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ABSTRACT

This thesis considers how creative writing contributes to social recovery and conflict
transformation and uses Sierra Leone as a test case. In order to do this, existing theory in
relation to the role of the writer and conflict in Africa is examined and a detailed social and

literary context outlined.

The civil war of 1991-2002 prompted a poetic outpouring amongst new and existing creative
writers despite a chronic lack of readership. Interviews with poets based in the capital,
Freetown, reveal strong social motivations to write combined with heightened feelings of
agency experienced as writers. An examination of texts provides insights into the process of

recovery amongst Sierra Leone’s writer-intellectuals.

These combined investigations suggest that writing offers an important location for peaceful
counter debate and for re-imagining and recreating the nation in the aftermath of war. Poetry
texts and discussions amongst writers come to represent a significant discourse for peace. The
very practice of writing in a severely impoverished environment offers a radical form of

social engagement while writing in English serves as a unifying force.

This thesis contributes a new sociological perspective on literature and conflict which may be

transferable to other post-war and volatile settings.
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INTRODUCTION

Thesis overview

An examination into the nature and extent of writing (and reading) imaginative literature
offers an important indication of the health and functioning of a society. In this thesis, the
analysis of the social function of writing in Freetown, the capital of Sierra Leone, West Africa
(since the onset of civil war in 1991 and after its cessation in 2002 until 2010) offers a litmus
test of the nation’s state of being. Sierra Leone was already grossly-underdeveloped before
the conflict began and in the initial post-war years it has faced the task of war rehabilitation,
recovery and social renewal coupled with the on-going challenge of extreme economic
hardship. Sierra Leone has a relatively small population for a West African country of fewer
than six million and estimates suggest that at least 50,000 people died as a result of the

violence'.

In such a context, educational provision and facilities have deteriorated and literary
infrastructure is almost non-existent. However, I have found that the persistent determination
of a small, educated group of Sierra Leonean writers to continue writing and sharing new
texts in such adverse conditions has simultaneously created an alternative arena for peaceful
democratic contestation, exchange and criticism and for social engagement and cohesion
through the practice of writing. This literature-in-the-making is consciously Sierra Leonean
and consists, mostly, of poetry written in English relating to the social context and motivated

by the desire for social improvement and the entrenchment of peaceful development. A

! Reuters (2007) ‘FACTBOX-Sierra Leone's civil war’ [online]. Available from
http://uk.reuters.com/article/2007/08/02/uk-leone-warcrimes-war-idUKL0286217420070802 [Accessed 15 May
2012]


http://uk.reuters.com/article/2007/08/02/uk-leone-warcrimes-war-idUKL0286217420070802

sample of these poems and interviews with their authors form the resource material and field
work for this study. The war catalysed new written responses in circumstances where
reaching a reading audience was far from guaranteed. Through their practice, writers have
become more socially engaged and experience heightened feelings of capacity in terms of the
socially transformative potential of literature. Their poems contribute to our understanding of
the process of recovery in the initial post-war period through the shifting narrative and
emotional landscapes depicted in response to lived experience and constitute a new body of

Sierra Leonean war poetry.

Sierra Leone offers a challenging test case for examining the social usefulness of literature
specifically how writing relates to conflict transformation and social renewal. My argument is
that literature represents a peaceful space or location for writers to document and share stories
of war, foster hope and national pride, develop new social ideas and contribute to mending the
national imagination. These poems are also an arena for writers to engage — imaginatively and
intellectually —with ideas of social change in a manner which emphasises being Sierra
Leonean rather than ethnic difference. Indeed, writing is experienced as a positively
transformative act and appears to foster engagement and an appetite for active citizenship.
Responding and reviewing each other’s texts further stimulates new discursive space for

writers charged with a burgeoning sense of social purpose.

The poems exposed in this thesis represent new growth and a revitalisation of Sierra Leonean
literature despite a national literacy crisis, the lack of reading and scarcity of books. However,
whilst the Sierra Leonean writing community is remarkably buoyant and resilient they are
marred by an acute lack of internal consumers. This means that writers find themselves in a
peculiar position: being spokespersons because they are writers rather than for what they write.

In fact, it is the generation of dialogue (as a result of engagement in writing) which constitutes
2



a discourse for peace through literature in Sierra Leone at present. Writers are developing a
critical and emotive national voice as champions for peace informed by discussion and
reflection on their writing and, crucially, on their roles. The more conventional and direct
transmission of ideas via the reading of the texts amongst the wider population remains,

however, extremely limited.

Chapter summary

In Chapter 1, I begin by surveying existing research on the role of the writer in Africa (as
cultural nationalist and freedom fighter and as spokesperson, educator and social critic) and
then examine studies relating specifically to conflict and peace. In doing this, I demonstrate
that a similar study has not been undertaken but that certain contributions, such as that of
Chinua Achebe writing at the time of the Biafran conflict in Nigeria (1967-1970), may be

helpful and transferable to Sierra Leone’s peculiar historical and social setting.

Chapter 2 begins by considering what constitutes Sierra Leonean literature and the reasons for
its marginalisation. I then examine the social and literary context of the wider canon of Sierra
Leonean literature. This includes an overview of war and post war writing (for which
references have been provided in the first section of the Bibliography) and an analysis of the
civil war. Finally, I summarise earlier periods of literary history. This chapter reveals the
connection between journalism and creative writing in Sierra Leone and the rise and demise
of socially incisive theatre for entertainment and non-formal education. The transition from
the domination of writing by Krios (the descendants of liberated slaves who form the
principal ethnic group in Freetown) to a more ethnically diverse group of writers today is also

charted. Syl Cheney-Coker is identified as a pivotal figure whose style of writing provoked



more free-form poetry while the experience of war made poetry the single most important

literary outlet within the country.

