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African American Quest for Identity in Ayi Kwei Armah’s Osiris Rising


Osiris Rising, published in 1995, remains in the trajectory of Armah’s views deployed in his non-fictional publications and sparsely present in some of his other novels. It furthers the thematics of his histories based on Africa’s encounter with the West. Such ideas are grounded on the concept of slavery, which is an overriding motif in his narrative, important variations on the theme include the effects of the Middle Passage and the manner in which the Diaspora comes to term with displacement and re-connection. Of equal importance is the figurative new slavery, which affects postcolonial African politics. Ancient Egypt, or Kemt, functions as the creative and inspirational source, which is novelty in African literature. This new turn in poetics deserves attention. This essay intends to explore the connections achieved by way of the mythology of Kemt and the emblematic constructions based on it, and to chart the possibilities suggested or otherwise expressed in the novel with respect to the Diaspora’s relation to Africa and Africans and conversely.  By the same token, this study addresses the political and ideological issues and stakes involved and pertaining to the predicament of present day Africa in which is woven the diaporan question. 

***


Ayi Kwei Armah has consistently made reference to Slavery in all of his novels. The concept’s semantic load varies according to its intended function in each text, but it basically refers to the corrupting effect of power and money. In The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born, The former revolutionaries metamorphosed into a new political bourgeoisie living on people’s sacrifice are assimilated to “the ancestral chiefs who have sold their people and are celestially happy with the fruits of the trade” (154). The kinship between slavery and modern exploitation and power thus established in the first novel is prolonged into Fragments where the family’s material greed caused the death of the baby whose fate symbolically ties with of main protagonist’s. To Naana, “the baby was a sacrifice they killed, to satisfy perhaps a new god they have found much like the one that began the same long destruction of our people when the elders first - may their souls never find forgiveness on this head - split their own seeds and raised half against half, part selling part to hard-eyed byers from beyond the horizon” (284).

 
Osiris Rising, revisits the issues of slavery, hence the Diaspora and Africa. At the core of its mythopoetic discourse are the fragmented minds of the Diaspora hankering for healing following “the wreckage of our people,” as the narrator of Two Thousand Seasons puts it (2), coupled with the acrimonious post-independence experience of African countries. The novel ensures continuity in Armah’s fictional production and themes. It develops events and experiences dealt with earlier while introducing fresh elements. A paramount feature of these is Ancient Egypt, as the titular phrasing indicates. Armah’s interest in Egyptology has been clearly expressed in such essays as “Masks and Marx”, “Dakar Hieroglyphs” for example. This fictional work delves far beyond the spatial and temporal scope of Two Thousand Seasons and draws from the most Ancient culture of Africa. The text emphasizes that common Ancient Egypt ancestry may be redemptive to both the “Africans at home” and the “Africans abroad” who return to Africa, the Motherland, or maintain a bond with it. The view that informs the novel reiterates the Pan-Africanist ideal found in the history novels and in Why Are We So Blest? The latter offers a glimpse of the Diaspora in America, while the latest focuses on it. 

Osiris Rising tackles a topic important to the African Diaspora seeking its roots in Africa, and means to re-connect with it. This desire has long been felt before Marcus Garvey’s Black Star Line project. Nowadays, it is consciously cultivated and materialized in many ways, through reading, discussion groups, lectures, travelling and in various other ways. Armah subjects it to scrutiny by the lens of fiction, however distorting it may be. The characters he constructs illustrate and even discuss the problems related to this re-connection, the manner in which it is effected, the motives that impel it, and the expectations behind it. His book reflects the issues as they can be imagined, and of course it retains the creator’s license to transform and use the material for a purpose. 


Among Armah’s constructions, Ast, the African-American female protagonist, assumes prominence and centrality; she is the nexus of the story and the medium by which the African Diasporan is viewed.  Ast’s journey to Africa prolongs Juana’s in Fragments, but differs from it. With Juana, Armah deals with a particular attempt at homecoming beleaguered by anxiety. Juana’s is a case in which return to Africa is prompted by disappointment in love, which makes her adjustment strained. Her place of exile, Ghana, is no different from her home country, Puerto Rico. Quite suggestively, when taking stock of her situation, slavery looms in her gaze in the shape of the distant old slave castle. “The small form of the distant castle brought memories, and again her doubts returned: why had she really come back?” (30). Her life in the Motherland rests on two crutches, “adjustment” and “survival.” Juana represents a paradigm of the African Diaspora coming home. Her mood and perception of the land, her doubts parallel Baako’s trauma on returning home from America and facing the degrading values that have now currency in his society such as greed and corruption, reminiscent of the covetous complicity which helped the slavery enterprise of old. The contiguity of the two protagonists and their apprehension of the social environment they live in illustrate the longing of the Diaspora to re-connect with Africa and the difficult relationship that may prevail in the attempt to do so. The two characters of Fragments appear as forlorn subjects drawn to each other for self-fulfillment and healing of their fragmented beings. Their relationship is intertextually reviewed in the making of Osiris Rising in the guise of the bond between Ast/Isis and Asar/Osiris her African former course mate.


