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CULTURE AS A VARIABLE IN AFTIICAN LITERATL FL4 D)

By
APARL WUSU JACOER
i Solurin University of Education
ln.":.'.
MAKINDE, SOLOMON 0.
Lagos State University
ARSTRACT

Culture is an independent variable in African literature. Lvery African literary fevt
of auy genre depends heavily on Afiican cullure for it to be classified as Afvican
titerature. The oral forms of Afvican lerature which are rooted in Aftean enltyre
are the najor features of the modern African litevature. They are also colled
elements of tradition, which includes folktales, songs, sacrifice, marriage, burial
custon, and ritwaly which ave fdentificd as variables in Afriean Tierature. The
understanding and identification of these culture variables muake the uitdersiandine
af African Ltevaiuee easier and distinguishable fron other regional lteratures like
American, Britisl, French, Caribbean and Scandinavien literature The inability of
students to identify themes, messases and appreciaie the aesthelics of Afvican
literature is informed by theiv inabdity to flentify elenrents of culture and its Hterary
application in modern Afvican Titerature, This peaper therefore attempts to identify
coltwral instances Hat abound in Afiican Fterature

Introdduction

Adtican lierature has no graphic literary place in African pre- eolomal sta, It however
emerged on African literary scene with the zeal, cultural conseiousness and literary acumen
of African pens after independencs of various Alrican nations. As  # result of this literary
emergence, many scholus defined African literatrs in dilferent ways. Emenyonu (1952:2)
noled that Alrican literature means several things o several people thus:

To some, iLis a ool for the literate African’s arropation of the essence of his cultural

heritage- an assertion and al Gmes an imposition of the contents and excellence of 3 black

culture, on a white dominated world, To olhers, Alrican literature means u new lilerature of

the world” with its authentic and original penre, hemes and message. To a few, 1t 1s stmply a
polilical doeument of protest against ihe assumplions of colonialism and mperialism as they
relate to the world of the black man, To yet ather peapte, Afrcan literature m oall il
ramifications represents a mere ap pendage to British or French liternhive since most of the
Alrican writers wrile chiclly in Ergehish or Franch,

The analysis of the three definitions shows thet () African Hterature s the

identification and imposition of the beauly of black culture on 2 white donimted political,
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economic, cultural, social, and intellectual world, (i) It means @ new literature among the

literatures of thie world, with new Aftican themes wenved around Mdrican experience within

his cullure or contact with alien culture, (111} Yo some, it is a protest against the pereeption of

imperialism of the world and the values of the Blackman, (iv) It is an extensian ol Brilish and

French Iiteriture becanse majority of Aftican writers wiite in English or French:

An x-ray of all detinitions Boils down to the fact that African litesiture is the literature

written by an Alrican aboul Aliican expericnce within his culture or contact widli alien

culture. “This means that A frican literature such s Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apare (1958)

and all fus works, Efan 1. Suthedand’s The Marriage of Anansewa (19047 and all her works,

Wole Soyinka's The Strong Breed (1964) and all his works, and works of oflier Alrican

wrilers in different genres constitute modern Adrican literature. Nevertheless, the works of

Arabs in North Alrica avd the likes of Joyce Cary’s Mr Johnson (1948) which desciibes

Adrican culture and experience in alien language are not modemn A frican literaiure. Through

the modern African literatuee, the people offshore Alrican continent, specilically the west

eels wind of beauly in knowledge and the living teaditions of African cullure; its heritage as

rooted i African living traditions. Adedoyin (2003) defined literature as the works ol arl
authored by Aliicaus in whatever language medium. about Alviea and Alvicans. ‘he

weakness of this delinition is that the literary works of Arabs whe dwell in Marth Afvica ane

also regarded a8 Advican Ferature, which should nol be because they have different arltinres,

Pheir sojourn on the African continent is 4 geographical mistake; so, African literature in ihis

conext excludes literatute of non-Akcan works of Arabs in Neorih Africi and while

munorilics in South Albdes. However, the modemn Alvican literalure has its antecedents in Oral

adition that i3 the autheatic lterture of Afrvican rooted in Afnican culture (Alporobaro,

2004). Within African culidre, orature is rendered in indigenous language. Oral literure is

performed in-site because it is [ree and belongs to the commumty without specilic anthor,

The aral form of African literature is divided into what is sung, acted and spolken which

represents different peares of African literature (hus: Poetry, drama, and prose. Oral poelry

mcludes various songs like children thyme and lullabies, hunting, birth, wat, worlt, funeral.

