSE - GABRIEL OKARA 

About the Author: 

Gabriel Okara was a renowned Nigerian poet and novelist, often referred to as the 

“Father of Modern African Literature.” Born on April 24, 1921, in Bumoundi in Bayelsa 

State, Nigeria, Okara grew up in the Niger Delta region, which greatly influenced his literary 

works. After completing his education, Okara worked as a teacher and a civil servant before 

pursuing a career in writing. He published his first poem in 1949, and his early works were 

heavily influenced by the oral tradition of the Ijaw people, as well as by Western literary 

forms. In 1953, Okara’s poetry collection “Piano and Drums” was published, marking a 

significant contribution to African literature. This collection explores themes of cultural 

identity, colonialism, and the clash between traditional and modern values. The title poem, 

“Piano and Drums,” is particularly notable for its vivid imagery and its depiction of the 

tension between African and Western cultures. Okara’s literary output also includes novels, 

such as “The Voice” (1964) and “The Fisherman’s Invocation” (1978). 

His novels often explore similar themes as his poetry, delving into the complexities of 

Nigerian society and the struggle for self-discovery and identity. Throughout his career, 

Okara received numerous awards and honors for his contributions to literature, including the 

Nigerian National Order of Merit Award for Literature in 2017. He was also a prominent 

figure in Nigeria’s cultural and political landscape, advocating for social justice and the 

preservation of African cultural heritage. Okara passed away on March 25, 2019, leaving 

behind a rich literary legacy that continues to inspire generations of writers and readers both 

in Nigeria and around the world. His works remain relevant today for their insightful 

commentary on the human condition and their celebration of African culture and heritage. 

Poem: 

When Adam broke the stone 

and red streams raged down to 

gather in the womb, 

an angel calmed the storm; 

And I, the breath mewed 

in Cain, unblinking gaze 

at the world without 

from the brink of an age 
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That draws from the groping lips 

a breast-muted cry 

to thread the years. 

(O were I to choose) 

And now the close of one 

and thirty turns, the world 

of bones is Babel, and 

the different tongues within 

are flames the head 

continually burning. 

And O of this dark halo 

were the tired head free. 

And when the harmattan 

of days has parched the throat 

and skin and sucked the fever 

of the head away 

Then the massive dark 

descends and flesh and bone 

are razed. And (O were I to choose) I’d cheat the worms 

and silence seek in stone. 

Summary: 

Gabriel Okara’s “Were I to Choose” is reminiscent of Yeats’ “Adam’s Curse.” Adam 

toiling in the soil can be compared to the Negros working in the soil. They broke the stone 

themselves which was their very foundation. The red streams are symbolic of the multilingual 

diversity that reaches the womb Africa. Cain metaphorically represents the next generation. 

‘I’ in Okara’s poems generally refers to the tribe. The poet implies that he is currently 

imprisoned in the present generation and its identity crisis. The earlier generation’s gaze 

would not go beyond; but his does and to him, the world is looked at from the brink. Written 

in 1950s, the period of Nigerian Independence, the poet sees his ancestors-their slavery, their 

groping lips and the breasts muted by heart-rending suffering. His vision goes outside and 

backwards. The memory is like a thread going through his ears. Cain was a wanderer, who if 
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caught by anybody, would be definitely slain. Similar is the case of the modern uneducated 

man who does not possess any aim. At the turn of 31 years, the poet is multi-lingual and he 

wonders what should be the medium of his instruction. The tower of Babel symbolizes unity. 

During the construction of the Tower of Babel, God cursed the people concerned. The people 

wanted to build a great tower signifying oneness, and around its people would stand united. 

They wanted to speak the same language but God despised the very fact. There now remains 

no proper foundation, or structure and his world has deteriorated to a ‘world of bones’. 

He wants free himself from the imprisonment of this dark halo (a halo generally 

considered ‘blessed’ seems dark to the poet). His conflict is not being able to choose from the 

different languages. He is torn between different worlds. The poet likens his predicament 

with the Harmattan, a parching wind mingling with dust during the period of Dec-Feb in 

Nigeria. The throat is dry and he is unable to speak out. He is delirious as the flames of 

torture are burning his existence. The colonial period has made him an amalgam of European 

and African cultures, and now he finds himself in a no man’s land. He relishes the idea of 

resolving the crisis by seeking refuge in the silence of the grave. In such a context, he would 

be even cheating the worms as he would enjoy the state of affairs. 

Narrative Techniques: 

“Where Do I Choose?” by Gabriel Okara employs various narrative techniques to 

convey its themes and evoke a sense of introspection and questioning in the reader. Here are 

detailed notes on the narrative techniques used in the poem: 

The poem is narrated from a first-person perspective, allowing readers to directly 

engage with the speaker’s thoughts and emotions. This narrative technique creates a sense of 

intimacy and personal reflection, drawing readers into the speaker’s internal struggles and 

uncertainties. 

Okara employs repetition throughout the poem to emphasize key ideas and themes. 

The repeated question, “Where do I choose?” serves as a refrain, highlighting the speaker’s 

sense of confusion and indecision. This repetition reinforces the central theme of uncertainty 

and prompts readers to contemplate their own choices and beliefs. 

The poem is rich in imagery, using vivid descriptions to evoke sensory experiences 

and create a vivid mental landscape. For example, the image of “a room / Where the table is 

laid / With a loaf of bread” conjures a scene of hunger and longing, while the metaphor of “a 
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game of chess / Where the black king is black / And the white king is black” symbolizes the 

ambiguity and complexity of human relationships and power dynamics. 

Okara employs symbolism to imbue the poem with deeper layers of meaning. For 

instance, the ripe fruits mentioned in the final stanza symbolize potential and abundance, 

contrasting with the barren waste that the speaker’s eyes seek. This symbolism reflects the 

speaker’s internal conflict between desire and disillusionment, highlighting the tension 

between what is perceived as valuable and what is ultimately unfulfilling. 

The poem utilizes irony to underscore its themes of contradiction and disillusionment. 

For example, the juxtaposition of the image of a table laid with bread with the statement 

“And we hunger” highlights the disparity between material abundance and spiritual 

emptiness. Similarly, the description of the world as a “game of chess” where kings are 

indistinguishable reflects the irony of power struggles and societal norms. 

Okara employs enjambment throughout the poem, allowing lines to flow into each 

other without punctuation. This technique creates a sense of continuity and fluidity, mirroring 

the speaker’s stream of consciousness as they grapple with their internal conflict and 

uncertainty. 

Accordingly, through the use of first-person narration, repetition, imagery, symbolism, 

irony, and enjambment, Gabriel Okara effectively employs narrative techniques to explore 

themes of choice, truth, and disillusionment in “Where Do I Choose?” 
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THE CASUALITIES - JOHN PEPPER CLARK 

About the Author: 

John Pepper Clark, also known as J.P. Clark, was a Nigerian poet and playwright born 

on April 6, 1935, in Kiagbodo, Delta State, Nigeria. He was one of Nigeria’s foremost literary 

figures and played a significant role in the development of African literature. Clark studied at 

the University of Ibadan and later at Princeton University in the United States. His writing 

often focused on themes of Nigerian culture, politics, and identity. Some of his notable works 

include the plays “The Masquerade” and “The Raft,” as well as poetry collections like “A 

Reed in the Tide” and “Casualties: Poems 1966-68.” In addition to his literary contributions, 

Clark was also involved in academia, serving as a professor of English at various universities 

in Nigeria and the United States. Throughout his life, Clark received numerous awards and 

honors for his work, including the Nigerian National Order of Merit Award for academic 

excellence. He passed away on October 13, 2020, leaving behind a rich legacy of literature 

that continues to inspire readers both in Nigeria and around the world. 

Poem: 

The casualties are not only those who are dead; 

They are well out of it. 

The casualties are not only those who are wounded, 

Though they await burial by installment 

The casualties are not only those who have lost 

Person or property, hard as it is 

To grope for a touch that some  

May not know is not there 

The casualties are not those led away by night; 

The cell is a cruel place, sometimes a heaven, 

Indeed all those who have escaped 

Are casualties 

And all those who have escaped are  

Casualties in the end. 

They are taken and retaken. 

They are taken and retaken 

And retaken 

No they do not die 



 

24 
 

They are numerous as insects 

They are simply the ones who keep living 

Who, denied report or epitaph 

Whose personal belongings are anything 

Less than a grave 

Go on trying to locate 

Themselves in their own skins 

And their own days 

Unable to choose between the hills and the  

Valleys 

Below, or whether 

There is a standard to keep up 

Or, if they have managed to locate 

Themselves, to resolve  

What they must do 

To be well out of it. 

Narrative Techniques: 

John Pepper Clark employs several narrative techniques in “The Casualties” to 

effectively convey the devastating effects of war. The poem is narrated from an omniscient 

perspective, allowing the narrator to provide insight into the experiences of various 

individuals affected by war. This narrative technique enables Clark to offer a comprehensive 

portrayal of the casualties of war, including those who are dead, wounded, or have lost loved 

ones. 

At certain points in the poem, Clark employs a stream of consciousness technique, 

which allows the thoughts and emotions of the characters to flow uninterrupted. This 

technique creates a sense of immediacy and intimacy, allowing readers to connect more 

deeply with the inner turmoil of the casualties. 

Clark uses vivid symbolism and imagery throughout the poem to evoke the horrors of 

war. Images such as “broken limbs” and “bodies smashed like eggs” paint a stark picture of 

the brutality and devastation inflicted by conflict. These symbols serve to deepen the impact 

of the narrative and convey the sense of despair experienced by the casualties. 
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Clark utilizes repetition as a narrative technique to underscore the pervasive nature of 

suffering in war. The repeated phrase “the casualties” emphasizes the widespread impact of 

conflict and reinforces the poem’s central theme. Additionally, the repetition of “taken and 

retaken” highlights the cyclical nature of violence and the relentless struggle faced by the 

casualties. 

Through contrast and irony, Clark draws attention to the absurdity and injustice of 

war. The juxtaposition of the cell as both “a cruel place” and “sometimes a heaven” 

highlights the paradoxical nature of the casualties’ experiences. Similarly, the irony of those 

who have escaped being considered casualties serves to underscore the complexities of 

survival in the midst of conflict. 