With respect to her prospective return, Ast’s drive is shown as being more rational and committed than Juana’s. Her decision to leave for Africa derives from two concurring incentives not associated at the beginning, but which rejoin and appear both sentimental and political. Way into the novel, she is depicted in an idyllic, but not starry-eyed, state of fulfillment buttressed by involvement in a shared cause:

 Here she’d find the beginnings of an inner peace she’d only imagined, never experienced in America. Under this sky, with these stars that seemed to exist not so much above her as around her, on this grass that also beckoned her to rest, she knew she was home. Her mind came to rest with Asar, the comfort of his presence. Here was a life lived with a commitment so steady it created no anxiety. . . . Against the beauty of her hope, present realities could look unbearably ugly. She would have been happiest working with a universe of minds like this, committed to the search for justice - moral beauty, and for the beauty of the mind – intelligence. Conflict there would be, of course. But it would be about ways to mix life’s routines with greater equity (233).     

 
Her Grandmother Nwt provided the initial impetus. Her choice was prompted in early childhood by her proximity to Nwt who is steeped in Ancient Egyptian culture and language. In this transplanted African, is recognizable the figure of Naana in Fragments, both of them function as custodians of  “wholeness” in the face of fragmentation. Nwt reaches far beyond Naana in the language Armah devises to encapsulate the central idea of his novel that the roots are deeper and extends as far as Kemt. 
In Armah’s fictional archeology Nwt  the mother of Ast, who is commonly known as Isis, in Kemt mythology is made Ast’s grand-mother, a trope consonant with the ancestors’ mediating role that Naana embodies. The idea of wholeness and circularity she advocates in Fragments is also present in the myth involving Geb, Nwt and Ra. Nwt feeds the dead, she is described as their friend and protector (Mercatante 109-110). This figure appears in the iconography as a woman with a vase of water upon her head, holding a papyrus in one hand and the ankh in the other. These symbols are indicative of her attributes. She links the world of living, the dead and the unborn. In quite the same way, the fictional Nwt secures the connection between Africans at home and abroad, she keeps cultural memory alive as bequeathal to her grand-daughter, to whom she also imparts the knowledge of hieroglyphs. Besides, the narrator tells us: “Ast found out it was Nwt who had resisted the family’s desire to name her after some European saint, and had given her the African Ast, most intelligent divinity, as namesake. Ast liked the sound. When she understood the meaning she fell in love with it” (7). Nwt works as a prime topos in the novels in the tradition of the African grandmother whose stature resembles the emblematic sycamore tree of the goddess Nwt, and who is also celebrated by diaporan scholars and writers. Armah fictionalizes the concern for re-connection to the Motherland by re-crossing the Middle Passage, a wish embodied by the many slaves who killed themselves to escape doom. The text recreates the back-to-Africa dream through Ast who fulfills it owing to the agency of Nwt portrayed as the holder of traditional knowledge and representative of the unbroken link.


In this respect, the opening chapter, Nwn, begs attention not simply on account of its impressive introduction of the ankh in various angles of view, but its condensing its meaning in three major terse and eloquent utterances: “Ankh. Life. Home.” These monosyllables decrypting the sign are pregnant with significance as regards the handling of the fiction ahead.  Nwn, as craftily conveyed in the heading of this chapter, connotes the beginning, the root. Nwn was the primeval deity, the ocean, which is the source of creation and also wraps the world. He is the “father of gods,” all springs from him, water and the River Nile itself. Nwn in the text summons forth Africa as the source, the roots of the displaced Diaspora, of Ast and Nwt. This idea is coupled with the yearning for return as it is expressed in the very beginning of the novel in a synoptic tableau inspired by the Kemt pantheon and developing in Ast’s prescient musings which grant an oracular insight into the stakes in the story. 

