
LITERATURE AS A VEHICLE FOR POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT: AN OVERVIEW OF TWO NOVELS 

Mrs. Hannatu Kwasau 

ABSTRACT 
Considering the prevailing social, economic and political situation of the nation today, it becomes 

necessary that every subject in the school curriculum should be made very practical in the 

learners' lives, such that they are equipped to contribute meaningfully to the development of the 

country in every sphere of life. Literature as a discipline can be a vital tool for fostering national 

growth. This paper highlights the role of literature in national development by examining two 

African Novels. 

PRODUCTION 
Development in all spheres of life has been the concern of man right from the Stone Age. Today, every society 

gives emphasis to those things that enhance progress. Developing countries to which Nigeria belong s are yearning to 
catch up or be a part of what is happening in already technologically developed nations. Thus, human and material 
resources are harness in that direction. Since the society is an integral unit through which man develops and fulfills his 
aspirations, it is vital that that which man needs in order to fit in and function properly as a useful member of the society 
should be provided. 

Meaningful developments that man in any given society has made solidly rested on education ( formal or Infor-
mal.) Such development has depended on the quality and quaintly of education given to the citizens. This obvious fact 
has made nations to devote huge amounts of resources for the expansion of education at all levels. Nigeria as a 
developing nation is not an exception. 

Nigeria has realised the vital role of education as the foundation for social, economic, political development, as well as 
the vehicles of social transformation. This crucial role that education plays in the upliftment of the nation has caused 
Nigerians to be concerned about the fallen standard of education. All over the country, parents, teachers and educa-
tionists decry the awful performance of students in classroom as well as public examinations. 

The yearning for quality education for national development has led to change in our education system. These 
changes are made so as to improve the quality of education, and make it relevant to the society. This affirm the fact that 
Nigerian government has adopted education as an instrument par excellence for effecting national development. In this 
direction, the goal of the 6-3-3-4 system of education in the technological take- off and break- through in the country. 
The government is working hard at achieving this goal through the emphasis on science, technology and vocational 
education. 

Since the heart beat of the nation concerns development in all aspects of life, this poses serious challenges for the 
teachers who are facilitators of the learning process to give practical education to the learners in the country. The kind of 
education to be given should be such that is relevant to the individual, such that he / she is fully equipped to contribute 
to the nation's growth. This points to the fact that, whatever subject is taught in the school curriculum should help the 
learner to find self- fulfillment and actualization within the society. Literature which forms an essential part of the school 
curriculum can be taught to help learners to fit into and make meaningful contribution to the society. The invaluable 
role of literature in society can be seen in what Bright and Mogregor (1979) say. 

a person who is widely read is more likely 
to have a better sense of what is worthwhile 

and what is not. He will therefore look upon 
the complexities of life with much greater 
understanding, insight, tolerance and sympathy... 
The above assertion is an expression of the all encompassing nature of literature for promoting human interest and 

the pleasures derived from it by society. The thrust of paper is to examine the role of literature in political development 



by examining two African novels. 

WHAT IS LITERATURE AND ITS IMPORTANCE 
The word literature is from Latin ' Littere ' meaning what is written. However, the literature which this paper focuses 

exclude written materials such as adverts, official letters, memos, textbooks on different disciplines etc. 
Literature has been given varied definitions ranging from broader to broader perspectives Marckwardt ( 1978 ] gives a 
broad definition. He defines literature as incoporating within it what might be characterized as non- imaginative writing 
particularly the essay. These include all works that are written primarily to inform, rather than  provide the readers with an 
extension or a projection of imaginative experiences. Moody (1969 ) says that literature springs from man’s inborn 

desire of telling stories and of arranging words in pleasing patterns and of expressing in words some special aspects of 
our human experience. This view implies that literature is not just written material, but it also includes orature ( oral 
literature) and so much of it abound especially in African societies. The definition above also portrays !literature as" 

works of imagination or the capacity for invention" falling into the three genres of drama, poetry and prose (fiction and 
non- fiction) with the primary aim of giving pleasure". And the greater pleasure and satisfaction to be found occurswhere 