Chapter 3 focuses on field work. I start by explaining my approach to conducting field work,
describe conditions facing writers at the time of my research and provide detailed background
information about both writers and readers. I then summarise findings from interviews with
writers, from running a reading group and working in schools in Freetown. The experience of
war has stimulated new writing. Most of these writers demonstrate a strong social motivation,
are consciously writing as Sierra Leoneans about their country and feel a heightened sense of
purpose, engagement and belonging through the practice of writing. As writers, they have a
textual outlet and a platform to consider and discuss national issues. This chapter is

supplemented by data in Appendix 3: Additional Field Notes.

In Chapter 4, I consider how to approach the reading of Sierra Leonean post-war poetry and
what poetry in English represents. I then review three collections of Sierra Leonean poetry
which I obtained in Freetown and discuss a sample of selected poems (many of which were
written by poets [ met and interviewed). These reflect the authorial concerns of educated

writer-intellectuals struggling to construct a literature for peace.

In the Conclusion, I reformulate the poetic response to war and social crises to reveal key
phases of post-war adjustment and recovery. I propose that writing in Sierra Leone offers a
location for peace and that poetry provides a discursive space via the texts and practice of
writing in which to engage, revise and rethink social ideas, past and future narratives. Such a
space may be utilised to explore how communities can re-imagine and build shared narratives
in the aftermath of conflict. Belonging to this body of writers represents an alternative

meeting point in which ideas may be put forward which run counter to prevailing discourses



and in which ethnicity and party affiliations are not foregrounded. The experience of writing
and meeting other writer-intellectuals promotes a belief and desire for social change and an
enhanced sense of capacity as community animators. To ensure the survival and longevity of
literature, however, this energy needs to be used to translate texts and create new connections

and audiences within the country.

Choice of research topic

Having originally visited Sierra Leone for my MA field work on rethinking peace education
(see Skelt, 1997), I later came across an article by the writer and critic Caryl Phillips (2003)
who had visited Freetown and written about the difficulties facing writers there. During his
visit, Phillips met with a representative of Sierra Leone writers who had set up a small office
of the international writer’s organisation Pen. Philips asks the Pen president, Mike Butscher,

what role he imagined:

writers might play in a country whose average annual income is a mere US$470 per person,
and in which life expectancy is 34.5 years?...What relevance is writing in a nation whose
social and economic infrastructure appears to be permanently close to collapse? (Phillips,

2003)

As a poet and writer myself, I started to think about the actual function of writing in such a
setting and whether writers in any way contribute to peace promotion and consolidation. I had
previously worked on a teaching book using literature for the teaching of peace education
(Midwinter, C. (2005) Making Sense of World Conflicts. Oxfam publications: Oxford). I have
also used creative writing as a means of consultation in areas of social deprivation in the UK

e.g. to explore responses to the local environment in Perry Beeches, Birmingham. Therefore,



this research topic combined my academic, work and creative interests. I had also worked for
several NGOs in West Africa and, whilst working there, met writers who took for granted
their social role and responsibility in a way which differed markedly from English writers.

This had been the subject of many comparisons and discussions.

After beginning research, I worked again in this field e.g. on a literature and citizenship

project called the Freedom Town Project between schools in Birmingham, UK and Freetown,
Sierra Leone. Later, in 2012, I took part in Poetry Encounters, a joint poetry commission with
Syl Cheney-Coker exploring our relationships with England and Sierra Leone and the impact

of place on our work.

Another motivation behind this research was that I was interested in the extent to which
writing was capable of transforming society. Ashcroft calls the “transformative work of a
text... “the way in which text transforms the societies and institutions within which it
functions” (see Ashcroft, 1989, p.168). I wanted to find out the transformative potential of

writers and writing inside the country rather than by writers in the diaspora.

Positionality

My background, beliefs and political leaning will inevitably seep into this research despite
attempts to remain unbiased. Of these, by far the most important is that [ am a poet myself
and believe that literature plays an essential role within society. As such, I have, perhaps,
tended to orient myself towards poetry and focus on this form of writing though it is poetry
that has flourished more than other forms of written English in post war Freetown. Owing to a

combination of factors such as the lack of publishing opportunities, the lack of time for



writers working in other jobs and the emotionality of experiences that writers have been
through and live under, poetry became the most immediate and significant form of literature
in Sierra Leone during this period of study (2006-2009).

My position as a fellow (albeit English) writer enabled me to occupy an unofficial, semi-
embedded position with access to other writers. I was open in sharing my research ideas as
well as, very occasionally, my creative writing. Prior knowledge of Sierra Leone and being an
employee of Macmillan in Freetown also legitimised my position somewhat favourably.

My presence and research focus may have also impacted, to a small degree, on the orientation

of certain writers and on the development of their work.

Despite similarities of craft, [ was obviously an outsider in terms of nationality and ethnicity
and, often, in terms of gender. I am a white-skinned British woman who has never lived in
Sierra Leone though I have visited seven times beginning in 1997 when I undertook field
work my MA thesis in International Conflict Analysis. I have since worked in Sierra Leone
for short periods for Macmillan Education developing social studies resources for Primary
School teachers and, in Autumn 2008, I spent three months on a study trip completing the
majority of my field work interviews. Since then I have returned twice to work on a schools-
based literature project linked with schools in Birmingham, UK. With the exception of my
first trip which took me to Bo and Kenema and another education and social visit to Bo in
2008, I have always been based in Freetown and my research and work has been conducted in
English. My Krio language skills are not sufficient for undertaking research but as I have not

set out to study Krio writing, I have not felt in any way impeded by this.