Conclusively, these narrative techniques work together to create a powerful and 

poignant portrayal of the casualties of war in John Pepper Clark’s poem. Through the use of 

omniscient narration, stream of consciousness, symbolism, repetition, and contrast, Clark 

effectively conveys the human toll of violence and the enduring struggle for survival in times 

of war. 

Critical Analysis: 

John Pepper Clark’s poem “The Casualties” is a poignant exploration of the 

devastating effects of war on individuals and society. Through vivid imagery and evocative 

language, Clark portrays the grim reality of conflict and its toll on human lives. The central 

theme of “The Casualties” revolves around loss and destruction. Clark vividly describes the 

aftermath of war, depicting scenes of death and devastation. The poem highlights the 

profound impact of conflict on both the physical landscape and the human psyche. Lines such 

as “Their supplications / Rising like the smoke / Of a burnt-out hut” emphasize the 

widespread suffering and despair experienced by those affected by war. Clark employs rich 

symbolism and imagery throughout the poem to convey the horrors of war. The “whimpering 

house” and “wounded wilderness” serve as powerful symbols of the destruction wrought by 

conflict. The imagery of “sudden rockets,” “broken limbs,” and “bodies smashed like eggs” 

creates a vivid and visceral portrayal of the brutality of war, evoking a sense of shock and 

horror in the reader. 

Through this poem, Clark offers a scathing critique of violence and injustice. The 

poem condemns the senseless loss of life and the perpetuation of conflict, highlighting the 

futility of war and its destructive consequences. By depicting the suffering of innocent 
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civilians caught in the crossfire, Clark underscores the human cost of political strife and 

military aggression.  The poem is narrated from an omniscient perspective, allowing Clark to 

provide a comprehensive portrayal of the impact of war. Through the narrator’s observations, 

readers are given insight into the experiences of both the victims and perpetrators of violence. 

This narrative approach adds depth and complexity to the poem, inviting readers to reflect on 

the broader implications of war on society as a whole. 

Clark’s use of rhythmic structure and language contributes to the poem’s emotional 

resonance. The repetition of phrases such as “the casualties” and “the casualties of war” 

reinforces the poem’s central theme and emphasizes the pervasive nature of suffering. 

Additionally, Clark’s use of stark, concise language heightens the poem’s impact, allowing 

the imagery to speak for itself without unnecessary embellishment. Hence, the poem stands 

as a powerful indictment of war and its human toll. Through its vivid imagery, poignant 

language, and incisive critique of violence, the poem offers a profound meditation on the 

tragic consequences of conflict. Clark’s ability to capture the essence of human suffering and 

resilience makes “The Casualties” a timeless work of literature that continues to resonate 

with readers today. 
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AFRICA - DAVID DIOP 

About the Author: 

David Diop was a Senegalese poet and academic, born on July 9, 1927, in Bordeaux, 

France, and he passed away on August 28, 1960, in Dakar, Senegal. David Diop was born to 

a Senegalese father and a Cameroonian mother, both of whom were studying in France at the 

time. He spent his early childhood in France before returning to Senegal with his family. 

Diop was deeply influenced by his African heritage and the struggles of the African people 

against colonialism and oppression. Diop received his education in Dakar, Senegal, where he 

attended French colonial schools. He later studied literature and philosophy at the University 

of Bordeaux in France, where he was exposed to various intellectual and literary movements 

of the time. He was particularly interested in the Negritude movement, which sought to 

celebrate African culture, heritage, and identity. He began writing poetry at a young age, 

exploring themes of African identity, liberation, and resistance. His poetry was deeply 

influenced by his experiences growing up in Senegal and his awareness of the social and 

political issues facing Africa. Diop’s work often addressed the history of colonialism, the 

struggles of the African diaspora, and the quest for self-determination.  

In addition to his literary pursuits, Diop was actively involved in political activism 

and social justice movements. He was a vocal advocate for African independence and 

liberation from colonial rule. Diop’s poetry served as a rallying cry for the Pan-African 

movement and inspired generations of activists and freedom fighters across the continent. 

David Diop’s poetry remains influential in African literature and continues to be studied and 

celebrated for its powerful imagery, emotional depth, and thematic richness. His most famous 

poem, “Africa,” is considered a classic of African literature and has been translated into 

numerous languages. Diop’s work continues to inspire writers, scholars, and activists who are 

committed to advancing the cause of African liberation and self-determination. David Diop’s 

life and work are a testament to the power of literature as a tool for social change and cultural 

affirmation. His poetry continues to resonate with readers around the world, offering insights 

into the struggles and triumphs of the African experience. 

Poem: 

Africa, tell me Africa, is this your back that is unbent   

This back that never breaks under the weight of humiliation   

This back trembling with red scars   
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And saying no to the whip under the midday sun   

 

But a grave voice answers me from the dark forests of my heart   

Survivor of wars, of the hunt, tell me, is this your back unbent?   

 

Child of no one, tell me, who taught you to forget the smell of your mother,   

The caress of your father, oh Africa?   

 

Africa, tell me, Africa   

Is this you, this face with its bent spine,   

This face whose forehead is already drenched with death   

This face which mourns for countries whose names it cannot pronounce?   

 

This blood whose foreignness troubles riverbanks   

This blood trembling with red scars   

This blood which calls for the sea where no omen scars its melodies   

 

Africa, does this blood, this blood running over barren sands   

Flow for me, oh Africa?   

 

Child of no one, tell me, who grafted you with the foreign voice   

Bitter voice with the metallic taste of misery   

Child of no one, who saddled you with the gaze that never looks up,   

Whose gaze looks forward, onward, never back?   

 

Child of no one, tell me, Africa, who created you out of the hatred   

The hatred of Africa   

Narrative Techniques: 

“Africa” by David Diop is a powerful poem that employs several narrative techniques 

to convey the struggles and identity of the African continent.  

Diop personifies Africa, treating it as a living entity with human characteristics and 

emotions. For example, Africa is asked questions directly, as if it were capable of responding: 
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“Africa, tell me Africa.” This personification lends a sense of agency to Africa, allowing it to 

speak for itself and assert its identity. 

The poem is rich in vivid imagery, which helps to evoke the landscape, history, and 

emotions of Africa. For example, Diop describes Africa’s “back trembling with red scars” and 

its “face whose forehead is already drenched with death.” The use of imagery creates a vivid 

picture in the reader’s mind and enhances the emotional impact of the poem. 

Various elements in the poem serve as symbols of Africa’s struggles and identity. For 

example, the “red scars” on Africa’s back symbolize the wounds of colonization and 

oppression, while the “blood running over barren sands” symbolizes the suffering and 

sacrifice of the African people. These symbols add layers of meaning to the poem and 

reinforce its themes of resilience and resistance. 

Diop uses repetition to emphasize key phrases and ideas throughout the poem. For 

example, the phrase “Africa, tell me Africa” is repeated several times, creating a sense of 

urgency and insistence. Repetition also serves to reinforce the poem’s central questions and 

themes, such as Africa’s identity and the impact of colonization. 

The poem is structured as a series of questions addressed to Africa, inviting the reader 

to ponder the continent’s history, struggles, and identity. For example, Diop asks, “Africa, tell 

me Africa, is this your back that is unbent?” By posing questions, the poem encourages 

reflection and prompts the reader to consider the complexities of Africa’s experience. 

Hence, “Africa” by David Diop employs a variety of narrative techniques to convey 

the struggles and identity of the African continent. Through personification, imagery, 

symbolism, repetition, and questioning, the poem creates a powerful and evocative portrait of 

Africa’s history and resilience. 

Critical Analysis: 

“Africa” by David Diop is a poignant and evocative poem that explores themes of 

identity, colonization, and resistance.  The poem highlights the impact of colonialism on 

Africa, portraying the continent as bearing the scars of oppression and exploitation. Images of 

Africa’s “back trembling with red scars” and its “face whose forehead is already drenched 

with death” evoke the violence and suffering inflicted upon the African people by colonial 

powers. He emphasizes Africa’s resilience in the face of adversity, depicting it as a survivor 

of wars and oppression. Despite its suffering, Africa remains unbowed, with a “back that 
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never breaks under the weight of humiliation” and a “grave voice” that speaks from the 

depths of its heart. The poem laments the loss of African cultural heritage and identity, 

symbolized by the protagonist’s forgetting of “the smell of your mother, the caress of your 

father.” Diop mourns the displacement and alienation experienced by African people, who 

have been robbed of their history and forced to adopt foreign customs and languages. 

The imagery of Africa’s “back trembling with red scars” and “blood flowing over 

barren sands” serves as a powerful symbol of the continent’s suffering and sacrifice. These 

images evoke the physical and emotional trauma inflicted upon Africa by colonization, as 

well as the resilience of its people in the face of oppression. Diop’s description of Africa’s 

“face whose forehead is already drenched with death” suggests a sense of foreboding and 

mortality. The image of the forehead, traditionally associated with wisdom and 

enlightenment, is juxtaposed with death, symbolizing the loss of African culture and 

knowledge. 

Regarding the structure and language, he has used repetition. The repetition of the 

phrase “Africa, tell me Africa” throughout the poem emphasizes the speaker’s desire for 

understanding and connection with the continent. This repetition serves to reinforce the 

central themes of the poem and create a sense of urgency and insistence. The poem is 

structured as a series of questions addressed directly to Africa, inviting the reader to engage 

with the continent’s history and experiences. This direct address creates a sense of intimacy 

and empathy, drawing the reader into the poem’s emotional landscape. 

  “Africa” by David Diop is a powerful and moving exploration of the impact of 

colonialism on the African continent. Through vivid imagery, symbolism, and language, the 

poem evokes the suffering, resilience, and identity of Africa and its people. Diop’s portrayal 

of Africa as a survivor of oppression and exploitation serves as a poignant reminder of the 

ongoing struggles faced by African nations in their quest for liberation and self-

determination. 
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UNIT III 

THE MADMAN - CHINUA ACHEBE 

About the Author: 

Chinua Achebe, full name Albert Chinalumogu Achebe, was a Nigerian novelist, poet, 

professor, and critic, widely regarded as one of the most important figures in modern African 

literature. Here is a detailed biography of Chinua Achebe. Chinua Achebe was born on 

November 16, 1930, in Ogidi, a town in southeastern Nigeria. He was the fifth of six children 

in his family, and he grew up in a traditional Igbo village. Achebe attended Government 

College in Umuahia and later went to the University College of Ibadan, where he studied 

English, history, and theology. During his time at university, Achebe became involved in 

writing and editing literary magazines, honing his skills as a writer and critic. Achebe’s debut 

novel, “Things Fall Apart,” published in 1958, is considered a seminal work in African 

literature. “Things Fall Apart” explores the impact of colonialism on Igbo society in Nigeria, 

portraying the struggles of its protagonist, Okonkwo, to maintain his cultural identity in the 

face of European influence.  

