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Old Days

Abraham Lincoln :
un président pour temps de crise
Institut Franco-Américain
Rennes, mardi 28 avril, 2009

Alors que plus de 16 000 ouvrages ont été publiés sur Abraham
Lincoln (la plupart aux États-Unis), quatre seulement ont paru en
France: trois dans les années 50, un dans les années 60 ; et une
seule biographie américaine (celle de Stephen Oates) a eu l‘honneur
d‘être traduite ici (en 1984).
J‘ai été président de l‘Association Française d‘Études Américaines pendant de nombreuses années, mais je n‘ai pas le souvenir
que le moindre congrès ou le moindre colloque ait jamais été organisé
autour de Lincoln dans ce pays ; et je n‘ai jamais entendu, ni entendu
évoquer, une seule conférence universitaire consacrée au 16ème président des États-Unis – celui-là même qui, selon un sondage publié
en décembre 2006 dans le magazine culturel américain The Atlantic
Monthly, continue d‘être considéré outre-Atlantique comme « le personnage le plus influent de l‘histoire américaine » (avec, juste derrière
lui, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson et Franklin Roosevelt –
puis Alexander Hamilton, n° 5, Benjamin Franklin, n° 6, Martin Luther
King, n° 7, Henry Ford, n° 14, Thomas Paine, n° 19, le dernier, avec
le n° 100, étant Herman Melville). La première femme à figurer sur
cette liste, avec le n° 30, est la grande féministe du XIXe siècle Elisabeth Stanton…
Mais, s‘agissant de Lincoln, comment expliquer, de la part de la
France et des Français, un silence (ou une indifférence) aussi longue
et aussi étrange ? Cela est d‘autant plus troublant qu‘il existe une
ancienne et longue tradition d‘amitié et d‘intérêt mutuel entre les deux
pays. Parmi nos alliés et amis, les États-Unis sont la seule nation du
monde dit « civilisé » avec qui nous n‘ayons jamais été en guerre.
Enfin, sauf pendant une courte période de temps, à l‘occasion d‘un
conflit naval non déclaré (connu en histoire sous le nom de « quasiguerre »), qui eut lieu dans l‘Océan atlantique à la fin du XVIII e siècle
(de 1797 à 1801), sous la présidence de John Adams. Le conflit avait
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éclaté à la suite de la signature, en 1795, d‘un traité entre les ÉtatsUnis et la Grande-Bretagne, le fameux « Jay‘s Treaty » (le signataire
américain s‘appelait John Jay), accord qui revenait en partie sur le
Traité d‘Alliance franco-américain de 1778 (lequel prévoyait que les
Américains ne sauraient entamer quelque négociation que ce soit
avec l‘ennemi britannique sans la bénédiction de la France). À la suite
de quoi, les autorités françaises refusèrent de recevoir une délégation
officielle d‘envoyés américains avec tous les honneurs dus à leur rang
(ce qu‘on appelle l‘« Affaire XYZ »). D‘où les tensions diplomatiques ;
d‘où la guerre. Mais celle-ci trouva une fin rapide et heureuse en 1801
grâce aux efforts conjoints de Thomas Jefferson et de Bonaparte1.
L‘oubli, comme le souvenir, sont probablement lies à la présence
ou à l‘absence de sentiments de gratitude : la guerre d‘Indépendance
d‘une part (dans laquelle la France avait joué un rôle décisif) et,
d‘autre part, les deux guerres mondiales (au cours desquelles nous
avons, ici, été sauvés et libérés par les troupes américaines) ont donné naissance, des deux côtés de l‘Océan, à des sentiments croisés
de reconnaissance et ont nourri la mémoire des deux pays. Mais l‘ère
lincolnienne n‘a aucunement renforcé ce type de sentiments ; il se
peut même qu‘elle les ait affaiblis. Pourquoi ? Il faut tout d‘abord garder à l‘esprit que, durant les quatre ans et six semaines qu‘a duré sa
présidence, à commencer par l‘attaque contre Fort Sumter au lendemain de sa première investiture, Lincoln a consacré la presque totalité
de son temps et de son énergie à s‘occuper de la Guerre Civile, de
telle sorte que les affaires étrangères et la situation en Europe ne
furent pas sa préoccupation numéro un.
Pendant cette période, une seule circonstance le contraignit à
avoir l‘Angleterre et la France à l‘œil. Il se trouve en effet que les Britanniques et les Français donnèrent, les uns comme les autres,
l‘impression de soutenir les « Confédérés », au moins durant les premières phases de la Guerre de Sécession. L‘Angleterre, qui importait
l‘essentiel du coton sudiste pour alimenter sa propre industrie textile,
était (bien qu‘officiellement « neutre »), particulièrement hostile aux
1 Sur ce sujet, la meilleure source est Alexander DeConde, The Quasi-War: The Politics and Diplomacy of the Undeclared War with France, 1797-1901 (1966).
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droits de douane imposés aux acheteurs et aux vendeurs par un
Congrès américain où les Nordistes (au sens propre comme au sens
figuré) faisaient la loi. La décision de Lincoln de proclamer un blocus
maritime des ports sudistes dans le dessein de paralyser l‘économie
des États rebelles ne fit, de ce point de vue, qu‘aggraver les choses.
Les Français, comme le souligna William Seward au cours du
premier conseil de cabinet de Lincoln (Seward était responsable des
Affaires extérieures au sein du cabinet), les Français, donc, avaient
des vues sur le Mexique, Napoléon III rêvant même de mettre la main
sur ce pays, lequel était le voisin le plus proche des États-Unis. C‘est
dans ce contexte que le Premier Ministre britannique, lord Palmerston, fut soudain informé par son ministre des Affaires étrangères,
John Russell, que des diplomates anglais et français étaient en train
de discuter d‘une éventuelle action commune contre le blocus décrété
par Lincoln. La réaction de Palmerston montre que, même s‘il était
tenté par le projet, il ne souhaitait pas vraiment se retrouver impliqué
dans la Guerre Civile américaine : « Celui qui dans les querelles
s‘interpose », répliqua-t-il (citant un vieux proverbe), « souvent se
retrouve avec le nez tout rose » (« They who in quarrels interpose, will
often get a bloody nose » (McPherson 384).
Il convient ici d‘ajouter que, si la France et l‘Angleterre, ainsi que
l‘Espagne, s‘apprêtaient plus ou moins à intervenir militairement au
Mexique, c‘était sous prétexte de recouvrer une dette que Benito
Suàrez, le nationaliste d‘origine amérindienne qui présidait aux destinées du pays, avait décidé d‘annuler unilatéralement. Même Karl
Marx crut bon de mettre son grain de sel en publiant dans le NewYork
Tribune un article incendiaire sur le sujet, article où il déclare dans
son style inimitable : « L‘intervention envisagée […] est selon moi
l‘une des entreprises les plus monstrueuses jamais enregistrées dans
les annales de l‘histoire internationale » (Marx : 1861).
Les années passant, l‘Angleterre et la France affichèrent un soutien de moins en moins appuyé à la cause des Confédérés, non parce
qu‘ils étaient au fil du temps tombés amoureux de Lincoln, mais, de
façon plus réaliste, en prenant acte des victoires de plus en plus
nombreuses remportées par l‘armée nordiste. Ils adoptèrent aussi
une attitude de plus en plus amicale envers Lincoln lui-même lorsqu‘il
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apparut que le Nord sortirait inévitablement vainqueur de la guerre. La
France envoya même aux États-Unis un émissaire officieux en la
personne d‘Adolphe de Chambrun, lequel parvint, on ne sait trop
comment, à devenir un intime de la famille Lincoln.
Et à la mort de Lincoln, la France n‘hésita pas à exprimer une
émotion nationale unanime. Il y eut naturellement les condoléances
officielles de l‘Empereur et celles du Parlement, mais aussi une lettre
sincèrement attristée expédiée depuis son exil de Guernesey par
Victor Hugo, ainsi qu‘une « médaille d‘or » adressée à Mary Lincoln
par quelque 40 000 donateurs. Tous les hommes politiques et les
intellectuels, notamment Montalembert, rendirent hommage à l‘« âme
plébéienne » du bûcheron américain qui s‘était aussi miraculeusement hissé jusqu‘à la Maison-Blanche.
Dans la France d‘aujourd‘hui, Lincoln représente la meilleure référence et le meilleur symbole politiques pour tout président qui viendrait à se trouver, à peine élu, aux prises avec une crise sans précédent. Et personne ici n‘a été vraiment surpris d‘apprendre que Barack
Obama avait, dans sa pensée comme dans son action, tablé sur cette
référence essentielle. Vu d‘ici, le moment le plus symbolique à cet
égard a été celui où le président nouvellement élu a prêté serment
non sur sa propre Bible, ni sur un exemplaire emprunté, mais sur la
propre Bible de Lincoln.
Aux États-Unis, quelques uns ont récemment tenté de détruire
ou de salir l‘aura en quelque sorte sacrée qui entoure celui qu‘on
surnommait de son vivant l‘« honnête Abraham » (« honest Abe »)–en
particulier au sujet de ses supposés penchants homosexuels. J‘ai
consacré plusieurs pages de ma biographie de Lincoln à « celui par
qui le scandale est arrivé », à savoir C. A. Tripp, auteur d‘un livre à
scandale intitulé The Intimate World of Abraham Lincoln (Free Press,
New York, 2005)–ouvrage décrit par le Los Angeles Weekly comme
étant « le best-seller qui va changer l‘histoire de l‘Amérique » (pas
moins !). Je parle de livre « à scandale » non pas parce que Tripp
s‘attache à montrer que Lincoln avait plus d‘attirance pour les
hommes que pour les femmes et avait eu (soi-disant) plusieurs
amants de sexe masculin, mais parce que sa « démonstration » ne
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repose sur aucun « fait » et n‘est qu‘un méli-mélo de suppositions et
d‘hypothèses.
L‘argument central de Tripp est lié à l‘arrivée de Lincoln à
Springfield et au fait qu‘il accepta durant quatre longues années de
partager sur place le lit d‘un ami nouvellement rencontré, Joshua
Speed. Mais Lincoln était sans le sou et n‘avait pas les moyens de
s‘offrir une chambre à lui. Et ce que Tripp omet d‘indiquer, c‘est que,
des années plus tard, étant devenu avocat, Lincoln faisait plusieurs
fois par an la tournée de l‘État d‘Illinois en compagnie d‘un groupe
assez important d‘autres avocats et de juges, tous dormant dans les
mêmes auberges, à raison de deux ou trois hommes par lit. Cela était
courant à l‘époque, c‘était la règle, et cela ne nous donne absolument
aucune indication sur les préférences sexuelles de tous ces gens, y
compris de Lincoln.
Tripp utilise aussi comme argument le fait que, dans la partie de
sa biographie de Lincoln intitulée The Prairie Years, Carl Sandburg a
noté, au sujet de Speed et de Lincoln, que se dégageait d‘eux
« comme une traînée de lavande », l‘un comme l‘autre dissimulant en
eux « des recoins de douceur pareils aux violettes de mai » (Sansburg 266). Et ce que Tripp ne dit pas, c‘est que ces allusions « florales », imagées mais peu équivoques, furent étrangement supprimées par Sandburg lui-même de l‘édition abrégée publiée en 1954.
Ce flot d‘insinuations est d‘autant plus étrange qu‘aucun contemporain n‘a jamais soulevé la question des relations sexuelles entre Lincoln et Speed, pas même ceux de leurs collaborateurs ou amis qui
venaient à l‘occasion partager leur chambre.
De plus, comment oublier que Lincoln eut trois femmes dans sa
vie (Ann Rutledge, Mary Owens–et Mary Todd qu‘il épousa et qui lui
donna quatre enfants). D‘ailleurs, au moment même où il prenait ses
quartiers dans la chambre de Speed, Lincoln venait de s‘éprendre de
Mary Owens (que je viens de citer), et il y avait même du mariage
dans l‘air. Au reste, comme le souligne Jean Baker dans son introduction au livre de Tripp, au XIXe siècle « l‘homosexualité, en tant
qu‘identité ou comme désignation d‘une catégorie sexuelle, n‘existait
pas. Lincoln était déjà mort quand en 1868 le terme homosexualité fut
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inventé en Autriche, avant d‘être vulgarisé par les sexologues allemands (« Introduction » to Tripp‘s book, XVII).
Et en plus, si c‘était vrai ?–comme cela était vrai, à en croire
Tripp et quelques autres, dont Richard Kaye (Village Voice), de divers
personnages historiques comme Robin des Bois, Adolf Hitler, T.S.
Eliot… et Jésus-Christ, ce usual suspect toujours représenté au milieu
d‘un cercle d‘hommes (Kaye : 2003). Ainsi qu‘Eric Hobsbawm le note
très justement dans la préface de son autobiographie, « les mérites
militaires des généraux ne doivent pas être mesurés à l‘aune de ce
qu‘ils font, ou ne font pas, au lit. Toute tentative visant à tirer la vision
économique de Keynes ou de Schumpeter de leur vie sexuelle, certes
fort active mais différente, est vouée à l‘échec » (Hobsbawm 10).
Et ce qui est vrai des chefs militaires ou des économistes est
également vrai pour les personnages politiques en général, et pour
Lincoln en particulier. La seule chose qui compte pour l‘historien–
comme pour le biographe–, c‘est ce que ces personnages ont ou non
réalisé et l‘héritage qu‘ils laissent derrière eux, indépendamment de
ce qu‘a pu être leur vie privée. Dans sa jeunesse, Jules César tomba
amoureux du roi de Bithynie, Nicomède IV, décrit par le poète Calvus
Licinius comme étant « ce roi dévergondé qui avait pris César pour
femme » (Smith 33-34). Mais, par la suite, cela n‘a pas empêché César de se marier quatre fois, d‘avoir des enfants–et de conquérir (en
plus de la belle Cléopâtre) la Gaule, l‘Espagne, la Grande-Bretagne et
toute une partie de l‘Afrique, pays sur lesquels il régna en mâle empereur.
Mais examinons ce que Lincoln a accompli de mémorable, ce
dont on se souvient et qu‘on célèbre le plus aujourd‘hui, à savoir la
préservation de l‘Union et la fin de l‘esclavage, sans parler de son
assassinat. Tout comme Barack Obama, à peine Lincoln avait-il été
investi (c‘était alors le 4 mars et non le 20 janvier)2, qu‘il se retrouva
confronté à une crise immense : il ne s‘agissait pas d‘une crise financière et économique comme aujourd‘hui, ni d‘une crise mondiale,
2 En 1793, George Washington avait entamé son second mandat le 4 mars, date qui resta par la
suite la date officielle d‘investiture de tous les présidents, du moins jusqu‘au 6 février 1933, jour où le
Congrès adopta un amendement constitutionnel fixant au 20 janvier la date d‘investiture de tous les
présidents à venir.
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mais d‘un désastre national qui menaçait l‘existence même du pays.
Le jour où Lincoln jura sur la Bible (la Bible d‘Obama !) qu‘il
s‘attacherait à « préserver, protéger et défendre la Constitution des
États-Unis », sept États du Sud avaient déjà fait sécession (la Caroline du Sud, le Mississippi, la Floride, l‘Alabama, la Géorgie, la Louisiane et le Texas) et quatre États de plus allaient bientôt faire de
même (la Virginie, l‘Arkansas, le Tennessee, la Caroline du Nord).
Seuls quatre États esclavagistes allaient rester fidèles à l‘Union (le
Missouri, le Kentucky, le Maryland et le Delaware).
À l‘instar de la plupart des observateurs et de tous ses conseillers, Lincoln pensait que la Guerre Civile serait probablement de
courte durée car, mathématiquement, toutes les données chiffrées
étaient en défaveur des Rebelles : sur les quelque 30 millions
d‘habitants que comptait le pays, le Nord en avait 21 et le Sud seulement 9–dont 4 millions d‘esclaves ! Et aux 18 États du Nord ou frontaliers, les Sudistes ne pouvaient opposer que 11 États sécessionnistes
(les États frontaliers–« border States »–, tous esclavagistes, étaient
(comme je l‘ai déjà signalé) le Maryland, le Delaware, le Missouri… et
le Kentucky, où Abraham et sa femme Mary Lincoln étaient nés)3. À
ces avantages démographiques de base s‘ajoute le fait que le système bancaire et l‘industrie (y compris la technologie militaire) étaient
pour l‘essentiel situés dans le Nord et que la majeure partie du réseau
ferroviaire, atout décisif dans un conflit de ce genre, était aux mains
des Nordistes.
Et cependant, la réalité donna tort à toutes les prédictions et à
tous les pronostiqueurs : la confrontation allait durer quatre longues
années et, avec 620 000 victimes (militaires et civils mélangés), se
révéla être la guerre la plus meurtrière que les États-Unis aient connue. Les victimes de la Guerre Civile représentent 1,6 % de la population de l‘époque ; puis viennent dans l‘ordre, toujours par rapport au
nombre réel d‘habitants, la Guerre d‘Indépendance (0,9 %), la Deuxième Guerre mondiale (0,28 %), la Première Guerre mondiale
(0,12 %)–et, loin derrière, les conflits du Viêt-nam, de Corée ou d‘Irak.

3

Plus la Virginie occidentale en 1863.
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Comme je l‘ai laissé entendre, Abraham Lincoln est le plus célèbre et le plus célébré des présidents américains. Son statut de héros national tient à la dimension morale de l‘homme, à l‘ampleur de la
Guerre Civile à laquelle il fut confronté et à la tragique injustice de sa
mort. Il tient également au fait que, de tous les présidents des ÉtatsUnis, il est le seul à être né dans une cabane en rondins et à être
parvenu à la plus haute fonction de l‘État, incarnant de ce fait le fameux « rêve américain » et l‘idéal du « self-made man ». J‘ajoute que,
né dans le Kentucky, il a été le premier président non natif d‘un des
treize États d‘origine. Mais la chose sans doute la plus importante
qu‘il convient de souligner, c‘est le fait, psychologiquement étrange,
que ce président à l‘esprit tourmenté ait su tirer son pays d‘un tourment collectif abyssal, en l‘occurrence d‘une confrontation sans merci
et d‘une guerre aussi sanglante que fratricide.
Les tendances dépressives de Lincoln (ou sa « mélancolie »,
comme il disait) et sa propension à toujours voir les choses en noir
dans sa vie personnelle (notamment conjugale) sont finalement apparues non comme un handicap, mais comme un atout dans sa carrière
politique : sa vie intérieure tourmentée, toutes les crises traversées,
toutes les victoires chèrement acquises sur soi-même l‘avaient mentalement préparé à toujours s‘attendre au pire et à toujours y survivre.
Et le résultat de tout cela, c‘est que, dans la déchirure collective et
schizophrénique qui allait couper l‘Amérique en deux, il se retrouva,
une fois au pouvoir, en terrain disons « familier »–et infiniment mieux
armé face à la scission historique du pays qu‘aurait pu l‘être tout autre
président n‘ayant pas lui-même traversé ce type d‘épreuve.
Le jour où il entre à la Maison-Blanche, Lincoln a en tête deux
priorités parallèles : d‘une part, sauver et rassembler une Union déjà
en voie de dislocation ; d‘autre part, libérer les esclaves–impératif
moral hérité, tout enfant, de son propre père, pauvre bûcheron illettré
mais abolitionniste du Kentucky. Il s‘attacha d‘abord à rétablir l‘Union
et se sentit obligé de reléguer l‘abolition au second rang de ses priorités. L‘une des raisons de ce choix était qu‘en sa qualité de président,
Lincoln se considérait comme le principal gardien de la Constitution
fédérale adoptée en 1787, laquelle ne condamnait pas l‘esclavage et
allait même jusqu‘à le reconnaître, notamment dans son Article 4,
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section 2, section qui traite du sort que chaque citoyen est tenu de
réserver aux esclaves fugitifs : « Nul individu tenu à un service ou à
un travail dans un État en vertu des lois de ce dernier, et s'échappant
dans un autre, ne pourra invoquer des lois ou règlements de l‘État
dans lequel il s‘est réfugié pour se soustraire à ce service ou à ce
travail ; il sera restitué à la demande de la personne à qui ce service
ou ce travail peut être dû » [No Person held to service or labour in one
State, under the laws thereof, escaping into another, shall, in consequence of any law or regulation therein, be discharged from such
service or labour, but shall be delivered up on claim of the party to
whom such service or labour may be due].
Lincoln ne put prendre aucune initiative sérieuse en faveur d‘une
émancipation progressive ou immédiate avant que le vent de la victoire nordiste ne se mette à souffler. Au fil des mois, puis des années,
la situation militaire des Yankees s‘améliora… lentement, mais sûrement. Tant et si bien que le 22 juillet 1862 le président pu lire aux
membres de son cabinet une première ébauche de sa célèbre Proclamation d‘Émancipation. Mais, avant de rendre cette proclamation
publique, Lincoln avait besoin qu‘une victoire sinon décisive, du moins
spectaculaire, soit remportée sur l‘armée sudiste. L‘événement attendu se produisit le 17 septembre de cette année-là (1862) à Antietam,
près de Sharpsburg (Maryland). Cinq jours plus tard, le 22 septembre,
Lincoln convoqua à nouveau les membres de son cabinet et leur donna lecture de la version définitive de son texte, lequel fut officialisé et
rendu public le 1er janvier 1863.
Mais le paradoxe de cette fameuse Proclamation est qu‘elle
n‘émancipa en fait aucun esclave, du moins dans l‘immédiat. Elle ne
s‘adressait en réalité qu‘aux États confédérés et ne concernait aucun
des États restés fidèles, y compris les États frontaliers esclavagistes.
Avec le temps, elle devint néanmoins de plus en plus effective, à mesure que, sur le terrain, les victoires nordistes devinrent la règle. Dès
lors qu‘un nouvel État esclavagiste était envahi et reconquis par les
troupes de l‘Union, les esclaves qui s‘y trouvaient étaient automatiquement et aussitôt affranchis. Lincoln jugeait ce type d‘émancipation
« constitutionnel » car il y recourait, dixit la Constitution, « en vue
d‘objectifs militaires », lui-même agissant comme « Commandant en
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chef des armées et de la marine [fédérales] » dans une situation évidente de « rébellion armée contre l‘autorité et le gouvernement des
États-Unis ».
Le 1er février 1865, deux mois environ avant la capitulation du
général Lee à Appomattox, Lincoln estima nécessaire, maintenant
que la guerre était pratiquement terminée–et que le prétexte militaire
de la rébellion n‘existait plus vraiment–d‘approuver et de signer un
amendement à la Constitution proposé par le Congrès fédéral, texte
qui, cette fois, concernait tous les États et abolissait partout et à jamais l‘esclavage. Les États-Unis étaient, en réalité, le dernier grand
pays moderne à n‘avoir pas encore rejeté l‘« institution particulière »
(Angleterre, 1833 ; France, 1848, après un bref intermède de 1794 à
1802). En Amérique, c‘était maintenant et enfin chose faite, mais
Abraham Lincoln, signataire de ce fameux 13ème Amendement allait
bientôt (le 15 avril) payer de sa vie ce grand geste historique.
Le premier d‘une assez longue série de présidents américains
assassinés4, Lincoln paya au prix fort le fait d‘avoir préservé l‘unité de
son pays, d‘avoir réalisé une émancipation générale et d‘avoir finalement assuré le triomphe des idéaux démocratiques américains hérités
des Pères fondateurs. Alors qu‘il était encore en vie, les derniers efforts de Lincoln visèrent tous à faire en sorte qu‘une fois la paix établie, la reconstruction (comme il disait lui-même) soit « douce » et en
aucune façon une politique de vengeance–contrairement à ce que
beaucoup de Nordistes avaient en tête. Dans son second discours
d‘investiture (prononcé le 4 mars 1865), il expliqua clairement que des
mesures devaient être prises pour hâter « la fin rapide de cet immense fléau qu‘est la guerre ». Et il acheva son dernier grand discours par ces paroles inoubliables :
Sans haine envers personne, charitables avec tous, fermes dans la recherche du bien pour autant que Dieu nous permette de discerner ce qu‘est
4 Lincoln inaugura en effet une singulière tradition qui, après lui, coûta la vie à trois autres occupants
de la Maison-Blanche : James Garfield (19 septembre 1881), William McKinley (14 septembre 1901),
John F. Kennedy (22 novembre 1963). À cette série de meurtres viennent s‘ajouter sept attentats manqués ou non mortels contre des présidents : Andrew Jackson (avant Lincoln, le 1er janvier 1835), Theodore Roosevelt (14 octobre 1912), Franklin Delano Roosevelt (15 février 1933), Harry Truman (1er
novembre 1950), Gerald Ford (5 et 22 septembre 1975), Ronald Reagan (30 mars 1981). Et la liste n‘est
pas close…

Abraham Lincoln : un président pour temps de crise /21
le bien, travaillons à achever la tâche où nous sommes engagés, efforçonsnous de panser les plaies du pays […] et de tout faire pour instituer et chérir
une paix juste et durable–entre nous-mêmes comme avec l‘ensemble des
nations.
(With malice toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as
God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to
bind up the nation‘s wounds [and] to do all which may achieve and cherish a
just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations). (Johnson 321)

Mais quelques semaines plus tard, c‘est Lincoln lui-même qui
eut « une fin rapide »–assassiné le 14 avril, dans une loge du Ford‘s
Theatre de Washington, par un acteur esclavagiste que sa haine du
président avait rendu fou : John Wilkes Booth. Le « Grand Unificateur » et le « Grand Émancipateur » (comme on le surnomma plus
tard) n‘étant plus là, c‘est un autre type de reconstruction qui fut alors
mis en œuvre par son successeur, Andrew Johnson–et surtout par la
majorité radicale du Congrès, qui considérait le Sud comme un simple
territoire conquis et méritant d‘être traité comme tel.
Dans l‘état actuel du projet, le long-métrage de Stephen Spielberg consacré à Lincoln (avec Liam Neeson dans le rôle-titre) devrait
être sur nos écrans avant la fin de 2009, l‘idée étant que la sortie du
film coïncide avec le deux-centième anniversaire de la naissance du
grand président. Le scénariste, Tony Kushner, a récemment déclaré
que le film « ne couvrirait que deux mois de la vie » de Lincoln et que
le 13ème Amendement, officialisant l‘abolition de l‘esclavage, « occuperait une place de choix dans le film ».
Comme vous le savez, cet anniversaire sera et est déjà marqué
par d‘innombrables célébrations, principalement aux États-Unis, mais
pas uniquement – le « biopic » de Spielberg étant à coup sûr l‘un des
plus importants, en tout cas le plus spectaculaire, de ces événements.
En cette année du bicentenaire, la France, silencieuse depuis si longtemps, honorera (indépendamment de mes propres livres…) la mémoire du grand président américain à deux occasions au moins : lors
d‘un Colloque Lincoln qui se tiendra à Paris les 17 et 18 octobre (sur
le thème « Lincoln vu d‘Europe ») ; puis, peut-être vers ces dates-là,
l‘inauguration d‘un « monument Lincoln » dans la capitale. Il est question du parc de La Villette, et comme lieu d‘implantation l‘angle même
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où se rejoignent les deux canaux qui traversent le parc. J‘ai rencontré
l‘architecte il y a peu de temps et c‘est lui qui m‘a appris que l‘ambassade américaine et la Mairie de Paris étaient tombées d‘accord et
que le projet semblait par conséquent être « bien parti ». Si tout cela
aboutit et se passe comme prévu, on pourra dire des mérites de Lincoln qu‘ils sont enfin dûment reconnus et célébrés dans notre pays.
Comme quoi, il n‘est jamais trop tard pour faire amende honorable.
Bernard Vincent5
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Professeur Émérite, Université d‘Orléans.

Benjamin Franklin in Paris: a Protean
humorist at King Louis XVI’s court

When a few years ago, Art Buchwald was interviewed by Larry
King about his Paris experience, he marvelled at the full liberty young
lovers enjoyed while kissing on the benches of public parks. No wonder that in 1776, Franklin, then a fresh septuagenarian, was titillated
upon his arrival on the banks of the Seine. The fires of passion still
smoldered and were soon to blaze.
Franklin loved France, its urbane wordliness, its enlightened intellectual pursuits, its musical and literary salons, among a so-called
―delightful people.‖ As early as 1767 on his first visit to Paris he had
discovered he was a celebrity as the fame of the lightning rod and the
Almanac of Poor Richard–le bonhomme Richard–had preceded him.
While Franklin was enjoying high living at Passy, John Adams expressed indignation over his senior colleague‘s addiction to French
women, wine and food. As a welcome recess from the turmoil of the
American scene, joie de vivre was then linked to the pursuit of happiness in Franklin‘s mind.
A born impersonator, Franklin donned a multitude of masks and
borrowed as many voices to elaborate on his experiments with a new
mode of life. Masquerading was a way to cultivate gleeful ambiguity
while enjoying the pleasures of a libertine Ancien Régime that had
achieved a sexual revolution before supporting American insurgents
against the English Crown, but meanwhile ignoring the plight of an
impoverished population. For a time estranged from the violence of
the American Revolution, Franklin found at the French court a closed
world, a microcosm given over to intrigue, gossip and hedonistic gratifications. Meanwhile, the language barrier could be a serious handicap. As Franklin said once ―If you Frenchmen talked a quarter as
much, I could understand it and not have to leave good company so
often, not knowing what they had talked about‖ (Writings 1071).
Nurtured on deapan Yankee humor, Franklin was first impatient
with hyperbolic discourse as exemplified in such recurrent terms as
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magnifique, exquis, and superbe. Although he constantly strove to
ingratiate himself with the most influential agents of the monarchy, he
did not expect noblemen to rationalize their behavior in terms of the
rights of men. The ironic observer was well aware that kings had
gathered courtiers in Versailles to neutralize provincial potentates. As
early as 1766, Franklin knew that the French hatred of the British
could be exploited humorously for instance with his hoax entitled ―The
Frenchman and the Poker.‖
As the British were complaining about not being paid by the colonists for the cost of printing stamps after the repeal of the Stamp Act,
Franklin likened such demands of payment to those of a Frenchman
who accosted English visitors on the Pont Neuf with a red hot poker in
his hand. He would then say: ―Do me the favor to let me have the
honor of trusting this hot iron into your backside.‖ When the stranger
answered negativey, the Frenchman exclaimed: ―Monsieur, if you do
not chuse it, I do not insist upon it. But at least you will in Justice have
the goodness to pay me something for the heating of my iron‖ (Writings 583).
In the interview I previously mentioned Larry King also asked
Buchwald the reasons for French antiamericanism, the answer was:
―why should the French like Americans, they already hate each other.‖
Of course Franklin did not live long enough to learn about the Terreur.
Being lionized by the French aristocrat, bourgeois and leather
aproned-man altogether was his most notable privilege. His icon was
thus a miraculous way to transcend Gallic antagonisms to reach a
general consensus. Having an inborn sense of relativity he played
whatever part he was assigned and thoroughly relished it without ever
losing his integrity, which is the prerogative of the true humorist. Besides he conquered the French by making them feel superior. In Edmond Rostand‘s play Chantecler (1910), the emblematic rooster believes that his cockadoodledo makes the sun rise at dawn. Franklin
thought he himself was by no means immune to vanity, the major
French sin in La Fontaine‘s fables. History had already substantiated
his opinion. The fall of a transatlantic empire to counteract British
influence in America suggested the fate of the frog that wanted to rival
the ox in size. When lost in 1763 Canada was already considered as
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just a few acres of snow by Voltaire, whose statement recalled the fox
that deemed sour the grapes he could not reach.
Franklin was often likened to the type of anchorite courtiers
loved to exhibit in their households as a token of their openmindedness and exotic leanings. His innocent pose slyly capitalized
on the myth of the natural man conveyed by trendy philosophers such
as Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The image of wildness was equally thrilling in sophisticated salons littéraires. Yet ever since the mideighteenth century with Buffon‘s natural history, France had been
echoing with rumors about precocious Americans who literally collapsed physically and mentally at middle-age. Once, Franklin delighted in refuting such arguments on premature senility and degeneracy
by resorting to a practical joke. He invited Abbé Raynal to dinner with
an equal number of Frenchmen and Americans. The priest eloquently
developed his theory of the decrepitude of men and animals in America. Meanwhile Franklin noticed that the Americans were sitting on one
side of the table, and the French on the other. He playfully asked his
guests to stand up to see on which side nature had degenerated. It
happened that the Americans were particularly tall and the French
very short. Raynal himself, who was ―a mere shrimp‖ in Jefferson‘s
own words, readily admitted exceptions, which allowed him to remain
seated by Franklin, another American six-footer. Incidentally Bonaparte was about a foot shorter than Jefferson. Abbé Raynal progressively qualified his negative statements, but still insisted on the appalling expanse of bad lands, rebellious sand dunes, turbid swamps and
forbidding craggy rocks to be encountered in barbarian America.
Pehaps Franklin‘s most ironic insinuation about French vanity was
implicitly ―Information to ‗Those Who Would Remove to America‘‖
published In February 1784 at Passy. It was intended for noblemen
who expected much from expatriation, thinking that their ranks and
titles would naturally qualify them for prestigious positions. ―A mere
man of Quality,‖ he said, ―will be despised and disregarded.‖ On the
other hand Franklin stated that a poor man could have his own property if he worked hard. America was no Pays de Cocagne where ―the
fowls fly about ready roasted‖ (Writings 975-83). But the French reader also learned from Franklin that the ignorance of every gainful art
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compelled the youth to become soldiers, servants or thieves, which
was roughly what had seaaled the fate of feudal New France. The
idea of the self made man was never easily compatible with the predominance of castes and coteries in Franklin‘s guest country. At least
catholicity paradoxically appealed to his own brand of deism. Referring to the miraculous conversion of water into wine in Cana in a letter
from Abbé Franklin to Abbé Morellet, his pun on divine providence
implied that if whisky could be from Satan in America, wine was from
Jesus in France.
Doctor Franklin was in fact more learned and sophisticated than
most of the naive Parisian erudites in his entourage. He introduced a
cultural praxis by putting in order a whole network of unexpected
analogiess by means of verbal jingling. The non dogmatic skeptic
peeped through most of his writings. His bagatelles reveal a democratic pilgrim‘s progress through successive moods, between comic
relief, image enhancing and narcissitic comfort. The French monarchy
was obsessed with fashion, decorum and baroque accoutrements. A
New World Socrates in the guise of Prometheus, Franklin chose
laughter rather than frontal onslaught to remain both a delinquent
conformist and an approved dissident. Humor somehow fahioned his
success story in Paris.
Sometimes described as a Quaker grandpa, with his unpowdered thin hair under a fur cap and blue yarn stockings, he stood as
the embodiment of a pioneer emerging from the wilderness. Despite
rumors that Louis XVI had chamber pots with Franklin‘s image at the
bottom, his portraits by Houdon and Jean Baptiste Nini were major
assets. He thus acted as a playboy of the western world despite his
age. Franklin was by no means behind time when confronted with
Parisian high society. He was aware that he embodied omniscience,
benevolence and success but would not allow himself to be a saint,
praised for his good works. He loved the carefree manners of aristocrats but resented their highly stratified society. He admired French
women but disagreed with mothers giving out their children for nursing. A surgeon having diagnosed that they could not give suck because of their flat breasts, Franklin‘s close attention to the symptom
led him to substantiate the first opinion. He enjoyed the pervasive
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atmosphere of coquettish and erotic innuendoes, the most attractive
ladies having a thousand ways of making themselves agreeable. He
however deplored that they preferred embraces or their necks kissed,
not to rub off the rouge off their cheeks or blow the powder from their
hair. He was an epicurian but disapproved of excessive consumption
and luxury. To the man of pleasure sacrificing every laudable improvement of his mind or of his fortune to mere corporeal satisfactions, it meant providing pain instead of pleasure. Such was Franklin‘s
playful moral in ―The Whistle‖ (Writings 931-33).
The salon littéraire was one of the high places where the wives
of dignitaries masterminded the competition for prestige. The libertines loved to bite the hand that fed them. They toyed with the notion
of freedom and fought social conformity with risqué attitudes, thus
amalgamating philandering with civil emancipation. While doting on
the famous philosopher, none of the ladies would ever think of rebuking him for sexual harassment. At court, virtue could be a real handicap
It is remarkable that no ban prevented the release of Les Liaisons dangereuses by Choderlos de Laclos in 1782, which reveals the
permissiveness of the times. Franklin‘s new environment became a
stage on which he easily adjusted to the art of seduction by capitalizing on the themes and techniques of libertine fiction. Franklin knew
that epigrammatic wit was a standard value for the distinguished, idle
rich. He added underlying self-mockery probably to ward off ridicule in
anticipation, as expressed in the flaunting of his leg deformed by the
gout. Meanwhile the canon of the traditional comedy of manners was
deliberately subverted in his bagatelles, essentially to comply with
libertine requisites.
Madam Anne-Louise Brillon de Jouy was in her mid -thirties
when Franklin met her in 1777. Her husband was a wealthy nobleman
only ten years younger than Franklin. What began as a flirtation halfplayfully half-seriously with the talented lady produced a correspondence in which Franklin appears as a rogue who takes it for granted
that youth and crabbed age are not natural antagonists, the old man
being allegedly an expert adviser on feminine behavior. The outspoken suitor does no worry about virtue or vice when he claims that
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his ―égarements‖ are due to overwhelming physical urges. Whereas
Madame Brillon is clever and staid, Franklin pretends that love has hit
him like a stunning blow. He even boldly draws an analogy between
Cupid‘s anatomy and his genitalia. The dividing line between erotica
and pornography then becomes flimsy. At times he falls back on an
alternative strategy by regressing into immature speech, confessing
his guilt, becoming a bashful lover indulging in calf-love and posing as
a victim. Many of his aphorisms are provocative. Instead of asserting
the universality of a moral rule, they assert the universality of its
transgression.
The ―Ephemera‖ is a sustained allegory packed with entomological similes. (Writings 922-24) The old fluttering dragonfly philosopher
is Franklin himself and Madame Brillon the ever amiable Brillante. The
eighteen hours life span of the insect stands for man‘s life. Toil in
amassing honeydew on leaves has not permitted the old haired
ephemera to enjoy life. His few moments of pleasure are experienced
at Moulin Joli, a secret haven where coruscating Brillante is the favorite lady ephemera. As in Crébillon‘s novels, nature serves as a secluded shelter inspired by the Decameron.
In his bouts of wits with Madame Brillon Frankiln transmutes the
game of seduction into a theatrical performance through a parody of
libertine lovemaking, thereby assuming the part of a quarrelsome
lover stimulated by the prospect of reconciliation. In a mock display of
revengeful jealous outburts he also impersonates the sly seducer
whose persuasive arguments will ultimately win over the honest woman‘s defensive attitude. Availing himself of a twisted rhetoric he first
gives factual evidence: ―You renounce and exclude arbitraily everything corporeal from our amour except a mere embrace now and then
as you would permit to a country cousin.‖ (Writings 964-66) He then
resorts to the enlightend notions of contract and natural rights to complete his strategy. He offers to strike a deal allowing him to make love
to any other woman as far as he finds her amiable. Such devious
contentions are in keeping with Crébillon‘s libertine transgressions,
thus violating the commandment not to covet one‘s neighbor‘s wife.
French exceptionalim seemed to be a godsend for Franklin. Mark
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Twain was less tolerant when he stated later that a Frenchman‘s
house is where another man‘s wife lives.
Through Franklin‘s ironic distance libertine courtship is described in words that give more significance to the narrative than to
the actual gratification of desire. Do the bagatelles allow the contemporary reader to form judgemnts on his genuine intentions? I remember a debate with Owen Aldridge and Leo Lemay in Dublin back in
1999. The question was: ―Did Franklin transcend his own wishful
thinking by elaborating on his fantasies to entertain a wide range of
readers?‖; ―Or were the bagatelles essentially intended to seduce the
addresse, carnal knowledge being an immediate objective?‖ The debate remains open. At the time there was no paparazi lurking on the
Passy back streets to stalk celebrities. Besides whoever identified the
author of the erectile bagatelles could not miss his humor if he had in
mind a bulky, balding American with a deformed leg who was mimicking some dashing galant in one of Fragonard‘s racy paintings.
With ―The Speech of Miss Polly Baker,‖ Franklin had undermined conventiional assumptions to serve practical morality. A sinful,
rebellious woman of pleasure had risen up against a judge to achieve
rspectability. For Leo Lemay Polly was Franklin‘s paradigm of human
nature (Writings 305-08). In the ―guerre en dentelles‖ (lace war)
waged at the court of Versailles, many aristocratic ladies did not have
to overcome Puritan inhibitions to sleep their way to wealth. Claude
Adrien Baron de Helvetius had been a wealthy tax collector living off
the fat of the land whose philosophy had turned him into a limousine
radical, (the French translation is ―caviar left‖). In Franklin‘s eyes Anne
Catherine Helvetiius his sixty year old widow, nicknamed Notre Dame
d‘Auteuil, was a genuine French woman free from affectation or stiffness of behavior. Abigail Adams, a staunch supporter of women‘s
rights was horrified when she saw her at her home in the prurient
posture of an odalisque, surrounded by promiscuous young abbots.
Abigail also reported that Madame Helvetius threw herself on a settee
where she showed more than her feet. She also gave Franklin double
kisses and threw her arm carelessly around his neck. Auteuil was a
replica of Sodom and Gomorrah for Mrs Adams. If I may dare an
anachronistic simile, can you imagine Jane Addams being confronted
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with Calvin Coolidge in Mae West‘s waterbed in the roaring twenties?
In Franklin‘s fantasies Madame Helvetius might constitute a projection
of the old mistress whose qualifications had been described in the
Apologue of 1745. ―The Elysian fields,‖ a bagatelle written in 1778 is a
full-grown jeu d‘esprit in the shape of a portentous dream (Writings
924-25). Franklin recounts that, depressed as he was by Madame
Helvetius‘s refusal to marry him, he had fallen asleep and believing
himself dead had been transported to the Great Beyond. Asking to be
taken to the home of the philosophers, he met Helvetius who was
Socrates next door neighbor. Mourning did not become the former
who had remarried with the late Deborah, and did not care much
about Madame Helvetius‘s steadfast fidelity. Franklin‘s inventive libertine stratagem then hurries to invite the reluctant widow to legitimize
wife-swapping between the living and the dead. The combination of
cynicism with candor provides the humorous tone of the text which
also reflects the libertine‘s igorance of connubial faithfulness. Anne
Catherine‘s rebuff did not deter Franklin from trying his luck again and
again. By 1784 the humorist returned to the entomological theme in
―The Flies‖ in whih the insects dwelling in Franklin‘s house present
their respects to Madame Helvetius who has managed to have their
arch enemies, the murderous spiders, swept away the flies who have
lived happily ever since add a request. One thing alone remains for us
to wish in order to assure the permanence of our Good Fortune, permit us to say it
BIZZ IZZZ OUIZZ A OUIZZ IZZZZZZ
It is to see the two of you henceforth forming a single household. Incidentally
in French bizou means kiss in baby talk. (Writings 990-91)

In 1792 at the residence of Madame Helvetius in Auteuil the
busts of Voltaire, Franklin and Helvetius were set up on an altar to
celebrate the abolition of privileges. Homage was paid to the song ça
Ira, ca ira, partly ascribed to Franklin. Actually whenever he was
asked about the war of independence in Paris, he used to reply: ―Ah,
ça ira‖ (things will go well). The phrase became a favorite quip. Composer Ladré wrote the song of the same name in July 1790 for the
Fête de la Fédération It became immensely popular: ―Ah, ca ira, ca
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ira, les aristocates a la lanterne ah ca ira ca ira the aristocates on les
pendra.‖ The next lines are X-rated.
Franklin had enjoyed the shallow pleasures of a decadent aristocratic sociey, an elusive paradise soon to be swept to its downfall
before the outbreak of the terror. Bagatelles dedicated to the constrasted figures of Madame Brillon and Madame Helvetius, involved
ritual connivance, ironic detachment and pleasant flirtation, thus reconciling images of the lingering charms of the Grand Siècle with the
radical, disturbing prospects of future challenges. Humor had been
part of Franklin‘s survival kit, enabling him to filter the agonizing raw
material he had stumbled over and transmute it into an elating spectacle.
Daniel Royot1
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Professeur Emérite, Université de Paris III.

Regressive Progression: the quest for
self-transcendence in Western Tragedy

The quest for a higher self is the recurring motif of the three reformative eras of Western tragedy. This recurring theme is obviously
manifest in the Renaissance Elizabethan tragedy, nineteenth century
Domestic drama, and the Absurd Theater. Throughout these three
dramatic periods, the idea of the quest reveals itself in three different
manifestations―action, imagination and inaction. Based on Nietzsche‘s notion of tragedy and a Dionysian approach of the quest for
the ―sovereign individual‖ (Nietzsche, Genealogy (GM)), the process
of the quest for the higher self in the three major dramatic periods of
Western tragedy reflects a progressive directionality that Nietzsche
refers to in terms of a ―progressus,‖ a ―task‖ or a ―goal‖ (GM, 2, 2).
Nietzsche‘s aspiration to reach beyond the narrow circle of the
ego or the superficial self assumes his anti-narcissistic belief which
reinterprets God within himself and acknowledges a higher self. Relating to this notion which in different traditions goes by terms such as
―oversoul‖ or ―perfect self,‖ Nietzsche refers to the original tragic hero,
Dionysius, who communicates the spirit of losing the individuality and
becoming the great being. Within this context, Dionysius is associated
with self-forgetfulness and ecstasy through which individuals enter the
primordial unity or eternal existence and thus attain a higher self.
Therefore, based on Nietzsche‘s idea, individuals are redeemed
through immersion into the Dionysian eternal essence which rests on
an underlying substratum of suffering. To counterbalance the effects
of such a suffering, Dionysian madness and self-forgetfulness take
the individuals to the world beyond the phenomenal world where the
self is transcended in the epiphanic moment of self-recognition and
joins primal unity, infinity and the divine. Nietzsche refers to ―tragic,‖
―Dionysian‖ and ―noble‖ morality as the affirmative agents of selfexploration which emanate from ―the eternal joy [lust] of becoming‖
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(Nietzshe, Twilight (TI) 5). He asserts: ―Affirmation of life even in its
strangest and sternest problems, the will to life rejoicing in its own
inexhaustibility through the sacrifice of its highest types-that is what I
called Dionysian, that is what I recognised as the bridge to the psychology of the tragic poet […], to realize in oneself the eternal joy of
becoming-that joy [lust] which also encompasses joy in destruction,
the birth of tragedy was my first revaluation of all values (8). Within
this context, Lysios, the epithet of Dionysus, has ranges of paradoxical translation such as ―liberate,‖ ―destroy,‖ ―redeem,‖ ―save,‖ and
―heal‖ (Nietzsche, Kritische Gesaumtausgabe (KGW) 3, 16). Based on
these paradoxical terms, the constructive destruction of Nietzsche‘s
ecstatic process of self-transcendence reveals the seemingly destructive Dionysian effects of self-forgetfulness and madness which are
manifest in the elements of tragedy and the sufferings of tragic heroes. Nietzsche‘s uplifting Dionysian spirit then plays an important role
in forming a complete affirmative orientation towards self-transcendence.
Based on Nietzsche‘s notion of tragic self-exploration through
Dionysian self-forgetfulness, the degree to which Western tragic characters approximate self-transcendence reveals that the developmental process of Western tragedy is ―regressively progressive.‖ The process demonstrates that the active approach of the Renaissance tragic
quest is dramatically doomed to failure while the imaginative way of
the quest in nineteenth century Domestic dramas reveals no catastrophic fall. Surprisingly, the inactive quest of the Absurd dramatic
characters leads to the characters‘ spiritual rest which connotes approximating to the longed-for higher self.
The active, pragmatic attempts of the Renaissance Elizabethan
tragic characters demonstrate a specific directionality to re-create a
higher self. The preoccupation of these characters with the idea of
active struggle in the way of the quest for an exalted self is highly
manifest in tragedies of Marlowe and Shakespeare as masterpieces
of that specific dramatic era. Tamburelaine remarkably equals action
to supremacy and grandeur: ―My deeds prove that I am the lord but by
my parentage a shepherd‖ (Marlowe, Tamburelaine I, ii). It is even
noted that his destructive notion of killing people is a way of making
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Tamburelaine reach the wished-for elegant self: ―Wherein, as in a
mirror, may be seen/ His honor, that consists in shedding blood‖ (I: V
ii 413-16). Similarly, In Shakespeare‘s Coriolanus, the hero reveals
his determination as he defines his personal achievements as the
source of his name and identity.
What Stull mentions about the Adlerian system of strife and the
quasi religious quest for perfection in Marlowian characters significantly interprets the motif that is also the underlying theme of Shakespeare‘s tragedies as the major representative of the whole Renaissance tragedy. Stull asserts that ―[t]he prime mover in Adlerian system
is humankind‘s quasi religious quest for perfection, understood as
self-completeness and fulfilment‖ (Stull 145). He adds that such aspiration demonstrates ―Nicomachean Ethics relating superhuman desire
of power to descent origin‖ (165). In my point of view, the concept of
―destructive construction‖ remarkably defines the devastating attachment to outward means of power, wealth, and magic through which
the Renaissance tragic characters try to manifest the highest potential
of their selves. Relating to this idea, Faustus‘ dismissal of divinity and
his inclination towards magic is his choice to feed the desire of transcendence: ―Why, Faustus hath thou not attained that end? / ―Highest
reaches of humaine wit‖ (Marlowe, Faustus I.i.18).
Greenblatt recognizes the same directionality in Shakespeare‘s
tragedies towards self-making: ―Shakespeare remains the fashioner of
narrative selves, having the capacity to foster psychic mobility in the
service of power‖ (254). Macbeth, for instance, considers that being
more than a man prerequisites action: ―When you durst do it, then you
were a man / Be so And, to be more than what you were, you would /
much more the man‖ (Shakespeare, Macbeth I. vii. 49-51).
Generally, the overall pattern of the quest for the higher self in
the Renaissance tragedies of Marlowe and Shakespeare is demonstrated in a pragmatic rational materialism which is completely outward and worldly designed to actualize the self of the characters.
Ironically, such an active, pragmatic means of the quest in these tragedies leads the tragic characters to a catastrophic downfall as they
are trapped with the pragmatism of the means which acts as a vicious
cycle of incessant desires blocking the way of the quest for the final
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self-realization. The unending desires towards satisfaction of the ―suprapersonal‖ lead the characters to new cravings which make them
shallow and finally fail to recognize the supreme self. In Nietzsche‘s
explanation of how one becomes what one is, severe pragmatic approaches are translated as ―great imperatives‖ of the surface consciousness of which the quester should beware of. He adds: ―Beware
even of every great word, every great posture, Sheer danger! That the
instinct comes to understand itself‖ too soon-meanwhile the organizing idea with a calling to rule grows deep down–it beings to command‖
(Nietzsche, Ecce Homo (EH) 9). ―The aspiration to Heaven and the
commitment to Hell‖ is the second part of Stull‘s argument which specifically explains Faustus‘ tragic failure and can be recognized as the
main reason of the final failure of Marlowe‘s and Shakespeare‘s tragic
characters. ―The commitment to Hell‖ as I believe is the overinvolvement of these tragic heroes in active pragmatism or excessive
rational activities which are the extremism leading to tragic downfall.
While the motifs of the quest for the ―higher self‖ in these Renaissance tragedies generally reveal an outward, pragmatic approach, Hamlet manifests a shift of emphasis to an inward journey of
self-transcendence. While destructive actions and pragmatic materialism are the means of attaining transcendence with a catastrophic
failure, Hamlet introduces inwardness as a foil approach which has
the capability to make the hero approximate to the lost grandeur.
Hamlet is the first Renaissance dramatic hero who undermines the
outside world and takes it only as appearance: ―But I have that within
which passes show / These but the trappings and the suits of woe‖
(Shakespeare, Hamlet I.2.85-6, italics mine).10 Unlike his contemporary characters, Hamlet even asserts that action destroys the essence: ―For use almost can change the stamp of nature‖ (III.4.169).
The epochal positive change from enactment to repression defines Hamlet‘s delay and signifies the regressive progression of the
quest from outward action to inwardness and inaction in Western
tragedy. Considering the motif of self-construction, Bloom also emphasizes Hamlet‘s transcendent ―inwardness‖ as a way of constructing identity or ―the internalization of self before anyone else was ready
for it‖ (Bloom 429). Oscillating between thinking ―too precisely‖
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(Shakespeare, Hamlet IV.4.41) or madness, Hamlet enters the Dionysian world of ―bestial oblivion‖ (IV.4.40) following what he was challenging as the possibility of ―transformation‖ (II.1.5). Hamlet‘s Dionysian inward approach then verifies Nietzsche‘s idea about the impracticality of consciousness as a means for self-realization. Hamlet‘s constructive transition to doubt and incapacity is the result of his recognition of conscience as disabling and corrupt. He then believes in the
impracticality of consciousness and finally switches to Dionysian
madness. Hegel‘s symbolic concept of an old mole that cannot live on
the earth describes Hamlet‘s dissatisfaction with consciousness as a
means to transcend his self. As an old mole who tunnels through
earth toward the light, Hamlet tunnels from his consciousness toward
feign madness. He switches to Dionysian self-forgetfulness and freedom from blocking world of reason.
According to Nietzsche, it is Hamlet‘s Dionysian faculty and
nausea which inhibit action and let him look through the essence of
things. Nietzsche asserts that through the ecstasy of the Dionysian
state Hamlet is separated from the phenomenal world and becomes
repellent of action: ―action needs veils of illusion: that is the doctrine of
Hamlet, not the cheap wisdom of Jack the dreamer who reflects too
much and as it were, from an excess of possibilities does not get
around to action. Not reflection, no true knowledge, an insight into the
horrible truth, that outweighs any motive for action‖ (Nietzsche, Birth
of Tragedy 39). Hamlet‘s final announcement of the lost grandeur at
the grave scene demonstrates the relative success of Hamlet‘s Dionysian approach which has made a shield of oblivion from the threats
of the phenomenal world: ―This is I / Hamlet the Dane‖ (Shakespeare,
Hamlet V.1.252).
Rayner also refers to Hamlet‘s final success obtained through an
inward inaction. He refers to Calderwood‘s close analysis of action
and consciousness and argues that, ―Hamlet begins in an act of
mourning‖ and adds that ―such mourning is a positive act based upon
an absence, leading toward the creation of an identity as a symbol‖
(Rayner 111).Unlike other tragic characters who like Lear or Macbeth
even confess their failure either implicitly or explicitly, Hamlet declares
his regained lost identity in his victorious shout. Hamlet is victorious at
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the end of his Dionysian madness for other reasons as well. The
throne is again back to Hamlet that was excluded from him by his
mother as he is buried like a king. He is successful in fulfilling his vocation in putting right what has been wrong bringing the true essence
back both to himself, other characters, and Elsinore. In one word, his
duty is performed. The rest is then Hamlet‘s final spiritual rest or his
spiritual fulfillment of transcendence as Horatio also addresses the
hero at the end of the play. Within this context, Hamlet‘s imaginative
inaction finally leads him to claim the lost sublime identity in contrast
to the catastrophic downfall of his contemporary tragic characters.
When action cannot resolve the crises, Hamlet clings to the other
option left for him that is inaction―a strategy that as Lacan once mentions is unique to modern heroes.
Hamlet‘s inward model of the quest is then contagious to the
modern dramatic characters and becomes the pole of transition between early modern and modern tragic characters. In this context,
Hamlet becomes the first Romantic tragic hero and the shift of emphasis from outward action to inward world of vision is transferred to
other dramatists like Ibsen and Chekhov.
The transition from the external world to the inward world of spirit
in the way of the quest for the higher self is manifest in Ibsen‘s Peer
Gynt when the hero refers to the transference of the ―once redeemed‖
―uncreated spirit‖ ―from banks of flesh to banks of spirit‖ (92-3). In a
similar vein, Brand refers to the inward world as the specific approach
which makes him be born again: ―Within, within that is my call/ That is
the way I must venture‘ that is my path/ There shall the vulture of the
will be slain/ And there shall the new Adam at last be born again (Ibsen, Brand 114-15). In relation to this context, Ibsen‘s three dramatic
periods demonstrate a major dominant line of internal struggle where
the spirit, ill at ease in material surroundings, tries to find its true
home. The romantic motif of freedom and idealism underlies the central challenge of the characters from Ibsen‘s early dramatic poems to
his final symbolic dramas. Even in social and realistic phases of Ibsen‘s dramas where the action is for the most part concerned with
men‘s deeds and outward lives in connection with society and the
world, the ideal of personal honour still appears as the underlying
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motif of the drama based on the characters‘ internal arena of conflict
for a higher self. Although with The Pillars of Society Ibsen‘s style
demonstrates emancipation from the thrall of romanticism, the motif of
the ideal personal honour reveals the underlying liberating Dionysian
spirit of manifesting the ―sovereign individual.‖
Ibsen‘s third dramatic phase is however the culmination of the
liberating Dionysian spirit where the symbols like the wild duck, the
mill race, the tower, or the open sea are but the external tokens of
something inward suggesting a world where the spirit, ill at ease in
material surroundings, will find its home. In When we Dead Awaken,
Irene explicitly refers both to the need for self-transcendence and the
inward approach of attaining it: I must! I must! Thus bids me a voice /
In the depth of my soul and I will follow it / Strength have I and courage for something better / For something higher, than this life (Ibsen
III, 551, italics mine).
The mystery of Ibsen‘s tragic world is then unraveled under the
romantic characteristic of the unique self which needs to be transformed to the unimagined splendor through Dionysian rapture and the
release of energy and reminds mystic principle of self annihilation.
Ibsen‘s Dionysian characters demonstrate full ecstatic dissolution
through madness and drunkenness as the entrance door of Dionysius. Such dissolution offers an occasion when the reason fails. In Peer
Gynt, Peer thus delightfully celebrates his farewell to the world of
reason and enters to a self-annihilating realm: ―Reason is dead and
gone: long live Peer Gynt!‖ (IV, 227) Elsewhere, Ibsen beautifully
demonstrates the powerful role of fantasy and imagination in selfforgetfulness: ―Little peer and I sat at home together / We knew of no
better remedy than forgetting/ One person uses liquor, another tries
illusion / Oh yes, so we used fairy tales / Of princes and trolls and all
kinds of creatures‖ (II ,ii).
Although the manifestation of the higher self is transitory and the
imaginative world of the dream is often shattered by the reality of the
phenomenal world, based on Nietzsche‘s idea, the interpretation of
the dreams leads the tragic character to the ultimate truth, heals and
protects the ill spirit. Ibsen‘s Brand is then the starting point of his
other dramas in reshaping and realizing the self within the protective
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Apollonian world of the dreams. Moreover, if breaking down the
boundaries of the superficial self leads to complete dissolution of the
ego, it can be still considered as a victory since it offers a rise from the
mundane phenomenal world.The ethical teaching of Ibsen‘s great
dramas as Jacobs believes makes the characters who lack perfection
rise above the mundane considerations of society, paying a paltry
price for it. She finally asserts that ―if the attainment of this (selfperfection), though the price of attainment of this thing be a sacrifice
of life itself, is a victory rather than a defeat, a triumph rather than a
tragedy‖ (Jacobs 430).
What the Button Moulder announces as his motto is generally
the incarnation of the motif of self-annihilation Ibsen explicitly introduces in Peer Gynt: ―To be oneself is to slay oneself‖ (V. viii). The
central mystic motif of self-annihilation and self-transcendence in Ibsen‘s dramas appears in the notion of death and rebirth as Durbach
asserts: ―The desire for spiritual transformation, for resurrection from
the sleep of death into a state of Ednic perfection, finds expression in
nearly all of Ibsen‘s plays. A paradise regained through the artifacts of
the artistic imagination.‖ He adds that: ―The essential self can discover
its analogue in the epiphany of natural supernaturalism‖ (Durbach:
1982 16).This motif also reflects itself in Peer‘s symbolic attempt in his
baptismal cleansing which leads him to ascend or ―go up‖: ―I‘ll wash
myself clean / In a bath of scouring wind! / I‘ll go up, and plunge right
in / To that bright baptismal font! (II, 291).The manifestation of selftranscendence through self-annihilation represents itself in When we
Dead Awaken where the heroes reach the height of their tower only
when they pass through the tunnel of mists and frost symbolically
connoting self-abolishment.
This triumphant passage from the mundane world to the infinite
world of imagination and annihilation gives the characters a sense of
fullness in Ibsen‘s dramas. Reviewing Ibsen‘s Rosmersholm, Northam
analyzes the constructive role of discarding the outward world in offering the manifestation of self-recognition. He then refers to Beckett‘s
Waiting for Godot as another example of sever detachment which
leads to approximating the sense of fullness. His analytic study verifies the basic argument of this study which deals with the regressive
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progression of Western tragedy regarding the underlying motif of selffulfilment. He argues that unlike Shakespeare‘s situation demonstrated in The Tempest, the lavish exaltations of the primitive life of Ibsen‘s
Rosmersholm and the renounced world of Beckett‟s Waiting for Godot
indicate that ―the characters endlessly try to restore a sense of fullness out of their own creative moral imagination.‖ He then explains
the world as ―the reversed and reduced form of Shakespearean world‖
(197). Here, Northam concludes that the attainment of self-fulfilment is
possible but not in life: ―Not, at least, in life.Thus where Shakespeare‘s play ends with a return from the isolation of the island to
society, Ibsen‘s ends with departure from society into the ultimate
isolation of an intensely private death. Only there can Rosmer and
Rebekka achieve the essential union of their different virtues, the
traditional and the individual‖ (Northam 198, italics mine).
Ibsen‘s dramatic symbolism, lyricism, and the arena of inwardness, act like Chekhov‘s overall pattern in conveying the romantic
Dionysian spirit of self-forgetfulness and self-transcendence. Similar
to Ibsen‘s dramatic world, imaginative inwardness is then the overall
pattern of the quest in Chekhov‘s dramas. Chekhov‘s dramatic characters reflect Hamlet‘s Dionysian transition from outward action to
inwardness. In Sokolyansky‘s words Hamlet‘s ―interior conflict‖ is a
common feature shared between Hamlet and modern figures specifically Chekhovian characters. He refers to Russian Hamletism to describe special modern phenomenon which is particular in its ―romantic
interiority with the incapability of action‖ (103).
A more inclusive range of Hamletism is also manifest in other
modern dramatists in modes of Chekhovian, Pirandellian, Shavian,
Odestian, Brechtian, Becketian and so on. In The Sea Gull, Treplefe
summarizes Chekhov‘s overall pattern of the quest selected by his
characters: ―…Living characters! I must show life not as it is, but as it
appears in my dreams‖(Chekhov, Sea Gull 416). In The Three Sisters,
Irena explicitly demonstrates what is ideally missing in the life they
have: ―I must try and find another position, what I wanted so, what I
dreamed of, is what‘s exactly not there. Work without poetry… I can‘t,
I am tired‖ (Chekhov, Three Sisters II, 170). What Irena refers to as
poetry in the life remarkably reflects the imaginative feature of life for
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transcendence. Influenced by inwardness of ‗Hamletism‘ and the general romantic spirit of freedom in nineteenth century, Chekhov‘s characters reflect Nietzsche‘s idea of tragic heroes who are like Hamlet
obsessed with delving deep into their own inwardness. Chekhov‘s
characters obviously disregard the phenomenal world and create their
own imaginative world of dream and fantasy. The powerful dream of
going to Moscow completely takes Irena from the phenomenal world
in The Three Sisters: ―Oh my Lord God, I dream of Moscow every
night, I am like someone completely possessed…‖ (II, 170).
The specific approach that Chekhov‘s characters demonstrate is
an endless delving within themselves which is positively considered
as a ‗mystic‘ movement. Along with the inward approach of Chekhovian characters, there is a specific kind of lyricism and symbolism which
breathe a Dionysian spirit into the body of Chekhov‘s dramas and
make the characters meet a manifestation of their wished-for higher
self in the transitory world of dream and imagination. Lucas also sees
the visionary realm as a means to satisfy the self in Chekhov‘s characters. He considers Chekhov‘s plays as ―the evocation of a visionary
realm in which the longing of the self may be satisfied in all four of the
plays‖ (Lucas 37). The role of the imaginative world in restoring the
wished-for higher self is reminiscent of Jacque Lacan‘s theory of ―the
mirror stage‖ in the formation of the identity where the characters
create an ideal other in their dream world to which they sacrifice
themselves. Such an idealizing transference is the manifestation of
Dionysian self-forgetfulness and Apollonian healing power of the
dream.
Modern dramatic characters then demonstrate an inward journey
for self-transcendence wounded by the physical reality caused by
incurable stress concerning life and existence.The modern domain of
the search are then imaginative creativity, hallucinations, illusions and
dreams. Modern drama is the reflexion of a metaphorical journey into
the transcendent self. It is the excavation into the very depth of the
self to regain the the real existence. The regressive journey is from
the outside world to the world of solitude and death in order to meet
the spiritual liberty and the individual soul. Within this context, Chekhov‘s characters demonstrate a kind of imaginative inaction which
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links them to Beckettian characters of the Absurd Theatre in their
―eventful immobility, or movement around a still center‖ as Gilman
remarks.
Ibsen‘s Brand and Peer Gynt are also reminiscent of the introspective fantasy world of the Absurd theatres where the action shifts
from the external world into the protagonists‘ dreams of fantasies.
Ibsen‘s influence on such unlikely forms as Absurd theatre emanates
from the bidirectional influence of Ibsen and Beckett concerning the
paradoxical notion of death and rebirth. Durbach explores the idea of
selfhood in Peer Gynt as a test case and finally implies that the attempt towards self rebirth is a recreating process possible only
through death that is also manifest in Beckett‘s works (Durbach: 2006
396-401.
Although the introspective dream-like world of the Absurdists
immediately echoes the inner vision and the fantasy-stricken characters of Ibsen‘s and Chekhov‘s dramas, Hamlet is the first Western
dramatic character who grows the seed of Dionysian illusion for the
achievement of the lost higher self. Therefore, the seemingly absurd
notion of inaction of the Absurd dramas is reminiscent of the Dionysian inwardness of Hamlet empowered and emphasized by the imaginative world of nineteenth century dramas. Within this context, while
the outward, active pragmatism of the Renaissance tragic quest ends
in complete failure, the romantic arena of Dionysian inwardness, introduced by Hamlet and followed by Ibsen‘s and Chekhov‘s characters, demonstrates a course of development that despite being regressive, inactive, and inward in its overall pattern, is progressive
considering the approximation to the higher self.
Hamlet offers a new interpretation of the Absurd Theatre. In
―Self-commenting drama of our times,‖ Rao invites the readers to look
at the contemporary dramas like those of Beckett, Pinter, and Stoppard in another viable way rather than to regard them as absurd. To
do so, he refers to Raynold‘s interpretation of Polonius‘ advice to his
son when he says: ―by indirections find directions out‖ as a ―fresh
approach to reality which is different from realism.‖ Within this context,
Rao then asserts that Polonius‘ advice ―unconsciously defines Hamlet‘s technique as well as that of contemporary self-commenting dra-