As a native English speaker and writer focusing on English language creative writing, I have

been able to access and relate to writers in Freetown whilst drawing on existing knowledge of
the social context, conflict and education issues to inform my study. My cultural distance has,
however, enabled me to consider motivations for writing and textual outputs without a vested

interest in outcome for one ethnic group or one particular national political agenda.

Interdisciplinary research and fields of study

From the outset, | was aware of the challenge of synthesising ideas and material from
different disciplines and building a bridge between social function and literature. I believe the
bridge connecting this research is my focus on how writing contributes to peace and my
conception of writing as a location for peace. I start out (In Chapters 1 and 2) interrogating
existing research from post-colonial literature, social and literary history disciplines to find
out how writing is deemed to contribute to society in Africa especially in relation to conflict
recovery. I, then, went to Sierra Leone to find and interview writers, gather then analyse their
texts. As I did this, my ideas about poetry providing a discourse for peace through the practice
of writing and via membership of a body of writers emerged as the texts —though important —
were not the only location where discourse was taking place. The texts were constrained by
deficiencies in craft and literary infrastructure and disconnected from a local audience yet I
found they did provide a location for social engagement and revealed stages in the process of
war recovery.

I have viewed literature primarily through a social lens and demarcated my research (in terms
of selecting material) by the onset of the civil war to the initial post-war period. I focused my
research goals on how writing can contribute to peace consolidation in Sierra Leone in the

initial post-conflict phase. The idea of a bridge was, in fact, used by one of the writers I



interviewed, Mohammed Sheriff, a dramatist and poet who explains that, as a writer, he is a
“translator of collective experience through English” and that “writing is a textual bridge

offering a route out of flesh and blood” (see Boreham, 2007).

I choose to explore those theoretical approaches that ‘speak’ to my topic and in so doing I
draw from Sierra Leonean literary commentators Palmer (2008) and Hollist (1981), from
Achebe (1989) and, even, from the ideas of Said (2004). I also draw, broadly, from aspects of
conflict research e.g. Jabri (1996) and Lederach (2005) in relation to the discursive and
potentially transformative function of writing. These ideas help to situate literature as an
outlet and space for the renarrativisation and reimagination of past and present which may
help embed and consolidate peace within the country. Mostly, however, I have allowed my

own field work findings and responses to texts to inform the development of my argument.

It is perhaps not surprising that my initial degree was in politics, my MA in international
conflict analysis and my career, thus far, in development education and writing. Political
study requires an examination of state-society relationships and effective governance requires
the cultivation of an effective citizenry. In this study I am exploring a society where the
existence of an educated, literate citizenry whose basic needs are catered for by the state does
not exist and hence the writer is placed in a unique position as spokesperson and critic of both
the state and society as well as a gatekeeper and translator of international, national and local

discourses.

Research plan, timing and methodology

I completed this thesis whilst also working on a freelance basis in a variety of roles writing

social studies teaching materials, teaching creative writing as well as teaching first year



African Studies students. My initial research was desk-based and involved familiarising
myself with African literature and then locating and reading literature from (and connected to)
Sierra Leone. I then had the opportunity to work in Freetown on several occasions and began
making contact with writers (both experienced and novice) and completing interviews in my
spare time (see Appendix 1 for a list of field work carried out by date). I discovered that
Sierra Leonean literature comprised chiefly of poetry in English, local Krio plays (largely
used for ‘edutainment’ or drama education) and novels and biographies in English written and
published by Sierra Leoneans outside the country. Within the country it was poetry that was
experiencing somewhat of a revival as a direct result of responding to social conditions and
the deprivation of the war years. I had initially expected to collect and study poetry, plays and
short stories in English but my research focus inevitably switched to focusing almost

exclusively on poetry.

From the outset, I sought to distinguish my research by focusing on writers based in Sierra
Leone (both established and amateur) to explore the role that writers and imaginative texts
play in this particular context. I wanted to test how the immediate violent past is made sense
of and re-imagined and how potential futures are articulated through literature.

My field work was undertaken solely within the capital city, Freetown. This was because |
was able to travel and stay in the Freetown area relatively easily during short trips for work
and study. It is also the capital city and hence the main meeting point and base for
newspapers, media and writers in English. In 2008, I undertook a three month period of field
work in Freetown when I conducted most of the interviews and ran a reading group at the
Central Library. During this period I also made notes in response to my experiences and
attended writing events at the British Council and at several hotels in Lumley. I lost several

files of materials and notes when my bags were stolen in a taxi in 2009, but apart from school

10



resources and photos, few important research materials were lost except for some reading
group notes taken at the sessions.

After this field work period, I then began the process of writing up findings and analysing
texts. [ also ran a conference panel on my thesis topic at the Centre of West African Studies,
University of Birmingham in May 2009 to gather more data and discuss findings. Although
some new texts have emerged, I have endeavoured to limit the textual focus of my research
from 1991 to the end of 2009 only. The key poems I examine are drawn mostly from the post-
war period i.e. 2002-2009 though dating such poems is inherently difficult and some poems
are published in repeated collections. I have, therefore, used the initial publication date or the
date the author claimed to have written the piece. The last field work interviews I carried out

took place in 2010.

Note that I did not select texts via quality or literary recognition or other standard. Most Sierra
Leonean writers, unless the recipient of awards or publishing contracts, are self-appointed.
For my purposes, I considered creative writers to be people who wrote regularly, attempted to
share and publish their work and improve their craft through attending writing groups, for
example. I am not particularly concerned with literary quality or craftsmanship but with the

act and intension of writing and how such writing is (and could be) transmitted and received.

