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chidi achebe

The West’s Most  
Undervalued Friend

G ood afternoon, everyone. Very quickly, let me begin by thanking 
the Chancellor, the Provost, Professor Clingman, Professor Thelwell, 

Professor Chametzky, friends, colleagues, the committee, all the depart-
ments, all the colleges, everyone that came together to put this conference 
together. I’m deeply grateful personally, and I know my family is. We truly 
cherish the work that went into this symposium, and we’re grateful. 

I’m going to begin by speaking about some of my own memories 
about coming to Amherst with my family. 

In 1972, a former roving cultural ambassador from a defeated republic 
called Biafra packed up his things and set out on a transatlantic journey to 
America. Accompanying him would be his equally war-weary, exhausted 
wife and four young children. That man was my father, Chinua Achebe, 
and I, at five years of age, was one of the excited youngsters in tow. 

I remember a journey. I don’t recall how we got to Lagos from the 
eastern part of a devastated former republic, but I do remember the 
flight on a jet. I believe it was Pan Am, or maybe Trans World Airlines, a 
TWA flight. In any case, both are today extinct dinosaurs of the airline 
industry. We took off in Lagos, touching down in Monrovia, Liberia, for 
a short stop. The tarmac in Monrovia was wet from a recent downpour. 
We stayed on the plane as others filled up the few remaining seats. We 
were then off to New York’s JFK airport.

We were greeted by the brisk fall weather of New York. Compared to 
the tropical climate we were used to, New York felt like the Arctic Circle. 
It didn’t help that we were not dressed appropriately for the weather. 
Undaunted, my father gathered up our few belongings, paid for the taxi 
to Penn Station, where we picked up a Peter Pan bus to Springfield. 

The details here become a bit fuzzy, so I had to lean on the help of 
my two older siblings and my mother. All of them recall Auntie Johnnetta 
Cole, the fantastic late Harvey Swados. And perhaps Michael Thelwell. If 
he’s here, he would remember. They were all there to welcome the family 
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at the bus station. We soon settled into a cozy house on Amity Street in 
the center of town. 

There were several fond memories there. I remember announcing to 
the mailman that I could spell my name, and he asked for a special perfor-
mance. So I went on, I said, “C – H – I – D – I,” to which he clapped, with 
my mother beaming in the background. We also scandalized my parents 
by visiting the Amherst library every lunch hour and eating up all the 
cookies set out for coffee hour. The librarians I am sure must have been 
whispering to themselves, They just got out of a war zone.

A few months into our stay, we moved into 73 Blackberry Lane, near 
the campus. It was from there that my mother commuted to her Ph.D. 
classes, completing them in 1975. We had to get up really early to line 
up for the school bus. I hated that. Chinelo, Ike, and I were whisked 
off to Wildwood School and Nwando to a school that bore a certain 
resemblance to her name, called Wanda Haven kindergarten. The bus 
monitor was a bully, mostly verbally; he picked on a snotty, chubby kid 
with glasses and would call out to him, Booger, pick me a winner! — to 
which the whole bus burst out laughing. I was reminded of the char-
acter Charlie Brown, from Charles Schultz’s classic Peanuts series, when 
he accidentally read aloud a love letter to the red-headed girl instead of 
his book report. 

I’m surprised that we did not experience more culture shock. Perhaps 
because in liberal Massachusetts our transition was made easier by a truly 
gifted and wonderful group: the Coles, the Chametzkys. By the way, we 
stayed in the home of Jules and the late, truly lovely Anne Halley Cha-
metzky at least twice during our separate visits to Amherst. There were 
others, like Harvey Swados, Michael Thelwell, Professor Esther and Gene 
Terry, and their wonderful son Michael. 

Now, speaking about our friends, the children: Johnnetta Cole’s chil-
dren — Che, Aaron, David — were very kind and supportive, as were Jeff 
Taylor, Peter Knight, the Volpes, the Chisholms. These were children who 
were kind to us, that we played games with, such as Poison and Bombard-
ment, that we built tree houses and go-karts with, that helped me get on 
a bicycle and glide down dangerous hills with glee. I also remember the 
pain of puppy love: a young girl called Joanne Shibbels or Shibels that I 
had a summer-long excruciating crush on — only to discover that she had 
an older boyfriend who (oh my God!) smoked.
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It was a great cultural period. The women’s movement was 
gathering up steam on the crest of the civil rights movement; in fashion, 
maxi dresses, miniskirts, knee socks, bell-bottoms, patterns were happening 
in a big way. Roald Dahl, who by the way was one of my favorite child-
hood authors, had released his beloved Charlie and the Great Glass Elevator, 
and was in most kids’ Christmas socks across the nation. My parents, and 
millions of others, were lining up to see The Godfather, which had been just 
released in theaters, while the children were addicted to The Brady Bunch, 
Herbie and the Love Bug, and the adaptation of Ian Fleming’s Chitty Chitty 
Bang Bang. By the way, my name was confused with the title of that 1968 
movie about a magical car, by teachers, parents, and classmates alike. 

But there was also a dark side. Not just to Amherst, but to the world. 
Under the gleam of this lovely, progressive town, some ugliness would pop 
up on occasion. Three years into our stay, my idyllic existence came to a 
crashing end, one day in school. My first exposure to racism came in the 
local elementary school, when a young white boy called me the N-word. 
I had never heard that word before and I had no idea what it meant, or 
rather was supposed to mean, so I ignored him. The next time he used the 
epithet I recognized that it was supposed to hurt me, so I ran to my older 
siblings, who suggested that I reply with the H-word, and so I did. The 
boy summarily reported me to the teacher, who sent me to the principal’s 
office for disciplinary action (this of course despite my explanation to the 
teacher about the course of these events). The principal angrily asked my 
parents to visit his office that very day for a P&T meeting. That was when 
they learned not to cross a woman called Christie Achebe. My mother 
agreed with the principal that I had behaved badly, but insisted that he not 
punish only me — and that if he did not also punish the other instigator, 
the superintendent of schools would hear a mouthful. And so it was that 
both offenders received equal punishment for their sins. 