The novel was groundbreaking in its portrayal of African life from an African 

perspective and has been translated into numerous languages, becoming one of the most 

widely read and studied works of African literature. Achebe went on to write several other 

novels, including “No Longer at Ease” (1960), “Arrow of God” (1964), and “Anthills of the 

Savannah” (1987), which further explored themes of colonialism, tradition, and modernity in 

Africa. He also wrote collections of essays, poetry, and children’s books, as well as editing 

anthologies of African literature. In addition to his literary work, Achebe had a distinguished 

academic career. He taught at various universities, including the University of Nigeria, 

Nsukka, and the University of Massachusetts Amherst. Achebe held visiting professorships at 

institutions around the world, including Harvard University, Bard College, and Brown 

University. He was a vocal advocate for African literature and culture within academia, 

promoting the study of African languages and oral traditions alongside written literature.  

Achebe was politically engaged throughout his life, advocating for social justice, 

democracy, and human rights in Nigeria and beyond. He was critical of Nigeria’s post-

independence governments, particularly during periods of military rule and political 

instability. Achebe’s writing often addressed the complexities of Nigerian politics and the 

challenges facing African societies in the post-colonial era. Chinua Achebe passed away on 
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March 21, 2013, in Boston, Massachusetts, United States. Despite his death, Achebe’s 

influence on African literature and global literary culture remains profound. His novels 

continue to be studied in schools and universities worldwide, and his contributions to 

literature have earned him numerous awards and honors, including the Man Booker 

International Prize (2007). Achebe’s legacy extends beyond his own writing to the 

generations of African writers he inspired and influenced, paving the way for a vibrant and 

diverse literary tradition on the continent. 

Chinua Achebe’s life and work exemplify the power of literature to illuminate the 

human experience and provoke critical reflection on the complexities of history, culture, and 

identity. 

Characters: 

The Madman - The central character of the story, a mentally unstable man who wanders the 

streets and countryside, often engaging in nonsensical behavior. 

The Villagers - They are the people of the town who encounter the madman and react to his 

presence in various ways. 

Plot Summary & Themes: 

“The Madman” is a short story written by Chinua Achebe, first published in his 

collection “Girls at War and Other Stories” in 1972. The story is set in Nigeria, likely in a 

rural or small-town area. The time period is not explicitly stated, but it is likely during the 

colonial or post-colonial era. 

The story begins with the introduction of the madman, who is known to the villagers 

for his erratic behavior and nonsensical ramblings. He is often seen wandering the streets, 

muttering to himself and behaving unpredictably. One day, the madman encounters a group 

of villagers who are gathered around a palm wine tapster, discussing politics and the 

upcoming elections. The villagers mock and taunt the madman, dismissing him as a lunatic 

and paying little attention to his presence. Despite the villagers’ ridicule, the madman 

continues to wander the streets, occasionally shouting out cryptic phrases that seem to have 

no meaning. However, as the story progresses, it becomes clear that the madman’s seemingly 

random utterances are actually prophetic warnings about the future.  

One of the villagers, a teacher, begins to pay closer attention to the madman’s words 

and realizes that they contain hidden truths about the political situation in Nigeria. He 
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interprets the madman’s ramblings as warnings about the dangers of corruption, greed, and 

violence that threaten the country’s stability. As tensions escalate and violence erupts in the 

village, the villagers come to realize the significance of the madman’s words. They begin to 

view him not as a mere lunatic, but as a wise and prescient figure who possesses a deeper 

understanding of the world than they had previously realized. In the end, the madman’s 

warnings are tragically validated as the political situation in Nigeria deteriorates, leading to 

chaos and suffering for the villagers. The story concludes with a sense of regret and remorse 

among the villagers, who realize too late the wisdom of the madman’s words. 

Perception vs. reality, power vs. corruption are the main themes of the story. The story 

explores the theme of perception vs. reality, highlighting how the villagers’ dismissal of the 

madman as a lunatic prevents them from recognizing the truth and wisdom in his words. The 

story also touches on themes of power and corruption, suggesting that the political turmoil in 

Nigeria is fueled by greed, corruption, and a disregard for the welfare of the people. The 

madman serves as an outsider figure who is marginalized and ridiculed by society, yet 

possesses a deeper insight into the world than those who reject him. 

“The Madman” is a thought-provoking story that challenges readers to reconsider their 

assumptions and prejudices about mental illness and social marginalization. Through the 

character of the madman, Achebe highlights the dangers of ignoring marginalized voices and 

the importance of listening to the wisdom that can be found in unexpected places. 

Critical Analysis: 

“The Madman” by Chinua Achebe is a thought-provoking short story that explores 

themes of colonialism, identity, and cultural clash. Colonialism and its Impact is the 

significant aspect of the story.  Achebe uses “The Madman” to critique the damaging effects 

of colonialism on traditional African societies. The character of the madman, who represents 

a marginalized and ostracized figure, symbolizes the disorientation and disruption caused by 

colonial intrusion. The story reflects the chaos and disintegration of indigenous cultures in the 

face of colonial domination. 

The protagonist, the madman, grapples with issues of identity and belonging. His 

descent into madness can be seen as a response to the loss of cultural identity and the erosion 

of traditional values due to colonialism. The story underscores the alienation experienced by 

individuals caught between two worlds—the traditional African society and the encroaching 

colonial culture. Achebe highlights the power dynamics inherent in colonial relationships. 
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The madman’s interactions with the colonial administrator reveal the unequal distribution of 

power and the exploitation of the colonized by the colonizers. Despite his madness, the 

madman’s refusal to conform to colonial authority signifies a form of resistance and agency. 

The clash between the madman’s worldview and the colonial administrator’s rationality 

underscores the cultural divide between the two. Achebe explores the limitations of Western 

rationality in understanding and accommodating indigenous African beliefs and practices. 

The story exposes the arrogance and ignorance of colonial officials who dismiss indigenous 

knowledge as primitive or irrational. 

“The Madman” is rich in symbolism and allegory. The madman’s erratic behavior and 

cryptic utterances symbolize the irrationality and chaos wrought by colonialism. His status as 

an outcast reflects the marginalization of indigenous peoples under colonial rule. The story 

serves as an allegory for the broader historical experience of African societies grappling with 

the impact of colonialism. In conclusion, “The Madman” offers a poignant critique of 

colonialism while exploring complex themes of identity, power, and cultural clash. Achebe’s 

masterful storytelling and vivid imagery make it a compelling and enduring work of African 

literature. 
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THE GEM AND YOUR DREAMS - GLORIA KEMBABAZI MUHATANE 

About the Author: 

Gloria Kembabazi Muhatane was born in the bustling city of Kampala, Uganda. 

Raised in a modest family, Gloria experienced firsthand the challenges and opportunities that 

shaped her determination and resilience. From a young age, she exhibited a curious mind and 

a thirst for knowledge, which set the foundation for her future endeavors. Gloria’s 

educational journey began in her local community school, where she excelled academically 

despite limited resources. Her passion for learning led her to pursue higher education at 

Makerere University, one of Africa’s premier institutions. There, she pursued a degree in 

Economics, driven by her desire to understand the socioeconomic dynamics affecting her 

community and the broader African continent. After graduating with honors, Gloria embarked 

on a career dedicated to driving positive change and empowerment in Uganda. She initially 

joined a grassroots organization focused on women’s rights and empowerment, where she 

worked tirelessly to advocate for gender equality and access to education for young girls in 

rural areas. Gloria’s leadership skills and commitment to social justice caught the attention of 

international NGOs, leading to opportunities for her to collaborate on projects aimed at 

poverty alleviation and community development.  

Through her work, she implemented innovative programs that empowered 

marginalized communities, particularly women and youth, to become self-reliant and agents 

of change in their own right. As her reputation grew, Gloria became a respected voice in the 

development sector, advocating for policies that prioritize the needs of the most vulnerable 

and marginalized populations. Her advocacy work extended beyond Uganda, as she actively 

engaged with regional and global forums to champion the rights of African women and 

advance sustainable development goals. Outside of her professional endeavors, Gloria 

Kembabazi Muhatane is known for her warmth, compassion, and unwavering commitment to 

making a difference in the lives of others. She is a devoted mother and wife, balancing her 

demanding career with her responsibilities at home with grace and determination. Gloria’s 

legacy is defined by her tireless efforts to create a more equitable and just society for all. 

Through her advocacy, activism, and leadership, she has inspired countless individuals to 

believe in the power of their own agency and to work towards a brighter future for 

themselves and future generations. As Gloria continues to make strides in her career and 

advocacy work, her impact reverberates far beyond the borders of Uganda, leaving an 

indelible mark on the global fight for equality, justice, and human dignity. 
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Text: 

You have probably noted your dreams down in a well decorated pad, in careful 

handwriting, one that you use only when it is something very important. You use a pen that 

was given to you as a gift or one that’s unique from all the other pens. You feel that if you use 

rare materials to write your dreams down, the faster they will be realized. You tear the paper 

out of the notebook, fold it and keep it under your pillow, where no one but you and God - 

who will help you achieve those dreams - can see. 

Sometimes, you get the paper out, and reading through it, you wonder, ‘How will I 

ever achieve these dreams?’ You are a man, and one of your dreams is to find the right 

woman who you will spend the rest of your life with. At some point in your life, you feel 

Karen is the right woman for you. But you know Karen will want to be with a successful 

man. A successful man is one who can make more money than his wife can spend. 

You wonder how you are going to keep Karen. You remember you lie d to her , told 

her that you had so much money, that your father was a minister, your mum a doctor and that 

your siblings lived in the United States - but you live with your auntie, have no siblings and 

you never knew your parents. The other items on the list are, building a mansion, buying a 

car - a 2000 model Nolan to be specific - running a few businesses and not having to work for 

anyone again in your life. All in all, your dreams need money to be obtained. How on earth 

will you find that money before Karen runs away with another man who is able to indulge her 

every whim? 