Note, too, that I have not sought to focus field or desk research on therapeutic aspects of
poetry though, for example, in Chapter 1 Obiechina (2002) explores therapeutic aspects of
Achebe’s poetry and in Chapters 3 and 4 it becomes evident that writing enabled a release or
catharsis in response to the war. In fact, I would suggest that writers move from personal
outpouring to a concern for wider society as they start to write more and distance themselves
from the conflict period. In this way, they move from personal engagement to a broader social

engagement through poetry. Of course, writing may help to externalise feelings and
11



experiences and offer a form of healing as the writer is able to distance himself from events
and emotions through the arrangement of words and to transform the experience into a
creative text and return it (through poetry and fiction) back to the world. However, in this
thesis I am interested in the social rather than the personal role of writing.

I have tailored research methods to my thesis requirements combining detailed literary and
social desk based research with the gathering of primary texts, field work interviews and
participant observation. Although I began with a research question in mind, elements of
grounded theory are present in so far as reflection on field work experience guided my
thinking on the importance of discourse amongst writers and their sense of agency as writers.

The following methods were used sequentially:

e Desk research and survey of creative writing and critical literature

e Data collection: field work questionnaires, structured and unstructured interviews,
focus groups (for the reading group) and participant observation

e Date collection of creative texts

e Analysis of field work findings, empirical evidence and textual analysis

e Synthesis of overall findings in response to research question.

Issues and assumptions

In undertaking this study, I have confronted several unresolved debates within the field of
postcolonial literature and beyond. These include whether it is possible and meaningful to
define national literatures, whether we can assume and assign a social usefulness to literature
and, thirdly, whether an overridingly elite activity such as imaginative writing in English in

West Africa has any impact on, or significance to, local residents of nation states. These

12



questions are threaded throughout the thesis. I have assumed certain positions with regard to
these debates which I explain below. I will also explain why I have chosen to frame my
research around the event of a civil war taking place and discuss concepts and definitions used

within the thesis.

National literature
A nation’s literature which is a sum total of the products of many individuals in that society is
then both a reflection of that people’s collective reality and also an embodiment of that
people’s way of looking at the world and their place in its making. (Ngugi wa Thiong’o,

1981b, p.5)

I do not question the existence of Sierra Leonean national literature in this study but actively
seek to uncover new texts (principally poetry) and add to this little known canon. Sierra
Leone does not have particularly porous borders. Located next to American-oriented (and
perhaps even more fragmented and conflict-prone) Liberia and French speaking and military
dominated Guinea, the writers I spoke to felt themselves to be inextricably bound with their
mother country rather than the local region and offered, in one way or another, to speak for,

about or to the nation.

Although many successful contemporary authors (such as Nigerian born Chimamanda Ngozie
Adichie) choose to physically move between two or more countries (and explore these new
temporal locations within their texts) I wanted to explore writing inside the country. I felt that
what was being written in Sierra Leone by authors whose geographical and social existence is
located inside the country is potentially more socially relevant and engaged than that of

diaspora and other international writers.

13



Inevitably migration of authors and growing trans-national identities affects and broadens
what Sierra Leonean literature will constitute. People within the country and in the Sierra
Leonean diaspora of, for example, the UK or USA continue to conceive of themselves as
Sierra Leonean with varied notions of what this means. These myriad imagined Sierra Leones
are translated through authorship into the literary imagination of a country contributing to the
national imaginary and to concepts and symbols of national recovery and cohesion. The
literature of a country may partly reflect (and partly seek to impact on) the ways that citizens
make sense of their history, make and remake their present and dream of possible future
scenarios. Now the collective experience of war (the personal losses and memories combined
with a feeling of national shame) is something that Sierra Leoneans share or bear together.
The idea of Sierra Leone as a living, breathing, wounded or crippled being or collective entity
seems to exist amongst the population and perhaps even more so amongst authors (especially

diaspora ones) who grieve for Sierra Leone and lament its history.

I believe that evocation of place is fundamental to writing and that, whether consciously or
not, geographical location filters into the similes and metaphors that writers use. The concrete
details and physical landmarks, the practices and cultural nuances, aspects of nature, climate
and even the atmosphere or the mood of a place can act like a key in which a writer sets their
work. A writer in Freetown (even one who travels out from time to time) cannot help but
absorb the tastes, smells, language, geography and emotion of the location in which they are

based and from which they view the world.

14



Literature is socially useful

An approach to literature as something useful —even essential — to society is at the heart of my
enquiry. The idea that writing is an act of social and political agency (especially when so few
citizens possess literacy tools) is a common assumption amongst commentators such as
Hollist (1991) and amongst writers themselves. For example, by way of introduction at the
aforementioned Poetry Encounters event in 2012, Syl Cheney-Coker explained that he accepts
that, as a Sierra Leonean, his role as a writer has to be a social one. Informal discussions with
British poet, John Haynes (who has lived in and written about his experiences living in Kano,
Nigeria) also confirmed this view. Speaking after a poetry reading at University of
Birmingham (December 14, 2010), Haynes explained how the experience of being a writer in
Africa was inextricably bound with politics and assumed to be “not just a literary but also a
social and political act”.

This does not mean that writers cannot write about personal topics or are unable to choose
what to write about, instead it means that part of being a writer implies some element of social
role in an African context. I think Achebe explains this well in his recent biography (2012,
p-57) when he suggests that a writer’s role changes according to the healthiness of his society

(see Concluding Chapter for full quotation).

The question of writing in English

I set out to analyse writer’s and reader’s viewpoints, textual meaning, and the literary and
social context. According to Ashcroft et al (1989) any exploration of the “social situation of

the written text” must consider that:

15



the three poles of any meaning exchange — the language, the utterer or writer and the hearer or
reader — have been locked in a gladiatorial contest over the ownership of meaning... the
message event occupies the apparent social fissure between the acts of writing and reading, the
discursive space in which writers and readers as social actors never meet (Ashcroft, B. et al.