it (literature) brings us back to the realities of human situations, problems and feelings. Frye { 1973 ) describes 
literature as " containing life and reality in a system of verbal relationship. And Allen (1?TH| views literature as the ' 

what' of human experience expressed through language.  Beatie ( 1977 ) defines literature functionally as a 
communicative act, something which happens; Chubb ( 1914) points out that literature is the expression on of life, and 
cultural experience of a people of which language is a part. It implies therefore that literature is necessary for knowing 

a people's language. Hudson (1914 ) commenting on the all encompassing nature of literature observes that: 
Literature is composed of those books and of those 
books only, which in the first place, by reason of 
their subject matter, and their mode of treating it are 
of general human interest; and in which in the 
second place, the elements of form and the pleasure 
which forms gives are to be regarded as essential. 

The above assertion by Hudson pin points the relevance of literature in the society. Egudu ( 1988) commenting on the 
features of literature observed that literature: 

Besides its fictive nature which characterises all the elements of literature, be it novel, play, or poem and the 
verbal feature of literature through which all the elements are realised, we know that literature in its entirety is an 
art of indirect expression. And this is indeed another of its features.   We also know that the purpose of literary 
expression is both semantic and aesthetic, since its aim is to enlighten and to delight. On the importance of 
literature, going by some of the definitions above, it could be noted that it enriches language 
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preserves its precision and vitality. Similarly the mind is awakened by exercising its various faculties which would 
otherwise be dormant. Literature provides vicarious experiences i.e. sharing in other people ' experiences which an 
individual would not have acquired in life. Literature is a product of feelings, arts and ways of life of a people through the 
use of language (Bright and Mogregor 1979). Through it (literature) man has been able to find expression of his 
feelings, thoughts, speech and behaviour, even in a situation where animal characters are used e.g. George Cerwell's 

Animal Farm. A careful examination of the scope of literature will reveal that it is concerned with the way of life of man 
and his feelings. 

The study of literature teaches life leading to character development. Sometimes an individual through a literary 
text is confronted with an image of himself in a character in a novel. A recognition of a certain style of behaviour in a 
familiar situation is likely to influence his life. That is why it is important to emphasise the moral content of a piece of 
literature. Commenting on the feelings, thoughts, speech and behaviour of man in literature, Egonu (1984) says that we 
can approve or condemn man's behaviour as we read of his reations (behaviour) in certain ways. He asserts that we 
abhor a traitors as a Judas. We despise a heartless user as a Shylock, we abominate phony 'prophets' a brother Jero and 



loathe a political scoundrel as a chief Nanga. Of a truth literature contributes in the development of a complete 
individual. 

Commenting on the role of literature in education generally, Moody ( 1969 ) asserts that it helps in 
developing certain fundamental skills, which include the capacities for discriminating judgement and decision. And 
these are necessary skills in the learning process. Williams (1990) says literature has a central position in education for 
the following reasons. First that knowledge of the humanities and sciences can be gained from the study of literature, 
thereby allowing students to see relationships among diverse subjects. That literature enables the student understand 
himself better in relation to his society, and to evaluate his own culture in reference to others. Thirdly, the study of 
literature promotes mental growth, as the study of facts relevant to various aspects of human conditions. And that the 
study of literature enhances critical thinking in the following ways. 

It requires close attention to the use of language and to textual details. 
The reader examines a particular work for correspondences and/ or 
contrast between words, phrases and / or ideas. He identifies special 
aspect of the structure and development of a particular work a 
particular work making line references where necessary and he 
evaluates of content and style. 
Fafunwa (1967) says literature after all is life, for it deals with men in every conceivable relations with others, his 

joys and woes, his tragedies and comedies, his fears and hopes. Through literature we can keep in touch with the ideas of 
great minds of our age and in previous ages. It enables us to acquaint ourselves with what is going on beyond our 
limited scope of experience, hence we are able to make reference to a universal background of culture and become 
sophisticated in our outlock. George Elliot affirmed this by saying that literature is the nearest thing to life, it is a mode of 
amplifying experience and extending our contact with our fellow man beyond the bounds of our personal lot. Ogbe 
(1995) adds "while literature entertains us through the beauty it creates, we are educated about the things of life which 
inform the literary works. At the end of the work, we may find our emotions released if the work end to our taste. 