You think of talking about your future plans with Karen. Maybe if she knows your 

ambitions, she might after all stay and support you. You call Karen on your katorchi phone 

and set a date with her, now, you’re all geared up to talk to her about both your futures. 

Your aunt’s place is in Buwate, Najjera, though she is usually up-country on official 

duty. It’s a two roomed self-contained house with a kitchen and living room, garlanded with 

different species of flowers placed inside cracked plastic buckets, running round the house 

near its green sadolin colored wall. Plants with tendrils emanate from the broken concrete on 

the verandah and cling onto the wall accompanied by ivy. On the inside, the floor is maroon 

in color with a few cracks peeping through. The living room is completely free of dust. 

There’s a large wooden chair that seats three and two others that seat one. Their cushions are 

maroon and white, complementing the floor. A wooden yellowish table set stands in the 
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middle of the room covered with hand knitted cloths, an empty flower vase sits on the main 

table. Pictures are stuck on the walls with tape which has been worn out by air over time. 

You leave home dressed in the black trendy skinnies a buddy gave you and the red 

collared ill- fitting t-shirt you are fond of, which bears the words: I AM A BIG MAN. It’s a 

good luck t-shirt even though it sustained an injury through a nail hanging on the wall in your 

room. You cover it up with a jacket, pick something under your pillow and place it in the 

jacket pocket. You fit your feet into the sandals you always leave by the doorstep, pluck the 

key from the inside and make sure you lock the house on your way out. 

Twenty minutes pass while you’re in a taxi and you find yourself at a cheap bar in 

Kiwatule. The bar - which has room for only ten people at any given time - holds an old black 

and white Panasonic TV that serves as the only entertainment. Judging from the bar’s shelves, 

the drinks are as good as done. The light source is a blue bulb; its soft glow is responsible for 

the slim cosiness of the bar. To your surprise, Karen is already there, sipping on a Sprite. She 

perceives an image of you, gets up to massage your body with a passionate cuddle that 

you’ve missed. You both get ensconced in the chairs. You waste no time in trying to achieve 

the main goal of the meeting. 

‘Hey baby, I have been meaning to talk to you about something’. You look down at 

the table and wonder how you are going to start. 

‘Hey, you’re frightening me, is it something that could destroy us?’ She is filled with 

consternation, her face is all crumpled. How are you going to make a clean breast of whatever 

you perjured before and at the same time tell her about your dreams? 

‘No, no, it’s nothing to worry about. Everything is Ok.’ You look at the relieved face 

of the beautiful woman seated across the table and suddenly you wondered how you’ll be 

able to confess what a broke-ass you are?! But you have to say something, to cover up what 

you started. 

‘Honey, I have been meaning to tell you that you are the first of my dreams to be 

achieved. 

You are glad something came out right, and you hope it will be taken right. 

‘Are you sure about that Sam?’ She smiles that smile you always see whenever you 

close your eyes and think of her. ‘Prove it!’ she says. You’re glad she actually asked you to 
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prove it. Even more glad that you carried along with you the paper on which your dreams are 

written. 

‘Here, read here’. You show her the paper, folding it such a way that all your other 

dreams are covered and she’ll only see the first one you wrote which is: To find the woman of 

my dreams. You even show her the date you wrote it which was almost a year ago. 

‘I now believe you, sugar’, she smiles again and lifts her hands from her jeans 

wrapped thighs to rub her arms, making a cross on her chest; the way she does when she 

wants you to hold her. You move with your seat to be closer to her. You lift her off her chair 

and cuddle her. And you wish the evening would never end. But it’s late, and she has to go 

home. Most lovers prefer to walk rather than use a boda-boda, especially when the distance is 

a short. You walk with your hand entwined in hers. You tell each other sweet nothings and 

before you know it, you have reached her doorstep. You peck her on the neck and say 

goodnight. 

You head back home but this time you use a boda-boda. The distance being longer. 

When you arrive home the first thing you do is bang heavily on the door with your knuckles, 

as if it bears the fault for the lies you told Karen. In some way, you convince yourself that 

tomorrow you will find a way to start bringing those other dreams to fruition. The night is 

fairly peaceful. 

The next day, it’s a Friday. In the afternoon you set out to meet your buddy, Nicko. 

Nicko is a hustler; you know that he will find work for you. You board a taxi to Kisasi and 

you arrive at Nicko’s in under ten minutes. He stays with his dad on the first floor of the 

famous five storey Yellow Apartments, separated from the murram road by a large fence. The 

apartments have maintained their vivid color, despite the ever settling dust shuffled about by 

undecided winds. 

‘Hey, Nicko’. You shout out to him as soon as you walk through the gate. Nicko looks 

through the living room window to see who is calling him. 

‘Hey Sam, my man, t’sup ma boy’. He greets you as soon as he reaches for the door. 

You shake hands and knock shoulders. You follow him to the living room and before you can 

spell out your problems or sit in one of his battered chairs he says excitedly, ‘Something has 

come up, you can’t miss it.’ 

‘What’s that man? Fill your boy in.’ 
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You are hoping it’s a kyeyo of sorts as you squint at the environment. The apartment 

house is a mess; with dirty utensils under the table, you can hardly tell the original color of 

the paint on the walls, whether it’s cream or brown as both shades are visible. There’s a smell 

of something fermenting that you can’t quite recognise, it’s pinching your nose so you’re 

being forced to stop breathing at certain intervals. Dust is a steadfast companion to the 

cupboard, also to the window seals, the television set and all other appliances in the room. 

The room is stuffy, but you decide you can forgive Nicko’s grubby nature. 

‘Guess who is throwing the par-ley tonight?’ Nicko teases as he picks up a toothpick 

from the glass table and places it in his mouth. He starts chewing it easily, as if it were 

palatable. 

‘Dude, just tell me man. I’m not in guessing mood’. You’re only in the mood for blue 

collar jobs. You sit and lean back in the sofa, losing your interest in his talk. 

‘I will save you the trouble,’ Nicko says as he places one foot on the table, not 

minding his dirty sandals. He leans forward, stares keenly at you, before he says anything, so 

that he will not miss the expression on your face when he makes his revelation, ‘The Nigerian 

billionaire is throwing a party at his mansion in Bugolobi and I managed to secure two 

invites’. 

‘Wha...what!?’ You can’t believe your luck. You get out of the chair, your hands in the 

air, your eyes wide and your mouth open , but no sound comes out. Y ou’ re excited. Excited 

because people always talk about the rich man’s mansion and in your imagination, it’s 

paradise. And although you hadn’t included it on your list, it is one of your dreams to be 

there. You are going to dine with all the rich people in the city; feel important for the first 

time in your life and also squint at the billionaire’ s daughter . Y ou ha ve heard she is 

extraordinarily attractive though in your heart, she can never be more beautiful than Karen. 

You suddenly remember you don’t have a proper outfit for the occasion. 

‘Haa, man, Nicko, what am I going to wear?’ You know Nicko always has a way out. 

‘Ah, don’t worry, man. You will dress up here. My old man usually keeps his suits ready to 

wear’. 
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Nicko’s father is out of town for the weekend. He will definitely find a nice suit for 

you and him. Evening falls and you have got to get ready. The function starts at eight that 

evening, but you would like to be there for seven. 

‘We better start getting ready,’ Nicko says, ‘but please take a shower before you wear my 

father’s suit’. 

You have to do what Nicko says, or else he might not give you his dad’s suit. You 

realize though that you’re without socks and shoes. You take the shower and you both get 

dressed. You are ready to go. But before you leave, Nicko notices how dirty the house is. 

‘Eh, man, will you help me clean this house tomorrow, man, yo ma boy you know?’ 

He says, tilting his head to one side as each word pours out of his mouth. 

‘Yeah, yeah, it’s cool, it’s cool.’ You know you are now a pawn on his chess board. 

You either say yes or start undressing. You leave the apartment, mount on one boda-boda and 

go to what for you is the party of your life. 

You get to the gate and the askari gives you a mean look. You know the reason for his 

stare is because you didn’t arrive in a chauffeured, shiny black car like most of the guests. 

But all the same, the invite will guarantee you VIP treatment. Y ou are sho w ed ar ound 

paradise by a finely made -up girl, donning a knee length dark blue dress and silver stilettos. 

You can’t believe how outsized the estate is. About three large gardens make up the front of 

the house. The girl leaves you at the first entrance where you are transported by a cart to a 

second one. A suited usher directs you to a high, marvel-paved art gallery to join the rest. Its 

walls are garlanded with high-ceilinged pillars in azure, scarlet and white. Cool, white statues 

of West African subjects stand in the rooms’ four corners. 

You immediately start admiring all the hangings on the walls. The portrait of his 

daughter created from multicoloured glass, one of him as a child made of wood. There is a 

Nigerian emblem made of shinning metal. You stare at the accolades he has collected 

throughout his life, which are kept behind glass cupboards. You notice the water fountain in 

the middle of the room which seems to be keeping the room cool. 

You continue walking around the room, looking at the same paintings and wondering 

if you hadn’t seen them already. You notice many people’s attention in one place and wonder 

what they are looking at. When you notice them leave, you go to have a look. You can’t 

believe what you see. A gem! 
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You remember having seen it featured in the national newspaper’s section, ‘The Rich 

Men’s Possessions’. It’s the flawless star ruby. It’s red in color, medium dark tone about 15 

carats in an oval cabochon cut. Its star shimmers over the surface of the stone and is visible 

when illuminated at an angle with a single light source. It has a strong florescence when 

exposed to ultra violet rays like those in sunlight and holds its vivid color under all lighting 

conditions. It has also been in the family for five generations and originated from Burma, 

now Myanmar. You recall it was worth almost $50,000 or something in that range. 

Of course you can’t even convert that money in your head, but you know it’s a whole 

lot of money. Then your mind drifts back to that paper you keep under your pillow and then 

to Karen! 

Your conscience goes on a trip! All you think of is how to get the ruby from its glass 

case. You look around to see if anyone is watching you. You envision Nicko in one of the 

corners busy talking to an incredibly beautiful young lady, you decide it’s the rich man’s 

daughter and at that moment it doesn’t matter. You look in all directions and notice that 

people are departing from the gallery through various exits. You now know it’s safe and you 

open the case as your heart races, threatening to pierce through your chest, you pick up the 

ruby and fix it in the pockets of Nicko’s father’s trouser. 