(eds.) (1989), p. 183)

This fissure is of special interest in the context of Sierra Leone as readership is limited to
fellow writers (and hence writers and readers do meet) yet there is obviously a huge gap in
language and contextual understanding between readers who are visitors to the country and
academic-writers like myself. I have chosen to focus more on context and less on language
though I have engaged with language issues as they arise (in Chapter 4, for example I explore
what writing poetry in English means in Sierra Leone). Interestingly, it has not been authors
who have questioned their use of English but the problem of readership they face and my own

reading of the texts that have warranted further investigation.

Obviously imaginative writing in English is a limited, elite activity inherited from colonial
education but is has been appropriated by Sierra Leoneans writing in their own style and
timbre of English drawing on their own environment, concepts of history and culture and
context in which they live. The writing of poetry in a largely illiterate country becomes an
even more elite activity but I would argue that the ideas within poetry and surrounding it (i.e.
the discursive space that writers inhabit) are disseminated by communication across elites, via
media and journalism into wider society — even if the poems are not literally translated into

vernacular texts or recordings.

Some of the writers I interviewed also write occasionally in Krio but despite attempts to

promote Krio writing and language (most notably by the former Principal of Fourah Bay

16



College in Freetown, Professor Eldred Jones, for example), English remains the predominant

medium for creative writing.

I suggest that the use of English promotes equity and cohesion amongst writers and provides
an important medium to integrate and consolidate national experience and ideas of identity
across ethnic divides. It also acts as an international language enabling writers to function as

cultural gatekeepers.

Creative writing in English appears, from my position, to be almost synonymous with writing
about ‘Sierra Leone’ as ‘Sierra Leoneans’. Writers are interrogating themselves in relation to
their history, lamenting the losses of the civil conflict and questioning the state of their nation
today. Writing in English, therefore, provides a unique location to do this. Most writers speak
Krio in their everyday lives as it is the lingua franca but it is also the language of the Krio
people and so, oddly, less neutral than English might be.

The challenge of lack of readership makes it all the more fascinating that writing in English
endures in such circumstances (when even most literate people prefer watching Nigerian films
and football or listening to music — which is extremely popular in Sierra Leone). Whether the
texts I present offer new roots in the growth of literature or only the relics of a dying colonial
habit will be open to debate but it is certain that issues of translation and lack of literary

infrastructure will mar future survival if not addressed.

A focus on civil war

I recognise that [ am at risk of taking an abnormality (i.e. war) as the thing that frames my
thesis and that, by focusing on war, I am in effect privileging it as a kind of special event. I

chose to focus on Sierra Leone’s civil war simply because I wanted to explore the connection
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between literature and peace and understand how writers response to conflict - and because
this was a conflict I had previously studied and a country I hoped would progress peaceably in

the future.

I am also aware of the dangers of creating an artificial boundary using the civil war as a
starting point precluding the historical antecedents of Sierra Leone’s gradual decline of which
the civil war is a qualitatively different moment: war being the worst example of systemic
breakdown. Even though historical continuities can be traced back to earlier periods, war
offers a distinct (yet ever-modifying) phenomenon which perpetuates the breaking down and
reassessment of structures, priorities and dominant views and practices about politics and

society and it mobilises forces for social change.

My interest is in the response and social function of Sierra Leonean writers in the post war
context. Note that [ have focused mostly on writing that relates to conflict, social issues and
national identity but that these themes dominate, by far, others such as nature and the
environment, marriage and family relationships, hardship and aspects of culture and customs.
My interviews, however, did focus on the social role of writing and the effect, impact and
response to the civil war and I accept that this may lead to a slight distortion in emphasis in

my results.

Definitions of peace

The very term ‘peace’ is a contested concept. An entire thesis could be dedicated to defining
the concept of peace alone. Instead I will situate my work within the framework of certain

peace debates and outline my interest in conflict transformation.
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On occasion, I have used the term peace simply to relate to the period of non-violence that
Sierra Leone now enjoys after the cessation of fighting in early 2002 i.e. as a term to describe
the absence of war (and what Galtung would term negative peace”). Galtung suggests that
such periods of so-called ‘peace’ may contain differing degrees of structural violence which
can be endemic. Cultural practices may steer society towards toleration of brutal and
exploitative actions such as wife beating, the beating of children and female genital mutilation
— all of which are prevalent in Sierra Leone for example. Further still, the after-effects of
exposure to, and use of, violence (e.g. the incidences of rape) alongside lingering mistrust and
desire for vengeance infuse society creating a higher propensity for violence to occur in

everyday life.

There are various processes involved in moving towards a more positive peace which require
improved social justice mechanisms, cooperation, equity and stability through the functioning
of social institutions and norms. Basic needs also need to be provided without which it is
extremely difficult to build peaceful alternatives. At any particular time during or after violent
conflict there are a number of different interventions that may contribute to the lasting
cessation of violence and the embedding of more structurally positive practices. My work
relates to conflict transformation which tends to form part of longer term efforts to change
perceptions of violence especially in situations of intractability or intransigence. An openness
to re-envisage and re-conceptualise restrictive concepts of conflict and peace can help long

term peace consolidation. Lederach defines conflict transformation as:

Conlflict transformation is to envision and respond to the ebb and flow of social conflict as life

giving opportunities for creating constructive change processes that reduce violence, increase

* See Webel’s discussion of peace definitions in the Introductory Chapter in Galtung and Webel (eds.) (2007)
‘Handbook of Peace and Conflict Studies’. p.5-6
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justice in direct interaction and social structures and respond to real life problems in human
relationships. (Lederach, J.P. (2003) The Little Book of Conflict Transformation. USA: Good
Books).