Lale, and praise songs, which are accompanied by vartons forms of activities analogous 1o

modern Alrican litesature. (National Teachers [nstitute, 1990),

However, what 1s azted has its dematic [Orms m ihe performance of rituals, leslivals,

and dance among others. But what s spoken e oral tradition s a langer (o of prose

martalive gonce which ineludes [olkiales, legends, and myth; there are differen bvpes of

folktates depending on the nature aml purpase ol the mle within African colture. I il T
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ctiological mle which explains why of a phenomenn or moral which (eaches moral or animal

tale which explains the adventure of animals, or didactic le which teaches lessons. lolldale
15 the queen bee of all oml forms of hterature, which incorporates other forms like (he

proverbs, rildles, songs, myths and lepends.

Every folkiale has a setting in time and space. The sefting could be a rural area or
sprit world, while the time is timeless as indicated in the opening formula, “once upon a

time” The purpose of every folktale is to explain every aspect of the colture of a piven

socicly, The tale oflen ends with cither punishment or moral lesson or knowledge of why
certain things are how they are,

L sum, elements of oral tradition are also oral archetypes, which are distinctive leatures of
Modem Aftican literature, Excepl studenis of modemn Alvican literature ielentify these

archetypes, their interpretation of modern African literature wouldl be a2 mirage. This paper

however, identifies these archetypes in two modern African literary texts with (le view af
£ o -

showing scholars including students of how dependent African literature is on enliure.

Metlwodology

The methodalogy employed for gathenng data is the analysis of two Alrican literary
texts from archetypal perspective. This is an analysis [rom the perspective of oral archetypes,
which involves identification of elements of aral tradition in African texts: Chinua Achebe's

Fhings Fall Apavt (TFA) (1958) and Sutherland’s The Marriage of Anansewa (TMA) (2007).

thingy Full Apart (1958)

I'his was the first novel in literature published by Chinua Achebe in 1958, 1 see it as o
compendivm of cullure beeanse of the lotality of 1gbo ways of life which are highly
embedded in it The clements of eulture are what | choose to call the cithure variable 1L was
discovered that the arl of storytelling in African taditionl sociely s an artistic
meuleating worals and nowledge of the society and why certain things are how they are in
the sociely, hence we have different types ol tales which are told either in a market place,
around & night fivg, or a sacred proove whose mennings are signifieant for the people i (he
cullure. However, in Phings Fall Apare (1958:67-70) Wkweli old Bzinma a tale of a lortaise
who deceived other animnls 10 pet 4 meal and the slory of (he

bardd “enphe 2t oba™ who

challenged the whale world o g wrestling conlest was linally thrown ot Iy Amalinee, (he

cal. ‘There is also the story of the lortoise and his wily way on page 7, and the story of ihe

quarrel between Parth and Sky on | e Ja. This quarrel foreed the sky 1o withhold win for

ool of
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seven vears, crops dicd; Tood becine scarce and the dead cannot e buried. Vulture was senl
l the sky 1o plead with the heaven to release the rain which he dud, but o his way, “he picees
the cocoymm leaves i which min was wiapped and there was o heavy mainfall.” As o vesult of

this mishap, the vullure escaped 1o [orcipn land,

song is also a recurrent cullural feature in Achebe's TFA (1958) on Pages 25, 30, 83,

45 anmd 99 among others. On Page 25,11 was noticed that when main fell, 1t pradually became

lighter and less frequent, and eacth and sky once again became separate, children then ran
ouldooes singing (hus:

“The rain is falling, the sun is sftissing,

Abue Nnadi is cooking and éating ",
similarly, ala wrestlic g square, Thezua, one of the two wiestling confestants desperately wenl

doway on his knee in an attempt 1w Ning his opponent backwards over his head, but it turned

out to be a sad miscaleulation, so, “quickly as the lightening of Amadiora, Okalo raised his

leg and swung it over his rival head” and the crowd roared and sang his praise while e

young wonen clapped their hands {Achebe 1959360,

Achebe (1959:81) also noted that Okonkwo’s father, Nnoka is ‘being very good at

playing Hute and bas snjoyed listening and playing band at its thythm.’ So, when Obicrika
was celebmating the daughler’s marriage, they sang the latest sang m the villape, See also,

{Achebe 1959:99),
Marriage 1s anolher significant element of tradition in Achebe’s Things Fall Apart

(1959). On pages 92-93 Amikwu, the youngest of Uchendu’s five sons Was marying new

wiles, The interesting part of the marriage

was the question and answer session. Uchendu’s
eldest daughter Njide asked the bride, how many men have lain with her since her brother
lirst expressed desire o marry her. '.t'lu: response o the question was in negative thrice the
question wits asked, even when she invoked the spiritual stall of s father and even death at
child birth, The beauty of this is that it ensures sexual trust between the couples. Similarly,
uc:iula:'miun ol Ui is u significant aspect of marriage in Igboland. Obicrika celebted his
daughter’s Urd, after the preater parl of her bride price has been paid. The suitor hrought
palm-wine (o the cntire [mily and everybody was mvited 1o partake in the drinking wiwl
dinning. Uri celebeation is sipnificant because il is an avenue for everybody m the society 1o
know the would-be conple and viee versa. (Achebe’s FRS0T-B00.

More so, teligion is another element of tradition in Aftiean liteeature, 10 was
discovered that [gbos are diffused monotheists and their deities have different places of

worship. The personal “ehi” is symbolized by different slirites at the centre of the village; the



CULTURE AR A VARTABLIEIN AFRICAN LITERATI Rk

shrane of Ulu was located at the market place of Unmaro and some ol these deilies inhabit e

lalls, caves or vivess as noled in Achebe(1959:0),

The Marriape of Anansews {2007)

il T, Sutherland’s The Marriage of dmans wi_(2007) woa compendium of a

Cihananian folklale which lilesadly means Anamsem and has averape developed into full

system of traditional theatre clagsified as Anansegoro. In The Marriage of Anansewsa, other

elements of oral tradition such as Songs, Snerifice, Marrage, Burial custom, and Ritual are

ke lilied,
Ritual is an element of drama. 1t is a process through which the man makes the nature

work. However, ritual and ritual fibation becomes a significant element of tradition in A fricun

literature and featured prominently in TMA where chiel who-is-chief is a conteslant for

Anansewa’s hand m marriage. He sent some bottles of drinks [or the funeral of Anansaws
4

make-beliel death, Ananse poured some libation (o invoke the spirit of Anansews thos:

"Wike, ol wake
i Hy wetke, oft warke,
Fveeku s eldild, dAnansew,
Wetke, olfi weike!
Looe iy d"c.'."g'.".lr__a‘I You, refur,
“"rr.l'l-:'{‘, et wale!
Chief~Who-is-Chief loves vou true
Wiake, olt wale!
fmmediately she heard the chiePs name, she woke up and was laler married to Lim.