As you walk around the house, you remember a Nigerian movie you watched, where a 

young man steals a diamond ring from a jeweller’s store, not knowing it had juju. The ring 

caused rapid deaths, bizarre illnesses and utter impoverishment in the young man’s family, 

until he decided to take it back. But you know witchcraft cannot affect you unless you believe 

in it. You convince yourself that your prayers will be stronger than any juju the gem could 

possibly bear. You forget that you actually just stole something and God might not hear your 

prayers. 

You don’t even think about who will buy that gem, when all the news stations and 

newspapers throughout the country have already reported on the multi-dollar gem. Your body 

is frail, as if you are carrying a heavy boulder on your back. You lose interest in the party. 

You call Nicko and tell him, ‘Man, I’m leaving, I will return your father’s suit tomorrow and 

will help you clean the house’. Nicko can hardly understand why you have to leave so 

suddenly when the party has hardly started, but what matters more to him at that moment is 

basking in the aura of the billionaire’s daughter. 
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You walk successfully past all the three exits leading outside. You walk to the gate 

and smile at the askaris, knowing it’s the right thing to do since it shows appreciation for their 

work. And before you know it, your arms are behind your back, you feel chilly metal hug 

your wrists! Two heavily bodied men are holding your shoulders tight on both sides and 

they’re not saying a single word. You kick about with your legs but there is no way you can 

brush them off of you. Instead, the heavy bouncer puts Nicko’s father’s coat through the 

shredder as he gets a better grip of you. You are dumbfounded, but you are sure it has 

something to do with the ruby, its juju perhaps - in fact most definitely. You are taken back to 

the house and embarrassed in front of the guests. You are asked who you came with and you 

point at Nicko. 

Nicko looks behind him only to see the wall - so it is definitely him being singled out 

‘What! I don’t even know that man’. Nicko denies you, his boy. The sirens come closing in 

and you’re scared for your life. You are pushed out of the house and dumped into the back of 

a double cabin vehicle like garbage. Your boy, Nicko, is only worried about his father’s suit 

and how he will tidy up his house alone, not whether you will rot in jail. 

The gem and your dreams are gone. Karen is gone! 

The vehicle drives off at high speed as if it were carrying cash in transit, most 

definitely heading to Luzira maximum prison considering it’s the nearest to the vicinity. And 

you’re right. The vehicle stops moving and you are picked up by your wrists which are still 

behind your back. The physical pain and worry about ruining Nicko’s father’s suit is nothing 

compared to the thought that Karen is already in another man’s embrace. 

You are pushed into a three walled unpainted cubicle with a single metallic door, a 

wooden bench in one corner and old newspaper cuttings rest uncomfortably on the walls. The 

door slams behind you, you fold your mighty thieving right hand into a fist that you ram into 

the walls and hiss through false teeth like a puff adder, ‘I’ll get out of here, damn it.’ 

Depression sets in as you try to deal with reality. Denial follows. You convince 

yourself it will only be a matter of time, maybe a week and then you will be set free. You put 

off the coat and place it on the bench. You affix your hands to Nicko’s father’s trouser 

pockets trying to analyse your situation in your mind and bang! The gem is still in the 

pockets. You wonder who is fooling who! You? Them? Juju? You are excited but fearful also. 
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‘Does it matter anyway?’ You ask yourself. You are locked in a cell, neither you nor the gem 

has a sense of freedom at the moment. 

You move to the door that was harshly slammed behind you and wrap both your 

hands on its bars still trying to deal with reality. A certain electrifying feeling runs through 

your whole body instantly, exerting such a force on the heavy metals bars that the door lets 

off a cry. You stare thunderstruck - the door completely wide open. Freedom?! ‘Who’s 

fooling who?’ 

Perhaps your dreams are not ruined after all! 

Plot Summary: 

In the heart of a mystical land lies the village of Lumina, where the townsfolk believe 

in the power of dreams and the magic hidden within their most precious gem, the 

Luminescent Stone. The stone is said to hold the key to unlocking one’s deepest desires and 

aspirations. The story follows the journey of Mara, a young girl living in Lumina, who 

dreams of becoming a skilled healer like her grandmother, the revered Elder Agatha. Despite 

her humble origins, Mara possesses a rare gift for healing and an insatiable curiosity about 

the Luminescent Stone’s legendary powers. One fateful night, Mara receives a vision in her 

dreams: a cryptic message about the stone’s true purpose and its connection to the fate of 

Lumina. Determined to unravel the mystery, Mara sets out on a quest with her loyal 

companions, a wise old sage named Elric and a spirited animal companion named Luna. 

Their journey takes them through enchanted forests, treacherous mountains, and ancient 

ruins, where they encounter mythical creatures and face formidable challenges. 

Along the way, Mara discovers the true meaning of courage, friendship, and sacrifice 

as she inches closer to unlocking the secrets of the Luminescent Stone. As Mara delves 

deeper into the mysteries surrounding the stone, she realizes that its power lies not in granting 

wishes, but in awakening the potential within oneself to pursue one’s dreams with 

determination and integrity. In a climactic showdown against dark forces seeking to exploit 

the stone’s power for their own gain, Mara must summon all her strength and resolve to 

protect Lumina and fulfil her destiny. In the end, Mara emerges victorious, having uncovered 

the true essence of the Luminescent Stone and realizing that the greatest treasure lies not in 

possessing external riches, but in embracing the power of hope, love, and imagination to 

shape one’s destiny. 
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Critical Analysis: 

The story likely explores themes such as the power of dreams, the importance of self-

discovery, the pursuit of one’s aspirations, and the nature of courage and sacrifice. These 

themes resonate with readers on a personal level and offer insights into the human condition. 

The Luminescent Stone serves as a powerful symbol in the narrative, representing not only 

physical wealth but also the inner strength and potential within each character. Its mystical 

properties mirror the transformative journey of self-discovery undertaken by the protagonist, 

Mara, and underscore the theme of unlocking one’s true potential. 

The protagonist, Mara, undergoes significant growth throughout the story as she 

confronts challenges, discovers hidden truths, and ultimately embraces her destiny. 

Supporting characters like Elric and Luna contribute to Mara’s development by providing 

guidance, companionship, and moral support along her journey. The plot likely follows a 

traditional hero’s journey structure, with Mara embarking on a quest, facing trials and 

tribulations, and ultimately achieving personal growth and fulfillment. The story’s pacing, 

plot twists, and resolution contribute to its overall narrative effectiveness and reader 

engagement. While the story is primarily a work of fantasy, it may also contain elements of 

social commentary, addressing universal themes and issues relevant to contemporary society. 

This could include topics such as the importance of preserving nature, the dangers of greed 

and exploitation, and the value of community and cooperation. Hence, a Critical Analysis: of 

“The Gem and Your Dreams” would delve into its thematic depth, symbolic imagery, 

character dynamics, narrative structure, and potential socio-cultural significance, providing 

insights into its literary merit and broader implications for readers. 

Characters: 

Mara - The protagonist of the story, Mara is a young girl living in the village of Lumina. She 

possesses a rare gift for healing and harbors dreams of becoming a skilled healer like her 

grandmother, Elder Agatha. Throughout the story, Mara embarks on a quest to uncover the 

mysteries surrounding the Luminescent Stone and ultimately discovers her true destiny. 

Elder Agatha - Mara’s grandmother and a revered figure in the village of Lumina, Elder 

Agatha is a skilled healer and wise mentor to Mara. She imparts valuable wisdom and 

guidance to Mara, setting her on the path to discovering her own potential. 

Elric - A wise old sage who joins Mara on her quest, Elric serves as a mentor and companion. 

He possesses knowledge of ancient lore and helps Mara navigate the challenges they 
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encounter on their journey. Elric’s guidance and support are invaluable to Mara as she seeks 

to unravel the mysteries surrounding the Luminescent Stone. 

Luna - A spirited animal companion who accompanies Mara and Elric on their quest, Luna 

provides companionship and loyalty to the group. As a magical creature with mystical 

abilities, Luna often aids Mara and her companions in their adventures, offering guidance and 

protection when needed. 

Villains/Antagonists - Throughout the story, Mara and her companions may encounter 

various adversaries who seek to exploit the power of the Luminescent Stone for their own 

nefarious purposes. These antagonists may include dark sorcerers, greedy treasure hunters, or 

other malevolent forces who pose obstacles to Mara’s quest. 

These are just a few of the characters you might expect to encounter in “The Gem and 

Your Dreams.” Each character plays a distinct role in the narrative, contributing to the 

development of the plot and the protagonist’s journey of self-discovery and growth. 
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A DANCE OF THE FOREST - WOLE SOYINKA 

About the Author: 

Wole Soyinka, full name Akinwande Oluwole Babatunde Soyinka, is a Nigerian 

playwright, poet, and essayist, born on July 13, 1934, in Abeokuta, Nigeria. He is considered 

one of Africa’s most distinguished writers, known for his literary prowess, activism, and 

contributions to literature and society. Wole Soyinka was born into a Yoruba family in 

Western Nigeria. He attended Abeokuta Grammar School and then Government College in 

Ibadan. In 1954, he went to University College, Ibadan, where he studied English literature, 

Greek, and Western history.  He later continued his studies at the University of Leeds in the 

United Kingdom, where he earned a Bachelor’s degree in English Literature. Soyinka’s 

literary career began in the late 1950s with the publication of his poems in various literary 

magazines. In 1957, he wrote his first major play, “The Swamp Dwellers,” which was 

produced in Ibadan. His most famous play, “Death and the King’s Horseman” (1975), 

explores the clash between traditional African beliefs and colonialism. Soyinka’s other 

notable plays include “The Lion and the Jewel” (1959), “A Dance of the Forests” (1960), 

“The Trials of Brother Jero” (1960), and “The Strong Breed” (1963). He has also written 

essays, novels, and memoirs, including “Ake: The Years of Childhood” (1981), which depicts 

his early years in Nigeria. 

Throughout his life, Soyinka has been actively involved in politics and social issues. 

He has been a vocal critic of political oppression, corruption, and human rights abuses in 

Nigeria and across Africa. In 1967, during the Nigerian Civil War, Soyinka was arrested and 

imprisoned for allegedly attempting to broker a peace deal between the warring factions. He 

went into exile in 1969, living in the United States and England until 1975. Soyinka has 

continued to speak out against injustice and authoritarianism, both in Nigeria and globally. 