Creative writers and their texts can help change the framing of conflict through the
interpretations and narratives told and by constructing future social visions. The space that
writers inhabit functions as an inter-ethnic and peaceful space for engaging in the imaginative
construction of post-war Sierra Leone. Literature, as I argue in the Conclusion, represents an
important and, previously overlooked, location that has remained remarkably unaffected by a
culture of violence’. Writing can provide the imaginative and intellectual space for rethinking
and reimagining Sierra Leone and for generating ideas for cultural and social renewal. Further
still, the practice of writing promotes the desire for social engagement and a belief in conflict
transformation. Poetry provides essential discursive space for the renegotiation of this
movement towards positive peace. Although not the key focus of this study, literature about

war can also serve a key peace education function.

Discourse for peace

The term discourse tends to be associated with that of Foucault®. Simply translated, Foucault
shows that the way we talk about things and the way we present knowledge through discourse
shapes our understanding, moulds our reality and influences our actions. I use the term
discourse to refer to communication, discussion and dialogue within texts and amongst a body

of writers: as a literary discourse. Such a literary discourse, particularly in countries in crisis

* Poems such as Farouk Sesay’s poem At Tellu Bongor reveal that writers do become, unwittingly perhaps,
embroiled in the language of war but I would not suggest that this constitutes a culture of war. See discussion in
Chapter 4.

* See the work of Michel Foucault, for example, ‘The Archaeology of Knowledge’, (1972) published by
Routledge.
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where there are low levels of literacy, tends to operate as an important countering discourse to
dominant political discourse. Writers assume a position of intellectual spokespersons (see
Said, 2004) and as creative actors inhabit what Galtung calls the “borderland between the

intellectual and the emotional” (Galtung, J. (2004) p. 160).

In this thesis, I am further suggesting that Sierra Leonean literary discourse functions as a
discourse for peace. What I mean by this is that the discourse taking place contributes to
conflict transformation and builds on ideas developed by Galtung in relation to positive peace
through the promotion of a culture of peace and dialogue (see Galtung, 2007, p.31). Part of
this discourse is textual: the poems I analyse contribute to our understanding of the process of
recovery taking place amongst writer-intellectuals. Another part is the discourse taking place
amongst the writers themselves which provides an alternative and potentially transformative
thinking space. The mapping of trajectories for this kind of literary discourse dissemination

could form the subject of important further research but is outside the realms of this study.

Having analysed field work findings and texts, I return to consider the idea of poetry as a

discourse for peace in the Conclusion.

Literature and writing

For the purposes of this study, literature refers to written material — books or otherwise —
whereas writing refers to the process, or action, of creating this written material. Note that
literature seems to imply recognition especially when referring to a national canon but I have
included some unpublished or unacknowledged material in what I refer to be the literature of
Sierra Leone.

It has become common to interchange the term ‘writing” with ‘literature’ as if they were
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synonymous and writing were also an object. I have chosen to adopt this convention on
occasion as I find that writing encapsulates the texts and process of writing without the hi-

brow associations that term literature implies.

Ethnicity

Adopting a social lens and a writing focus but not an anthropological perspective, ethnicity is
not foregrounded in this study nor has it emerged as a contemporary motivating force or issue
for writers. Such an ethnographic study of writing would be extremely interesting but it is not

my area of specialism nor is a study of indigenous language writing or orature.

Thesis appendices and conventions

Original questionnaires have been included in appendices by way of example but I have not
chosen to include the original completed documents due to delicate personal information

given and discussion of other writers. Instead I have summarised my field work findings in
Chapter 3. Further quotations and notes from field work are supplied in Appendix 3. Unless

other dates are given, this field work took place during autumn, 2008.

I found it helpful to break with convention to use italics for poem titles as I refer to individual
poems so often in this thesis. What I have termed ‘key poems’ are gathered together in
Appendix 4 and several further poems are provided in Appendix 5. Other poems mentioned

are from one of the three poetry anthologies discussed in Chapter 4.
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CHAPTER 1

The role of the writer and war in Africa

In this chapter, I first explore the role of the writer in Africa then survey research on writers
and conflict to ascertain how these inform the writer’s role in post-conflict Sierra Leone.
Because research on writing, war and Africa is limited, I have gone back to draw on earlier
work relating to the social function of writers to pull out aspects that resonate with this topic. I
have, therefore, had to select material I perceive as useful and provide condensed accounts of

their contributions.

Through this enquiry, I have found that existing theory does not relate to the distinctive type
of situation I am concerned with (i.e. Sierra Leone has not experienced either an
independence movement or a secessionist war). Neither does existing theory explore the
processes through which writing translates into social action. In the UK, bookshops tend to
stock several well-meaning anthologies of poetry for peace in the widespread assumption that
writers impart a common good and (by extension) contribute in a broad, non-specific way to
the peace effort. I want to interrogate how creative writing and poetry (the writing, reading
and discussion of it) actually contributes to social change and conflict transformation and

hence start to build bridges between literary and social disciplines.

I have found Achebe’s views to be most helpful here. His underlying argument that writers
are educators and social reformers who adapt to changing political and social emergencies as
necessary is the view echoed most closely by the writers I interviewed in Freetown. In later
chapters, I extend these ideas and interrogate the ways in which writers and their writing

represent a transformative discourse in a post-conflict context. I argue that the very practice of
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writing represents a positive form of social engagement and that the experience of writing
promotes the desire to work for social change through (and outside) literature. These ideas

help form my overall argument that literature provides a location of peace.