(Sutherland, 200°7:90),

Maore so, bunal custom iz another aspect of Ghanainn culture. In Akan culture of
Ghana, the sband has the custemary obligation (o pive his dead wife g befitting burial and
the children also have the same cullural backing (o bury e parents. Yel, these collural

obligations according 1o Sutherland CAO0T-98) have some peculiar cultural lmitilions as

noted i the words of the messengers [tom the chiel of mines:

We will be brief sir, cur royal one has is to sav: that
hecanse this fiedy Nt ot Become L wilee, e cannot
D fer buvial, (e vahiel custom Fofer 2 periid, e
Lol redctand to fuliill. He sends this bold of sitk
this Nente from bomwine: thiv diomes cotton eloths
Use threm for dressing his ludy s bed for hev, He senily

these drinks, and this bag of moncy to help the father

Jrenv the funerad i firewel! fo fis f.-':c,'h-
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I addition o the above is the culture of mar iage. Marriage i signilicant in Alrea

and has a pecudiar calloml way of getting plued (o cach other, The slories i e Mivrriase of

Ancinsewa (2007) is avchored ou the marriage of Anansewa. The filher was oo auned wented

o make fortune from the diughiters marriage. e promised all chiefs his clavphiter’s hand and

nde a pood fortone rom then. e now used Cummng way to give the daughier to her heart-

desive, Chiel-Who-is-Chiel. So, from the bepinning 1o the end, the story of The Murriage of

Anansewa permiates e theatrical play,
Finally, sacrifice is another aspect of Afvican culiure and has also hecome ]

distinetive feature of Alrican literature. When o lady is going Lo join her husband in Ghanaian

Akan African culture, sacrifice must be carried out to make the future of the bride bright. The

sacrifice includes the squeezing ol lime on the he

5

ad of the bride, sprinkling of sacred paelin-

oil, yam touching lips, while an epg is to invoke blessing for her and adurning her with gold

to honour her (Sutherdand, 2007:48).

Culture Variabie in African Literature
From the analysis of the literary texts above, these writers have wlentified the

tollowing independent culture variables: lolktale, song, sacrifice, and marriage, hurial custom

and ritual variables. Bach variable 15" represented by roman figuire CV which means culiure
variahle.

CV (1): FOLKTALE

Folltale is a fainous act of storylelling in African culture which has trunsformed into

literary foen. 1t has crept into and has become the basic element of oral tradition in Alrican

literature, Akporobaro (2004) noted that such stories reflect cultural norms, local history and

the realities of an environment. It is in {oms dilemuma, etiological, animal laicy among

others which are olten fraught with music, dancing, singing and sometimes prantomime and

olten 1old by o single semson or group ol people. The language is very simple bul saddied

willy literary devices ard actions that sustain Uhe attention of the audignce so that they could

achieve meamngs oul of the story. The stories have survived because they are passed {ron

generation (0 generation and have special meanings and mipostance for the people i eullure.

ln Achebe (1957: 67-70) Bkweli told Bzinma of folk story ol orloise who deceived oller

animals o get a meal and the story of the bird “eneke uti - oba™ who challenged the whole

world to wrestling contast and was finally defealed by the cat. ‘The lesson derivable from his

story 15 that a single pecson does nol challenge the world and win, instead. people shoukd
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leam how o live in harmony with other people, There is also the story ol the tortoise and his
wily way on page 7, and the story ol the quarrel between Farth g sy on page 38, This
quanrel forced the sky to withhold fain for seven years, crops died, food become searce and
the: dead cannot be buried, Vulture was sent (o the sky 1o plead with the heaven to release the
rain which he did, but on his way, he pleces the cocoyam leaves in which rain was wrapped
anel there was a heavy rainfall As o result of

this mishap, the vullure escaped to foreign land,

The Mavriuge of Anansewq (2007) iiself is a Ghanaian Tolktale which literarily means
Anansem; and which overage devaloped into fill system of traditional theatre classified as

Anaseporo. Mowever, folliale, which was orgimally clussificd as ol archetype in oral

Blerature has crept into modern Adrican lilerature and has become one ol its independent

variables.

