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Abstract 
11 is axiomatic that Literature is not an art for art's sake and that literary 
writers or artists do not write or perform in a vacuum. Literature in its 
various forms usually mirrors the human society with the aim of reflecting 
and commending good deeds, exposing and condemning evil happenings 
and proffering possible solutions to identified societal problems or maladies. 
The ultimate function of Literature however, is to revolutionize the human 
society so as to guarantee sustainable societal development thereby making 
the human society a better place to live in. This paper therefore attempts the 
semantic interpretations of the word 'Literature'. It gives the traditional and 
modern interpretations of the word 'development'. Most importantly, it 
analyses how Literature can function as an invaluable instrument of 
political, economic and socio-cultural development using relevant literary 
works. 

Introductory Background 
Two key terms or concepts can be regarded as the bedrock of this paper namely "Literature" 

and "development".  Hence, a logical way of commencing discussion of the subject matter will be-an 
interpretation of these two terms or concepts.  This is to show their meanings and how they are to be 
understood for the purpose of the discussion on how Literature can function as an invaluable" 
instrument for attaining political, economic and socio-cultural development. 

Literature, according to the New Lexicon Webster's Encyclopedic Dictionary of the English 
Language edited by Cayne and Lechner (1992), means "Written composition in prose or verse 
especially of lasting quality and artistic merit". Etymologically, the word Literature is derived from 
the two Greek words "litera" and "orature" meaning "letters of the alphabets" and "words of mouth" or 
"that which is orally produced". This shows Literature can also be an oral composition, that is, in oral 
form as in the traditional folktales, folklores and panegyrics. To Aristotle, cited by Adedeji (1999:243) 
however, "Literature is the imitation of human beings in action". 

Literature, pragmatically speaking, is a scientific art that aims at examining the human society 
so as to reflect contemporary societal issues or happenings. It is a revelatory art that exposes 
identified political evils, economic vices, socio-cultural maladies and other weaknesses or anomalies 
discovered in vital areas of human endeavour. Most importantly, Literature is a curative and dynamic art 
that directly or indirectly prescribes or suggests suitable and effective therapy to discovered societal 
problems or social diseases, so as to effect positive changes and make the human society a better place 
to live in. 

The word development on the other hand is susceptible of both traditional and modern 
interpretations. The traditional interpretation of development is increased per capita income and high 
standard of living. But the modern interpretation is broader than the traditional because it views 
development from a wider perspective of national development. This is marked not only by the 
indicators of economic growth but by some other important, reasonable and inevitable political, social 
and cultural factors in addition to economic factors or indicators. 

Retrospective cum contemporary national and global happenings have shown that Literature, in 
its various forms (genes) namely, prose, poetry and drama, has contributed towards the upliftment, 
growth or development of many societies, people or nations of the world. This is because various 
literary work like novels, poems, plays etc are not just used as instruments of information, education, 
entertainment etc but also, and most importantly, as revolutionary instruments. Hence, Literature has 
become a means of attaining positive political, economic and socio-cultural goals or a means of 
effecting positive and dynamic societal changes as will be established and highlighted in this paper. 

 
 
 
 
 



Literature as an Instrument of Political Development 
The political use Literature according to Adeniran (1994) began during the French Revolution 

of 1789 when various literary works like fictions, plays, songs, dances etc were used by talented and 
radical literary artists of the period to expose, criticize and condemn the totalitarian political system of 
that time. Nadine Gordimer, the 1992 Literature Nobel Award winner stated that politics is the 
dominant theme of Literary Art in a transitional society. Onoge Omafume quoted in Malomo and 
Gbileka (1983) also pointed out the fact that politics is the soul of African Literature. 

Several books have been written for political reasons at different times in various places all 
over the world. George Orwell wrote Animal Farm, a political satire, to point out the weaknesses of 
socialism as a political system of government. It is believed that under socialism that government 
owns everything, expects from everybody according to his or her ability and gives to everybody 
according to his or her needs. But the author tf Animal Farm tries to point out the hypocrisy of 
socialism where everybody is beiicvcd to be equal (just as the symbolic animals in the novel believe 
{hey are equal) but some people are more equal than others (just as the four legged animals). Some 
other writers also condemned socialism and the effect is that today, most of the former socialist 
countries have either changed or restructured including the former Soviet Union. 