Concerns and the context of theory

Within this chapter I have taken the liberty of extending certain quotations to apply to
different contexts. This is because the key contributors to the debate have not directly
addressed the specificities of the situation that I am examining i.e. that of writers
(predominantly poets) in post-conflict Sierra Leone. At times, I have also extended comments
that I suspect (and occasionally know) pertain to fiction to apply to the wider mix of creative
writing including poetry, short stories, novels, plays and memoirs. By interchanging
comments regarding fiction to refer to poetry, for example, we may lose specificity yet
creative writers, as a whole, share a set of conditions and practices which are shared between
genres. [ suggest it is still helpful to think about creative writing as a whole whilst remaining
wary of its limitations and the demands and distinct characteristics of each genre. The creative
writers | met in Freetown were almost exclusively poets with some short story writers and
novelists-in-the-making the majority of whom were (or had) at some point written for
newspapers. Many of these writers were also amateur and unpublished yet chose to name

themselves as both Sierra Leonean writers and as Sierra Leonean poets.

Most of the comments and studies explored in this chapter must also be placed in
geographical, social and historical contexts. Whether conscious or not, writers form part of a
wider historical thread and heritage running through ethnic groups and communities, nations

and the continent as a whole. This chapter should be read against the backdrop of the colonial
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and independence experiences of African writers in general. Many such writers experienced
mild to extreme intimidation as a direct result of their work and felt compelled to take a
political stance and even to take action (most famously, during the secessionist war in Nigeria
the poet Christopher Okigbo fought on behalf of the Biafran movement and was killed).
Sometimes termed the ‘Nigerian civil war’, the Biafran conflict was a secessionist war against
the Nigerian state fought by the Igbo ethnic group which took place from July 1967 to
January 1970 resulting in huge casualties, starvation and ultimately the collapse of the Biafran
project. The Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe also took part, indirectly, in the Biafran struggle
and survived to become, perhaps, Africa’s best known author. His ideas and comments
concerning the role of the African writer and poetry and war are featured widely in this
chapter. I had originally planned to explore more conflict-affected regions but the bulk of
research relating to civil war, peace and creative writing in Africa is focused on the Biafran

conflict.

The way in which literacy is acquired and utilised and the changing social practices of writing
and reading helps determine the social function of writing in a particular context. Inevitably,
the impact of the internet and new technologies on traditional pen and paper (and later screen
and keyboard) writing will impact on the role of the writer in Africa. Conventional paper
books (now commonly referred to by western media as ‘tree books’) will potentially be
replaced by new e book storage devices such as Amazon’s Kindle. Access to internet
publishing sites such as e-zine and blogs and on line writers networks enable African writers
to extend their literary horizons. Spurred on by the absence of local publishing opportunities,
the Sierra Leonean writers I met were using the internet to share and publish writing and to
network with other writers. The pace of technological change will inevitably affect the roles

that writers play and open up new publishing and audience opportunities and bring about new
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styles of presentation, mixed media formats and reader-interactive texts. Diarists, bloggers
and Twitter commentators perform social functions as ‘citizen-writers’ and cultural
gatekeepers especially in times of heightened political activity or crisis. Whilst remaining

aware of these trends, this thesis does not explore the ramifications of technological change.

The role of the writer in Africa

Although many African writers engage with social issues few reflect on the role that their
writing plays in society and Ngugi and Achebe tend to dominate debate while Negritude and
Biafra preoccupy West African scholars. Similarly, although literary critics identify themes of
social criticism in a writer’s work, limited research is undertaken on the social motivations of
writers and the impact of their work as it translates into actual social and political change.
This ability to filter into cross-disciplinary debate has helped me to select what to include in
this chapter. I have also chosen to incorporate a brief section on the contemporary writer
Binyavanga Wainaina from Kenya who is emerging as an important, if unconventional, voice
for modern African writers who has engaged with the question of the writer in a time of crisis

(Wainaina: 2008).

In a full thesis on the topic of the role of the African writer I would like to include author-
intellectuals such as Osundare (2000) who has commented reflectively and thoughtfully on

the practice of writing, Okot p’Bitek (1984) who considered the role of the writer in

recreating society after independence and the Senegalese poet and politician Leopold Senghor,
to name only a few. I would also collate social interpretations of West African writers such as
Lenrie Peters from the Gambia and consider writing and contemporary conflict in South
Africa and Kenya. In the limited space of this theoretical overview, however, I am focusing

on the most relevant approaches I have found to the role of the African writer in war.



The writer as cultural nationalist and freedom fighter

In this section I explore the theoretical contribution of African cultural nationalists for whom
literature represented a key tool (or weapon) in the drive for radical social change and

liberation from oppression.

Before the African independence era of the late 1950s and 60s, African nationalist movements
across the continent grew out of rising agitation for African cultural expression and values in
the face of colonial oppression and racism. Writer-intellectuals, benefiting from colonial
educational opportunities in Paris, Lisbon and London were able to experience and critique
the coloniser’s own society and recognise the constraints and impact of imposed colonial
languages on their own societies. What was distinctive about the Anglophonic response was
the focus on the functional and social role of the writer in direct contrast with the
individualistic aesthetic of the European writer (see Ashcroft et al. (eds.) (1989), p.126 for

further discussion).

Writers of the Negritude movement in Francophone countries such as Senghor (who went on
to become Senegal’s first President in 1960) began to re-assert and reinvent black African
identity and call for respect for ancestral cultures. Similarly, activists and writers from
Lusophone countries met and developed their ideas in Lisbon in the late 40s and 50s.
Amongst these were writers who believed that literature formed a central part of the liberation
struggle such as Amilcar Cabral (who led Guinea Bissau’s Independence movement) and
Agostinho Neto, (a poet-activist and doctor who become the first President of Angola in
1975). Both were writer-intellectuals who became actively involved in political struggles and
recognised the central and revolutionary role that literature performed and were strongly
influenced by the work of Frantz Fanon.
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Amilcar Cabral

Cabral believed that literature was inextricably linked to the liberation movement. Hamilton

explains that:

Lusophone African poetry, from the 1940s to the 1960s, follows a general course of
development consistent with the rising political and cultural consciousness of members of the
indigenous bourgeoisie. Roughly speaking, there are three phases in this poetry: a rediscovery

and celebration of Africa, protest and combativeness. (Hamilton, 1979, p. 50)

Though Cabral wrote only a small number of poems in the 1930s and 40s, these became part
of the cultural renaissance of Cape Verde. By the early 1950s, Cabral became aware of the
difficulties of “members of the socially aware indigenous bourgeoisie” writing to serve a
social function. Elite writers who merely lament or attempt to extend a hopeful hand to their
suffering brothers have limited appeal or impact. Cabral preferred, what Hamilton terms,
‘telluric’ poetry (coming from the very soil, the earth of the land which combine in being both
intimist and militant) although Cabral had to disguise and tone down his militancy as he was

writing under censorship (Hamilton, 1979, p. 51).