44 / Bahee Hadaegh

ma. Hamlet uses indirections most of the time in the play, because to
his contemplative mind reality is not fixed.‖ He adds: ―Contemporary
man experiences Hamlet‘s uncertainty in the face of reality. The supreme example of Hamlet‘s indirection is the use of illusion to find out
reality‖ (Rao 225, italics mine). He finally concludes that it is possible
to reinterpret the so- called void, silence and nothingness of the Absurd dramas positively based on Hamlet‘s specific technique of indirection which as he believes rejects the idea of absurdity and uplifts
them from the usual approach of seeing the truth to discovering it.
Followed by the relative success of nineteenth century dramatic
characters in their inward imaginative way of the quest, the Absurd
characters try to negate themselves through complete detachment
and inaction in order to be safe from the destructive alluring of the
outside world which shatters the manifestation of the higher self. They
try to approximate to the point of zero in order to start a new beginning. The point of Zero is an absolute, inexhaustible, fascinating poverty that is the only wealth for the Absurd characters where they return into proximity to the essence of being. Based on Nietzsche‘s
idea, the detaching, reductive attempts of the Absurd characters can
be interpreted as the atrophying vocation which makes them able to
approximate the innermost heart of things that is for them the essential being. What Vladimir advises Estragon can be considered as the
symbolic motto of discarding the outward world and reducing to the
very essence: ―Boots must be taken off every day. I‘m tired telling you
that. Why don‘t you listen to me?‖ (Beckett, Waiting 371).
The characters of the Absurd Theater successfully manifest the
approximation to a higher self recognition through perfect selfrenunciation. The focus changes from discarding the material world to
self-renunciation where the blocking element appears to be the body
itself: ―There‘s man all over for you, blaming on his boots the faults of
his feet‖ (372). The diminishing means of the quest reveals itself in
the clown-like features projected in ragged dress, tight coats, short
pants and even the abbreviated names of the tramps in Waiting for
Godot.
The concept of waiting is itself a reductive means. Ghosh indicates that the act of waiting ― can have as consequence a consumma-
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tion that provides a clear understanding of the self and its relation to
the situation―a state of being-free from the morbid transition of matter‖ (Ghosh 308). That is why after the consummative act of waiting, a
new birth appears as Vladimir announces that the tree is sprouting
immediately after his delightful explanation about waiting: Wait …we
embraced…we were happy…happy…what do we do now that we‘re
happy…go on waiting…waiting…let me think…it‘s coming…go on
waiting…now that we‘re happy…let me see…ah! The tree! (Becket,
Waiting 439).
Sever self-reduction and discarding the phenomenal world in
Beckett‘s dramas can be considered as the continuation of Nietzsche‘s directionality towards Dionysian self-exploration. It is not
unwise to claim that the self-imposed suffering and pain of Beckett‘s
characters reminds Nietzsche‘s idea of wanderings over and through
the mountains and valleys of Primal Pain to approximate the Primal
Unity. It is also reminiscent of Nietzsche‘s doctrine of tragic suffering
which leads to the final recognition of the tragic hero. The way Beckett‘s characters try to mutilate themselves in order to minimize their
access to the phenomenal world, reflects Nietzsche‘s constructive
mystery of tragic suffering in the way of attaining the sovereign individuality. Relating to this idea, Coe states that: ―Beckett‘s characters
allow themselves to be mutilated, becoming armless, legless, featureless, in an effort to approximate to their quintessential „selves‟‖ He
adds that ―they try to die, and dying, strive to detach their „selves‟ from
the unhappy accident of incarnation, hoping thereby to redeem at last
the catastrophe of spatial and temporal identity only to discover that
their „personality‟ against all the odd survives‖ (Coe 34, italics mine).
The developmental course of descent then follows the suspension of the phenomenal world through Dionysian self-forgetfulness
offered by the imaginative world of nineteenth century drama. Such an
ascending descent culminates in complete abolishment of the physical faculties in the Absurd Theatre as a means to manifest the essential, inner self. This kind of manifestation reflects Hoffman‘s general
view about the modern self in the obsessive inclination towards the
reduction which ends in immortality and self-assertion. The Dionysian
attempts of cherishing the physical life is manifest in Beckett‘s charac-
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ters who endeavour to detach themselves from the world of flesh that
is similar to the mystic notion of the abolishment of physical life to
attain self-transcendence. Mobility is explicitly rejected when Hamm
condemns Clov to pollute the air while he moves a little in The Endgame: ―you pollute the air‖ (Beckett, Endgame I,i). In The Happy Days
Winnie also sees the ultimate happiness in destruction of physicality:
―and if for some strange reason no further pains are possible, why
then just close the eyes (she does so) and wait for the day to comethe happy day to come when flesh melts at so many hundred hours‖
(Beckett, Happy Days II). Berensmeyer‘s review of mystic tradition
links mystic view of disregarding physicality to Beckett‘s denigrating
references to physical organs as signs of mystic illumination: ―Perhaps, the denigrating references in Beckett to the ‗eye of flesh,‘ even
‗this filthy eye of flesh,‘ eyes that are safer closed, like those of protagonists in Film―because then they can open themselves to an inner light, an „illumination‟ that would abolish all ‗trace‘ of exterior ‗always the same place‘ to self-assertion‖ (Berensmeyer 487).2
Beckett‘s characters finally demonstrate a state of spiritual rest
which foreshadows Nietzsche‘s attainment of the primal unity and
reminds mystic manifestation of the ultimate whole that is as Cornwell
describes the transference from ―the first zone to the third zone‖ in a
releasing process of ―progression―or regression‖ from the external
reality (Cornwell 44). Willie implicitly refers to her spiritual bliss at the
end of her self-abolishing attempts: ―Though I say not / What I may
not / Let you hear / Yet the swaying / Dance is saying.‖ Parallel to the
mystic idea of ‗annihilation and rebirth‘ and Nietzsche‘s idea of primal
state, Beckett‘s heroes attempt to reverse the process of birth and
speed their return to the state of pre-conscious non-being which indicates the spiritual satisfaction of the self.
Having been transferred, the heroes enter to a peaceful state
which is the ―lost Eden‖ as Cornwell exhibits. This lost Eden then is
the genuine being that Beckett‘s characters have lost. In line with
Nietzsche‘s idea of suffering and rebirth which is also reminiscent of
the mystic idea of self-mortification and rebirth, Robinson also asserts
that in Beckett‘s world, the lost paradise is the hidden reality of the
self they have lost at birth. He states that, ―They [the characters] con-
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nected suffering to the paradise that had been lost at birth and sought
to suffer more for in those moments when the mortal microcosm is
open to the suffering of being it is most deeply aware of its existence
and perhaps closer to the hidden reality of the self‖ (Robinson 290).
The paradoxical notion of self-confinement and self-realization
also appears in Pinter‘s dramas. In The Room, Rose unravels the
secret of her room in its capability to make her know herself: ―You
know where you are […] you have got the chance in a place like this.‖
She implies that self-recognition happens while she is detached from
the outside world. Similar to Rose‘s idea, in A Slight, Ache Edward
indicates: ―Sometimes, of course, I would take shelter, shelter to compose myself.‖ Self-composition is then possible through utterly selfconfinement by Pinter‘s characters. The characters‘ narcissistic attempts at delving deeply at themselves are searching for identity in
Pinter‘s characters. Closely related to self-confining attempts, Almond
refers to the paradoxical idea of emptiness and fullness in Pinter‘s
The Birthday Party: ―The Eckhartian soul we will recall is ‗empty of self
and freed from the knowledge of objects, emptied to prepare a space
for the birth of the word in the ground of the soul.‘ The Birthday Party
is the story of such birth―the story of the ‗emptying of a human being‘
(Pinter, A Slight Ache 184)‖. Within this context, at the end of this play,
the hero is promised to find relief which follows his self-annihilation:
―Someone is coming in a van today to cart you away―to cart you
away! When the knock on the door finally comes, you will not run but
will welcome it with relief‖ (Pinter, Birhtday 86).
The final silence of The Caretaker also implies the hero‘s final
annihilation similar to the long silence which occurs in the final scene
of The Room. Here, Rose is finally annihilated and discovers her lost
transcendent self which is manifest in her actual name Sal symbolizing salvation. This kind of ending where the characters demonstrate
spiritual relief is reminiscent of the state of rapturous ecstasy and
rebirth that according to Nietzsche and mystic notion occur after selfannihilation.
The ultimate state of such spiritual peace then indicates the approximation of the characters to the wished-for self-transcendence
which approves the triumphant negative self-assertion of the Absurd

48 / Bahee Hadaegh

dramatic characters. Such a victory then verifies the idea of regressive progression in the developmental process of Western tragedy
from anxious disappointment of the Renaissance tragic characters to
the spiritual peace of the Absurd anti-heroes.
Bahee Hadaegh1
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Ritual and the Conversion of History: T.S.
Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral and Wole
Soyinka’s A Dance of the Forests
The centrality of most myth-informed criticism hinges on the exploration of the universality of literature and its conveyance of what
Carl Jung calls ―the collective unconscious‖. For myth critics like Maud
Bodkin and Northrop Frye, the question of time or better still, history,
is inconsequential since mythopoetic experiences generally reveal
myths as timeless or eternal. But the probing issue about T.S. Eliot in
Murder in the Cathedral and Wole Soyinka in A Dance of the Forests
is their attempt to convert historical circumstances through the enactment of ritual in order to create societies freed from the archetypal
burdens of tyranny, corruption and moral decadence. Both playwrights
reveal history as a system of repetitive patterns of human experience
expressed in myths or religions and literature, as well as a scheme in
which the present and the future can be purged of the extremes of the
past through a conscious retrieval and acquiescence of spiritual patterns. Although spiritual experience everywhere and epoch are similar, attracting diverse concerns, T.S. Eliot and Wole Soyinka are however specifically connected by their interest in addressing archetypal
patterns in history and in the enactment of ritual as a pattern of expiation and reconciliation with spiritual essence.
Reading Eliot‘s Murder in the Cathedral and Soyinka‘s A Dance
of the Forests one finds examples of ritual drama which involve the
commingling of the spiritual universe with the physical by which
means the pragmatic and the utilitarian functions of its spirituality are
attainable. Both playwrights express the worry that Europe and Africa
are losing contact with traditional beliefs. They therefore, demonstrate
constant desire to attain a more permanent and reliable spiritual reality that determines the pulse and patterns of every day life through the
enactment of ritual and the expression of the spiritual cosmology, its
symbols and myths. D.D. Harrison says of rituals:
It is a process by which man can have direct access to the gods or spirits; a
powerful social vehicle which publicly confirms social values…. It is tran-
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scendental in that it transforms through spirit possession, the earthly to the
spiritual and thus reaffirms the relation of man to the gods (55).

In describing the process of rituals as in the quotation above,
Harrison reveals a close link between ritual and myth. In a similar
analysis, Isidore Okpweho also thinks that ritual and myth are two
sides of the same coin:
myths are oral narratives which explain the essences and the sequence of
ritual performances thereby preserving the memory of these for posterity, as
such myths are second to rituals in terms of evolution…myths consist of explanations of rituals and not rituals from myths (45).

On his part, Ossie Enekwe says in Ibo Masks:
The Oneness of Ritual and the Theatre moves away from Harrison‘s and
Opweho‘s description of the process of ritual and its relation to myths by explaining their functions. To him, ―ritual provides information, reduces anxiety
by making people know that what has been, has been affected or will be fulfilled…. Rituals bring a certain reality into being‖ (25).

Eliot‘s Murder in the Cathedral as ritual drama can be estimated
in terms of Harrison‘s description above, of the process of transformation from the earthly to the spiritual as a means of reaffirming the
relation between man and God. The process of Beckett‘s martyrdom
takes a ritualistic pattern from his conflict with King Henry, his return
from France to Canterbury, his temptations, his self-realisation, his
Christmas sermon, the procession by the priests as a premonition of
the paradoxical death of a martyr and the birth of a saint.
On the other hand, the bedrock of African drama is ritual. In
Wole Soyinka‘s A Dance of the Forests, we find in a complex Yuroba
mythopoesis, how rituals imbued in festivals and ceremonies like initiations take the pattern of spirit possession, dances, tragic and comic
masquerades, songs and overall narratives. Although the whole
scheme of the dance in the play is the ceremony of expiation as a
prelude to the ushering in of the new nation, Nigeria, ritual is enacted
at three levels–the confession of guilt by the mortals (Demoke, Rola
and Adenebi), the questioning of the dead pair and the dance of the
half-child.
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The idea however, is not just to explain the mythical implications
of rituals but to demonstrate why rituals become an important element
for historical reconstruction in the world of T.S. Eliot and Wole Soyinka. There is a further attempt to investigate the role of time as one of
the conceptual issues that reveal what Emmanuel Chukuwudi Eze
describes as the relationships between ―writing, time, memory and
history‖ (25).
Eliot‘s Murder in the Cathedral was written for the Canterbury
festival in 1935 and like Greek drama, its theme and form are rooted
in religion, ritual purgation and renewal of faith in a modern civilisation
that was falling apart because spirituality which is the nexus of human
existence had been ignored in favour of scientific, technological and
intellectual advancement. The play thus is an evocation of the historical conflict between King Henry and Thomas Becket in Christian history in 1170. For Eliot, the first three decades of the twentieth century
were characterised by some sort of a repetitive historical pattern reminiscent of 1170 which experienced tyranny, terror, misappropriation,
corruption, treachery and murder under the reign of Henry. From the
Christian worldview, Eliot through his main character, the Archbishop
Thomas Becket, introduces ritual as a means of purging the early
twentieth century decadence in Europe through a series of temptations, the Christmas sermon, the procession by the priests and the
attack and murder of Becket. The series of ritualistic incidents become
the process by which Becket‘s conscience is tested and shown to
triumph over history, worldly ambitions and self-willed martyrdom.
Becket‘s transition to martyrdom reflects the ordeals of the magi in
―Journey of the Magi.‖ As in Murder in the Cathedral, Eliot, according
to William Skaff, adopts in the poem a ―dramatic mask‖ to reveal his
own struggles with belief suggesting his real ―religious position in
1927‖ (421).
In Africa, colonial, and most importantly, postcolonial writers
aimed at denouncing corruption, repression, despotism, misery,
alongside the projection of traditional African values. Thus, Soyinka‘s
A Dance of the Forests for example, was produced in 1960 as part of
the celebrations of Nigerian independence. Soyinka‘s intention was to
conceive an important event which brings certain mortals, their histor-
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ical prototypes and the spiritual forces of the clan in confrontation with
one other in a scheme he called ―The Gathering of the Tribes‖. By
exploring the horrors of man‘s destructive past, Soyinka aimed at
creating an awareness of man‘s irrational course fraught with suffering, pain, violence, treachery, corruption, barbarism, prostitution, tyranny and hypocrisy. The ―Gathering of the Tribes‖ therefore, was thus
conceived to provide an opportunity for stock taking, self-examination,
self-confession and possible self-regeneration, and to forge a new
vision founded on honesty, truth and goodwill. In the opinion of Glenn
O. Odom, A Dance of the Forests is Soyinka‘s ―peculiarly selfconscious metatheatrical deployment of time‖ (205).
Written disparately in different regions, from different cultural
perspectives, and in two different eras – the early twentieth century
and the mid twentieth century - Eliot and Soyinka respectively, reveal
that in the core of the human society irrespective of time and space,
the old political order is still very much in place. The worlds in the two
plays are set asunder as a result of the exigencies of tyrants: King
Henry in Eliot‘s Murder in the Cathedral and Mata Karibu in Soyinka‘s
A Dance of the Forests. The impact of tyranny, corruption and oppression place their ugly burdens on the masses that are steeped in
the general suffering, hopelessness and despair like the Chorus of
Canterbury women in Murder in the Cathedral and the ―ants‖ in A
Dance of the Forests.
In Murder in the Cathedral, Eliot presents the temporal world of
European civilisation characterised by spiritual death, hollowness, and
decadence which we find in King Henry, the Tempters and the
Knights and which is revealed in a series of characters‘ utterances,
thus creating an overall basic framework of flashbacks that take the
audience to the past. The murder of the Arch Bishop masterminded
by King Henry is the peak of such decadence and Eliot uses the opportunity to remind the early twentieth century man that because of
the absence of conscience and greed the world was taking a sharp
turn for the worst especially, the catastrophe unleashed by the First
and the Second World Wars. He saw in the modern man a need for
redemption which was attainable through the process of ritual martyrdom that Beckett passes through to achieve sainthood or to attain
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spiritual reunion with God. While philosophers like Karl Jaspers, Martin Heidegger, and Jean-Paul Sartre, in the face of the gruesome human experience, cajoled the world with philosophies which preached
the non-existence of God and the need for humanity to depend on its
own resourcefulness for salvation, Eliot saw a continual need for belief and salvation through mythical orders. In the opinion of Maud
Ellmann,
The element of myth in his [Eliot‘s] art is not so much a creative method, a
resumption of the role of mythic poet, as it is an intellectual strategy, a device for gaining perspective on himself and on his myth-forsaken time (621).

Therefore, Eliot‘s employment of myth is not simply an allusive or
a metaphorical method, but rather an attempt to communicate his own
ideas to established external order for the chaos he presents of the
modern world. He draws from the ideas existing in the collective unconscious which compose of myth, and from the human condition,
reiterating the whole question of life and death, degeneration, death
and decay, purgation, purification and rebirth, destruction and recreation.
Wole Soyinka on his part sees Nigerian future (a cosmogony of
the African future) as corrupt and bleak with the same things being
repeated. It is as though Soyinka perceives the whole of African history in the crushing powerful image of misery from the dark past to the
present and towards the future. As Roscoe Adrian writes in Mother is
Gold: A Study in West African Literature: ―men treated each other
appallingly in the past; they treat each other appallingly in the present,
they will treat each other appallingly in the future‖ (224). By this he is
commenting on Soyinka‘s prophesies of the past, present and future
as seen in the court of Mata Kharibu eight centuries before the ―Gathering of the Tribes‖, the celebration of Nigerian independence and of
the prophesy of the half-child: ―I will be born dead.‖ Thus, Soyinka
concedes to an ingenious use of the flashback technique to project a
comparative view of the past and the present and to explore the consciences of his characters past and present to draw on his philosophy
of the future evident in the prophesy of the half-child which can only
be thwarted by a ritualistic purgation of consciences to attain spiritual
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oneness with the gods of the tribe and to establish a much recommended existential order.
Like Demoke in A Dance of the Forests, Becket‘s suffering,
temptation, repentance, death and martyrdom is an illustration of the
Christian concept of spiritual atonement, a way of regaining cognition
with the supreme, and purging the modern European society of its
spiritual crises. His stereotypic ritual takes the pattern of Christ‘s own
life, suffering and death, and for Eliot like for the entire Christian civilisation that is the pattern that ought to be adopted to attain spiritual
stasis, a pattern which must be perceived from an intellectual perspective. Eliot says in Christianity and Culture that "we must treat
Christianity with a great deal more intellectual respect." Eliot implies
here that Christianity is not treated with much intellectual respect even
by Christians themselves. He also says that Christianity should be
treated as "a matter primarily of thought and not of feeling" (6). There
is a great conflict between human and divine power, a strong central
character and a number of complicated spiritual issues to be found in
Becket‘s death. Eliot's use of verse and the ability to invest a past
historical event with modern issues and themes is also linked with the
ways in which lay persons react to the intrusion of the supernatural in
their daily lives. Murder in the Cathedral is thus a Christian tragedy, a
tragedy of revenge as well as that of the sin of pride; it is also a modern miracle play on the martyrdom of Thomas Becket. The most striking feature of Murder in the Cathedral, his most successful play, is the
use of a chorus in the traditional Greek manner to make apprehensible to common humanity the meaning of the heroic action. At his most
devout, Eliot sees religion instrumentally―not as Plato's "Noble Lie,"
but as a sort of "Noble Truth," instilled in the simple people so that the
society may continue to believe in a delicate, ironic, and aesthetic
way. In the circumstance of misjudged irony we find satisfaction in his
religion and encounter spirituality which is so crippled by its selfconsciousness that one starts wondering the dramatist‘s understanding of faith which as Tony Sharpe reveals caused his wife, Vivien
Haigh-Wood, to oppose his conversion and this added to their marital
problems (116).
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Similarly, Wole Soyinka demonstrates the yearning to move out
of the anathema of socio-cosmological fragmentation to assume a
religious proportion which expresses the strength, validity and beauty
of African life and culture through ritual enactment. To him, ritual can
be considered as a symbolic expression of actual social relations,
status and the role of the individual in the society attained through a
kind of cyclic trinity. The cyclic trinity involves the union between the
dead (spirit) the living (human) and the unborn. All three exist alongside and make a part of each other‘s existence. Soyinka explores this
detail in A Dance of the Forests with the return of the dead pair, the
humans and the half-child. A Dance of the Forests justifies the place
of excellence for communion between the dead, the spirits and the
mortals. The dance itself is a ritual which underscores the interplay
between the spiritual and the ordinary existence. Aroni, the Forest
Head‘s spokesman in A Dance of the Forests, directly interacts with
the gods and becomes a liaison between the ancestors, the spirits
and the mortals as well as history, the present and the future. The aim
of Aroni‘s transformation is to destroy evil–selfishness, greed, excessive power, etc. which Mata Kharibu embodies. Gerald Moore explains that the men and gods are conscious of a ―primeval severance‖
lying between them and both constantly strive to bridge it by means of
ritual. As Moore states, the gods to whom appeals are made through
sacrifice and ceremonies of appeasement are not indifferent and aloof
as is the Christian God in Beckett‘s Murder in the Cathedral but are
themselves filled with the ―anguish‖ of that severance and continual
yearning towards reunification with men (37).
Soyinka‘s A Dance of the Forests is a complex fusion of Yuroba
festivals and traditions with the African spiritual cosmology. In this
play the author uses Yuroba myth, especially the myth of Abiku child
as an embodiment of Soyinka‘s belief that the newborn nation, Nigeria, like the wanderer child is born with death in the soul. The child
that has to be born has to be welcome in a special ceremony after he
is a few days old and only then is he properly a member of this world.
That is why the dance of the half-child is as obscure as the future
itself:
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Feel this dread,
Feel this dread,
I who flee from womb
To branded womb, cry it now
I‘ll be born dead
I‘ll be born dead (A Dance…74)

Thus, Soyinka uses the Abiku motif not only to show the fate of
Africa wedged in a bondage imposed by the exigencies of greed,
tyranny, corruption and prostitution. The playwright envisioned a ―New
Africa‖ that would escape its colonial past by grafting the technical
advances of the present onto the stock of its own ancient traditions.
Aspects of the native life were to be reformulated to integrate elements of the recent history to form a solid foundation for the future.
The recourse to ritual dramaturgy by Eliot and Soyinka is opposed to Marxists anarcho-communists and critics who see social
evolution in terms of science, reason and objectivity. They demonstrate Paul Fyeraband‘s argument in Against Method that ―there is no
idea however ancient and absurd that is not capable of improving our
knowledge‖ (12). Seen from the perspective of Friederich Hegel‘s the
―Zeigtung‖ or ―world spirit‖ which is the dominant force determining
revolution in the world, Eliot and Soyinka use rituals and myths in their
plays to reveal a spiritual vision and establish a stasis fundamental for
the improvement of the present and the future. Thus, Murder in the
Cathedral, set in the cathedral, reveals the indelible sin of pride which
is responsible for the conflict between the worldly and spiritual forces
and its traumatic effects on the masses. A Dance of the Forests,
though set in the forest deals with the contemporary society and the
context of the play as well as its rituals and characters are unmistakably African (Peters 168).
The forest in A Dance of the Forests is important in the understanding of the African cosmological union between the living, the
dead, and the spirits that control the African universe. In other words,
the grove or the forest is very significant in African cosmic structure as
a place for atonement, reconciliation and the procuring of a harmonious future. This is different from the Christian structure whereby the
church or the cathedral is a specific building for worship as well as for
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reconciliation and atonement such as is the case with Murder in the
Cathedral where Becket‘s ritual towards sainthood is attained. Far
from the urban settlement of the cathedral in Eliot‘s play, it is within
the forest or the grove set-up that Soyinka‘s rituals are actually enacted. Dramatic themes such as death and rebirth, disintegration and
recuperation, destruction and creation, suffering and compassion,
fragmentation and re-assemblage, fallibility and remediation are
achieved in the forest setting.
The African background and culture, its forests and groves setting is well-suited to the rituals and African belief systems as it had
been from the beginning of times. Ritual is thus performed through the
invocation of spirits who are masked and made to speak. In A Dance
of the Forests, the masks speak as spirits of the Palm, Precious
Stones, Darkness, Sun, Rivers, etc. In Jonathan Peters‘ view, the
masked spirits tell the story of ―man‘s eternal greed, dissoluteness,
and the destruction of the environment, of animal and plant life, and
man‘s treachery towards his own kind‖ (182). The spirits, especially
the ants symbolise the waste of human resources as millions of lives
are lost on earth to satisfy the lust of men in power. We find this element of destruction which becomes an essential pattern in the process of the ritual of expiation in Murder in the Cathedral where the
Arch Bishop is murdered as a pattern in the ritual to attain spiritual
bliss, confirmed by the joy expressed by the Chorus after his death. In
A Dance of the Forests, Demoke who shares the ambivalent creative
energies of Ogun destroys the araba tree and kills Oro‘s servant in
order to carve a divine symbol or totem for the ceremony of the
―Gathering of the Tribes.‖
From the transformations, the prophesies, the purgation and ritual cleansing Soyinka attains spiritual stasis within Demoke‘s own
conceptual framework, the same way like Eliot, attains spiritual stasis
through his protagonist the Arch Bishop, Thomas Beckett suffers and
dies because of his religious predilections and thus attains sainthood
in the process. Although the half-child says he will be born dead, Soyinka‘s vision is clearly explicit at the end of the play as Rola, the emblem of sensual corruption, and Demoke, the artist who is tormented
by the guilt of murder, pass through the fire that transforms and purg-
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es them. As Agboreko, the spiritual agent between the living and the
dead points out, Rola is regenerated and chastened. Both Rola and
Demoke undergo a spiritual catharsis of total introspection, a kind of
purification which to the dramatist is possible only when leaders in the
society readily confess their past evil deeds in order that a glorified
future is guaranteed. Soyinka‘s drama in the opinion of David Cook,
therefore, echoes through the reader‘s mind creating unexpected
moments within which he wrestles with the implications of familiar
psychological and religious dilemma (126).
The kind of introspection that Rola and Demoke go through is
reminiscent of that of Thomas Beckett after his confrontation with the
Fourth Tempter:
Now is my way clear, now is the meaning plain:
Temptation shall not come in this kind again.
The last temptation is the greatest treason
To do the right deed for the wrong reason.
The natural vigour in the venial sin
Is the way in which our lives begin (Murder…52).

If Becket were to seek martyrdom out of a personal desire for
immortality, rather than selflessly accepting the risk of death to defend
what he believes is right, he would have been committing treason
against the very Lord he is supposedly serving. The Christmas morning sermon which forms the interlude of the play between the sowing
of the seeds of martyrdom in the first act and the fulfilment of the act
in the second act is a profound process of self-purification through the
awareness that martyrdom is never the decision of the mortal but it
comes through the will of God. Becket‘s self purification is complete
when he finally submits his will to the will of God:
A Christian martyrdom is never an accident, for Saints are not made by accident. Still less is a Christian martyrdom the effect of man‘s will to become
a Saint, as man by willing and contriving may become a ruler of men. A martyrdom is always the design of God, for His love of men, to warn them and to
lead them, to bring back to his ways (Murder…57).

He now senses that he is approaching the proper attitude of selflessness, that he is truly accepting martyrdom in defence of the ideas
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and ideals of the Church, rather than selfishly seeking martyrdom for
personal reasons of fame and glory. Becket‘s death establishes a new
order in Canterbury. The Chorus like the Third Priest gains hope and
discovers the spiritual salvation involved in the murder of Becket.
They undergo a complete metamorphosis from fear to faith through
ritual martyrdom since the cathedral where the murder takes place
harbours a Saint.
The language of ritual is terse and solemn, clearly illustrated in
Eliot‘s Murder in the Cathedral and Wole Soyinka‘s A Dance of the
Forests. The playwrights enrich the ritual element with terse imagery,
proverbs and sayings and other technical devices. The intensity of
poetic imagery used in Murder in the Cathedral, especially by the
Chorus made of the poor women of Canterbury projects the seriousness and solemnity of the ritual process into sainthood under the supreme paradox of Christmas which according to Beckett is both the
celebration of the death and the birth of Christ. The images of putrefaction and dryness in the play illustrate the degree of spiritual decadence in Western civilisation and suggest the urgency for spiritual
redemption symbolised by the death of Becket in Murder in the Cathedral.
The critic of Soyinka is most often infatuated with the playwright‘s incorporation of ritual, myth, lore and idiom which make the
works essentially poetic in tone (Nkengasong 153). Soyinka also exploits the proverbial element to a great extent, drawn principally from
their cosmic set-up. Proverbs are also instruments of ritual with which
African playwrights use to unravel some of the truths hidden in the
heart of his universe and they also become sublime extrapolations
and exploitation of Yuroba ontology. Agboreko‘s constant interjection
of the statement ―Proverbs to bones and silence‖ hints at some inexplicable essence in the spirituality that surrounds the forest setting in
A Dance of the Forests.
Soyinka therefore, re-enacts ritual in drama as a means of averting the uncontrollable agony on the African continent in the wake of
independence and the postcolonial epoch respectively, and of ensuring a solid platform for progressive nationhood and forging an enduring cultural identity for Africa. Commenting in a review of Biodun Jey-

62 / John Nkemngong Nkengasong

ifo‘s book, Wole Soyinka: Politics, Poetics, Postcolonialism, James
Peck states that Jeyifo
competently contextualizes how Soyinka‘s restive quest for forms, philosophies, and concepts – both African and non-African – is prompted by a need
to make sense of a political and existential situation in which Africans have
found themselves since the fifteenth century, when they started the battle
with the rigors of a brutal modernity imposed by European intrusion into the
African universe. (149)

Thus, in A Dance of the Forests Soyinka literarily brings into contemporary experiences the events of eight hundred years of the reign
of Mata Kharibu to show the repetitive nature of history and humanity‘s needs to avert and convert such historical experiences into a
more meaningful existence achieved through the summoning up of
the conscience of Demoke, the artist in A Dance of the Forest just like
that of Thomas Becket, the Archbishop, in Murder in the Cathedral.
Apart from the problems posed by the imposition of Christianity and other
Western religions in Africa, the question of an all-embracing African religion
is a crucial one. As Bolaji Idowu suggests, …the basic obstacles to any
study of Africa with reference to cultures and beliefs are the size of the continent, her historical rape and her consequent disruption, racial, social and
spiritual. There is also the important fact of the complexity of her cultures
and systems of belief. (103)

There are common features or structures which as Idowu points
out are linked with belief in God – the divinities, spirits, ancestors and
the practice of magic and medicine which are often enacted by means
of rituals. As from the XIXth century, African religion was considered
by the colonizers as crude polytheism, a combination of magic and
sorcery. Soyinka cautions in the preface to his seminal work Myth,
Literature and the African World:
When ideological relations begin to deny, both theoretically and in action,
the reality of a cultural entity which we define as the African world while asserting theirs even to the extent of inviting the African world to sublimate its
existence in theirs, we must begin to look seriously into their political motivation (xi).

African writers therefore, defend their position by arguing that African beliefs cannot be considered as fetishes because it recognizes
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the existence of God through incantations, sacrifices, ancestral worships and other forms executed mainly through the medium of ritual.
Becket in Murder in the Cathedral and Demoke in A Dance of the
Forests are therefore, imbued with messianic visions that aim at the
conversion of history‘s decadence and horror into a glorious present
and future. In other words, both plays are an evocation of European
and African histories but they are as well remarkable indictments of
that past and the ushering in of a new dispensation of existential harmony. The two characters are imbued with consciences which make
them their author‘s spokesmen, and the harbingers of their different
cultures and belief systems. Through determination, sheer courage,
and the acceptance of humiliation and the spirit of self-sacrifice they
redeem societies and establish spiritual order. And this makes sense
only if the different myths are enacted to suit their different cosmic or
environmental realities. In other words, social and spiritual malfeasance may be universal but may not require the same belief systems
or ritual patterns to serve as the means toward attaining spiritual
goals. European rituals therefore, become fundamental in the quest
for spiritual stasis as is obvious in literature, especially drama which in
the European tradition took its rise from the religious rituals of the
Greek celebration of the dithyramb in the fourth century B.C. African
drama on the other hand, reveals that African life from the beginning
of times is predominantly ritualistic seen in the fact it is profoundly
incorporated in its belief systems, customs and worldviews. African
spirituality, far from being degrading and harmful as was conceived by
the West, has enormous educational, social, moral and religious implications as revealed in Soyinka‘s A Dance of the Forests, The
Strong Breed, and The Swamp Dwellers. A Dance of the Forests in
particular demonstrates the dire quest for a spiritual vision attained by
means of rituals which articulate the African‘s origin, the nature of his
being, the determining forces of history and what he hopes and expects for the future.
John Nkemngong Nkengasong1
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Veering from an Object at the Periphery to a
Subject at the Center: Women’s Sexual Power
and the Collapse of Masculinity in
Aristophanes’ Lysistrata
and Pinter’s The Homecoming
Predicated on the premise that Aristophanes, an iconic classical
dramatist, and Harold Pinter, the winner of the 2005 Nobel Prize in
literature, deal with the abrupt rise of women to power and the disintegration of the firmly rooted patriarchy in their plays, this essay wrestles with dominion dynamics. As the title intimates, the essay grapples
with women‘s painful, humiliating journey from servitude to the pinnacle of power in Aristophanes‘ comic play Lysistrata (411 B C E), and
Pinter‘s The Homecoming (1965). Hailing from different countries and
separated by fifteen centuries, Aristophanes and Pinter use downtrodden women as springboards for the attainment of women‘s power
in pre- and postwar societies. While sawing their way from the margin
to the center, Aristophanes‘ Lysistrata and Pinter‘s Ruth, in Lysistrata
and Homecoming respectively, subdue bossy, brutal, overzealous,
insolent, and arrogant men in societies that are insidiously hostile to
women‘s progress and independence. These young ladies extricate
themselves from almost always being objects (receivers of action) and
assert themselves as subjects (those who effect the action) in societies fenced on all sides by strong walls of patriarchal hegemony, societies in which, to use the words of Andrew Tolson in ―The Limits of
Masculinity,‖ ―men remain ‗subjects,‘ in dominance, of a patriarchal
culture‖ (69). Using sex as bait, Lysistrata and Ruth quickly initiate
arduous tasks of harnessing men in their societies as the latter intently strive to have a slice of their love. Aristophanes hinges the acquisition of women‘s power on steadfast, sacrificial and risk-taking Greek
women who suppress their sexual urges while arousing and withholding sex from their male counterparts. Notwithstanding Bert States‘s
accusation that ―Pinter is callously producing vile art, art which presents immoral acts irresponsibly‖ (150), Pinter seems to suggest that
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although some will perceive Ruth as a whore, sex is indisputably an
effective tool for survival and upward mobility in a harsh, thwarting
post-war patriarchal society.
To properly situate this essay, one must, perforce, take a bird‘seye-view at power and masculinity variedly defined by scholars. In
―The Forms of Power,‖ Bertrand Russel defines power as ―the production of intended effect‖ (19). To Max Weber, ―Power is the probability
that one actor within a social relationship will be in a position to carry
out his own will despite resistance, regardless of the basis on which
the probability rests‖ (39). He further associates power with domination: ―Domination constitutes a special case of power‖ (28). In Money,
Sex and Power: Toward a Feminist Historical Materialism, Nancy
Hartsock says, ―Power can be defined as a relation between struggles
and practices (those of the exploiters and the exploited, the rulers and
the ruled)‖ (128). But in Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and
Other Writings 1972-1977, Michel Foucault insists, ―Power is essentially that which represses. Power represses nature, the instincts, a
class, individuals‖ (90). Peter Bachrach and Morton S. Baratz simply
state in ―Two Faces of Power‖ as follows: ―Of course power is exercised when A participates in the making of decisions that affect B‖
(121). Whatever may be the different shades of opinions between
these definitions, the essence of power is the exercise of authority
and fulfillment of set goals. Power, therefore, is synonymous with
control, influence, steadfastness, and command as Lysistrata and
Ruth suddenly exhibit in the plays in question. To succeed, they must
overcome masculinity or manhood.
With respect to masculinity, Michael S. Kimmel, in ―Masculinity
as Homophobia: Fear, Shame, and Silence in the Construction of
Gender Identity‖ states, ―historically and developmentally, masculinity
has been defined as the flight from women, the repudiation of femininity‖ (185). He further says, ―feminist women have theorized that masculinity is about the drive for domination, the drive for power, for conquest‖ and that ―manhood is equated with power-over women….‖
(193). Kenneth Clatterbaugh insists in ―What is Problematic about
Masculinities?‖ that ―while some think that masculinities are biologically grounded, it is generally agreed that they are ‗socially and histori-
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cally constructed‖ (200). The challenge for women to change the status quo by moving from the margin to the centre of institutions perennially controlled by men rests on such belief systems.
―Produced in the 21st year of the war, and only two years after
the miserable Sicilian Expedition (in which Athens lost 200 warships
and 35000 men), Lysistrata revolves around a suit for peace that is
also a plot for love‖ (Aristophanes v). In the 5th century, Greeks have
been involved in the Peloponnesian War for twenty-one years, a war
that has inflicted both psychological and physical pain on everyone.
Tired of and upset by the war, Greek women, under the leadership of
Lysistrata (the symbol of antiwar sentiments), unanimously agree to
withhold sex from the men until they sign a treaty that stops this prolonged, brutal and costly war. Women must ―refrain from the male
altogether‖ (Aristophanes 7). That is, ―until the fighting between Athens and Sparta ceases, there will be no sex‖ (Aristophanes v).
The play opens with Athenian women who have no rights, their
primary duties being to work at home and to unquestionably fulfill the
sexual pleasures of their husbands. In response to Lysistrata‘s frustration that women lack punctuality, Calonice succinctly summarizes the
domestic duties of women as follows: ―Oh! They will come, my dear;
but ‗tis not easy, you know, for women to leave the house. One is
busy pottering about her husband; another is getting the servant up; a
third is putting her child asleep or washing the brat or feeding it‖ (1).
Besides being glued to domestic duties, women further share their
helplessness at the hands of their husbands as Lysistrata urges the
former to seduce and withhold sex from the latter:
LAMPITO: Yes, just as Menelaus, when he saw Helen‘s naked bosom,
threw away his sword, they say.
CALONICE: But, poor devils, suppose our husbands go away and leave us.
LYSISTRATA: Then, as Pherecrates says, we must ―flay a skinned dog,‖
that‘s all.
CALONICE: Bah! these proverbs are all idle talk.... But if our husbands drag
us by main force into the bedchamber?
LYSISTRATA: Hold on to the door posts.
CALONICE: But if they beat us?
LYSISTRATA: Then yield to their wishes, but with a bad grace; there is no
pleasure for them, when they do it by force…. (9)
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The foregoing dialogue shows the dilemmas confronting women,
who, from time immemorial, have been used to servitude roles. Challenging their husbands or men is unheard of in their societies, but
women are steadfast in using sex as an antiwar weapon. The old
women whom some may perceive as not being effective in sex strikes
are assigned to the Acropolis and they seize it. The Acropolis is the
seat of power in ancient Greek cities because of its strong build and
because it holds the treasury. By seizing the Acropolis, the women
are effectively holding the city, and by default, the men and the war
hostage.
On the surface, it seems the old women are given the task of attacking the Acropolis because they are sexually undesirable, but an
understanding of ancient Athenian culture reveals that the old women
are symbolically withholding sex from the men, as well. The old women who may no longer be sexually attractive symbolically use their
sexuality to seize political and economic power from the men. In the
play, the men have torches, and the women have water. It is quite
ironic that the men have torches in the text because women in ancient
Athens generally carried torches to symbolize sexuality and seduction. In Lysistrata, women attempt to derive power in the male dominated fields of politics and economics. Men carry the torches in an
attempt to obtain revenge by usurping control of traditionally female
activities. Although the women succeed in the masculine world of
politics, the men fail in women‘s duties because they cannot use the
torches, the light provided by fire, and the smell of smoke to successfully seduce the women.
The torch is one of the first tools that the Chorus of Old Men uses to express desire and sensuality. In ―Lighting the World of Women:
Lamps and Torches in the Hands of Women in the Late Archaic and
Class,‖ Eva Parisnou notes that the purpose of torches is to ― serve as
symbols of legitimate sexual union‖ (35). In the play, the Chorus of
Old Men wonders why they have not applied the heat of the torch to
the Chorus of Women: ―I don‘t know what prevents me from roasting
you with this torch‖ (17). This statement suggests that carrying the
torch validates sexual relations between partners because the men
cannot find a reason not to touch the women with the torch‘s heat. It is
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interesting that the men associate the torch with roasting, an act of
food preparation. Food is often symbolic of desire. In Freud‘s essay,
―Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego,‖ he says, ―the object
that we long for and prize is assimilated by eating‖ (439). Stated differently, the Chorus of Men want to roast the women because the
men ―long for and prize‖ the women. In addition, the men want to
roast the women to assimilate them into the men‘s culture. The men‘s
desire to want the women assimilated into the masculine culture is a
desire for the women to symbolically penetrate and linger in masculine arenas. While the men‘s desire to roast the women initially
seems violent, the men are really expressing desire to have a sexual
relationship with the women.
The light from fire is also a symbol of sensuality and sex. According to Parisinou, Aristophanes associates a fire‘s light ―with some of
the most private aspects of the life of women, notably sex‖ (19). The
second Chorus of Women certainly realizes the connection between
the light of a fire and sexuality. In a prayer to Athena, the women
plead to help the other women extinguish the men‘s fire ―if any man
hurl against them lighted fire brands aid us to carry water to extinguish
them‖ (16). The women do not like the light from fire because they
realize the connotations of sensuality and sexuality. Even the herald
associates the light from fire with sex. The herald complains that all of
the men are ―at our wits end; we walk bent double, just as if we were
carrying lanterns in the wind. The jades have sworn we shall not so
much as touch them‖ (45). In this instance, erections are associated
with lanterns, a source of light from fire.
The light from fire symbolizes sexuality, and the fire itself and the
smoke are symbols of sensuality and desire. For instance, Lysistrata
associates fire with love: ―A man! A man! I see him approaching all
afire with the flames of love‖ (35). This is not the only instance when
Lysistrata associates fire with love. She uses terms associated with
fire to describe acts of seduction: ―Be it your task to inflame and torture and torment him. Seductions, caresses, provocations…set his
passions aflame‖ (36). Lysistrata links the terms ―inflame‖ and
―aflame‖ with sexual acts. In addition, Lysistrata wants Cinesias, Myr-
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rhine‘s husband, to be inflamed. She wants the heat of fire, or sexuality, to torment Cinesias while leaving the woman unscathed.
Since the Chorus of Old Men recognizes that fire is associated
with sex, they use fire to try to persuade or compel the women to end
the strike. Lysistrata is one of the first women to recognize that the
men are using fire as a method to force the women to have sex. She
pledges that she will not have sex with them no matter how much fire
the men use: ―Neither threats nor flames shall force our doors; they
shall only open on the conditions I have named‖ (14). Lysistrata is
referring to the Acropolis, but on a symbolic level, Lysistrata is talking
about rape. Doors are an entrance, and the women‘s genitalia is an
entrance into her body. Lysistrata declares that the men will not be
able to use fire to force themselves into her. She insists, she will open
the doors, her legs, only on her own volition. The men attempt to use
fire to force the women to have sex with them, but they are unsuccessful. Therefore, Women, contrary to tradition, are no longer men‘s
sex objects at whim.
Fire is simultaneously associated with sexuality and unsuccessful sexual attempts. No wonder, the Chorus of Old Men exclaims,
―blow up our fire and see it does not go out just as we reach our destination‖ (15). Because fire is a symbol for sensuality and sex, the
men are attempting to develop an erection that will not go away until
they are ready to reach the climax; however, the men are not allowed
to reach climax because the smoke stops them. The Chorus of Old
Men complains, ―Oh! Dear! What a dreadful smoke. It is Lemnos fire
for sure‖ (15). Lemnos is associated with calamity, therefore, the fire,
or sex, is a calamity for the men because they cannot achieve sexual
climax.
In addition to fire, smoke is also associated with sensuality and
unsuccessful sexual goals. Smoke is used as a symbol for sexuality
because the Chorus of Women worry that some women have been
―stifled in the smoke raised by these accursed old men‖ (15). The
women associate smoke with sexuality because they say that the men
―raise‖ smoke. One can interpret the smoke as a sexual metaphor for
the phallus. The women fear that the raised phallus will stifle them,
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consequently, the women flee from the phallus. The phallus, or masculinity, fails at its sexual attempt.
While the phallus, or masculinity, fails at its attempt at sensuality,
the women‘s sexual power allows them to triumph over the men, thus
fitting in with Bob Lamm‘s view in ―Learning from Women‖ that ―the
notion that men are indispensable to women is the worst kind of a lie‖
(54). The bowl of wine that the women sacrifice is one of the greatest
symbols of their asserting power through abstinence. The bowl is a
phallic symbol that represents the virginity of women. The bowl is
chosen instead of a buckler and horse because of its symbolic value.
Lysistrata tells the women to ―bring me a bowl and a skin of wine‖
(11). A bowl is a vessel that is used to contain things. The genitalia of
a woman is also a vessel. Furthermore, virgin women have a skin, the
hymen, which releases blood when broken. The wine represents the
blood that will flow if the skin is broken. In fact, Calonice refers to the
wine as blood: ―Oh! The fine red blood! How well it flows!‖ (11). The
women take an oath over a bowl of wine to symbolically renew their
purity and strengthen their status in a hegemonic male society.
Beyond wine and blood that symbolize women‘s purity, the
women also use water as a symbol that they will save Greece from
the men. In his article, ―Salvation and Female Heroics in the Parodos
of Aristophanes' Lysistrata,‖ Christopher A. Faraone argues that Aristophanes‘ plays generally ―evoke the theme of salvation by water‖ (5).
In Lysistrata, the women use water to quench the men‘s fire and save
Greece. For example, the Chorus of Old Women asks the men if they
are going to use their fire to self destruct: ―And, you… with your fire?
Is it to cremate yourself‖ (17). The women believe that if the men use
their fire, or sexuality, they will destroy themselves. While the women
appear to throw water on the men to keep the latter from burning
them, the women really throw water on the men to help them avoid
self destruction. Lysistrata even states, ―Greece [is] saved by the
women‖ (2). Certainly, the theme of salvation through water extends
beyond physical salvation from war, for the women use water to
cleanse the men and prepare them for peace.
The Chorus of Women tells the men that they are getting ―you a
bath ready to clean off the filth‖ (17). The women clean the men in
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order to promote peaceful relationships between citizens and other
nations. Lysistrata compares a nation‘s political wellbeing with cleanliness: ―First we wash the yarn to separate the grease and the filth; do
the same with all bad citizens‖ (27). Lysistrata and the women use
water to save the men from war, purify their politics, and to symbolically nurture women‘s growth from servitude to the pinnacle of power.
Aristophanes is able to reverse the usual order of society, making the
―men … emotional and weak-willed, while [the] women are (comparatively) rational and firm‖ (Katha Pollitt, 2). Lysistrata tells Myrrhine to
arouse and torment her husband, Cinesias: ―Be it your task to inflame
and torture and torment him. Seductions, caresses, provocations,
refusals, try every means! Grant every favour, - always excepting
what is forbidden by our oath on the wine-bowl‖ (36). This strategy
works for, Cinesias states, ―I stand, stiff with desire,‖ (38) ―I tell you
our friend [penis] here is ready!,‖ (41) ―we can lie on the ground‖ (40).
When Cinesias swears by his life to trade war for sex as ―he
stands stiff and rigid, and there‘s never a wench to help him!‖ (43),
Myrrhine runs away, thus causing Cinesias to lament as follows: ―I‘m
a dead man, she is killing me! She has gone, and left me in torment! I
must have someone to love, I must! Ah me! The loveliest of women
has choused and cheated me. Poor little lad [male phallus], how am I
to give you what you want so badly? Where is Cynalopex? Quick,
man,get him a nurse, do‖ (43). To arouse the men more and to seal
his peace deal with them, Lysistrata exposes a naked female statue
(Peace) to Laconian and Athenian men, and reminds them, ―I am but
a woman; but I have good common sense; nature has dowered me
with discriminating judgment. […] you celebrate before the same altars ceremonies common to all… yet you go cutting each other‘s
throats and sacking Hellenic cities‖ (49). By taking such a firm and
successful stance, Lysistrata shatters ―the prevailing school(s) of
thought that the low status of Athenian women was particularly
marked by their confinement to their homes, their exclusion from social, public, and economic life‖ (Cohen 1-2). As Lysistrata‘s beauty
further entices the men who declare, ―what lovely thighs she has!,‖ ―I
have never seen a woman with a finer body (50 ), she gives back their
wives, but warns them: ―be heedful to avoid like mistakes for the fu-
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ture‖ (54). Greek women have, indeed, empowered themselves; they
have shifted from the periphery to the center of power in an avid patriarchal society.
Fifteen centuries after Aristophanes‘ Lysistrata, Pinter‘s Ruth
wrestles with a lethal male counterpart as she maps her way from the
periphery to the center. She arms herself with sex and wisdom as a
former butcher (Max), a boxer (Joey), a murderer (Lenny), a war veteran (Sam), and a professor of philosophy (Teddy) surround her.
Ruth sets out to crack all hegemonic barriers that have ensnared,
dominated, and battered her female predecessors. Prior to Ruth‘s
arrival on the scene, Jessie, the late wife of Max, has experienced the
bluntness of the males around her, including her husband, Max. Max
declares, ―mind you, she [Jessie] wasn‘t such a bad woman. Even
though it made me sick just to look at her rotten stinking face, she
wasn‘t such a bad bitch. I gave her the best bleeding years of my life,
anyway‖ (9). The arrival of Ruth suggests the return of Jessie to challenge the men who made her life miserable. Like the late Jessie,
Ruth has three sons and is the target of the abuse that broke, ruined
Jessie and several other women mentioned in the play. Ruth is, however, different in her unflinching determination to reverse the status
quo.
Immediately she sets foot on Max‘s home, a home of abuse, she
is determined to fight the butcher, the boxer, and the murderer who
have beset and menaced women. Conscious that ―too many men
have ruined too many women‘s lives‖ (Lamm 56), Ruth steps into the
Lion‘s den with zeal to conquer. While her husband, Teddy with whom
she visits her in-laws in London does not seem an abuser of women,
Ruth‘s defiance towards him seem a rehearsal aimed at conquering
the brutal men she will soon confront. Ruth negates nearly everything
Teddy asks her to do as soon as they step into the home of her inlaws. Ruth uses the word ―no‖ more than eight times as Teddy tries, in
vain, to convince her to go to bed and not to go for a walk late at
night. (20-21, 22-23). Defying her husband and going for a walk late at
night and without the company or protection of a male is her first victory before she confronts Lenny, a woman beater and a murderer.
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Having a premonition that there may be a threat to his masculinity, Lenny tells Teddy early in the morning and without knowing that
Ruth is around, ―It‘s just that something keeps waking me up. Some
kind of a thing‖ (25), a thing that is considered ―common place‖ (28).
Metaphorically, Ruth is this ―common place‖ ―something‖ that troubles
Lenny. Lenny‘s fears quickly become a reality as Ruth corrects him
the very first time she meets him:
LENNY: Good evening.
RUTH: Good morning, I think.
LENNY: You‘re right there.

As if to corroborate Aristophanes‘ Lysistrata who tells the Magistrate (symbol of authority and power in Athens) and other men, ―open
your ears to our wise counsels and hold your tongues, and we may
yet put things on a better footing‖ (24), Bob Lamm, in his article,
―Learning from Women,‖ insists, ―if we sincerely want to learn and
change, we‘ve got to try to shut up and listen to women (55), and
infers, ―I wish I could live in a society where women truly were free,
where male supremacy seemed so perverse as to be totally unimaginable, where this kind of masculine sickness that still shapes my personality didn‘t exist‖ (55). After Ruth corrects Lenny, the latter rapidly
attempts to assert his brutal masculinity, and to coerce Ruth into
submission, by boasting of having killed a woman:
I clumped her one…on my mind…to kill her…as killings go, it would have
been a simple matter…this lady…just sliding the wall, following the blow I ‗d
given her…why go to all the bother…getting rid of the corpse…so I just gave
her another belt in the nose and a couple of turns of the boot and sort of left
it at that. (31)

Referring to a different woman, he further tells Ruth, ―I just gave
her a short-arm jab to the belly and jumped on a bus outside‖ for not
giving ― [me] a helping hand‖ (33). As soon as Lenny finishes narrating
his brutal and cruel actions toward women, Ruth continues to challenge him and to take charge:
LENNY: Excuse me, shall I take this ashtray out of your way?
RUTH: It‘s not in my way.
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LENNY: It seems to be in the way of your glass…and now perhaps I‘ll relieve you of your glass.
RUTH: I haven‘t quite finished.
LENNY: You‘ve consumed quite enough, in my opinion.
RUTH: No, I haven‘t.
LENNY: Quite sufficient, in my own opinion.
RUTH: Not in mine, Leonard.