The proleptic ending of the first chapter displays her angst in her visionary review of Egyptian culture. Her mind visits its cosmogony that constitutes the backdrop against which Armah portrays politics in neocolonial Africa and the implication of the Diaspora. The novel addresses the return home question in its different conceptions through various characters. In so doing, it supports the congruous vision represented through Ast. Armah creates an African-American woman who holds a doctorate (on Ancient Egypt studies) and is endowed with the qualities of the original Ast, creativity and intelligence, as one example of the Diaspora’s homecoming in earnest. Thus, the novel emphasizes a kind of motivation different from a typical one embodied by Cinque, a name Ast discovers in her research. She functions as a medium for debating the issue of roots and return and that which it involves, as it happens in her discussion with Asar where the scaring American approach to the search for roots comes up, especially that which pertains to ostentation and commodification. Roots are exported from Africa to America for Television shows and adornment, which is a waste, the matter is deeper in Asar’s view: 

It is not what roots look like that’s important. It’s what roots do. If we let them do their work, they’ll send amazing springs of creativity into the universe. But I’ve seen Americans scratch around hoping to dig them up for exhibition. It’s one more way we keep rehearsing our murder (243). 


Ast’s identity quest and resolve project a view that might remedy the African Diaspora’s cultural lack, and dramatize a chapter of connection and commitment to Africa through the study of African history and egyptology. Furthermore, such a deed needs to go along with action in the political and economic life of the continent as asserted via Ast’s voice: “It doesn’t matter how clear my vision of Africa may be. If I can’t connect through work, the vision is useless” (244). In this manner, Ast tries to solve the problem in her response to what she perceives as the missiles Asar aims at her in this mock-debate between Africans and African-Americans that the text dialogizes through them. It flows from it a will to know and to act which is presented in stark opposition to the rash and destructive drive of Aimee in Why Are We So Blest? Ast expresses this candidly:  “I know I want to do the kind of work you describe even when you’re just talking casually. Innovation, creation, revolution, everything necessary to remake Africa. Using, as you say, living essences brought up from hidden roots” ( 243).

 
Ast holds together the different frames of the narrative and acts like a metaphorical bridge between Africa and the Diaspora. Ast’s treatment subverts the Negritude figment of Europe fecundating Africa, the female. Here a woman of the Diaspora comes back home to assert her assumptions and work for the Motherland. Her being introduced as Ast and African-American assumes profound significance; her characterization serves to convey major points among which the common plight of Africans and the Diaspora that Fanon encapsulated, and of which Armah reminds us in his essay “Fanon The Awakener”:

The Negroes who live in the United States and in Central or Latin America in fact experience the need to attach themselves to a cultural matrix. Their problem is not fundamentally different from that of the Africans. The Whites of America did not mete out to them any different treatment from that of the Whites who ruled over the Africans (36).

 Armah’s project while creating and naming the characters around which he weaves his narrative is congenial to the strategy of the harbingers of change in the story itself. The novel implements the politics it advocates; it treads on the creative paths it signposts, and this is tantamount to an aesthetic statement consonant with the proposals by the teaching staff for a new curriculum at Manda Teacher Training College.

   
Considering Armah’s aesthetic and political concerns over the years offers valuable insight into Osiris Rising. The fact that it is published under the imprint of Per Ankh reflects in sundry ways its orientation with regard to the commitment that directs the narrative. Clearly, the novel runs along the tenets of Armah’s political and cultural principles and invites a joint reading of his non-fictional and creative writing. The book fuses the issue of the diasporan return with the odds against which African countries struggle.   
Osiris Rising  propounds an ideology traceable in Armah’s expository writings, and Ancient Egypt plays an important part therein. That he makes the ankh the emblem of the resisters reminiscent of the “seers,” “hearers,” and “utterers,” bears manifold significance. Aside from its being associated with Kemt, the ankh constitutes the driving force of the story in that it ties all the protagonists. The revolutionaries have it as logo in their pamphlets. It assimilates with a precious icon in the African-Americans’ search for historical roots concentrated in Ast and Cinque. The Ankh functions as a potent motif the narrative uses in connection with the Asar and Seth, the Manichaen entities representing light and darkness between whom the fate of the people is being contested. The opposition between Ast and Cinque follows a similar binary pattern, Ast stands in opposition to Cinque in every way. 

Early in the narrative, the image of Cinque gathered from Ast’s research foreshadows the individual she is to meet later in Africa:

What he wanted was to change his fate. And if he could build his freedom on someone else’s enslavement, he was ready. Ast wanted to follow her soul to a different outcome, a reversal of the crossing and its motivation, both. Yet she suspected that in its ten thousand disguises Cinque’s zombi corpse still ruled Africa; that those working to remember the dismembered continent were still fugitives in need of sanctuary from the storm troopers of destruction. How much longer? (11).