AN OVERVIEW OFTHE SELECTED NOVELS 
The two novels considered here are A Man of the People by Chinua Achebe and The Beautiful ones are not yet 

Born by Ayi Kwei Armah. These two texts are considered here because they have some bearing in their thematic 
treatment. There is presentation of the prevailing political conditions of two contemporary West African countries' 
politics shortly after acquiring independence from their colonial masters is the subject matter of the two novels. 

Considering Chinua Achebe's contribution to the development of African literature ( especially prose ) one can 
safely conclude that he(Achebe) remains one of the greatest pillars of African literature. Chiuna Achebe's A Man of the 
people is actually a novel that was written to expose the excesses of the political leaders that took over from the colonial 
masters. These privileged few became gullible, greedy and corrupt as soon as they got to the top of governmental 
affairs. The masses to whom all manner of beautiful promises had been made were completely abandoned in their penury 
while the politicians use the offices to embezzle the nation treasury instead of advancing their people's aspirations. 
The central hero Chief Nanga epitomised the greed and selfishness, which characterised the Nigeria politicians. The 
people ( masses ) they were to serve become victims of exploitation, thus they ( masses ) become apprehensive and 
disllusioned. 

A Man of the People depicts a typical example of the political situation in Nigeria where all manner of social ills 
such as corruption and bribery, oppression and the like have become the order of the day. This situation is what Achebe 
tried to expose and caution Nigerians particularly on what characterised Nigerian administration and politicians. He 
used the novel as a mirror of the society, he also hoped to bring into the society a sense of moral principles. 

Achebe himself sees the writer as a teacher whose duty is to teach his fellow Africans both about morality in 
politics and the dignity of African culture and so he says: 

"... Here's adequate revolution for me to expose to 
help my society to regain belief in itself... I 
would be quite satisfied if my novels did more 



than teach my reader that their past with all its 
imperfections was not one long night of 
savagery from which the first Europeans acting 
on God's behalf delivered them. 

The lesson that is rooted in the novel A Man of the People is the moral principle (that is an essential tool in 
politics). So obvious is the fact that political development is very possible when our (Nigerian) politicians are aware of 
their moral obligations of leading the nation aright. Unfortunately, most of our political leaders trade off this moral 
obligation of using the position of leadership to lead the nation on the path of development. The perception of political 
leadership to our leaders is enriching oneself, relations and friends. Achebe ( 1983 ) points out that Nigeria is unfortu-
nate in its leadership "because Nigeria leaders have a tendency to pious materialistic wooliness and self centred 
pedestrianism". 

Political development of any nation must begin with correct political leadership (if the head is correct, the rest of 
the body will be correct). This correct leadership is what Nigeria is crying for, unfortunately, many things have gone 
wrong as pointed out by Nnoli. He says 

There are many things wrong with Nigeria. The trouble 
with Nigeria is multi- faceted. It is at the same time 
social, economic, psychological and very much political. 
It varies from foreign control of our mentality and high 
propensity to import poor work habits, and corruption to 
nepotism, indiscipline, incompetence, selfishness of the 
leadership, insincerity, religious superstitution and many 
more ills (Nnoli 1978:7). 

He adds that the most critical and fundamental problem which has hindered Nigeria from moving forward 
developmen-tally is "the total exclusion of the people from the political democratization process". History according to 
Nnoli is not made by isolated political heroes and military leaders but by the masses particularly the working class. 

Going by the discussion above, it becomes necessary for teachers of literature to adopt a different approach in the 
classroom. The orientation now should be directing the minds of the younger generation away from the rottenness of 
Ehe past and present to a better future. This is crucial now that Nigeria is governed by a democratically elected 
government. 