Literature played a vital role in the abolition of apartheid, a political system which gave full 
political rights only to the Whites in South Africa and which was characterized by alienation, 
discrimination and humiliation of the very many South African Blacks by the few whites then in 
government. The racial discrimination of the time got to the extent that Blacks could not go to some 
schools dominated by the Whites. They were banned from certain places and they would need "pass" 
before they could go to certain areas in their own country. They were denied absolute freedom on their 
fatherland and those who reacted among the Blacks were silenced either by being imprisoned or killed. 
That was why Nelson Mandela, who later became a President, was jailed for many years. Many 
literary .works like novels, plays, poems, songs etc were used to expose and condemn the : sufferings 
and humiliation the Blacks were subjected to under apartheid. Peter Abraham wrote Mine Boy, D. M. 
Zwelonkc wrote Robben Island to show what the Blacks went through and their indiscriminate 
imprisonment during apartheid. Songs of freedom were used by musicians like Paul Simon, Yvonne 
Chaka-Chaka etc to achieve the same goal. Eventually, apartheid collapsed and the i Blacks got their 
freedom and today, there is a Black dominated democratic government in South Africa. 

It is important to point out that the Blacks in the United States also went through what those . 
in South Africa went through after the American Civil War because there was remarkable racial 
discrimination in the United States. It was a pathetic period for American Negroes who could not 
enjoy .exactly the same educational and health opportunities enjoyed by the White Americans. It was 
a'tragic period for the Negroes who were often lynched to death by racist white Americans hence, not less 
than 2,500 Negroes were lynched between 1925 and 1950 as pointed out by Wright (1970) in the 
introduction of the text Black Boy. It was against this background that Richard Wright wrote Black 
Boy to expose the difficulties, sufferings and tragedies of typical American Negroes in the course of 
their struggle for survival and equality. Many writers also wrote against racial discrimination'even 
from exile as a means of attaining the needed freedom and equality. Radicals like the moderate and 
peaceful Rev. Martin Luther King J.P as well as the violent extremist like Malcorn "X" sprang into 
action and openly condemned racial discrimination which was also seen as a means of alienating the 
Blacks from the American political scene (Wright, 1970). Today, racial discrimination has reduced to the 
barest minimum and there is nothing a Black American has not become except the President of the United 
States. 

The political role of literature in Nigeria during the pre and post independence periods cannot 
be underestimated. It was used to expose or reflect political happenings thereby making use of 
literature as the mirror of the society and the literary artists as the "watchdog" of those in government. 
During the struggle for independence of our country Nigeria, literary works like songs, poems, plays, 
dances rituals etc were used to criticize and condemn the colonial administrators. Hubert Ogunde's 
unpublished plays like Israel in Egypt, Nebuchadnezzar^ Reign, Herbert Macaulay and Towards 
Liberty as pointed out in Malomo and Gbilccka (1983) were among the works staged and used to 
awaken the political consciousness of the people. He was arrested several times because of the 
political nature of his works, most, of which were banned from being staged or acted. Many literary 

 
 

 



artists realised-the importance of what Ogundc was doing and also joined him. Eventually, with some other 
efforts, Nigeria became an independent nation in 1960. 

"After the attainment of political independence in Nigeria literature continued to function as 
the eye and conscience of the people as put by Soyinka cited in Adeniran (1984) especially during the 
post independence military and civilian governments. Literature in its various forms has been used in 
Nigeria to reflect and correct governmental weaknesses and maladies. A Paradise for the Masses by 
Agbo Arco and The New Man by Femi Ademiluyi were written to reflect the vices of political leaders 
whose aim is to siphon government money and to criticize military rulersbip. The text emphasized 
the importance of democracy in a developing nation like Nigeria. This is because it has been 
observed that the problems with many developing nations especially in Africa is political as they are 
either under military rulership or under selfish and power drunk democratic leaders. 