Ras Jomo Cinque Equiano, whose name is historically suggestive, is antithetic to the genuine returnee. He appears as a demythologizing artifact, pictured in a world of self-mystification and delusion. As an archetypal creation, he illustrates a common mistaken identity search and confusion loudly suggested in the name he is given and which is purposefully designed to sustain the concept of the zombi - askari in modern times. The conglomerate appellations and titles ridicule the histrionic and megalomaniac type he represents. Each of the names conveys referential codes concealed in its own history. Ras refers to the part of Rastafarian philosophy that deifies an oppressor. Jomo alludes to the betrayal of Kenyan national hope. Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavo Vassa The African, is described in a shaft of sarcasm as “the blind victim of European stereotypes” (96). Cinque’s medley worship that Bailey, an African-American artist, dubs “a funky mix of Christianity, Islam and Negritude,” is characteristic of the ideological muddle in which some returnees can find themselves if they do not care to study African culture prior to making choices (125). Failing to do so, they may wallow in what the artist Bailey terms “our diasporan confusion” (129). 

As customary in Armah’s work the artist is a most perceptive observer, Baako and Solo come to mind; likewise Bailey, despite his short appearance utters fundamental statements in his conversation with Ast. His voice links the diasporan and African issues. It recalls neocolonial plots against patriots like Patrice Lumumba who can be recognized as the one he mentions: “At independence, a patriot talked of helping make a society where people would share everything, benefits and pain. His people loved him. The American, German and French called him a communist and had him killed” (130). To her question on the issues of separation of diasporan life and African and African-American connection, Bailey’s answer seems to epitomize sound views. In theory he sees no separation but in practice the connection between Africa and the Diaspora is rough, and the truth is hard to stare at, in Liberia he sees the connection lived as a “simple reproduction of American master-slave patterns” (129). This structural relationship echoes Cinque’s presumption, even though he has no significant economic standing and is subservient to the unpatriotic African power structure. By representing him and his attendant, the fake Ethiopian nobleman, a former drug-peddler, as phonies the text puts on equal footing the African-American thugs and their African counterparts, the political rogues, and unveils the mystification that obtains. 

The treatment of this character indicates that all that comes home is not necessarily wholesome. The collaborative attitude of Cinque towards the oppressive state is presented as a manifestation of his sycophancy and need for valorization that caused him to turn away from the Black cause while at University. The novel carries further its indictment of this kind of behavior in his journey to the Motherland that does not purge him of his complexes. He instead lives in a fanciful world filled with false values and irrelevant stereotypical assumptions of grandeur and kingliness. 

***

On the whole, Osiris Rising ridicules such chimera through the ankh topos as it draws Cinque in the archetypal quest by means of the broken ankh he conceives of as a family regalia. This narrative device bespeaks the hazards of unknown history. Not unlike the mortals of Soyinka A Dance of the Forest, Cinque unearths an odious past and an infamous forebear where he hoped for a reputable and princely one. The object of his search, Apo, is shown as a factor one of “the human bridges of death,” Tete exposes as “those of our people who welcomed the slavers, helped them, served them in their enterprise of destruction, now smilingly called development” (264). Cinque’s depiction is clearly a means of disparaging collusion between diasporan returnees and local corrupt power systems. He discharges the neo-factor’s duty, as an agent working for the annihilation of progressive forces, embodying thus the tie between slavery and neocolonialism.  Cinque and Wossen, the fake Ethiopian nobleman, together with the power structure represented by Seth are the literary expression of Armah’s point in “A Mystification: African Independence Revalued” that bears on the  neo-colonial rule the novel represents as new slavery (149). 

Cinque’s return “to re-establish the contact between me and mine,” as he phrases it (259), assumes parabolic value just as it contributes to the suspense in the story. The historical revelation comes from the archival chamber of Jehwty, as Tete’s house could be referred to. Tete features in the chapter “Jehwty” as a representation of Thoth also named Jehwty, the god of science and wisdom, arts, speech and hieroglyphs.  She implements the idea of justice, Maet, by delivering the verdict of betrayal and collaboration perpetrated by Cinque’s forefather; in like manner, she judges between Ast’s and Cinque’s ankhs exposing the why and wherefore. The showdown takes place in this momentous chapter where Tete lifts the shroud from the dead and unveils the truth about the broken ankh, the heirloom to which Cinque clings for confirmation of his belief that it “was handed down from father to son, a symbol of royal power. The power of kings and queens” (259). Tete’s speech mediates awareness not to proffer a romanticized image of the past and a need to distinguish between potential “makers, creators” and “finders, consumers” (261). Similarly, it posits: “No one bent on rebuilding Africa wants to discourage African-Americans from working and living here. What does it matter if some ancestors were destructive? Many more were creative, and it is to them we look in our work” (269).  The conflict in the story is seemingly resolved in the voice of Tete that enhances the role of memory in identity quest.
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