Realizing the stubbornness of Lenny toward taking the glass,
she warns, ―if you take the glass… I‘ll take you‖ (34). Ruth uses her
sexual power to subdue Lenny: ―She picks up the glass and lifts it
towards him. Have a sip. Go on. Have a sip from my glass….Sit on
my lap. Take a long cool sip. She parts her lap. .. moves to him with
the glass” (34). She uses her sexuality to win over Lenny and Joey as
well:
Lenny bends to her
Madam?
Ruth stands. They dance, slowly. Teddy stands, with Ruth‘s coat. Max and
Joey come in the front door and into the room. They stand. Lenny kisses
Ruth. They stand, kissing.
JOEY: Christ, she‘s wide open. Dad look at that.
(Pause) (Old Lenny‘s got a tart in here. Joey goes to them. He takes Ruth‘s
arm. He smiles at Lenny. He sits with Ruth on the sofa, embraces and
kisses her. He looks up at Lenny. Just up my street. He leans her back until
she lies beneath him. He kisses her. He looks up at Teddy and Max. It‘s better than a rubdown, this. Lenny sits on the arm of the sofa. He caresses
Ruth‘s hair as Joey embraces her. Max comes forward, looks at the cases.
MAX: You going, Teddy? All ready…?
Joey lies heavily on Ruth. They are almost still.Lenny caresses her hair. (5859)

Using her body as a weapon, Ruth defeats Lenny‘s interest in
taking the glass from her. Once more, she prevails over a domineering man to the point that her own husband, Teddy, ―just sits there
while all the other characters are speculating about his wife‘s qualities
in bed‖ (Hall, 20). After her victory over this murderer (Lenny), Ruth
sexually teases Joey, a boxer, for two hours. While this passage presents Ruth as an unfaithful woman who audaciously flirts with her inlaws in the presence of her husband, suggesting, as it were, the extent to which modern marriages have collapsed, it, nevertheless,
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shows Ruth‘s passion towards having dominion over her male world
at all cost.
Ruth‘s sexual power holds male characters hostage, and even
reduces them to animals. Although Max, the oldest person in the family, seems embarrassed by Ruth‘s sexual passion and its impact on
the family, he, too, is crushed by Ruth‘s sex weapon. He asks,
―where‘s the whore [Ruth]? Still in Bed? She‘ll make us all animals‖
(68), but ends up on his knees, moaning and sobbing as he earnestly
begs Ruth for a scrap of her love, ―I‘m not an old man…. Do you hear
me? …kiss me‖ (82). Max, a brutal man who insists, ―I worked as a
butcher all my life, using the chopper and the slab‖ (47), yearns for
sex with Ruth after styling her a ―smelly scrubber,‖ ―stinking poxridden slut,‖ ―filthy scrubber‖ and "disease‖ (41-42). The prevalence of
words such as ―knock,‖ ―tuck,‖ ―hit," ―jab,‖ and ―box‖ in this play suggests the violent behavior of characters, a behavior that Ruth easily
overcomes with her sexuality. After holding Joey, the youngest, the
strongest and the only boxer in the family ―on a string [sexually teasing Joey] […] .for two hours‖ (68), Ruth has more control over the four
men as they acquiesce to Joey‘s idea that the Ruth‘s provisions
should be their responsibility:
RUTH: No. Two wouldn‘t be enough…. I‘d want a dressing-room, a restroom, and Bedroom….
LENNY: All right, we‘ll get you a flat with three rooms and a bathroom.
RUTH: With what kind of conveniences?
LENNY: All conveniences.
RUTH: A personal maid?
LENNY: Of course….
RUTH: You‘d supply my wardrobe, of course?
LENNEY: We‘d supply everything. Everything you need.
RUTH: I‘d need an awful lot. Otherwise I wouldn‘t be content.
LENNY: You‘d have everything.
RUTH: I would naturally want to draw to draw up an inventory of everything I
would need, which would require your signatures in the presence of witnesses.
LENNEY: Naturally. (77-78)
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Although Christopher C. Hidgin views Ruth as the ―cool somewhat unsympathetic wife, the aggressive sexual woman, the warm
domestic wife, the sexually compliant female, apparently yielding herself up to male visions of dominance,‖ (110 ) Ruth successfully hawks
her sexuality to acquire both political and economic power in the midst
of brutal misogynists. In ―Displaying the Phallus: Masculinity and the
Performance of Sexuality on the Internet,‖ Marjorie Kibby and Brigid
Costello state, men compete ―for women‘s attention, giving women
the power to manipulate the sexual exchange to cater to their own
desires‖ (217). Ruth complements her sexuality with her wisdom. By
insisting on a legal-binding contract, Ruth shifts the focus from her
sexuality to her sagacity.
Beyond using sex as a weapon, Ruth also displays her superiority through knowledge, as the following dialogue demonstrates:
LENNY: Eh, Teddy, you haven‘t told us much about your Doctorship of Philosophy. What do you teach?
TEDDY: Philosophy.
LENNY: … you don‘t mind my asking you some questions, do you?
TEDDY: If they fall within my province.
LENNY: How can the unknown merit reverence?...
TEDDY: I‘m afraid I‘m the wrong person to ask.
LENNY: But you are a philosopher. Come on, be frank. What do you make
of all this business of being and not-being?
TEDDY: What do you make of it?
LENNY: Well, for instance, take a table. Philosophically speaking. What is
it?
TEDDY: A table.
LENNY: Ah. You mean it‘s nothing else but a table….
MAX: You‘d probably sell it.
LENNY: You wouldn‘t get much for it.
JOEY: Chop it up for firewood.
RUTH: Don‘t be too sure though. You‘ve forgotten something. Look at me. I
… move my leg. That‘s all it is. But I wear…underwear…which moves with
me... it… captures your attention. Perhaps you misinterpret. The action is
simple. It‘s a leg… moving. My lips move. Why don‘t you restrict…your observation to that? Perhaps the fact that they move is more significant…than
the words which come through them. You must bear that.. possibility…in
mind.
Silence. Teddy stands. (51-53)

78 / Eugene Ngezem

Embarrassed by his intellectual inaptitude, Teddy quickly switches the discussion in question: ―I was born quite near here‖ (53). The
wisdom of Ruth in this response throws all characters off, and compels Teddy to seek her help in teaching his philosophy classes: ―You
can help me with my lectures when we get back. I ‗d love that,. I‘d be
so grateful for it, really‖ (55). Teddy ends up returning to the U.S without his wife, Ruth, not because ―he willingly gives up his own wife‖
(629) as Oscar G. Bockett and Robert R. Findlay claim, but because
Ruth is beyond the control or domination of all male characters in the
play. Furthermore, even if ―Teddy cheerfully returns to America without her [Ruth]‖ (104) as James R. Hollis states, Teddy is cheerful
because he is happy to lose a wife who has suddenly acquired so
much power and can no longer be contained in the system that has
beset her for too long. This sudden acquisition of power shocks Teddy, especially as men often associate women with weakness, thus
deciding their identities. In Feminism & Masculinities, John Stoltenberg in his article, ―Toward Gender Justice,‖ says:
Under patriarchy, men are the arbiters of identity for both males and females, because the cultural norm of human identity is, by definition, male
identity-masculinity. And, under patriarchy, the cultural norm of male identity
consists in power, prestige, privilege, and prerogative as over and against
the gender class women. (41)

At the crux of this essay was the argument that the oppressed
women in Aristophanes‘ Lysistrata aand Pinter‘s The Homecoming
use sex to map their way from the margin to the center or to shift from
objects to subjects. Given the preponderance of details and views of
scholars dealt with in this essay, one can safely infer that sex, at least
in these plays, is indisputably an overwhelming tool for the acquisition
of power in patriarchal societies. ―Lysistrata introduces the notion of
women holding political power, and suggests that they would wield it
more wisely and more judiciously than men have ever done‖ (Murphy,
1). Aristophanes‘ women use their sexual prowess to influence and
purify the male dominated arenas of war and finances. His women
move beyond the societal limitations of domesticity into traditionally
masculine spheres such as politics and economics. Some may view
Pinter‘s Ruth as a whore, but her sexual power and wisdom catapult
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her to the acme of power in the midst of brutal men in a hostile society. The men in Homecoming lose their control over women as they
display intellectual flaws and cannot control their sexual passion. Using sex as a prime springboard, both Aristophanes‘ women and Pinter‘s Ruth blur and transcend the power gulf that has perennially beset
and menaced them in patriarchal hegemonies.
Eugene Ngezem1
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New Days

Cultural Tools and Literary Criticism:
The Place of Culture in the Assessment
of African-American Literature
INTRODUCTION

A panoramic survey of the pronouncements of African-American
critics and artists on African-American literary criticism shows a continuous dissatisfaction with the ways African-American literature is
evaluated. Since its earliest literary productions, African-American
literature seems to have suffered not only from harsh criticism resulting from subjective factors and the critics‘ failure to grasp its full significance, but also its progress has been strewn with resistance. The
variety of critical responses to Phillis Wheatley‘s Poems on Various
Subjects, Religious and Moral illustrate these issues. On the one
hand, Voltaire who was living in England at the time when Wheatley
released her work wrote in a letter to a friend in 1774 that she was the
composer of very good English verse. On the other hand, Thomas
Jefferson ―declared that her verse was beneath the dignity of criticism‖
(Hart 712). Today, scholars have excavated the complexities of
Wheatley‘s work and shown its richness. Later on, Richard Wright
complained that critics from the dominant culture did not offer Negro
writers serious criticism. Still in the same vein, the label ―protest literature‖ dismissed the literary value of an important number of works by
African-American writers. Finally, some critics argued that ―there is no
black aesthetics, for there is no white aesthetics‖ (Gayle 92). Houston
Baker implicitly takes critics to task when he remarks that ―the search
for structural relationship in any literal text [...] entails a knowledge of
the full cultural discourse that provides a context‖ (196). Echoing
Baker‘s plea in her article ―Miss-Trained or Untrained? Jackleg Critics
and African American Literature‖ (1995), Trudier Harris argues that an
objective, honest and honorable evaluation of works by AfricanAmerican writers requires an immersion into their culture and materials. Harris considers that regardless of their race, scholars who want
to study African-American Literature must train themselves and acquire the tools necessary to explore the field (462). Other scholars
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such as Toni Morrison have also complained the critical approaches
to African-American creative writing.
Today, in the context of a multicultural American society, the affirmation of cultural specificity is considered as a threat to political
stability because any categorization built around race suggests power
relations (Fabi 21). For example, Ambush considers that August Wilson‘s promotion of black art in his keynote address ―The Ground on
Which I Stand,‖ provoked seismic reactions among some whites even
though African Americans welcomed warmly his affirmation of a culturally-rooted and enlightening black theater. Robert Burnstein--a critic
and one of the most ardent detractors of August Wilson—not only
depicted as an old fashioned black man promoting separation of races, but also disagrees with Wilson about the function and purpose of
art and the criteria by which art should be evaluated (580-81). That is
to say, that some critics believe ―black art‖ should be submitted to
universal evaluation criteria without regards to its cultural uniqueness
and blacks should join an ―assimilated American aesthetic melting
pot.‖ These critics‘ position echo Georges Schuyler‘s contention that
black art could not develop in America.
These issues raise a certain number of questions. First, is there
a distinctive African-American literary tradition that has continued to
prosper despite the test of hybridity and integration? How should literary critics evaluate it to be better grasp the literary practices and theories embedded in it? What would be the usefulness of cultural evaluation in the assessment of African-American writers‘ achievements?
We will try to answer these questions in this article, which argues that
while we cannot defend the applicability of special standards of evaluation to African American literature, knowledge of the full cultural discourse and ―aesthetics‖ surrounding the development of its body of
works would certainly help better grasp their significance. Basing our
argument on the literary theories and discourses, we will show that
despite the test of integration there seems to be a perpetuation of a
certain tradition drawing inspiration and heavy influences from African-American culture and implementing so-called ―black aesthetics.‖
Then, using two representative works by African-American artists,
James Baldwin‘s Sonny‟s Blues and Margaret Walker‘s Jubilee, we
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will illustrate how culture informs content and form in AfricanAmerican literature and, therefore, constitutes a fruitful method to
apprehend the literary dimension of such body of works.
Since the Harlem Renaissance, African American aesthetic theorists have been engaged in the task of formulating a ―black aesthetics‖
not only answering the needs and aspirations of black people, but
also drawing heavily from their cultural heritage in their endeavors to
reach beauty. Although some of these theorists may have been guilty
of essentializing their culture, and despite the differences of views
among them, there seems to be a pattern stipulating that black art
should not only be beautiful, but also it should be enlightening for the
black community and make use of African-American culture. Black art
therefore affirms black culture and supports and guides the AfricanAmerican community in its process of self-definition and its quest for
freedom. In ―Criteria of Negro Art‖ (1926), which constitutes one of the
earliest pronouncements of black aesthetics and the role of the black
writer, Dubois argues that Beauty cannot be separated from Truth and
Right, and ―all art is propaganda and ever must be,‖ and it is the responsibility of the black artist to help his people ―gain the right to enjoy
and love‖ (22). Thus, for Dubois, ―the writer must be his brother‘s and
sister‘s keeper‖ and art should be functional. Dubois was also the first
to encourage the Negro writer to draw inspiration from his/her culture
in his/her attempts to reach beauty. Already, at the turn of the century,
W.E.B. Du Bois had promulgated in The Souls of Black Folk (1903)
the use of African-American folklore in creative writing.
Later on, in the context of the Harlem Renaissance, AfricanAmerican artists such as Langston Hughes, in ―The Negro Artist and
the Racial Mountain,‖ advocated the development of a functional art
informed by a great presence of Afro-American culture as a form of
artistic expression. Opposing Schuyler‘s view that dismissed African
American racial and literary heritage, Hughes defended the existence
of a distinctive African-American folklore from which the Negro writer
must draw his inspirations. Hughes particularly refers to the spirituals,
jazz and blues and language. For him, the Negro artist must stand on
top of the racial mountain and represent the different facets of his
community: its beauty as well as its ugliness. The Harlem Renais-
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sance initiated the development of a self-conscious form of Negro art
inspired by the Jazz, the Blues, the sermonic tradition, and the Negro
spirituals, among other forms of affirmation of African -American cultural heritage. The writings of Zora Neale Hurston, Countee Cullen
and Jean Toomer testify to this overwhelming presence of the cultural
motif in the crafting of creative works.
Richard Wright, in ―Blueprint for Negro Writing‖ (1937), advocates a similar use of African-American folklore and cultural heritage.
Wright argues that the Negro writer must draw inspiration from his life
to find materials that would enable him to create a meaningful picture
of the world. For him, African-American literature should not be ―conspicuous ornamentation or simply the voice of the educated Negro
pleading for justice‖ (83). It should rather be a functional literature,
internal to the lives of the masses insofar as it will address their sufferings and aspirations as well as guide them in their daily living. Wright
thinks that the culture originating from the Negro Church and the folklore that molded (British spelling. In American English, ―mold‖ is more
used.) out of difficult conditions and inhuman conditions the Negro
and enabled him to achieve ―the most complex and indigenous and
complex expression such as the blues, spirituals and folk tales should
be deepened and continued by the Negro writer striving at expression
if he wants to achieve his purpose. Thus for Wright, the Negro writer
that wants to be in tune with his people should exploit the cultural
channels that conveyed the racial wisdom of black people; that is, the
culture stemming from the Negro Church and folklore.
As the growth of black aesthetics was buttressed by the context
of oppression and marginalization of the African Americans, the improvement of their social and political status gradually eroded the
ideological foundations and political radicalism of black art, which
partly justifies Schuyler‘s doubts. As Houston Baker Jr. explains in
―Generational Shifts and the Recent Criticism of Afro-American Literature,‖ ―the dominant critical perspective on African American Literature
during the late 1950s and early 1960s might be called the poetics of
integrationism‖ (180). For Baker, Wright epitomizes this new ideological orientation influenced by the impending wave of integration
marked by the proclamation of the death of segregation. After the
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Supreme Court‘s decision in Brown vs. Board of Education (1954) in
which the Court ruled the unconstitutionality of the doctrine ―separate
but equal,‖ the ideological orientation advocated by Richard Wright
was to consider African- American Literature as a segment of American Literature. In Wright‘s perspective, the ruling of the Supreme
Court would guarantee a future equality between the races and a
common experience. In turn, ―this equality of social experience will
translate in the literary domain as a homogeneity of represented experience‖ (180). Other radical voices of the Harlem Renaissance such
as Langston Hughes shared this new euphoria of the post-1954 era.
In his address to the First Conference of Negro Writers (1959), Langston Hughes advises the younger writer ―to be […] writer first, colored
second. That means losing nothing of your racial identity…. In the
great sense of the word…good art transcends land, race, or nationality, and color drops away. If you are a good writer, in the end neither
blackness nor whiteness makes a difference to the readers‖ (quoted
in Fabi 124). Even if Hughes closes his address with the sarcastic
remark that a white writer has more opportunities to be successful, the
integrationist stance is apparent in his words.
However, even if this integrationist wave lasted a while, the disillusionment of the 1960s gave rise to the Militant Black Arts Movement
and the consolidation of Black Aesthetics. As a matter of fact, the
integrationist poetics were followed by a period of intense nationalism,
and Baker notes it well in ―Generational Shifts and the Recent Criticism of Afro-American Literature.‖ The 1960s played a determinant
role in supporting the development of black art. The deconstructionists―Baraka, Larry Neal, Henderson and Addison Gayle―advocated
an ―integral unity of culture, politics and art‖ (Neale 91).
The Black Arts Movements of the 1960s further consolidated this
development of Negro Art in America. In line with Dubois, Hughes and
Wright, the Black Arts Movements offered a general framework representing the main components of ―black aesthetics.‖ As Baraka explains, ―Black Arts is the aesthetic and spiritual sister of the Black
power concept. Thus, it envisions an art that speaks directly to the
needs and aspirations of Black America. In order to perform this task,
the Black Arts Movement proposes a radical reordering of western
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cultural aesthetics. It proposes a separate symbolism, mythology,
critique and iconology‖ (qtd. in Baker 184). Baraka‘s words not only
posit the functionality and ideological positioning of black aesthetics,
but also it reveals a postcolonial desire to devise a new table of rules
that would support the affirmation of African-American culture. Larry
Neal, another theoretician of the Black Art movement, states that
Black Aesthetics is broader than an African-American cultural tradition, for it ―encompasses all useable elements of Third World culture.
The motive behind the Black Aesthetic is the destruction of the white
thing, the destruction of white ideas, and white ways of looking at the
world‖ (Ervin 124).
Larry Neal‘s words reveal the political, ideological, and cultural
motivations of the Black Aesthetics. On the one hand, there was a
desire to resist the hegemony of the dominant culture, and on the
other, there was a vibrant need to create a new set of rules for not
only evaluating black art, but also ensuring that African-American
culture is valorized in African-American artistic productions. This central use of cultural symbols as a tool of destruction of Western proscriptive symbols during the Black Art Movement also appears in Addison Gayle Jr.‘s essay entitled ―Cultural Strangulation. Black Literature and the White Aesthetic.‖ In this essay, she posits the postcolonial impulse that supported the development of a black aesthetics in
America, an aesthetics that would devise a new set of proscriptive
symbols of beauty in a context of cultural strangulation of the works of
black people and an inappropriateness of the symbols set up by the
dominant culture.
Baraka, Neale and Gayle envisioned a committed art that would
be primarily addressed to Blacks and the Third World. The Black Arts
Movement, as Carolyn F. Gerald notes in ―The Black Writer and His
Role,‖ has been instrumental in changing the role of the black writer
as image-maker. Though the exploitation of the past and the reversal
of western mythology and symbolism, the black writer ―destroys the
zero and the negative image-myths‖ of the black community by ―turning them inside out‖ (85). This reversal of western mythology contributed largely to the valorization of African-American culture through its
central use in art. African and African American heritage became aes-
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thetic and political tools. For example, the African oral tradition, African world-views, black music, and black language became central
motifs in African American fiction and poetry. Thus, despite the test of
integration, a tradition inspired by African-American culture and which
wants art to be functional continued to exist. It is true that the radicalism of the 1960s faded a little bit with integration and cultural hybridity;
black writers of the post-1960s era however continued to focus on
their community and draw inspiration from their racial heritage. The
post-reconstructionist years gave birth to a literature focusing on the
challenges the African Americans faced in their daily lives. For example, issues of identity, self, adjustment to the urban environment, family, and children become more and more central in literary representations by black writers. Nevertheless, the use of African-American culture as an index for creation continued to strive. The works black
women writers of the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s―Toni Cade Bambara,
Toni Morrison, etc.―illustrate a central use of African-American culture in literary craft. These specific characteristics―characteristics
inherited from the 1960s―of their literary works contributed to the
growing popularity of African-American culture and art and to the fame
of black artists.
Other black artists perpetuated the cultural tradition in a less visible way. Artists such as Cornelius Eady illustrate an attempt to evolve
in a third space where, however, black aesthetics continues to prosper. Cornelius Eady rejects the prescription that his art should focus
on race but African-American culture informs his art. Cornelius Eady
reserves his right to represent in his poems preoccupations different
from race and color because he is ―also an American, a New Yorker,
a husband, a son, a husband, a jazz fan, a musician, a college professor, a friend‖ (454). Cornelius Eady‘s words instantiate not only the
product of the process of cultural hybridity, but also his views illustrate
that the progressive integration of African Americans into mainstream
American life renders the definition of black artist more complex.
However, his position shows that even if the political and ideological
commitment of black artists to their race differs, African-American
culture continues to form a significant part of their craft. In most of his
poems, Eady celebrates the blues singer. As for Ishmael Reed, he
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perpetuates a black aesthetic tradition when he defines himself as a
folklorist who defamiliarizes black aesthetics forms.
One can assume that a tradition continues to exist in the twentieth and twenty first century, for most black artists still possess ―a historical sense,‖ that is their artistic productions incorporate features
pertaining to Black Art. In his definition of tradition, T. S. Elliot theorizes that a tradition exists as long as a writer produces literary works
with a historical sense, that is, when the writer does not simply write
―with his own generation in his bones,‖ but with a feeling that a specific form of literature is part and exists simultaneously with his experience (qtd. in Said 4). A tradition exists in African- American literature.
Indeed, African-American writers continue to be influenced by the
aesthetic and ideological principles elaborated by their ancestors. The
rhythms and cadences influence of rap music inform the works of
many young black poets, which shows how music continues to be an
index. In addition, famous contemporary artists such as August Wilson and Toni Morrison, despite their popularity, perpetuate some of
the most significant characteristic features of the Black Arts—its functionality and its use of African-American culture, one can assume that
a tradition continues to exist. For example, in ―The Ground on Which I
Stand,‖ August Wilson explains that, for him, race matters because it
is the most significant entity of somebody‘s personality. August Wilson
asserts that he is heavily influenced by the activism of the 1960s because he grew up in the years of glory of the Black Power Movement.
Consequently, August Wilson remains very committed to the advancement of black people and the affirmation and preservation of his
cultural heritage. August Wilson envisions his art as a continuation of
the slave quarters‘ art―an art not designed to entertain white society,
but rather an art that ―feeds the spirit and celebrates the life of black
America by designing its strategies for survival and prosperity‖ (3).
Although August Wilson does not deny the influence of Greek and
American dramatists, he considers himself as part of the self-defined
tradition initiated by the precursors of the Black Arts Movement towards whom he is very grateful. Wilson‘s position is clearly stated in
his words when he thinks that ―the brilliant explosion of black arts and
letters of the 1960s remains, for me, the hallmark and the signpost
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that points the way to our contemporary work on the same ground‖
(3). August Wilson shares many similarities with Toni Morrison as far
as their views on the function of art and their desires to promote their
culture through art are concerned.
Despite the fact that she has been adopted by mainstream
American society, Toni Morrison forms part of the black aesthetics
tradition that grew up during the Harlem Renaissance and was consolidated in the 1960s. In Morrison‘s view, the novel has always
served the political interests of the class that wrote it, and her writing
aims at performing the same role for the black community, especially
in a context where the black community has lost the therapeutic support of music and storytelling. In this context, Morrison considers that
―another form has to take that place, and it seems to [her] that the
novel is needed by African Americans now in a way that it was not
needed before‖ (199). Like August Wilson, Morrison does not consider
that art should merely entertain. For Morrison, art should be beautiful,
but it should also work, that is, it should raise issues and help the
community find answers to them. Morrison also forms part of a black
aesthetic tradition because she attempts to instill in her work specific
African American cultural elements such as the techniques of storytelling and the power of the sermonic tradition. In ―Rootedness: The
Ancestor as Foundation‖ (1984), she explains how she attempts to
give a black quality to her texts. Her texts illustrate her struggles to
make her words gain the oral fluidity of the storyteller‘s language and
how she tries to draw the audience into the telling of the story by
call/response strategies similar to the preacher's sermon. These characteristics of Black art can be perceived in her most recent work,
Love, a novel that illustrates her preoccupation to deal with issues
confronting her community and to make use of the richness of her
culture.
Going from the survey of the literary theories and practices that
buttressed the development of African-American literature from the
earliest productions to more recent ones, one can notice recurrent
trends: African-American literature has always been functional, committed and full of cultural motifs. Many African-American writers attempt to implement an aesthetic heavily drawing from their culture.
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Consequently, we can consider that applying a cultural evaluation
could be a useful tool to measure their artistic achievement and fully
grasp the complexity of their craft. To better make the case for the
need to complement the use of universal parameters with cultural
evaluation, we are going to move away from the abstract world of
literary criticism and theory to illustrate more concretely through textual analysis of James Baldwin‘s Sonny‟s Blues and Margaret Walker‘s
Jubilee how culture informs content and, therefore, constitutes a helpful tool of evaluation.
In Sonny‟s Blues, knowledge of the full cultural discourse informing the text enables a more fruitful evaluation of the aesthetic and
literary tools the writer employs in the crafting of the narrative. To
better grasp our argument, it is necessary to show the characteristics
of the Jazz/ Blues before illustrating how they apply to the narrative of
our focus. In ―A Blues View of Life (Literature and the Blues Vision),‖
defines the Jazz/ Blues as ―a story of dreadful rift in experience‖ (287).
Powell reinforces this definition when he says that it is often the story
of ―a melancholy ditty about hard times, a lost love, or some other
misfortune‖ (289). Eleanor W. Traylor also theorizes on an analogy
between the writer and the blues performer based on the fact that
they both tell the experiences of black people and attempt to re-order
the chaos of their lives. She also explains that a blues composition is
characterized by improvisations or riffings, that is, departures from the
melodic line enabling the musicians to tell the experience in its different facets (Traylor 285).
Sonny‟s Blues, as the title explicitly announces, is composed like
a blues melody. The narrative tells the story of black youth‘s sufferings in a racist and oppressive society. Like the Blues melody, the
narrative of Sonny‟s Blues gives a tale of the excruciating experience
of the African-American youth in an oppressively destructive American
society. The chronotope of the project posits in time and space the
oppressiveness of the social space, it is space where history repeats
itself generation after generation. The internal narrator tells the story
of his brother‘s downfall; however, a deeper reading of the text reveals that the narrative posits over several generations the paradigmatic lack of safe sociopolitical and economic space for black people
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through a series of analepses, that is, return to past events. The
frame narrative opens in media res with the news of Sonny‘s arrest for
drug abuse, which serves as an electroshock that prods the development of the alienated narrator‘s critical consciousness. The first sign
of the narrator‘s rising awareness of the determinism of the social,
political and economic environment on black youth lies in the fact that
he establishes a parallel between Sonny and the schoolboys when he
was their age. His analytic mind understands that these kids use heroin in the restrooms to escape from the limitedness and barriers of their
world- a world whose darkness stands in binary opposition with the
light in the white people‘s world that they see in movies (Baldwin 9).
Later on, the narrator makes other returns to past events―complete
analepses―to illustrate through the embedded narrative of his uncle‘s
murder by drunken white people that the social space has always
been dangerous for black youth. The use of narrative anachronies or
improvisations enables the narrative to cover a reach of more than
three generations and demonstrates that the American social space
has always been a site of destruction of the black youth. The narrator‘s father‘s words corroborate this view when he exclaims, ―Safe,
hell! Ain‘t no place for kids, nor nobody‖ (16).
Other elements illustrating that the blues influences the crafting
of ―Sonny‘s Blues‖ reside in the organization and movements of the
narrative. It also reproduces in its organization the rhythms and
movements of a blues composition. In the Blues performance, one
musician establishes the melodic line then plays the melody in collaboration with other musicians who, through their improvisations or riffings, help him develop ―the experience of the melody in any and every
way that the experience of the melody or theme can be heard or perceived‖ (Traylor 286). If we hypothesize that the melodic line equals
what Gerard Genette terms ―first order‖ narrative in Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, thus assuming that narrative anachronies are forms of improvisations, we can argue that the blues informs
the narrative structure of ―Sonny‘s Blues.‖ The narrative voices in
―Sonny‘s Blues‖ are organized in the same way as the blues performance: the narrator opens the story by establishing the ―first order
narrative‖ or melodic line, but he continues the narration with the as-
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sistance of Isabel and his parents. The voices of Isabel and his parents not only constitute improvisations because they are analeptic
narrations departing from the ―first order narrative‖ to recount past
events, but they also enable the reader to hear or perceive the lack of
safe social space for black youth on several temporal positions and in
different places. Isabel, the narrator‘s father, and the narrator‘s mother
represent, therefore, the other musicians helping the narrator in the
telling of his story or the performance of his melody.
It is necessary to study the blues performance that closes the
text to better perceive how the narrative of Sonny‟s Blues resembles a
Jazz/ Blues composition. In the performance, Cherokee establishes
the melodic line, holds the other musicians back, gives them the floor,
and steps in to remind them that they are playing the blues (32-3).
The narrator of the story controls the delivery of the story in the same
way. First, the narrator holds back Isabel‘s voice in the narrative by
reporting her words. Second, the narrator steps back to let the voices
of his parents take control of the narrative. Unlike Isabel‘s words, the
words of his father and his mother are told in the direct speech thus
assuming a greater presence in the story. However, all these voices
participates in the narrator‘s agenda, which is to show through generations the ―darkness‖ of the African American social, political, and
economic space. As this passage characterized by the discordant
mixture of subsequent, simultaneous and predictive narrations reads,
―the darkness outside is what old folks have been talking about. It‘s
what they have come from. It‘s what they endure. The child knows
that they won‘t talk any more about what‘s happened to them, he‘ll
know too soon what‘s going to happen to him‖ (Baldwin 17). The improvisations of the other voices mainly participate in the subsequent
narration; that is, using past events to show that since slavery days
black people have been living in this darkness ―outside.‖
Roach points out, historically, Jazz/Blues music has represented
a form of expression of the black people‘s pain and sufferings in their
process of self-definition (Roach 113). Sonny‟s Blues largely reinforces this assertion. The narrator performs the same function as the
Jazz/Blues performer. Indeed, Baldwin utilizes this form in the literary
representation of the oppression of African Americans in a society that
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denied them access to the same right rights as their white counterparts, creating a destructive feeling of rage that made black youth
seek relief in drugs. The Jazz/Blues influences in Sonny‟s Blues are
not limited to the theme and form, for they can also be identified in the
narrative structure. The narrator also controls the delivery of the story
in the same way the jazz musician does. He establishes the ―first order narrative‖ or melodic line and arranges the improvisations or
anachronies into a melody. ―Sonny‘s Blues‖ major characteristic lies in
the anachronies in the narrative and the use of tenses- anachronies
imitating the discordance of the improvisations in the Jazz/Blues composition.
Another text sustaining the usefulness of the cultural tool in the
evaluation of African-American texts is Margaret Walker‘s Jubilee
because its structure and content is saturated with the leitmotif of
music.1 The title of the novel is drawn from a traditional spiritual, Jubilee. The three parts and fifty-eight chapters of the narrative open with
epigraphs, which are either slave secular or religious songs or Civil
War songs. Additionally, Walker weaves songs into the fabric of the
narrative and the characters‘ discourse. James Spears, in ―Black Folk
Elements in Margaret Walker‘s Jubilee,‖ establishes a link between
form and content of the text when he points out that the lines of the
song used as the novel‘s title, ―signify chronologically a motif in the
novel: the anticipated and approaching emancipation of the slaves‖
(14).
He also argues that the epigraphs opening the three parts and
fifty-eight chapters of the narrative organize Walker‘s historical novel
structurally and thematically. The motif of the children of Israel conveyed in the song opening part two and three――Mine eyes have seen
the Glory‖ and ―Forty years in the Wilderness‖―helps Walker organize the parts into a coherent story. As he notes, ―together with the
chapter titles, two of which parallel the bondage of children of Israel in
Egypt, these epigraphs also help establish the thematic organization
of the novel‖ (14). I share Spears‘ view as the musical structure of the
1 See Babacar Dieng‘s Reclaiming History: A study of the Emerging Postcolonial Consciousness in
Mid-Century Novels of the African Diaspora for a fuller illustration of the presence of the spirituals and its
aesthetic function in Jubilee.
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novel dictates the development of themes in the parts and chapters of
the narrative. To provide one illustration, the song, ―Swing Low‖, used
as epigraph relates to the theme of Sis Hetta‘s death in chapter one.
―Go Down Moses‖ relates to the theme of the slaves‘ oppression in
chapter two; ―When Israel was in Egypt land,‖ which focalizes the
slaves‘ precarious conditions of life and work in Dutton‘s plantation. A
similar relationship can be argued for the remaining chapters.
Eleanor W. Traylor, in ―Music as Theme: The Blues Mode in the
Works of Margaret Walker,‖ draws attention to the role of music in the
aesthetic and narrative design of the novel. Indeed, Traylor compares
the celebrant of the novel to a singer whose songs articulate progressive stages in her life and in which the personal story of Vyry merges
with the history of the slave community. More significantly, Traylor
points out that music represents a key strategy in any further reading
of Jubilee, because it has served as an index for the writer and should
constitute a tool in any further reading of the text (513). Traylor is
right. In fact, far from being mere organizational devices and simple
markers of shifts in themes, time, and space, these songs also form
part of the narrative discourse. Their meanings fuse with the content
of the narrative to provide a better understanding of the slaves‘
thoughts and attitudes, thereby illuminating their incipient political
consciousness and revolutionary spirit. To provide a concrete example, Chapter Sixteen, a segment that focalizes Vyry‘s trials and tribulations in her attempts to build a family, opens with the song ―My way‘s
cloudy, Lawdy, my way‘s cloudy…‖ One variation of this neo-spiritual2
in John Wesley Work‘s Folk Song of the American Negro (1969)
reads:
Oh, bretheren, my way, my way‘s cloudy, my/ way, Oh send one angel
down, Oh! Bretheren, my way,/ my way‘s cloudy, my way, Oh send one angel down./ There‘s fire in the east and fire in the west, send one angel down,
and/ fire among the Methodist, O send one angel down./missed the soul he
thought he had, O send one angel down. / the promised land I‘m bound to
go, O send one angel down. Lord has come to set us free, O send one angel down (231).
2 Louise Ayres Garnett, Zora Neale Husrton, and Harry Miller have classified this song in the group
of neo-spirituals (Lovell 465-66).
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The first four stanzas of the song express with pathos the poet‘s distressful situation, figuratively symbolized by the clouds and the fire in
the east and the west and among the Methodists. The poet is surrounded by trouble.
The situation of the poet reflects with relevance that of Vyry‘s in
the narrative. As a matter of fact, Vyry goes through moments of extreme trials in her life. Her project to live in matrimony with Ware falls
short as a result of John Dutton‘s refusal to grant her right to marry
Randall Ware because that means he would have set to her free.
Then, Vyry finds out that the mysterious white stranger who came to
the Big House is transacting her sale. To top it all, Vyry‘s attempt to
have Randall buy her out through the white abolitionist, Quayles, fails
as a result of Willie‘s inadvertently giving the secret message instead
of his pass to a white patroller. This series of unfortunate circumstances make Vyry, like the poet, extremely distressed. The song is
thus not merely a decorative wrapping but a motif which merges with
the text to represent Vyry‘s tortured consciousness.
The song represents a text that projects Vyry‘s, and by extension
the slave community‘s, ontological attitude and resilience in the face
of adversity. Indeed, the two last stanzas illustrate that although the
poet in the song is momentarily distressed, he/she maintains a strong
ground of hope and is convinced that this situation is just momentary.
Figuratively, as Lovell notes in Black Song, ―clouds come, but the
promise is that they will not remain‖ (266). The poet‘s strong ground of
hope in these moments of trial is further signified in the line ―the promised land I‘m bound to go‖ and his/her conviction that faith will overcome despite the reign of evil, figuratively referred to as that of Satan.
This strength in moments of trials, strong ground of hope and fortitude
of the poet are prominent characteristics of Vyry‘s ontological attitude
in the narrative. Vyry, as noted earlier, stands as a product of the
slave culture, a symbol of the spiritual triumph of the enslaved people
over their conditions of servitude. In spite of the numerous obstacles
she faces, she never loses her conviction that she will one day be free
as a bird. She prays, perseveres, and endures and ultimately fulfills
her dream of building a family and a life in the Promised Land after
several years in the wilderness. The motif of music thus not only helps
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the narrative capture with effect the slaves‘ consciousness, but also
supports the effective description of the slaves‘ ontology and resilience, which, as noted earlier constitutes an important part of Walker‘s
project.
Margaret Walker also figuratively revisits the circumstances of
the composition of the slaves‘ songs to better illustrate the slaves‘
psychology of resistance. Walker‘s ideological discourse of debunking
the myth of the slaves‘ acquiescence by revealing the rebelliousness
and resistance characteristic of the African American slaves is also
conveyed through songs, vestiges of the African-American spirit of
resistance, she moulds into the characters‘ speech. Brother Ezekiel‘s
sermon to his flock during the Rising Glory Baptist Church‘s meetings,
in chapter three, exemplifies the subtle incorporation of the motif of
music in the characters‘ discourse to account for the slaves‘ resistance. In chapter three, Walker inserts the content of the emblematic song ―Go Down Moses‖ in Ezekiel‘s sermon. The words of the
song read: ―When Israel was in Egypt land—/Let my people go./ Oppressed so hard they could not stand—/Let my people go.‖ This song
attributed to Harriet Tubman carries the voices of the resisting slave
subjects. Indeed, ―Go down, Moses‖ is ―direct statement all the way. It
does not employ the undercurrent symbolism of Steal Away to Jesus
and other such poems…It says flatly that Moses freed these slaves
boldly and justly because slavery is wrong. It clearly projects the principles of this experience to the entire world: Wherever men are held in
bondage, they must and shall be freed‖ (Lovell 326). More significantly, as Lovell further observes, the line ―let my people go‖ is ―one of the
great freedom declarations of literature and history‖ (327).
In the narrative, Walker utilizes this song whose language and
cadences are particularly suitable for a sermon to illustrate the slaves‘
revolutionary spirit, thereby further buttressing the narrative‘s discursive content. The organization of ―Go Down, Moses‖ particularly fits
the sermonic tradition as it allows a unique interaction between the
preacher and the audience. ―The song,‖ as Lovell points out with relevance, ―is organized so that in each stanza the leader intones the first
line, the chorus pronounces the second line, the leader returns with
the third line, the chorus with the fourth, and both deliver refrain‖
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(327). Walker inserts the lines of this revolutionary song into Brother
Ezekiel‘s sermon to commemorate the slaves‘ resistance. In the secret sites of the swamps, Ezekiel, like the revolutionary Tubman and
Nat Turner, uses the story of Moses leading the children out of Israel
to proclaim that slavery was wrong, to admonish his flock to have faith
and conviction, but more significantly, to signal that revolution would
happen and liberate them. Note that there has to be one form of revolution for freedom to happen. Whereas this symbolic song introduces
the theme of oppression in chapter two, where it is used as epigraph,
in Chapter Three, it is a site commemorating the slaves‘ glorious resistance. By giving new purpose to this commemorative song through
the call and response of Ezekiel‘s sermon, the narrative reclaims the
slaves‘ refusal to bend their backs to oppression and the declaration
of their rights and aspirations to freedom.
Thus, given the central function of music in the novel‘s development, its use in reconstructive history, and its discursive performance
in the text, one can say that ―knowledge of the full cultural discourse
that provides a context‖ is necessary to measure the aesthetic and
literary achievement of Margaret Walker in Jubilee.
CONCLUSION
George Schuyler‘s pessimism about the development of black
art in America was intellectually grounded, for cultural hybridity and
integration have eroded black aesthetics and affected black art. Indeed, the political engagement associated with black art has been
eroded in a context of melting pot where race literature may not be
acceptable. Nevertheless, the continuous impact of black aesthetic
principles elaborated by theorists of the Black Arts Movement also
constitutes strong argument opposing Schuyler‘s fears; it goes without
saying that the use of African-American culture in artistic productions
initiated by the black aesthetics continues. Today, more than ever,
what is termed ―black aesthetics‖ and I label the influence of culture in
African-American literature should be taken into consideration along
with universal criteria used to assess the accomplishment of AfricanAmerican writers. Not only would taking into account the influence of
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culture on form and content enable critics to understand the complexity of the impressive number of works that black writers have produced
in the past, but also help better grasp their literariness. The above
study of two representative texts—James Baldwin‘s Sonny Blues and
Margaret Walker‘s Jubilee — pleads in favor of utilizing a cultural
evaluation to unearth the aesthetic and literary practices embedded in
African-American literature. African-American culture constitutes an
important index in the crafting of these two works and helps understand their literariness, narrative techniques, form, content and ideological discourses.
Babacar Dieng3
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Malcolm de Chazal and Hervé Masson:
two avant-garde Mauritian artists, bearers
of a national ideal, mauritianism

The 1930s saw the emergence of a new generation of artists,
namely two major figures, bearers of new aesthetic demands, Malcolm de Chazal (1902-1981) and Hervé Masson (1919-1990). During
this period, prior to and immediately after the acquisition of national
independence in 1968, Malcolm de Chazal and Hervé Masson sought
to prefigure a new national ideal, based on a breaking off from preexisting representations that had, up to then, contributed to shaping
society in terms of ―communities.‖ The epistemological quality of the
theories of these two intellectuals and artists is convincing: it can be
discovered in their works, their numerous editorials and newspaper
articles, but also in other documents like the collection of radio interviews of Malcolm de Chazal and the catalogue of Hervé Masson‘s
works. It must be noted that the works of these two painters, poets
and witnesses of their time cannot be found in any of the museums of
Mauritius, aside from one foundation dedicated to Malcolm de Chazal
which is void of all content or works.
The best texts of these artists are without ambiguity. Moving
away from official discourses, which overdetermined differences that
they considered as pretences, they sought to consolidate economic
and political independence through the practice of interculturality.
Their major contributions include public addresses on the advent of
the nation‘s independence. The columns of that time, those of Hervé
Masson as well as those of Malcolm de Chazal, suggested the idea of
a new society to be built thanks to and through the national Independence. Even though they were French-Mauritians, they both belonged
to the pro-independence Labour Party. Therefore, and for the time
period, their position was at the same time courageous and unusual
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given their original social group1. Consequently, they contributed to
demystifying the pseudo-threat of a certain ―Hindu hegemony,‖ the
main argument of anti-independentists. The method that they suggested to reunite the broken society was linked to the creation of an
educational system that was geared towards a common conception of
mauritianism. They both shared the idea that political independence
must go hand in hand with cultural independence, the latter being the
condition for the former.
Marcel Cabon (1981: Namasté), a writer of the same epoch, said
that these two Mauritian figures were inseparable: if we read the one,
we must also listen to the other.
These two names cannot be separated, Cabon wrote. Both are standing at
the same point in the immense map of modern sensitivity. Hervé Masson is
not modern in the same way as Picasso and Dufy, or as Breton and Paul
Éluard. He is modern as is Malcolm de Chazal. He would already be so in
his search for a coincidence between man and nature. (cited by Lehembre,
2005, 192)

Both of them, having an integral relationship with nature, are impregnated with the cultural heritages brought into the island since two
centuries ago, and thus bear the message of the great thinkers of
India. Faced with the prejudices of their time, Malcolm de Chazal and
Hervé Masson, who are incontestably men of exception, fought to
defend their vision of a new society that they were yearning for. Their
writings, their works and their actions bear witness of their great project: to set in Mauritius an intermingling of western and eastern cultures and civilisations. This was what mauritianism was during the
time of Independence, whereas Malcolm de Chazal said: ―Mauritius is
losing its originality, its character, and its folklore. She is on the way of
being commercialised.‖ (―L‘américanisation de l‘île Maurice,‖ Advance,
5 April 1963).
1 The history of Mauritius reveals the weakness of the nationalist trends at the time of Independence:
―Deep conflicts reign over the nation concerning the Independence. There is no unity in the struggle for
liberation from the colonial yoke. Mauritius as an independent island was born in a situation of conflict
and disagreement amidst its population: 44% of the population voted against Independence. The anticolonialist feelings sprang from the Hindu majority in the Island. This division amidst the population and
the United Kingdom‘s wish to grant the Independence are factors that definitely hindered the building of a
Mauritian nation. The ―imagined community‖ of a new nation to be born did not attract all the groups.
There was no solidarity of an imaginary ‗us‘ against a symbolic ‗them‘.‖ (Bunwaree, 2000, 240)
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Malcolm de Chazal
If the genius of Malcolm de Chazal is recognised in Mauritius today (as suggested by the title of the publication of his columns in
2006, Malcolm de Chazal : comment devenir un génie ?), it has not
always been the case. The absolute originality of his literary works, as
well as that of his paintings which reveal a way of thinking that seeks
to get off the beaten track and voluntarily uses provocation to the
extreme, provoked a storm among his contemporaries. Malcolm de
Chazal was considered by the ―good‖ white society as a delirious
madman, rejected by his own community, treated like a pariah, even
among the Mauritian literary institutions and circles that were made up
of the white elite.
I, I am of noble birth [he would write in 1958 to André Masson.] but I have
two flaws: I don‘t accept the prejudices of the Whites and I deny that money
confers anything to a man. In this regard, I, of noble birth, I am despised.
And I, White, I am a White-Negro, since I cannot be a mulatto. (cited by Lehembres: 2005 72-73)

If this ostracism can be considered as an indication of the ferocious racism of the colonial society of that time, his social exclusion
had also made his strength as he explained in different radio interviews. In quest of total freedom, he considered himself as a poetprophet and loved to sustain this absurd and grotesque image that his
fellow citizens had of him. During a radio interview, then in a newspaper article, when he was asked if he loved his country, he gave this
eloquent answer: ―Mauritius would be a paradise if it wouldn‟t have
been for the Mauritians.‖ (―L‘île Maurice serait un paradis s‘il n‘y avait
pas les Mauriciens,‖ Le Mauricien, 30 June 1958).
In France however, Jean Paulhan established his recognition by
his peers during his lifetime. Right from the beginning, his book, published by Gallimard Editions, knew a frank success, particularly in the
Surrealists‘ milieu.
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Bringing Mauritius into existence: the construction of the myth

Malcolm de Chazal‘s personal story is quite singular. He belonged to an economically and politically powerful French-Mauritian
family settled in Mauritius since 1763. He was thus an heir trained
abroad to become an engineer in sugar production. Despite all odds,
he chose to break up with the sugar oligarchy to which he belonged
and picked a humble job, that of a simple civil servant in the telecommunication services. At that time, opting for such a social downfall
could not in any way be justified. Such a decision was inconceivable
to his family. He joined the public service in spite of his diplomas and
militated for independence. Malcolm de Chazal reveals in this way a
higher level of consciousness about the future of his society that very
few of those who belonged to his social circle could share. But the
worst is yet to come. What deeply shocked his contemporaries was
the contempt and aversion that he had developed for the narrow mentality of ―the men of Mauritius‖ that he qualified as ―bourgeois,‖ backward people, and racists. As an archetype of the Mauritian who is void
of identity (Chazal: 2004a 35), the nickname of Paul Mokko reached a
peak in the derision and rejection of a population that he judged as
having no culture and, according to him, no proper existence either.
Paul Mokko, a ―zabitant,‖ a doubly insular and sweet‖ (Chazal: 2004b
50) spirit filled him with horror. When a journalist asked him what
Mauritius represented to him, he replied:
Nothing, absolutely nothing because first, there is no Mauritius. It has no
personality; it has no soul; it has no folklore2 and yet an infinite pretension.
(Malcolm de CHAZAL, ―Les champs poétiques,‖ Archives sonores de la Littérature noire et de l'océan indien (Radio France International / Club des
Lecteurs d'expression française, 2001).

Beyond this type of voluntarily provocative discourse–and Malcolm de Chazal enjoyed shocking people–there is a real form of visionary genius here: Mauritius does not exist; it is yet to be created.
Far from focusing on the reality of Mauritius that he abhors–this absence of culture and the narrow-mindedness of its inhabitants among
2 In Malcolm de Chazal‘s vocabulary, « folklore » does not have a pejorative connotation; on the
contrary, it is what constitutes the soul of a people.
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whom colour prejudices prevail–all along his work, through his writings and paintings, he endeavoured to express and affirm this ideal,
this vision of the future of the island that was meant to be ―modernised‖ (Chazal: 2006 19-20). Therefore, he underlined that with the
artists of his time, he sought to contribute to the creation of a Mauritius that will dispose of a ―collective soul‖ (340). He sought to free the
island from its communalist attitude, which he viewed as a partial
effect of the expansion of the local capitalism which, according to him,
had developed precociously and had gone to the very end of its logic.
Competition was without limit (291). Malcolm had discovered this soul,
mainly by contemplating the mountains, and particularly the PieterBoth, which inspired the novel of Petrusmok:
It was during solitary walks–which quickly became real pilgrimages–that the
poet was bedazzled by the lively enchantment of Pieter-Both. He discovered
there mythical characters and animals reproduced with such precision that
he asked himself if Mauritius‘s mountains had not been shaped by extinct
people. Were the inhabitants of the ancient Lemurie the genius sculptors or
had a mysterious demiurge organized this chaos in an esoteric way? Whatever the answer, Malcolm de Chazal had, according to him, found the lost
key and he was reading on the rock curious occult poems. (cited by Lehembre: 2005 192)

Petrusmok expresses a quest for the origins and can therefore
be qualified as a mythical novel. This book might even, in part, have
been written to set the literary and intellectual basis of the independence that Malcolm de Chazal was yearning for.
Petrusmok can indeed be considered as a gesture from the Mauritian people who, until the publication of the work, had no founding myth that would
enable them to bring together populations of very different origins in the
same history and momentum. (Chabbert: 2001 313)

Malcolm de Chazal himself had defended this thesis by declaring
that ―Mauritius was born about ten years ago with a book that I created and which is called Petrusmok” (Brindeau & Lebreton 313). By
creating the myth of ―Lemurie,‖ the lost continent, the Indian Ocean
―Atlantis‖, Malcolm de Chazal was the creator of the founding myth of
the Mauritian nation. He refreshed the myth of « Lemurie », which was
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invented by Jules Hermann3, a Reunionese politician, and thus constructed an insular cosmogony which enables to relate the people of
Mauritius to a fictitious ideal genealogy, instituting the Mauritians as
the descendants of primordial giants, the Lemurie people. In another
work, Malcolm de Chazal explains his point of view as follows:
One fact covers in whole the proto-historical, folkloric and legendary Mauritius. In the Indus plains, on clay plates, there is a tale about a CONTINENT
that covered the entire Indian Ocean basin, and which extended to the East
towards the Pacific, and to the West, detaching itself from Madagascar and
joined Patagonia in South America. To the North, this CONTINENT formed a
whole with what is today known as India [...] Western occult archives refer
to it as LEMURIE […] The Lemurie Continent having been swallowed up by
the waters, MAURITIUS would be one of its remaining rare peaks. (Chazal:
1973 11-15)

The Lemurie people seems to possess all the characteristics of a
people elected and chosen by God. The blooming of this people in
this mountainous environment contributes to making them the symbol
of a community which aspires to have an extraordinary destiny, that of
a nation chosen to represent a superior humanity:
The shaped mountain would thus be the First Altar associated to the gods.
And the Worship of Mountains would be related to a solar worship, of which
the dolmens and menhirs found all over the world would be the degenerated
vestiges […] so, like a jewel case, Mauritius would hide the world‘s mystery
related to the cosmic worship which is now extinct. (Chazal: 1973 38)

One can affirm with Jean-Louis Joubert that ―Malcolm de Chazal
has offered to the islanders of the Indian Ocean a beautiful history
that will help them master their feeling of exile and will literally make
them the sons of their island‖ (Chabbert: 2001, Preface, 11-15). Malcolm de Chazal‘s attempt to create a founding myth for the Mauritian
nation, as his most ardent desire at the time of Independence, is total3 Jules Hermann (1846-1924) traces in his work, Révélations du Grand Océan, the discovery of the
origins of language through the geophysical transformations of the planet. According to Hermann, the
Lemurie continent would be the original continent, the forgotten cradle of humanity. It looked like a
crescent, laying from the Indian Ocean to the Patagonia, going from the south of Ceylon, and encompassing the Mascareign Islands and Madagascar, and passing beyond the cape of Bonne-Espérance.
Hermann bases his theory on the scientific and archaeological research done on this continent, also
called Gondwana, or Lemurie due to the existence of primates and lemurs that can no longer be found
elsewhere except in Madagascar (48).
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ly unique. However, the majority of Mauritians do not know the literary
works of Malcolm de Chazal. In this sense, the author‘s tentative remained unsuccessful in the collective imagination.
National reconciliation

Malcolm de Chazal would bring up the necessity of national reconciliation on several occasions in his columns, a theme which became more and more central in his work as the time of Independence
approached.
According to him, national reconciliation is the fundamental subject of the sought social transformation in order to counter the effects
of the communalism related to the sugar industry capitalism. In a column entitled « La collusion du capitalisme et du préjugé de couleur »
(Le Mauricien, 28th December 1958), he qualified this close relationship between the dominant local capitalist model and colour prejudice
as anti-human, whose origin is economic and which sustained itself
through the mechanism of social production of the families that is
based on segregation and endogamy. For him, national reconciliation
could not occur unless colour prejudice was abolished. Otherwise, it
would never happen (Chazal: 1961). Fifty years later, in 1999, during
the riot that caused the death of the singer Kaya, the same need for
national reconciliation manifested itself again strongly. One could see
the same breaches then, those that had to be at least overtaken politically so that the effects of the relationship between the capitalist system and colour prejudice could be attenuated. The same reality could
be seen: the least rich, the poorest, were always the ―Blacks,‖ called
―Creoles,‖ descendants of slaves, who are as marginalized as in the
past in the contemporary globalisation. In the same line of thought,
Malcolm de Chazal analysed two founding myths which had stigmatised Mauritius, the myth of Paul et Virginie and that of facility. For
him, Paul et Virginie (Saint-Pierre, 1999) is a text that is falsely pure
and moralistic, of a naive romanticism and without any character, and
that he qualifies as ―a depthless myth.‖
When Malcolm de Chazal denounces racism, the ―Mauritian leprosy,‖ it is easy to understand his rejection of Paul et Virginie which
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represents a form of internalisation of this racial duality that characterizes the birth of Mauritian society (Chazal: 2006, 240). The second
myth can be drawn from the usual representation of Mauritius as a
little paradise, that of facility which is grounded on the sugarcane industry, the royal way of getting easy wealth without any sacrifice,
primarily through the enslavement of Africans and then Indian immigration (49-50). These two myths are carrying this particular mentality
which reigns in Mauritius, the one which arises from the ―préjugé de
grandeur‖ (115), by which everyone wants not only to be more than
the other but to be much more than himself. Malcolm de Chazal had
at length written on those prejudices, going from the skin colour to
greatness, which completes one another and are both at the source of
the contempt and superiority that the rich feel towards the poor. According to him, the only ideal that everyone shares is: to get richer
and to go up on the social hierarchy of prestige, which are confused
with what makes wealth. The struggle against prejudices, more particularly colour prejudice, led Malcolm de Chazal to refute the arguments of the anti-independentists, particularly those that justify the
fear of the Hindu hegemony, an argument that he considered as one
of the most hidden aspects of racism.
In parallel to this analysis without concession of his society, Malcolm de Chazal was dreaming of Mauritius. As a poet, he imagined
Mauritius heading towards its destiny; that of a Creolism built on the
succession of generations who have the same mother land. Therefore, all Mauritians are, according to him, Creoles (215). This ideal is
stated in ―Mauritian entity‖ as a representative of the ―integral mauritianism‖ that is quite different from the assimilative4 mauritianism,
since working for the Mauritian agreement comes to harmonizing
diversities, to ―proving that Asia and Europe, the East and the West
are made to get along within the divine humanism‖ (233). His columns
questioned the dominant myths and envisioned the future independent Mauritius, conditioned by the advent of an ―integral mauritianism,‖
through which the island would appear to the world as the mirror of a
crossroads of civilisations (138).
4

As discussed in part 1.
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Close to Camille de Rauville‘s thinking, the author of a thesis on
Indianoceanism5, Malcolm de Chazal presented an innovative message of which Mauritius would be the bearer, and that the island could
spread all over the world, bearing in mind the multiplicity of races, of
communities and of beliefs that came into contact there. The poet
endlessly praised Hinduism all throughout his columns in a context
where the Indo-Mauritian was despised. He, then, insisted on the idea
of a spiritual coexistence between India and Mauritius (Chazal: 2006,
432). By pleading for a union of the East and the West, he brought up
the possibility of a cultural fusion between Western and Eastern values (154-55). In his writings, culture took the shape of an entity based
on exchanges and reciprocal influences. In this regard, Malcolm de
Chazal also defended the creation of a national Museum which would
provide a panorama of all cultures existing in Mauritius. Concurrently
to this, several columns pointed out the cultural poverty of the island
and he militated for a patronage in favour of the artists – which suggested a conversion of the rich to the artistic passion and a willingness, individual or as a State policy, to protect art and the artists (70).
Far from the snobbery of the bourgeois, far from the often reactionary
ideas of the White intellectuals‘ circles of the islands, Malcolm de
Chazal pleaded for an in-depth support of the artists in terms of distribution (118).
As soon as 1959, the author insisted on the creation of a ―mixed‖
university, not in the sense of racial intermingling but in the sense of
shared Western and Eastern values. All of his work praises the values
of interculturality and a fusion of cultures. All his discourses, whether
political and written in the optic of the future independence and the
building a great nation, or militating against racism and prejudices of
all kinds, claim the advent of a new spirit which he wishes to call the
―mauritianism of the unity of races.‖ In the same logic, the stand he
took to defend the artists of the island joins this unique ideal of life, the
realization of which he also wished to see in the field of artistic pro-

5 This is the theory of a mixed civilisation, common to the islands and nations of Indian Ocean that
the author exposed in 1968 in ―Indianocéanisme, humanisme et négritude.‖
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duction and which should add value to the complementarity of Western and Eastern values.
His visionary spirit led him to anticipate the importance that tourism would shortly come to represent for Mauritius, when it was barely
beginning to develop with only two hotels for the whole island. His
suggestions regarding art and culture became real assets for affirming
Mauritius‘s place in the world. He saw in the island the possibility of
conveying a ―new humanity‖ based on cultural fusion. Tourists would
come in large numbers then to see ―the Athens of the East and West
Indies sea », if ever ―Mauritius would become a high cultural centre‖
(99). And while on the eve of Independence, in the 1960s, all the
streets of Port-Louis had been renamed after the new political figures,
Malcolm de Chazal kept his distance by inciting the politicians not to
completely erase the past (308).
In trying to indicate the ways to follow for the future of Mauritius,
Malcolm de Chazal was one of the rare intellectuals of the ―general
population‖, among the most progressist or not, who did not leave the
island between 1950 and 1968, a period during which the change
from household to universal suffrage occurred and led to the independence. Despite the numerous offers he received from abroad, he
would refuse while the Whites and the Mulattoes are the most numerous to leave. Until the end, he pursued his dream and demonstrated
his ideal for this island which, according to him, would in the future be
the scene of an ―integrated artistic revolution,‖ which would give it its
place and value in the international sphere, its universality and its
uniqueness (Le Mauricien, 29th April 1970).
The artistic revolution that he wished to see happen is described
in his columns which are presenting the touristic attraction of the island. The most explicit column in this regard is, ―Malcolmland ou la
poésie incarnée‖ (Chazal: 2006, 413-15), which evokes a fairy enchantment that is the exact antithesis of what Disneyland is as a tourist product. For him, the Mauritian style, which is unique, is centred on
the idea of the existence of a Mauritian fairy enchantment, whose
nature and identity do not belong to the first degree; and does not
therefore need any advertising like Disneyland. This notion of « fairyculture» originates from painting through which Malcolm de Chazal
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seems to have reached truth spaces made of sincerity as is the primary truths of childhood that are to be rediscovered. Through the creation fairy-objects, of fairy-tapestry, fairy-dresses, fairy-clothes, fairyceramics and fairy-jewels as well as through the importance that he
gives to artists and their place in society, Malcolm de Chazal drew the
outlines of the unique and universal culture of Mauritius, which, according to him, should attract the artists, the poets and the millionaires
of the whole world (415). The ultimate vision, and which is somewhat
megalomaniac suggested by the artist, is matched with an immense
humour which takes part in the artist‘s ability to anticipate as well as in
the visionary content of the ―Malcolmland.‖
Malcolm de Chazal had, thus, put into prospect the sharp consciousness that would haunt him until his death, moved by the need to
embody his island just like the need to suggest an ideal life, ―this fairyisland of Malcolmland,‖ at a given particular moment of the Mauritian
history with the arrival of the national Independence. In trying to personify the Mauritian future in his work, a future different in its essence
of a recent past seen during the pre-independent 1960s, Malcolm de
Chazal attacked the utilitarianism of money that reigned, colour prejudice and capitalism, which could have been qualified as ―wild,‖ which
had shaped Mauritian society and which gave it its present modernity
(309).
His message was not heard. Of Malcolm de Chazal, nothing is
seen; nothing is read, or almost nothing in Mauritius. And yet, his work
is very vast: at least tens or so of books, a thousand newspaper articles and hundreds of paintings. His foundation, ―Malcolm de Chazal
Trust Fund,‖ created in 2003 on behalf of the Prime Minister, is almost
empty. In fact, it is an institution not controlled by the State which has
lain asleep since 2005 for reasons pertaining to the local political
stakes. Malcolm de Chazal‘s pictorial work is partially misconstrued
and there is no museum which could help its promotion. Only individual people have preserved the artist‘s canvases without those paintings having been listed anywhere. His literary work is unknown outside the circle of specialists.
Celebrated in 2002, the centenary of Malcolm de Chazal‘s birth
was the occasion for a whole series of events: cultural events about
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his work as a writer, exhibitions and sales of several creations (paintings, ceramics and tapestries) at the Alliance Française of Mauritius,
exhibition of other painters whose work clearly showed an affiliation
with Chazal at the Blue Penny Museum. But, in spite of the importance of such celebration, one of our interviewees strongly condemned it for its artistic non-modernity. Moreover, he denounced the
taking over done by the artist‘s community of origin−FrenchMauritian–around his work while they had treated him as a pariah in
his lifetime. This event, far from bringing visibility to the work of the
artist, has only contributed to maintaining it confined in a circle he
never belonged to in his lifetime; he who denounced the racism and
the communalism that are still prevailing in Mauritius even today.
This analysis of Malcolm de Chazal‘s views on mauritianism and
the artistic revolution of which he wanted to be the mentor reveals the
symptom of a failure of the Mauritian society. It has not risen up to the
dream of the artist who sought ways towards a cultural and political
decolonization in vain. The central idea of the cultural decolonization
advocated by Malcolm de Chazal was the promotion of unity through
cultural fusion, through an exploitation of the singular capital of the
history of Mauritian migrations and capitalist expansion. This history
was to lead to a kind of alliance between the West and the East, encouraged by the development of a cultural policy centred on national
reconciliation in order to reduce and to control the social mechanisms
of community and racial integration.
Hervé Masson‘s views seem to assert the unfinished aspect of
the national construction expressed by Malcolm de Chazal, and even
if these views are different from the latter‘s; they stress the same vision of Mauritius.
Hervé Masson
Hervé Masson, a very close friend of Malcolm de Chazal‘s, had
quite a unique position like him, considering his origins which are the
same, the French-Mauritian community. Hervé Masson was the
youngest of a family of eight children. His father opened an attorney‘s
study a short time before his birth. Although French-Mauritian, the
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Massons were modest. Right from adolescence, Hervé Masson would
free himself from the family‘s protection as well as the too strict white
colonial society. In 1941, at the age of 22, he started painting:
I started painting because my future brother-in-law made watercolour copies
of classical paintings and this annoyed me with the pretext that I was certain
to be able to do better. (Letter to Claude Haza of the 21st june 1963)

At that time, there was already a long pictorial tradition in MauriA Royal Society of Arts and Sciences of Mauritius had been
constituted under the French colonisation. The paintings belonging to
this tradition are representative of western canons of art, a realistic
and decorative painting, reserved for the good society, landscapes,
and scenes from popular life, classical portraits. Hervé Masson is
viewed as breaking away from this tradition. He learns the work of
painting and breaks off from his peers, so as to turn to modernism,
towards a more intellectual painting and more metaphysical than plastic. He denounces the cultural ignorance of the elites of the local
bourgeoisie, that is the perception of culture as European, and advocates an art which shows a consciousness of mauritianism. Hervé
Masson expresses himself as follows in Léonard ou la déchirure:
tius.6

All the Mauritian painters of that time [referring to the years 1940-48] were
fierce realists. They painted the « encampments » at the seaside, old fishermen and their huts, violet and blue cardboard-paste mountains, as they
are, as faithfully reproduced as possible. On demand, a few roses were
added to the canvas of the garden of the wealthy shipowner‘s opulent villa
[…]. I was the first Mauritian painter to get off the beaten track. I imported to
Mauritius the orientation of the school of Paris that I did not know otherwise
than though reproductions. Largely scandalizing the right-minded people
and with the howling of the media, I painted and regularly exhibited paintings
where cubism and expressionism are displayed and intermingled. I have
quickly established a reputation that smelt of rebellion, contestation and
most of all a challenge. I also wrote for local newspapers. This people that I
pretended so much to love. Those black workers always imprisoned by enslavement. Those people had also the right to express themselves through

6 Several publications about the Mauritian Fine Arts underlie (this fact): Georges-Andre DECOTTER,
Panorama de la peinture mauricienne (1986); Georges-Andre DECOTTER, Port-Louis, visions d'artistes
1991); Yves DAVID, La peinture à l'Ile Maurice (1996) ; Hans RAMDUTH, Art in Mauritius – Post Independence issues and perspectives (2007).
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me, the right to live my life. (Unpublished pages written in Paris in 1978, cited by Lehembre, 2005, 67)

Hervé Masson‘s strong personality is forged at the contact of important figures of the intellectual and artistic life of the island, like Henri Dalais, lawyer and literary critic, the painter Hugues de Jouvancourt
and Malcolm de Chazal. Later on, with the help of his wife, he would
initiate the « Cénacle », a circle that gathered at Hervé Masson‘s residence many artists. Madeleine Mamet, a philosopher famous for her
teachings and the original place she occupied in society where she
belonged as a woman activist and an intellectual, talked of the
―Cénacle‖ in those terms in the years 1942 to 1949:
This was the good time for Mauritian culture. The Reign of thought, the expression of knowledge. Those who have survived this particular time can still
testify it. We were then those live beings, who felt innerly strengthened in a
particular form of life. (Mamet 57)

The step that Hervé Masson took was a stand of resistance in
front of the ignorance and the low level of culture of the colonial bourgeoisie and its inability to listen to what could be prefigured at that
time of the Mauritian modernity. Hervé Masson‘s epistemological
viewpoints rest on the need for a cultural unification as much as economic and political.
A White man in love with brownness