The Beautiful Ones Are Not Yet Born by the Ghanian writer Ayi Kwei Armah is an exposure of Ghana in all her 
nakedness Gakwandi S. A. commented that The Beautiful Ones Are Not Yet Born is " by far the blackest picture yet 
pointed by a novel about the sourness of African independence... We are presented with a world in which the sewage 
pipes of history have exploded and everything is polluted". The story is a complete circle, it opens up on the road in the 
night and ends on the road in the morning. This is significant in that the night journey might be a representation of a 
state of hopelessness, of grouping in the dark, the dawn of day could be a representation of hope in the future. All hope is 
not lost even in the midst of filth. 

Through the 'man' the anonymous hero of the story, we are made to see the various aspects of Ghanian life. What 
the reader feels as he reads the novel is the stench of rottenness, putrifaction and corruption. The story opens with the 
old bus conductor taking inventory of the day's sales and profit. The reader is made to see the conductors perversion 
for money and the way he has deviced to cheat passenger. At the end of the story a new shiny bus is seen on the road 
with the driver of the bus offering bribe to the police man at the check point. Initially the man is seen as a sleeper and at 
the end of the story he is awake watching silently at the happening around him. In the face of abject poverty the man 
refuses bribery and corruption. This is very significant in the story as this novel is taught and read by students. 

The theme of corruption in contemporary African society has been exposed. The anonymous hero is the man 
representing the masses (the living copses) whom African politics claim to be protecting. The author used the hero ( 
the Man) as a nerve centre of a radio- active kind of search- light which probes the Ghanian society. The masses have 
become frustrated with the leaders wallowed in the country's riches. For the writer (Armah) "there is no difference at all 
between the white man and their apes. Ata Andoo says A Man of the People is a third world tale told with real bitterness. 



The author presented a picture of complete collapse of a system and his passionate concern about the suffering of the 
masses (living copses). However, the title of the novel seems to suggest that all hope is not lost. There is going to be 
better tomorrow when the beautiful ones might be born. 

CONCLUSION 
Nigeria has passed through a lot of political upheavals. This calls for immediate steps that should be taken to 

foster political unity and development in the country. Therefore, the challenge lies with our teachers who are 
facilitators of the learning process. The major challenge is that every subject should be taught bearing in mind the goals 
of the nation. The literature teacher must see his responsibility as that of shaping the lives of the young ones. Who 
knows the beautiful ones yet to be born might be these young secondary school students who are the future leaders of 
tomorrow. While in the class, the emphasis must be that the filth of today must not continue, somebody beautiful has to 
stop the ugly and begin beautiful things expected by society. 

Therefore, for literature teachers to succeed in his job of teaching literature (especially prose) much preparation 
has to be made. Effective teaching of novels that could have an impact on the lives of the learners must go beyond mere 
silent and reading aloud of texts for the purpose of gaming the knowledge of the plot or the story line, discussion of past 
model questions, style of writing, explanation of new words, mere discussion of characterization, and figure of speech. 
The teaching of prose like any other aspect of the school curriculum, requires careful preparation, which involves the 
identification of the objectives for the teaching, activities to be carried out by the learners, meaningful classroom 
discussion guided by the teacher, and a proper way of evaluating what the learners have learning interesting and more 
meaningful. 

A carefully planned literature lesson is the key to effective teaching and learning. It helps in avoiding undue 
emphasis on certain aspects of the text while neglecting others. Similarly, a carefully planned literature lesson will help in 
motivating student's interests and help the teacher not to deviate from his set objectives. In the course of teaching, the 
students should be encouraged to participate fully through personal response. The questions should be such that are 
thought provoking. The teachers should not just stop at factual questions. Leaders should be taught to show 
individual appreciation of the work. The teacher should allow more room for discussion by the students. This will 
enable them express their feelings, thoughts etc about the text. 

Creativity in the literature classroom is very vital. So much has been emphasised about creativity in the 
teaching/ learning process that the literature teacher just have to develop it in his learners. Literature teachers must 
encourage learners to write stories / poems essays and they (the teachers) should endeavour to read correctly these 
stories / poems. Where a student has shown interest in a specific area, the teacher will do well to encourage him/her. It 
is by so doing that they (the students ) are prepared for their leadership roles in futhure. 
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