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Dedication

This issue of

African Literature Today

is dedicated to the memory of
Professor Emmanuel N. Obiechina

Our literary statesman, erudite and most

unassuming mentor; our revered ‘Dean of African
Literary Criticism.’ You taught us the medium, manner,
and mode. You will live eternally through

the protégés you nurtured consciously and
unconsciously on both sides of the Atlantic,

and by the indelible footprints you so richly

left for African Literature on the sands of time.
Farewell!
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Editorial Article
Half a Century of Teaching African Literature
in the Academy

Ernest N. Emenyonu

The theme of this issue of African Literature Today, ‘Teaching African
Literature’, was conceived as a tribute to renowned veteran teachers/
scholars world-wide who blazed the trail and overcame every obstacle to
carve out a pride of place for African literature in the Academy in the
second half of the twentieth century. Sixteen of these eminent scholars
were identified from the United Kingdom, the United States, Africa,
Japan, India, Australia, Germany, Canada, and Sweden. Each was invited
on 30 October 2009, to take time to write and submit an article on the
experience of teaching African literature at whatever level or geographic
location over the years.

The idea was that by reporting their various experiences (what worked
and what didn’t) in teaching African Literature dating back to the middle
of the twentieth century, they would be passing on concrete skills and
legacies to younger colleagues in the profession. Their reports would also
be indisputable affirmations and validations of the global presence of
African literature in the Academy. This would also be an invaluable
service to the discipline of African literature. In the same vein, the theme
of this issue was envisioned as a logical sequel to the world-wide celebra-
tion of Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart in 2008. For indeed, Things
Fall Apart was the catalyst that led to the opening of doors for African
Literature in the curriculum of educational systems all over the world.
That novel made the literary world take serious notice for the first time, of
the emerging voices of imaginative creativity from the continent of Africa.
These new voices were ‘loaded’ with innovative thematic and refreshingly
stylistic versatilities that energized and added colour to contemporary
World Literature, particularly Anglophone and Francophone literatures.

It was gratifying that of the 16 veteran scholars/teachers of African
literature contacted in October 2009, as many as 13 enthusiastically
accepted to contribute articles to this volume. However, when the articles
were due a year later in October 2010, only one fulfilled his promise. We
salute Professor Eustace Palmer for his continued pioneering role and
inimitable dedication to the cause of African literature. His pioneering
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role has been nothing short of historic, heroic and legendary. His 175-page
Introduction to the African Novel (1972, Heinemann), was one of the most
authoritative early works on the criticism of African Literature. It became
an invaluable handbook not only for beginning scholars and critics of
African Literature, but also (especially) for teachers inside and outside
Africa who greatly needed guidance in the pedagogical approaches to the
emerging African creative works. Its publication was timely and helped to
shape the nature, tone, direction and dynamics of African literary
criticism at a crucial point in time.

The contributors to this volume have stepped in to fill the gaps. They
have performed a most laudable rescue mission surpassing all expecta-
tions. They have in each of their contributions provided profound
insights into the challenges of teaching African literature in various geo-
graphic locations, the nature of the learners of African literature, and the
impact of African creative works on them as individuals. They have
discussed the use of modern technology in the teaching of African litera-
ture and the resilient impacts of African Oral Literature on both teachers
and learners. The teaching of African literature, like any other major
world literature, remains as challenging as it is exciting and rewarding.

In the twenty-first century, there is enough evidence to state that the
teaching of African literature in all parts of the world is something that
should be advocated for the best interest of posterity in general and the
field of contemporary World literature in particular. The case for the
literary excellence of African fiction has been sufficiently and incontro-
vertibly made. In the last two decades of the twentieth century, African
creative writers ostensibly immortalized African literature irrevocably in
the annals of World literary history with achievements too hard to ignore
anymore. In 1986 Wole Soyinka (Nigeria) became the first African to win
the Nobel Prize for Literature. He was followed by Naguib Mahfouz
(Egypt) in 1988, and three years later, Nadine Gordimer (South Africa) in
1991. This apparently unstoppable winning streak continued into the
new millennium with J.M. Coetzee (South Africa) winning the Prize in
2003. And one can state without fear of contradiction that Doris Lessing
who won the prize in 2007 has self-acknowledged real and symbolic
African roots and influences in her imaginative creativity. That is why in
this issue of the journal we have reason to celebrate the teaching of
African literature both inside and outside the continent of Africa.

The title of this Editorial Article is adapted from the title of a historic
literary celebration at Syracuse University, New York, October 14-16,
2010. A valedictory symposium entitled ‘50 Years of African Literature in
the Academy’ was organized by the University in honour of the retiring
renowned William Safire Professor of Modern Letters, Prof. M.J.C.
Echeruo, one of the most formidable ‘founding fathers’ in the field of the
criticism and teaching of African literature. If this journal had a
‘Congressional Medal of Honor’ for the year 2010, it would incontestably
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go to Syracuse University. Instead of the all-too-familiar convention of
honouring a retiring famous professor with a valedictory speech/lecture
given by him followed by a dinner or cocktail, Syracuse University chose
(most wisely) to assemble a team of scholars to reflect, theorize and phi-
losophize on the half a century of African Literature in the Academy. It
was a grand success. What did not come out as forcefully and emphati-
cally as it should have, was the place or role of Professor Echeruo in the
‘50 Years of African literature in the Academy’.