I think that was the point I started to pay attention to my older sister’s 
record collection. The words of Stevie Wonder’s “Living for the City,” the 
mantra of James Brown’s “Say It Loud, I’m Black, I’m Proud,” and the 
excitement around the then very black Michael Jackson doing the Ro-
bot on Sonny and Cher’s show. Vaguely, in the mind of a child, albeit all 
of eight years old, I understood even then that they all in their own way 
were making a statement to the world. It was years later, when my family 
returned to Amherst in 1988, as I watched the excellent PBS documen-
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tary on the civil rights period Eyes on the Prize, that a deeper intellectual 
awareness of the ugliness of racism took root. All of a sudden, Achebe’s 
rage seemed incredibly well placed. 

As Dad would often say, Literature is my weapon, and, boy, did he 
trigger an earthquake. What Achebe achieved is both monumental and 
courageous: with a deconstruction of one of the most revered books in 
English literature, he achieved multiple things. 

One of them was the exploration of the relationship between white 
privilege awareness and white racial identity development. He also 
forced white Americans and Europeans to perform a seldom-achieved 
introspective analysis. I suggest this as a physician because literary read-
ings of this work often miss other corollaries. Most Americans, indeed 
Westerners, were taught to see racism only in individual acts of meanness, 
not in individual systems conferring dominance on any group. There’s 
been a concerted effort to refuse to accept the irrefutable historical and 
systemic disadvantages placed on people of color to field the benefits for 
dominant groups.1 There’s a need, therefore, to free most members of 
the dominant group who oppose this resistance (and by no means is it a 
majority, but a minority) from approaching racism through this prism of 
white privilege. That — beyond the literary merit of Achebe’s revolution-
ary treatise — is what was also achieved by his essay. 

The foundation of the definition of whiteness lay on the percep-
tion of the African as the extreme other, upon which all groups could 
trample and enter into the realm of power and prestige and economic 
well-being. Any disruption of that notion was violently resisted, which 
ties into Achebe’s achievement. Most who read Heart of Darkness do not 
see the racism that he points out that lies therein, and they therefore 
transfer hostility towards their author rather than themselves for failing 
to see obvious facts. This is why I believe Achebe is the most underval-
ued friend of the Western world. Because your friends tell you the truth, 
however painful.

Achebe’s emphasis on the dehumanization of the African in Heart of 
Darkness and some other European classics was informed by a lifetime 
of careful study, reading, and analysis of this phenomenon. As I read this 
essay again, and the book, in preparation for this symposium, I couldn’t 
help but marvel at its brilliance. My physician lens clearly picked up on 
the use of code-switching in sending linguistic optics of animalistic be-
havior on the part of the Africans to the reader: “He lapped out of his 
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hand, then sat up in the sunlight, crossing his shins in front of him, and 
after a time let his woolly head fall on his breastbone.” I doubt anyone 
with a straight face can point out to me where, in the vast array of Eu-
ropean literature, Europeans are referred to in this animalistic manner. 

Listening to Professor Caryl Phillips speak brilliantly yesterday about 
his own struggle with his relationship with Africa, as a boy from St. 
Kitts and England, something that James Baldwin also wrote extensively 
about, I recalled another example of Conrad’s equal-opportunity disdain 
for people with the N-word: 

A certain enormous buck nigger encountered in Haiti fixed my con-
ception of blind, furious, unreasoning rage, as manifested in the hu-
man animal to the end of my days. Of the nigger I used to dream for 
years afterwards.2

The formulation of the black male as “buck” or “brawn and no brain” 
is deeply etched here as well. It’s important to step back and look at the 
context from which Achebe’s essay sprang. When Achebe wrote the essay 
on Heart of Darkness he was riding on the shoulders of the giants of the 
civil rights movement, both black and white. It was now time, as he saw 
it, to continue their struggle, but this time in literature. 

The power of the written word is well known to everyone in this audi-
ence. One of my favorite quotes comes from the University of  Wisconsin; 
it reminds us that 

But literary study pays dividends far beyond the practical ones result-
ing from increased verbal ability. It is the provider of many other im-
portant intellectual gifts. Reading literature increases knowledge in 
an active, intellectually challenging way that other more passive ac-
tivities, such as watching television, cannot do. A thorough ground-
ing in literature automatically provides knowledge of our literary 
heritage while at the same time increasing the student’s awareness 
of cultural values, history, sociology, psychology, and almost every 
branch of human knowledge.3

I will conclude by saying again, as a physician, that the power of literature 
also lies in its power to shape our worldview, how we see the world, how 
we value the world and those in it. In an age of irrational killings of black 
men and others, we must all see how the power of the written word can 
be used to shape a new world of deeper understanding, love, and toler-
ance. And that, by the way, was Achebe’s purpose. 
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NOTES
1 From Peggy McIntosh’s “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack,” 

an excerpt of the working paper White Privilege and Male Privilege: A Personal  
Account of Coming to See Correspondences through Work in Women’s Studies (Wellesley, 
MA: Wellesley College Center for Research on Women, 1988).

2 Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness and The Secret Sharer (New York: New  
American Library, 1950).

3 From the University of Wisconsin, Stout, Department of English and Philosophy 
website, www.uwstout.edu/english/lit_study.cfm (December 22, 2015).