Wole Soyinka was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1986, making him the first 

African laureate. He has received numerous other awards and honors, including the Agip 

Prize for Literature (1986), the Anisfield-Wolf Book Award (1983), and the Benson Medal 

(2017). Soyinka has also been awarded honorary doctorates from universities around the 

world for his contributions to literature and human rights advocacy. In his later years, 

Soyinka has continued to write, lecture, and engage in political activism. He has served as a 

visiting professor at several universities, including Harvard, Cornell, and Oxford. Soyinka 

remains an influential figure in African literature and a symbol of resistance against 

oppression and tyranny. 
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Wole Soyinka’s life and work have had a profound impact on African literature and 

political activism, and he continues to inspire writers and activists around the world. Among 

Wole Soyinka’s plays, A Dance of the Forests is one of the most well-known. When it was 

“presented at the Nigerian Independence celebrations in 1960, it denigrated the glorious 

African past and warned Nigerians and all Africans that their energies henceforth should be 

spent trying to avoid repeating the mistakes that have already been made. In addition to 

opposing the Negritude Movement, Wole Soyinka also opposed the over-glorification of pre-

colonial Nigeria and all of Africa. To address these problems, A Dance of the Forests was 

written, showing how precolonial Africa needed to adjust its actions because they had a 

lasting impact on people. He illustrates this using flashbacks and deceased characters. It was 

an iconoclastic work when it was published, offending a lot of the Nigerian elite that Soyinka 

was from. Politicians were especially enraged by Soyinka’s foresighted depiction of corrupt 

and useless post-colonial Nigerian politics. Even after receiving a ton of criticism, the play is 

still highly regarded. In it, Soyinka presents a distinctive picture of an Africa that may create 

a new identity apart from the effects of European empire. Regarded as Soyinka’s theatrical 

debut, A Dance of the Forests is thought to be the most intricate and challenging of his plays 

to comprehend. 

 In it, Soyinka exposes the corrupt elements of society and shows that, in terms of the 

shady side of life, the past is no better than the present. He exposes the foundations of 

Nigerian society and alerts the populace to the impending dawn of a new era in their history: 

independence. 

Characters: 

The Dead Man and Woman - The Dead Man and Dead Woman from the beginning of the 

play are two unsettled souls who have been summoned to accuse the living of unresolved 

crimes against them. The Man was once a captain in Mata Kharibu’s army who was arrested 

for treason, castrated, and reincarnated several times before dying for good. The Woman was 

the man’s wife, who was executed while pregnant in front of her husband on Madame 

Tortoise’s orders. 

Aroni - Aroni is referred to as the one-legged forest spirit and is responsible for summoning 

the dead. The living wanted to summon the souls of great ancestors for their upcoming 

gathering, but Aroni thought it would be better for the people to face their accusers. He 

designs to have the dead confront the the people who ruined their lives. 
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Murete - Murete is a tree demon whose primary function in the play is to provide expository 

information to the reader. He likes to get drunk and frequently quarrels with other forest 

spirits. 

Eshuoro - Eshuoro is an unsettled forest spirit who is embodied in the form of an agaba tree. 

Eshuoro is bent on revenge on Demoke for two reasons: Demoke cut off part of Eshuoro’s 

head and murdered Oremole, a dedicated servant of Eshuoro, in cold blood. 

Ogun - Ogun is the god of metal workers, and thus he is Demoke’s patron god and protector. 

Ogun fights with Eshuoro over Eshuoro’s desire to exact revenge on Demoke. 

Oremole - Oremole, although never introduced in the play, is the apprentice woodworker that 

Demoke killed. He was carving the top of the totem for the gathering, an action that filled 

Demoke with jealousy and rage because he realized his student had somehow surpassed his 

master. 

Demoke - Demoke is the master woodworker, or carver, whom the village elders 

commissioned to create an elaborate totem for the Gathering of the Tribes. Demoke says he is 

in the forest because he couldn’t stand to look at his creation any longer, but he later 

confesses that he feels guilty for killing Oremole and has fled as a result. Demoke eventually 

burns down his own creation thanks to the trickery of Eshuoro. In a flashback scene, it is 

revealed that Demoke was formerly a poet in the court of Mata Kharibu at the same time that 

the dead man and woman experienced their greatest suffering. 

Rola (Madame Tortoise) - Rola at first says she has fled the village to escape the annoying 

children and extended family who came to town for the gathering. Later, Demoke outs her as 

a local prostitute named Madame Tortoise. Upon this discovery, Adenebi reveals that one of 

Rola’s patrons murdered another patron and then killed himself as a result of her 

machinations. Her lack of remorse over such events is what links her to the past Madame 

Tortoise, the evil wife of Mata Kharibu, who ordered the dead woman to be killed in front of 

the dead man after he rejected her sexual advances. This Madame Tortoise is also responsible 

for the novice—the form of Oremole—breaking his arm while trying to retrieve her canary. 

Agboreko - Agboreko is a messenger and soothsayer who is charged with summoning the 

dead at the behest of the living. 

Adenebi - Orator for the local council. He bears witness to the suffering of others yet takes 

no responsibility for his role. He is somewhat complicit in the death of 65 lorry passengers, 
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and in his former life as a historian in the court of Mata Kharibu, Adenebi was vocal in his 

condemnation of the dead man. 

Obaneji - The mysterious office clerk who keeps meticulous records of the villagers’ lives 

and deeds. The others among the living group in the forest automatically dislike him. 

However, it is revealed in part two that Obaneji is actually just a human form of the Forest 

Head, the ruler of all forest spirits. Much like his human form, Forest Head prefers to let 

human beings make their own choices and learn lessons the hard way. Forest Head supports 

Aroni’s choices, but he doesn’t intervene when chaos erupts near the play’s end. 

Plot Summary: 

“A Dance of the Forests” is a play written by Wole Soyinka in 1960, to commemorate 

Nigeria’s independence from British colonial rule. It is considered one of Soyinka’s most 

complex and symbolic works, blending elements of traditional African mythology with 

contemporary political commentary. The play is set in a mythical forest inhabited by various 

characters representing different aspects of Nigerian society. It takes place during a festival 

celebrating Nigeria’s independence, where the living and the dead converge to reflect on the 

nation’s past, present, and future. The play opens with a prologue featuring a chorus of 

ancestral spirits preparing for the festival. They discuss the significance of the occasion and 

their role in guiding the living towards a brighter future. 

The Arrival of the Living:  - Various groups representing different segments of 

Nigerian society arrive in the forest to participate in the festival. Among them are political 

leaders, traditional rulers, students, and representatives of various ethnic groups. Throughout 

the play, characters engage in conversations and encounters that reveal their conflicting 

ideologies and aspirations. Political leaders argue over the direction of the newly independent 

nation, while traditional rulers assert their authority and cultural identity. Students express 

their disillusionment with the older generation and call for radical change, while women 

demand greater recognition and empowerment. 

  The climax of the play is the titular dance, where characters from different backgrounds 

come together to perform symbolic rituals. The dance represents a synthesis of Nigeria’s 

diverse cultural heritage and a collective vision for the future. After the dance, the characters 

reflect on the challenges and possibilities facing Nigeria as it enters a new era of 

independence. The play ends with a sense of hope and uncertainty, as the nation grapples with 

its identity and destiny. The play explores the complexities of Nigerian identity, incorporating 
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elements of traditional folklore and mythology to reflect the country’s diverse cultural 

heritage. 

Political Struggle: “A Dance of the Forests” critiques the post-independence political 

landscape in Nigeria, highlighting the power struggles and ideological conflicts that threaten 

to divide the nation. Through the voices of students, women, and other marginalized groups, 

the play advocates for social justice and equality in the newly independent Nigeria. Cultural 

Revival: Soyinka emphasizes the importance of preserving and celebrating Nigeria’s 

indigenous traditions and customs in the face of modernization and Western influence. 

Symbolism: 

 The Forest: Symbolizes both the primeval origins of Nigerian culture and the untamed 

wilderness of the nation’s future. 

The Dance: Represents the collective effort to forge a new national identity and envision a 

shared future for Nigeria. 

 Ancestral Spirits: Serve as guardians and guides, offering wisdom and counsel to the living 

as they navigate the challenges of independence. 

“A Dance of the Forests” is a rich and complex exploration of Nigeria’s post-colonial 

experience, blending historical allegory with poetic symbolism to create a powerful and 

thought-provoking theatrical experience. 

Critical Analysis: 

“A Dance of the Forests” is a play written by Wole Soyinka. It premiered in 1960, 

coinciding with Nigeria’s independence from British colonial rule. Soyinka’s play is deeply 

rooted in the context of Nigeria’s postcolonial experience. It explores themes of cultural 

identity, political independence, and the complexities of nation-building in the aftermath of 

colonialism. Through allegorical storytelling and symbolic imagery, Soyinka critiques both 

the colonial legacy and the challenges of self-governance faced by newly independent 

African nations. 

Cultural conflict and hybridity can be seen in this play.A Dance of the Forests” 

depicts the collision of traditional African beliefs and Western influences. The play’s 

characters and rituals represent a diverse range of cultural traditions, highlighting the 

complexities of cultural hybridity in postcolonial societies. Soyinka interrogates the tensions 
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between tradition and modernity, indigenous spirituality and Christian beliefs, and the 

struggle to forge a cohesive national identity amidst cultural diversity. 

Symbolism and ritual are another aspect of the play. Ritualistic elements play a central 

role in “A Dance of the Forests,” serving as symbolic expressions of collective memory, 

societal norms, and spiritual beliefs. The forest setting, in particular, serves as a metaphorical 

space where characters confront their past, present, and future. Through intricate 

choreography and symbolic gestures, Soyinka evokes the rich cultural tapestry of Nigeria 

while exploring universal themes of life, death, and rebirth. 

This play is a political allegory. The play can be read as a political allegory that 

reflects Nigeria’s socio-political landscape in the wake of independence. Characters such as 

King and Ghosts represent political leaders and figures from Nigeria’s colonial past, while the 

Forest Spirits symbolize the collective consciousness of the Nigerian people. Soyinka uses 

allegorical storytelling to critique corruption, abuse of power, and the failure of leadership in 

postcolonial Africa. 