His recent biographer, Bernard Lehembre, wrote an analysis of
the life of Hervé Masson7 in which he recalls the story of Hervé Masson‘s family and underlines that like Malcolm de Chazal, he lived like
a pariah at a very young age, like a White man in love with brownness. In choosing his relationships, Hervé Masson came out of his
cultural universe in order to integrate the Creole cultural space and
identity, which led him to partly abandon the values of his upbringing.
Masson went as far as Malcolm de Chazal in terms of social marginality. During a love affair, he totally immersed himself in a Black family
at the back end of the Beau-Vallon forest and discovered the magical
7 LEHEMBRE, Masson, Herve, dit Andre Masson : Peintre et homme politique de l'île Maurice,
1919-1990. Biographie.
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world of the Creole longanistes (sorcerers), for about a year. Hervé
Masson situated his engagement and his radical choices from this
point on:
I have tasted the miserable and yet, so enriching existence of this people.
The culture, the logic, the thinking of the Blacks of the island are peculiar to
them. It is not as crude as we believe to be: it is different. Since the free will
of the Whites and their political knaves are keeping this people at the fringes
of western ethic, the ways of living and thinking of the West are partly beyond those men and women who were at a time the slaves coming from Africa or the ‗coolies‘ who have been exported at a small coast from next door
India. Their culture is a mixture. Their thinking and their reactions are
properly theirs. In order to understand this people, in order to love it, in order
to fight for and with it, one needs to have lived its life. Intimately. (Lehembre:
2005, 78)

From then on, Masson‘s thinking can be summarised in those
words: ―In Mauritius, there is no need for French, Indo, or AfroMauritians: it would be enough to have Mauritians‖ (Masson: 1964).
Firoz Ghanty, a painter of the group One, who was spiritually affiliated
with the pictorial work of Hervé Masson, recognized the historical
dimension acquired by the artist.
He is a page of the history of our tiny island, a reference. His work is our
common heritage. He is one of those who gave birth to Mauritian identity,
who have forged with their hands, their bodies, their souls, a nation, a people, a country, a history. (Ghanty: 1998)

Hervé Masson would be the first White to be a card-holder
member of the Labour Party, created in 1936 by Doctor Maurice Curé,
the pandit (a Hindu priest) Sahadeo and Emmanuel Anquetil. This
social movement had been heeded by thousands of workers, without
any distinction of community of origin, except the white society which
had no member. This can retrospectively be understood in front of the
social claims made by the labour party which questioned the sugar
industry capital, which in turn defended its own class interests. In the
1940s and up to late 1948, Hervé Masson, Malcolm de Chazal, Henri
Dalais and other disobedient spirits of the colony met in order to promote the key ideas contained in their various works within the
―Cénacle.‖ The revolutionary ideas which circulated within this milieu
were in accordance with those of the Parisian surrealist movement.
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This avant-garde declared their opposition to the colonial oppression
and demonstrated in favour of blacks or mixed identities. Masson
wished for the birth of a specific Mauritian culture. It would no longer
be the high French or Indian cultures born in Mauritius but an entirely
new phenomenon, ―a kind of syncretism, the joining an end to another
of those superposed cultures without bringing any change to them.‖ It
is from the intermingling of those different cultures ―that an authentic
Mauritian culture, slowly but surely, comes to life, not from the superposition but from the mixing‖ (Masson: 1971b). The artists of the
―Cénacle‖ claimed political equality which was brought objectively into
the public debates of the 1960s. The pillars of this circle of friends,
namely Malcolm de Chazal, Hervé Masson, the writers Erenne or
Cabon, had strongly claimed their support to the independence of
Mauritius. Hervé Masson would do it from France where he had settled since the 1950s.
An artist in the field of politics

His political engagement in favour of independence was very important and was saluted by the one who would become the first leader
of the Government, the Prime Minister of the Independence, Sir Seewoosagur Ramgoolam. The latter‘s voice would weigh in convincing
the readers of the columns he published from 1963 to 1967 in the
Mauritian press, ―Lettres de France‖ about the necessity of independence. L‟Express, in which he wrote, published his analyses and argumentations in favour of the struggle against all forms of domination
that enslaved the inhabitants of Mauritius. At the time of accession to
independence in 1968, after the racial riots, he made his nationalist
positions known in one of his columns entitled ―Mauricianisme avant
tout‖ (Masson: 1968). He expressed in those pages of L‟Express the
real consubstantiality of Independence and mauritianism, the main
thing, for him, being the work in setting up an independent policy,
specifically Mauritian, and thus to overturn the internal and external
relations.
The emergence of a national consciousness is essential for Hervé Masson. If he is opposed to communalism, it is because he be-
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lieves in the necessity for the islands‘ citizens to take part in the setting up of the new nation. To counter this same communalism, he has
denounced at a very early time, those who sought to keep their privileges even if it meant to rise up against one another, especially the
Franco-Mauritians and the half-castes, who brandished the threat of
the Hindu hegemony. To help a national consciousness emerge, he
denounced as soon as 1963, the Constitution written under the aegis
of the British; while, in his eyes, it was the active participation of the
citizens which should have given birth to it: ―Pourquoi les Mauriciens
ne travaillaient-ils pas eux-mêmes à cette rédaction?‖ (Cited by Lehembre: 2005, 316).
His biographer stresses that Masson has perceived the bad effects of what he considered to be one of the most harmful aspects of
the newly independent society earlier on: the common interests that
exist between the sugar industry oligarchy, the old British colonial
power and the Indian bourgeoisie, who got together after the independence to the detriment of the Mauritian people, all communities
put together. This resulted in the association model that stemmed
from the negotiations, which have produced a new equilibrium. Catherine Boudet talked of ―consociation‖ in order to define the essence of
the independent power that came out of the agreement between the
parties. This political form was, at the time of the national construction, a way to reach an agreement between the groups that formed
the new national elite, at the detriment of the evolution and progress
of the national consciousness wished for by Hervé Masson, since the
interests of the new nation are going to be sold for in accordance to
the narrow prism of interests of the powers and that of this same elite.
This is why Masson totally disagreed with the governmental coalition
formed by the Labour Party, the Muslim Action Council and the Independent Forward Bloc with their opponants of the pre-Independence,
the Mauritian Party. This government of the national coalition will be
his first deception. This model called ―consociatif‖ which has been
analysed by Lijphart then taken over by Catherine Boudet8 for the
8 See Catherine Boudet, ―Les Franco-Mauriciens entre Maurice et l‘Afrique du Sud : identité, stratégies migratoires et processus de recommunautarisation.‖ In this thesis, she takes this model of analysis
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case of Mauritius, was set at the time of the national construction. It
depended on the political engagement of the leaders toward the coalition rather than toward the opposition concerning the political decisions. The negotiation between the communities has, thus, been instituted between the elites of the different communities. The real question that Hervé Masson is asking himself is then that of the decolonisation. This aspect, which is the most important (aspect) of the new
Independence, will be failed, according to the author, with the fact that
the new government of the national unity remains dependent on the
sugar industry capital and a constitution written by the old colonial
power. Contrarily, Hervé Masson recommended a nationalisation
policy for the sugar properties as well as diplomacy independent from
the Foreign Office. At a certain point, he projected to create a new
party, the Front d‟Indépendance Nationale et Sociale:
Do they know in France that Mauritius has never been less independent
since the day of its official accession to independence? Do they know that
our government cannot refuse anything to the British government, that military and economic agreements are more than ever tying us to the old mother country? The motto in economic and financial matters that our Prime Minister is going to beg for in London will contribute even more to our subjugation. One of the dedicated supporters of the independence of Mauritius
would surely have to find the courage to cry out: I did not fight for this comedy, not for this caricature of sovereignty. (L‟Express, 2nd August 1968, cited
by Lehembre: 2005, 344)

The words are sharp and they have been made more explicit in
an article published two years later:
It would have taken all the Mauritians, for or against independence, once the
independence has been gained, to act in a way for it to be won. And it is not
in the actual state of things that Mauritius will win it. It would not win with this
wrongly-started coalition, based not on the nation‘s needs, but on vile interests. The independent Mauritius has made a bad start. What it lacked was a
mystification of the political. (Masson :1971b, cited by Lehembre: 2005 332)

This radical criticism on independence, in which the artist strongly expressed his faith in independence, was not virtual. History would
give an evidence of it when the artist left France in 1970 to settle back
over because it seemed to her what corresponded the most to the political principles of the government
that exists in Mauritius.
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to Mauritius where he would reside until 1977. It was at this moment
that his friendship with Malcolm de Chazal deteriorated. The real reason for this distance can be found in their political orientations which
have become too diverging. Malcolm de Chazal, ―expected so much
from a cultural policy of the State that he was ready to adhere to it.
Masson‘s choice to prefer politics to art left the poet crestfallen‖ (Lehembre: 2005, 439). Masson, on his part, wished to work concretely
to make Mauritius independent without renouncing his status of artist,
as he promised one of his cousins, Paul Bérenger, whom he met in
France in 1968–and who advocated (anarchist thinking), animated
political discussion groups, and wanted ―to achieve the struggle for
national liberation abandoned by the Labour activists and to lead the
nation toward socialism‖ (Lehembre: 2005, 330). If Hervé Masson had
projected to engage himself, it was not to carry out a cultural, but
surely a political mission. This is what he did once he was back to
Mauritius by taking part in the creation of the Mauritian Militant Movement (MMM). The comeback of the artist writer to Mauritius will rapidly
put the new government in a difficult position. Through the Prime Minister S.S. Ramgoolam, the government promised Hervé Masson to
reward him for his action in favour of Independence and appointed
him ―Art Adviser,‖ that is artistic advisor attached to the ministry of
national Education and Cultural Affairs, this position was aimed at
improving the teaching of art disciplines (331). This appointment,
apart from the fact that it just constituted in being the ―advisor‖ of the
Minister of culture, was matched with a difficult condition for a writer to
accept. Hervé Masson no longer had the right to write in the press
starting from the time he took up office. Ramgoolam feared the vigour
of Masson‘s articles. If they have served him in the past, now, at this
moment of the creation of the government of national unity, they could
destabilize him. The government‘s fear was real and the creation of
this post/position took two and a half years. Hervé Masson only came
back to Mauritius in April 1970. Bernard Lehembre noted the small
interest that he gave to this position while he occupied it. He will remain in this position for a very short while, less than a year, and will
be rapidly relieved of his duties in January 30th 1971.
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This return to the island, largely welcomed by young artists who
expected a larger recognition from the State, mainly finds its reason
for being in Masson‘s will to intervene directly in the political life of
Mauritius. This is what he did when he chose to walk on Paul Béranger‘s side, founder of the MMM. Only a year after he took up a governmental function in 1970, he would pass over to the opposition in
order to defend the necessity of inventing a new society, the mauritianism which was always to be born, in spite of the fact that independence had been granted. The racial riots that took place in the
capital city of Port-Louis in January 1968 only confirmed his viewpoint.
The fact that Mauritian Independence coincided with the events of
May 1968 had real consequences on the development of the thinking
and the processes of committed sensitisation back there through the
Mauritian Militant-Activist Movement (MMM). In the 1970s and then in
the early 1980s, the MMM, a revolutionary movement before being an
opposition party, defended a unitary model by starting the activist and
nationalist slogan ―enn sel lepep enn sel nasyon‖ (one people, one
nation), and a platform for social justice that he opposed the economic
liberalism practiced by Labour (party) in power. But the construction of
a Mauritian cohabitation the ―mauritianism,‖ did not come through in
its political and ideological dimension. The very brief accession of the
MMM into power (1982-83) ended up in the failure of the mauritianism
and the abandon of this national ideal by all the parties that came to
power since 1983.
During the time of the national construction (1930-1968), some
rare French-Mauritian artists and intellectuals sought to go beyond the
community, religious and racial frontiers left by the colonial period,
and found themselves on the side of independentists. Among them
are, Malcolm de Chazal and Hervé Masson who, more than the others, have developed real theories on the national ideal, and who can
be considered as two visionaries in the role of precursors that they
have played in the defense of mauritianism. The meaning given to this
word, ―mauritianism,‖ by Malcolm de Chazal and Hervé Masson, can
be distinguished from the many meanings that it took later on. This
term, which could have been useful to the socio-cultural opening-up,
has been reduced in its meanings, to the point where it finally does
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not mean anything essential on the committed research that some
Mauritians are doing, which lack the unitary representation of the society at that time preceding the Independence. The term « mauritianism » has been a useful word to the writers and the activists in order
to identify the phases of a social transformation which took place during the time of preparation of the national Independence, and which
they sought to qualify, before being the generic word that it became
later on, and which hid the committed debates around the search for a
national unity.
Julie Peghini9
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Masculinity and Ideology in Achebe’s

Things Fall Apart

Standards exist within every society in relation to maleness or
masculinity as well as its opposite, femaleness or femininity. These
standards, according to Hoffman et al., (2000) ―may or may not be
reflected in a woman's personal definition of her femininity or a man's
personal definition of his masculinity.‖ Achebe‘s novel, Things Fall
Apart depicts a unique society where also, standards either prescribe
or guide conceptions of maleness and femaleness. This paper examines the portrayal of maleness and how the society has conditioned
the general perception and construction of masculinities. However, it
does not appear as if the conceptions of masculinities are diametrically opposite to femininity. Thus attempts are made to honestly explore
the coexistence of both concepts in a culturally (in)tolerant and self
expressive situation. Males and females express themselves in ways
that they believe the culture, which has produced them permits them
to do. Masculinity ideologies, in this novel, traverse the expression of
energies of the men, ―male selfhood,‖ especially the biological, cultural, psychological and legal, or what this paper prefers to be ―norm
approved‖ aspects of his existence. The paper is interested in the
wholeness of male activities and behavior.
One of the very relevant and exciting approaches to the contemporary conceptualization of masculinity appears to be a consideration
of its close link with the age long concept of the hero in literature,
Humanities and Social Studies. According to Kevin Alexander Boon
(2005 1) ―the hero figure is the oldest and most prevalent of all character types, dating from antiquity and remaining to this day the dominant figure in contemporary American narrative.‖ This is true of not
only American, but also of narratives from other regions and traditions
including Africa. Achebe‘s Things Fall Apart, recognized widely as the
first authentic African novel in English, in a similar vein, presents
character types that may appear as heroes. First, the tradition that is
reflected in Things Fall Apart (TFA) is based on communalism, a spe-
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cial socio-cultural system that is both egalitarian and democratic. In
the egalitarian tradition, growth of individual characters follow a definite community based developmental programme. Second, Achebe‘s
Things Fall Apart portrays a society with a complex world view; one
that admits of a fusion of the natural and supernatural, the types and
archetypes, the terrestrial and the spiritual and even the ordinary and
the extra-ordinary. This second point is very important because considering the original Greek conception of the hero, as demi-god… one
who is part God, part man, one who transcends the mortal and the
mundane (Boon: 2005); it is clear that in a society like Umuofia, the
setting of Achebe‘s novel, where there are strong links between the
gods, spirits and deities on one hand, and humanity, on the other;
there are likely to be heroes, or people of extremely close affinity with
God. Quickly, the system of dispensation of justice could convince the
characters in the setting that masked ancestors (respectable and
worthy indigenes who are deceased and are now in the world of the
dead, though not really dead, but oversee the total activities of the
living), truly and impartially dispense justice. However, the ordinary
observer may know that those are real human beings behind the
masks. These human beings, at the point of that onerous responsibility (when they dispense justice), are at one with the gods, or better
still, demi-gods. Then the argument still remains, could they be authentic heroes? Could holding forth for the gods actually elevate anyone to godhead? It is one thing to be a representative, or replication of
an entity, say, the hero; and another thing being the entity, say the
hero.
Different character configurations garnish the story in Thing Fall
Apart. There are the strong ones, like Okonkwo, his mentor Nwakabia, his friend Obierika on one side; and the weaklings like Okonkwo‘s
father, Unoka, his son, Nwoye and another character Ochugo, on the
other. All the same, there may not be overwhelming evidence to support the portrait of ―the hero,‖ in the classical sense of ―demi-god,‖
even when we decide to overheat the argument of the position, role
and status of the masked ancestors who dispense justice. But the
strength of many characters, like Okonkwo, Nwakibia and Obierika,
present an interesting case for examination. Granted, none of them
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may be associated with God, at origin or birth; but they are intricately
linked to gods and deities and their activities are both dictated and
manipulated by the gods. Also, like gods and heroes, their activities
excel those of the common man, yet they are neither gods nor heroes.
One may support the argument that they are not heroes, in the
classical sense, beyond the god-like origin by other established universal literary criteria. Some of these criteria have been identified by
J. P. Clark (1973). He notes in his famous work, The Hero as a Villain
and as posited by Aristotle, that a hero must be of noble birth; second,
a hero must emerge at the time the society is in need of him; third, a
hero must be predestined to perform certain feats capable of saving/delivering his people; and finally, other sources, like the Holy Bible
story of Joseph (―Genesis‖) also confirm that a hero is likely to be
persecuted, and indeed be sought after with a view to being killed by
those he came to deliver. These, or, most of them, are not part of the
features which shape the main strong characters in Things Fall Apart.
The above traits are basically ideals against which the ―strongman‖
can be judged in the novel and also almost all other cultures. However, a culture, like the Igbo culture of the setting of Things Fall Apart,
resists the domination of her cosmology by individual ―strongmen.‖
Rather, there is an unwritten code, which allows all men to aspire to
the highest level of achievement, if any has been identified, but no
one keeps the position to himself.
In the cases of Okonkwo and Obierika, the two friends and
kinsmen, and other characters like Nwakibia, in Things Fall Apart,
fame, achievements and progress do not automatically translate into
heroism. Achebe perhaps uses them, and few other great achievers,
to restate the socio-cultural structure of the Igbo ethnic society where
the individual can at best establish his strength of character, but not in
so much an overwhelming manner as to becoming equal to a god.
However, the individual who becomes so obviously distinguished
among his people is recognized and reverenced. He is not likely to
attain godhead, but he can aspire to pattern his life after the nature
and character of his patron god or deity. The Igbo people may not be
unaware of the benefits of a hero figure to a society; yet, they are
cautious when it comes to venerating individuals to the high pedestal
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of heroism. To them, the man of great feats and deeds is the fully
realized man, one who demonstrates masculine characteristics. By
this kind of unwritten understanding, culture subtly encourages many
to aspire and attain great feats and accomplish missions that are beneficial to culture. Heroism, thus would not be in opposition to the development of masculine qualities in the individual, rather, it models
and nurtures them for the collective development of the people.
Established heroic traits are essential background ingredients for
the construction of masculinity in the setting of Achebe‘s Things Fall
Apart. They constitute a kind of ideal, against which whoever may
eventually command ethnic or clan respect, must aspire to. Once
more, Kevin Alexander Boon (2005) rightly says:
… heroic qualities serve as models for privileged masculine behavior. In the
first sense, the hero figure is an unattainable object of desire that occupies
the transcendent realm of the divine; in the second sense, the hero figure
engenders masculine affiliation through its presumed presence in the masculine other--that is, the man who is labeled "hero" is always other. No hero
may label himself a hero without risking his heroic status.

On the basis of the above understanding, the man of ―masculine
behavior‖ is more or less, one who taps into the heroic behavior, and
drawing upon it, shapes his own character. He essentially distinguishes himself from ―other males,‖ then far above the other sex.
However, all are within human abilities. There is no need for the masculine character to transcend humanity, into the realm of the divine.
He is like any other man in the society; makes the mistakes others
make; could become a victim of societal prejudices; obeys and keeps
the taboos of the society like other people; but must be distinguished
in all acts.
The society on which the story of Achebe‘s Things Fall Apart is
based, the fictional Umuofia, can be any society in Igboland, in the
present southeastern Nigeria. Its uniqueness is reinforced by the
strong cultural notion of ―otherness.‖ In other words, the males are
different from the females, on one hand; and on the other, some
males who have distinct male characteristics (masculine) are different
from other men. The obvious definition of masculinity thus draws upon
the perceived differences of the sexes and equally within the (male)
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sex. First, the societal approach seems to be in consonant with part of
Hoffman et al. (2000 5) research findings that ―For both men and
women, biological sex (maleness/femaleness) was a key component
of their respective definitions of masculinity or femininity.‖
Between the sexes, the biological criterion appears to be the
bedrock of the determination of maleness. Other researchers like
Spence (1999) and Hoffman et al. (2000) equally maintain that to a
large extent, masculinity draws upon maleness. This may connote a
homosexual (or intra-sexual) assessment of key qualities that distinguish one man from others thus making the same male distinctively
―male‖ or masculine. Then the question for today‘s research would be
if there are actually very distinct human traits and behaviors that are
inherently masculine?
Maleness, as Kimmel (2000a) points out, has ―meanings which
vary from one society/culture to another, within any society/culture
over time, within each individual over time, and, perhaps most important, among different individuals in one group at one point in time
(i.e., within-group variability)‖ In the lives of Achebe‘s male characters
in Things Fall Apart, as well as the general conceptions of the society
of Umuofia, the notion of masculinity, is defined by specific traits of
maleness, which appear to be collectively approved by the society.
These also emerge in various forms. At the general level, the biological certainty of the presence of male phallus marks out the male. But
beyond that, there are other outlined strong support symbols and
qualities: A man must make proper use of the phallic symbol in procreation because his worth is to a considerable extent, informed by
the size of his family, not the size of his phallus. It is at this higher
consideration that maleness becomes special as against manhood in
the ordinary sense of ―being a man.‖ For a man, endowed, like other
men, with the phallus, but unable to appropriately use such in the
actual task of procreation, the degree of his masculinity is either extremely low or he is not considered male at all. Okonkwo grows up the
ladder in the society and ―acquires‖ four wives, who in turn, have children for him. In assessing either the degree or strength of masculinity,
this direct consequence of the biological consideration is very important.
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Closely associated with the biological expression of procreation
or sexual virility is physical prowess. In Umuofia society, a man becomes recognizably masculine when he accomplishes, or at least is
associated with, some remarkable physical feats. For Okonkwo, the
need for either association or recognition with masculinity is uppermost. He thus does not let any opportunity slip off his hands. At the
early part of the story, even when his indolent father, Unoka, was still
alive, he encouraged himself to build up a strong body that enabled
him to successfully win a coveted wrestling laurel for his community.
Wrestling is a sport for men alone in his society; however, it is not all
men that wrestle. Only men with special masculine qualities, courage
and stamina precisely, engage in wrestling and more so, men who
have higher acumen, like Okonkwo, succeed in being champions.
Beyond the rather personal levels of physical and biological expressions, scholars have also broached masculinity at deeper ―personality characteristics‖ levels. This is more like looking at the larger
cultural schema and psychological level of masculinity, in other words,
considering those latent features which inform the physical manifestations of ―maleness.‖ This viewpoint, contributed by social psychologists like Bem, (1974); Helgeson, (1994), Levant et al., (1992);
Thompson, Pleck, & Ferrera, (1992) highlight ―prescriptive (norm
based) masculinity;‖ and ―trait masculinity.‖ In the first outline, prescriptive or norm based, man is considered masculine when it is either
believed or established that he behaves ―in ways thought to embody
male role norms in his culture, whether he himself actually does or
not‖ (Doss Brian, D. J. Hopkins & Roy: 1998; Helgeson: 1994). On the
other hand, in trait masculinity, ―a man is considered masculine when
he possesses the characteristics of culturally constructed expectations about behavior appropriate for men.‖ (Levant et al.: 1992;
Thompson, Pleck, & Ferrer:, 1992). Here, there are bound to be varied opinions and responses in consideration of Achebe‘s characters in
Things Fall Apart. Okonkwo, for instance, would be more compliant to
prescriptive or norm-based masculinity, while he equally struggles,
albeit, without good success to meet the ―culturally constructed expectations about behavior appropriate for men.‖
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Starting from the later, which is ―trait masculinity,‖ it is interesting
to know that Okonkwo falls short of certain crucial expectations of the
real man. The real man is expected to build his total self in a way that
will prepare him to conform to culturally constructed expectations of
male behaviour in his society. Thus, Okonkwo, a typical man of the
locale, Umuofia, of the story, Things Fall Apart, is expected to flow
with the canons of the society without much struggle. Indeed, he
should learn to adhere to the demands of the society in relation to
both obvious and latent taboos. Okonkwo succumbs to his rash character a couple of times in the story and goes contrary to the societal
standards. On one occasion, he beats his wife during the week of
peace and is subsequently sanctioned by the entire clan. Invariably,
masculinity in his society demands that one matures beyond the physical strong man to the level of self-controlling strongman, both of his
internal self and his outer world. He must be subtle in handling others
because creating well balanced and acceptable relationships both at
the domestic and societal levels is a prerequisite of ―trait masculinity.‖
This is not the case for his friend Obierika. Obierika is a more balanced character, who would at all time think deeply of actions before
embarking on them. He is in charge of himself. He understands the
culture of his people very well and keeps the same with reasonable
success.
While attaining self-control remains important in the crystallization of masculinity, using such an attainment to broach strong social
issues, like keeping the subtle taboos is extremely beneficial. Once
more, Okonkwo fails to do so. First, after distinguishing himself in
obtaining a reprieve of a virgin and a young boy, as compensation for
his clan whose citizen lost a dear wife to the recklessness of a neighboring clan, he wins the custody of the young boy. The end of the
young boy is almost certain, he would die. Okonkwo is expressly
warned by both his conscience and a wise elder not to be part of the
―killing‖ of the young boy. He should; however, not oppose the voice
of the oracle of the hills and the cave that pronounces death, but the
performance or the act of killing should be by other people. The reason is that the boy calls him father, (an enviable symbol of masculinity in his society) and no man, fully realized and fully respectable, kills
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his child. But Okonkwo, either willfully or inadvertently ignores these
and personally slays the young boy, Ikemefuna.
This is tangentially linked to the next point of contention of
Okonkwo‘s conformity or otherwise to ―trait masculinity.‖ After the
death of Ikefefuna, Okonkwo‘s son, Nwoye, loses love and respect for
him. Perhaps, the emerging relationship between Okonkwo and his
son Nwoye calls to question the authenticity of masculinity in relation
to lineage and continuity. One of the most significant determinants of
masculine personality is procreation, so it is equally implied that the
duty of the man in this direction will remain incomplete if the child,
who should, at his own time, take the baton of continuity forward is not
well nurtured. Kimmel (2000b) conceptualized his nurturing of his
newborn son as an aspect of his masculinity or maleness. This appears contrary to the predominant view, especially in Africa, which
shifts child-rearing to the females. Nurturing is integral to rearing and
stands the risk of being feminized if it is not claimed as part of trait
masculinity. This may explain why it does not occur to Okonkwo, initially, to conceive nurturing Nwoye, his son, and even Ikemefuna, his
foster child as part of an assessment of how successful he is as a
man. However, towards the end of the story, he feels a sense of failure and inadequacy when Nwoye leaves the ways of the clan to embrace Christianity.
Physical expressions of contraries to the ―culturally constructed
expectations‖ of the society in the analysis of Okonkwo‘s character
appear obvious. Some of such expressions, though physical, are actually beyond the physical; in fact they are spiritual. Their consideration is informed still by the nature of the society under examination,
where, according to Okoro (2001 190) there is a ―plenum of forces.‖ It
invariably means that one cannot separate ―being from forces or forces from being… spirit or force has primacy over matter which indicates the all pervading and all permeating nature of spirit‖ The lives of
almost all the characters in Things Fall Apart are directed by some
unseen forces or in simple terms, spirits. The central spirit, which
controls the totality of the being, is ―Chi.‖ No matter what one does, as
a human being, if his Chi does not give approval, it will be all in vain.
Their belief pattern here is similar to the Hebrew/Christian belief,

Masculinity and Ideology in Achebe … / 133

which expressly states that ―if God does not build a house, in vain the
builder toil…if God does not keep watch over the city, in vain the
watchmen toil…‖ (Psalms 127:1-2). It is therefore, for this reason that
Okonkwo‘s struggles are moderated by his Chi. This powerful supernatural acknowledgement equally contributes to the culturally constructed expectations of his masculinity.
So in Okonkwo‘s world and culture, masculinity is to a large extent shaped by the unseen forces around the man. Examples abound
in his case for instance, he has worked so hard and made a tremendous progress in all fields of life and also gained wide recognition and
acceptance in Umuofia, yet tragedy has continued to befall him. At the
domestic level, he is unable to attain satisfaction in his son Nwoye. He
conceives that as tragic because if Nwoye does not walk in line with
cultural expectations, then his entire life will be a failure. More so,
even the child that seems to be capable of holding forth for his idea of
masculine greatness, Ezinma, is biologically female and does not in
reality belong to him. At the larger social level, he offends the land
and the people when he inadvertently shoots and kills a clansman.
This singular act, conditioned by forces beyond human control sets
him back to the beginning of life. The most tragic incident would be
when he has, towards the end of the story, concluded to demonstrate
his understanding of masculinity by contending with all external forces
for the retention of clan purity. He has wished that the entire clan will
think and decide along with him, but he also has prepared himself to
go alone if others refuse to follow. As a result, therefore, he singlehandedly, challenges and kills the Whiteman‘s messenger. On discovering his lone action, he commits suicide. This final act appears to
have ruined all he labored for in his entire life. Perhaps, he is destined
to end up in dishonor, like his father. Yet, Okonkwo is not directly
responsible for all these. Therefore, trait masculinity is somehow
moderated by spiritual forces.
In prescriptive or norm-based masculinity, the central idea is that
"males act in the ways they do, not because of their male role identity,
or their level of masculine traits, but because of the conception of
masculinity they internalize from their culture" (Pleck & al.: 1993 1415). In Achebe‘s Things Fall Apart, Okonkwo grows up in a society
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where he needs to prove that he is a man, and the definition of a man
must come from the society, not from within him. He, in other words,
seeks to understand the features of a man, as the society has determined, after which he would step up or head towards actualizing
those features. His early lessons of maleness, obviously gleaned from
his father‘s personality revealed characteristics that were unacceptable to him because they do not synchronize with societal standards.
His father, whose name, Unoka, connoting that ―home is supreme,‖
indeed is a ―home-man.‖ He relishes staying at home while his contemporaries are out in the field (farm) struggling to make a mark in the
predominant occupation of the people, farming. Okonkwo is thus
quick to learn that maleness is not determined at home, but out there
in the wilderness of human encounters with his fellow beings and the
elements of nature. He thus will look outward for a more appropriate
and at least nominally acceptable standard. Therefore, early in life,
Okonkwo embarks on an intensive scanning of human qualities for
tremors of masculinity. He would avoid replicating his father‘s character, because that does not measure up to the acceptable societal
standards of masculinity.
Since norm based or prescriptive masculinity is external,
Okonkwo‘s quest for it would mean internalizing as many of its (external) qualities as he is able to, from time to time. Obviously, therefore,
Okonkwo‘s real personality will undergo a major overhaul to fit into
societal approval. For him; therefore, the actions or growth towards
masculinity are outward. This trend is typical of the concern of masculine studies for a reasonable period of time. Earlier analysis, in consonance with the above leaning largely saw masculinity in this outward
sense. The ideology had little to do with the inner selfhood or the internal being of the man. No doubt, the psyche of the man was seen to
have played a usual role of organizing the entire being, nevertheless,
much of what was acknowledged as constituting a man (real man)
consisted of how he has been able to project his being to conform to
socially sanctions traits and roles attached to manhood. Michael Roper (2007 251) recalls how the discussions started. He writes:
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―The bias toward the external in work on masculinity has been a characteristic from early on. When John Tosh and I wrote the introduction to Manful
Assertions (1991) a decade and a half ago, we envisaged masculinity as an
over-arching term, which included both cultural and psychological dimensions. We argued that masculinity was "the product both of lived experiences and fantasy," and that further studies were needed to "explore how cultural representations become part of subjective identity" (14-15). We indicated the need for approaches that explored points of connection between the
social and the psychic.

Michael Roper‘s statement on the subjectivity of masculine ideology views identity of the man seriously. To him, there appears to be
a tussle between reality (lived experiences) and fantasy (expectations
and targets) because reality represents what originally constitutes the
man, while fantasy includes the hitherto external issues that the man
eventually internalizes. In the case of Okonkwo, this tussle is quite
strong. At one point, Okonkwo‘s life runs smoothly along the path to
greatness which he very much desires. For instance, in the very year
he starts apprentice farming or the sharecropping experience with
Ogbuefi Nwakibia, forces of nature come against him and his efforts
(this is yet another expression of his chi [fate]), yet he is able to persevere and overcome. This ―lived experience‖ reinforces the idea of
maleness, both internally and externally. This lived experience and
others of its kind can be placed side by side with his ―fantasies.‖ He
fantasizes about his succession. He wishes either Ezimma or Ikemefuna could actually succeed him, that is hold up his lineage, so that he
would have a guaranteed next generation that would worship and
consult him as an ancestor. The interplay between the lived experiences and fantasies truly introduce a reasonable measure of subjectivity to the crystallization of masculine ideologies.
Roper‘s thesis no doubt came on before the decentering of masculinity ideology. The decentring process, according to Brian D. D and
Hopkins J. R. (1998) and, Linzi Murrie (1998), has taken up the analysis of maleness from its initial entry into academic studies, at the
normative level as apparently secured, through a shift from its claim
to universality; and its subsequent entry into the domain of gender
studies as a dimension opposite to femininity (Constantinople: 1973);
then to its concern with a personality characteristically separate from,
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yet related to femininity ( Bem: 1974). Analyzing Okonkwo‘s masculinity, in this light, suggests identifying why he constantly shifts from all
traits he perceives as feminine.
Since, for the society that declared his father a failure, success in
the masculine arena considers socially approved male qualities, as
opposed to female qualities; concretely expressed in occupation or
trade, family size, physical prowess, development of special skills and
or talents, inculcation of boldness, bravery and courage, which are
capable of distinguishing one in battles and combats; Okonkwo‘s psyche internalizes all these qualities and he subsequently pursues them.
Early enough, he subordinates himself to Ogbuefi Nwakibia, a highly
successful man who ―had three huge barns, nine wives and thirty
children.‖ (TFA 13).these, to him, are excellent norm masculine qualities He develops through sharecropping, an extremely slow way to
establishment in farming. He grows from nothing; indeed, his father
left nothing, but debts. Then from a common laborer and share cropper in the service of this elderly wealthy farmer of his clan, he works
so hard that in a short while, he gains economic independence, and
even out grows those who were several times wealthier than him. He
is able also to restart and grow into prominence in Mbaino, his maternal home, after calamity strikes him in Umuofia and he is necessarily
exiled for the maintenance of clan purity. It is on record that Okonkwo
inadvertently kills a clan‘s man during Ogbuefi Ezeudu‘s funeral and
must lose everything he has worked for and leave Umuofia as dictated by the oracle of the hill and the cave.
Then, Okonkwo struggles to dissociate himself from all that
characterized his father (as agbala); however, the irony of the entire
situation remains that his inspiration, as he aspires towards his idea of
success and greatness seems to remain the same father he disdains.
As a Youngman, when he moves with determination to challenge the
indispensable Amlinze the cat during a wrestling bout, he momentarily
grows faint in courage but then must boost his boldness by requesting
that his father plays a tune of encouragement from his flute. This is
one seemingly positive aspect of his relationship with, or inspiration
from his father. Thereafter, through out his life, in the novel, he puts
his father in focus, obviously working hard to avert his father‘s self
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inflicted tragedy: weakness and laziness that result in poverty. His
father‘s fate haunts him so closely that he resents any semblance of
weakness, or any act that will equate him with his father‘s laziness.
But towards the end of the story, he seems to regret that he may not
have a juicy tale to tell his father in the ancestral world, after death,
because Nwoye, who naturally should uphold continuity in their line,
has deflected to Christianity, as against ancestral worship. This, to
him is a mark of failure in normative masculinity.
That brings the discussion to Okonkwo‘s family life. Part of the
approved masculine qualities, at least at the basic level, is the urgency or necessity of a family by a man. No doubt, Okonkwo establishes
himself as masculine because he is able to acquire four wives and
bear several children. It is a credit to his brave masculinity that even
the lady he desired to marry, when he was much younger and not
wealthy enough to fulfill the requirements for a marriage, eventually
walked into his bosom to become one of his wives. Although he does
not meet up the standard of Ogbuefi Nwakibia, in amassing wives and
children, he, however establishes his prominence in creating a sizable
family.
Achebe‘s male characters are unique personages in present day
studies dominated with gender arguments like the social construct of
identifying male and female differentiation. Thus, social tags and inclinations have become very relevant pointers to the concretization of
the concept of masculinity. Spence (1985; 1999) and Hoffman et al.
(2000; 2005), conclude that
maleness describes masculinity and femaleness describes femininity;
again, this does not mean that there are human qualities that are inherently
female or male; maleness/masculinity may mean different things to different
men just as women's conceptualizations of their femaleness/femininity will
vary.

This relates to the idea of social tag. Within a society, some qualities are tagged on to maleness, and some uniquely to the opposite
sex. While Spence argues that qualities may not be strictly peculiar to
men, Fischer and Good (1998), as quoted in Hoffman et al. (2000;
2005), on the other hand supports
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―a relationship between men's traditional, stereotypical conceptions of masculinity and undesirable behaviors, attitudes, and characteristics, including
high-risk sexual behavior, psychologically coercive behavior, decreased
recognition and expression of emotions, … and psychological distress…

Okonkwo‘s character development inclines towards the later. In
order to express societal approved masculine ideology, Okonkwo
consciously taps into the qualities highlighted by Fischer and Good as
―undesirable behaviours.‖ Right from the beginning of his story, he
dissociates himself from his father Unoka and later his first son
Nwoye. It is also for the same reason that he develops a strong attachment to Ezinma and Ikemefuna. Even though both Unoka and
Nwoye are males, both of them lack the maleness principles that
translate to normative masculinity, which Okonkwo discerns in Ikemefuna; and on the other hand, though Ezinma is female, she seems to
possess the traits that conform to masculinity ideology. In a similar
vein, it is thus not altogether strange to hear Okonkwo, lose his patience on one occasion for the inability of men to express maleness in
respect to Osugo, during a clan‘s meeting. ―This meeting is for men…‖
(TFA 19), he utters because Osugo has not been able to distinguish
himself by taking a title. This argument subtly summarizes Okonkwo‘s
apparent conformity to Fischer and Good‘s position that masculinity
ideology runs the risk of supporting, or approving undesirable behaviours.
In their field research into the authentic content of masculinity
and masculine behaviour, Hoffman et al. (2005) discover that ―35% of
the men interviewed described their masculinity as having ―a forceful/aggressive component‖. True to the African reaction, Okonkwo
probably would have been part of the 35% of the researcher‘s respondents. As a human being, he is an embodiment of aggression,
force and raw power or strength. The aggression, with which Okonkwo pursues development of his total being; physical, emotional and
material, is very bare. He works himself up, through a combination of
raw strength, tactics and intuition to the level of leadership in war and
cultural diplomacy. The story reveals that he becomes so distinguished in internecine combats that he joins the exclusive group of
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the power brokers who are privileged to drink with human skull. Of
course, the qualification for this is only the ability to get human head
or heads during hostilities with adversaries. He equally becomes part
of the inner circle of responsible achievers, whose voice and opinion
the clan must not only seek, but also respect in matters of communal
interest. He is constantly invited to both general and executive community meetings and deliberations (that would be when he is not one
of the conveners).
Equally, beyond material maturity and excellence, Okonkwo
strives towards emotional growth or bluntly speaking, suppression of
the emotion. He learns, in time that a man must behave manly; in
other words, must not show unnecessary emotions. A man must be
fearless and curb emotions in the face of threats. He is able to hold
himself when his favorite daughter Ezinma is taken away into the
coven of the oracle by the priestess, Chielo, in a bid to appease the
gods, because Ezinma is Ogbanje. This act, to him, is a test of the
nature of the ―man,‖ or the content of courage and boldness in him.
Truly, he is not expected to show any kind of emotion because they
are exclusively feminine and only the weak man, akin to a woman or
―agbala,‖ like his father Unoka can do so. It is for this already internalized idea, that he is determined to stand firm in defense of his ―perceived‖ integrity of masculinity. He further joins the select few of his
clansmen to obey the oracle of the hill and the cave, who accordingly
has instructed them to kill the Youngman Ikemefuna, Okonkwo‘s ―foster son.‖ Deep within him, he would spare Ikemefuna, and even mentor him closely to become a respected member of the community. But
in killing Ikemefuna, Okonkwo suppresses his ―male role identity […]
masculine trait,‖ what in other words would have made him stand out
as a distinct man within the society. He rather works towards conforming to his notions of societal approval of the man. To him, these are
qualities and actions that are capable of securing a place for him in
the masculine circle. These are part of what it takes to be a real man
for a clansman.
Part of the reasons for this and other extreme actions of
Okonkwo, in harmony with the cultural masculine ideology of his society, is explained again by the internalized notion of success. Success
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is a masculine identity. Failure is able to introduce ―exclusion‖ of the
victim from the masculine circle. Okonkwo, therefore, must work hard
to succeed in all endeavors of life to remain the man he admires. He
is afraid of failure. Almost all observers believe this is one major emotion (fear) that fuels all other traits which result in his eventual tragedy.
Achebe‘s Okonkwo has been seen from different perspectives by
different commentators, but in this paper, he has been analysed in
line with conformity or otherwise to the fledgling notions of masculinity
in the broad gender arena.
Chimdi Maduagwu1
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Running Head; Albee’s Treatment
of Contemporary Malaise in his
The Zoo Story and Everything in the Garden.
Introduction

Before getting into the analysis of the social malaise, it is extremely important to explore the etymological sources of the term
―symptomatic‖ so as to realise the full potential of its signification.
Derived mainly from a branch of medicine called ―pathology,‖ the term
―symptom‖ essentially signifies the manifest and the external data that
the physiology of an individual often makes available to a clinical doctor for the diagnosis of the deeper, internal pathological condition.
Often the treatment of a disease in the affected individual is expected
to follow a twofold course; it may be directed toward restoration of a
normal physiological state and/or toward removal of the causative
agent.
By its very nature, ―symptomatic,‖ an adjective derived from the
noun ―symptom,‖ characterizes temporary and a reversible physiological condition. Though it was initially used in the domain of pathology,
at some stage later, it entered into the realm of psychopathology as
well. In 1904 Freud published his Psychopathology of Everyday Life,
in which he explored such seemingly insignificant errors as slips of the
tongue or pen (later called Freudian slips), misreadings or forgetting
of names.
These errors Freud understood to have symptomatic and thus interpretable importance. It needs to be pointed out here that in the
present context, too, the term ―symptomatic‖ largely has to do with the
psychopathology of the individuals trapped in an interpersonal relationship. As a matter of fact, one of the assumptions behind the symptomatic relationship is that the deeper psychological symptoms of an
individual often manifest themselves only in a set of social situations/circumstances, and through a relationship.
More than a study of the causal factors influencing human behaviour and motivations, symptomatic relationship is essentially an

144 / Noorbakhsh Hooti

exploration of complex human motivations that often reveal themselves in a crisis situation. It is for this reason that for a fuller understanding of the symptomatic relationships, Freudian mediation of human psychopathology has to be supplemented by insights from existential psychology. Relationship turns pathological when an individual
carrying clear symptoms of some psychopathological condition or
circumvent the conflict, arising from his own peculiar situation. In this
case, the pathological condition is being treated as an a priori assumption, though the terms ―pathological‖ or ―abnormal‖ is not being
used here as a culturally relative term, instead as something characterizing maladaptive behaviour. Since this relationship often takes on
the form of self-infection, arising out of the personal, pathological
need(s) of the individual, it apparently lacks all the trappings of a
deeper form of bonding, and a best, remains only functional, transactional or superficial in nature. In this relationship, existential engagement is neither ever sought as a conscious aim, nor is intended to be
realized. Symptomatic relationship offers no potential for the kind of
deeper, psychic interpretation or the connection that the dialectical
relationship does. Born out of the unpredictable patterns of an individual‘s psychopathology, and propelled by the circumstantial necessities
of the situation, this kind of relationship not only remains arbitrary in
nature but also tends to become a matter solely of existential choice.
However, this existential choice is invariably exerted by an individual
strictly in response to the contingencies of his or her own situation,
which, in turn, brings the element of functionalism into it. In certain
cases, the choice is made in a self-conscious manner while in others,
it is imposed on its own by the situational necessities. The other person, on whom this kind of relationship is often inflicted, is presented
with a situation that he or she can neither endure nor fight against.
This is what reduces a symptomatic relationship into an ‗‗I-It‘‘ relationship, a form of relationship formulated by Buber (1958). It is a relationship through which subject-object identification is not only reinforced but also legitimated. As a result, the dynamics of the ―selfother‖ dichotomy, with all its attendant consequences, inevitably
comes into play. The subject (one who causes the infliction / connection) and object (upon or against whom the infliction / connection is
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foisted) fail to coalesce and only peripheral overlapping of their lifespace occurs, if at all it does. No doubt, the subject neither intends
nor ever feels the need to enter into a binding commitment with the
object but its self-commitment is invariably demonstrated in different
life-situations. This is perhaps another causative factor that explains
why such a bond almost always remains arbitrary or even functional.
It is as though the subject is often driven by a compulsive personal
need to inflict itself on the object, especially if other ways of establishing the connection somehow do not materialize. The need of the subject to act out its symptom is so strong that it overrides all considerations, personal or social, about the object. In such a situation, the
object is often reduced to a mere puppet, an easy tool, manipulated,
manoeuvred, controlled and even forced into submission by the subject almost at will. Since the symptomatic relationship only meets the
psychopathological demands of the subject, the object simply becomes a willing or grudging participant in the perfunctory game of
temporary contact.
The pathological nature of such an equation is also demonstrated by the Victim-Victimizer equation it often sets up. It is further underlined by the inauthentic mode of existence that the subject invariably ends up with. Often this ―inauthentic existence‖ either manifests
itself in form of withdrawal from social reality, therefore pushing the
subject into a state of alienation or pushing itself forward, seeks to
exercise absolute control or oppressive domination over others
through means that are not always socially sanctioned and legitimized
into a neurotic or a severe psychotic condition, any attempt to face the
inner conflict could precipitate a flight away from Eros and towards
Thantos. Exhibiting a marked pre-disposition for self-destructive, nihilistic death instinct, such an individual also often seeks deflection
from his self-chosen goal of self-destruction so as to be able to
arrive at it. This is how such a subject could be said to demo nstrate a definite propensity towards the ―detour response.‖
Marcuse has clearly suggested that ‗‗it's the failure of Eros, lack
of satisfactory fulfillment in life that enhances the instinctual value of
death‘‘ (1970 109). Once the fact about the irreconcilable nature of
personal conflict has been recognized, the subject turns to the object
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for making ritualistic, if not a real contact with his own self through the
process of self-annihilation or death. The object under the circumstances, becomes a receptacle for aggression emanating from Thanatos, the aggression, which, in all probability, is almost always inwardly
directed. And when the subject has succeeded in overcoming the
blocks frustrating Thanatos through this process, self-destruction becomes inevitable. Thus, in making contact with the other, the subject
essentially makes a deeper contact with itself, and having failed to do
so authentically, it directs the destructive impulse toward some form of
self-annihilation, a real or simulated act of suicide. After having lived
in a state of alienation from the world, the subject ultimately does
realize the futility of directing its latent aggression outwardly. However, when an individual is motivated by an obsessive compulsion to
seek domination over others, it is the overactive Eros or the instinct
for self-preservation that becomes the generative principle. So much
so that it overrides the ―destructive instinct,‖ blocking out the Thanatos
and also weakening it, in the process. Such a situation often reverses
the momentum, as an individual so trapped takes a long leap forward
in the direction of life force, thus circumventing the ominous fear of
death. In this respect, Marcuse has emphatically stated that "liberation
of Eros in an alienated world essentially becomes destructive and
fatal" (85). Given the conditions of alienation, Eros does direct the
aggression embodied in Thanatos outwardly in interpersonal relations
with the world around. This kind of situation often prompts the `subject' to enter into socially prohibitive, repressed even promiscuous and
perverted relationships. The only way a subject can demonstrate its
domination over others is by imposing its own value-system upon
them. The preeminence of Thanatos and its consequent release of
unnatural reserves of aggression do highlight the psychopathology of
the subject, though that by itself does not necessarily make for any
transference of the symptoms from the subject to the object. The
transference of the symptoms takes place only when the Eros turns
socially hostile, even destructive, so much so that the perversions or
aberrations become more of a normative condition than an exception.
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Argument

Be it isolation or hostility, each such mode of inauthenticity invariably puts an individual on the periphery of his social context or milieu.
This explains why symptomatic relationship may not ever fall within
tile framework of socially acceptable models of relational classification
or categorization. Besides, this fact also brings into focus for us the
impersonal, perfunctory, even functional nature of such a relationship.
Unable to gain social / legal /moral sanction, symptomatic equation
often sustains itself either through the transference of an individual's
peculiar symptomology or by enforcing the value-system s/he seeks
to uphold. If anyone of the two possibilities remains unrealized, once
the perfunctory connection has been made and purpose of the relationship already achieved, such a relationship tends to disintegrate or
dissolve. If seen in its proper perspective, a symptomatic relationship
comes into existence, albeit temporarily, merely to demonstrate an
individual's pathology or dramatize the symptoms underlying it. The
process of transference does not really help relieve the symptoms, it
only reinforces them. For this reason, this particular model does not
offer any real possibility of becoming therapeutic, and its curative
potential almost always goes unrealized. Otherwise, too, if the symptomatic relationship were to become therapeutic, it would cease to be
a pathological relatedness and become instead, a positive form of
growth-oriented relationship.
Now that the modalities of this model have already been delimited, what remains to be seen is how it could be used to examine
micro patterns of ―contemporary disease‖ through a study of relationships in such plays as The Zoo Story and Everything in the Garden.
The study tries to start its analysis with The Zoo Story. An extended metaphor, both poetic and evocative, the play appears to gain
a plenitude of meaning through its rare economy of detail and deft
structuring of dramatic action. The whole substratum of dramatic action and tension essentially rests upon two principal characters, Jerry
and Peter, who, too, are often described by some critics as ‗‗each
other's double‘‘ (Bennet: 1977 60). Jerry's relationship with Peter,
which could easily be termed as symptomatic, has to be understood in
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the light of former's peculiar circumstantial and pathological compulsions. An alienated soul, estranged from his familial and social surroundings, Jerry, it appears, is caged in his own cell, with all possibility of human contact totally blocked out. He is a product of the broken
home, since his "good old mom walked out on good old pop, when he
was ten and a half years old" (Albee: 1978 166). Obviously, he could
not have known the security or stability that a happy or harmonious
domestic situation sometimes offers. After leaving home, his mother
even "embarked on an adulterous turn of our Southern states […] a
journey of a year's duration" (ibid.) before she "parted with the ghost
in some dump in Alabama" (ibid.). After about "two weeks," his father
also "slapped into the front of a somewhat moving city omnibus" (ibid.)
and committed suicide. If his mother was licentious and loose, his
father, impulsive, reckless was irresponsible. So in early childhood he
had no role model to identify himself with. This kind of situation not
only led to emotional insecurity and psychological scarring but even
marred his chances of growing up into a well-adjusted, integrated
individual. Having been orphaned, literally and psychologically, he
moved in with his "mom's sister" whose only memory he still has is
that "she did all things dourly, sleeping, eating, working, praying"
(ibid.). She too "dropped dead on the stairs of her apartment" on the
"afternoon of his high school graduation" (166). Thus cut off from all
kinds of familial bonds rather early on in life, Jerry had been set adrift
on his solitary voyage across the wide, wide world. No wonder, for an
individual like him, alienation easily became inter-alia, a pathological
though irreversible condition.
Before examining how alienation turns pathological for jerry, it is
necessary to probe somewhat deeper into his private situation. Most
significant of his varied possessions are "two picture frames, both
empty" (165), which, quite literally, means that Jerry has absolutely no
frame of reference whatsoever. This fact only coincides with his sense
of emptiness when Jerry reconstructs his own antecedents so painstakingly. The crystalline transparency with which he catalogues his
possessions, "a knife, two forks, two spoons, eight or nine books, a
pack of pornographic cards, regular deck" (ibid.) is again a painful
reflection on his isolation. He has possibly been repeating the whole
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sequence to himself, even to others in his desperate attempts to make
contact. The "rooming house" symbolically called Jerry's "underworld"
(Anderson: 1983 99) is, in fact, a human parallel of the zoo where
"everyone separated by bars from everyone else" (179), is living out
the trauma of his caged existence. If we take the geographical placement of the rooming house, lying between Columbus Avenue and
Central West Park into account, the whole of America becomes an
abode of permanent transients, and rooming house its symbolic representation. The fact that Jerry resides on the fourth floor is important
as it signifies the possibility of American consciousness going beyond
the three-layered world, into a conflict-free zone of pure consciousness. However, he leaves us in no doubt that this state is attainable
only through death. All other possibilities of attaining Nirvana, Albee
appears to be suggesting, simply do not exist for the American consciousness.
Interestingly enough, some of the occupants of the rooming
house include, a coloured queen, ―a lady who cried all the time,‖ ―a
Puerto Rican family,‖ all of whom impress us as being either eccentrics or social outcasts. Jerry's assertion in this context, "I'm a permanent transient" (177) is no purple oxymoron but a painful admission
that he has no sense of belonging to the place he has for long been
living in. In a manner of speaking, Jerry's condition typifies the psychopathological isolation of an average American, who often exists in
state of `anomie' or cultural vacuum. The title of the play definitely
underscores this fact that more than a piece of fiction, Jerry's story
embodies a total perspective of life and world that surrounds him. It is
the perspective of a man who, after having lost his moorings completely, now wanders through the world he neither knows nor understands. Seen from this standpoint, the zoo becomes an objectified
version of Jerry's own situation, and if at all he desires to visit it, it is
mainly "to find out more about the way people exist with animals and
the way animals exist with each other, and with people too" (179).
Jerry's ontological view, it seems, has found a perfect correlation between the human and animal world and its understanding holds the
key, as it were, to the understanding of the play. The hierarchy of
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creation has been toppled so that animalistic man and humanized
animal have come to co-exist. Bigsby stated that:
[t]o Albee, and one fancies to those other Analysts of American decay, Allen
Ginsberg and Randall Jarrell, the zoo has suddenly become a horrifyingly
accurate image of a society where furious activity serves to mark an essential inertia and whose sociability conceals a fundamental isolation. (1978 30)

So much then for Jerry's alienated condition, but what makes it
turgidly pathological is his homosexual past. He admits that ever since
he has had a homosexual liaison with a Greek boy in his adolescence, he has never been able to have sex "with the little ladies more
than once" (167). His relatively early initiation into homosexuality
seems to have crippled his response to a well-adjusted, integrated
heterosexual relationship and his pathological isolation seems to have
impaired the possibility of authentic existence for him. Not only this, it
has seemingly led to a psychic disorientation, too, where the distinction between fantasy and reality becomes virtually impossible. He is
apparently admitting a fact about himself when he tells Peter, "When
you're a kid you use the cards as a substitute for a real experience
and when you're older you use real experience as a substitute for the
fantasy" (168).
Jerry who is essentially existing in a Nietzschean world where
God turned his back on the whole thing seems to have found compensatory mechanism as the only principle of survival. His inability to
face up to life squarely is reflected in his ―detour response,‖ which
seems to have become his characteristic response to the lifesituations. When he tells Peter "sometimes a person has to go a very
long distance out of his way to come back short distance . correctly"
(164), he is not just indulging in random quibbling, but is making an
important admission about his distinctive response-pattern. Not only
did he take a detour while visiting the zoo, but also while making contact with Peter. So much so that the conversation he succeeds in
foisting on Peter becomes a tour de force, meant obviously to skirt
and finally culminate into the final act of suicide. More about it, later.
Right now we must examine how Jerry came to develop detour response, which ultimately incapacitated him for direct contact and
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communication. According to Bigsby "Communication is not impossible in Albee's world. It is simply avoided as being a threat to complacency and comfortable isolation." (1978 30)
This brings us to the Story of Jerry and the Dog, which in words
of Hayman, becomes "an analogue of Albee's view of human relationship" (1973 11) and is otherwise, too, the central metaphor of the
play. A shamanistic representation of the landlady, the dog does condition Jerry's initiation into the world of relationships, or his ―being-forothers.‖ Jerry's oblique reference to the dog's mythical counterpart
Cerebus is to be understood in this context only Anderson's brilliant
exposition of the play inevitably comes to our mind, as she stated:
The play might well be seen as a portrayal of a ritual confrontation with
death and alienation in which Jerry acts the role of shaman/guide who directs the uninitiated Peter through the initiatory rite necessary for Peter to
achieve his maturity and autonomy. (1983 93)

One may not quarrel with the general tenor of Anderson's argument as it has certainly been cogently and convincingly presented but
one may definitely like to question her basic premise, which presupposes Jerry's role as shaman or guide and even catapults Peter to the
centre-stage of dramatic action. The whole idea of Jerry acting as
shaman/guide sounds preposterous since he himself being an unrealized soul has to make contact with himself first, which he does ritualistically only towards the end of play. And Peter, we discover, has simply been used as an easy tool by Jerry to execute his pre-meditated
designs. To make the central figure by suggesting that it is for his
convenience maturity that the initiation ritual is essentially performed
is to misread the whole dynamics of Jerry-Peter relationship. Albee
leaves us in no doubt about his own sympathies, which clearly lie with
Jerry, since what happens to him is decidedly much more significant
than what might happen to Peter. Moreover, Peter is simply being
used as a sounding board by Jerry, who manipulates him whichever
way he wants to. In fact, this kind of perfunctory connection between
the two is what accounts mainly their symptomatic relationship.
However, going back to the question of detour response, we
must examine Jerry's relationship with the dog, even the landlady, in
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somewhat finer details. The landlady, who is contemptuously dismissed by Jerry as "a fat, ugly, mean, stupid, unwashed, misanthrope,
cheap, drunken bag of garbage, had, it seems, tried to make him the
object of her sweaty lust" (109). Every time she pressed to his body
and mumbled about her room, he was about to thwart her seductive
designs by saying, ''Love; wasn't yesterday enough for you and the
day before?‘‘ (169). No doubt, he was able to combat the threat of her
morbid, sensuality, but he failed to cure the obsess- ional neurosis
she suffered from. When Jerry failed to respond to the landlady's
crude, almost tyrannical sexuality. she tried to make contact with him
through the dog. Contemplating the psychological plight of an isolated
individual, Laing is believed to have said: ‗‗The last hope of breakthrough […] may be through a homosexual attachment or [...] may be
with the other as child or animal‘‘ (1984 146). It is no coincidence that
the dog only had to do with Jerry. The landlady, incidentally, is reminiscent of Eliot's lady in Portrait of a lady a middle-aged hag in love
with a younger man. However, Jerry's landlady sought to project her
own aggressive sexuality into her dog that almost always had an erection Besides, her identification with the dog is also complete. Jerry
tells us that while eating hamburgers the dog made "sounds in his
throat like a woman‘‘ (172). A little later, when the landlady learnt
about her dog's sickness, her eyes "looked like the dog's eyes" (173).
In a way, the dog becomes a symbol of her instinctual, biological reality, with a definitive intuitive content.
If seen in its proper perspective, the landlady's promiscuous relationship could have possibly afforded Jerry an opportunity for individuation. Being cut off from Eros, Jerry would have failed to experience
this individuation, otherwise. He might have become an individualized
soul if he had accepted the demands, however compulsive, of this
heterosexual relationship. Jerry's attempts to feed the dog, and thus
keep him away, show not only his kindness, but even calculated efforts to thwart the overweening demands of the landlady‘s sexuality. It
is a different matter, that in denying her a sense of gratification, he
was also denying himself an opportunity to get integrated. His attempt
to poison the dog and thus kill it is almost a surrealistic attempt to kill
the lady's unbridled, animal-like sexuality. No wonder, her bewildered
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lust is forgotten when dog falls ill and is instantly revived when the dog
recovered his health. Jerry's absolute failure to make contact with the
dog is his failure to relate to the landlady, or rather failure of the Eros.
Unable to revitalize itself, this dynamic principle of relatedness almost
collapses upon itself, thus depotentiating Jerry's ability for contact
outside himself. Even though it marks the failure of the relationship
between Jerry and his landlady, it does signify his initiation into the
world of relationships. On the basis of his experience, he learns two
principles of relatedness, that "kindness and cruelty combined together at the same time, are teaching emotion" ( 176) and that direct contact is neither possible nor desirable. It was the lady who, in fact, took
a `detour' in order to relate to him through the dog-the response he
not only learnt and perfected but also practiced with Peter later.
In recalling the story of tile dog, Jerry is perhaps releasing "the
repressed contents of memory" (Marcuse: 1970 186) through which
the non-repressive sublimation of Eros is achieved. But his discovery
later that even this act of sublimation is self-defeating, as his failure to
enter into a deeper bonding with Peter largely makes for the failure of
Eros witnessed in his case. Moreover, since his initiation into ―being for-others‖ is pathological, he could not have possibly cultivated his
response for normal and healthy relationships. This peculiar condition,
where choices were invariably foisted upon him, hardly left him any
scope for authentic existence. Coupled with this fact is Jerry's ‗‗ontological insecurity,‘‘ (Laing: 1984 42) which drove him into forging a
temporary connection with Peter. A survey of the circumstances under
which they both met could be quite revealing. No doubt, Jerry had
chosen the place, but certainly not the person he was going to enter
into a liaison with. On a Sunday afternoon in Summer, he happened
to have a purely accidental meeting with Peter. It is not too fantastic to
suggest that someone else would have served his cause just as well
as Peter did. In fact, Jerry's interest in Peter's personal identity, even
topology, is never more than mere perfunctory. His opening gambit,
"I've been to the zoo ... I said, I've been to the zoo, MISTER I'VE
BEEN TO THE ZOO!" (159) reveals his obsessive compulsive need to
unburden himself, which as we soon discover, he could effect with
total disregard to other person's wishes. He could not care less as to
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who became the receptacle for his pathological outpourings. His selfabsorption is symptomatic, as much as is his desire to inflict himself
on Peter.
Right form the beginning, it is apparent that Jerry is setting up an
"I-It" equation by forging a unilateral bond, meant for his personal
catharsis only. Peter is almost never taken into account.
Initially, on being disturbed, he is anxious to get back to his reading and simply nods assent to avoid confrontation. He keeps a straight
face as long as he can. But once a determined Jerry decides to impose his own will, saying:
Do you mind if we talk?" Peter has no choice but to say, "Why […] no, no,"
though we know, he is "obviously minding it." A little later, Jerry offers a clarification, "But every once in a while I like to talk to somebody, really talk; like
to get to know somebody, know all about him. (161)