CV 1 SONG

This 15 a short piece of music wiil woras that we sing. In African literature, Song

manifests as an archetypal element of African literalure and lias become an effective medium

ol storytelling. 1t is noted in Achebe {1958} that Okonlowa’s lather, Nnoka is

being very pood
ab playing flute sl hing etjoved list:

ming and playing bawd at ity rhythm. Even when Obicrilka

was celebrating the danghter’s marriage, hey sang the lates! song acconding fo Achele

{1958:83-99) in the village thos:

1 hold her fand
ote trbles Don't touch
i1 hold her foor
She says Don 't foyeh
it wihen I lolil her waist beads
Ste pretends not to know.
songs are also forms of poi ¥, which depend on voice modulation in 115 perfomunnce.

It has iis scope, meaning and strenzlh angd linguistic level. This traditional element 1

dilferent dimension in authertands (2007) whe

alkes g

e songs were used as matural social s I i

verbal condolence messnges amd praise soups. in every African society, praise song is
exlensively used in greeting (as in Yoruba’s oniki) royal appellation and sometimes-heroie

Heeds of one’s tamily lineape. Examples abound in cluel of Sapa’s Praise song and i Chisl:

Who-1s5-C hiefs appellition, Worl SONES, War sonps and othier songs ae all elements of il

lilevature, which have been linguistically nativised. amd mtroduced as one of {he basie

leatures of African lHemiurs, An example of wailing soup can be found on S Sutheriand
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(200°:85) where Christie led Pa. Georpe and his condolence feam [tom Sapaase’s Malace

ronnd the bed where Anansewa is laving dead.

CY L SACRINVTCE

Cxlond Advanced Leamers Dictionary (e} sees this archelype us an act of giving up
something valnable i order to got or do something that is more impartant for oneself fin
another person, There are so many social, spiritual and economic problems rvaging the
Alrican man from the day carth was ereated to the present day. However, sacrifice, whicli is
mdispensable element ol African belief system, is always a spitilual instrument of finding,
sululion (o these problems and in African Hleralures of all ponres as noted in Sutherlmd
(2007). However, sacrilice s become a distinetive leature of Alrican lilerature, When o lady
i5 aboiid 1o go and join her hoshand in Ghanain Alan culture, sacrifice sl be caried ot 1o

nwke the fiore of the bede b

- This sacrifice includes the squeszing of lime on the hesd
ol the bride, sprinkling of sucred palm-oil, yam touching lips with an egg and adoming her
with gold 1o honour her as performed by Aya in Sutherland (2007:48) thus:

We squeczed linwe on your head
To season you so that
« When {ifes hardship approach,
Your will be capable of standing firn to field them
We frave sprinided sacred palm oil, yam
Wi have tonched your lips

with it egp to invoke blessings for you

aned we have adorped you with gold to henour you,

Morcover, Aya demanded [rom Nonanya s ritual vine believed to have the power to
purge and avert evil forees and to purily the bride. The literary feature Las remained an
indispensable religions way of life in Africa and one of the elements of aral teadition wlieh
anchor Afvican lierature avd makes i unique. Closely connected to suerilice element is tiual
libation, which characterized Alrican liteeature and this is obvious in the way Ananse pour
libation to invoke the spirit of Anansewa into life Sutherland (2007:90).

CVIV: MARRIAGH

Just like every other cullure, marriage is important in Africa and has a paculiu
ciltural way of getting pluced o each olher. The stories in TMA (20077 are anchored on the
marriage of 2 beawtiful lady called Anansews. Vhe father was poriet and wanted 10 make
[ortune from the dagghter’s marriage, He promised all chiefs his daughter's hand and made a

good lortune [rom them. 1 ¢ now used cnmming Wty 1o give the daughter (o her heart-desire,
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Chiel-Who-ls-Chiet. So. e slary in The Marriage of dumizeva permeates the thestrical
iy

CV V: RELIGION
Religion is the belief in (e existence ol a God or gtuds and the activities (hat ane
connected with their worship. 11 18 8 man’s sponlaneous awarcness ol and sponlancoys

retation to his immediate awarcness ol a living power which is tndinitely preater than himsell