It is important to note that in some of the literary texts intended to effect political changes, the 
main characters usually epitomize some -of the politically conscious activists and radicals in our 
society. For example Nkem and Chris in An/hilly of the Savannah by Chinua Achebe, Diti Oba in A 
Paradise for the Masses by Agbo Areo and Ayo Badejo in The New Man by Femi Ademiluyi are just 
like Gani Fawehinmi, Toye Olorode, Beko Kuli and other activists in Nigeria who always criticize the 
wrong doings of the government. Hence, characters like Diti Oba and Ayo Badejo are presented as 
models to the people and to encourage the already upright radicals and activists in the society in order 
not to relent in their struggles until the attainment of the desired political stability and development. 

Literature as an Instrument of Economic Development 
Literature also functions as the mirror reflecting economic realities of a given society or 

nation. It is crystal clear that a typical developing country like Nigeria is characterized by unequitable 
distribution or allocation of wealth and economic resources. This therefore makes a typical 
developing nation like Nigeria a "many poor, few rich" society. This results in a situation where many 
people who are under-privileged find it difficult to afford the basic necessities of iife while very few 
privileged people have far more than they need for their livelihood. Hence, such an economic 
imbalance or deprivation and class struggle or distinction have been of interest to literary artists. Texts 
like Weep Not Child by Ngugi Wa Thiongo and Mine Boy, by Peter Abraham reflect -and condemn 
economic inequality in Kenyan and South African societies during colonial era and apartheid 
period respectively. In Weep Not-Child we see a situation where only the rich control the economy of 
the said country hence, big shops and houses are usually owned by the whites, some Indians.and 
indigenous bourgeoisies. This also leads to a kind of economic alienation because the poor 
proletariates arc even deprived of their land, their only inherited means of livelihood and survival 
so that the few greedy rich men like Jakobo and Howland could add to the economic power at their 
disposal. In Peter Abraham's' Mine Boy, we also see a situation where the Blacks were used by the 
few rich whites to enrich themselves the more during the period of apartheid in South Africa. They 
were subjected to hard labour on plantations that belonged to the rich whites only to be paid stipends 
for their energy sapping work and their sweat which fetched the rich their fortunes. 

• The economic situation in Nigeria is not quite different from that reflected in the texts by other 
African writers. That is why in Femi Adcmiluyi's The New Man and Agbo Areo's A Paradise for ihe 
Masses we have a situation where those who siphon government money live in luxury and enjoy 
abundance of everything good while the majority suffer and live in abject poverty. In fact some literary 
analysts have concluded that the place setting of Agbo Arco's A Paradise for the Masses is actually the 
anagram of "Nigeria" because "Gerinia" used in the text contains all the alphabets in the word "Nigeria 
but now mixed together. In Femi Ademiluyi's The New Man, we have Chief Laycni who represents a 
typical bourgeoisie' in our contemporary society and who in the text is the controller of the economy of 
Ipaja because he owns the largest plantation in that place. Just as in our society , Chief Layeni and his 
likes continue to enrich themselves at the expense of the nation and. its people. They ovcrweigh and 
adulterate their produce, bribe the produce inspectors and sell their produce to the government at prices 
higher than their value. 

The reason why many literary artists have been exposing economic deprivation, imbalance or 
inequality in the society is not just because such usually make a few rich people with the economic 
power to continue to control the economic but because economic power can almost automatically 
guarantee other powers especially political power. Hence, such writers have been presenting radical 
and progressive protagonists like Diti Oba in A Paradise for the Masses by Agbo Areo and Ayo 
Badejo in The New Man by Femi Ademiluyi. They are to negate economic injustice and to portray 



the true image of what a typical patriotic citizen should be with the belief that a nation peopled with 
citizens and leaders like them will be void of economic injustice, deprivation, imbalance or inequality. 

Literature as an Instrument of Socio-Cultural Development 
Literature is often used by many literary artists of our time to reflect, expose or condemn 

various contemporary social evils, vices or maladies in our society. This is intended to hit the 
conscience of those perpetrating such evils or attack those involved in such unethical activities. It is 
against this background that the common and prominent social problems or evils in our contemporary 
society like prostitution, pen robbery, bribery and corruption, drug abuse and trafficking, injustice, 
political violence, fraud, etc usually form major or minor themes of contemporary literary works. It is 
an indirect way of exposing and condemning such activities. 