The conversation that ensues shows, very clearly, that Jerry
is not so much interested in talking to or about Peter as he is in talking
at Peter. For a person like Jerry, who is habituated to a detour response, authentic communication is almost unattainable. Jerry‘s interest in Peter's personal life-hood may not be wholly perfunctory, it is
not even suggestive of a deeper psychic engagement, which could
have been a prelude to an abiding friendship.
Motivated by a desire to gain psychological advantage, Jerry's
inquisition of Peter is reminiscent of George's interest in Nick's lifehood. Like George, Jerry, too, would like to know all he call about
Peter's personal life so that he can exercise pressure upon him by
constantly mounting verbal offensives against him. After incisive questioning, Peter's revelation that he has "two children.." "both girls," only
meets with a mocking reproach from Jerry, "But that's the way cookie
crumbles" (161). Having made Peter confess, "There are ... there are
two parakeets. One… uh... one for each of my daughters" (162), he
suddenly brings it up a little later, that too, in response to Peter's perfectly simply, nonchalant remark and says, "Look! Are you going to tell
me to get married and have parakeets" (167). In the beginning, while
discussing "lung cancer," quite hesitantly, Peter offers a medical term
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"prosthesis" for the disease that struck Freud, but Jerry is hardly appreciative when he says:
―The very thing! A prosthesis's. You're an educated men, aren't you?‖ And
immediately he flings another question ―Are you a doctor?" Peter's honest
response, ―Oh, no; no. I read about it somewhere: Time magazine I think,‖
again evokes a disparaging comment from Jerry, "Well Time magazine isn't
for blockheads.‖ (I60)

This process of systematic, sustained manipulation of Peter,
which starts rather early on in the play, only becomes more pronounced as the play progresses. With his helplessness mounting,
Peter feels more and more hemmed in as the action proceeds.
Though never quite known for his initiative, Peter is systematically reduced by Jerry to a mere object—someone who has no will of his own
and must always be acted upon.
Once the Story of Jerry and the Dog is over, Peter starts feeling
disturbed and wants to get back home, but Jerry does not allow him to
do so. Even during the narration of the story, there is a stage when
Peter indicates his increasing displeasure and slowly growing antagonism, but Jerry refuses to loosen his grip over him. In fact, the stage
directions suggest very clearly that the story should be so narrated as
to achieve the hypnotic effect on Peter. And needless to say, Jerry
does it with aplomb. His management of Peter, especially in the last
scene, almost reflects his directorial hold over Peter, the actor. Peter
is systematically aroused by Jerry to fight for that bench, parakeets,
cats, daughters, wife and finally his manhood. And each time he repeats "fight," he slaps Peter and even spits on his face. Though Peter
holds the knife firmly in his hand, he refuses to attack, and finally it is
Jerry who impales himself on it. Until the last moment, Jerry remains
in firm control of the situation, manipulating and guiding Peter's reactions, movements or gestures. In more ways than one, thus "I-It"
equation comes into play, effectively dramatizing the symptomatic
nature of Jerry-Peter relationship.
As a matter of fact, the symptomatic nature of their relationship
has been anticipated in the play through some early references to the
images of death, disease and sickness. "Lung cancer," "prosthesis,"
"rotten teeth" are some of the signifiers which do set up a prelude to
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this relationship. A few verbal exchanges, too, serve to reinforce this
feeling. Once Jerry tells Peter, rather blatantly, "you make me sick"
(180) and on another occasion, talking about the birds, he asks, "Do
they carry disease?" (167) His mention of the dog's sickness and its
near death is only too well known to be repeated here. It is not merely
the physical presence of the malady that makes for the symptomatic
character of this relationship. The other characteristics of this equation, too, fit in rather well. For instance, in several ways already noted,
Peter does become a willing accomplice in the game of perfunctory
connection Jerry is enacting. Peter has surrendered his will to Jerry to
such a pathological extent that even if he now wants to, Jerry cannot
enter into a deeper engagement with him. That is probably what
makes Jerry squirm at Peter's ingrained habit of politeness and later
firm up his resolve to ensure Peter's participation in whatever manner
lie can. But Peter's puerile complacency, it seems, can only be shaken up, if Jerry switches over to more offensive modes of behavior.
Though most of his acts of aggression are geared towards provoking, even activating Peter, Jerry's uncontrollable aggression clearly
suggests how, in his case, Thanatos has failed to sublimate itself in
the service of 'Eros.' The perversion of Eros precipitated largely by
Jerry's inauthentic mode of existence, and its consequent failure, has
seemingly made his flight away from Eros and towards `Thanatos' a
probability. Much of the tyrannical violence Jerry either shows or exercises towards Peter is essentially the outcome of this peculiar subliminal process. He pokes and punches Peter's arm to gain control of
the bench, which is a grave provocation for ‗‗a petty bourgeois‘‘
(Debausscher: 1969 12) like Peter, who seems to thrive on the principle of ownership. It is no coincidence that his latent aggression begins
to manifest itself only when he starts telling Peter as to what really
happened at the zoo, and, in doing so, realizes, with almost epiphanic
clarity, his own loneliness and even gradual corruption of Eros. When
he says that everyone is separated by bars from everyone else, interestingly enough, he is talking about animals and people in the same
breath. And talking about the animal behavior, as it were, almost unconsciously prompts him to start behaving like wild animals. In this
respect, it is instructive to refer to what Morris has to say about the
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mutual relationship between men and animals. In his famous book
The Human Zoo, he emphasizes the fact that the man's affinity with
annuals is primordial (1981).
After he surrenders his linguistic option to get through to Peter,
Jerry almost feels compelled to take recourse to a primitive, animalistic mode of physical contact. By no means does this ensure that he is
able to break through the bars. In fact, all his assertions about the zoo
and the animal behavior are easily borne out by his own captivityconsciousness and standardized response-patterns. His impetuous
tickling and later repeated punching of Peter's arm shows it clearly
how eager Jerry is to make physical, if not the psychic, connection. It
is even argued, without much substance though, that Jerry's sudden
hostility of Peter towards the end is meant to dislodge him from the
bench. The argument is as flimsy as it sounds. For one, Jerry's hostility is not all too abrupt as we have seen already. Secondly, his effort is
not so much to dislodge Peter as it is to incite and provoke him. Even
when he tells Peter, "Get off this bench, I want it" (180), he does not
mean it. It is his way of saying, no matter what happens, Peter would
never be allowed to assume a superior role in this relationship, and
that he must always stay at the receiving end. The mounting tension,
however, also strikes a preparatory note for the final act of suicide that
climaxes the play. Stenz has rightly pointed out that ‗‗the final act is,
by no means, an unpremeditated one‘‘ (1978 5).
Rutenberg stated that ‗‗[s]everal critics, who emphasize the lack
of design in Jerry's final act, tend to misperceive both his and the
playwright's intended purpose‘‘ (1970 28). Right from the moment
Jerry enters the stage, his mind seems to have been made up. His
prediction "You will read about it in the paper tomorrow if you don't
see it on your T.V. tonight" (160) shows both deliberateness and preparedness on his part. A little later, when he declares, "I'll start walking around in a little while and eventually I'll sit down. (Recalling) Wait
until you see the expression oil his face" (163) again, there is a premeditated air about it. Completely astounded, when Peter exclaims,
"What! Whose face? Jerry simply fobs him off. By no means an eccentric on the verge of suicide,"(Wendell: 1964 254). Jerry is very well
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aware of the role he is playing. Perhaps this is what prompted
Amacher (1982 34) to declare him an ‗‗existential hero‘‘.
Though this does not make Jerry‘s life more authentic than it
is, he certainly does exercise his choice, even discriminative faculty,
while assigning the role he thinks is fit for Peter. Constant imposition
of choices on his life-patterns has also woken Jerry up to the inevitability of his ultimate fate. Failure of Eros was apparently quite clear to
him even before he appeared; and what he needed was perhaps a
direct admission of it. If seen in these terms, Jerry‘s total encounter
with Peter, already characterized as symptomatic relationship, becomes a ‗detour‘ for the final act of self-destruction. And the conversation he strikes up even helps through, perhaps no more than a mere
ploy to keep off the impinging consciousness of death as long as he
can. Morris has rightly pointed out that the ‗‗frustration of dominance
struggle might lead to the re-direction of aggression against the self‘‘
(1981 60). He is of the view that this redirected aggregation is also
one of the main causes of suicide. Dismissed as ‗‗an action of ultimate
futile contact‘‘ (Anon: 1964 166) or glorified as a ―religious sacrifice‘‘
(Bigsby: 1978 33). Jerry‘s act of suicide could easily be mediated in
the terms of Tylor, a famous British sociologist, who has theorized
about the whole dynamics of suicide. In his words, it could, at best, be
described as ―thanatation‖ (1986), an act of suicide attempted by an
individual who, being uncertain of his identity, often knows no other
way, except this, of normal relatedness or that of validating his existence. In such circumstances, claiming one‘s own life or confronting
death-consciousness is found to be an easier option in comparison
with a head-on confrontation with the uncertainty of life-situations.
Taylor‘s theoretical formulation almost appears to be tailor-made to
comprehend Jerry‘s peculiar and somewhat mystifying situation.
In this effort to validate his existence, he has seemingly already
exhausted all his reserves, indicated by the political failure of Eros in
his case. Normal ways of relatedness have apparently eluded him all
along and death consciousness has to be exorcised sooner than later.
In this respect, it is important to consider rather carefully the stage
directions of Albee, especially at that point of time when Jerry‘s act of
dying is described. Initially when Jerry impales himself on the knife, he
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screams like a fatally wounded animal, but as he is dying his expression seems to change. His features relax and for the most part he
seems removed from his dying. Jerry‘s participation yet distancing
from his own dying is rather fascinating. He appears to have gained a
calm objectivity, which springs from his realization of having made the
final contact, if not with Peter, at least with his own deeper self. his
action is both an act of affirmation and denial at the same time. It is an
affirmation of his self-commitment, but it is also of his individual will,
as he loses out to Peter perhaps the only opportunity he had of exercising his will or initiative. However, by sending Peter away finally, he
brings his life, even the play, to be a befitting finale. Having lived in a
state of final isolation all through, he must inevitably die in the very
same state. To borrow Amacher‘s words, ‗‗the absurdity of survival in
the twentieth century is dramatized thus with particularly Grecian effectiveness‘‘ (1982 42).
However, if we were to go along with the critical opinion that
emphasizes Peter and Jerry‘s role as each other‘s ‗‗ double‘‘ (Bennet:
1977 60), and not necessarily as polar opposites, the final act of Jerry
would then be seen as an act of assertion. It is a wounded howl of
protest against the society or humanity, at large, which imposed on
him the kind of life that he perhaps never wanted to lead. It certainly
points towards the fact that if the society did not initially allow him the
kind of life he wanted to lead, now it cannot even dissuade him from
taking his life in the manner in which he proposes to. Since his aggregation is primarily directed against himself, his hostility of Peter being
only its manifest symptom, so in lashing out at Peter, he is simply
lacerating himself. In making Peter realize a sense of emptiness, he is
simply peeping into his own and in an effort to help him understand
the importance of making a choice in life, Jerry is, in a way, gaining
‗‗partially self-recognition‘‘ (Stenz: 1978 11). It is perhaps in this sense
that a play about a symptomatic relationship also becomes, through
an ironic twist, a play about ‗‗affirmation of life‘‘ (Baxandall: 1965 38).
It is another matter that this kind of realization has little meaning for
Jerry personally, as in his case, ‗gain is also a loss‘. His moment of
awareness, perhaps freedom, is also his moment of death. So what-
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ever he gains by way of an insight, he loses when the symptomatic
relationship, which made it possible breaks down completely.
Towards the end, a sudden change in the tone and language of
Jerry does suggest that having resolved his conflict through death, he
has now donned the priestly mantle and is trying to talk the audience
out of their death consciousness. Experiencing the play thus, we return from the arena of action, not in despair but in calm, our death
consciousness fully exorcised. Often, such an exorcism is what a
section of critics passes off as "redemption" (Bennet: 1977 52). Regardless of how the final impact of the play is seen, Albee's treatment
of the symptomatic relationship in The Zoo Story is not merely an
expose of an individual's personal psychopathology, but also that of
the culture to which he belongs. In a manner of speaking, Jerry's
symptoms are the symptoms of the social situation of which he is an
intrinsic part. The bars that separate him from the animals are also the
bars that separate him from us, even others. To see Jerry in action,
ever interaction is to see him in the process of acting out his deeper
symptoms. Though Albee does succeed in presenting a sustained
diagnosis, even critique of the contemporary disease, he refuses to
offer easy solutions or remedies. In this respect, words of Bigsby inevitably come to mind, when he says that Albee "is more concerned with
exposing the disease than with treating the symptoms" (1978 112).
Jerry's death could have possibly led him, even us, into a certain degree of transcendence, only if he had died in a state of awareness
and not for it. Since he sees death primarily as a means of resolving
the uncertainty of life, his symptomatic relationship with Peter fails to
materialize into a form of therapy. If it had, perhaps the relationship
would have ceased to be symptomatic and instead, become a transformative one. For summing up the discussion, we may return, once
again, to Paolucci who says:
The Zoo Story is by far the most perfectly realized of Albee's early plays, a
flawless gem. Nowhere else in the early works is the existential vacuum
drawn so boldly to resemble powerful affirmation, the pessimistic intention of
the author so beautifully realized in the shape of art. (Morris: 1981 44)
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While The Zoo Story has been praised for its originality and dramatic strength, Everything in the Garden has been severely castigated for being a weak adaptation, even a theatrical fiasco. Considering
that these two plays appeared within less than a decade of each other, any attempt to trace thematic continuity between them might appear presumptuous, if not misdirected. Despite the obvious differences, there is a strange continuity of concern that seems to bind the
two plays together. On careful consideration, we might even figure out
that one tends to serve as a prelude to the other. In a way, Everything
in the Garden picks up threads, once again, from where The Zoo Story had left them in the first place.
In Everything in the Garden, Albee wants to explore the etiology
of class-differences, and its strange, often bizarre linkages with the
process of upward social mobility. Though it apparently deals with a
"lower-upper-middle-class" suburban couple's desperate struggle to
move into the "upper-middle-middle class," it also portrays, with equal
urgency, the whole matrix of the spatial movement from the city to the
suburbia. Peter, a petty bourgeois, who had suddenly disappeared
towards the end of The Zoo Story (and about whose life we did not
know much then), surfaces again in Everything in the Garden as
Richard. However, this time he does not appear alone, as would only
be expected, but accompanied by his wife, Jenny, who had not even
been named in The Zoo Story and his son, Roger, who had perhaps
remained an unfulfilled, repressed desire in the earlier situation. The
play does not revolve around Richard alone, though, in many ways, it
seeks to trace the process of his gradual absorption into the synthetic
pageant of decadence. In a way, the whole dynamics of familial corruption, enacting itself out in the suburbia finds a chilling though notso-chiseled an expression in this play. Caught in the spiral of social
mobility, Richard-Jenny and several other couples like them, it appears, go on a merry-go-round, only to discover that they have, in the
process, lost out on all those suburban values they had lived by, all
along. If The Zoo Story serves to highlight the psychopathology of the
individual culminating in suicide, Everything in the Garden brings into
focus the slow process of moral corruption and decay that ultimately
destroys the very fabric of suburban life. Incidentally, it is the search-
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ing portrayal of death, disease and decay, in all their manifestations;
physical, moral and psychological that is symptomatic of both the
plays. For this reason, it does make sense to read these plays from
the vantage point of the symptomatic relationship. However, it must
be admitted that Everything in the Garden certainly lacks in perspective, focus and intensity, qualities that often characterize some of Albee's other plays.
Dismissed by Brustein as "an extraordinary stratagem and subterfuge" (1965 25) and ridiculed by Amacher as the "gentle art of
stealing" (1982 143), Albee's Everything in the Garden, an adaptation
of Giles Cooper, has had the misfortune of receiving bad reviews,
fairly consistently. Lahr's criticism of the play as a "bad adaptation"
(1968, p. 37) is, however, not so much a denunciation of the play's
thematic concern as it is an attack on its lack of theatrical power and
gusto. In theatrical terms, this play may not have much to offer, but
thematically, it does dramatize the spectacular process of how an
entire way of life represented by the suburbia, with its social mores
and cultural practices, slowly falls into ruins and dies away. Defending
his own position in this regard, Albee is believed to have stated,
"Cooper's play acted a catalyst and set me working my own variations
on his theme‘‘ (1967 II: I). Set against the spectacle of decay and
decadence, the thematics of Everything in the Garden is primarily
constituted in terms of a complex network of relationships involving
different dramatic characters, all of whom ultimately gravitate towards,
even get focalized upon Mrs. Toothe, the main character in the play.
Though it is not quite apparent, Mrs. Toothe is the one who could
be said to constitute the focal point of action in the play. In course of
the play, she appears only twice first in Act I and then in Act II and
each time, rather briefly. This might create an impression that she
only has marginal or peripheral significance within the total framework
of the play. If proper evaluation of her role and function has to be attempted, it is necessary to see how in his characterization, Albee has
taken recourse to the symbolic rather than the spatial mode. In effect,
what it means is that the relative significance of a particular character
does not have to be assessed either in terms of the physical space
allotted to him or his physical presence or absence, but in terms of the
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influence a particular character exercises upon the lives of those
around him. This was thought necessary as, on the thematic level,
too, the play seeks to trace the trajectory of the centrifugal, spatial
movement from the city to the suburbia. For this reason, regardless of
her marginal presence, it is Mrs. Toothe who controls, governs and
regulates both the pace and momentum of dramatic action in the play.
It is interesting to see how her influence is pervasive and easily extends far beyond the frontiers of physical presence. If she manages to
sail in and out of the dramatic action, it is only because, each time,
her entry into the scene is a much-awaited, prepared-for event. In
fact, much before she enters, Jenny is seen arguing her case with
Richard, that too, rather spiritedly. It is apparent that the verbal sparring both husband and wife engage in, when the play opens, has been
occasioned by her suggestion. The differences, essentially, surface
between the couple only because Jenny is more receptive to her ideas, while Richard is suspiciously resistant to them. Jenny is insistent
upon accepting a job offer, which has apparently been made to her by
Mrs. Toothe. It is another matter that she is totally oblivious about the
nature of job, as much as she is about Mrs. Toothe's personal or
business background. All she is able to tell Richard is, "I might be able
to help at the hospital one or two afternoons a week" (Albee: 1982
22). Later, when she actually decides to accept the offer do the real
implications of Mrs. Toothe's suggestion dawn upon her. Even towards the end of the play, long after Mrs. Toothe has left, Jenny and
Richard are seen talking about her "new house," and worse still, are
also debating the possibility of planting "flowers and shrubs" in her
garden (200).
It is as though in her absence, her ominous, shadowy presence
lingers in the atmosphere, settling heavy upon the shoulders of other
characters. As soon as she enters, she assumes a stern directorial
role, guiding, controlling, manipulating, even distorting the gestures,
movements, actions as also the values of the characters she presides
over. During her first appearance, she leaves quite an impact upon
Jenny, even Jack, owing to her self-assured, business-like tactfulness
and almost cold, metallic reserve and reticence. Least perturbed by
the presence of Jack, whom she mistakes for Jenny's husband initial-
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ly, she introduces herself with aplomb, "I'm Mrs. -Thoothe and your
wife has been kind enough to . . ." (33). Even when Jack poses to be
a secret admirer of "lovely Jenny," much to Jenny's own discomfiture,
she simply stands by and watches, most unobtrusively. Though she is
rather circumspect, even taciturn in his presence, speaking mostly in
clipped, measured tones, not even once does she lose sight of her
own business interests. Once Jack goes off-stage, back into her characteristic, cold, business-like tone, she announces, "This is business.
Strictly business" (37), refusing, however, to divulge the real nature of
the business. More than her impersonal efficiency, it is her taciturnity
that arouses our suspicion of her real motives and intentions. Forearmed with sound information about her needs, expectations and
desires, she tells Jenny, "I'm told you need a job?" (37) It is quite apparent that she believes in piling up a neat dossier on Jenny, even
others, as this does seem to give her a definite advantage over others, a superiority that ultimately becomes a pretext for her domination,
and their abject, willing surrender to her might.
Mrs. Toothe's attempts at intimidating, browbeating Jenny with a
barrage of questions are, certainly reminiscent of Jerry's efforts at
cornering Peter. While Jerry's intention was mainly to provoke and
activate Peter, Mrs. Toothe's appears to have been motivated by a
compulsive desire to assert her sovereign will and superior authority
over others. Her domineering attitude, bordering almost on highhandedness, stems partly from her knowledge about the subversive
money power she wields herself; and partly from her outwardly directed aggression emanating from Thanatos. Conscious of the fact
that the notion of subversive money power is rooted deep in the libidinal centers of American psyche, she has seemingly perfected the art
of exploiting it to promote her own business interests. This is what
makes her more of an insider in the American capitalist system than
either Richard or Jenny, the Native Americans, could claim to be.
However, the fact that she is of British origin does help her maintain a
certain detached aloofness, which gives us the impression that she is,
at once, a collaborator in and a destroyer of the system to which she
belongs. Her disgust, even deep-seated hostility for the American
people, or society comes through a single cutting remark, when on
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being asked by Jenny how she is able to "tell a lover from a friend,"
she retorts, "because in this country they are very seldom the same"
(41). Undoubtedly, she shares a love-hate relationship with the American capitalist system, and this is certainly reflected in the ambivalence of her dual role as an insider-outsider. No wonder, her reticence
or taciturnity appears to be more of a mask that tends to conceal her
real face. Behind a calm exterior is a mind that is forever planning,
plotting, conniving, rather insidiously. Never quite transparent in her
motives, she often works her way through veiled innuendoes and
insidious suggestions. Although she has already made up her mind
about luring Jenny into her trap, she goes about it with a great deal of
restraint, even unconcern. While casually throwing a bundle of thousand dollar bills on the burning logs, she is quite self-assured about
the subversive power of money and its tantalizing hold over people's
imagination. Fully alive to its utility and efficacy in social interaction,
she believes that everything is ultimately convertible in money, "this
house is money, that garden […] those clothes you are wearing, it's all
money, isn't it?" (41)
More than a mere expression of her materialistic stance, it reveals a certain cast of mind that is attuned to money-thinking, converting not just things and goods but human beings, too, into objectified,
marketable, purchasable commodities. Objectification or commodification of human beings is what prompts her into treating them as ―sex‖
objects, whose market potential she is ready to exploit in the protected environs of suburbia, away from the prying eyes. By thus setting
up a profitable flesh-trade, she willy-nilly becomes an agent of sexual
corruption or moral perversity that centers into the suburbia rather
surreptitiously and slowly becomes an accepted norm. by thus overturning the value-system of the suburbia, she succeeds in inflicting
her implosives, latent hostility, not so much upon other characters,
who are more than willing to become instruments of her superior will,
but upon the life-force, Eros itself. At this stage, it might be asked, and
that too, for legitimate reasons, as to why Mrs. Toothe allowed herself
to become an agent of social destructiveness, or an instrumentality of
sexual or moral corruption. In order to understand the dynamics of her
psychopathology, it is important to construct her past experiences and
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analyze the contents of her repressed memory. Although she is introduced to us as Mrs. Toothe, nowhere in the play do we find her reflecting on or talking about her marital situation. It is also not made
very explicit as to whether or not she was ever married. In view of this,
it is safe to infer that she probably assumed this identity for herself
mainly with the idea of camouflaging her real motives and gaining all
the advantage she could of social respectability. This assumed identity appears to have given her a semblance of immunity, even audacity,
to go about her clandestine business without the least fear of getting
caught. Incidentally, nothing much is made known about her childhood or youth, except that she had spent the better part of her life in
London, that too, around World War II. Though a long time has elapse
since the chilling terror of those years, it appears to be fresh in her
bones. And the moment she starts reflecting, all the nightmarish horror of those days returns, breaking through her staccato utterances,
―All those nights in the shelters, with the death going on. Death and
dying. Always take the former if you can‖ (192).
Beyond a doubt, she did experience death—and violence─as
she indicates, from very close quarters, and that too, on a massive
scale. Though it was a collective experience, her encounter with death
seems to have left her completely shattered; what is more, it has apparently not been assimilated into the contents of her individual consciousness. Her inability to come to terms with the personal vision of
collective destructiveness has, undoubtedly released the aggressive
hostility latent in Thanatos, making her into an instrument of social
destructiveness. In this context, it would be instructive to recall the
words of Marcuse, who says: ‗‗In a world of alienation, the liberation of
Eros would necessarily operate as a destructive, fatal force as the
total negation of the principle, which governs the repressive reality‘‘
(1970 85-86).
This explains how sex, the reductive principle of death, inevitably
got de-linked from procreative, life-sustaining function, and became
malignant, even depraved in Mrs. Tooth‘s scheme of things. For a
person in her situation, ordinarily the possibility of normal, healthy
modes of relatedness is virtually blocked out; and hostility, hatred,
perversity or vengeance are the only alternative modes left to him.
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Propensity for progressive alienation increases manifold; and unlike
some other instances of symptomatic relationship where death becomes inevitable, a person does survive under such circumstances
but lives in perennial opposition, hostility and antagonism to life, and
its support system. Almost in the manner of Mrs. Toothe such a person lives not through positive assertion of his own identity (which she
does not possess, anyway), but through negative modes of infliction,
negation or rather corruption of the life processes. It is as though an
individual‘s relationship with the social world becomes merely a pretext for demonstrating the compulsions of his or her personal neurosis. If at the level of manifest behavior, Mrs. Toothe has failed to
achieve emotional stability or adapt herself to the social reality
around, on a more subliminal level, her death-instinct appears to be
virtually in a state of revolt against her life-instinct. Her aberrations
are, therefore, to be seen as flaws of her personal attitude, but more
as the symptoms of her psychopathology. Apparently, most of her
aberrations result from her ontological negativism or the hostility
against Eros, thus neutralizing for her the possibility of experiencing
an authentic existence. In Horney‘s words, she always appears to be
moving against people (1937), though she does manage to create an
impression to the contrary. Her sense of domination then is not a cultivated response, but a mere assertion of her malevolence. It is perhaps for this reason that while she does succeed in toppling over the
value-system of the society she enters, she refuses to identify herself
completely with it. This does help us see why, despite being an agent
of social destructiveness. Mrs. Toothe is not to be perceived as an
emblematic representation of evil.
Conclusion

If Albee is first presenting the symptomatic relationship and then
tying it up with the symbolic dichotomy of body/soul, he is emphasizing an important fact. That the progressive absorption with the symptomology of the body/physical culture would inevitably lead the suburban society of America into a progressive decline of interest in its own
moral, psychological and spiritual well-being.
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To sum up, we may turn to Gould, whose appreciation of Albee's
thematic artistry, though meant for a different context, could just as
well be applied to Everything in the Garden. He says:
Albee speaks out with bold clarity in regard to the false values of a mechanized civilization, the vapidity of a man grown soft with the comforts of modern invention, the destructive force of unvaried, encroaching uniformity, and
the decay beneath the shiny surface of a neon society (1966 286).
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Sierra Leone Horizons: Landscape in Syl
Cheney-Coker’s Poetry.

Introduction

Most literary critics today, regardless of their theoretical orientations, agree on the premise that cultural productions are grounded in
identifiable geographical landscapes. In his article ―History, Literature
and Geography,‖ Edward Said, in an analysis of the works of Antonio
Gramsci, posits that ―all ideas, all texts, all writings are embedded in
actual geographical situations that make them possible‖ (466). Said‘s
views draw from the premise that literature enjoys an intimate relationship with its environment of birth; speaking to, or about it. This
relationship is all the more crucial in Africa where landscapes are
thoroughly imbued with social significance. D.R. Fraser Taylor says to
this effect that in Africa, ―the historical background, social customs,
religions ideas, political aspirations and a variety of other factors aspects of the environment are as significant as soils, climate and natural vegetation‖ (272). Ngugi Wa Thiongo corroborates this when he
says that ―what form(s) the African sensibility, [cannot] be divorced
from the landscape and the historical experience‖ (133-4). The views
of Fraser Tylor and Ngugi above find expression in the works of Syl
Cheney-Coker, a postcolonial African poet whose artistic endeavours
negotiate the geographical entity called Sierra Leone. The poetry is
based on a territorial and imaginative vision of a landscape which is
unique in Africa. In it, the landscape is an active presence, a player in
human affairs. But first things first, what do we mean by ―landscape?‖
Landscape is a polysemic term which, according to Lawrence
Buell, derives from early modern Dutch ―landschap‖ painting (142).
English language dictionary definitions give it as a portion of territory
the eye can comprehend in a single view. Jim Duncan in the Dictionary of Human Geography says it is ―the appearance of an area, the
assemblage of objects used to produce that appearance (or) the area
itself‖ (429). These definitions emphasizes vision and a degree of
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arrangement in the palpable locale being observed. It is the sum total
of what the eye can see from its point of observation. The definitions
emphasise landscape as a physical, concrete place. But in contemporary scholarship, landscapes transcend the physical to include both
what is ―shape by the mind of the beholder as well as socio-historical
forces‖ (Buell: 2007 143). Barry Lopez in ―landscape and Narrative‖
isolates two types of landscape in literature-the external and the interior. The external landscape is the one we see-not only the line and
colour of the land and its shading at different times of the day, but also
its plants and animals in season, its weather, its geology, the record of
its climate and evolution. The interior landscape is a ―kind of projection within the person of a part of the exterior landscape‖ (in Buell:
1995 83). Angus Fletcher, through his theory of the environmentpoem, observes that the social landscape figures as part of the total
landscape in works of literature, especially poetry (122-28). Landscape then, from these definitions, transcends geography to connote
a spot where people have acted out their lives; their identities, for as
Leslie Marmon Silko has observed, ―human identity is linked with all
the elements of creation, landscape being an integral part of this
whole‖ (266). In this paper, we take landscape to mean the description of the land or place , its role in the cultural, economic and spiritual
life of a given community and above all in the vision of the poet of
revolt (Loflin: 1998).
Our approach is essentially multidisciplinary, given the fact that
―landscape‖ is not the property of a single discipline. Its cultural implications are broad. In effect, landscape operates at the confluence of
geography, politics, society and the environment. Geography provides
the poet of revolt with the physical entity that elicits his commitment.
In postcolonial theory and environmental criticism, landscape is intimately related to the social and cultural. It is, as Malcolm Rosalind
has observed, ―the combination of material and social things affecting
the life of a people. An environmentally conscious reading of African
poetry, for instance, accentuates our perception of the indissoluble
link that the literature has with the society especially as we deal with
the landscape (the earth) which is the basic element that sustains the
political, economical or aesthetic. These approaches delineate land-
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scape as a crucial element in the vitality and vision of the poet of revolt.
Landscape as topography

As we have noted already, Syl Cheney-Coker has Sierra Leone
as suitable subject for his poetry. The range of geographical metaphors and diversity of functions these serve in the poet‘s vision of
revolt, suggest the poetry‘s rootedness in the geographical territory
known as Sierra Leone. References to the land and evocations of the
landscape demonstrate the poet‘s acquaintance with the topography
of the country. The constant reference to ―the Sierra‖, ―the mountain‖,
―mountain of lions,‖ in some of the poems, bears witness to this. These allusions are drawn from the physical features around Freetown,
the capital of the country. In effect, geographical sources indicate that
the mountains overlooking Freetown resemble crouching lions when
approached from the sea. That is why Pedro da Cinta, the Portuguese explorer who first sighted and mapped Freetown in the fifteenth
century, gave the name ―Sierra Leone‖ which means, ―Mountain of
Lions.‖ M.E. Hair makes the following conclusion about this historical
fact in his article ―The Spelling and Connotation of the Toponym Sierra Leone since 1461:‖
Pero de Sintra thought of lions not because he saw any–there are none–or
because of the roaring of the thunder or waves–these were sixteenth century fabrications–but ―because the land was wild and rough‖.…What is certain
is that the term ―lyoa‖ = Leonine was to refer to the steep hills of the peninsula…whose outline is so striking after a voyage along the low-lying coast.
(46)

Interestingly, Syl Cheney-Coker has exploited all the connotations of this toponym in his poetry. The mountain; its volcanic character and rocklike quality, function as multifaceted symbol. For instance,
the volcanic eruptions taking place on this range, constitutes an apt
metaphor not only of the coup phenomenon that has characterised
Sierra Leonean political life since independence, but also of revolt at a
personal and collective level. In ―Concerto for an Exile‖ (Concerto 2),
for instance, the speaker decries the killing of innocent citizens in the
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aftermath of the 1970 coup, ―what poems shall I write for my fratricidal
brothers/whose lust has made the Sierra a volcano too bloody in my
life.‖ The symbolic ―volcano‖, an elemental landscape image, operates
in these lines to underscore the greed of the politicians, which has led
to the violent deaths, and the pain experienced by the poet-persona
upon learning of the eruptive situation in his country. The physical
features of Sierra Leone, from this example, can be said to be crucial
in the poet‘s vision of revolt.
In another poem, aptly entitled ―Volcano‖, these same political
upheavals are captured through the image of a volcanic eruption:
And now this disquisition my Sierra
Was I a part of it
this gust of lava my pox
sordidly oozing into my skull. (Concerto 21)

The diction in the lines above, ―gust of lava‖, ―oozing‖, draw from
the register of volcanicity and mountain activity. This reinforces our
earlier affirmation that landscape is imagery. Again, the preponderance of the short vowel sound / / coupled with hard consonant sounds
like /g/, /p/ and /sk/ in words like ―gust,‖ ―of,‖ ―pox,‖ ―sordidly,‖ ―skull,‖
emphasize the poet‘s anger and disgust with these destructive political upheavals. The metaphor of volcanic action, from these few examples, becomes the medium through which the poet expresses his
revolt at the personal and collective levels.
In ―When the Revolution is near at hand‖, the speaker‘s anger is
directed at the fascist methods adopted by the political class in his
country to contain opposition. This autocratic frame of governance,
according to the poet-persona, has turned the country into ―a ghetto of
silence‖. But the vision of the poem is one of hope as the poetic voice
anticipates the time when these ―mad panjandrums‖ shall be overthrown in a popular uprising. What is striking in the poem is that all
forces of change, the speaker inclusive, view the revolt in terms of a
volcanic eruption: ―and like a volcano I spit out my disgust looking
down at Sierra Leone!‖ (The Graveyard 61) This simile, drawn from
the landscape, consistently highlights not only Cheney-Coker‘s revolu-
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tionary perspective, but calls attention to his engagement with landscape features as metaphors of that vision.
For the revolution to succeed, however, the resistance and determination of its forces is imperative as we discover through the metaphorical reference to a rock or a mountain in the poem, ―Song of a
Rock‖ (Concerto 34). The reference to rocks and mountains underline
the firm determination of the poet to be at the forefront of the fight for
change in his country. In anticipation of that time then, the poet‘s role
is clearly defined: ―These meteors in my eyes/if they burn too fast /
imagine the funeral train / of our final laughter!‖ The poet‘s conscientizing role is here aptly underscored in the incendiary image of ―meteors.‖ The downtrodden can effectively come into their own through an
inevitable violent revolution which must begin with the poet playing a
conscientizing role. Form lends credence to poetic vision in the four
line stanza pattern which signals consistency in the poet‘s posture as
harbinger of meaningful change in the country.
Freetown, the capital of Sierra Leone is built by the sea, on a
peninsula with a beautiful harbour, but Cheney-Coker is more concerned with how ―the sea‖ as symbol, can sufficiently convey the idea
of revolt that he wants to communicate.
Ah! the Sierra is a volcano
a gathering of clouds to announce
the coming storm the day lashes
at the trees its giddiness of rage (Concerto 9).

All elements of the sea, ―its corals‖, ―its circular currents‖, ―its tidal waves‖, ―the equinoctial volcano of the sea‖, are indications of the
revolt of the peasant, who ―sharpens his machete / to prepare himself
for the storm.‖ Interestingly, the marriage of images from the mountainous landscape and the sea in the poem shows how the poet‘s
knowledge of the geography of his country enables him to integrate
such within the very experience and aspirations of the people.
Specific aspects of the Freetown physical environment are
brought to the reader in, ―Poet among Those Who Are Also Poets‖.
The poem adopts the persona of the privileged traveller driving
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around Freetown to display knowledge of place. The cinematographic
technique is effective as the camera lens of the speaker falls on specific features he wants the reader to perceive. These include ―the dirty
streets‖, ―the library‖, ―the empty fountain‖, ―the gold-plated gates of
the presidential palace‖, ―the giant cotton tree at the centre of Freetown‖, ―the cemetery‖, the garbage dump‖ and ―the hospital.‖ These
are landscape features with which the poet is familiar. This seemingly
fragmentary documentary makes a subtle comment on the disparity
existing between the ―haves‖ and the ―have-nots‖ in post-independent
Sierra Leone. This situation, captured by the poet of revolt, corroborates Andrew Merrifield‘s contentions that conflicts between socioeconomic interests and forces aptly express themselves in the landscape (522). The poet‘s sarcasm in the concluding line of the poem,
―such is the life seen driving around Freetown‖ becomes meaningful in
this regard.
―Looking for the Spirit at Night‖ (The Graveyard 82), is set in Juba, home of poet Cheney-Coker. The poem captures, in pastoral tradition, details of the physical environment:
Before my house drinking the beautiful frangipanis
a family of coconut palms shading the nudity of the beach
before my house the termite-infected lemon trees
and the slow movement of the iguana on the iroko tree
It is here that I hear…
the wailing cicadas and the howling bats
and the monotonous croaking of the frogs
Sierra Leone with its sad eyes and the medicinal impulse.

The description is organised along the lines of landscape painting. First we see the beautiful flowers and fruit trees, alive with the
sounds of birds and animals. The poet is captivated by this landscape
of sound and sight which affects him psychologically: ―tonight being
Sunday Juba is humid and feeling this heat / I think I‘ll like to open the
antennae of my head / to catch one word one flowering word of hope.‖
Set against the background of solitude and grief, the landscape provides the opportunity to meditate on the meaning of life and death.
The speaker, at the end of the poem, claims that the peaceful envi-
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ronment with its beautiful flora and the melody of the noises of ―the
cicadas the iguana the vulture and the frogs‖, jolts him out of ―the
matter-of-fact overdose of my solitude.‖ Landscape here, lays the
framework for understanding the conflict within the speaker‘s mind
overwhelmed as he is by sorrow.
These examples, by no means exhaustive, indicate that distinguishing the range of Sierra Leonean topography, appropriating its
sights and sounds as valid metaphors is a forte in Cheney-Coker‘s
vision as a poet of revolt.
Landscape as history

Landscape is also history as we intimated in the introduction. In
The Middle Passage, V.S. Naipaul notes that Caribbean history is
ostensibly signified in the land. ―There is slavery in the vegetation, in
the sugarcane brought by Columbus on that second voyage when to
Queen Isabella‘s fury, he proposed the enslavement of the Amerindians‖ (61-2). What Naipaul observes in the Caribbean context is evident in the poetry of Cheney-Coker where, history is invariably linked
to the topography. Naming of Sierra Leone begins as an act of colonial possession by the Portuguese in the fifteenth century as we find in
―Soul, Chilblains and Scapulas‖ (The Graveyard 65). We are told that
―Historically […]the chronicles / say 1462 they discovered my country /
without learning from the gibbons the /name of my people.‖ The use of
personal pronouns ―they‖ as against ―my‖, captures the self / other
dichotomy which is a preoccupation of resistance literature. The poetpersona in the poem revolts against ―they‖ (the whites) who have
used history to control the blacks. To borrow from Michel Foucault,
history legitimates the whites as ―discoverers‖ of Sierra Leone (in
Ashcroft, The Post-Colonial 219-20). In effect, postcolonial theorists
like Bill Ashcroft have suggested that to name reality in a sense is to
exert power over it as the dominant language becomes the way in
which the named locale is known (The Empire writes Back). Syl
Cheney-Coker seems to agree with this position because the line,
―without learning from the gibbons, the name of my country,‖ suggests
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that the name by which the country is called today is not its original
name. The poem, then, becomes the forum for the poet to register his
anguish at the ascendancy of European values and perceptions over
African modes of expression in the colonial context.
Creole history, a significant aspect of Sierra Leone history, is
rooted in slavery and its antecedents, the slave trade, and the settling
of freed slaves in Freetown by philanthropists. This is underscored in
the poem ―The Traveller‖. Interestingly, ‗the sea‘ assumes another
symbolic dimension capturing the ramifications this time around of the
Middle Passage. In effect, the ―sea journey‖ here, delineates the poet‘s quest for his roots; a quest that must take him through the Slave
Trade, the Middle Passage, the subsequent abolition of slavery and
the return of some blacks to the continent, eventually leading to the
birth of the Creole community:
the philanthropists…
the miserable blacks wanted a new race
…………………………………………
the sea awaited the expedition the sea awaited the negroes
and hungrily swallowed them (Concerto 5).

Palpable facts of Creole history are here highlighted in the reference to philanthropists, the miserable blacks, and Negroes. The sea
continues to play a negative role in black history given its destructive
potential as we are told that it ―hungrily swallowed them.‖ This is in
apparent reference to the shipwrecks suffered by the returnees recorded by the poet in his novel, The Last Harmattan of Alusine Dunbar.
Cheney-Coker sees the creation of the Creole community as another ―false start‖ in African history; given that the genealogy of this
group can hardly be traced. This historical fact haunts the poet in
―Hydropathy‖:
I think of Sierra Leone
and my madness torments me
all my strange traditions
the plantation blood in my veins
my foul genealogy
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I laugh at this Creole ancestry
which gave me my negralized head (Concerto 7).

Words and phrases like ―foul,‖ ―plantation blood,‖ ―rape,‖ ―polluted streams,‖ ―lewd head,‖ used in the poem, bring to mind the plight of
the slaves who were not only uprooted from their ancestral land but
whose women were often the slave master‘s sexual objects. The encounter with white culture inculcated an inferiority complex in the
slave. It made him/her believe that being a person in the real sense
of the word meant ascending into the superior culture of the white
man. The returnees, settled in Sierra Leone, brought back vestiges of
this culture and as Colonel Lookdown Akongo, one of the major characters in Cheney-Coker‘s The Last Harmattan of Alusine Dunbar observes,
Modes of behaviour long abandoned in the factories and gutters of England
were still being copied with diligence by this lot…. Whereas visitors put their
strangeness down to a case of bad blood, they lived in such a shocking
state of unreality that they considered the cultural images of the other people in the rest of [the country] as contemptible and crude (xiii).

Such are the historical antecedents of the poet‘s genealogy that constitute elements of his revolt.
One aspect of Sierra Leonean history, which is a recurrent feature of the poetry, is the coup phenomenon that has bedevilled that
nation since independence. The poetry captures this phenomenon in
the metaphoric ―tatters of tears‖ which is an apt reference to the frequent violent upheavals, victimisation and executions rampant in political life. ―Concerto for an Exile‖ (Concerto 20), which provides the title
for his first collection, draws inspiration from these sad events. In an
interview with Stewart Brown, Cheney-Coker said: ―Concerto for an
Exile‖ came about as a result of the execution of Brigadier John Bangura who was Army Chief of Staff. He was executed in 1971‖ (West
Africa, 3360 3055). In effect, Brigadier John Bangura was instrumental in toppling the Milton Margai government, the first post-colonial
government, and installing Siaka Stevens in power. Yet, when Bangura discovered that Stevens‘ government was nothing short of a
comprador regime, serving itself and the interest of foreign business-
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es, he staged another coup to overthrow it, but failed and was executed.
The preface to the poem intimates that the speaker‘s agony is
accentuated by the civil strife in his country captured in surrealist imagery. ―And the guns roared on/in Sierra Leone / to plunder the tree of
agony in my soul‖. ‗The tree of agony in my soul‘ image delineates the
speaker‘s anguish at the turn of events in the land. The opening of the
poem is dramatic to this effect; ―The news of the coups the bullets in
my soul! / I plunge into the streets holding the dead in my head.‖ The
drama and surrealist imagery, at once, heighten the distress of the
poet of revolt. This unnatural situation is the fruit of the actions of ―my
fratricidal brothers / whose lust has made the Sierra a volcano too
bloody in my life.‖ The personal pronoun ―my,‖ underlines the poet‘s
identification with the country torn apart by those he considers brothers. The ―volcano‖ image, drawn from the setting, continues to emphasise the destructive political upheavals which have become the
bane of Sierra Leone. This turbulent atmosphere has reduced the
country to ―a boulevard of corpses.‖ This metaphor underscores the
extent to which killings and victimisations have become a distressing
feature of postcolonial Sierra Leone.
The poem carefully selects and effectively employs diction.
Words and phrases like ―bloody executioners,‖ ―decalcified,‖ ―slit their
bellies,‖ ―eruption tearing my country apart,‖ and ―ravaged Sierra Leonean earth‖ point to the inevitable destruction consequent upon
power tussles and quarrels. At the end, the speaker seems to find the
roots of this unnerving situation not only in history but also in the innate greed of man: ―And I come to you once again Pedro da Cinta /
my Portuguese conquistador my Sierra my volcano / was I a part of it
the eruption tearing my country apart‖ (20).
In ―My Soul O Oasis‖ (Concerto 19), Sierra Leone is described
as an inferno, in apparent reference to the destruction of life and
property drawing from the coups. The image of ―inferno‖ equally operates here as an expression of the anger and revolt of the speaker with
regard to this state of affairs in his country. The preface expresses
the persona‘s attempts to ―curtain‖ himself from what is happening in
his country but the ―news‖ of the violent upheavals comes ―to shatter
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[his] heart.‖ Love for the country elicits sensitivity to her plight. Again,
as in “Concerto for an Exile,‖ the causes of these turmoils are fuelled
by history and politics, ―shadows of the conquistadors /….Pedro da
Cinta…/ and all the other djinns of Sierra Leone.‖ The mythic reference to djinns (supernatural spirits that often take on human form and
serve their summoners), is particularly effective in the postcolonial
context of Sierra Leone, where leadership simply serves neo-colonial
masters at the expense of the masses. The poem displays a certain
structural fluidity which underlines unity in thought and attitude–the
speaker reports the events that have occurred in the country, discusses the effects on himself and country while situating the roots in
history and politics. The poem ends on an ironic note: ―Only the disembowelled belly of a youth tells me the Sierra is in good health!‖
(19). This seems to suggest that for the elite to remain in ―good
health‖ (power), lives must be destroyed. Such irony underscores the
ruthlessness of the rulers against whom the poet revolts.
Landscape as social practice and politics

Andrew Merrifield has argued that place [landscape] is ―the terrain where basic social practices…are lived out…where everyday life
is situated‖ (522). In the poetry of Syl Cheney-Coker, everyday life
situations of the ordinary Sierra Leonean inform theme, poetic form
and attitude. ―Nausea,‖ (The Graveyard 59), describes the world of
the oppressed. This is an environment in which a ―mother chews a
thousand pieces of cocaine / to fill the void in her stomach‖ and the
―singing mulatress‖ living in the shanty, nurses ―her son in whose eyes
she reads the hungry patterns of death.‖ The predicament of this vulnerable group, the poet tells us, is ―wrought by those who have never
sorrowed/ who have never known pain/who have never died once.‖
Parallelisms at the structural level and at the level of ideas indicate
the poet‘s revolt against this class which perpetrates the misery of the
populace. The satirical thrust is evident in the tongue-in cheek tone
adopted to laugh at these privileged ones who believe that money and
power can protect them from pain and death.
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In ―Myopia,‖ (Concerto 38), the focus is on rice cultivation which
is a major agricultural activity in Sierra Leone. The speaker is concerned with the peasants whose labour builds the country but, who
ironically are ―drenched‖ on ―rainy mornings‖, ―shivering in their emaciated bones/along the boulevards of misery.‖ In these lines, as in the
entire poem, surrealist imagery emphasises the paradox of suffering
amidst plenty and the awful spectacle of a country‘s human and material resources being systematically depleted by a materialistic class
indifferent to the plight of the poor:
the boulevards of this country
are railway tracks in my heart
a train of anguish runs on them
rage corollary of hunger. (38)

The conceits, in this extract, suggest the mental agony at seeing these contradictions in an otherwise rich country. Anger, in this
context, becomes a legitimate impulse at the fact that the country‘s
wealth has become the preserve of an insensitive few. Furthermore,
the lines ―The rice pads of this country / are putrid marshlands in my
soul / tended by no magic fertilizers‖ are eloquent from the ecocritical
perspective adopted in this paper. In ecocritical thought, the marshlands are often associated with illness, disease and death. In Sierra
Leone, however, they have been transformed into rice pads. In referring to the rice pads as ―putrid marshlands,‖ the poet at once employs
the usual semiotic implications of marshlands as places of pollution,
death and putrefaction to convey his disgust with insensitive politics
which exploit the masses for the benefit of those in positions of power.
In ―Poet among those who are also poets‖ (The Graveyard 67),
varying scenes of suffering and misery are presented through the
techniques of documentation and cinematography. The setting is
Freetown and the persona drives round ―its dirty streets.‖ His poetic
lens captures with realism and matter-of-factness, the frustrated man
committing suicide, another chewing cola-nut to check hunger, yet
another ―crouching half dying under a giant cotton tree.‖ The scene
shifts to the presidential palace where a man is ―shrieking with a
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stream of saliva running down his face‖ and ―a beggar goes by shouting he has been robbed.‖
The second stanza focuses on the women with one ―screaming
raped by a bureaucrat‖ while ―a childless harlot is beaten by another
kids.‖ Furthermore, at the shanty, there is no water because ―the
women have ruined the toilets‖ and another woman confesses her
greed which made her sell her daughter. The scene shifts to the children in stanza three where ―one child is driven to school in ―a limousine unmarked / while the classmates walk on all ten.‖ At the hospital,
we are told that, there is ―commotion because two children / have
been bitten over at the garbage dump.‖ This image of ―life seen driving around Freetown‖ realistically demonstrates how human beings
have been reduced to the level of animals by a system that degrades,
dehumanises and destroys. The structure of the poem equally highlights (by its systematic focus on men, women and children) the extent
to which these different classes are affected by the antics of the kleptocracy that controls the country. Parallelism and repetitions are important purveyors of theme and attitude, while the juxtaposition of the
beggar by the presidential palace and the child driven to school as
against others who walk, serves to emphasise the gulf between the
masses and the elite, consistently condemned in much of this poetry.
Post-colonial Sierra Leone in the poetry is ―sick.‖ This is so because the rulers are conservative in orientation and uncritically support the West in their actions. The poet considers them as a mercantilist comprador bourgeoisie which has shamelessly destroyed and ravaged a country once considered ―a pearl‖ in Africa. In ―Song for the
Ravaged Country‖ (The Graveyard 54), for instance, the concern is
with the physical ravages committed on the land by the politicians.
Their voracity for wealth, according to the poet, is unequalled elsewhere on the continent of Africa. Words like ―plesiosaurian gods,‖
effectively underscore the greed of these few who have raised themselves to the level of ―gods‖ in the country. The verb ―ravaged,‖ as
qualifier, delineates the violent destruction that has become Sierra
Leone as a result of such politics. Reference to the ―fleshy ribs‖ of a
country broken by the ―rapacious hold‖ of the politicians, all point to
the wanton destruction of the once beautiful country. A preponder-
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ance of images of violence, destruction, sterility and death emphasise
the chaotic situation in the country. Other images, like those of sexual
harassment, point to the destructive lust of those in power. In all,
Cheney-Coker thinks that Sierra Leone is now only a skeleton‖ of its
former self, ―a colossus strangled by fratricidal parasites.‖ The land is
today a ―poisoned gift‖, for the majority of the people; ―poisoned‖ by
―the men of our dreams.‖ These are the men elected to power but who
have failed to deliver the goods:
I swim in the toxins in the waters
…………………………………
what have I not known in my land
the men of our dreams the men of our delusions
and Sierra Leone like a gargantuan beast
producing the slobber whose former image
I no longer remember. (The Graveyard 54)

The comparison of Sierra Leone to a ―gargantuan beast / producing the slobber,‖ defines the deflation and ruin consequent upon
the actions of ―the men of our dreams the men of our delusions‖.
Parallelism here underscores the failure of these politicians to meet
the expectations of the people; politicians in whom the people had
much hope. In the poem, the country is likened to a giant that has
gone to sleep, that has decayed at its vital seams. The inevitable lament by the poet-persona ―I no longer have a country/ centrifugal and
proud‖ is all the more poignant in this regard.
The diseases that have rendered the country ―gangrenous‖ are
―contingency, incompetence, regional rivalries, corruption and the
exercise of political patronage as we find in ―Nausea‖ :
The corruption in this country…nauseates me
………………………………………………
Oh my! Land! my Sierra! my woman!
you have not killed me yet
For writing about your disease. (The Graveyard 60)

Sierra Leone Horizons … / 185

The last line above highlights the role of the poet in the context
of revolt. As a socially responsible individual, he observes and lays
bare the social landscape even at the expense of life. Syl CheneyCoker‘s consciousness and love for his country, fuels his revolt. The
poet is up against the debt trap and the tutelage of international finance capital which have combined with corruption and mismanagement to reduce Sierra Leone to a ―corpse‖ as we find in ―The Diaspora.‖
In the pallid eyes of an evening
our world transforms itself crawling on its knees
to its beggar‘s role; it loses its shame, taciturn world
The disgraced half of a world no longer ours
speaking its history in tatters of tears;
It is dying of kwashiorkor, the starved face. (The Blood 10)

The images in this extract underline the morosity of the present.
The words ―pallid‖ and ―evening‖ convey not only the drabness characteristic of Sierra Leone but also the disillusionment of the speaker at
the state of affairs. The country is said to have ―transformed itself
crawling on its knees / to its beggar‘s role.‖ This line clearly emphasises the difference between the remembered past of the country and
the present. It also calls attention to the present predicament of most
African countries, which depend on external support especially the
IMF and the World Bank to sustain the affairs of the state. The disease image, ―kwashiorkor‖, (a nutritional disease in infants and children) coupled with the images of death, dryness and sterility, elsewhere in the poem (―dearth of rain‖, ―corpse‖, ―starved‖, ―scorched‖,
―burnt brambles‖ and ―skeleton‖), emphasise the ruin that has become
the country in the wake of such insensitive politics.
In the poems above, as in others of this nature, Syl CheneyCoker negotiates the landscape of Sierra Leonean politics, revealing it
as degenerate and insensitive to the plight of the people. Yet, as a
major point of departure in setting the scene for revolt, he displays
tenderness for this vulnerable geographical entity, a point already
hinted at above.
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Landscape as relationship

In Cheney-Coker‘s poetry, the country is raised to the level of a
woman; a beautiful, cold-hearted individual, whom the male loves very
much, but whose love is unrequited. Relationship with this environment is discussed in male-female terms to underline the poet‘s commitment to the country as Emmanuel Obiechina argues
The committed writer must love [his country]; he must believe that [it] is redeemable that [it] deserves a future free of man-made tragedies and undue
neuroses and avoidable sufferings and the harshness of material want, attended by physical degradation (Okike 27/28: 4).

Possessive pronouns like ―my Sierra‖, ―my land‖, ―my country‖
and ―my woman‖, convey the poet‘s love for and commitment to his
country.
The mutual love existing between the poet and a human mistress becomes a mirror of the kind of relationship he desires to have
with his country. Rejection by a human mistress symbolises his own
rejection by a country that has ―so loved me and so hated me‖ (The
Graveyard 7). ―Poem for a lost lover‖ is built on this kind of association. Dedicated to Merle Alexander, an English woman whom the
poet had once loved, the poem describes by way of associational
imagery, the beauty of woman and the splendour of reciprocal love.
In the vein of pastoral lyrics, a celebration in ―the purest of verse‖ is
done for a physically and a morally excellent woman, the word ―purest‖ immediately conveying the flawlessness of this woman, whose
eyes are of ―heavenly essence‖ comparable only to ―Russian Sapphire.‖ ―Sapphire‖ is a gem of deep pure blue, at once suggesting an
irresistibility that charms the lover in the poem. The woman is gentle,
calm, courageous and patient. For instance, she is likened to ―wine‖
that gently softens and soothes the lover ―like the plenitude of bach.‖
She is ―the Sargassian Sea‖ in the expansiveness of her love. The
sea of Sargasso, in the North Atlantic, is noted for its floating expanse
of gulfweed that renders its waters calm and steady. This association
vividly underlines the restorative effect of this woman on a fragile and
moody soul like the poet. The virtues of patience and courage in the
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physical mistress are beautifully reinforced by the alliterative /m/ in the
phrase ―moulding my moody‖
The patience of you loving my fragile soul
the courage of you moulding my moody words. (The Graveyard 110)

A recollection of Merle‘s love in the second stanza of the poem,
leads to a nostalgic but romantic outburst ―Oh that‖, ―you that I love‖.
The ideal nature of this love is recalled even when the speaker regrets
losing her in ―the opium of my youth‖. This love is nevertheless the
picture of the kind that he would desire for his continent Africa, macrocosm of Sierra Leone: ―heart of the spirit born of that love dressing
continents with garlands‖ (11).
Such is the kind of intimacy and harmony that will enable the poet to dress his continent with ―garlands of love.‖ This intimacy and
harmony is again vividly illustrated by the alliterative /s/ and /m/ in the
words, ―Eyes,‖ ―essence,‖ ―Sargassian Sea,‖ ―moulding my moody‖
and also through the repetition of words and phrases together with the
preponderance of the exclamatory device.
The collection, The Graveyard Also Has Teeth is divided into two
parts, with one entitled ―Poems in Conversation with Sierra Leone.‖ In
this section, there are fourteen poems in which the poet underlines his
attitude to his country, through a description of the political and social
situation. The poet loves his country but detests the malpractices of
the politicians who have reduced the country to a graveyard, ―a ghetto
of silence.‖ By exposing the inconsistencies in the country, the poet
wants to see a change that will benefit the majority of the people.
In ―On being a poet in Sierra Leone,‖ poetic duty is defined.
The poet‘s role in his country is crucial, in the sense in which he has
the onerous task of reminding the country to constantly examine itself
and live up to its image in the context of Africa and the world. The
poet states, ―My country you are my heart.‖ The ―heart‖ image delineates the vital and intimate relationship he enjoys with his country. The
technique of juxtaposition employed in this poem functions at two
levels. It captures at once, the tensions in his country and what the
poet calls his ―love-hate‖ relationship with Sierra Leone. He loves his
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country, but hates it for allowing itself to be ―devastated‖ by ―salubrious politicians.‖ Yet, the lover desires nothing but the welfare of the
beloved.
I who have so loved and hated you
my country…
I want to be your national symbol of life
…………………………………...……
I want once more like the common man
to love a woman without dying of love. (The Graveyard 51)
Love seeks the best for the country-lover and defines the poet‘s role in the
context of change:
I want to be the albatross learning and living your fits
I want only to plough your fields
to be the breakfast of the peasants who read
to help the fishermen bring in their catch. (Ibid.)