M.J.C. Echeruo has made towering contributions in the establishment
of an indelible identity for African literature as a significant literary canon
in the Academy, and the herculean trail blazing task of charting a road
map for its successful inclusion in the literature curriculum of tertiary
institutions inside and outside Africa. The incredible amount of
resources he has put at the disposal of young scholars in African literature
as well as his relentless mentoring of budding African creative artists
remain impossible to be sufficiently described or documented in so short
a space. Whenever a ground-breaking literary phenomenon was contem-
plated in the years that he was in the Nigerian university system, Professor
Echeruo was invited to shape and structure it and design its future
direction. This was the case when he was invited in 1979 to give the
maiden edition of the pan-Igho annual lecture series known today as ‘The
Ahiajoku Lecture’ held in November every year. His lecture, ‘A Matter of
Identity’ served to define the purpose, objectives, and goals of the annual
lecture conceived broadly to identify and define the Igho contributions to
world civilization. Similarly, when the Imo State government of Nigeria
(his home state) decided to found a university, they tapped Professor
Echeruo as its foundation vice-chancellor. In these and other similar
intellectual endeavors, he always found a way to carve a major place for
African literary studies!

The Syracuse Symposium attracted a galaxy of high profile authorities
on African Literature — Abiola Irele, Biodun Jeifo, Micere Githae Mugo,
Obiora Udechukwu, Kenneth Harrow, Tejumola Olaniyan, Lokangaka
Lasambe, Anthonia Kalu, Maik Nwosu, Obi Nwakanma, and a host of
others from within and outside the United States. And to bridge the gap
between the ‘yesterdays’ and ‘todays’ in African creative writing, the major
keynote speaker was the indomitable, sparkling and vibrant new voice —
the author of Half of a Yellow Sun — Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie.
However, the cynosure of all eyes at the forum was the elder statesman, the
inimitable literary scholar, critic and teacher, Prof. Emmanuel Obiechina.

I stayed very close to Professor Obiechina for the two days of the
symposium. He had been for me, like for many others of my generation, a
willing mentor at all times, the imperceptible voice and hand that guided
and motivated every inch of the way. He chaired plenary sessions at the
symposium, led discussions when he was not chairing and was sur-
rounded even during tea breaks by bubbling young scholars seeking to get
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a close view of him, hear him tell them directly the rich literary theories
they had been reading from his books. Professor Obiechina had time for
everybody at the symposium. All of us were woken up two weeks later
with the shocking news of his death! He had e-mailed most of us at the
end of the symposium to indicate that he had a new e-mail address. He
requested each one of us to respond to that e-mail address so that he
would be sure it reached us. Most did. I was reliably informed that the last
thing he did on that fateful night in November 2010, was to read through
his e-mails.

In a short memorial tribute I recalled his ubiquitous mesmeric
presence at the Syracuse Symposium in these words:

Only ‘yesterday,” it seems, we were together at Syracuse and shared the bounty
of your wit and wisdom surrounded by eminent scholars of the Academy. And
when the Symposium was over, you told me about your recent trip to Nigeria
(returning the day before the Symposium) for the historic induction into the
first-ever Nigerian Academy of Letters’ Hall of Fame. 1t was an honor no one
deserved better although you tried to play it down. You taught us the literary
medium, the manner and mode of its criticism; you groomed us in the craft and
tenderly pampered us even as we groped about the way trying to emulate your
wit and wisdom ... You will live eternally through the protégés you have
nurtured on both sides of the Atlantic ...

In 1994 T was asked by the Imo State Government in Nigeria to
introduce Professor Obiechina as the Ahiajoku Lecturer of the year. Part
of my introduction had this to say:

His fertile erudition has given birth to countless scholarly works on African
Literature, scores of original articles in learned journals all over the world,
public lectures in arenas stretching from Nigeria to Europe, North America,
Asia, Latin American and the West Indies ... If a topic is important in
Commonwealth Literature; if a topic is crucial in African Literature, it cannot be
completely so until Emmanuel Obiechina has spoken or written about it, and
when he does, it immediately confers respectability and authenticity to that
particular point of view ... Professor Emmanuel Obiechina is to all who know
him - all who have read him, and all who have experienced the vibrancy of his
mind and intellect, truly the teachers’ Teacher, the scholars’ Scholar, the profes-
sors’ Professor, the critics’ Critic, the writers’ Writer and the authors’ Author ...
It is impossible to adequately introduce Professor Emmanuel Obiechina. It is
impossible for me to describe in words, the dignity of this man, his intellect
and the depth of his vision as a literary scholar, a philosopher and a humanist