{(tdowen, 1982). However, relimion 15 an element of culture whicl ling a peculiar wiy of

worship depending on the types ol relipion. It was discovered that Iphos are diffused
monotheists and their deilies have different places ol worship. The pesonal i’ is

symbolized by differeat shrines al (e conter of the village, the shrine of Ly was located at

the miirket place of Umnaro and some of these deities inhalit the hills, cave
|

notod in Achebe { L9589,

50T fivers s

AlL these have linguistic wnplications on - African liternture  because (he writer has to

understond the culiure of Tijs religion, bend, coined lexical ilems ol and manipulates (hem

thraugh the process of linguistic, prapmatic and creative nalivizations, il the writer chooses (o

use foreign lanpuage o crpress Alvican relipions experiences withou! necessarily affecting

intellipibilify.

CV VI BURIAL CUSTOM

Clustoem is nn aspect ol eulture, which deals with the man’s way of life. Indeed. man‘s

ways ol 1ife is deep rooted in his culture, However, every aspect of enliure has a peculiar way

of life, Burial custom is no exremplion in every culture, Indian culture Permits cremation of

carpse while Afvican culiyre perits hefitling burial due to (heir betief in life ifter death ail

roles ol ancestors in the life of 1l living. In Akan cultuee of Ghana, the hugshand has (he

costomary obligation o give his dead wife a befitting burial or children have the same

eultueal backing to bury their parents. Yel this cuitural obligation hag some peculiar enllural

limitations as noted in sitherlaneds {2007: 78, The messengers from the chiel of Mines said

il

We will be grief Sir, our rovel one hay this to say: that be eiese s doady
fad not become iy Wife, he cannor give her bu i, theat wltiel custom
does permit, he iv nof reluctant to fulfill, e sends this bold of silk thix
Kente from bowwire; this dumes cotton etoths. {lse them for tlressing iy
lily's bed for her. He sendy this drinks, and s bae af money to hedp
he fathier pay the funeral i farewell 1o hix Lady.
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The above excdipt shows that the fineuess of African burial custoim i Cilunian

cullure and its atlempt limitations. Its tanslation too s languipe

language has lo be cotned in such a way that the cullural curreney 15 nol lost i [

implications as {he

analation,

CV VI RITUAL

Ritual is an clement of drama, which is as old as man on this planel carth. Man
viewed the aatural forces including the vearly seasonal changes as nol predictable and sought
thraugh viions weans of controlling this power through rituals. Ritual is o process tirongh
which the man makes the nature worle. However, man believes thal e eould cul pature o

achieve lus desire throogh ritualistic celebation whicl has heécome veligious rle aud well

il|!{[|l|||iu||:'.1|[.- il in Afican culture. Ritual and ritual libation becomes a recurrent diecimal i
Alvican literature and (hey featured prominently in Sathecland (2007:90) where chicF —wlio

is —ehiel s o comtestant Tor Anansew:’s hands in marriage. 1Te sent some botlles of drinks For
the funeral of Anansewa make-belief death, Ananse poured some libation 1o invoke the spirit
ol Anansewa thus: “Chief~Who-ls—Clhief whe loves you, true, wake —oh - wake... ' Upon

hearing the chiefs name, she woke up and was later married to him. ‘This element of tradition

has beconte one of the parameters of conceptualizing Afvican literature.

CONCLUSYON

. It is hereby concluded that African literature has cultwsal variables. Two Afiican
literary texts arc analysed: Chinua Acliche’s TFA and Efia T Sutherland’s TMA where the
following elements of oral tradition: lolktale, song, sacrifice, marriage, veligion, burial
custony and tituals are ilentified as cultural variables and distinetive features of modern
Afican  liteeature  which  distinguished it from American, British, Canblean, and
seandimayvian liternture, The analysis projects that Alricans are very rich in culture and their
oral and  writlen  Biernlure are  Afvican cullure based. 1t also envisaged  that  (he
conceplualization and recognition of these culture varables would [acilitate  betler

understanding and appreciation of Modem Alvican lilerturs.
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