The ―albatross‖ image is significantly used in this context. As a
symbol, it goes beyond denoting a large sea bird to connoting something that causes persistent deep concern and anxiety, particularly
because it is difficult to accomplish. The struggle to see the country
liberated from the throes of exploitation is taxing but the speaker‘s
concern to see this happen is fuelled by the love for his lady-land.
In ―The Traveller‖ (Concerto 5-6), the speaker‘s desires to restore the dignity of the beloved are thwarted by the lover. The beloved
here is the country-mistress who has betrayed the poet-lover by refusing to join him on his quest for roots. Her mute acceptance of the violence done to her, by the politicians, contributes to exacerbating the
pain and agony in the lover‘s soul. Mythological references to Jason,
who sought fruitlessly for the Golden Fleece, qualify his fruitless attempts to clothe his beloved with honour and dignity. The reference to
the relationship between the Greek god Zeus, and his run-away lover,
Medea, aptly illustrates his own relationship with his country, the
woman of his heart. Even when he turns to a physical mistress for
relief, he discovers that she too can be as unfaithful and unreliable as
the lady-land. He therefore blames himself for being gullible to the
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frailties of womanhood in particular and to love in general: ―My soul
too open too trusting to resist the treachery of love /having known love
I lost my soul in the flame.‖
The diction and figurative language of this poem evoke the hostility and destructive capacity of the world of love; ―thorns,‖ ―flames,‖
―chariot of flames,‖ ―chew,‖ ―grape,‖ ―rot,‖ ―ruthless.‖ The ironic overtones in the line ―my soul of iron and nails‖ strongly convey the susceptibility of the soul to love and consequently to disappointment even
in its ―hardness.‖
Conclusion

This paper set out to examine the place of the environment
(landscape) in the vision and vitality of the poet of revolt. Our analysis
shows that this element as a primordial symbol in the artist‘s vision of
revolt, finds a deep resonance in Syl Cheney Coker‘s poetic imagination. As a metaphor of revolt at the personal and collective levels, it
has been exploited in his poetry from a number of different but interrelated perspectives such as topography, history, social practice and
politics as well as relationship.
Eunice Ngongkum1
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The Myth of Don Juan in André Brink’s
Before I Forget

In his introduction to his collection of essays Reinventing a Continent, Andé Brink addresses the issue of a post-apartheid literature
and the South African writer‘s fear of losing his imaginative focus after
apartheid. Not only is he alien to such misgivings, but he cheerfully
concludes on the infinite possibilities offered by the new situation,
among which the treatment of memory. Before I Forget is certainly an
eloquent example of such a treatment, as it is a double enterprise, a
dual foray into South Africa‘s historical past and Europe‘s literary past.
Their juncture is one of the archetypes of Western love, Don Juan,
and the result of Brink‘s attempt to understand, enlighten and finally
appropriate the figure is a post-colonial version of the classic seducer.
To examine and denounce what is wrong with society is a recurrent concern in Brink‘s fiction and raises the issue of the artist‘s responsibility. In a ―new South Africa,‖ Brink‘s reconstructed Afrikaner
having found a place in the continent expands his fighting horizons,
while keeping memory alive. Before I Forget features a vigilant Janusface committed writer, who looks back assessing his amorous past,
but also forward with an activist‘s determination. Sexuality and ―the
rights of desire‖ (conspicuous in one of his novel titles) is also a recurrent theme in Brink‘s work. It seems natural that his interest in this
sweeping myth of sempiternal desire should appear among his postapartheid concerns, since resistance literature could relax after the
―remaking of South Africa‖. However, such a literature does not slacken in Brink‘s pen all the more so when it deals with a chameleon-like
myth which takes the colour of the environment in which it lives. Indeed, the myth offering ―elements that can be assimilated in any time
and place,‖ as Georges Gendarme de Bévotte notes (my own translation), is craftily worked upon and smoothly moulded into a native form.
After a Spanish, Italian, French, German and English citizenship, last
but not least, Don Juan is naturalised South African without losing his
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original attributes. I will argue that Brink‘s Don Juan keeps up, to a
certain extent, with the tradition of the major romantic twist that the
myth took in the nineteenth century, while amplified and considerably
expanded so as to gain both in depth and breadth, notably in the hero‘s awareness of mortality and his inner experience of death as well
as his eroticisation of revolt and politicisation of Eros. A system of
checks and balances is set up in the narrative to guarantee the sovereignty of the myth.
Given the popularity and wide extension of the Don Juan title,
the question of what qualifies the novel as a rewriting of the myth
must now be given some attention. Jean Rousset‘s requirement of
―the permanent scenario‖, that is the hero, the group of women and
the fight with death, has found its intertextual way into Brink‘s novel. In
this respect it is rather contradictory that the South African writer
should offer a very narrow view of his character. In an interview given
to Avoir-Alire the author, denouncing his own creature as ―a macho‖
and claiming that ―he is not impressed by the seducer‘s career of his
character‖ advances a limited view of Don Juanism. His comments
may account for the flimsiness and flatness of his female characters,
but his male hero is a vivid representative and true avatar of Don
Juan, which reminds us of the fundamental fact that the Don Juan
myth, unlike Tristan‘s, foregrounds the quest of love and the flight of
desire rather than the object(s). Brink‘s statement might have been
motivated by a concern to dissociate himself from a character who,
being a collector of women often compared to wines, could understandably draw the feminists‘ anathema. Likewise, his narrator‘s easy
and loose declarations of the invaluable contribution of women to
humanity seem to be symptomatic of the same concern for political
correctness. However, Brink‘s European cultural heritage speaks for
itself and when everything is said and done, it is certainly the text that
has the last word.
Brink explores the Don Juan myth at two levels fictional and
metafictional or through incorporation and distantiation. While the
narrative is a reinvention of the myth, within the narrative one of the
major versions of Don Juan, which was the starting point of a new
phase in the evolution of the myth, namely Mozart‘s Don Giovanni, is
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continuously discussed and probed into. Like E.T.A. Hoffmann‘s,
Brink‘s character(s) muse on Don Giovanni. Through mirror effects
the image of Brink‘s autodiegetic narrator is amplified, as a dialogic
relation between him and the opera‘s character is put into narrative
motion. In her doctoral dissertation Filiation and Writing in André
Brink‟s Five Novels, Mélanie Joseph-Vilain classifies Brink‘s novels
into three categories historical, contemporary and diachronic. Before I
Forget establishing a constant back and forth between past and present through the hero‘s inquiry into historical, personal and literary
past and his scrutiny of the present belongs to the diachronic kind.
Moreover, Brink‘s Don Juan just like ―Hoffmann‘s […] must talk and
explain himself, since the motives responsible for his actions are at
times more important than the actions themselves‖, as Leo Weinstein
maintains (Weinstein 1959: 76). Hence the need for a first person
narrative becomes all the more imperative; Chris Minnaar, whose
name means lover in Dutch, in a series of notes attempts to account
for his love life. The text reads as an elegy, a belated declaration of
love to a dead woman made in a long letter which takes shape in
diary entries that span the three-week American war in Iraq. As the
South African ―lover‖ pores over Mozart‘s opera, Brink, through this
intertext, reactivates the myth that has been evolving since Tirso de
Molina‘s founding text.
Right from the beginning Brink‘s Don Juan strikes the reader as
retrospective and introspective. No man cares less for his past than
Don Giovanni, according to Roger Laporte, but Brink‘s does. The title
foregrounds the urgency of memory and becomes the pathetic leitmotif in the narrative all the more so as his seventy-year-old hero is even
older than Henry de Montherlant‘s; the French playwright was the first
who dared present a sixty-five-year-old Don Juan without satiric intent. In addition, if Molière endowed his character with wit and reasoning, Brink goes a step further advancing the figure of the artist as Don
Juan and thus complexifying the myth, as we shall see, with the specifics of creation. Likewise, Brink enriches the pleasure on reflecting
on lust, a major trait of the French playwright‘s Dom Juan, with the
pain and guilt unrestricted lust may entail. Yet unlike Miguel Manara,
the historical person who identified with Don Juan, Minnaar does not
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repent or convert. Besides, in spite of his self-proclaimed identification
with Da Ponte-Mozart‘s hero, he highlights a difference: ―I‘ m most
unlike Don Giovanni. He played the arithmetic game, he was fucking
by numbers […] to me it is the glimpse of a woman‘s uniqueness, her
unrepeatability, which drives me on‖. By introducing the categories of
quality and quantity, Brink‘s narrator levels a critique at Don Giovanni
─albeit the only one─ and prides himself in his superior apprehension
of femininity. Unrepeatablity in repetition, uniqueness in serialisation
seem to be this Don Juan‘s achievement as he composes his mosaic
of femaleness.
Woman after woman emerges as if from a conjurer‘s hat not according to a chronological order but through flashes of amorous recollections following the law of association and sudden inspiration. The
novel in its presentation of the group of women has a Russian doll-like
structure, which gives a tedious repetitiveness to the narrative, but
certainly serves the myth. The whole female community is indiscriminately represented in this long list of love held not by Frederik, the
most discreet valet, but Minnaar himself. As memory is selective, only
a certain number makes it onto the list which is based on the writer‘s
notes kept in the previous years. No woman is wanting, but each one
is an indispensable piece in the puzzle of femininity ―real‖ or fictional
alike; in Before I Forget, Melanie or Nicoletta stand side by side with
Nastasya Filippovna or Scheherazade. We shall see that as a writer
Brink‘s hero will possess the fictional ladies more easily. Precisely, for
the narrator, the ethic of quantity does not exclude quality, free in the
novel from the concern for propriety implicit in the scenic mode. An
elegiac tone does not exclude a dithyrambic one in this ―kind of homage. In praise of women. What would I have been–how could I have
been me–without each and every one of them‖ (Brink: 2004 10). In
this object pronoun in italics Don Juan is identified in his contiguity
and conjunction with the multiplicity and proliferation of femininity. All
his women, those who were conquered and those ―who got away‖
(John Updike), form a merry-go-round revolving about an ideal woman in the heart of the heart of the narrative. Rachel, albeit the female
lead, fleshes out and thrives on the memory of those who made it
onto the list.
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Rachel‘s character is far more important than Donna Anna‘s in
Don Giovanni. This young sculptress has multiple functions in the
narrative. On a metafictional level she is an opponent to the Don Giovanni figure and adopts a humane yet critical view of the seducer‘s
dissolute life. Consequently, she rejects Minnaar‘s erotic exploits giving the Don Juan debate a moralising slant and thus leaving all options open to the reader. Although at the beginning of the narrative,
she adopts a condescending stance claiming to pity ―the lonely man‖
(Brink: 2004 42), in the middle of the narrative, her critique of Don
Giovanni becomes extremely severe: ―‗Don Giovanni‘s need to fuck
[…] is the urge to run away. He cannot face his loneliness, so he
needs to impose himself. There is an imbalance of power. In the urge
to share there is a recognition of equality.‘‖ (164). Rachel‘s egalitarian
claim in love echoes a feminist trend in the narrative, which tries to
balance the all-male account of experience. Yet, on the fictional level
she is the thou complementary to the I, as Minnaar‘s addressee and
counterpart in the epistolary situation. If towering female figures bring
about Don Juan‘s image as an irresistible (and less irresistible) lover,
Rachel brings forward the image of Don Juan as an ideal-seeker.
What the narrator terms as ―the single most perfect love affair of my
life‖ (133) refers to an unknown woman behind a train glass that was
leaving the station. Rachel and this mysterious woman merge in the
narrative: ―I lean over and very gently, almost without touching, press
my mouth against your forehead. Like years ago, my hand against a
face behind a moving window.‖ (229). Indeed, Hoffmann‘s interpretation of Donna Anna as the feminine object par excellence, inaccessible and ideal, tailored for the seducer but arriving too late, is quite
relevant in the novel. On the one hand, the encounter is presented as
salutary for Chris Minnaar, as it is Rachel who puts an end to his writer‘s eight-year block inspiring him the text in process of being written,
unifying and federating his fragmentary notes. Otto Rank underlines
this animating role of the woman that finds its culminating point in
romantic love. On the other hand, Rachel, married and too young for a
Don Juan who is about to lose his sexual vigour, dies in a banal car
accident just before the fulfilment of the erotic act. The romantic myth
is thus saved and Don Juan‘s identity is preserved since the erotic
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quest clearly remains open at the end, although Rachel opens and
closes the list of remembered women. Moreover, Brink developing the
triangular formation in the myth partially fulfils Weinstein‘s prediction:
―Those writing under Hoffmann‘s influence will concentrate their attention primarily on three characters: Don Juan, Donna Anna […] and
Ottavio, who will usually be depicted as an unworthy or insignificant
man‖ (Weinstein: 1959 77). Brink revisits the love triangle under the
auspices of Don Giovanni making Rachel‘s husband one of the main
characters in the text. The first encounter is dubbed as ―the Don Giovanni night,‖ for the trio listens to the opera (Brink: 2004 75), which
becomes the aural background of Minnaar‘s composition of the text
and thus it perpetually commemorates the encounter. George naturally participates in the love debate inspired by Don Giovanni and sees
in the opera hero ―a compulsive seducer‖ in search of freedom (42).
Sweeping love aside, he makes the narrator the sole perceiver of Don
Juan‘s dual quest for love and freedom. Adding George to Rachel as
a magnet of emotion and object of homosexual desire, although the
latter appears only in a dream and remains sublimated, makes Rachel
less than an Isolde. For Brink‘s Don Juan is a pursuer not of divine, as
the romantics would sustain, but of earthly love albeit ideal and with a
mystical touch. The nature of the hero‘s paradise is no Biblical Eden.
As the narrator confides to Rachel, speaking of his ideal woman, ―She
still drives me out to look for other moments and manifestations of
paradise‖ (163). Brink pushes the reader forcefully onto the maternal
track. As each woman is embedded in another woman, Rachel is
embedded in the mother who has a special status in the narrative.
The author displays an acute interest in the maternal figure absent from the prestigious versions of the myth, yet brought under scrutiny by its interpreters. Pierre-Jean Jouve maintains that Mozart‘s Don
Giovanni tends towards a form of the past, an inaccessible mother
who alone would give him peace. Brink‘s version not only eagerly
adopts this view, but makes it as explicit as possible. The mother
figure, along with Rachel‘s character, dominates the narrative. Minnaar tells Rachel what he already told the mother, ―you came to me
with all your loves‖ (17), the ancient lady remarks. The old woman‘s
death, prefigured in the funereal flowers offered by the son and origi-
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nally intended for Rachel, follows upon the young woman‘s, thus operating a fusion between the mother and the beloved. Minnaar remains the Oedipal child who attempts to eliminate the father throughout his life. Twice he seduces his father‘s women thus usurping the
paternal place. From this perspective, Minnaar‘s central epiphany that
the country is the only woman to whom he is able to utter unbreakable
marriage vows (262) points to the mother through the age-old equation mother-land. However, Rachel overrides the mother as it is she
who provokes the fight with death. More than a mere muse, she is a
saviouress, as she ultimately engineers Minnaar‘s showdown with
death on the arena of writing. I will argue that Don Juan‘s newly acquired consciousness of mortality liberates the hero, as Brink opts for
what Gilles Deleuze terms, citing Foucault, ―a vitalism against a background of mortality‖ (Deleuze 1990: 125 my own translation).
As Don Giovanni‟s overture, the novel‘s first pages announce
death: a dead beloved, a dying mother, a dying city, Baghdad, and a
man coming to grips with his own approaching death turning his discourse into the swan song of his waning potency. A less static image
than the narrator‘s ―album in his mind‖ would be the chessboard of
memory and a game of chess with the ―Commendator‖, as recollection after recollection returns, time is regained and the queen is almost saved; Rachel revives in the discourse. From a writer‘s block
that called into question Minnaar‘s very identity, the narrator moves
into what Maurice Blanchot terms ―persecutive prehension‖, the writer‘s irresistible need to grasp the pen (Blanchot: 1955 15). The resolution of the block seems indicative of the narrator‘s changing attitude to
death. ―One can write only if he remains master of oneself before
death, only if one establishes sovereign relations over it‖, states
Blanchot (107; my translation). Through his immersion into death,
Minnaar accomplishes his mortal condition. ―For the first time I can
imagine Don Giovanni old‖, says the narrator in the final lines (Brink:
2004 311). If Georges Bataille in L‟Expérience intérieure, presented
him as a reveller sadly lacking awareness of death, Brink makes the
consciousness of a battling mortality the basic premise of his hero.
Don Juan casts himself into the role of Orpheus right from the
start: ―In and through every loop and line my hand traces on the page,
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to recall you, like Eurydice, from the dead‖ (Brink: 2004 7). No other
Don Juan version illustrates so well this aspect of the myth which
Pierre-Jean Jouve phrases as ―the essential suffering region, which is
our communication with the dead‖ (Jouve: 1968 141; my translation).
Through this love letter to a dead woman, Brink seems to point back
to the origin of the myth. Indeed, Rousset traced the remnants of the
ancient cult of the dead with food offerings in the meeting with the
statue (Rousset: 1978 37). In Before I Forget food is replaced by an
offering of words that challenge the silence of death even more
poignantly, as the narrator identifies throughout the narrative with
another literary figure, Sheherazade. The temerity of his stories keeps
death at bay. Through this major narrative device that symbolically
makes possible a form of communication with the dead, Brink posits
the metaphysical and metapsychological duality of Eros and Thanatos. However, in spite of his close commerce with death, Don Juan
remains on the side of life after having been through the temptation of
loving death, which renders the consciousness of mortality more vibrant.
Commentators agree on Don Juan‘s nonchalant relations with
death, on ―a monomaniacal supernormality‖, on ―a libido […] impervious to any infiltrations of the death impulse‖, as Denis Hollier puts it
(Hollier: 1985 77). However, there is a heretic version of Don Juan; in
the tormented universe of Bataille‘s Bleu du ciel the hero is a necrophiliac. Here, we come to grips with what is Brink‘s major asset in the
expansion of the myth. The South African author fills the gap between
these two extreme visions and enriches the fight with death putting
forward a Don Juan who consciously resists his death impulse. Brink
introduces the polymorphism of desire while keeping it under control.
Minnaar‘s taste for orgies described once in the narrative remains
peripheral, but not his attitude to elderly women. ―Impossible to translate into words‖ (Brink: 2004 210) is Nicolette who declares that
―death is never far away when you make love‖ (218). The narrator‘s
sense of danger and his fight against falling in love with her, because
if he did, he ―would be lost‖ (Ibid.), reveals his resistance to the experience of death-in-love which Bataille describes in his poem ―Tombeau‖: ―I fall into immensity / which falls onto itself‖ (Bataille: 1971 75;
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my translation). Likewise, he declines the sexual invitation of the
wreck of a woman with whom he has the experience of the obscene
and the abject but keeps her with him ―all the time‖, ―whenever I am
with a new woman […] or by myself‖ (Brink: 2004 239). Thus such a
lurking fascination with death, although it never reaches the depths
fathomed by Bataille, does create a dramatic tension, inexistent in
most versions of the myth.
Nevertheless, transgression could by no means be absent from
a rewriting of the myth. Although Brink rejected his Calvinist background, the symmetry of the two car accidents in the novel points to
his former affiliation. The first, which causes the death of the narrator‘s wife and child, is provoked by a marital row over an illicit love
affair and the second which causes Rachel‘s death on the day of her
birthday, is contiguous to the promise of pleasure. As in Don Giovanni
death strikes in the middle of celebration but in the novel it comes
uninvited. However, it is at the ending that transgression harks back to
the seventeenth century original Don Juan, where the crime is not the
amorous disorder, but the offence to the dead, as Rousset maintains
(Rousset: 1978 26). Minnaar is about to kill Rachel who is lying in a
coma, when he realises that she is already dead and he proclaims his
guilt: ―I am as guilty as if I have done it. It is not my fault that I have
come too late. Like Rogozhin, I killed the thing I loved.‖ (Brink: 2004
311). The identification with Dostoyevsky‘s character in The Idiot entails the appropriation of Nastasya Filippovna, one of Don Juan‘s fictional elected ladies, and the hubristic act actualises Hoffmann‘s demoniac revolt against Creation endowing the hero with existential
depth. The maxims he lives by are revolt, liberty and passion and here
is Camus‘s absurd man. The French philosopher gave the Don Juan
figure its letters of nobility acknowledging its authenticity. The rock
has rolled down, but Minnaar rolls it up again before he forgets. This
is the absurd man‘s heroism. Libertinism, liberty, liberation is the notional chain in motion, in Before I Forget. After having sung ―Viva la
Liberta‖ with Don Giovanni (306), the narrator enunciates: ―We do not
write to hold on, but to let go. I am learning […] to loosen my grip, to
set memory free, to let myself be: myself and all the women who have
allowed me to be what I am now‖ (Ibid.). This declaration of liberation
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is his final insight, the outcome of his artistic inquiry into love, death
and revolt. Blanchot citing André Gide points out the writer‘s transformation after completion of the work: ―I wanted to show […] the influence of the book on the one who writes it […]. For coming out of us, it
changes us, it modifies the course of our lives‖ (Blanchot: 1975 104;
my translation). Minnaar, enriched by the intimation of eternity his text
provides him with, returns to temporality and finitude: ―He [Don Giovanni] is still woman-struck [….] The only difference is that he no
longer needs a camera.‖ (Brink: 2004 311). This anecdotal final line,
referring to the statement of a famous photographer who would continue to take pictures after retirement, free from the need of a camera,
restores Don Juan where he belongs to temporality, not incompatible
though, as Micheline Sauvage claims, with the Oedipal fixation since
Brink‘s Don Juan, contrary to Bataille‘s, evades the pitfall of regression and death through the eroticisation of revolt.
The rebellion against the father in Before I Forget fashions the
identity of Don Juan as a man in revolt. The challenge against authority, which the myth exemplifies, finds its expression in the narrator‘s
defiance of paternal interdicts on both sexuality and writing. The most
memorable episode in the novel features the father‘s punishment of
the boy for using the word ―cunt‖ and the paternal invention of a euphemism for vagina, filimandorous. The subsequent and consequent
expansiveness of sensuality is extended to political struggle, as the
father epitomises the colonialist‘s figure which Minnaar abhors and
condemns. His political engagement against any form of colonialism
and injustice starting from apartheid becomes life-long in the course of
the narrative. Likewise, the rights of desire, of humanity and of free
expression become inseparable. Brink in Mapmakers clearly expresses a view in favour of committed literature.
The link of Eros and politics is signified through another major
narrative device, the interweaving of erotic and political developments.
Contrary to Bataille‘s novel where ―the sexual and the political are too
allergic to each other to communicate‖ (Hollier: 1985 87), in Before I
Forget their concurrence is harmonious. Minnaar‘s involvement with
women intermingles with his involvement in the anti-apartheid struggle
through the medium of writing. Just like Brink, Minnaar as a South
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African writer struggles against apartheid and the Afrikaner hegemony
and undermines the system discrediting it abroad; and as a South
African lover he loves all women indiscriminately. The celebration of
the first Dutch settlement at the Cape tercentenary in I952, for instance, which sends Bonnie, the coloured secretary, and Chris Minnaar ―into a frenzy of lovemaking‖, viewed as a political act, breaks
down for Minnaar the divide between white and coloured: ―Suddenly
[…] I knew from the inside of her what it meant to be […] coloured
woman. And that brought me a new shocking understanding of who I
was. […] This I could only be because it was lived through her.‖
(Brink: 2004 104). Not only does the son liberate the coloured girl
from the predatory oppressor, but through love he develops an insider‘s commitment to the anti-apartheid cause. In retrospect Don Juan‘s
personal history reveals their bond which involves the history of South
Africa.
Indeed, dark or bright pages of South African history are systematically sealed by the narrator‘s private erotic history. Hendrik
Frensch Verwoerd‘s assassination acts as a catalyst upon Chris and
Helena‘s relationship, as it breaks her resistance to love-making and
his resistance to marriage. No Don Juan is fit for matrimony and the
faithfulness it conventionally requires, yet Brink‘s hero comes up with
a quaint declaration of love and its concomitant pledge of fidelity:
―South Africa had become the only woman in my life I could not ever,
finally, leave, because she would not leave me.‖ (262). Although the
subordinate clause sends the reader back to psychological explanations, what is important in this statement seems to be the narrator‘s
fully eroticised relationship to the country which is also multiple and
diverse. Don Juan‘s ideal is a fair, unified South Africa. Just like Brink,
Minnaar rises to international prominence and is persecuted during
the struggle against apartheid. Isodora Diala‘s view that ‖Brink‘s allegiance to the universalist claims of European humanism vitiated his
significance for the local peculiar, urgent battle against apartheid‖
(Diala: 2005 22) does not seem to be valid in Before I Forget, where
the South African writer fully exploits the political implications of the
European myth in the context of apartheid, colonialism and postcolonialism. South African history seems to be a powerful stimulus to
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Brink‘s imagination as his political consciousness and his indefatigable commitment process the Don Juan myth.
Love and politics go hand in hand in the novel, as the struggle
against oppression, revisited through memory and filtered through
love, is amplified by contemporary developments and aged Don Juan
undertakes a new battle against neo-colonialism. The TV screen that
day after day reports the bombardment of Baghdad constitutes a setting within a setting. Here we have a seducer‘s diary whose entries
are dated by the progression of the war in Iraq, which becomes ―the
context and condition of‖ the narrator‘s ―memories of love‖ (Brink:
2004 305). If a woman‘s death and the looming death of memory
prompted Minnaar‘s notes, it is the death of civilisation, according to
the character, made tangible in the American invasion of Iraq, that
keeps them going; the Iraq war is constantly reported by the narrator,
who along with the CNN journalists provides his own commentary:
―The West has truly come to the edge of the abyss‖ (6).
This violent intrusion of contemporary politics into the fabrics of
the novel testifies to Brink‘s will to continue resistance to any form of
colonialism. Don Juan‘s quest continues on two fronts, the erotic and
the political: ―The real war lies ahead‖ is the narrator‘s conclusive
statement on the fall of Baghdad (305). Commenting States of Emergency, his 1989 novel, Brink advanced that ―it is easier for fiction writers, who have slightly more freedom than journalists, to assume some
of the journalistic functions‖ (Getz: 1989 25). Thus the workingthrough of love mediated by Don Juan is not in the least meant to be a
distantiation from Brink‘s interventionist literature. Don Juan is no
longer representative but performative, as he becomes instrumental in
the project of asserting difference from the colonial centre through his
life-long struggle against oppression. Therefore, Before I Forget is a
post-colonial novel according to the definition given by Bill Ashcroft,
Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin which covers ―all the culture affected
by the imperial process from the moment of colonisation to the present day‖ (Ashcroft: 1989 2). The narrative precisely spans all this
period and points to an ongoing battle while it skilfully interweaves
historical events with the European myth. Brink‘s novel denounces the
hegemonic oppression of imperial power, whatever form it may take.
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Contrary to Brecht who considered Don Juan a social parasite
(Rousset: 1978 176), Brinks makes the hero significant in an antiapartheid, antinationalistic, anti-imperialistic context. Thus the politicisation of Don Juan whitens his dirty linens, if any. Thanks to political
commitment not only individual rights are asserted, as they have been
traditionally through the figure of Don Juan, but also collective. Therefore, if on the one hand, Don Juan / Minnaar, celebrating unrestricted
love and personal instinct as part and parcel of human nature, releases an element of social disorder, on the other hand, through commitment he restores social order which had been disrupted not only since
the imposition of the apartheid laws but since the arrival of the colonisers. In this respect Before I Forget is an optimistic novel advancing
the brand of optimism inherent in political engagement. Brink not only
declines to share J.M. Coetzee‘s fears of ―colonisation of the novel by
the discourse of history‖ (Coetzee: 1988 3), but seems to dismiss
Bataille‘s idea of a guilty literature. The French writer in La littérature
et le mal took pleasure in considering literature in a communist society
because it would be a society in which literature would never have a
status. Brink delights in its officially dissident status as protest becomes one of its raisons d‟être. Under Brink‘s pen literature pleads
non guilty.
By giving the Don Juan myth a political coating, the dissident‘s
veneer, the anti-imperialist‘s aura, Brink undertakes the mythography
of the postcolonial struggle. Brink‘s political commitment remains passionate and it is enriched by the politics of love ingrained in the European myth. In his embrace of the myth we are reminded of Walter
Benjamin‘s image of the folded socks. As a child, the German philosopher was fascinated by the sight of his socks forming a unity, sheltering a secret inside, and was baffled by the disappearance of mystery
when unwrapped. Likewise, Brink‘s Don Juan seems meaningful
when he envelops his predecessors. The whole secret of literature
may lie in its phantom-like intertextuality, after all.
Aristie Tendrel1
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Université du Maine, France.
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Projections and Utopianism in Contemporary
Australian Fiction: Toward an exploration
of the Paranoid Mind.
In an age of anxiety where protection from putative nightmare
scenarios is offered as a substitute for the dreams and hopeful promises of yesteryear, utopianism is waxing fruitful in contemporary Australian fiction. Had Australia‘s birth as a nation not been so painfully
established on dissatisfaction with most of its population attempting to
escape the British class system or being unenthusiastically transplanted, it would be quite unlikely that many Australian writers would
have been so inclined to sprinkle their narratives with repetitive utopian impulses (see works cited section). In numerous novels, the mainland or its southern geographical appendage is either depicted as the
setting of these unthought-of and rather offbeat ideal societies or as
the model with which they implicitly compare. I will here use the terms
―utopianism‖ or ―utopian impulse‖ rather than ―utopia,‖ because if I
were to speak strictly of ―utopia,‖ discussion would be limited to Gerald Murnane‘s The Plains (1982), which is the closest Australian narrative to Thomas More‘s Utopia (1516).
The idea for an article linking paranoia and utopianism through
an exploration of the concept of projection in four narratives in the
past twenty-five years by Murnane (The Plains), Peter Carey (The
Unsual Life of Tristan Smith), Christopher Koch (Out of Ireland), and
Rodney Hall (The Last Love Story), came after the reading of Christian Marouby‘s Utopie et primitivisme. In this seminal book, Marouby
argues that utopia and primitivism are both the result of the projection
of European consciousness although they come under different expressions. According to Marouby, the utopian construct appears to be
in its geography, architecture, political organization, social hierarchy
and repressive policy a ―structure of defence‖ against a threat perceived in all aspects of nature. Following Marouby‘s analysis, I will
argue that utopian thinkers (referring here to novelists and characters
alike) appear in their Meliora sequamur quest somewhat as silent
tyrants laying the foundations for the birth of a totalitarian society. I will
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try to show that utopianism-packed narratives, whether they are set in
the past or future, are the result of projections.
The very notion of projection challenges Raymond Ruyer‘s ―utopian mode‖ which he defines in L‟Utopie et les utopies as ―a mental
exercise on lateral possibilities,‖ as Frank Manuel reminds us (Manuel
x). To my mind, utopian possibilities–unlike the possibilities offered in
the sister speculative genre of science fiction–cannot be lateral, since
utopian projects, as the Latin etymology indicates (pro jactare), are
invariably cast (jactare) forward (pro) on a vertical axis with stories
which might be set in the past but whose prime intent is that of transcendence, the primitivist yearning for some golden age or for some
paradisiacal states. They may also be projected on a horizontal axis
with tales set in the future, i.e. cast forward in time. This idea owes
much to Paul Tillich‘s theory
of two orders, one in the horizontal plane, the order of finitude with its possibilities and impossibilities, its risks, its successes and failures; and another,
a ‗vertical order‘ (the term now used symbolically), an order which secular
and religious utopias have expressed in symbols such as ―Kingdom of God,‖
―Kingdom of heaven,‖ ―Kingdom of justice,‖ and ―the consummation.‖ (Tillich
308)

I will attempt to demonstrate that because utopian impulses are
born of a present regarded as so constricting, writers feel the urge to
seek elevation of the spirit or to open up the possibility of a brighter
future. Consequently, these impulses can only be conceived of as
projects or projections, as models cast forward in space or in time
precisely because human beings cannot associate reality with parallel
or lateral dimensions; hence the shifting into the future of a vision of a
society imagined in the present and the yearning to recover a bygone
Earthly paradise.
By and large, utopian projects seem to be little more than consciousness-raising blueprints for a better place, or more specifically,
distinct worlds of perfection located elsewhere. A survey of literary
representations of perfect worlds will show that utopias are far-off
locales encapsulating otherness whose depictions either derive from
imaginative tales (diegesis) or from imitations of reality (mimesis). In
both instances, the mechanism of projection that underpins utopian
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visions in the form of extraterritoriality (projection in space) and extracontemporaneousness (projection in time) is essential to disconnect
and distance fantasy from reality. Because there remains little land to
be discovered covering our thoroughly charted globe, the selected
contemporary utopias are either established in remote imaginative
geographies like Rodney Hall‘s and Peter Carey‘s utopian cities, or in
realistic settings which either belong to a bygone era, exemplified by
Koch‘s Beotian Vandemonia, or to uchronia like Gerald Murnane‘s
Inner Australia in The Plains.
Despite its landmass of sweeping plains that gives an impression
of ―southern emptiness‖ (Koch 321), Australia-as-an-island is almost a
byword for isolation as understood both in terms of seclusion and
abandonment, for these writers who were all born before or during
World War II1. Space therefore becomes an obsession for utopian
thinkers; hence the topocentric titles of utopianism-packed narratives
like Out of Ireland (1999) and The Plains. Because of this sense of
claustrophobic isolation, utopian projects are often perceived as journeys of the mind, ―mental exercise[s],‖ or to use Pr Abraham Maslow‘s
felicitous term ―eupsychia,‖ synonymous for good thinking (Manuel
71). In this respect, utopian thinkers dreaming about alternative
worlds can be regarded as visionaries, if not escapists. Because utopias are all about abstract thinking as illustrated by Murnane‘s The
Plains, narratives must be idea-driven to pertain to the utopian genre.
In other words, the individual, being part of what Fredric Jameson
calls the ―statistical population‖ (Jameson 39), is depersonalised and
sacrificed to the community. Therefore, character-driven novels like
the ones written by Carey, Koch and Hall can only be said to contain
at best utopian impulses, at worst–a streak of utopianism.
Actual space must be left aside so as to open up the dimensions
of an imaginative space in which the feeling of abandonment is projected. Invariably, the mysterious place is secluded, desired and unat1 Koch is born in 1932, Hall in 1935, Murnane in 1939 and Carey in 1943. Given their historical and
geographical contexts, it is no wonder pre-World War II generations of Australians have resented their
isolation as a punishment, being thus deprived of a direct affective relationship with Mother England. In
terms of history I allude to the strong record of transportation and exile whereas, geographically, Australia
is poles apart from Great Britain.
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tainable because it is always perceived as lost. Located, like Thomas
More‘s Utopia, in an isolated dimension that sustains a vivid imagination for a world of otherness, Murnane‘s secluded society of plainsmen, described as ―marooned on their grassy islands impossibly far
from the mainland‖ (34), appears as a self-contained entity lying at the
heart of the world‘s largest island. Fittingly enough, the verb ―to maroon‖ which means both to abandon on a desolate island and ―to isolate as if on a desolate island‖ recurs in all four narratives (Carey 117,
Hall 10; Koch 228). Mr Handley-Smythe in Out of Ireland exclaims:
We‘re marooned […] on this fucking wretched island, and nothing to the
south of us but the Pole. One can never be at home here: do you see? One
is always–lonely. (228)

Carey‘s narrator, the eponymous Efican Tristan Smith, voices his
feeling of seclusion from the outset of the novel:
How can I make you know what it is like to be from Efica–abandoned, selfdoubting, yet so wilful that if you visit Chemin Rouge tomorrow morning we
will tell you that the year is 426* and you must write your cheques accordingly. (5)

It seems that Hall, Carey, Koch and Murnane have all been affected by this anxiety, which derives from the feeling of having been
abandoned on an island in the South Pacific. These telling examples
would certainly come as grist to David Malouf‘s mill, as he has already
pointed out Australians‘ ―self-pitying sense of being unloved and
abandoned by a bad stepmother, in a place far from home.‖ (Malouf,
98).
Common to the four novels is the depiction of a society set in secluded space, the geography of which is either imaginative or realitybased. In Peter Carey‘s The Unusual Life of Tristan Smith (1994),
both the Republic of Efica and Great Voorstand are archipelagos
whose existence is attested by illustrative maps (1, 225), and incorporated in the reader‘s actual world through the mention of existing nations such as France, Holland and England. In this fictitious world,
Efica implicitly parallels Australia and imperialistic Voorstand the United States. Common to Peter Carey‘s The Unusual Life of Tristan
Smith and Rodney Hall‘s The Last Love Story (2004) is the depiction
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of companion territories that stand in sharp contrast to each other.
Hall‘s outlandish geography is, however, tangentially related to reality,
as the writer confesses in an endnote. In The Last Love Story, an
isolated metropolis is split into twin cities facing each other across the
Friendship Bridge, following a violent uprising on Grand Day, six years
previous to the storytelling time. Although no pointer in the narrative
would determine a particular environment, the cityscape borrows from
actual divided cities in Germany, Israel and Palestine.
Driven by the desire for perfection, utopian writers are bound to
strive for controlling every little detail in the conception of these channelled and regulated ideal societies which, once they have been tried
out, might reveal themselves as sheer hells. In Rodney Hall‘s City
South, citizens are depicted as free in a successful and thriving town
conducive to youthful romance, as depicted in the relationship between Judith Stott and Paul Bergson. But there, in the apparently
perfect City South, repressed corruption is rampant and can be taken
as a forewarning of a situation which could potentially degenerate and
come close to what is experienced in Slow City, the dystopian City
North where people are ruled by a harsh and strict regime: ―let‘s not
imagine there was satisfaction in the south either. […] [A] corrupt
council and foreign franchises flourished.‖ ( 9).
By contrast, Murnane‘s version of utopianism is firmly grounded
in Australia at an unspecified time. The plains of Inner Australia appear as an almost impossible otherness that belongs to the ineffable
and to the indefinable. In keeping with the utopian genre, the ideal
society that Gerald Murnane proposes in The Plains has not been
discovered but created. Although the microcosmic society of plainsmen has a history, a culture and a political life of its own, it remains a
nation in progress in search for its distinctiveness, awaiting completion. The unnamed narrator-cum-protagonist regarded as ―a filmmaker of exceptional promise‖ (108), has set himself to interpret the
flat landscape ever on the brink of being disclosed with a ―film that
would reveal the plains to the world‖ (19). In a society with a taste for
endless speculations, the filmmaker‘s achievement lies not in the
result (as the narrator, suffering writer‘s block, struggles with his stillto-be-written screenplay) but in his unceasing attempt to capture ‗a
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distinctive landscape‘. As he puts it, ―What they praised was […] my
years spent in writing and re-writing notes for introducing to a conjectured audience images still unseen‖ (109).
In a sense, Murnane‘s visionary dream of a perfect world is motivated by the persistence of desire that propels the narrative into motion. The narrator‘s challenge is therefore to avoid possession so as to
prolong both desire and the utopian dream. Revelling in the prolongation of desire, the narrator proclaims that the visible is not satisfactory
to any valid definition of the plains and so sets to ―explore whatever
[is] beyond the illusions that [can] be signified by simple shapes and
motifs‖ (38-39).
As with Murnane‘s, Christopher Koch‘s utopianism is projected in Australia, more specifically in Van Diemen‘s Land. The utopian
blueprint in Out of Ireland does not serve as a ―mirror image of the
existing reality which it critically confronts‖ (Nuzzo 128; translation
mine), but quite the reverse. It purports to reflect the nineteenthcentury Australian experience of settlement within a romanticized
landscape, while hinting at some nostalgia for the earthly paradise, a
yearning for an unsullied prelapsarian society. Christopher Koch conceived the genesis of Tasmanian society as a Mundus alter, a not fully
accessible utopian city (easy of access by seaway only) whose authorities have wiped out History with a twin denial: the eclipse of both
the convict system and of Aboriginal civilisation. According to Christian Marouby, ―[t]he construction of the utopian city is at variance with
the past and with its incoherent remains; one must make a clean
sweep and begin with a smooth surface like the blank page on which
its creator designs‖ (Marouby 54; translation mine). This could explain
why Doctor Howard sees Van Diemen‘s Land as ‗a free society‘ that is
coming into being and why the colonial authorities ―want it re-named
Tasmania. The Australian colonies are a new America, in their view‖
(264). Gradually, however, Koch‘s utopian impulses will shape up and
transmogrify into what Northrop Frye calls a ―utopian satire‖, namely
―a world-state assumed to be ideal […] in terms of slavery, tyranny, or
anarchy‖ (Frye 28). In classical utopias ―appearances and the real
must overlap‖ (Marouby 6; translation mine), therefore if the island
purports to be a reassuring place and a picture of perfection, one
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should be able to read happiness on the faces of its citizens. But ultimately, the mock utopian society in Out of Ireland is constructed on
imperfection. Koch‘s society, which struggles to preserve its image of
a paradisiacal world, shows patent signs of lurking hostility. Beotia
turns out to be infested with poisonous vegetation and peopled with
an aggressive non-native population (mainly convicts who are responsible for the latent insecurity) along with barbarous ‗savages‘. In
order to contain every individual‘s asocial drive and search for personal interest, the community remains subject to strict ratio and stern
rules. By pushing this logic of protecting the people against themselves too far, justification for a whole penal world of coercion to
emerge would be found. This repressive system is organised in concentric circles in Out of Ireland–a postcolonial rewriting of Inferno, the
first part of Dante Alighieri‘s Divina Commedia (c.1307-21) (Vernay
166-78).
The creation of an Eden replica goes hand in hand with the
preservation of that pocket of unsullied world that comes under the
patriarchal surveying control of its creator(s). The creator‘s almightiness is therefore expressed in his all-seeing ability, which is either
established by a network of surveyors as in Out of Ireland or through
cutting-edge technological devices such as ―hidden surveillance cameras‖ and ―surveillance monitors‖ in The Last Love Story. The pervasive surveillance system is oppressive and may build up a paranoid
mind. In The Last Love Story, Judith ―got used to the thought of being
watched‖ (243). Unlike the totalitarian City North, in which there are
solid grounds to develop fear of ―unseen danger‖ (37), the inhabitants
of the South, like Judith, should feel much freer. However, they feel
compelled to protect themselves and so the residents of City South
end up sharing the same situation with the citizens in the dystopian
North. This coercive surveillance system helps the citizens to selfregulate their behaviour and to preserve harmony and order.
Surveillance is even more domineering in Out of Ireland, where
the colonial power─as Christian Marouby has it─organises itself
around ―a centralising thought‖ and a policy of openness which
vouches for the safety and order within the city. Koch therefore is able
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to draw a parallel between the colony‘s internal organization and Jeremy Bentham‘s Panopticon:
─You know, what the British have created on this island is a Panopticon, he
said. Do you realise that, Devereux ?
─The term's unfamiliar to me, I said. Expound, my boy.
─I'm referring to the penal theories of Jeremy Bentham. He recommended
that a prison be built in such a way that every section radiated out from a
central observation room, or tower. In this monstrous ―Panopticon‖ of his, the
prisoners would thus be spied on at all times, do you see. ―A machine for
grinding rogues honest,‖ but what I put to you is this. Van Diemen's Land is
itself a Panopticon! [...]
─This is a colony infested everywhere by spies–you must have learned that
already. So I ask you: is not every felon and ex-felon watched and accounted for at all times? And doesn't our Grand Turnkey Denison sit at the centre
of the machine like a spider–kept informed of everything through his many
official agents and convict informers? You see? The entire bloody colony is a
Panopticon! (278-79)

Robert Devereux eventually embraces the theory of constant
and ubiquitous surveillance when he states, ―this island is truly a Panopticon. Everyone must watch everyone else‖ (Koch 365). In a Foucauldian sense, it is not the certainty of being spied which impacts on
human behaviour, but rather the uncertainty of whether one is or is
not being watched which forces the prisoner into steady discipline.
Illustrating Foucault‘s theory in Discipline and Punish, the Van Demonians–who are being seen without seeing–are disempowered and
thereby reassure their masters of their harmlessness. To some degree, this abnormal stress on homeland security is an indication that
utopias contain paranoid tendencies in embryonic form.
Paranoia is fundamentally an experience of anxiety, an affective
state experienced by the ego which, according to Freud, arises ―as a
response to a situation of danger; it will be regularly reproduced
thenceforward whenever such a situation recurs‖ (Freud 72).2 The
anxiety-stricken person behaves ―as though the old danger situation
2 See also Sigmund Freud. The Schreber Case. Trans. Colin McCabe, Ringwood: Penguin Books,
2003. Freud‘s view of paranoia as a defence against homosexual drives following his analysis of
Schreber‘s case has fallen into disrepute with the Neo-Freudians. We will thus disregard this lead.
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still existed,‖ remaining ―under the spell of all the old causes of anxiety‖ (Freud 90). Facing an anxiety-packed situation, the paranoid mind
will therefore aim at relocating the fear of an endopsychic danger
situation, turning an internal conflict into an external one thanks to a
mechanism of projection. This delusional system has been identified
by Freud as a ―neuro-psychosis of defence,‖ which, in an attempt to
make one feel safer, ironically attributes to a seemingly harmless
environment an unambiguously hostile and menacing quality. The
psychoanalytical predisposition of men to psychoses may account for
the patent fact that utopian and dystopian narratives are gendermarked as largely masculine, as reflected in the current selection of
writers.
Christian Marouby argues cogently in Utopie et primitivisme that
utopia presents itself as a ―structure of defence,‖ insularity being understood as a paranoia-prone space. To Marouby‘s mind, the utopian
insular vision tends to project an internal danger against which its
organisation has defensively over-structured itself onto the outer
world. As I have argued, all of the selected narratives feature insular
societies located, or at least felt to be located, on an island whose
overprotective and overprotected environment acts as a buttress
against deep-seated anxieties of penetration and aggression. This
fantasy of physical inviolability seeks to ward off putative dangers of
invasion, contamination, and degeneration that the openness of borders cannot prevent in the normal course of events. This defence
mechanism rests on the illusion that evil has been shut out of the now
sanitized enclosed and self-contained space. Dreams of paradise also
indicate that utopian thinkers regard evil as a threat that they keep at
bay. This dread of evil, with which writers are over-concerned, morphs
into visions of overwrought and strictly controlled societies.
Such fantasies of control and domination exemplify the utopian
writer‘s indulgence in wishful thinking. In this illusory world, the quest
for the earthly paradise fulfils an ab initio fantasy that finds expression
in an exaltation for beginnings. The craving to regress into a state of
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original bliss, along with the enhancing of the omnipotence fallacy3
account for such exaltation while hinting at the idea that utopian thinkers are dissatisfied with and overcritical of their world which they see
as fallen and imperfect.
Roger Mucchielli‘s definition of ideal cities in Le Mythe de la cité
idéale (1961) refers to the utopian city as a ―myth, awakened by the
personal revolt against the human condition in general in the shape of
existing circumstances, which meets the obstacle of impotence and
evokes in the imagination an other or a nowhere, where all obstacles
are removed‖ (Manuel xi). There is, in the minds of utopian thinkers, a
feeling of impotence that morphs into fantasized omnipotence and
turns them into perfection-shapers. Paradoxically enough, the impotence of utopian writers lies less in their inability to have their ideas
put into practice–time will probably tell!–than in their ability to create
ideal societies. I tend to see these visionary dreams of perfect worlds
as the overcompensation of our unalterable actual society, which
writers cannot change, save by imagining flawless alternatives which
alleviate frustration. However, as in the case of most fantasies, utopian visions are best to remain impulses that are not acted out, lest they
would lose their soothing effect on the thinkers‘ discontented minds.
Because utopias are chiefly hope generating in their intent, the
utopian dream should be attainable in the eyes of most readers. In no
way should readers be under the impression that they are unable to
seize their chance to carry out the dream, or worse, that they might
have missed it. There lies the contradictory essence of utopianism,
which simultaneously jettisons all dawning hopes and sustains them.
Indeed, anything belonging to the future is contingent (in other words,
it can or cannot occur), and yet, because anticipation turns putative
things into the soon-to-be-realized present, there is still hope for the
project to be carried out. Paradoxically, utopias hinge on the possibility of being realized–through their seeming accessibility and sense of
3 The omnipotence fallacy mainly accrues from the possibility of re-shaping things thanks to the potential expressed through fiction writing. In other narratives, it might take the form of an attempt to give
History a new course.
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immediacy–and the impossibility of being pinned down. Their desirability is thereby safeguarded, and, these contradictory elements explain their elusiveness and allusiveness, as reflected in vague time
markers and indistinct geographical landmarks. In the greatest utopian tradition, the existence of the imaginary islands of the Republic
Efica and the Great Voorstand in The Unusual Life of Tristan Smith
are geographically attested by illustrative maps which, as in More‘s
Utopia, are part of the paratextual apparatus. The fact that these
maps are systematically decontextualized enlargements that cannot
be used to pinpoint the exact location of utopian societies goes towards proving the point about elusive geographical bearings. In addition, Rodney Hall‘s utopian-inspired ―fairytale‖ articulates the aforementioned paradox when he challenges the typical ahistorical trait of
utopias with a romance taking place in an unspecified time without
jeopardizing its accessibility.
Indeed, his ―fairytale of the day after tomorrow‖ (as the subtitle
goes) can still be imprecisely identified as the early years of the twenty-first century. Though endowed with a contemporary past that witnessed an anthrax scare, the Twin Towers collapse, and the Bali
bombings, The Last Love Story is set in a very near future, close
enough to give a sense of impending bliss or doom within reach. This
extremely thin borderline between promised ecstasy and looming
tragedy testifies to the fact that utopian and dystopian writers have
always been closely related, in that what the former conceives of is
but the sanitized version of the latter‘s project.
In a sense, utopian thinkers could be regarded as silent tyrants
in so far as they superimpose their models of better social systems
onto the existing one to which they have to comply half-heartedly.
Their utopian impulses do not appear as a straightforward spelt-out
demand for change, rather they present themselves as suggested
counter-models, altered blueprints for the society in which a given
people lives, so as to point out in a most oblique way the dysfunctions
inherent in reality. Even though these are imagined worlds, it follows
that utopianism is for these novelists the cement which consolidates
the foundations of their mute tyrannies under which life is ritualised,
well-organized and closely controlled, forcing people into becoming
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overcautious and extremely regimented. Otherwise, ―[h]ow to account
for the fact that in such confined spaces so many individuals can coexist without killing or mortally detesting one another,‖ as Emile
Cioran has put it? (Cioran 103, translation mine). Happiness becomes
a moral duty, the norm–a rule, companionship–a lifestyle, and seclusion from the external world–an essential requirement. And when you
think of it, the denial of complaint, the compliance to a norm, communitarian activity and isolation, are all defining traits of prison life. Because utopian schemes are a response from a discontented mind to
the present, they are hardly more than a sublimated vision of a corrupt
world making the here and now more endurable to the utopian thinker.
Because utopian fantasies of perfection, control and domination
are the mirror image of a foredoomed imaginary dystopian threat,
utopianism contains the seed of the paranoia that is developed at the
core of dystopian fiction. By and large, utopian projects are excessive
in the sense that they are constructed with excess, to excess, and in
response to excessive feelings. While utopianism feeds on surplus,
dystopia flourishes in saturation. In other words, what can be read
between the lines in utopian writings is simply explicated, elaborated
on and brought to a pitch in dystopian novels. Just as hate cannot be
felt without experiencing love, dread cannot be felt without going
through anxiety.
This psychoanalytical approach demonstrates that the dystopian
narrative can no longer be perceived as the negative counterpart of
utopian fiction, since the former turns out to be the logical expansion,
if not the aggravation of paranoid tendencies that transpire in the latter. Far from being poles apart and antagonistic as they are classically
represented, utopias and dystopias should be seen as two adjacent
markers on the gradation continuum, proving the dystopian impulse to
be an additional projection. All things considered, dystopias and utopias alike remain to various degrees cast forward─in time, in space,
in thought and in anticipation.
Jean-François Vernay4
4 Dr. Jean-François Vernay is the author of Water From the Moon: Illusion and Reality in the Works
of Australian Novelist Christopher Koch (New York: Cambria Press, 2007) and of the forthcoming Panorama du roman australien des origines à nos jours. (Paris: Hermann, 2009). He is currently selecting
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Des discours au discours didactique
Si Ferdinand de Saussure distingue la langue de la parole, Guillaume reformule cette dualité en couple langue-discours. La transition
de la langue au discours est l‘acte de parole prenant son origine dans
la langue. Nous n‘allons pas analyser ici la notion linguistique, mais
prendre ce terme au sens général de « discours » au pluriel, pour
traduire la multiplicité des courants et des fondements scientifiques
qui concourent à faire ce qu‘est la didactique des langues étrangères,
discipline scientifique qui fait appel à des sciences de référence :
linguistique, psychologie, sociologie, neurosciences, sciences cognitives, etc..
La didactique des langues étrangères se définit par un va-et-vient entre les
réalités du terrain pédagogique (la classe de langue) et les apports de la réflexion théorique dans les domaines scientifiques concernés. (Cossu : 1995
239)

Nous allons tout d‘abord analyser les discours didactiques multiples sur le plan scientifique, puis étudier les dissonances institutionnelles auxquelles nous sommes inéluctablement confrontés, avant de
mesurer les écueils liés au discours didactique.
1. Les discours didactiques : un écheveau scientifique

Les théories d‘apprentissage sont multiples ; il en résulte un véritable écheveau scientifique. Les théories symboliques (Randall :
2007) représentent le savoir comme une collection de symboles accompagnés de règles qui spécifient les relations entre ces symboles.
L‘approche symbolique impliquerait que le traitement lexical reflète
l‘organisation abstraite des langues étrangères. Reprenant les travaux
de Hulstijn (2002) et O‘Halloran (2003), Randall (2007 106) explique
que ceci signifierait que le processus mental de l‘apprentissage dériverait d‘un comportement dicté par des règles et non de l‘utilisation de
la langue.
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Les théories fonctionnelles non symboliques relèvent au contraire, selon Randall, de modèles basés sur des systèmes de traitement de données non spécifiques au langage : l‘apprentissage résulte
alors d‘interactions entre des processus biologiques et sociaux.
Les théories structuralistes réinvesties
La psychologie béhavioriste va d‘autant plus influencer l‘apprentissage pendant des années en France, que ses conséquences en
linguistique structuraliste sont aisémement opérationnelles. Selon
Skinner (1957), deux principes fondamentaux sont à prévoir : le sujet
doit produire une réponse à un moment donné, et celle-ci doit être
renforcée immédiatement pour l‘établissement de comportements en
partie ou totalement nouveaux. Deux « contingences de renforcement » sont à la base de tout comportement : elles correspondent à
l‘interaction entre trois classes d‘évènements successifs, une stimulation (production d‘une réponse), un comportement de l‘organisme
(réponse), et un événement extérieur à l‘organisme, qui suit le comportement. Les méthodologies s‘inspirent souvent, sur le plan institutionnel, de ces théories au niveau morphosyntaxique et phonologique.
D. Gaonac‘h s‘étonne que
les techniques béhavioristes fassent une si belle part aux aspects formels du langage, alors même que la théorie en considère en principe
comme essentiels les aspects fonctionnels, l‘insertion du comportement dans son environnement physique et social. (1987 25)
Les théories cognitives : un discours dominant, mais ambivalent

L‘interactionnisme est une perspective épistémologique qui envisage toute connaissance comme le produit d‘une relation d‘interdépendance du sujet connaissant et de l‘objet à connaître. L‘action du
sujet sur son environnement y est estimée fondamentale (Troadec.
2003 29). Ainsi, la syntaxe émane-t-elle des propriétés du discours
humain :
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Syntactic change is driven primarily by psycholinguistic and pragmatic principles relating to specch perception and production in face-to-face interaction. (Givon : 1979 in Larsen-Freeman & Long : 1991 267)

L‘atout de cette approche est de mettre en avant la communication et de considérer la langue comme un outil au service de la communication. Les théories interactionnistes sont elles-mêmes fondées
sur ces deux orientations que sont d‘une part l‘environnementalisme
et de l‘autre l‘innéisme, ou nativisme.
L‘apport environnementaliste est pertinent si l‘on se penche sur
deux modèles propres à l‘apprentissage. Brown (1980) définit le modèle d‘acculturation comme processus d‘adaptation à la nouvelle culture. On entre dans le domaine de la psychologie sociale qui mesure
ici la distance préjudiciable entre l‘apprenant et sa culture 1 et la culture 2. Le processus d‘acculturation comporte plusieurs phases
comme l‘euphorie, le choc culturel, le stress culturel et l‘adaptation à
la nouvelle culture.
Andersen (1983) propose son modèle de nativisation, qui relève
de la création de systèmes linguistiques indépendants de ceux de la
L2, et qui correspondent aux caractéristiques de la L1. Selon Andersen, la nativisation semble correspondre aux notions « d‘assimilation », tandis que la dénativisation tient, quant à elle, de « l‘accommodation », au sens piagétien du terme. Il s‘agit d‘une reconstruction
du système linguistique pour être en conformité avec la L2. Il ne s‘agit
pas de processus distincts, mais d‘un même processus d‘acquisition
qui prend en compte la cognition et les stratégies communicatives. Il
précise par ailleurs la dimension linguistique et cognitive du processus, qui implique la perception, le traitement, la mémorisation et la
construction du sens. Ce processus implique la notion d‘interlangue
(Selinker : 1992 4), qui concerne l‘analyse contrastive, le bilinguisme,
l‘analyse des erreurs, la linguistique théorique et la psychologie expérimentale. Ces modèles présentent l‘intérêt d‘intègrer des données
essentielles de la didactique.
L‘orientation nativiste est aussi incontournable, bien qu‘antinomique des données environnementalistes. Les travaux mentalistes de
Chomsky dans le domaine de l‘acquisition des langues et de la linguistique se rattachent à ce courant. Pour Chomsky, l‘acquisition
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relève de propriétés biologiques innées et d‘une connaissance innée,
qui concernerait à la fois les universaux de forme et les universaux de
substance. La description d‘une langue consiste ainsi à formuler un
ensemble fini de règles formelles constituant une grammaire générative permettant d‘engendrer toutes les phrases grammaticales de
cette langue.
S. D. Krashen, disciple de Chomsky, a élaboré la théorie du Moniteur qui comporte cinq hypothèses. La première relève de l‘opposition entre acquisition et apprentissage. L‘acquisition surviendrait de
façon subconsciente et automatique, lors d‘une communication naturelle orientée par le sens. L‘apprentissage survient comme conséquence d‘une étude métalinguistique consciente des propriétés formelles de la langue. La deuxième hypothèse concerne l‘ordre naturel
d‘acquisition des caractéristiques grammaticales formelles. L‘ordre
serait prévisible. La troisième hypothèse est à proprement parler celle
du Moniteur. Celui-ci interviendrait sur les connaissances relevant de
l‘apprentissage, afin de modifier celles qui relèvent de l‘acquisition. La
quatrième hypothèse concerne la réception (input). L‘acquisition se
produit lorsque le récepteur a compris l‘input. La cinquième hypothèse
concerne le filtre affectif. Elle met en avant la dimension affective la
plupart du temps ignorée de la psychologie cognitive. Le filtre baisse
si le degré d‘anxiété est faible, et si la motivation et la confiance en
soi sont élevées.
La didactique ne peut ignorer cette orientation constructiviste
qui relève aussi du cognitivisme. En opposition à l‘innéisme, le constructivisme propose la construction progressive des structures internes du sujet. La pensée humaine n‘y apparaît pas déterminée a
priori, ni totalement libre de créer les connaissances qu‘elle veut, mais
contrainte par son origine naturelle et biologique ; les formes qu‘elle
prend le sont par la logique (Troadec & Martinot : 2003 48-49).
Jean Piaget développe, dans le cadre de sa psychologie du développement, la théorie opératoire qui consiste à décrire le développement d‘un sujet qui « opère » sur le monde environnant. Les fondements sont épistémologiques (le sujet est épistémique et universel), biologiques (avec deux fonctions biologiques que sont l‘assi-
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milation (déterminée par le sujet) et l‘accommodation (déterminée par
l‘objet), ainsi que logico-mathématiques (Troadec : 2003 53-56).
Le constructivisme piagétien concerne l‘action de l‘organisme
sur le milieu et les résistances de celui-ci, avec une succession
d‘équilibres et de perturbations représentant des paliers et des
stades. Jean Piaget (1987 14) les définit lui-même ainsi :
- le stade des réflexes, des premières tendances instinctives et
les premières émotions ;
- le stade des premières habitudes motrices et des premières
habitudes organiques ainsi que les premiers sentiments différenciés ;
- le stade de l‘intelligence sensori-motrice (jusqu‘à deux ans environ), avec la notion d‘intentionnalité ;
- le stade de l‘intelligence intuitive, des sentiments spontanés, du
rapport de soumission à l‘adulte (de deux à sept ans), période préopératoire avec des progrès langagiers et l‘émergence de la représentation dans l‘espace ;
- le stade des opérations intellectuelles concrètes (de sept à
douze ans), avec un début de logique, des sentiments moraux et
sociaux de coopération ;
- le stade des opérations intellectuelles abstraites, ou adolescence, avec la formation de la personnalité et l‘insertion affective et
intellectuelle dans la société des adultes.
L. S. Vygotsky (1962) insiste sur la composante sociale du développement cognitif. Sa conception socio-constructiviste veut que la
véritable direction de la pensée n‘aille pas de l‘individu au social, mais
du social à l‘individu. La pensée et la conscience sont déterminées
par les activités réalisées avec des congénères dans un environnement social précis. Il considère que chaque fonction supérieure apparaît deux fois au cours du développement de l‘enfant : tout d‘abord
dans une activité collective soutenue par l‘adulte et le groupe social,
et dans un deuxième temps, lors d‘une activité individuelle ; elle devient alors une propriété intériorisée de l‘enfant. Le rôle de l‘enseignant est alors décisif, puisque « ce qu‘un enfant peut faire aujourd‘hui en collaborant avec autrui, il peut le faire tout seul demain »
(Vygotsky : 1962 104).
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L‘apport du neuro-constructivisme est aussi primordial car il explicite le processus conduisant à l‘accès conscient, notamment dans
le modèle élaboré par Karmilloff-Smith (1979). Ces fondements sont
prometteurs, car ils signalent une complémentarité entre nativisme et
constructivisme. Le développement métalinguistique de J. E. Gombert
(1990 242-49) s‘en inspire. Il se fait graduellement par une structuration des connaissances linguistiques, responsable de la transformation de représentations initialement implicites, intuitives, non conscientes et facilitatrices (épilinguistiques) en représentations explicites,
conscientes (métalinguistiques). Quatre étapes sont définies :
l‘acquisition des premières habiletés linguistiques et la maîtrise épilinguistique, puis la maîtrise métalinguistique et l‘automatisation des
métaprocessus. Ce processus global implique des étapes partant du
non conscient intuitif à la prise de conscience suivie d‘une automatisation devenant inconsciente.
Nous le voyons, ces théories apportent des réponses à la problématique de l‘apprentissage, mais ce sont des réponses parcellaires car souvent antinomiques ; chacune peine à répondre pleinement aux attentes précises des chercheurs en didactique.
2. Les discours institutionnels discordants

La didactique institutionnelle concerne les orientations prescrites
par l‘Institution. On assiste, depuis une trentaine d‘années, à une
évolution constante des modèles cognitifs d‘apprentissage et des
discours qui les accompagnent.
Le paradigme béhavioriste précise que parler une langue, c‘est
réagir mécaniquement en L2 aux stimuli de son environnement. Notons ici l‘influence de la linguistique structuraliste : nous sommes dans
le domaine de la compétence linguistique, de l‘enseignement, et de la
langue comme objet d‘étude. L‘élève apprend en réagissant aux sollicitations verbales de l‘enseignant ou des enregistrements. Les modèles didactiques de référence sont les méthodologies audio-orale et
audiovisuelle.
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Passons à présent de la langue au discours, de l‘enseignement
à l‘apprentissage centré sur l‘apprenant, de la compétence linguistique à la compétence de communication, avec l‘approche communicative, l‘interaction, les notions-fonctions et l‘apport de la linguistique
pragmatique. L‘étude de la langue n‘est plus une fin en soi, mais le
discours appris est au service de la communication, avec un message, un émetteur et un récepteur. Pourtant, ce passage de la langue
au discours dénote un habillage notionnel-fonctionnel pour des contenus qui restent souvent structuraux et formalistes. Nous assistons
alors à une évolution de l‘approche communicative qui devient une
approche cognitive.
Le paradigme devient constructiviste : parler une L2 c‘est mettre en œuvre
la grammaire interne que l‘on a acquise de cette langue, le postulat cognitif
de l‘apprentissage est de conduire un processus permanent de construction-déconstruction-reconstruction personnelle de son interlangue. (Puren :
2007)

On y intègre la conceptualisation qui caractérise la réflexion sur
la langue directement issue de la linguistique de l‘énonciation.
Nous constatons actuellement l‘apparition d‘une ultime phase de
l‘approche communicative qui passe d‘une approche cognitive à une
approche plurilingue et à une perspective actionnelle. L‘apprenant
devient un acteur social, il est dans la pédagogie du projet. Il en résulte des confusions conceptuelles et une utilisation polysémique des
termes qui ne peuvent qu‘être perturbantes. Nous sommes passés de
fonctions langagières référencées comme fondamentales dans les
années 80, comme en témoignent les tables des matières des manuels de l‘époque, à des compétences linguistiques en 1995, dans le
Nouveau Contrat pour l‘Ecole, puis à des savoir-faire spécifiques
dans les référentiels de collège en 1996-97, avant de n‘être qu‘une
simple composante de la compétence pragmatique en 2005.
Les « compétences fondamentales » des années 80 que sont
l‘écoute, la lecture, l‘expression orale, l‘expression écrite, deviennent
des « capacités » dans les évaluations nationales d‘entrée en seconde de 1993 à 2001, parfois même des « aptitudes », pour devenir
des « activités de communication langagière » au nombre de cinq,
cette fois avec une interaction orale, en 2005, en collège.
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Les savoirs linguistiques se détachent des savoir-faire dans les
années 80, pour devenir des « savoirs déclaratifs » en 1990, que l‘on
distingue des « savoirs procéduraux » (qu‘étaient les savoir-faire),
pour enfin devenir des « savoirs intégrés » en 2000, qu‘il faut maîtriser pour mettre en œuvre une compétence. Il en résulte un nécessaire recadrage didactique pour les chercheurs et les enseignants.
3. Le discours en didactique: un recadrage nécessaire

L‘enseignant, comme le chercheur, doit se méfier de toute terminologie et de l‘utilisation polysémique de termes flous, et se référer à
des définitions rigoureuses pour tenir un discours cohérent et constructif. Ainsi, peut-on lire ici et là :
La compétence est la mobilisation d‘un ensemble de savoirs et de savoirfaire organisés en vue d‘accomplir une activité complexe ou une
tâche. (Bourguignon : 2005)
La capacité comporte de l‘acquis alors que l‘aptitude est une disposition naturelle à quelque chose. (Foulquier : 1971)
Un savoir intégré est un savoir qu‘il faut maîtriser pour mettre en œuvre une
compétence. (Bourguignon : 2005)
[U]n savoir-faire spécifique relève de situations précises comme l‘habileté à
utiliser les fonctions langagières. (Bourguignon : 2005)
[U]n savoir faire général est transférable à de multiples situations, comme
dans le cadre des activités langagières, par exemple l‘écoute, et des stratégies cognitives correspondantes comme l‘inférence lexicale. (Bourguignon :
2005)