Itis for these reasons and many more that this issue of African Literature
Today on ‘Teaching African Literature’ is deservedly dedicated to the
memory of Professor Emmanuel Obiechina,

‘There goes Emmanuel Obiechina ...
there never was, and never will be another like him.’
Farewell!!
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Teaching Ben Okri’s The Famished Road
& Syl Cheney-Coker’s The Last Harmattan of
Alusine Dunbar

Eustace Palmer

Ben Okri’s prize-winning novel The Famished Road and Syl Cheney-
Coker’s The Last Harmattan of Alusine Dunbar are, without doubt, among
the most challenging works of African literature to teach. The reasons for
this are not far to seek. First, there is the enormous bulk of both novels. In
an age when teachers complain about the attention span of students and
most novels run for no more than about three hundred pages, the teaching
of works, which, in the case of The Last Harmattan runs for almost four
hundred pages of extremely concentrated and even poetic prose and, in
the case of The Famished Road, goes on for almost five hundred pages of
repetitive events, must surely pose special problems. The second reason
is a rather simple and mundane one: that of availability. This is particu-
larly relevant to Cheney-Coker’s novel, since The Famished Road is
generally available in Anchor Books paperback. Both works have, of
course, become classics of African literature, but classics of African liter-
ature, which need to feature in courses on African literature, do not nec-
essarily have the kind of perennial and universal appeal that would make
publishers (largely Western ones), who always have an eye on their
bottom line, wish to continue publishing them after the first printing runs
out. Cheney-Coker’s The Last Harmattan seems to have suffered that fate.
The third reason is the preponderance in both novels of elements of
magical realism and the use of the supernatural and the fantastic which
seems to strain the credibility of many readers. It is the purpose of this
paper to throw out a few tentative hints that might facilitate the teaching
of both works and make the exercise ultimately rewarding. These hints
result from teaching these novels in courses here in the United Sates over
a number of years.

The first suggestion 1 would like to make is that both these novels
ought to be taught at the graduate level and several sessions should be
devoted to each. The sheer bulk of both works might create some daunting
challenges at the undergraduate level, and they both raise theoretical
issues that can only be fully appreciated and thoroughly discussed at the
graduate level. Concepts of realism and postmodernity can, of course, be

1



2 Teaching Ben Okri’s The Famished Road

handled at the undergraduate level, but they are surely discussed much
more rewardingly at the graduate level, and both novels raise these issues
in large measure.

It is very tempting to see both these novels as ‘postmodern” works,
therefore the starting point of the discussion should revolve around the
extent to which Okri and Cheney-Coker were postmodern in intention;
one of my graduate students, fresh from exposure to contemporary critical
theories, exclaimed that The Famished Road was undoubtedly ‘post-
modern.” Of course, one cannot discuss postmodernism in isolation from
modernism, since postmodernism was a reaction to modernism, in the
sense that it continued, sometimes 1o an extreme as Abrams and Harpham
have said, the countertraditional experiments of modernism, but also
sought ways to break away from some modernist forms, particularly the
‘elitism’ of modernist ‘high art’ and thereby have recourse to ‘mass
culture’ forms in films, television, newspaper cartoons and popular
music. According to Abrams and Geoffrey Harpham, ‘many of the works
of postmodern literature ... so blend literary genres, cultural and stylistic
levels, the serious and the playful, that they resist classification according
to traditional literary rubrics’ (203).

With this definition in mind, to what extent can one say that The
Famished Road and The Last Harmattan are postmodern? The basis for
the suggestion is that they both rely very heavily on the use of the super-
natural and the magical and The Famished Road, in particular, is narrated
by an ‘abiku’ child, a child supposedly from the spirit world. Both
novelists, according to some critics, do so because they wish to break
away from the modernist Eurocentric narrative of history. It would mean
that writers like Okri and Cheney-Coker were consciously reacting
against modernism and all that it implies. However, we must be aware
that modernism and all the literary and artistic baggage that it involved
may not have the same resonance for African writers that it does for
Western writers; African writers are dealing with a completely different
set of issues and not with the cataclysmic breakdown of society and
values that modernism involved. They would not therefore necessarily
have to explore postmodernist techniques as a reaction to modernism. It
is therefore rather simplistic to label their works as ‘postmodern.’ John
Hawley, for instance, says, ‘the significance of an abiku narrator ... is that
it moves African literature closer to the postmodern movement’ (31). He
does realize that there may be problems in regarding some African writers
as postmodernists, but he insists that such a label would be helpful
because these writers do two things that are typical of postmodernist
writing: ‘they resist the European master narrative of history’ and ‘they
are markedly experimental in their narration, carrying into their fiction
many of the postmodern literary characteristics’ (35-36). Maggi Phillips
suggests that The Famished Road is the expression of a genuine ‘third
world consciousness’ and thus implies that Okri’s main concern was