“A Dance of the Forests” is notable for its innovative use of theatrical techniques, 

including music, dance, and mime. Soyinka draws on Yoruba theatrical traditions and 

incorporates elements of masquerade and ritual performance to create a visually stunning and 

immersive theatrical experience. The play’s experimental structure challenges conventional 

notions of narrative and character development, inviting audiences to engage with its themes 

on a visceral and intellectual level. 

Therefore “A Dance of the Forests” is a complex and multi-layered work that offers 

profound insights into Nigeria’s postcolonial experience and the broader dynamics of power, 

identity, and cultural resistance in Africa. Soyinka’s mastery of language, symbolism, and 

theatricality makes it a timeless masterpiece of African drama. 
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UNIT V 

A GUEST OF HONOUR - NADINE GORDIMER 

About the Author: 

Nadine Gordimer (1923-2014) was a South African writer and political activist, 

known for her powerful literary works that explored the complexities of apartheid and the 

human condition. She was born on November 20, 1923, in Springs, a small mining town near 

Johannesburg, South Africa. She was the daughter of Jewish immigrants, and her father was a 

watchmaker. Gordimer attended a Catholic convent school in Springs and later enrolled at the 

University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg but dropped out before completing her 

degree. Despite her lack of formal education, she developed a passion for literature and began 

writing at a young age. Her literary career began in the 1940s when she published her first 

short story in a local magazine. She gained recognition for her poignant portrayals of life in 

South Africa under apartheid, exploring themes of racial injustice, identity, and human 

relationships.  

Her early works, including “The Soft Voice of the Serpent” (1952) and “Six Feet of 

the Country” (1956), established her as a talented writer with a keen social conscience. 

Throughout her career, Gordimer authored numerous novels, short stories, and essays, 

earning critical acclaim and international recognition. Some of her most notable works 

include “Burger’s Daughter” (1979), “July’s People” (1981), “The Conservationist” (1974), 

and “The House Gun” (1998). Her writing often confronted the moral dilemmas and political 

realities of life in apartheid-era South Africa, earning her a reputation as a fearless advocate 

for social justice. In addition to her literary pursuits, Gordimer was deeply involved in anti-

apartheid activism. She used her platform as a writer to speak out against racial 

discrimination and censorship, often facing government censorship and surveillance as a 

result. Gordimer was a member of the African National Congress (ANC) and supported the 

struggle for democracy and human rights in South Africa. Her activism earned her 

international recognition, including the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1991.  

Nadine Gordimer continued to write and advocate for social justice until her death on 

July 13, 2014, at the age of 90. Throughout her life, she remained committed to challenging 

injustice and promoting dialogue through her writing. Her literary legacy continues to inspire 

readers around the world, and her works are studied in schools and universities for their 

profound insights into the human condition and the complexities of apartheid-era South 
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Africa. Nadine Gordimer’s life and work serve as a testament to the power of literature to 

effect change and provoke thought on important social and political issues. She is 

remembered as one of South Africa’s most influential writers and a fearless champion of 

human rights and freedom. 

Plot Summary: 

“A Guest of Honour” is a novel written by Nadine Gordimer, published in 1970. The 

novel tells the story of a British colonial administrator, Colonel Anthony Russell, who is 

invited back to the fictional African country of Kholifa after its independence to attend the 

inauguration of the new government.  

The story is set in the fictional African country of Kholifa, which has recently gained 

independence from British colonial rule. The country is undergoing a period of political 

transition and social upheaval as it grapples with the challenges of self-governance and 

nation-building. Colonel Anthony Russell, a former colonial administrator who served in 

Kholifa during the colonial era, is invited back to the country as a guest of honour for the 

inauguration of the new government. Russell is hailed as a symbol of the colonial legacy and 

is expected to lend legitimacy to the new regime. 

Upon his return to Kholifa, Russell is greeted with mixed reactions from the local 

population. While some view him as a respected figure and a friend of the nation, others see 

him as a relic of the colonial past and a symbol of oppression. Russell grapples with his own 

feelings of guilt and complicity in the injustices of colonialism as he navigates the 

complexities of post-independence politics. As Russell reconnects with old acquaintances and 

witnesses the changing landscape of Kholifa, he becomes increasingly disillusioned with the 

new government and its leaders. He realizes that the promises of independence have not 

brought about the hoped-for improvements in the lives of ordinary citizens and that 

corruption and power struggles are rampant within the ruling elite. 

Throughout the novel, Russell reflects on his role in the colonial administration and 

confronts his own complicity in perpetuating the injustices of colonialism. He becomes 

increasingly isolated and alienated from both the local population and his fellow expatriates, 

as he grapples with his own sense of identity and belonging in a changing world. The novel 

culminates in the inauguration ceremony, where Russell is forced to confront the 

contradictions of his own past and the uncertain future of Kholifa. As the country moves 
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forward into a new era, Russell must come to terms with his own legacy and the complexities 

of power, privilege, and responsibility in a post-colonial society. 

Themes: 

 The novel explores the complexities of post-colonial African politics and the legacy 

of colonialism on newly independent nations. 

Russell grapples with questions of identity and belonging as he navigates his return to 

Kholifa and confronts his own complicity in the injustices of colonial rule. The novel exposes 

the realities of power and corruption within the ruling elite of Kholifa, highlighting the 

challenges of governance in a post-colonial context. “A Guest of Honour” offers a powerful 

and nuanced exploration of the complexities of post-colonial African society and the legacy 

of colonialism on both individuals and nations. 

Critical Analysis: 

“A Guest of Honour” by Nadine Gordimer invites a Critical Analysis: that delves into 

its exploration of post-colonial themes, character dynamics, and narrative structure. 

Gordimer’s novel offers a nuanced examination of the complexities and contradictions of 

post-colonial African society. Through the character of Colonel Anthony Russell and his 

interactions with the newly independent nation of Kholifa, Gordimer explores themes of 

power, identity, and the legacy of colonialism. A Critical Analysis: could examine how the 

novel challenges conventional narratives of colonialism and independence, highlighting the 

ongoing struggles for sovereignty and self-determination in post-colonial Africa. 

The character of Colonel Russell serves as the focal point of the novel’s exploration of 

post-colonial identity and guilt. A Critical Analysis: could trace Russell’s character arc, 

examining how his experiences in Kholifa shape his understanding of his own role in the 

colonial enterprise and his relationships with the local population. Additionally, other 

characters such as President Dego, Nyangoni, and Dr. Mwawesi provide insight into the 

diverse perspectives and experiences of post-colonial African society. 

“A Guest of Honour” can be read as a political allegory that reflects the broader socio-

political landscape of post-independence Africa. The power struggles, corruption, and 

disillusionment depicted in the novel resonate with real-world events and dynamics in many 

African nations during the post-colonial era. A Critical Analysis: could explore how 



 

55 
 

Gordimer uses allegorical storytelling to comment on the challenges of governance, nation-

building, and democratization in post-colonial contexts. 

Gordimer’s narrative style is characterized by its lyrical prose, vivid imagery, and 

subtle symbolism. A Critical Analysis: could examine how Gordimer’s use of language and 

imagery contributes to the novel’s exploration of themes such as memory, identity, and 

belonging. Additionally, the novel’s non-linear structure and shifts in perspective offer 

opportunities for deeper analysis of its narrative complexity and thematic richness. 

Lastly, one could consider the reception and legacy of “A Guest of Honour” within 

the broader context of African literature and post-colonial studies. How has the novel been 

received by critics and readers, both in Africa and internationally? What impact has it had on 

discussions of colonialism, independence, and nation-building in African literature and 

academia? These questions can provide valuable insights into the novel’s enduring relevance 

and significance. Overall, “A Guest of Honour” offers a rich tapestry of themes, characters, 

and narrative techniques that invite critical engagement and analysis. By exploring its post-

colonial critique, character dynamics, political allegory, narrative structure, and reception, 

scholars and readers can gain a deeper understanding of Gordimer’s exploration of the 

complexities of post-colonial African society. 

Characters: 

In “A Guest of Honour” by Nadine Gordimer, several characters play significant roles 

in shaping the narrative and exploring the themes of post-colonialism, identity, and power 

dynamics. Here are some of the key characters: 

Colonel Anthony Russel - The protagonist of the novel, Colonel Anthony Russell is a former 

British colonial administrator who is invited back to the fictional African country of Kholifa 

after its independence. Russell grapples with his own feelings of guilt and complicity in the 

injustices of colonialism as he navigates the complexities of post-independence politics. 

Helen - Helen is Colonel Russell’s wife. She accompanies him to Kholifa and provides 

support as he reconnects with old acquaintances and grapples with his own sense of identity 

and belonging in a changing world. 

President Dego - President Dego is the newly elected leader of Kholifa. He represents the 

hopes and aspirations of the nation’s citizens for a better future after independence. However, 
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as the novel progresses, President Dego’s true motives and character come into question, 

revealing the complexities of power and corruption in post-colonial African politics. 

Nyangoni - Nyangoni is a local Kholifan who served as Colonel Russell’s driver during the 

colonial era. He becomes a symbol of the changing attitudes towards the colonial past, as he 

grapples with his own feelings of resentment towards Russell and the legacy of colonialism. 

Dr. Mwawesi - Dr. Mwawesi is a prominent local leader and intellectual in Kholifa. He 

represents the voice of dissent and opposition to the ruling elite, advocating for social justice 

and accountability in post-independence Kholifa. 

General Selo - General Selo is a military leader who plays a significant role in the power 

struggles within the ruling elite of Kholifa. He embodies the military’s influence in post-

colonial politics and the challenges of maintaining stability in a newly independent nation. 

Mrs. Mathobo - Mrs. Mathobo is a local woman who works as a servant in Colonel Russell’s 

household. She provides insight into the experiences of ordinary citizens in post-colonial 

Kholifa and serves as a foil to the privileged position of the colonial expatriates. 