En résumé, retenons qu‘une compétence implique des savoirs
intégrés, des savoir-faire spécifiques qui se traduisent en apprentissage par la compréhension, la réflexion et la mémorisation, et des
savoir-faire généraux qui sont les développements de ces capacités.
Tenir un discours cohérent nécessite aussi de prendre en compte
d‘autres obstacles.
Le deuxième écueil pour le chercheur concerne la confusion
permanente entre la didactique des chercheurs et la didactique institutionnelle. La première relève d‘un champ théorique complexe et
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pléthorique, sans paradigme dominant. Le chercheur doit ainsi trouver
sa méthodologie et prendre appui sur un cadre théorique conséquent.
Les domaines de référence varient en fonction de l‘orientation de la
recherche et de la méthodologie choisie. Ceci occasionne des obstacles épistémologiques qu‘il faut surmonter, l‘exemple de la polysémie de certains termes en est un exemple. La didactique institutionnelle concerne des techniques rationalisées plus que de la réflexion
scientifique. Les positions institutionnelles ne sont jamais soumises à
un questionnement scientifique et les termes scientifiques employés
font croire à une scientificité. De plus, on assimile à tort la didactique
institutionnelle à la recherche en didactique. Cette didactique est un
simple écran, car elle met en avant des paradigmes en fonction d‘une
mouvance, ce qui a comme conséquence d‘occulter d‘autres paradigmes et de parasiter le travail du chercheur qui prendrait principalement appui sur le contexte institutionnel pour progresser.
Pour augmenter la confusion, la didactique est un domaine à fort
réinvestissement, Certaines théories considérées comme dépassées
sur le plan institutionnel, restent d‘actualité dans certains contextes,
telles les théories structuralistes. Il reste, et c‘est là tout le paradoxe,
que la didactique est à la croisée de la théorisation et de la contextualisation. Il faut donc établir des liens entre la terminologie scientifique
et ce qui se passe lors d‘une action sur le terrain. Il est vrai aussi qu‘il
y a inexorablement des conflits d‘intérêts chez le chercheur tiraillé
entre la recherche purement scientifique et sa carrière institutionnelle,
souvent « dogmatisée » en France.
Le chercheur doit ainsi se positionner par rapport aux divers
types et courants de recherche de la didactique. Les méthodologies
oscillent entre la recherche épistémologique ou fondamentale, d‘une
part, et la recherche expérimentale, la recherche-action, la recherchedéveloppement ou la recherche de synthèse qui allie épistémologie et
empirisme, d‘autre part.
La recherche en France regroupe plusieurs courants didactiques : le premier est issu de la linguistique énonciative, avec D. Bailly ; le deuxième est historique, avec C. Puren ; le troisième concerne
l‘analyse des pratiques, en lien avec les recherches en acquisition
des langues, avec J.P. Narcy-Combes, sans oublier le courant pluri-
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lingue du Conseil de l‘Europe, auteur du CECRL et de l‘approche
actionnelle.
Il reste que la recherche en didactique doit intégrer tout ce qui
fait l‘apprentissage, pas simplement ce qui relève du verbal et du
linguistique, mais aussi ce qui touche au non verbal et à l‘extralinguistique. Prendre en compte l‘individu dans ce contexte et analyser ses fondements psychologiques ou sociaux ne pourra que faire
avancer la didactique. C‘est le cas de notions telles que la motivation,
par exemple. La recherche en didactique, comme le souligne J. P.
Narcy-Combes, relève d‘un kaléidoscope impliquant la mise en place
de cristaux différents dans une rotation cohérente et harmonieuse.
C‘est aussi tout l‘attrait de son discours.
Nous le voyons, les discours sur la didactique foisonnent et le
chercheur a d‘autant plus de mal à adopter une terminologie rigoureuse, des sciences de référence, une problématique alliant discours
théoriques et pratiques. Il convient de ne pas confondre scientificité et
institution, et de ne pas négliger la dimension humaine dans tous ses
aspects. C‘est aussi une gageure au pays de Descartes qui invite à
rationaliser et à éliminer l‘irrationnel : cette dernière dimension répond
« à certaines raisons que la raison doit absolument prendre en
compte », nous dit Damasio (2008), reformulant la célèbre phrase de
Pascal sur le coeur et la raison.
Yvon Rolland1

1

Université de la Réunion, France.
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Attitudes of Professional Users of English
towards Cameroon English Accent

1. Introduction

In spite of the numerous dehumanizing dimensions of colonialism (such as the invasion and total control of the political, economic
and sociocultural lives of the colonized nations and the upsetting of
the minds and cosmic vision of the people), the adoption, adaptation
and sharing of ownership of colonial languages is one of the things
that should at least be consoling to postcolonial nations. As a result of
colonialism, the linguistic map of the colonized nations has expanded,
given that colonial languages, such as English, French, Spanish and
Portuguese have gained admission into the linguistic spectrum of
these new nations. Moreover, most of these languages have been
adopted, adapted and appropriated according to local needs (Schneider 2007 and Mbangwana 2008) and are now ―cooperating‖ with indigenous languages to express the culture, cosmic vision and identity
of the different postcolonial contexts where they are in use.
The English language is one of the colonial legacies that have
planted their roots very deeply into postcolonial settings (see, for instance, Kachru 1986, Mufwene 2001, Schneider 2007 and Ngefac
2008). In these postcolonial contexts, the language has ―grown local
roots‖ (Schneider: 2007 2) according to their specific ecological and
sociocultural realities (Kachru 1986 & Mufwene 2001). As a result,
each community where the language is used now has its own type of
English. For instance, one can identify in literature such Englishes as
Indian English, Singaporean English, Kenyan English, Tanzanian
English, Nigerian English, Ghanaian English and Cameroon English.
Each of these Englishes has distinctive phonological, syntactic, lexicosemantic and morphological peculiarities that are conditioned by the
contextual realities of the various places where the language is used.
As exemplified in (3) below, the journey of the new Englishes to
maturation has witnessed fierce resistance from their enemies. For
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instance, as early as 1968, Prator considered any attempt to promote
indigenized varieties of English in postcolonial contexts as heretical.
In the opinion of Chevillet (1999), features of indigenized Englishes
are simply havoc that has been wreaked on Standard English, whatever that means in his opinion. Unlike what purists and cynics think
about indigenized Englishes, friends of these postcolonial Englishes
(Kachru: 1985, 1986, 1992; Mufwene: 1997 and Schneider: 2007)
have adopted an accommodating attitude towards them, which justifies why the area has become a vibrant domain of current linguistic
enquiry. Celebrated international journals that are interested in the
way the language has been given context-specific orientation in different parts of the world now abound (see, for instance, World Englishes, English World-Wide and English Today). In addition, there is
even an association of World Englishes that annually brings together
scholars of the domain from different corners of the planet. This is a
clear indication that World Englishes do not have only contestants;
there are scholars who have passionately and vigorously embarked
on the study, teaching, promotion and projection of these indigenized
Englishes. In recent years, these scholars of World Englishes, through
their intellectual activities, especially through conferences, lectures
and publications, have influenced the attitudes of many people towards indigenized Englishes. In Cameroon, for instance, the number
of purists who insist on traditional native English norms is on a significant and steady decrease. Most English linguistics scholars in this
postcolonial context have already reoriented their research visions
and goals. Instead of spending time and energy investigating whether
or not Cameroonians observe the rules of the language according to
Standard British English (SBE) norms, many Cameroonian researchers, though not all, are now more concerned with the description of
the context-specific peculiarities of the language, at different linguistic
levels (see Bobda: 2000 a, b, c; Anchimbe: 2006; Mbangwana: 2008;
Ngefac: 2008 a, b; Mbangwana and Sala: 2009).
It is therefore important to investigate what Cameroonians think
about their own English, especially at the level of accent, after all is
said and done. Is the passionate promotion of SBE pronunciation
norms in the Cameroonian classroom having any significant influence
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on the way Cameroonians perceive their indigenized English accent?
Are the linguistic philosophies of purists and cynics prevailing over
those of pragmatists? Are efforts towards projecting Cameroon English as a self-contained system of communication that is rooted in the
ecological and sociocultural realities of Cameroon having any significant impact on the attitudes of the speakers towards this new English? This paper investigates the various approaches of professional
users of English who are active agents in the attainment of the government‘s goal of promoting SBE pronunciation norms in Cameroon.
These are English Language teachers, pedagogic inspectors and
journalists. The study reveals whether their attitudes as individuals
reflect the official goal of promoting SBE norms in the postcolonial
context.
2. World Englishes as areas of linguistic inquiry

If this study had been conducted in the 1960s, the goal would
have been to investigate attitudes towards the English accent, and not
necessarily towards a particular indigenized accent, as it is the case in
this study. The passing of time made it possible for the English language that was transported from traditional native English countries
and transplanted into colonial settings to evolve according to the contextual realities of those places. Scholars from around the world have
vigorously and passionately embarked on describing the way this
language has been adopted and adapted in different parts of the
world (Platt et al.: 1984; Kachru: 1985, 1986, 1992; Graddol: 1997;
Mufwene: 2001; Crystal: 1997 ; Schneider: 2007). Linguists have
equally postulated different models to capture and depict the fact that
the language has transcended many frontiers, ―grown local roots‖
(Schneider: 2007 2) in different postcolonial contexts and is now serving as the native language of many people outside traditional native
English countries.
The twists and turns the language has undergone in different
ecological settings have been described in literature as nativisation,
indigenization and acculturalisation (Kachru: 1986; Mufwene: 2001;
Schneider: 2007). The implication is that English now has native
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speakers with different speech patterns in contexts where the language has been acculturalized. Though some scholars find it difficult
to accept this unprecedented phenomenon, the disintegration of the
hegemony of English into diverse forms according to the pragmatic
and sociocultural realities of the different places where the language
has been appropriated is now an unquestionable reality. Each postcolonial setting where English was transplanted now has its own English with linguistic peculiarities significantly different from those of
traditional native Englishes. For instance, one can find in the literature
on this new domain of linguistic inquiry such Englishes as Indian English, Singaporean English, Kenyan English, Ghanaian English, Cameroon English and Nigerian English. Literature on these Englishes
abound. The linguistic peculiarities of each of the Englishes at each
linguistic level are context-specific and are significant bearers of the
flags of their respective contexts.
As a vibrant and attractive area of linguistic inquiry that has
come to stay, scientific journals of high international reputation
abound and are dedicated to the publishing of research results on the
domain. All of such journals cannot be mentioned here because of
space limitation, but very reputable journals such as World Englishes,
English World-Wide and English Today beg to be mentioned. The
high quality of papers published in these journals, the caliber of scholars publishing in the journals, the type of linguistic debates raised in
them and the number of papers submitted each day for evaluation
and possible publication justify the high reputation of these journals
and the vibrant nature of this research area. It is also worth mentioning that World Englishes as a fertile area of linguistic inquiry that has
surfaced, and is amazingly prevailing, now has insightful theoretical
frameworks and models that are sanctioning research in the domain
(see, for instance, Braj B. Kachru‘s 1985 three concentric model, Tom
McArthur‘s 1998 wheel-like circle and Edgar Schneider‘s 2007 dynamic model). The existence of these models and theoretical frameworks further indicates that World Englishes is now a well established
area of linguistic inquiry.
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3. Cameroon English as one of the World Englishes

Before research works from Cameroonian scholars of World
Englishes inundated celebrated scientific journals and publishing
houses around the world, many people used to believe that Cameroon was only a French-speaking country, given especially the fact
that French is more dominant in Cameroon than English. But thanks
to these research works (see, for instance, Mbangwana: 1987; Bobda:
2004; Kouega: 1999; Anchimbe: 2006; Ngefac: 2008; Mbangwana &
Sala: 2009), Cameroon English is unquestionably recognized as one
of the World Englishes (see Tom Arthur‘s 1998 wheel-like model and
Edgar Schneider‘s 2007 dynamic model). This postcolonial English
displays context-specific peculiarities at all linguistic levels significantly varying from traditional native Englishes. At the level of phonology,
the concern of this investigation, previous studies have demonstrated
that this New English is characterised by a heavy simplification of
consonant clusters, a devoicing of final voiced consonants, the reduction of long sounds to short ones, the monophthongisation of diphthongs and stress and intonation patterns that are different from those
of traditional native Englishes. These linguistic peculiarities are the
outcome of the influence of the sociocultural, pragmatic and multilingual realities of Cameroon; they indicate that the language has ―grown
local roots‖ according to local realities, as postulated in Schneider
(2007). It should be noted that Cameroon displays many contextual
realities that have significantly shaped and moulded what is today
referred to as Cameroon English. One of such dimensions of local
realities includes the heavy multilingual nature of the country. Interestingly, besides English and French as the country‘s official languages,
Kamtok or Cameroon Pidgin English as a major lingua franca that
transcends many social boundaries, Camfranglais as the language of
younger speakers in Francophone urban towns, Mbokotok as the
language of the rustics, there exist approximately 285 indigenous
Cameroonian languages. This complex multilingual landscape of
Cameroon and other pragmatic realities have given birth to what is
called Cameroon English.
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4. Enemies and friends of World Englishes

The existence of context-specific Englishes or World Englishes
implies a marked deviation from the norms observed in traditional
native English contexts. Some people see the emergence of English
as a global language with context-specific norms as a blessing, but
others see it as a tendency that must be resisted at all costs. One of
the first scholars who openly expressed his indignation and determination to combat this unprecedented phenomenon is Prator (1968).
He declared, without mincing words, that
the heretical tenet I feel I must take exception to is the idea that it is best, in
a country where English is not spoken natively but is widely used as the
medium of instruction, to set up the local variety of English as the ultimate
model to be imitated by those learning the language. (Prator: 1968 459)

In his opinion, traditional native English norms should be the ultimate goal of every user of English around the world, irrespective of
the ecological and sociocultural realities that sanction usage in different parts of the world where the language is used.
In spite of Kachru‘s (1986) open condemnation of such an attitude that imposes norms of usage on postcolonial speakers, Chevillet
(1999: 33), like Prator, qualifies indigenized Englishes as varieties that
lack any logical structural pattern. In his opinion,
[f]oreigners often wreak havoc on the stress pattern of English polysyllables,
they stress personal pronouns which shouldn‘t be emphasised, and they use
strong forms instead of weak forms, thereby jeopardising communication.
Should such a state of things be institutionalised or codified? (Chevillet :
1999 33)

This negative attitude towards indigenized Englishes and their
speakers have a number of implications (Ngefac: 2008a). First, who is
a ―foreigner‖ in the reasoning of Chevillet? It should be noted that
even an American or a Canadian speaker is a foreigner in, say, Britain
and Nigeria and vice versa. Second, if we assume that ―foreigner,‖ in
the opinion of Chevillet, refers to speakers of the New Englishes, then
he is in a way perpetuating the dichotomy of ―us versus them‖─a dichotomy which is very much condemned by those who acknowledge
the status of English as a global language. Kachru and Nelson (1996:
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79) have cautioned that the dichotomy of ―native‖ and ―non-native‖
speakers, or ―us versus them,‖ creates attitudinal problems as people
are likely to take ―non-native‖ or ―foreign‖ as less worthy ―in the sense,
for example, that coming in a race is not as good as coming in first‖
(Kachru & Nelson: 1996 79). Third, Chevillet tends to assume that the
principal criterion to codify or standardise a variety of a language is
the degree of its intelligibility to speakers of other varieties. In fact,
among the factors that have been identified in the literature as necessary factors for a variety of a language to be standardised, intelligibility to speakers of other varieties is not even one of them (see, for
instance, Kachru: 1986 and Bobda: 1994).
Surprisingly, some of the great enemies of indigenized Englishes
are local speakers themselves. Oji (n. d.), a scholar from an indigenized context, argues that
[t]he death-knell of Nigerian English should be sounded loud and clear as it
has never existed, does not exist now, and will never see the light [sic] of
day. (Oji: n. d., quoted in Jibril: 1987 47)

Such an attitude expressed by Oji is very similar to the English
Language Teaching policy in many contexts where indigenized Englishes are spoken. In such contexts, efforts are being made to project
indigenized Englishes as complete systems of communication, but
Inner Circle norms continue to be prioritized. In Cameroon, for instance, Bobda declares that
[w]hile acknowledging the legitimate emergence of an autonomous variety of
English in Cameroon, I believe that we are still, in many ways, dependent
upon British and American norms. Our educational and professional successes are still dependent on these norms. (Bobda: 2002v)

Interestingly, in spite of the fact that Cameroon is one of the
postcolonial contexts where a new English has emerged as one of the
native languages of the people, Standard British English (SBE) norms
continue to be the target in the English Language Teaching (ELT)
industry, and Cameroon English (CamE) educated features that reflect the contextual realities of this postcolonial setting continue to be
treated with an attitude of rejection and indignation. This implies that
language planners and decision makers who insist on SBE norms are
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under the addiction of what Bokamba (2007 41) calls a ―ukolonia‖
tendency. This is a phenomenon whereby in postcolonial settings
people whose minds have been upset by colonial indoctrination tend
to believe that everything that has an African orientation, including
indigenized English and African languages, is inferior, and that the
African Dream must necessarily be rooted in Western constructs to be
meaningful.
In spite of the negative attitudes underscored above, there are
many people who have adopted an accommodating attitude towards
postcolonial Englishes. Kachru (1986; 1992) has actually championed
the struggle for the identification, acceptability and promotion of context-specific Englishes. In fact, he insists that ―it is indeed essential to
recognise that World Englishes represent certain linguistic, cultural
and pragmatic realities and pluralism, and that pluralism is now an
integral part of World Englishes and literatures written in Englishes‖
(Kachru: 1992 2). Following this line of thought, Kachru (1986 103)
considers Prator‘s (1968) attitude as ―sinful.‖ He accuses Prator of
―seven attitudinal sins‖ and maintains that such a view ignores the
inevitable processes of acculturalisation and indigenization which the
English language has undergone in Third World countries (Kachru:
1986 103). He further argues that ―the New Englishes have become
the unavoidable companions of most, if not all, Outer Circle speakers
of English‖ (Kachru: 1986 117). Kachru and Nelson (1996: 89) equally maintain that
[i]f a typical American has no wish to speak like or be labelled as a British
user of English, why should a Nigerian, an Indian or a Singaporean user feel
any differently? (Kachru & Nelson : 1996 89)

It is along the same line of argument raised by Kachru and Nelson (1996 89) that Tommy T. B. Koh, a one-time Singaporean Permanent Secretary to the UN thinks that
[w]hen one is abroad, in a bus or train or aeroplane and when one overhears someone speaking, one can immediately say this is someone from
Malaysia or Singapore: and I should hope when I‘m speaking abroad, my
countrymen will have no problem recognising that I am a Singaporean.
(Koh, quoted in Foley 1988 7f)
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Like other friends of these indigenized Englishes, Achebe (1965
29f) thinks that ―[t]he price a world language [like English] must be
prepared to pay is submission to many different kinds of use,‖ and
Todd holds that the world Englishes ―keep alive a world view that
might otherwise have disappeared‖ (Todd: 1999 30).
One can therefore maintain that the journey of the world Englishes from birth to maturation has not been a straightforward one; but
all the same, they have so far transcended every resistance from their
enemies to emerge as powerful forces to reckon with thanks to the
accommodating attitude of their friends. For instance, according to
cynics like Prator (1968) and Chevillet (1999), features of these Englishes pose a serious threat to the health of Standard English, whatever that means. But pragmatists like Achebe (1965), Kachru (1986,
1992), Kachru and Nelson (1996), Todd (1999), Mufwene (2001) and
Schneider (2000; 2007) have dedicated a significant portion of their
energy to describe, defend and promote these indigenized Englishes
as self-contained systems of communication which are actually expressing the worldview, culture and cosmic vision of their speakers.
5. On attitudes of professional users of English towards Cameroon
English accent

Given that professional users of English (English Language
teachers, pedagogic inspectors and journalists) are the main government agents in the promotion of traditional native English in Cameroon, this study sets out to investigate whether they perceive phonological features of this indigenized English as natural outcomes of the
twists and turns the language has undergone in Cameroon, or whether they perceive them as aspects that must be discouraged at all
costs for a traditional native English accent to prevail. This study actually investigates the way the three categories of speakers perceive
their own accent vis-à-vis Cameroon English accent, their attitudes
towards Cameroonians who strive to approximate a traditional native
English accent, their opinions on whether Cameroon English accent
should be promoted or not and their preferred model of English pro-
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nunciation in the Cameroonian classroom. In order to investigate the
attitudes of professional users of English towards Cameroon English
accent, twenty informants from each of the categories of speakers
were administered a set of questionnaires. The frequency of each of
their responses was calculated and expressed as a percentage. The
results were then correlated with the three categories of speakers
under study, as presented below.
As concerns the way the three categories of speakers perceived their own accent vis-à-vis Cameroon English accent, the following table presents what the informants think about their own accent.
Table 1: The informants‘ self-evaluation of their own accent vis-à-vis Cameroon English accent
Percentage
Responses

Journalists

Teachers of English

Pedagogic inspectors
of English

Very different from
my own accent
Very similar to my
own accent
Different from my
own accent
Similar to my own
accent
I don‘t know

30

0

0

10

30

5

30

5

10

20

50

30

10

15

55

As the above table shows, no pedagogic inspector of English and no
teacher of English said that their own accent is very different from
Cameroon English accent; and only 30 % of journalists claimed that
their own accent is very different. Interestingly, up to 50 % of teachers
of English, 30 % of pedagogic inspectors of English and 20 % of journalists, maintained, without any complex, that their own accent is
similar to that of Cameroon English. A substantial number of these
categories of speakers even asserted with the intensifier ―very‖ how
similar their own accent is to that of Cameroon English.
With regard to the attitudes of the three categories of speakers
towards speakers who strive to neutralise their local accent to approximate that of an Inner Circle English, interesting results were equally
obtained, as shown below in Table 2.
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Table 2: Informants‘ attitudes towards those who strive to neutralise their local accent to approximate
that of an Inner Circle English

Responses

Journalists

Percentage
Teachers of English

I admire them
I feel sorry for them
I am indifferent

15
0
85

10
10
80

Pedagogic inspectors
of English

15
0
85

The table shows that only 15 % of journalists and pedagogic inspectors of English and only 10 % of teachers of English indicated that
they admire Cameroonians who neutralise their local accent and approximate that of an Inner Circle English. Surprisingly and interestingly, 10 of teachers of English even feel sorry for Cameroonians who
speak with a traditional native English accent. Most interestingly, as
high as 85 % of journalists, 80 % of teachers of English and 85 % of
pedagogic inspectors of English are indifferent to Cameroonians who
approximate an Inner Circle English accent.
The three categories of speakers also expressed their opinions
on whether Cameroon English accent should be promoted. Table 3
below presents their vote on whether the local accent should be promoted or not.
Table 3: Informants‘ opinion on whether Cameroon English accent should be promoted or not

Responses

Journalists

Percentage
Teachers of English

Yes
No

80
20

100
0

Pedagogic inspectors
of English

95
5

As can be seen from the table, the vote is overwhelmingly in favour of
the promotion of indigenized Cameroon English accent, given that as
high as 80 % of journalists, 100 % of teachers of English and 95 % of
pedagogic inspectors of English accepted that it should be promoted.
As concerns the model of English accent the three categories of
speakers prefer for the Cameroonian ELT classroom, paradoxically,

244 / Aloysius Ngefac and Emmanuella Wiyjaila Bami

the preferences of most of them tend to contrast with the generally
positive attitude they show towards their local accent. Table 4 below
shows the preferences of the three categories of speakers.
Table 4: The informants‘ preferred model of English pronunciation in ELT in Cameroon
Preferred models of
accent

Journalists

Percentage
Teachers of English

CamE accent
BrE accent
CamE and BrE accent

15
70
15

50
30
20

Pedagogic inspectors of
English

5
80
15

The data displayed in this table shows a significantly different attitude
from the ones previously presented. Surprisingly, as high as 70 % of
journalists and 80 % of pedagogic inspectors prefer the British English
accent in ELT in Cameroon, which contrasts sharply with their very
positive attitudes towards their local accent, previously presented. The
speakers who continue to show a positive attitude towards the local
accent, by recommending it for ELT in Cameroon, are teachers of
English. As much as 50 % of this category of speakers recommend
indigenized Cameroon English accent in ELT in Cameroon and another 20 % recommend both British and Cameroon English accents.
6. Conclusion: sociolinguistic and pedagogic implications

The informants‘ self-evaluation of their own English accent, their
attitudes towards Cameroonians who strive to approximate an Inner
English accent, their opinions on whether Cameroon English accent
should be promoted or not and their preferred model of English accent
in the Cameroonian ELT classroom have multidimensional sociolinguistic and pedagogic implications. As concerns the speakers‘ selfevaluation of their own English accent, the fact that up to 30 % of
journalists, 80 % of teachers of English and 35 % of pedagogic inspectors of English either said their own accent is similar or very similar to Cameroon English accent implies that this indigenized English is
gaining ground. A few years ago, who would have expected those
who have the responsibility of promoting ―good‖ English in Cameroon
to testify without any complex that their own English is indigenized?
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The fact that, as English language professionals, they do not find
anything wrong identifying their own English as Cameroon English
implies that there is a disconnection between the government‘s policy
of targeting British English accent and the accent these English language professionals wish to be associated with. The fact that a few
informants (30 % of journalists) claimed however that their own accent
is ―very different‖ from Cameroon English accent, in spite of the obvious Cameroonianisms that characterised their speech, shows the
overall confusion that is typical of the English language policy in
Cameroon. It should be noted that it is presumed that British English
pronunciation is being taught in the ELT classroom; but previous studies on the phonology of Cameroon English (see Masanga 1983,
Mbangwana 1987, Kouega 1991, Bobda 1994 and Ngefac 2008)
show that most speakers of this new English, irrespective of level of
education, social status and other social factors, deviate significantly
from traditional native Englishes.
As concerns the informants‘ attitude towards Cameroonians who
approximate an Inner Circle accent, the fact that a majority of the
informants (85 % of journalists and pedagogic inspectors and 80 % of
teachers of English) tend to be indifferent implies that the passion for
traditional native English norms is gradually giving way to a new type
of passion, certainly the one that should be built on local constructs.
One should normally expect professional users of English who have
the task of carrying out the official duty of promoting British English in
Cameroon to be very positive towards speakers who strive to approximate the variety they are promoting. But their indifference is suggestive of the fact that their involvement in the promotion of an Inner Circle English accent in Cameroon is only the reflection of the government‘s policy. The fact that most of them (70 % of journalists, 30 % of
teachers of English and 80 % of pedagogic inspectors of English)
declared that British English accent should be the preferred model of
pronunciation in the Cameroonian classroom is seen only as an attempt to protect and justify their jobs as English language professionals who are expected to promote good English in Cameroon. If it was
sincerely their wish that an Inner Circle English accent should be
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promoted in Cameroon, there is no reason why they should be indifferent to those who strive to approximate it.
The fact that as much as 80 % of journalists, 100 % of teachers
of English and 95 % of pedagogic inspectors are of the opinion that
Cameroon English accent should be promoted, even though most of
them rather recommend an Inner Circle English accent in the classroom, implies that they hold their local English accent in a high esteem and feel more attached to it than to the variety they called upon
to promote. But one would want to ask why most of the informants
wish that Cameroon English accent should be promoted, but rather
want an Inner Circle English accent to be the target in the classroom.
What difference does it make if the local English accent is promoted in
Cameroon, but not in the classroom? As earlier said, the informants
are simply complying with the government‘s expectations and goals,
which are not necessarily theirs. It can therefore be maintained that,
generally speaking, the informants of this study showed a positive and
accommodating attitude towards Cameroon English accent.
Aloysius Ngefac and Emmanuella Wiyjaila Bami1

1

University of Yaounde I, Cameroon.
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Cameroon Pidgin English:
to Teach or not to Teach
1. Introduction

The Cameroon linguistic landscape comprises two received languages: English and French co-existing as official languages, a multitude of indigenous languages, and a dominant English-based Pidgin,
which is an invaluable tool of wider communication in the country.
While French and English enjoy official status because they are recognized and recommended by the State as languages of instruction,
CPE enjoys an unofficial status vested by Cameroonians who have
recognized it as an important language of social interaction in the
country. Though in a complex multilingual setting with its ongoing
official neglect by the State, the language has been asserting itself in
manifold ways (Tarh 2007). It has forced its way into areas that were
hitherto the preserve of the two official languages (see Simo Bobda
2009, Chia 2009). Commenting on the ―exploits‖ of CPE, Yuka (2001)
states that CPE has virtually taken the centre stage, relegating the
local languages to the background. In an earlier account, Fonlon
argues that CPE was and still is ―the most widely spoken lingua franca
in Cameroon‖ (1963 402), This claim is further reinforced by Chia
(1983), who says it is not only widely spoken, but also a very popular
language in Cameroon. In a more recent account, Mbangwana (2004
23) states that 97.8 % of Anglophone and 61.8 % of Francophone
Cameroonian urban dwellers speak CPE. In spite of the ground covered by CPE, it is still to receive the blessings of governmental authorities with regard to official recognition, as it is neither mentioned in the
constitution of the country nor given any role in the education system.
In short, CPE does not have any policy statement in respect of the
language policy of Cameroon. The country‘s constitution assigns roles
to English and French as the two official languages, and at least takes
the engagement to promote and protect the indigenous languages,
but nothing is said about CPE.
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2. Language policy in Cameroon$$

Language plays a vital role in the achievement of the national
unity, stability and development of a country. This explains why the
decision as to what type of language policy to adopt is very crucial.
When a country makes choices regarding official languages, these
choices affect every aspect of the country: local culture, economy,
education and you name the rest. Cameroon has been critical too
about the choice of a language policy considering its bi-cultural colonial identity. The country‘s constitution states clearly that
[t]he official languages of the Republic of Cameroon shall be English and
French, both languages having the same status. The state shall guarantee
the promotion of bilingualism throughout the country. It shall endeavour to
protect and promote national languages. (Section 1, Article1, paragraph 3,
1996 Constitution)

As the quote shows, Cameroon operates under the framework
of an official bilingualism language policy, which designates English
and French as the official languages of government institutions (education, administration, parliament, mass media, international communication, etc.), to the detriment of the other languages that are spoken
in the country. This language policy has left many concerned researchers worried, given that it has failed to meet their expectations.
Chiatoh thinks that this policy leaves much to be desired in terms of
national unity, stability and development, given its lifespan of over
forty years in Cameroon. He argues that these linguistic choices have
―consciously or unconsciously discarded the linguistic and cultural
identities of the people, thereby marginalizing them in the mainstream
of decision-making‖ (2006 44). Thus, this discriminatory treatment has
weakened the enthusiasm and the ability of many Cameroonians to
contribute to the national development effort. The shaky nature of this
language policy has led to frantic calls for alternative language policies to be adopted with the intention of achieving national unity and
stability in the country. Tadadjeu (1983) cited in Nanfah (2006 137)
opts for trilingualism of hope, which is an educational policy that involves French, English and the national languages, as a better option
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to the present situation that prevails in the country. He argues that
this trilingualism policy will enable Cameroon to arrive at one language, or many languages that will, in turn, reflect the Cameroonian
identity. Nanfah (2006) on his part sees the necessity to arrive at one
language that can be spoken by all Cameroonians in the country. On
the other hand, (Mbangwana: 1983; 2004; Yuka: 2001; Atechi & Fonka: 2007; Tarh: 2007; etc.) think that CPE should be given official
recognition as one of the official languages in the country. It is quite
evident from the debate above that something is wrong somewhere
and needs the attention of decision makers. A lot has changed and is
still changing and must be reflected in the language policy of Cameroon because the present language policy does not reflect the aspirations of Cameroonians.
3. Attitudes towards Cameroon Pidgin English

Attitudes towards CPE are varied and confusing especially given
the complex sociolinguistic and cultural landscape of the country.
Anglophones, Francophones, and researchers exhibit different attitudes towards this language. Kelly (1978) points out that ―until very
recently, Pidgin and Creole speakers have been made to feel
ashamed of the language in which they could most easily express
themselves.‖ To Kelly, therefore, attitudes towards CPE are improving
every passing day. The only thing CPE needs is official recognition by
the state. To reinforce the exploits made by CPE, Mbufong's (2001)
investigation shows that CPE is the first language of most children in
the South West and North West regions of Cameroon. He thinks that
this is enough reason for the language to be used for the teaching of
children at the initial level of their schooling. This argument is buttressed by the statistics provided by Koenig et al. The picture painted
by the table below shows clearly that the percentage of children who
acquire CPE as their first language outweighs those who acquire
Standard English as their first language.
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Table I: Acquisition of English and Pidgin English as First language

Bamenda
Mamfe
Kumba
Buea
Limbe
(Koenig et al.: 1983 98)

English

Pidgin English

1%
0%
1%
7%
4%

22%
25%
19%
26%
31%

Fifteen years later, Alobwede (1998: 54) carried out the same
survey adding two major cities, Yaounde and Douala, and obtained
the following results.
Table II: The acquisition of English and Pidgin English as first language

Bamenda
Mamfe
Kumba
Buea
Limbe
Douala
Yaounde
(Alobwede: 1998 69)

English

Pidgin

3.5%
1%
3%
13%
9%
6%
8%

24%
25%
22%
28%
30%
10%
15%

From the above statistics, it is crystal clear that CPE is a force to
reckon with in Cameroon. Thus (Mbufong: 2001) does not understand
how Cameroon policymakers would ignore such a popular language,
which is so close to the people, and rather promote foreign languages. Many Cameroonians tend to lean towards CPE because the
language reflects their mother tongues in manifold ways, as there are
a multiplicity of thought patterns and lexical elements in CPE that
give it a specific Cameroonian flavour. This explains why the intimacy
that Cameroonians show towards their mother tongues seems to be
the same intimacy they exhibit towards CPE. They feel at ease discussing in CPE, the same way they would discuss in their mother
tongues. CPE is non-hierarchical, and puts people on an even footing.
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4. Cameroon English vs. Cameroon Pidgin English

English language is one of the two official languages in Cameroon that is recommended not only as a subject in school, but also as
a medium of instruction in the Anglophone subsystem of education.
Though it is educated English which is used in schools, Kelly (1978
294) contends that ―it is simply unreal to pretend that Standard English is the language of communication between teachers and pupils. It
is the language of the English lessons, with luck.‖ This is happening
already because a substantial number of nursery school teachers
resort to CPE in the early days of their teaching because this is the
language they bring to with them to school. Pointing out more difficulties that could be encountered at the basic stage of education with the
use of Standard English, Kelly asserts:
To insist that […] Standard English should always be the medium of both
teacher and pupils is shortsighted. In the first place few of the pupils starting
school well have control of a variety at the Standard end of the spectrum.
Furthermore, while the teachers are assumed to have such mastery, they
can rarely sustain a teaching program entirely in Standard English… But if
they could sustain such a program, to do so might well mean talking about
the linguistic competence of their pupils, and this could result in either alienation or a complete breakdown in communication. (ibid.)

This is not the case with CPE, which is conveniently flexible and
acquired at no cost (Alobwede 1998: 59). We should in fact, seek to
provide a fostering environment that nurtures and appreciates the
communicative skills that most children bring with them to school. The
notions that Pidgin English is inferior, ―broken English‖ and that children who use it are deficient, are not only unjustified and biased, but
also wrong.
While many people are convinced that Standard English is better than Pidgin, it is quite clear to scholars of language that no language variety is inherently better than any other. That is, there is nothing that makes Standard English linguistically better than Pidgin. All
languages and dialects are fully grammatical systems which their
speakers can use for effective communication on any topic and in any
situation. The mistake people make is that they think that a prestige
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advantage is the same as linguistic advantage. Standard English does
have a prestige advantage over CPE because of the role the state
has given it in the language policy of the country as well as on-going
prejudices and misconceptions against CPE. As dust is still to settle
on the issues raised above, the debate between CPE and CamE has
shifted from how much the former militates against the proper acquisition of the latter, to the fact that CPE is losing ground to English even
in domains that were the preserve of the former (Schroder: 2003).
This, it is claimed, is due to the fact that CPE is undergoing some
restructuring which moves the language more and more towards its
status language, English (Sala & Ngefac: 2006; Sala: 2009). This
restructuring process, it is prophesied, will get to a point where the
two languages will merge, thus robbing CPE of its idiosyncrasies and
identity. To state that CPE is evolving towards English is not new.
This is a phenomenon that has been going on for a long time now,
even if it only caught the attention of researchers of late. The obvious
reason for this is that the less educated people who used CPE with a
given local flavour, and out of communicative necessity, are now giving way to a more youthful (educated) pidgin English using population.
This restructuring process gets more glaring because CPE speakers
are getting more and more exposed to English as rightly pointed out
by Sala & Ngefac (2006).
But to predict that this will get to a point where CPE will lose its
identity, I would be more cautious given the complex nature of the
linguistic landscape involved. Quite germane to this debate are results
of recent findings on CPE use of especially in domain that are thought
to be reserved for English like the universities. Chia (2009) reports a
startling case where a whooping 63% of a sample population of 1442
students were spotted discussing in CPE on the University of Buea
campus. It should be noted that this is a university that was conceived
in the Anglo-Saxon tradition for the obvious reason that it would serve
as a breeding ground for 'correct' English usage. That is presumably
why the university authorities have been doing everything possible to
meet this goal. The common enemy to this lofty goal, it is presumed,
is CPE which must be eradicated at all cost. Proof of this is the fact
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that an official ban is placed on the language, with signboards placed
everywhere on campus to reinforce the ban. That the students defiled
this ban to use the language the way Chia's findings show, then we
need to revise the approach when it comes to dealing with the relationship between English and Pidgin. Simo Bobba (2009 19) reinforces this when he points out that we are gradually moving to a point
―where Pidgin English, even in university circles, has squatted into
domains which were hitherto the preserve of English.‖ He sees English fast becoming a foreign language while Pidgin is commonly used
by postgraduate students to discuss Shakespeare and Chomsky, or
Nuclear Physics. From the above, we notice that research on CPE is
not only complex but perplexing. Chia (ibid.) thus concludes that the
fear here is that since CPE is making in-roots into the very fief of
Standard English in this nascent role as a language of education discourse, it may eventually supplant Standard English. It is interesting to
notice the sharp contrast in the findings on CPE within a relatively
very short period of time, that is, between 2003 and 2009. This type of
controversial scenario only points to the fact that it is sensible to be a
bit more cautious when we make linguistic predictions. It also points
to the fact that research on CPE is very slippery. The ban placed on
the language here and there has helped to send the eager speakers
of CPE underground. This has made it very difficult to obtain sincere
data from the speakers, especially in respect of attitudes towards the
language.
5. Experiment

This investigation concentrates on the views of educated Cameroonians because they are better placed to judge which language is
appropriate to be used in the education system in a complex multilingual setting like Cameroon. It is also felt that their views matter more
than the less educated because they are better placed to influence
policies as well as participate in policy making (Igboanusi: 2008 70). I
equally preferred to select respondents from the university community
because this linguistic medium is very fashionable among students on
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campus. Students feel very comfortable discussing even their academic issues in CPE. The sample comprises 100 students from the
University of Yaounde I. The University of Yaounde I is the oldest
state university in the country and attracts an extensively heterogeneous population from all the ten regions of the republic. This is a good
breeding ground for CPE, which the students prefer because it is very
flexible, fashionable and a language of intimacy. A thirteen-item questionnaire with evaluatively worded statements was designed and distributed to the students with a 4-Likert scale (marking agreement or
disagreement), following (Hyland: 1997; Lasagabaster: 2003; Lai:
2005). The reults of the questionnaire are analysed and discussed
below, showing the attitude of the informants towards CPE.
Table 3: Attitude toward CPE

1.Cameroon Pidgin influences your
English in a very negative way
2. Pidgin should be spoken on
campus
3. Pidgin is the preserve of uneducated people
4. Pidgin should be taught as a
subject in schools
5. Pidgin should be used as a
medium of instruction in schools
6. Pidgin should be made one of the
official languages in Cameroon
7. Pidgin is a language of intimacy
8. Pidgin is easy to learn
9. Pidgin is easy to speak but difficult to write
10. Pidgin is an important lingua
franca in Cameroon
11. Pidgin does not discriminate its
speakers
12. Pidgin is just like one of our
indigenous languages
13. For Pidgin to be taught in
schools, it needs to be codified

Strongly
agree
30%)

Agree

Disagree

30%

Strongly
disagree
25%

20%

25%

32%

23%

15%

15%

30%

40%

18%

22%

35%

25%

11%

20%

42%

27%

21%

28%

33%

18%

44%
19%
28%

45%
10%
40%

08%
30%
18%

03%
41%
14%

39%

46%

09%

10%

45%

46%

00%

09%

33%

38%

10%

19%

30%

43%

10%

17%

15%
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In the table above, the results are analysed to reflect attitudes
towards CPE in education-related issues and the informants‘ perception of this linguistic medium.
The analysis shows markedly that CPE is a very prominent language in Cameroon. The respondents in this study confirm this, as
85% ―strongly agree‖ or ―agree‖ that it is an important lingua franca as
against 15% who ―strongly disagree‖ or ―disagree.‖ In fact, Atechi and
Fonka (2007) show that CPE is not only a lingua franca in the Anglophone part of the country but also in most francophone settings. The
language has indeed spread its tentacles to all the nooks and crannies of the country assuming many functions and statuses.
Again, CPE is a language of intimacy. Once out of office, most
Cameroonians interact with each other using CPE. During political
campaigns, CPE is usually used in addressing the masses. Politicians
use this language to narrow the gap that English and French have
created between them and the masses. It gives the impression that
the politicians are so close to the people given that the language does
not discriminate. It is the language of the people, be they from the
north, south, east, west, be they illiterate or literate, French-speaking
or English-speaking. The findings in this paper confirm this very clearly as 89 % of the respondents strongly agree or agree to the statement that CPE is a language of intimacy.
Concerning the official introduction of CPE as a means of instruction in schools, studies like Alobwede (1998), Mbangwana (1983,
2004), Mbufong (2001) think it should be used in school . They base
the thrust of their argument on the functions and statuses the language has assumed throughout the country. Schröder (2003) reports
that the attitude of Cameroonians towards CPE at the time of her
research was still predominantly negative. Accordingly, the respondents in this study exhibited almost the same attitude as 38% did
strongly agree or agree that CPE be taught as a subject in our
schools. I wish to remark that the attitude of Cameroonians towards
the teaching of CPE in our schools is improving in an interesting fashion. A few decades ago it was inconceivable to mention the use of
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CPE in school, let alone the teaching of the language. I strongly
blame the slow pace at which this improvement is going on the indiscriminate banning of the language both in private and public places.
But because CPE has developed to a point of no return, it is asserting
itself in an admirable way. Recent findings on attitudes towards CPE
as a pedagogic language actually show a consistent positive trend
despite the enormous intimidation and stigmatisation of its users
throughout the country. In 2001, Kouega (2001 20) carried out an
investigation on attitudes towards CPE where out of 189 informants,
151 respondents (79.8%) were against its adoption as a language of
instruction in the first 3 years of education and only 38 respondents
(20.1%) voted in favour of its institution. Six years later, that is in
2007, Tarh conducted a similar survey in three towns in Cameroon,
namely, Bamenda, Bertoua and Yaounde and the results showed that
53 out of the 142 informants, that is, 37.4% were willing to have CPE
as a pedagogic language in Cameroon. Thus if we follow the trend
since 2001 from Kouega (2001) 20.1% through Tarh (2007), 37.4%
and this study, 38 %, even skeptics would not need to be reminded
what the future holds for such a self assertive language like CPE.
While the majority of the respondents (81%) disagree with the
statement that CPE is easy to learn, they did agree (68%) that CPE is
easy to speak but difficult to write. There is general consensus on the
difficulties of writing CPE and the need for the language to be codified. The respondents (70%) strongly agree or agree with the statement that for CPE to be taught in schools there is dire need for codification. It may be useful to remark that the question of codification is a
very serious one if the language must be taught in schools. For any
language to be taught, it must have a standard orthography, which
will, in turn, spur the creation of dictionaries and grammar books on
the language. CPE has no officially sanctioned orthography even
though it is undoubtedly the most spoken oral language in Cameroon.
Sala (2009 11) reechoes the concern that CPE writing is marred by
inconsistency, where the English─and the phonetically based options
compete. Sala (ibid.) thinks that the writing system for CPE should
follow the English orthography as much as we lose nothing, and devi-
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ate from it as much as we gain something. From this conclusion it is
very clear that dust is still to settle on this matter. The earlier there is
consensus on this matter, the better, given that studies on more advanced aspects of CPE have been and are being carried out with
foundational issues like the writing system still pending. This may just
be like putting the cart before the horse. Codification and eventual
standardization of CPE, Mbangwana (2004 39) thinks, will enable the
language to ―enjoy stability, reasonable uniformity, autonomy and
authority.‖
Regarding the suggestion that CPE be made an official language, 49 % of the respondents either strongly agree or agree while
51% strongly disagree or agree. Does it mean that the covert prestige
enjoyed by CPE lies in the fact that the state does not care about this
linguistic medium? Hall (1972 151) intimates that the lone factor liable
to change the status of a Pidgin is a political one. Schröder (2003
248) thinks that most Cameroonians are not particularly open towards
the introduction of CPE as a means of instruction not because of its
supposedly detrimental influence on Standard English acquisition or
on the educational standards as a whole but because of its language
development status.
7. Discussion

I follow that it is possible for low-status languages to be promoted to the extent that they can be used in prestigious domains hitherto
the preserve of official languages (Igboanusi: 2008). A glaring case in
point is Kiswahili in East Africa as cited by (Simala: 2006; KemboSure & Ogechi: 2006). This implies that a language‘s role is strongly
determined by factors like empowerment or marginalisation, and that
any language can be empowered if matters of status and corpus
planning are addressed. CPE badly needs this therapy so as to enjoy
overt prestige like French and English in Cameroon. This type of empowerment will only be a step in the right direction given that Pidgins
and Creoles are already enjoying a new status in some parts of the
world. Simo Bobda (2006 75) reports that Kriolu is the national lan-
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guage in the Cape Verde Islands, while Creole is now co-official with
French in Haiti. This kind of recognition makes Creole a language of
education in Haiti (Igboanusi: 2008 75). In Sierra Leone, Krio is enjoying the status of a national language alongside Limba, Membe, and
Temne, and has been standardized (Sandred 1996). Sandred (1996)
further reports that Krio is now being used in primary education, in
adult literacy campaigns, in newspaper articles and for serious creative literature. CPE is already being extensively used in the media.
What we need to do is to further empower this language of wider
communication and intimacy so that it can fully be useful to its users
as it were.
8. Challenges facing the promotion of CPE

The challenges facing the valorization of CPE are enormous.
First, the fact that it is perceived to be a poor version of Standard
English and can thus, militate against its acquisition and consequently
the thinking that if we do away with Pidgin English, our children's performance in English would improve. The amusing thing about this type
of wishful thinking is that the people fail to understand that the relationship between Pidgin English and English is so complex to suggest
that simply by eradicating Pidgin will be a magic solution to the problems children face in English. Second, hypocrisy is one of the major
challenges CPE is facing in Cameroon. Cameroonians of all walks of
life use CPE in varied ways in their day-to-day functioning in society.
Students use it in class to discuss with friends and sometimes with
their teachers; (see Chia: 2009 ; Simo Bobda: 2009), parents use it
with friends at home, in their offices, etc; teachers use the language
with students on campus, in the streets and even in some official settings. Both the educated and the uneducated use the language. In
fact, it is just like the air we breathe. However, the same people who
make extensive use of this language tend to exhibit a rather negative
attitude towards it when it comes to declaring their attitudes overtly.
As earlier stated, I blame this on enormous intimidation and stigmatisation that is going on in the country in varied forms. Simo Bobda
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(2009 19) thinks that this stigmatisation and intimidation is due to the
fact that the status of Pidgin English has significantly improved of late.
He points out that it is because Pidgin English is threatening the hegemony of English even in university circles, that university authorities
are forced to devise means to eradicate it. A case in point is the University of Buea, where its authorities have erected signboards with the
following inscriptions to reinforce the ban on this idiom on campus:
No Pidgin on Campus please!
Pidgin is taking a heavy toll on your English; shun it.
The medium of studies at UB is English, not Pidgin
If you speak Pidgin, you will write Pidgin.
English is the password, not Pidgin
Speak less Pidgin and more English

Inscriptions of this nature are conspicuous in many public and
private higher institutions while other private and government-owned
schools have outrightly banned its use in the school premises. I remember how serious the issue of banning Pidgin English was, even
when I was a primary school teacher in the mid 1980s. My headteacher asked all of us to each produce two big badges with the inscriptions ―MR PIDGIN‖ and ―MISS PIDGIN.‖ These badges were to
be hung on the wall in class and the pupils asked to watch out for
anyone who spoke Pidgin. When a girl was spotted speaking pidgin,
the big badge, ―MISS PIDGIN,‖ was taken and hung on her neck and
―MR PIDGIN‖ in the case of a boy. The whole day, these poor kids
moved around with these big badges, mocked and ridiculed by their
classmates. If no other child was spotted speaking Pidgin, they would
have them on for the whole day. These and many more have in large
measure contributed to the attitudes towards CPE today. Thus when
researchers go out for surveys on CPE it is always very difficult to get
results that paint a vivid picture of the situation on the ground. This
type of intimidating scenario for users of CPE witnessed in Cameroon
is not an isolated case. The same shabby treatment of Pidgin English
speakers is equally reported in Nigeria and Ghana. In Ghana, for example, Huber (2008:95) reports that schools strongly discourage the
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use of Pidgin, but boys freely resort to it when unobserved by teachers. He asserts that Pidgin English in Ghana serves as a social register, as an in-group language, being used not so much out of the
communicative necessity but as a means of expressing solidarity and
intimacy with peers. Pidgin has established itself in the university as
the main informal code of male students. It is heard on campus, in
students bars, and in the halls of residence (Huber: 2008 96). It must
also be pointed out that gone are the days when CPE was used out of
communicative necessity. It can safely be asserted that the language
has gradually elbowed its way and established itself in the linguistic
make-up of Cameroon, assuming a myriad of functions and statuses.
It is almost unthinkable that it can be supplanted by another language,
may be just because it is backed by the language policy of the country
or whatever power. By implication, the evolution, call it restructuring,
observed in CPE is simply moving the language to a point where it will
stabilize and establish itself as a more solid force to reckon with in the
country's complex linguistic landscape and thus should be given a
chance in prestigious domains. This tense atmosphere created
around the speaker of CPE has rendered respondents suspicious as
they tend get hypocritical in the way they respond to any inquiry on
the language. Researchers would then have to devise other means to
collect data for research on CPE. This is why I must salute the approach used by Chia (2009) to investigate the use of CPE in the University of Buea. Regarding the difficulties involved in collecting authentic data from the students, he remarks, ―we were aware that if we
asked students simply to indicate whether or not they spoke CPE the
answer would be overwhelmingly negative even in answering anonymous questionnaires, because of the ban.‖ He then decided to conceive a questionnaire allowing English–along side CPE, French and
other languages to be marked present when spoken. He then got
some senior students, trained them on how to carry out the exercise
and they had to station themselves at strategic points on campus,
preferably at the entrance into lecture halls to observe and note down
(with a tick) any pair of students who came by conversing. The observer would tick the language of the conversation, the gender and
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the topic or subject as -academic or non academic. I must say that the
results obtained by Chia (ibid), 63% for CPE, 25% for English and
11% for French paint a vivid picture of the popularity of CPE. This
study goes a long way to complement Chia's findings as it opts for
the open method of eliciting attitudes. These results put side by side
reveal in a very interesting fashion, how sensitive the process of
measuring attitudes towards CPE can be. It is marred by hypocrisy
and suspicion because of the tension created here and there with
regard to CPE use.
Lastly, the impending issue of a writing system for CPE is a great
challenge to overcome. CPE has not got a standard or generally accepted writing system. There is, therefore an impending need for it to
be given a written form, a sort of supra-dialectal norm. Mbangwana
(1983 89) thinks that the only solution to this orthographic problem will
be one that exposes the phonological form of CPE as independent of
Standard English conventions. To him, this will, in turn, express Cameroon Pidgin‘s identity as a Cameroonised language rather than a
hybridized form of any language whatsoever. In as much as (Schröder
2003:226) does not deviate from Mbangwana‘s argument, she maintains Haugen‘s (1966:54) suggestion that ―an ideal orthography […]
should permit alternate interpretation of the symbols so that different
idiolects can read their own sounds into it;‖ thereby, opting for a ―practicable, englobing and representative orthography‖ for CPE. Sala
(2009 11) envisages such a reality only in an English-derived orthography, its weaknesses notwithstanding. This is because, as he claims,
English is historically linked to Pidgin English. He adds that the ideal
orthography should be one that ―merges both simplicity and consistency such that any cases of redundancy are felt across the board‖
(ibid.). And also that, unlike English, this CPE orthography should, as
much as possible, have a ―one-to-one representation between sound
and grapheme.‖ It should be noted that this challenge is not peculiar
to CPE but also applies to other pidgins like Nigerian Pidgin (NP) as
reported by (Igboanusi: 2008). He concludes that the problem of
standard orthography is one of the unsolved problems concerning the
use of Nigerian Pidgin.
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The way forward

From all indications, CPE has elbowed its way in, and established itself as a dominant language in the linguistic landscape of
Cameroon despite the reluctance by government to give it an official
place in the language policy of the country. For CPE to enjoy overt
prestige and probably find itself in more prestigious domains like the
classroom, a number of measures need to be taken. First, governmental authorities should duly recognize it, that is, give it a place in its
constitution or in its language policy, as it is the case with the two
official languages and the indigenous languages. The revision of the
language policy to cater for the concerns raised in this paper will leave
a serious impact on the attitudes of Cameroonians towards CPE. It
should not only be recognized but should also be promoted and protected in domains that will give the language the prestige it deserves,
like in education. Schneider (2005) asserts that education is the most
important institution through which we can implement language policies. CPE should be given a chance in the education system by being
used as a medium of instruction in early primary education and at
least taught as a subject in both secondary and tertiary level. This
step, it is hoped, will positively affect the status of the language as
attitudes towards the language would change through encouragement
from teachers.
Second, education officials should organise language awareness seminars, classes or in-services for teachers, which include
strategies for building on the home language, and for understanding
language systems as well as language awareness programs for students to learn about the history and social functions of both Pidgin
and English, and to discover ways in which Pidgin and English are
different. Research on the relationship between Pidgin and school
success, and how to best build on the language that children come to
school with in the achievement of school success should be thoroughly conducted . A basic and well-established educational principle is to
build on the strengths that children come to school with. Local children
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tend to have linguistic strengths which include exposure to and
knowledge of a variety of languages and abilities to move between
language varieties for various purposes. Building on these strengths
would entail discussing language and language variation as part of
the school curriculum.
On the other hand, telling children that the way they speak is
bad, incorrect or inappropriate often leads to one of the following consequences:
- children withdraw and choose not to speak and participate in
class rather than risk saying something "wrong";
- children develop negative academic self-concepts labeling
themselves as "bad students" and behave accordingly;
- language becomes an issue and a site of struggle between
students and teachers creating a counter-productive educational atmosphere.
Since language is such a central part of identity, to attack
someone's language is to attack them.
Third, the challenges of orthography and eventual codification of
CPE echoed and reechoed by many (Hall: 1972; Schröder: 2003;
Mbangwana: 2004; Atechi & Fonka: 2007; Sala: 2009) should be taken very seriously if CPE must gain overt prestige. A lot has already
been written in CPE like the New Testament Bible by the Cameroon
Bible Society, Some Day Bin Day by Todd and the CPE Dictionary by
Kouega Jean-Paul, and so on. The introduction of a codified CPE as
a medium of instruction is a first step towards its general recognition
and eventual acceptance as a language of national integration. Government should do well to give incentives to those who write in CPE,
encourage the design of syllabuses for CPE as well as didactic materials for the successful learning and teaching of the language.
The teaching of CPE will uplift the ban on its use in schools and
other public and private places, thereby making way for many people
to have access to it. This will foster unity, as it will no longer be
termed a broken form of English used by Anglophones but seen as a
tool to bring Cameroonians of all walks of life on board a single ship of
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state. This can only be a good thing for a country whose multilingual
setting is almost instead helping to destroy its unity.
Finally, the myth that If we could do away with Pidgin, our children's writing scores would go up is not founded on any empirical
evidence. The reality is that the relationship between Pidgin and English is too complex to suggest that simply by eradicating Pidgin we will
raise scores. Very little research has been conducted to understand
the relationship between Pidgin and English. To implicate Pidgin as
the cause of children's poor Standard English writing skills is academically unjust and scholastically irresponsible. We should recognize that
Pidgin is the first language of many children in Cameroon and that the
process of comparing Pidgin to English and other languages will be
an extremely effective means of developing understanding of variation
in world languages and preparing students for the acquisition of additional languages.
If these suggestions are taken seriously, this will obviously
change the attitudes of Cameroonians towards CPE. Parents will now
allow their children speak their most cherished language freely; students will now feel more at ease to speak this language with their
teachers and among themselves without fear of being punished. The
valorization of CPE will clearly distinguish it from Standard English
and thus reduce the fear of both parents and teachers that using CPE
will have an adverse effect on their performance in English Language.
Samuel Atechi1
References
Adegbija, Efurosibina. Language Attitudes in Sub-Saharan Africa: A Sociolinguistic
Overview. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters, 1994.
Atechi, Samuel. ―The Phonological influence of English on Awing.‖ English Studies
Vol. 87, 2006, 230-47.
Atechi Samuel. & Hans Fonka. ―Pidgin English as a Lingua Franca in Cameroon.‖
PEL. Vol. 4, 2007, 28-39.
1

University of Yaounde I, Cameroon.

Cameroon Pidgin English …. / 269
Alobwede D‘Epie. ―Banning Pidgin English in Cameroon?‖ English Today, 14(1),
1998, 54-60.
Chia, Emmanuel. ―Cameroon home languages,‖ in Kofele, Kale (ed.) An African
Experience in Nation Building: the Bilingual Cameroon Republic since Reunification, Boulder, Co: West View, 1983, 281-311.
-----------------------. ―Further Developments in Cameroon Pidgin English,‖ in Annals of
the Faculty of Arts, Letters and Social Sciences. Special Edition in Honour of
Professor Paul N. Mbangwana, 2009, 39-50.
Chiatoh, Blasius. ―Language, Cultural Identity and the National Question in Cameroon,‖ in Mbangwana, Paul, Kizitus Mpoche & Tennu Mbuh (eds). Language,
Literature & Identity. Gottingen: Cuvillier Verlag, 2006, 44-52.
Coulmas, F. Sociolinguistics: The Study of Speaker‟s Choice: Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005.
Deuber, Dagmar. Nigerian Pidgin in Lagos: Language Contact, Variation and
Change in an African Urban Setting. London: Battlebridge, 2005.
Fonlon, Bernard. Review article on Some Day Be Dey by Loreto Todd. ABBIA,
1963, 31-33.
Haugen, Einar. ―Linguistics and Language Planning,‖ in W. Bright (ed.). Sociolinguistics proceedings of the UCLA sociolinguistics conference,The Hague: Mouton, 1964, 50-71.
Huber, Magnus. ―Ghanaian Pidgin English: Phonology,‖ in Rajend Mesthrie (ed.)
Varieties of English, Africa, South and South-East Asia. Berlin. New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 2008, 93-101.
Hyland, K. Language Attitudes at the Handover: Communication and Identity in
1997 Hong Kong. English Worldwide, 18, 1997, 191-210.
Igboanusi, Herbert. ―Empowering Nigerian Pidgin: A Challenge for Status Planning?‖ World Englishes, Vol. 27, No. 1, 2008, 68-82.
Kelly, Michael. ―Taking Pidgin Seriously.‖ ABBIA, (31-33), 1978, 285-96.
Koenig, Edna, Emmanuel Chia, & Povey, John (eds.) A Sociolinguistic Profile of
Urban Centres in Cameroon, Los Angeles: Crossroads, Univ.of California, 1983.
Kembo-Sure & Ogechi, Nathan O. ―Language Planning and Reform: An Alternative
Language Policy for Kenya,‖ in Kembo-Sure, Sera Mwangi, & Nathan O.
Ogechi. Eldoret (eds.) Language Planning for Development in Africa. Moi University Press, 2006, 37-53.
Kouega, JeanPaul. ―Pidgin Facing Death in Cameroon.‖ Terralingua Discussion
Paper No 17, 2001.www.terralingua.org/Discussion papers.html: 20/07/2008.
Lai, Mee-Ling. ―Language Attitudes of the First Post-colonial Generation in Hong
Kong Secondary Schools.‖ Language in Society, 34, 2005, 363-88.
Lasagabaster, David. ―Attitudes towards English in the Basque Autonomous Community.‖ World Englishes, 22(4), 2003, 585-97.
Mbangwana, Paul. ―The Scope and role of Pidgin English in Cameroon,‖ in Edna,
Koenig et al. (eds.) The Sociolinguistic Profile of Urban Centres in Cameroon.
Los Angeles: Crossroads Press, 1983, 79-92.