Many sociological literary works especially plays and novels like Violence by Festus lyayi, 
The Beautiful Ones Are not Yet Born by Ayi Kweh Arm ah and Naira has No Gender by Olu Obafemi 
are examples of works written to expose or criticize some social or societal problems. These three 
texts expose the rate at which corruption was growing and destroying the human society. The first 
and third texts, that is, Festus lyayi's Violence and Olu Gbafemi's Naira Has No Gender emphasise 
corruption in the Nigerian setting, while the second text, that is, Ayi Kweh Armah's The Beautiful 
Ones Are Not yet Born criticizes the corruption in Ghana at a time when it was at its peak, when it 
almost became the order of the day and it was fast ruining the economy of the country. Specifically, 
Olu Obafemi points out in Naira Has No Gender how the drug business has grown to the extent that 
even women are also active participants and some could go as far as trafficking drugs with dead 
babies. 

Literary artists have also used literature to enhance or promote and to criticize aspects of the 
cultural beliefs or heritages of a given people. Poems like "Abiku" by Wole Soyinka, "Abiku" by J. 
P. dark, "Piano and Drum" by Gabriel Okara and "Idoto" by Christopher Okigbo all in West African 
Verse edited by Nwoga (1967) have been written to reflect or promote African cultural beliefs or 
heritages. The poems "Idoto" and "Piano and Drum" by Christopher Okigbo and Gabriel Okara 
respectively are culturally oriented poems. The former is about a repentant adherent of a river goddess 
who comes back as a prodigal to the river goddess having gone astray or away for so long. The latter 
compares African culture and western culture and brings out the aesthetic, goodness and richness of 
the African culture which is simple, meaningful and of historical relevance unlike the western culture 
that is complex, confusing and often ambiguous. These are steps towards the promotion of African 
culture and cultural nationalism. 

Literature does not leave the other side of our culture uncriticised hence, works like Death 
and the King's Horseman by Wole Soyinka and Shattered Dream by Bode Osanyin are textual 
examples ofliterary works intended to correct some aspects of the peoples' cultural beliefs. The first 
text portrays and criticizes an aspect of the ancient traditional Yoruba belief or practice in which the 
King's Horseman, that is, the "Elesin Oba" usually dies with the king. The second text portrays or 
reveals the negative side of polygamy as a socio-cultural practice in the society. In this second text, 
Tunde the protagonist marries Shade after Aduke the first wife irrespective of his poor economic 
condition just because of his chauvinistic stupidity and his mother's support. This leads to series of 
family conflicts which not only disorganise his family but also destabilize him and shatter his hopes 
and life ambitions. This is a replica of what happens to the family of the main character in The Victim 
by Isidore Opkewho. 

So, literature functioning as an instrument of socio-cultural development does not just 
promote the rich cultural beliefs or heritage of the people but also condemns the not-too-good aspects 
just as it mirrors the social evils in the human society. This is done in order to sanitize the society 
with the belief that a society that is void of devastating social problems like fraud, corruption, 
prostitution, violence, etc will develop faster than one where such evils have become the order or the 
day. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Conclusion 
It is crystal clear that literature is an invaluable instrument often used by literary artists to 

revolutionise the human society. It is a means of reflecting or exposing, criticizing or condemning and 
correcting or normalizing unpalatable retrospective and contemporary political, economic and 
socio-cultural happenings in the human society. Literary artists therefore have taken it as their 
responsibility to be the mirror of the society, commending good deeds, condemning bad things and 
suggesting solutions to societal problems. This is what makes Percy Shelly cited in Malomo and 
Gbileka (1983) to describe the literary artist as the unacknowledged legislators of the world. So, 
literature as a means of guiding the political, economic, social and cultural lives of the people is just to 
ensure stability, justice, equality, peace, harmony and development in these areas and ultimately make 
the human society a better place to live in. 
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