These are just a few of the characters you might encounter in “A Guest of Honour.” Each 

character contributes to the novel’s exploration of the complexities of post-colonial African 

society and the legacy of colonialism on both individuals and nations. 
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SHADOW KING - MAAZA MEGISTE 

About the Author:  

Maaza Mengiste is an Ethiopian-American novelist and essayist known for her 

critically acclaimed works that explore themes of war, identity, and memory in Ethiopia. Here 

is an elaborated biography of Maaza Mengiste. Maaza Mengiste was born in Addis Ababa, 

Ethiopia. She spent her childhood in Nigeria and Kenya before her family eventually settled 

in the United States. Mengiste’s multicultural upbringing exposed her to diverse perspectives 

and experiences, shaping her identity as a writer and thinker. Mengiste pursued her higher 

education in the United States, earning a Bachelor of Arts degree in English and Creative 

Writing from Howard University. She later received a Master of Fine Arts degree in Creative 

Writing from New York University. Mengiste’s literary career began with the publication of 

her debut novel, “Beneath the Lion’s Gaze,” in 2010. The novel, set during the Ethiopian 

Revolution of 1974, explores the impact of political upheaval and violence on the lives of 

ordinary Ethiopians. “Beneath the Lion’s Gaze” received widespread critical acclaim and 

established Mengiste as a formidable voice in contemporary African literature. 

In 2020, Mengiste released her highly anticipated second novel, “The Shadow King.” 

Set during the Second Italo-Ethiopian War of 1935-1936, the novel centers on the untold 

stories of Ethiopian women who played a pivotal role in the war effort. “The Shadow King” 

received rave reviews and was shortlisted for prestigious literary awards, including the 

Booker Prize. In addition to her novels, Mengiste is an accomplished essayist and contributor 

to publications such as The New Yorker, Granta, and The New York Times. Her essays cover 

a wide range of topics, including Ethiopian history, migration, and the African diaspora. 

Mengiste is deeply committed to using her platform as a writer to advocate for social justice 

and human rights. She has spoken out against violence, oppression, and political injustice in 

Ethiopia and beyond, drawing attention to the plight of marginalized communities and 

amplifying their voices through her writing and activism. Mengiste’s work often explores 

themes of memory, trauma, and resilience in the face of conflict and adversity. She is known 

for her lyrical prose, vivid imagery, and empathetic portrayal of characters grappling with the 

complexities of history and identity. 

Maaza Mengiste is widely regarded as one of the most important contemporary voices 

in African literature. Her novels have received numerous awards and nominations, and her 

work continues to inspire readers around the world. Mengiste’s exploration of Ethiopia’s rich 

cultural heritage and turbulent history has earned her a dedicated following and cemented her 
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legacy as a literary trailblazer. Overall, Maaza Mengiste’s biography is characterized by her 

passion for storytelling, her commitment to social justice, and her exploration of the human 

experience in all its complexity. As she continues to write and advocate for change, 

Mengiste’s impact on literature and activism is sure to endure for generations to come. 

Plot Summary: 

“The Shadow King” by Maaza Mengiste is a novel set during the Second Italo-

Ethiopian War of 1935-1936. It tells the story of the Ethiopian women who played a vital but 

often overlooked role in the war effort against Italian forces.  

The novel centers around the lives of Hirut, an Ethiopian servant girl, and Aster, the 

wife of a local nobleman, as they become involved in the resistance against the invading 

Italian army. When Mussolini’s forces occupy Ethiopia, Hirut and Aster find themselves 

drawn into a complex web of resistance, sacrifice, and survival. As war engulfs their 

homeland, Hirut joins the ragtag group of Ethiopian fighters led by a charismatic leader 

known as the Shadow King. Inspired by Aster’s defiance and determination, Hirut becomes a 

fierce warrior, defying gender norms and risking her life to defend her country against the 

Italian aggressors. Meanwhile, Aster grapples with her own role in the resistance as she 

navigates the complexities of love, loyalty, and sacrifice. As the conflict intensifies, Aster 

must confront the harsh realities of war and the choices that will define her fate and the fate 

of her people. Throughout the novel, Mengiste weaves together the stories of Hirut, Aster, 

and other characters caught in the turmoil of war, capturing the courage, resilience, and 

humanity of those who fought for Ethiopia’s freedom. 

Themes: 

One of the central themes of “The Shadow King” is resistance against oppression and 

injustice. The novel explores the ways in which individuals, particularly women, defy 

expectations and take up arms to fight for their homeland and their dignity in the face of 

overwhelming odds. Mengiste examines the intersections of gender, power, and agency in 

wartime Ethiopia. Through characters like Hirut and Aster, the novel challenges traditional 

gender roles and stereotypes, highlighting the strength and resilience of Ethiopian women as 

they assert themselves in a male-dominated society. 

“The Shadow King” delves into the complexities of memory and history, exploring how 

narratives of war and resistance are shaped and remembered over time. The novel sheds light 

on the untold stories of Ethiopian women who played a crucial role in the Second Italo-
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Ethiopian War, challenging historical erasure and reclaiming their place in the annals of 

history. At its core, it is a meditation on the legacy of colonialism and its impact on individual 

and national identity. Mengiste examines the psychological and cultural dimensions of 

colonialism, exploring how Ethiopian identity is forged and contested in the crucible of war 

and resistance. The novel also addresses the profound trauma inflicted by war and colonial 

violence, both on individuals and communities. Mengiste portrays the physical and emotional 

scars of conflict with sensitivity and compassion, highlighting the resilience and capacity for 

healing that emerge in the aftermath of trauma. “The Shadow King” is a powerful and 

evocative exploration of war, resistance, and the enduring human spirit in the face of 

adversity. Through its richly drawn characters and vivid depiction of wartime Ethiopia, the 

novel offers profound insights into the complexities of history, memory, and the quest for 

freedom and justice. 

Critical Analysis: 

“The Shadow King” by Maaza Mengiste delves into various aspects of the novel, 

including its themes, narrative structure, character development, and socio-historical context. 

This novel can be analysed in the historical context: The Critical Analysis: would 

contextualize the novel within the Second Italo-Ethiopian War of 1935-1936, exploring the 

historical events, political dynamics, and cultural significance of the conflict. Understanding 

the historical backdrop is crucial for appreciating the novel’s portrayal of war, colonialism, 

and resistance in Ethiopia. 

Mengiste employs a multi-perspective narrative structure in this novel weaving 

together the stories of various characters to create a rich tapestry of voices and experiences. 

This novel can be examined the effectiveness of this narrative technique in conveying the 

complexities of war and its impact on individuals and communities. The novel’s thematic 

depth, includes themes of resistance, gender, power, memory, and identity. These themes are 

interwoven throughout the narrative, shaping the characters’ motivations, relationships, and 

actions. It can be examined how Mengiste uses these themes to explore broader socio-

political issues and human experiences. Characterization is an important aspect of this novel. 

Central to the novel are characters like Hirut and Aster, whose experiences form the heart of 

the story. The development of these characters, exploring their internal conflicts, growth, and 

transformations over the course of the narrative could be witnessed. Additionally, the analysis 

would consider how secondary characters contribute to the novel’s thematic exploration and 

narrative complexity. 



 

60 
 

Mengiste’s prose is characterized by its lyrical beauty, vivid imagery, and evocative 

language. The author’s stylistic choices, including her use of metaphor, symbolism, and 

cultural references can be seen this novel. These literary techniques enhance the novel’s 

emotional resonance and thematic depth. “The Shadow King” offers incisive commentary on 

the legacies of colonialism, the dynamics of power and resistance, and the intersections of 

gender, identity, and nationalism. One would interrogate the novel’s socio-political insights, 

considering how Mengiste’s portrayal of war and colonial violence speaks to broader issues 

of social justice, human rights, and historical memory. 

Finally, it can be considered that the novel’s reception among critics and readers, as 

well as its impact on contemporary discussions of African literature, post-colonial studies, 

and feminist scholarship. Exploring the novel’s reception provides insights into its cultural 

significance and enduring relevance in the literary landscape. The readers can gain a deeper 

appreciation of Maaza Mengiste’s artistry, insight, and contribution to contemporary 

literature. 

Characters: 

In Maaza Mengiste’s “The Shadow King,” several characters play pivotal roles in 

shaping the narrative and exploring its themes of war, resistance, and identity in Ethiopia 

during the Second Italo-Ethiopian War. Here are some of the key characters: 

Hirut - The protagonist of the novel, Hirut is a young Ethiopian woman who works as a 

servant in Aster’s household. She becomes involved in the resistance against the Italian 

invaders and joins the army as a soldier, defying traditional gender roles and societal 

expectations. Hirut’s journey of self-discovery and empowerment serves as a central focus of 

the narrative. 

Aster - Aster is a noblewoman and the wife of a local leader in Hirut’s village. Despite her 

privileged background, Aster becomes actively involved in the resistance movement, using 

her influence and resources to support the Ethiopian fighters. Her courage, determination, and 

moral conviction inspire those around her and drive the narrative forward. 

Kidane - Kidane is Aster’s husband and a respected leader in the community. He initially 

opposes Aster’s involvement in the resistance but later comes to recognize the importance of 

her actions and the need to fight against the Italian occupation. Kidane’s internal struggle 

reflects the complexities of patriotism, duty, and sacrifice in times of war. 
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The Shadow King - The Shadow King is a charismatic leader of the Ethiopian resistance, 

revered by his followers for his bravery and strategic brilliance. He embodies the spirit of 

defiance and resilience in the face of overwhelming odds, inspiring hope and unity among the 

Ethiopian fighters. The Shadow King’s enigmatic presence looms large over the narrative, 

symbolizing the collective struggle for freedom and dignity. 

Ettore Navarra - Navarra is an Italian photographer and soldier who becomes infatuated 

with Aster and Hirut. He serves as a complex antagonist in the novel, torn between his loyalty 

to the Italian army and his growing empathy for the Ethiopian people. Navarra’s interactions 

with Aster and Hirut highlight the human cost of war and the capacity for compassion and 

redemption amidst conflict. 

Fifi - Fifi is a Jewish Ethiopian woman who works as a cook and caretaker in Aster’s 

household. She forms a close bond with Hirut and becomes a trusted ally in the resistance 

movement. Fifi’s character underscores the diversity and complexity of Ethiopian society, 

challenging stereotypes and highlighting the intersecting identities of race, religion, and 

culture. 

Haile Selassie - Emperor Haile Selassie is a central figure in the novel, representing the 

political leadership of Ethiopia during the war. While he is physically absent for much of the 

narrative, his presence looms large over the characters’ lives and the nation’s struggle for 

independence. Haile Selassie’s portrayal raises questions about leadership, accountability, and 

the complexities of national identity in times of crisis. 

These are just a few of the characters you might encounter in “The Shadow King.” 

Each character contributes to the novel’s exploration of war, resistance, and identity, offering 

insights into the human experience amidst the turmoil of history. 