270 / Samuel Atechi

-----------------------. ―Pidgin English in Cameroon: A Veritable Linguistic Menu,‖ in
Echu, George & Obeng, S. (eds.) Africa Meets Europe: Language Contact in
West Africa. New York: Nova Science Publishers, 2004, 23-44.
Mbufong, P.K. ―Pidgin English in Anglophone Education,‖ English Today, 17(3),
2001, 52-54.
Nanfah, Gaston. ―Exoglossic Language Policy and National Unity in Africa: The
Cameroonian Model,‖ in Mbangwana P., Kizitus Mpoche & Mathias Mbuh (eds.)
Language, Literature and Identity. Göttingen: Cuvillier Verlag, 2006, 129-43.
Sala Bonaventure. ―Aspects of the Cameroon English Sentence,‖ unpublished PhD
thesis, University of Yaounde I, 2003.
-------------------------. ―Writing in Cameroon Pidgin English: Begging the Question,‖ in
English Today 98, vol. 2, June 2009, 11-17.
Sala B. & A. Ngefac. ―The Depidginisation Process in Cameroon Pidgin English.‖ in
PhiN, No 36, 2006.
Sandred, Karl Inge. ―A West Africa Creole Language in an Atlantic Perspective: The
Origins and Present State of Krio,‖ in Sture Ureland & Iain Clarkson (eds.).
Language Contact across the North Atlantic, Tubingen: Niemeyer, 1996, 528-42
Schneider, Britta. Linguistic Human Rights and Migrant Languages. Frankfurt
am Main: Peter Lang, 2005.
Schröder, Anne. Status, Functions, and Prospects of Pidgin English: An Empirical
Approach to Language Dynamics in Cameroon. Tubingen: Narr, 2003.
Simala, Inyani. ―Kiswahili in East African Community Education: Challenges and
Opportunities,‖ in Kembo-Sure, Sera Mwangi & Nathan O. Ogechi. Eldoret
(eds.). Language Planning for Development in Africa. Moi University Press,
2006, 97-110.
Simo Bobda, Augustin. ―Facing some Challenges in Language Planning for Cameroon,‖ in Kembo-Sure, Sera Mwangi, Nathan Ogechi, Eldoret (eds.). Language
Planning for Development in Africa. Moi University Press, 2006, 71-86.
-------------------------------. ―The Heritage of Professor Paul Nkad Mbangwana,‖ Keynote Paper, in Annals of the Faculty of Arts, Letters and Social Sciences. Special Edition in Honour of Professor Paul N. Mbangwana, 2009, 17-25.
Tadadjeu, Maurice. ―Prospects for Language Planning Studies in Cameroon,‖ in
Koenig et al. (eds.). A Sociolinguistic profile of urban centers in Cameroon. Los
Angeles: Crossroads Press, 1983, 117-24.
Tarh, Immaculate. ―Pidgin English as a Self Assertive Language in Cameroon,‖
unpublished MA dissertation, University of Yaounde I, 2007.
Tod, Loreto. ―English in Cameroon: Education in a Multilingual Society,‖ in Pride,
John (ed.) New Englishes, Rowley MA: Newbury House, 1982, 119-37.
Yuka, Constantine. ―On English as a Minority Official Language,‖ Language Attitude
and Language Conflict in West Africa. Ibadan: Enierownfit Pub. 2001, 143-51.

__________________

The implementation in the University
of Yaounde I of Cameroon's French-English
official Bilingualism Policy

Introduction

In 1961, Cameroon adopted French and English as its official
languages and ever since the country has been promoting a policy of
official language bilingualism. This paper deals with the implementation of this policy in the only officially bilingual of the seven universities
of Cameroon i.e. the University of Yaounde I. The study is divided into
four sections, entitled overview of the policy of official bilingualism in
Cameroon (1), research design (2), data analysis (3), discussion and
recommendations (4). These are considered in turn.
1. Overview of official bilingualism in Cameroon

After the First World War, Cameroon, a German colony, was divided into two separate territories which were placed under the administration of the war victors i.e. France and Britain. In 1960, French
Cameroon obtained its independence and called itself the Republic of
Cameroon. As the territory included hundreds of tribes speaking different languages, the first legislators of independent Cameroon decided to adopt French, the ex-colonial master‘s language, as its official language. In 1961, part of British Cameroon, which had adopted
English as its official language, obtained its independence by reuniting
with the Republic of Cameroon. The country was renamed the Federal Republic of Cameroon with French and English as its joint official
languages. In 1972, the country‘s name was changed to the United
Republic of Cameroon, still with French and English being its official
languages. Besides, it was pledged that bilingualism in these two
languages will be promoted.
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Since then, several decisions–couched in the form of ordinances, decrees, circulars, service notes–have been taken by the State to
ensure the spread of official bilingualism in the country. A selection of
these decisions is mentioned below.
Linguistic centres were created to enable citizens to learn English and French, an activity which was originally restricted to the British Council, the American Cultural Center and the French Cultural
Centre. Translation services were offered in all State institutions and a
school for the training of translators and interpreters (Advanced
School of Translators and Interpreters: ASTI) was opened in Buea.
Bilingual secondary schools were created in various localities in the
country and the bilingual degree programme was set up in the University of Yaounde and the Higher Teacher Training College (Ecole Normale Supérieure–ENS); today this programme is available in all State
universities of the country.
English became a subject in all French-medium secondary
schools and French the same in all English-medium schools. The
second official language became a subject in all public examinations,
with francophone candidates writing an English language paper and
Anglophone candidates writing a French language paper.
The Official Gazette, which records the country‘s daily activities,
was printed in the two languages and so was the official daily newspaper, i.e. Cameroon Tribune published. The national radio and TV
network (CRTV) alternated programmes in French and English at
regular intervals.
Since the year 1996, another battery of measures has been
added to these older ones. These measures include the following: an
order stipulating that every primary school teacher would henceforth
teach every subject on the school syllabus including the second official language subject was issued (Order No 21/E/59 of May 15, 1996
organising the Grade One teacher certificate examination); a primary
school syllabus outlining how each subject including the second official language subject would be taught was designed by the Ministry of
Education (MINEDUC: 2001; Kouega: 2003a).
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An order introducing the second official language subject in both
the written and oral parts of the First School Leaving Certificate
(FSLC) examinations and its French equivalent, the Certificat
d‟Etudes Primaires (CEP) examinations (Order No 66/C/13 of February 16, 2001). A National Day of Bilingualism in public and private
schools in Cameroon was instituted (Decision no 1141/B1/1464/
MINEDUC/IGE/IGP/BIL of October 28, 2002); on this day, anglophone
pupils are expected to communicate in French and francophone pupils in English. A circular letter instructing primary and nursery education state officials to see that bilingualism is effective in all nursery and
primary schools (circular letter No 033/B1/1464/MINEDUC/IE/ IGPBIL
of October 14, 2002). A circular letter instructing secondary education
state officials to see that the National Bilingualism Day is observed in
all schools and that, in addition, Language Clubs (LC), to be called
―Club Français‖ for Anglophone pupils and ―English Club‖ for Francophone pupils, be set up in all schools, that the National Anthem be
sung in English and French on alternate days and that a prize be
awarded to the best bilingual pupils in each class (Circular letter No
B1/1464/MINEDUC/IGE/IGE/GP/BIL of December 2, 2002). A circular
letter instructing teacher training college principals to provide adequate training so that student-teachers be sufficiently equipped to
teach the second official language (Circular letter No
009/B1/1464/MINEDUC/IGE/IGP/BIL of April 9, 2003) (see Abang
2006 for an evaluation).
A decision creating a bilingualism watchdog committee in the
Ministry of Education, which is responsible for the observation, verification and supervision of the practice of bilingualism in central and
external services of the Ministry of Education (Decision No
1230/B1/1464/MINEDUC/CAB of June 12, 2003).
It was envisaged that, after these decisions and measures are
implemented fully, every Cameroonian citizen would be bilingual in
French and English and every pupil who leaves secondary education
would have learned enough French and English to be capable of following courses taught in either official language at tertiary education
level. Partial evaluations of these measures were provided by a num-
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ber of researchers including Constable (1977), Tchoungui (1983),
Kouega (1999, 2003, 2005, 2007, 2008) and Sokeng (2006). This
study examines how these measures were implemented in the University of Yaounde I.
2. Research design

This section first presents the setting of the research (2.1). Then
it describes the informants selected and the method of data collection
adopted for the study (2.2).
2.1. Description of the setting: the University of Yaounde I

From 1962 to 1993, there was only one university in Cameroon,
the University of Yaounde. In 1993, six new universities were created,
and in 2008, a seventh university, the University of Maroua, was created. Of the six universities set up in 1993, one namely the University
of Yaounde I, inherited both the staff and the premises of the former
University of Yaounde. Structurally, this university comprises two faculties and three higher education schools. The faculties are known as
the Faculty of Arts, Letters and Social Sciences (FALSS) and Faculty
of Science (FS). The three higher institutions attached to this university are the school of education known as the Higher Teacher Training
School, the Faculty of Medicine and Biomedical Sciences and the
School of Engineering. These are considered in turn.
The Faculty of Arts, Letters and Social Sciences (FALSS for
short) which, in 2006, had an intake of 12,416 students (University of
Yaounde I, 2003), comprises some 12 departments grouped into language departments including French, English, German, Spanish,
French-English Bilingual Studies etc, social science departments including linguistics, sociology, anthropology, and arts departments
including Archeology, Performing Arts, Plastic arts etc. The Faculty of
Sciences (FS for short) with an intake of 11,623 students in 2006,
comprises nine departments i.e. Animal Biology, Biochemistry, Com-
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puter sciences, Geology, Inorganic chemistry, Mathematics, Physics,
Organic chemistry and Plant biology.
The Higher Teacher Training School (best known by its French
appellation Ecole Normale Supérieure – ENS), comprises two campuses. One is located in Yaounde (ENS-Yaounde) and the other in
Bambili (ENS-Bambili). In 2006, ENS – Yaounde, which trains both
secondary and high school teachers, had an intake of 3,039 students
in a total of twelve departments, which could be grouped into four
academic categories i.e. language departments (English, French,
Foreign languages), social science departments (geography, history),
science departments (chemistry, mathematics, natural sciences,
physics), and the department of education. That same year, ENSBambili, which trains only Anglophone secondary school teachers in
such fields as Biology, Chemistry, Economics, Physics etc., had an
intake of 1,662 students.
The Faculty of Medicine and Biomedical Sciences (best known
as Faculté de Médecine et des Sciences Biomédicales – FMSB) had
an intake of 957 students in 2006; it comprises eleven departments,
including Medicine and traditional medicine, Physiology/biochemistry,
Surgery, Gynaecology, Paediatrics, Ophthamology etc.
The School of Engineering (best known as Ecole Nationale Supérieure Polytechnique–ENSP) had an intake of 495 students in 2006;
it comprises four engineering departments–Civil, Electric and telecommunication, Industrial and mechanic and computer–and two other
departments, i.e. Mathematics and Physics, and Valorisation of research. The total intake of this university for the academic year 2006
was 30,192 students, distributed as shown in Table 1.
Table 1: Intake of the University of Yaounde I (2006 academic year)

FALSS
12416

FS
11623

ENS
4701

FMBS
957

ENSP
495

Total
30192
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These students were taught by 696 permanent lecturers,1 of
whom a proportion hardly attaining 30% were Anglophone and the
remainder Francophone. In the FALSS for instance, of 170 lecturers,
37 (21.76%) were Anglophones and 88.24% were Francophones. The
imbalance observed in the number of Anglophone and Francophone
lecturers as shown in Table 2, already signals an imbalance in the use
of French and English in this institution..
Table 2: Permanent teaching staff of the University of Yaounde I (2006 academic year)

Teaching staff
Francophones
Anglophones
Total

FALSS
133
37
170

FS
182
22
204

ENS
N/A2
N/A
139

FMBS
101
24
125

ENSP
54
4
58

Total
N/A
N/A
696

2.2. Informants and method of data collection

A total of 400 out of the 450 students contacted individually
agreed to take part in this study. They were male and female undergraduate students who had been in the University of Yaounde I for at
least two semesters and who were in their first, second or third university year. All departments of the university were represented in the
sample. There was no need to relate the number of informants from
each department to the intake of this department, given the type of
exercise these informants were called upon to do i.e. filling in a questionnaire. The questionnaire was administered by a team of 90 research students making their first steps in data collection. They were
asked to each contact at least five students from different levels (levels one to three) and from different departments of the University of
Yaounde I. They were to report on the difficulties they had in getting
the right informants, in persuading them to do the exercise and in
collecting the filled questionnaires. As the returns came in, they were
grouped according to the departments and the levels of the informants
1 It should be noted that permanent staff members are assisted by a number of part-time lecturers,
who are recruited whenever the need arises.
2 Not available for the 2006 academic year.
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and care was taken for each department and level of study to be included in the sample. A grouping of the returns according to the informants' faculty or school gives the figures presented in Table 3.
Table 3: Number of returns from each faculty or school

FALSS
98

FS
110

ENS
82

ENSP
33

Total
400

The first research students to complete the assignment were
then asked to administer the lecturers' questionnaire. The university
officials' questionnaire was handled by the researcher himself; in addition, he interviewed non-teaching staff and observed a number of
classroom lectures. In all, some 400 copies of the students' questionnaire, 50 of the lecturers' questionnaire (10 lecturers picked out at
random from each of the five schools and faculties) and 10 of the
high-ranking university officials' questionnaire were returned.
2.3. Description of the questionnaires

As indicated above, three separate questionnaires, which are reproduced in the appendix, were used. Underlying the design of these
questionnaires were ideas drawn from Baker (2001), Fishman (1970)
and Huallachain (1970), to name only these few researchers on bilingual education. The students' questionnaire (Q1-23) contained some
23 items grouped into five sections, with section 1 dealing with the
identification of the informants, section 2 with information on language
use in the classroom, section 3 with classroom activities and section 4
with students' life on campus. The lecturers' questionnaire (Q24-34)
had some 10 items focusing mainly on language use in the classroom, and the university officials' questionnaire (Q35-40) was concerned with language use in administration, especially activities such
as holding meetings and writing correspondence.
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3. Analysis

This section considers in turn language use in such activities as
lecturing, note-taking, answering examination questions and other
classroom activities.
3.1. Report on courses and the languages of instruction

Q5-6 asked the informants to indicate the number of courses
they had in the first and second semester and the number of these
courses that were taught in French and in English. The results are
presented in Table 4.
Table 4: Number of courses received by the student informants and languages of instruction

French
English
Number of
courses

FALSS
882
(90%)
98
(10%)
980
(100%)

FS
1210
(91.67%)
110
(8.33%)
1320
(100%)

ENS
738
(90%)
82
(10%)
820
(100%)

FMBS
1540

ENSP
272
(89.18%)
33
(10.82%)
305
(100%)

Total
4965

In the FALSS, the informants reported a total 980 courses taught
in the first and second semesters of the preceding year, of which 882
(90%) were taught in French and 98 (10%) in English. Actually in this
faculty, all students are taught a course called "Bilingual Training",
which is French for Anglophones and English for Francophones.
There is one department, the French-English Bilingual Studies Department, where courses are taught in French (50%) and in English
(50%). Participant observation reveals that there are a few other departments were one or two Anglophone lecturers occasionally teach in
English. The situation in the other faculty and schools is just about
the same i.e. 90% of courses taught in French and 10% in English.
Strangely enough, the School of Medicine (FMBS) is markedly different; here the 77 informants reported that their courses were taught in
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French and English, irrespective of the lecturers and that one cannot
tell beforehand whether a course was to be taught in French or English. For this reason, they had no "Bilingual Training Course" of the
type taught in the main faculties of this university. This finding was not
corroborated by participant observation nor the lecturers themselves.
These lecturers were asked to indicate how many of their courses
they taught mainly in French (Q26) or mainly in English (Q27) and
over 75% reported teaching mainly in French, including Anglophone
lecturers. Besides, both the students and the lecturers confirmed that
when a course was taught in one language, a summary was not offered in the other language (Q9-10 and Q28-29).
3.2. Report on the language of note-taking, examinations and
evaluation

Q11-12 asked the informants to indicate the language they took
down notes in when a course was taught in the other language. Their
reports are presented in Table 5.
Table 5: Languages in which courses were taught and notes were taken

"Lectures in French, notes
taken in French" and "Lectures in English, notes taken
in English"
Lectures in one language,
notes taken in the other
Total

FALSS FS
98
10

ENS FMBS ENSP
Total
82
58
33 381 (95.25%)

19
98

10

82

77

33

9

(4.75%)

400

100%

Many informants (381 out of 400, i.e. 95.25%) claimed to take
down notes in French when courses were taught in French and to
take them down in English when they were taught in English. However, there was a meagre 4.75% who claimed that they took down notes
in one language say, French, when a course was taught in the other,
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say, English. In other words, these informants claimed that they translated their notes into the other language as the teachers lectured. This
finding came as a surprise to us and the issue will have to be investigated in future research.
Regarding examinations, several items were devised to check in
what languages questions were set by teachers (Q13-14) and answered by students (Q15-16). It was reported that all lecturers teaching in English set their examinations in English and those teaching in
French set theirs in French. At this point, there is obviously a problem:
as the majority of courses are taught in French, so are the majority of
examinations set. This means that Anglophone students must make
an extra effort to cope with French while comparable effort is not necessarily made by their Francophone counterparts. As for answering
examination questions, all Francophone students reported using
French while Anglophone students reported using either French or
English.
Q17 inquired about students' attitude to their score when they
wrote their examinations in a language different from the one they
were taught in. Most informants reported that they did not have such
examinations. However, there are a few departments like Sociology
and Biochemistry where a couple of content courses were taught in
English and examinations set in both French and English. For such
courses, Francophone students claimed to have written their examinations in French and to have been satisfied with their scores. This
means that Anglophone teachers are sufficiently bilingual to score
scripts written in French. To check these teachers' bilingual competence, Q31 asked them to indicate whether they had difficulty in marking papers written in a language different from the one in which they
taught.
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Table 6: Difficulty in scoring scripts written in the other official language

No
Yes
Total

FALSS
10

FS
10

ENS
10

FMBS
10

ENSP
10

Total
50 (100%)

10

10

10

10

10

50 (100%)

As Table 6 shows, all teachers claimed that they had no difficulty
marking such papers. However, Francophone teachers reported that
Anglophone students' scripts are generally structured poorly, with too
many facts lumped together in their scripts. They markedly contrast
with Francophone students' scripts, which always include an introduction, a body and a conclusion, with internal transitions linking up the
various sections of the scripts.3 in fact, by the time Anglophone students graduate, they have already assimilated French ways of doing
many things, chief of which is answering examination questions.
3.3. Languages of discussion

Informants were asked to indicate the languages in which Francophone students discussed a course taught in French with their Anglophone classmates (Q18) and the language in which they discussed
a course taught in English with Anglophone classmates (Q19). The
returns revealed two interesting results. First, when the course discussed was English language, the discussion was reported to be in
English. When on the contrary, the course dealt with subject matter
like the cell in Biology or the family in Sociology, the language of discussion was French instead. This switch to French seems to show
that Francophones cannot discuss content subjects in English whereas Anglophones can discuss them in French with relative ease. This
finding corroborates previous findings, i.e. that Anglophones in Cameroon are proportionately more competent in French than Francophones are in English.
3 There is some truth in this claim: generally when Anglophone and Francophone students sit in the
same classroom to write a given paper in, say, three hours, Anglophone students usually submit their
scripts one to two hours before their Francophone counterparts.
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Q20 asked the informants to indicate the language in which notices were generally written in their Departments or Schools, and the
vast majority said it was French. This same finding was confirmed by
both Anglophone and Francophone teachers (Q32), who reported that
they usually wrote notices intended for students in French; it was also
corroborated by university officials (Q37) who said that notices intended for the staff or students were generally written in French. Informants also reported that interactions between the staff of their Departments or Schools and the students (Q21-22) were generally in
French. Participant observation revealed that when Anglophone students, lecturers or officials are exclusively among themselves, they
speak English and occasionally, Pidgin English.
To round off, students (Q23), teachers (Q34) and officials (Q40)
were asked to indicate what language was dominant on campus and
they all answered French.
4. Discussion and recommendations

From the analysis of students', lecturers' and university officials'
questionnaires, it can be concluded that Cameroon's policy of FrenchEnglish official bilingualism is not implemented in the University of
Yaounde I. This claim can be buttressed by three points. First, the
bulk of courses in this university are taught in French; in the Faculty of
Arts for example, out of the 980 courses the informants reported to
have been taught, only 98 courses (10%) were taught in English.
Secondly, students do not make any effort to use their two official
languages. They are free to answer examination questions in the
language of their choice, which is generally French for Francophones
and English for Anglophones. They interact among themselves in
French, even when discussing the few content courses taught in English and they interact with university staff in French. Thirdly, the proportion of Anglophone lecturers in the university is very low; in the
Faculty of Arts for example, there were only 37 Anglophone lecturers
(21.76%) out of a total of 170 and in the Faculty this proportion was
even much lower i.e. 22 (12.09%) out of 182. In the classroom, the
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few Anglophone lecturers available tend to teach mainly in French,
and they hardly give summaries of their lectures in English; they set
examination questions in French, occasionally in English and they
mark scripts in both French and English. After all, they claim to have
no difficulty in marking scripts in one or the official language (Q31).
The notices the lecturers write are usually in French and they generally interact among themselves in French, and occasionally in English
or Pidgin English.
Fourthly, university officials report that the majority of documents
in their offices were in French and that they addressed colleagues and
clerks at meetings in French; notices intended for the staff or students
were usually in French and incoming and outgoing correspondence
was mainly in French. In short, the dominant language on campus
was French while English was used only occasionally.
From this analysis, it is evident that the implementation of Cameroon's French-English bilingualism policy leaves much to be desired,
and what this policy has been succeeding in doing has been making
Anglophones officially bilingual, with Francophones remaining officially monolingual in French. To overcome this problem and ensure that
Francophones learn as much English as Anglophones are learning
French, a number of challenging measures need to be taken. At a
micro-level, the number of Anglophone lecturers should be increased
and the number of content courses to be taught in English in a year
should be made known. At a macro-level, a language board has to be
set up in the country. Such a board would be responsible for the development of bilingualism, the promotion of bilingual education and
the evaluation of bilingual proficiency in the country. Actually, this
board should be responsible for all language issues in the country,
including: the designing and implementation of the country‘s language
policy on the one hand, and the development of the national language
and the ancestral languages on the other.
It is senseless to talk of bilingualism when no provisions for bilingual proficiency evaluation and reward are made. Ideally, all workers
should be subjected to an annual achievement test which would group
them into at least four scales, labelled B1, B2, B3, B4 etc.: B1 for
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beginners still learning the other official language, B2 for elementary
learners who can potentially communicate in the other official language though with some difficulty, B3 for intermediate learners who
can potentially compete, in what Baker (2001: 31) calls real communicative situations (in a shop, at home, at work, during leisure activity),
with a First School Leaving Certificate (FSLC) holder in the other official language sub-system of education and B4 for advanced learners
who can potentially compete with a Form Two pupil in the other official
language sub-system of education etc.
This classification scale should be supported by a corresponding
reward scheme, with a specific allowance granted to workers who
have unambiguously attained a given level of bilingual competence.
To be specific, there should be a compensation for a Faculty member
who can teach a content subject and assess students' work bilingually. Non-teaching staff should capable of working bilingually and their
appointments to duty posts should take into account their bilingual
competence.
At the level of the country as a whole, there should be a compensating scheme for people who can work bilingually. For example,
a medical doctor who can consult bilingually should be given an incentive. If Government was serious about its official bilingualism policy, it would have made sure the few Cameroonians who can effectively work bilingually at present have a special treatment in the public
service, especially in matters of appointments and promotions. It
would have made sure that those posts where workers are in contact
with the public are occupied exclusively by bilinguals. In short, official
bilingualism is not a wish, as successive governments of Cameroon
had been thinking; it is a huge investment which should be capable of
yielding dividends reflected in workers‘ take home pay.
Conclusion

This study, which has focused on language use at the University
of Yaounde I, has shown among other things that Cameroon's
French-English official bilingualism policy is still in its infancy in this
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institution, which is officially referred to as the only bilingual university
of Cameroon. Most courses in this university are taught in French
except English language courses, and examinations are set and written in French. Besides, communication on campus both spoken and
written, is mainly in French. This practice places a heavy burden on
Anglophones who, to be able to operate fully, must learn French while
their Francophone counterparts need not learn English. For official
bilingualism to develop in this university, there is a need for government to set up an incentive scheme which gives special privileges t
students and staff who have managed to attain specific levels of bilingual competence.
Jean-Paul Kouega4

4

University of Yaounde I, Cameroon.
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Appendix
QUESTIONNAIRE (Students)
I am a language student reading in the Faculty of Letters, University of Yaounde I. I
am interested in examining the use of French and English in your university. Could
you help me by answering the questions below. As my findings are totally dependent on your answers, I will be grateful if you could be as accurate as possible.
IDENTIFICATION

1.
2.

Are you a holder of the ―Baccalauréat‖, GCE A‘ Level or ―Capacité en droit‖?
What is your faculty/school called? What is your department called?

3.

How many departments are there in your faculty today?

4.

What is your present level of study (Level 1, Level 2 or Level 3?)

LANGUAGE USE IN THE CLASSROOM

5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

How many (different) courses did you have in both the first and second
semester last year?
How many of these courses were taught in French? How many were taught
in English?
How many lecturers taught you last year?
How many of these lecturers taught in English? How many of them taught
in French?
When a teacher taught in French, did he summarise what he said in English?
When a teacher taught in English, did he summarise what he said in
French?
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES

11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

20.
21.
22
23.

When a teacher taught in English, in what language did you take down your
notes?
When a teacher taught in French, in what language did you take down your
notes?
When a teacher taught in English, in what language did she/he set examination questions?
When a teacher taught in French, in what language did she/he set examination questions?
When examinations were set in English, in what language did you write
these examinations?
When examinations were set in French, in what language did you write
these examinations?
Were you generally satisfied about your performance in tests marked by
teachers who taught in a different language?
When you had to discuss a course taught in French with an Anglophone
classmate, in what language did you exchange ideas?
When you had to discuss a course taught in English with an Anglophone
classmate, in what language did you exchange ideas?
LIFE ON CAMPUS
Consider the notices that were put up in your department, faculty or university. In what language were they generally written?
In what language(s) did you generally interact with the staff of your department, faculty or university?
In what language(s) did the staff of your department, faculty or school
interact with students
In a nutshell, what was the dominant language used on the university campus.
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QUESTIONNAIRE (Teachers)
I am a language student reading in the Faculty of Letters, University of Yaounde I. I
am interested in examining the use of French and English in your university. Could
you help me by answering the questions below. As my findings are totally dependent on your answers, I will be grateful if you could be as accurate as possible.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34

How many courses did you teach in this faculty last year?
What was the common language you used when teaching a course?
How many courses did you teach mainly in French?
How many courses did you teach mainly in English?
When you taught in French, did you summarise what you said in English?
When you taught in English, did you summarise what you said in French?
In what language did you set your examination questions?
When a student wrote the examinations in a language different from the
one you used in teaching, did you have any difficulty in marking papers?
When you had notices to put up in your department, in what language did
you usually write them?
In what languages did lecturers interact among themselves?
In a nutshell, what was the dominant language used by lecturers on the
university campus?

QUESTIONNAIRE (Officials)
I am a language student reading in the Faculty of Letters, University of Yaounde I. I
am interested in examining the use of French and English in your university. Could
you help me by answering the questions below. As my findings are totally dependent on your answers, I will be grateful if you could be as accurate as possible.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.

Consider the documents that were in your office last year. In what language
were the majority of these documents written?
In what language did you address colleagues and clerks at meeting?
In what language did you write notices intended for the staff or students?
In what language did you write most outgoing correspondence?
In what language was written the majority of the incoming correspondence
you receive?
In a nutshell, what was the dominant language you used to administer?
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The Standard of English in Anglophone
Cameroon New Writings

One of the ways a language is learned, especially a foreign language, is by personal extensive reading. When people read widely,
they are exposed to the language of what they read and so learn it
consciously or unconsciously. What they come across in their reading
remains in their minds and adds to their general knowledge. This includes knowledge of the language they read. General wide reading
reinforces the language students have been formally taught in their
language classes. Exposure to grammatically correct language would
improve their language skills. On the other hand, exposure to incorrect language would negatively affect the language skills of foreign
learners and cause them to use wrong language comfortably, not
knowing that they are erroneous in their usage.
The printed word is powerful, and many people, especially young
learners, believe that what is printed is necessarily correct. Hence the
novels available in our markets for the entertainment of our population
through personal extensive reading, and the books selected to use for
the teaching of literature in secondary schools have great influence on
the language production of the readers. Standard British English is
taught in Cameroon schools. The question to ask is whether new
Anglophone Cameroon writings, and especially those selected for the
teaching of literature, are up to the standard of English expected of
young Cameroonians. Broughton et al. say:
The practice of extensive reading needs little justification. It is clearly the
easiest way of bringing the foreign learner into contact with a substantial
body of English. If he reads, and what he reads is of some interest to him,
then the language of what he has read rings in his head, the patterns of collocation and idiom are established almost painlessly with a range and intensity which is impossible in terms of oral classroom treatment of the language, where the constraints of lock-step teaching and multiple repetitions,
however necessary they may be, impose severe restrictions on the sheer
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volume of the amount of language with which pupils come into contact.
(1980 110)

Edna P. DeHaven declares:
Library books offer many possibilities for expanding vocabulary and other
skills and appreciations. […] Wide reading improves children‘s thinking and
conceptualization and helps them develop a general awareness of the relationship and structure of ideas. Quality books acquaint children with good
expository and creative writing and help them develop a cognitive framework
for self-expression. (1979 465)

Are Anglophone Cameroon new writings books of quality? Can
they help children develop their creative writing as well as enhance or
improve on their grammar, spelling and punctuation? In evaluating
material that should be used for school teaching or that should be
placed on the syllabus for Cameroonian schools, the powers that be
should consider whether:
the material is compatible with knowledge of the children‘s language development, and provides for continuous and well-rounded growth in using and
enjoying language. (DeHaven 467)

To carry out this study, two novels used for literature in Forms 2
and 3 respectively in some secondary schools in Anglophone Cameroon have been selected. They are Neba‘s Manka‟a (2002), and
Wangmonde‘s A Challenge to Young Girls (2002). Data collected from
these novels are exposed below. I will deal with only three categories
of errors in this study: grammar, punctuation and spelling inconsistencies. The model used for the study is error analysis.
Novel 1: Manka’a
Grammar/Sentence Structure

The grammar errors found in Manka‟a are of various types. The
first type to be identified has to do with relative pronouns – who,
which, that, whom, whose – which introduce relative clauses in complex sentences. Relative pronouns are mutually exclusive and relative
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clauses function as post-modifiers of nouns. However, there is another set of relative pronouns – who, whom, which, whoever, whomever,
whichever, what, whatever – that introduce nominal relative clauses.
Nominal relative clauses function as noun phrases so they can be
subjects and direct objects of sentences (Greenbaum & Nelson: 2002
104; 128). In the text under study, there is an instance where two
mutually exclusive relative pronouns are juxtaposed in the same
clause, instead of using a single nominal relative pronoun.
The second type of error discovered is that of dangling modifiers.
A dangling modifier has no subject of its own, and its implied subject
cannot be identified with the subject of the sentence though it can
usually be identified with some other phrase in the sentence (ibid.
p.158-9). Absolute clauses are non-finite or verbless adverbial clauses which have their own subjects. If adverbial clauses have no subject
of their own, their implied subject is generally the same as the subject
of the sentence; if this is not he case, then there is an instance of
dangling. In Manka‟a, there are several dangling modifiers.
Tense inconsistency is the third category of errors found in the
text we are examining. Time references are not always considered
during conjugation of verbs. This is not acceptable in a work of art
used for the teaching of literature in schools.
Apart from the above-mentioned kinds of error, several other isolated cases occur throughout the novel, as can be seen in the table
below. Red ink indicates where errors occur. The symbol ≈ in the third
column of the table indicates that the error type is the same as the
previous one mentioned.
Table 1: Grammatical Errors in Manka
Error
…for Manka‘a was not
good enough to harvest
that which she had nursed,
sown and tended to.

Page
2

Type of Error
Two mutually
exclusive relative
pronouns juxtaposed instead of
one nominal
relative pronoun

Suggested Correction
Manka‘a was not good
enough to harvest what
she had nursed, …
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Convincing the Palm Board
about his discovery was not
easy. Made up of people
who were used to the old
system, it was difficult to
put through the present day
technology.

5

Being brilliant in her school
her father had worked hard
on his farms, harvesting
palm nuts and producing
palm oil to sell in order to
see her through her education.
People said she will become a big woman …
‗Eh!‘ He exclaimed. ‗So it‘s
you, my daughter? I had
been wondering who could
be visiting, when I saw the
vehicle outside?‘
…and his wife had learnt
the husband‘s dialect so
well that a stranger to the
family will find it difficult to
believe that she was not of
the tribe.
They wondered, however, if
a union of the people of Nte
will be as successful as
that of the students.
In any case if things did not
brighten up she will make
do with what God had in
store for her.
The success of the program had replaced many
hectares with the new
hybrid species.

15

He has been returning to
the house each day to be
taken care of by Manka‘a; a
girl, he realized, who was
not only beautiful and soft

18
22

Dangling modifier

≈

Tense
inconsistency
≈

Since the Board was
made up of people who
were used to the old
system, it was difficult to
put through to them the
present day technology.

Because she was brilliant
at school, her father had
worked hard on his farms,
…

People said she would …
I have been wondering …

23

≈

would

63

≈

would

64

≈ and punctuation

In any case, if things …
she would …

5

Lack of an animate
subject

12

Omission of ‗also‘
between ‗but‘ and
‗accomplished‘

Because of the success
of the program, the new
hybrid species had been
planted on many hectares, replacing the old
crop.
…who was not only
beautiful and soft spoken
but also accomplished in
all household chores.
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spoken but accomplished
in all household chores.
Sanitation was divided into
two main groups: Cleaning
around the compounds and
repairing latrines, cleaning
the paths to the farms and
the maternity compound.
Fortunately, the number of
such girls was very negligible to those who knew what
they wanted and fought
hard to get it.
For now she should be
counted out of the election
and the first candidate to
stand.
…their after noon meal
‗It is the Lord God that
made us to be what we are
today. …‘
…‗The Founder Father‘ of
this our association, ...
Children brought up in
righteousness can only
breed good.
The hospital had ran
smoothly
The hospital had ran
smoothly with many trained
villagers in the staff because of the bright idea of
a scholarship fund, she had
insisted be put in place,
Nteh had capable people to
handle the technical and
managerial problems in all
the projects.

51

Omission of coordinating conjunction ‗and‘

Cleaning around the
compounds and repairing
latrines and cleaning the
paths to the farms and
the maternity compound.

43

Omission of word

…negligible compared to
…

48

Use of infinitive
instead of modal
auxiliary

Should stand

60
25

One word
Wrong relative
pronoun; ‗make‘
not followed by an
infinitive
Mutually exclusive
determiners
verb + adjective
instead of Verb +
noun
No mastery of past
participle of verbs
Ambiguity due to
poor punctuation

afternoon
It is the Lord God who
made us be what we are
today.

42
44
117
117

The Founding Father of
this (our) association …
breed goodness
… had run…
The hospital had run
smoothly with many
trained villagers on the
staff. Because of the
scholarship fund she had
insisted be put in place,
Nteh had capable people
to handle the technical
and managerial problems
in all their projects.

Punctuation

As far as punctuation is concerned, the greatest weakness manifested in Manka‟a is the absence of obligatory commas in sentences.
Non-restrictive clauses should be separated from the rest of the sen-
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tence with a comma or a pair of commas, as the case may be. Adverbial clauses are punctuated with commas, as well as vocatives and
interjections. These punctuation rules are not always observed in the
text. Then there is the use of commas where a major punctuation
mark is needed, thereby creating comma splices. In addition, some
sentence fragments and a few run-on sentences do exist in the text.
Lastly, rules for punctuating direct speech are also not always followed. For example, in the case of a final reporting clause, if the direct
speech sentence would ordinarily end in a full stop, one puts a comma before the quotation marks, and the first letter for the reporting
clause is in lower case (except it is a proper noun). This rule has not
been observed all the time in Manka‟a. The table below contains examples of wrong punctuation. Where two consecutive words appear in
red ink, a comma is missing between them. I have given a corrected
version of the first few only, as examples. Again, where the symbol ≈
appears on the third column of the table, the error type has been repeated.
Table 2: Punctuation Errors in Manka
Error
Page
Her once smooth and full cheeks were
showing some paleness. But why not
given what she had to do?
He immediately realized that though
built of wooden boards, the club was
well looked after with clean chairs and
various water-colour pictures of the
crops grown in the area.
At the market Mr. Ayuk gave some
money to Manka‘a and took the market
basket from her.
When they returned Mr. Ayuk helped
Manka‘a to …
He then relaxed in the parlour going
over the notes he had made on the
plantation while Manka‘a prepared his
super.
…Mr. Ayuk, after his lunch went to see
Mr. Abah

2

Type of Error
Omission of
comma

Suggested
correction
…why not, given
what…

6

≈

…that, though…
…after, with…

8

≈

…market, Mr….

9

≈

…returned, Mr….

9

≈

…parlour, going …
…plantation, while
…

9

≈

…lunch, went…
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As he admired the pictures on the walls
he heard a beautiful voice …
Madam could not hide the disappointment from her voice though she had
not intended to show it.
…madam explained thinking that the
agriculture man was interested in the
vegetables growing out there.
‗I just want to know how you came
about speaking English so well although you are only a servant. Besides
you are not working in an office.‘
While they drank some of the soft
drinks Mr. Ayuk looked thoughtful.
As a brother I wish to send you back to
school.
While at college she had just the basic
necessities but never needed more.
‗… First of all I have to speak to Mr.
Abah if you would permit me to.‘
In her fourth year after writing the
promotion examination into fifth form
Manka‘a was again called to the principal‘s office.
…two children ran out of the house and
stood expectantly not knowing who
was in the car.
‗Fine thank you, sir,‘ Madam replied
The girls then took her on a grand tour
of the school showing her the renovations and additions that had been done
in her absence.
But it was to be the case of she-wholaughs last for many girls were to scrub
the walls in months to come under the
strict eyes of the chief cook.
She was determined to make Mr. Ayuk
and her uncles and aunts proud of her
now that her parents were gone.
Anyway, with class work, the choir and
having regularly to advise her friends,
she did not have time to ruminate on
her loss.
She would of course keep their secrets.

10

≈

…walls, he…

10

≈

…voice, though …

10

≈

...explained,
thinking…

11

≈

12

≈

13

≈

15

≈

12

≈

19

≈

20

≈

21
27

≈
≈

27

≈

29

≈

29

≈

29

≈
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Somewhat reassured the girl left shortly after.
Mr. Ayuk and his wife came to visit
Manka‘a bringing her some snacks.
As Muma was handing over the program, Ngwe, a university student
walked in to the parlour.
As they worked on Manka‘a pointed out
some necessary amendments such as,
…
The students came on stage and to the
great surprise of the audience the
leader was Manka‘a.
I tell you my children that is what
happened in those days when …
For now she should be counted out of
the election and the first candidate to
stand.
The weeds grew healthily preventing
the growth of the crops.
… the students themselves decided not
to work on the farms claiming they had
much school work to do during the
holidays.
During their discussions Manka‘a‘s
contributions proved to be invaluable.
As Manka‘a read the minutes of the
executive, she explained further exhorting the students to move on.
The ground was well weeded with the
hoes and the paths widened allowing
four pregnant women to walk abreast.
The president could not be found. He
had to take the first sip being the holder
of the highest post.
The president at that moment was
talking with the Nurse in charge finding
out what the students could do for the
maternity in addition to clean-up.
We would be resting in their shade now
instead of under the blazing sun.
As students we should think of making
a difference.
Various ingredients mostly green
spices were put in at intervals.
Their loincloths firmly in place the
children danced round the drummers.

31

≈

31

≈

36

≈

37

≈

43

≈

44

≈

48

≈

50

≈

50

≈

50

≈

52

≈

53

≈

53

≈

53

≈

54

≈

55

≈

60

≈

62

≈
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As they approached one of the parents
both boys broke into styles displaying
their flexibility.
She prayed frequently asking the
almighty Father to guide her ….
‗She was attending …, wasn‘t she?‘ Mr.
Ayuk asked surprised.
She listened surprised and fell on her
knees thanking God for answering her
prayers.

63

≈

64

≈

64

≈

65

≈

Mr. Abah was quite happy as the
school concerned was in the same
town they were [in].
Madam noticing the look on his face
fled out of the house when he took a
step towards her.
He informed her that he had been
posted to a rural area not too far from
the village a distance that could be
done in a day on foot.
Manka‘a for once did not know what to
do.
To her surprise she saw her brother
nodding at her approvingly and with
determination as if wanting to move her
head along with his.
During that holidays, Muma handed
over the post of President to another
since he was no longer a student.
One morning while Manka‘a and
her junior ones were waking up, they
heard a loud noise in the …
His excellence as all can see is now in
his children.
‗The traditional rites have started,‘ Kwi
replied taking the seat directly opposite
her sister.
As he ate he wondered what on earth
could please such a humble girl. Whatever it was he decided to find out
because it was his wish to make her
happy for the rest of his life.
When she had obeyed he continued.

65

≈

66

≈

70

≈

70
71

≈

71

≈

72

≈

72

≈

73

≈

81

≈

84

≈

I listened, surprised, and fell on
knees, thanking
God for …
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We are sending you to build your own
home thereby increasing the family.
At this point one of Muma‘s uncle[s]
would step forward and hand over a
cock and some money apologizing
profusely for their lack of concentration
on this matter
They danced forward showing necklaces, various coloured cowries and
precious stones.
The Nteh Village Development Association unites every Nteh male and
female creating a sense of belonging to
each and everyone.
‗I‘ll arrange something, the Minister
replied turning to leave.
After her speech Manka‘awalked down
the aisle greeting the people close-by.
Even if she, Ngwe, would not be elected into the post of president of the
association Manka‘a would not be
there, by the power of the PM.
‗You have not taken your tea, Miss,‘ the
office steward told her looking surprise[d] at the untouched cup.
‗Oh! By the way have you given the PM
tea?‘
The Pm raised an eye brow and
walked into the office followed by
Ngwe.
In one of these meetings, Ngwe as one
of the representatives from the Headquarters stood up and talked to the
people.
‗Possibly. You don‘t have to worry
though. …‘
‗Yes God has clearly been with us. …‘
They pulled off the thick covering and
stood looking upwards open mouthed.
Manka‘a stood towering some ten
meters in stone smiling at them.

84

≈

86

≈

86-87

≈

94

≈

96

≈

96

≈

98

≈

98

≈

99

≈

100

≈

108

≈

115

≈

115
119

≈
≈
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Her shapely legs were barely covered
by the threadbare dress she had on; a
dress she had mended so often and
could merely succeed to keep it clean
without destroying the delicate fibers.

1

Wrong use of
semi-colon. Use
a hyphen instead

…she had on – a
dress she had
mended so often
and could merely
succeed to keep
clean, without
destroying its
delicate fibers.
…Manka‘a – a girl
…

He has been returning to the house
each day to be taken care of by
Manka‘a; a girl, he realized, who was
not only beautiful and soft spoken but
accomplished in all household chores.
‗What,‘ asked the man in her bed; he
who was far from being Mr. Right.

12

≈

87

Wrong use of
semi-colon + no
question mark

However, I feel it is time you knew a
few places, so we will find them out, I
have learnt there are some touristic
sites in town.
Firstly, I thought you were not mature
enough, secondly, I did not want you to
be distracted from your school work.
Muma swallowed twice, He did not
wish to fail in his mission.
Ngwe was restless, She could imagine
the joy and happiness surrounding the
marriage of Muma and Manka‘a.
‗No, not now, thank you.‘ He answered.

11

Comma splice

56

≈

…mature enough;
secondly, …

56

≈

77

≈

…swallowed twice;
he did …
Ngwe was restless; she could…

9

‗Oh! No. Don‘t get me wrong.‘ He said.
‗I am an orphan.‘ Manka‘a said sadly.

11
12

Faulty direct speech
punctuation
≈
≈

‗The bitch.‘ She shouted.
―I‘ll very much love to,‘ Manka‘a
answered, ‗But I don‘t know what will
happen…‘
‗Eh!‘ He exclaimed.
‗Tell me sister,‘ She said.
‗Your husband, my child,‘ Put in another, ‗is greatly respected in the whole
village. …‘

87
12

≈
≈

22
75
83

≈
≈
≈

‗What?‘ asked the
man in her bed, he
who was far from
…
…find them out. I
have learned…

―No, not now,
thank you,‘ he
said.
‗...wrong,‘ he said.
‗…orphan,‘
Manka‘a said.
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‗What did you say?‘ She asked.
Every congregation member came to
listen to, what was termed by all, ‗the
angelic voices‘.
Her stupid arguments and open hatred
of a very intelligent and well behaved
Manka‘a, had frightened young men
from her.
The preparation of the traditional meal
being handed down the line by the
most natural teacher: experience.

99
31

Now I am able to help my junior one‘s
in primary school.

≈
Unnecessary
commas.

76

≈

60

Sentence fragment

12

Wrong use of
apostrophe; no
possessive
involved

The preparation of
the traditional meal
had been handed
down …
….junior ones in
primary school

Spelling Inconsistency

In Manka‟a, the word ―program‖ is spelled on page 5 using the
American orthographic system. One would think that the author has
decided to use that system throughout his work. However, on the
following page he uses the British spelling system to spell the word
―colour,‖ and on page 9 ―parlour.‖ This can be very confusing to young
secondary school students. Which spelling system are they to use in
the same piece of writing? Are they free to switch from one to the
other at will? Do they even know that there exists two different
spelling systems for the English language?
Novel 2: A Challenge to Young Girls
Grammar Errors

Of the grammar errors found in A Challenge to Young Girls, verb
tense inconsistency and failure to express time relationships accurately top the list. Table 3 illustrates this.

The Standard of English in Anglophone Cameroon …. / 303
Table 3: Grammatical Errors in A Challenge to Young Girls

Error

Page

… Mboh said curtly and moved into the
kitchen[,] hoping Yaah will go away because
the girl was the last person she wanted in
their compound.
Mboh saw Yaah as a source of inconvenience to her because her father will always
be comparing her with the inspector‘s
daughter.
It is no use to cry about the bad behaviour
of children and do nothing to correct and
prevent them from getting involved in things
that will lead them into crime.
She is jealous of your good results. Even if I
were the one, I will do the same.
… the only way to prepare a child for a
better life was to give him or her a good
education[,] otherwise such a child will end
up in the general labour sector of the labour
market …
She thought mournfully of her neatly ironed
dress and a costly pair of shoes her mother
bought for her, all locked up in her father‘s
cupboard. All the plans she had for the day
were ruined and what vexed her most was
the dance she missed at P.Y.C. where she
had been given a special invitation by one
of the organizers. It was going to be her last
Christmas celebration in primary school and
she‘d planned to enjoy herself to the fullest
with her friends.
The Christmas went sour for Mboh when
her father returned from Yaounde where he
was attending a seminar.
Gwe took the third position out of a class of
60 pupils. Nene had an average pass; not
so bad for her and for the fact that she
spent some time sick in the hospital.
She told her father that their teacher made a
mistake with her marks and she left the
report card with him to correct the error.

6

Suggested correction
would

8

≈

9

≈ (conditional)

10

≈ (conditional)

4

≈

21-22

had bought; had had;
had been ruined; was
going to miss;

22

had been attending

23

had spent

23

had made; had left
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I thought one of you will make the mistake
to talk to her.
…the man who owned the kiosk said nodding in confirmation to what Akung said. …
As the girls walked away, Mr. Doh the kiosk
owner was reflecting on what Akung said.
While Akung was toiling for a better future,
Amina was enjoying herself hoping that the
future will take care of itself. tense
One hour thirty minutes after Mboh left the
Domestic science Center on that fateful day,
she came out of a taxi in front of the post
office and was so delighted with a five
thousand francs note which the taxi driver
gave her that, she slammed the door of the
car and ran into the highway without looking
right or left, just in front of an oncoming
vehicle.
According to medical reports, Mboh had
three months to stay in hospital. This meant
she will not take part in the National day
celebration.
It was Akung who told the small crowd at
the door what happened and her story was
confirmed by a next door neighbour.
As she was going, she knew her parents will
be angry if they discovered that she went to
dance mbolombolo.
At times she used to fear that Yaah will
never get married, because of her radical
views about life.
…the discipline master called for her one
day and warned her to be very careful else
she will dismissed.
If she was coming for money this time he
will tell her to go to hell, he was thinking.
If all doctors worked the way Dr. Otto was
working, patients will have hope and many
deaths, which occur because of negligence
on the medical staff, will be averted.
This Doctor was just a few years her senior
and Yaah wondered how she made it
through at such a young age.
Someone should not be begged before he
or she does the work for which he or she
earns a salary. Some will abandon work
until their names are sung on the radio.

28

Would

29

had said; had said

29

Would

41

had left; had given

45

would

37

had happened

33

would

35

≈

54-5

≈

57

≈

62

would, by, would

62

…she had made …

63

would
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She had made up her mind to study medicine and a good pass in the required subjects will give her the advantage for easy …
For some time after that, each time they
heard the sound of an aeroplane, they will
say that their sister was coming back from
Britain.
When Yaah‘s mother first phoned the campus, she and her sisters begged the secretary to get someone to be around when the
sad news will be revealed to the girl.
However, it was agreed she and the family
friends will attend Yaah‘s graduation due at
the end of the year.
That night she slept calmly and satisfied
that she did just what her father wanted.
There was a man now in her life and in a
few months she will be graduating as a
medical doctor.
There she found herself consulting the aunt
of the lady she maltreated in her hospital.
The secret behind her [success] was the
inspiration she got from Dr. Otto in the
Abarkwa Regional Hospital many years ago
when she was still a student in secondary
school.
She was wondering if the lady recognized
her because all along she had been avoiding her eyes.
Dr. Y. Ndemah blinked at the mention of her
father‘s death. If Mboh was looking at the
medical lady, she should have notice a
change in her eyes.
―He is very understanding,‖ Yaah said to the
delight of Mboh who was looking as if she
will burst with joy.

71

≈

82

≈

90

≈

93

≈

94
94

…had done just what her father
would have wanted.
would

64

…she had maltreated…

95

…had got …before …

95-6

… had recognized

97

…had been looking …
noticed

99

…Yaah said, to the delight
of Mboh who was looking
like she would burst with joy.

Table 4: Other Grammatical Errors in A Challenge to Young Girls
Error
Page
Type
The tyres of the Toyota
screeched a heart rending
sound on the road skidding off
the road to the right and left
before coming to a halt a few
metres from where Mboh laid
wriggling.

41

Wrong verb

Suggested
correction
…a few metres from
where Mboh lay
wriggling.
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She was directed to a specialist
in a village, there she found
herself consulting the aunt of
the lady she maltreated in her
hospital.
Yaah wanted to be a good
doctor, she knew what that will
mean to her patients.
This book is dedicated to all my
pupils, past and present from
which I draw the inspiration and
courage to tackle my literacy
works.
With her father, it was a different story. She, her brothers and
sisters knew when it was not
convenient for any of them to
expose his or her childishness,
this was when their father was
at
Mr. Mayingefeh was the first of
the two class seven teachers to
arrive the class.
She had been doing that whenever there was roll call in the
morning and on certain days
she would leave the house and
never arrive the center.
She worked so hard that after
the G.C.E. was written she fell
sick and was admitted in the
hospital for two weeks.
She dreamt that she was admitted in a university in Pretoria,
capital of South Africa.
Mr. Menyingefeh understood
his agony and felt sympathetic
for him.
When they play those their
tricks on foolish girls, they
easily succeed.
―…One of those your children
can be the president of this
country tomorrow,‖ Inspector
Safeh said …
―I am going to study medicine at
the Glasgow University,‖ she

64

Comma splice

…village. There, she
found … she had
maltreated

104

≈

…good doctor. She
knew what that would
..
whom

1

Wrong relative
pronoun choice.

22

Wrong pronoun
choice

their

13

Failure to master
phrasal verb

arrive at

41

≈

arrive at

62

≈

admitted to

74

≈

admitted to

24

Wrong collocation or vocabulary lack
Mutually exclusive determiners

felt sympathetic towards him or felt
sympathy for him
those

78

≈

those children or your
children

83

≈

that rapid way or her
rapid way

35
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answered wishing the woman
would stop talking to her in that
her rapid way.
Yaah sensed trouble and
moved away. She knew Mboh
was in a bad state and could
start fighting her. God Forbid! A
thing she had never done
before. It was obvious to Yaah
that for some strange reasons,
Mboh did not like her and why
should she hate me? She
thought as she walked to their
house. She had not been long
in Victoria and wondered what
she must have done to Mboh to
incur her hatred.
She too could have been like
Yaah if she didn‘t lost her way
in life.
*One Wednesday afternoon
Yaah was standing at the door
of their room wondering what to
do for relaxation when she saw
Coretta Coke, the Jamaican girl
running across from the library
where she had gone to read to
the hostel.
… she let go herself to be
tossed up and down by men
like a piece of coin.
The doctor who attended to her
was a German volunteer serving with the Abarkwa Regional
Hospital. She drew a lot of
inspiration from a young lady,
Dr. Otto as she was called.
A girl standing next to Mboh
vomited twice and was looking
so weak.
She must have taken after her
mother except that she was a
talkative while her mother
spoke very little.

7

Shift in person

her

102

Wrong auxiliary
verb

hadn‘t lost

89

Ambiguity

…Jamaican girl,
running across to the
hostel from the library
where she had gone to
read.

102

≈

62

Indefinite article
used instead of
the definite

… tossed by men up
and down like a piece
of coin
…the young lady…

68

‗so‘ is not an
adverb

very

73

Unnecessary
article

..her mother was
talkative…/ her mother
was a talkative person
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She put down her head and
remained quietly like that.
Some of them are victims of
circumstance.
Yaah‘s meeting with her classmate kept her thinking all
afternoon of the essence of life
she saw in Mboh‘s life and hers
the practical application of
Horace Walpole‘s theory which
states that; ‗The world is a
comedy to those who think and
a tragedy to those who feel.‘

93

No comparison
present

100
103

…in that position.
circumstances

No mastery of
reported and
direct speech

…all afternoon about
…Mboh‘s life and
hers, the practical
application…which
states that the world
… who feel.

Punctuation

Punctuation errors similar to those in Manka‟a are found in A
Challenge for Young Girls. There are lots of obligatory commas missing, as can be seen in two examples already listed above. These have
been marked with an asterisk. More examples of punctuation errors
are listed in Table 5.
Table 5: Punctuation Errors in A challenge to Young Girls
Error
Page Error type
―That is a very progressive way of looking at
life my daughter.‖
You make me laugh my brother I don‘t know
why God gave me such dull children.

28

―You will be alright again my boy.‖

96

Thought[s] of her friend and classmate Yaah
brought tears into her eyes.

102

Some parents are never at home, this gives
the children the freedom to do whatever they
want.
She knew her father was aware of her dealings with men, this bordered her so much
because she could not easily trick him as she
did to her mother.

40

Comma
splice

49

≈ and
Grammar

78

Vocative not
separated
≈ and runon-sentence
Vocative not
separated
≈

Suggested
correction
…life, my daughter
…laugh, my
brother. I don‘t
know…
―…again, my boy‖
…classmate,
Yaah, brought
tears…
…at home. This
gives…
…with men. This
bordered her very
much..
. as she did her
mother.
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―Yaah, you are going to college, you are
getting into the world now. …‖
*She was directed to a specialist in a village,
there she found herself consulting the aunt of
the lady she maltreated in her hospital.
Yaah wanted to be a good doctor, she knew
what that will mean to her patients.
The driver of the vehicle saw the danger and
stamped his foot on the brakes while working
skillfully on the steering. The tyres of the
Toyota screeched a heart rending sound on
the road skidding off the road to the right and
left before coming to a halt a few metres from
where Mboh [lay] wriggling.
―I know policemen have no manners,‖ Neh
said to her husband jokingly as she cleared
the table.
‗I haven‘t,‖ Mboh replied to the embarrassment of the students who came to see her
off.
One of the two girls stood as if she was going
to collapse while her friend picked up courage and asked …
… Mr. Dohfeh replied amused by the girl‘s
question.
―I have taken care of that,‖ Dr. Ndemah said
bringing out a letter from his hand bag.
…a pregnant lady walked in carrying a child
of about two years old.
It was then that she realized the good her
father had been doing to her trying to beat
sense into her.
Others had done it and why not herself.

52
64

Comma
splice
≈

…college; you are
getting…
…in a village.
There she found…

104

≈

41

Adverbial
clauses not
punctuated

…doctor; she
knew…
…the brakes,
while …
…the road, skidding off …

52

Adverbial not
separated

…husband, jokingly, as …

56
56

Adverbial
clause not
punctuated
≈

66

≈

94

95

Adverbial ing clause
not separated
≈

…Mboh replied, to
the embarrassment…
…going to collapse, while her
friend…
…Dohfeh replied,
amused by the…
…Ndemah said,
bringing out…

101

≈

50

2 parallel
clauses
involving a
kind of
comparison
need a
comma
Verbless
clause not
separated
≈

For her parents it was a thing to celebrate.

50

She was the senior prefect of the college and
captain of the handball team as well as
president of their science club.

62

…walked in,
carrying a child…
…doing to her,
trying to beat
sense…
Others had done
it, and why not
herself?

For her parents, it
was
…handball team,
as well as president…

310 / Miriam Ayafor
―My leg is not the problem at the moment.‖
She sobbed.

45

―Meaning what now.‖ Came the harsh response …

57

Some die-hards who do not want to give up
their indiscriminate love affairs call AIDS an
American ploy to discourage sex or cut down
world population particularly that of Africa.

60

She met a lot of people from different parts of
Africa including some Cameroonians surprisingly.

86

…, the youths particularly the girls would
have been so hard hit.

100

The two doctors, Dr. Ndemah and Dr. Yaah
Ndemah now husband and wife finally returned home after working for two years at a
clinic in Glasgow after Dr. Yaah Ndemah‘s
graduation as a doctor from the Glasgow
University.

94

―…Since we met last time I haven‘t seen my
period.‖ Mboh said studying Yemeh‘s face.

57

―Okay, I want Yaah to become a banker, if
that is the way you people want to talk.‖
Yaah‘s aunt, Longbue who was working in
the bank said.

51

She was the only student from Victoria in that
college, and had to make new friends though
she was careful about the kind of friends she
made.
AIDS she said had no cure unlike other
sexually transmitted diseases like gonorrhea
and syphilis which were easily treated.

52

But there is something you must realize a
woman without a man is like a house without
a roof or a tree without branches.

65

53

Wrong direct
speech
punctuation
≈
Nonrestrictive
appositive
not separated
≈ and adverbial not
separated
Nonrestrictive
appositive
not separated
Incomplete
punctuation
of nonrestrictive
apposition +
adverbial not
separated
Wrong direct
speech
punctuation
≈ and non
restrictive
relative
clause not
punctuated
Misplaced
comma
Medial
reporting
statement
not separated
Run-onsentence

…moment,‖ she
sobbed
―Meaning what
now?‖ came the
harsh response
…world population, particularly
that of Africa.
…of Africa, including some Cameroonians, surprisingly.
…the youths,
particularly the
girls, would have…
…husband and
wife, finally returned…
In Glasgow, after
Dr. Yaah…
―…my period,‖
Mboh said, studying Yemeh‘s face.
―…want to talk,‖
Yaah‘s ...
Longbue, who was
working in the
bank, said.
…in that college
and had to make
new friends,
though she …
AIDS, she said,
had no cure…

…you must realize: A woman…
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―I know you know me to be a very good
teacher that is why you probably want me to
remain a teacher all my life. ...‖
Yaah registered nine papers in the O/L, had
three ‗As‘, four ‗Bs‘ and two ‗Cs‘.
―The rate at which you read, nothing can be
above you,‖ Ngieh, her cousin stated.
Some of them drop out of school and remain
semi-illiterates for life while others become
mothers with a chain of children they cannot
take good care of.

66

≈

―…good teacher.
That is why…‖

74

Omission of
plural marker
Incomplete
punctuation
Missing
comma
before a
coordinator
of two long
main clauses

…three A‘s, four
B‘s and two C‘s.
…Ngieh, her
cousin, stated.
…semi-illiterates
for life, while
others…

80
102

When I came across some of the punctuation and spelling errors
in A Challenge to Young Girls, I thought they may be simply typographical. If this is the case, then good proof-reading of the work was
not done by the publisher. Below is a list of these errors, indicated by
the use of red ink.
Table 6: Possible Typographical Errors in A Challenge to Young Girls
Error
Page
―Mboh, I that the way you behave or don‘t you want me to
talk to you?‖
―I beg, is don‘t have time to talk to people and it is none of
your business …‖
―The day I will see a woman with a bucket of faece on her
head then I will accept that what a man can do a woman can
also do‖
At the head of the Institution, was Sister Margaret Mary, an
educationists and …

51

Are you sick? The woman asked very concerned.

56

―I am as blank in the subject as you are? I hear there are
dream books …
―Safeh, you are urgently wanted in the secretariat Come.‖

76

―…The man was working in Ghana at the time but now they
are working in Cameroon?‖ Yaah replied.

7
7

54

89

Suggested
correction
―Mboh, is that the
way…?
―I beg, I don‘t have
time…‖
―…faeces…
can also do.‖
…of the Institution
was Sister Margaret,
an educationist
and…
―Are you sick?‖ the
woman asked,
concerned.
―…as you are. I
hear…
―…the secretariat.
Come.‖
―…in Cameroon,‖
Yaah replied.

312 / Miriam Ayafor

―Cameroon English‖ is a variety of English that is nationally and
internationally recognized. That is probably why a renowned publisher
like Mouton de Gruyter has included Cameroon English as one of the
varieties of English in the world in his handbook of English varieties
(2005, 2008). In Manka‟a, there are examples of Cameroon English
usage as far as vocabulary is concerned. For example, on page 13,
Mr. Ayuk tells Manka‘a: ―You are like my last follower,‖ ―last follower‖
meaning ―youngest junior sister‖ or ―youngest sibling.‖ On page 11 of
A Challenge for Young Girls, Yaah says, ―… Why should somebody
be angry because I am brilliant? … This is wonderful O.‖ Her mother
replies, ―This is our wonderful world, my daughter.‖ The word ―wonderful‖ is used here to mean ―terrible‖ in Standard British English. In
Cameroonian English usage, ―wonderful‖ for ―terrible‖ is common.
Conclusion

First, the question to be asked is whether basic grammar and
punctuation rules of Standard English can be waved in Cameroon
national literature. I would think not, since this standard is taught (or is
supposed to be taught) in schools in the country. Therefore emerging
writers need to pay attention to the standard of English in their writings, especially writings which are intended to be used for the teaching of literature in schools. On the other hand, if the rules are to be
ignored, then students should not be penalized during the marking of
their scripts, be it during class tests, promotion examinations, or official examinations like the General Certificate of Education (GCE)
examination. Is that acceptable? Secondly, I am questioning whether
literature teachers call the attention of their students to these errors
and correct them during lessons, or they simply ignore them. Are the
teachers themselves aware of these errors?
Cameroonian publishers seem not to be doing a good job as far
as editing is concerned. They need to get good editors─specialists in
the field─and pay them well enough to do their work efficiently. Writers themselves should also assure adequate proof-reading of their
works before sending them to publishing houses.
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Finally, how books are selected to be placed on the official list of
books authorized for school use in Cameroon is questionable. What
are the criteria for book selection? Do those who select the books
actually read through them first to find out their suitability for the various subjects and grades of students they are to be used for? Young
Cameroonians deserve better quality than what is being offered to
them at present in terms of books for literary studies.
Dr. Miriam Ayafor1
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