For Cabral, the success of independence struggles depended on how effectively the nationalist
movements could harness and bring together what he terms a “confluence” (Cabral, 1973,
p.53) of indigenous national cultures. The expression and re-invigoration of culture is thus
asserted as a way to oppose colonial powers and literature forms a key part of this process.
What is required, he argues, is a kind of cultural combat to challenge the negative aspects of
various cultures and power structures within different ethnic groups in order to unify the

independence movement.
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According to Cabral, the liberation struggle was both a “struggle for the preservation and
survival of the cultural values of the people and for the harmonization and development of
these values within a national framework™ (Cabral, 1973, p.48). The ultimate goal was to
liberate the productive forces and construct “economic and social and cultural progress of the

people” beyond independence, he claimed (Cabral, 1973, p.52). Culture will be:

an inexhaustible source of courage for the people, of material and moral support, of material
and psychic energy which enables them to accept sacrifices — even to accomplish ‘miracles’

(Cabral, 1973, p.53).

Although he does not directly address the role of imaginative literature, it is evident that his
own writing was an attempt to awaken cultural nationalism and to provide a source of
inspiration and shared rootedness which could unite and sustain the people during the struggle

for freedom.

My main critique of Cabral is that he relies on the term ‘culture’ so frequently it becomes
overstretched and his work loses poignancy. His Marxist analysis, which relies on liberating
the productive forces (Cabral, 1973, p.52), feels artificially tagged onto his work and not
something which has organically emerged out of his experiences and analysis. However, like
Fanon, Cabral acknowledges that culture is always expanding and developing and writer-
intellectuals are important cultural arbiters and literature is both a product and a determinant

of national history.

Cabral situates writers in the role of cultural awakener, of helping to foster a populace united
through a shared nationalist vision and he was extremely aware of the limitations of elite
writers in bringing about popular change. The fact that he placed writers in a key role as

heralds of political and social change is relevant to this study. Further, many Sierra Leonean
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authors stated that they wanted to promote Sierra Leonean culture (see Additional Field Notes,
Appendix 3) and their ability to collectively constitute a Sierra Leonean voice provides a

space where social and ethnic cleavages are not foregrounded.

Agostinho Neto

Arriving in Lisbon in 1947, Agostino Neto became involved with political activism on
meeting with other writers from the Francophone Negritude movement. He was arrested in
1951 (and again in 1960) for short periods and released as a result of international pressure
from other writers such as Iris Murdoch and Doris Lessing. On his release in 1962, he
returned to his Angolan homeland and was made President of the MPLA. Burness, in his

analysis of Lusophone writers (1977), explains that Neto was a political figure:

who used poetry as a weapon in the struggle of the African peoples to assert the originality,

dignity and beauty of African culture (Burness, 1977, p. 19-34).

Neto, like Senghor, abandoned his literary career once he became a political leader. His
complete poems (titled, in the English translation, ‘Sacred Hope’ and spanning the period
1945-1960) won the Poetry of Combat prize in 1975 in the University of Ibadan (Burness,
1977, p.20). Whilst some of his poems, and the short story Nausea, depicts the suffering and
anguish of Angolan people others reveal a sense of hope for the future. In Bamako, for

example, Neto writes (having been to the Pan-African Conference in Mali in 1954):

Bamako!

There life is born

Bamako!
future fruit of Africa

of a future germinating in the live arteries of Africa
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There hope was transformed into a tree

and river and heart and land

there hope applauds friendship

in the elegance of the palm tree and in the black skin of men...

(Burness, 1973, p. 28)

From 1960, Neto writes “poems of combat” speaking of “impending battle”. He imagines an
independence of dignity and pride “rooted in the ancestral humus of Africa” (Burness, 1973,
p-30). According to Burness, he wrote “primarily for his people” about “his love of his people,
his land and of liberty” (1977, p.33). Though Neto’s poetry was seen as combative, it could be
conceived of as propaganda for the independence movement (just as Achebe’s has been
accused of being propaganda for the Biafra war — see Ogungbesan, 1974, p. 50). Neto’s

poems were not so much about cataloguing the struggle or building a shared national culture,
rather they were created to provide a reason to fight by cataloguing the suffering of the
Angolan people under colonial power. In this sense his role could be seen as providing the

moral imperative to join the movement for independence.

This rallying element of the poet’s role does not translate to the Sierra Leonean post-war
context except if poetry were seen as rallying for social change in general and to promote
positive action through the arts. Poets have taken on the role of chronicling the war years and
the general hardship experienced by Sierra Leoneans. In this writers are providing a moral

imperative to recover from conflict and desist from further fighting.
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Frantz Fanon

In the 1950s and early 1960s, Fanon wrote in response to experiences of racism having
assimilated (and then rejected) French colonial culture yet he criticised Negritude for
neglecting to encompass the diversity of what blackness represents’. Fanon believed that only
decolonisation could eradicate the dehumanisation of being a colonial subject and that this

may necessitate violent revolution. As a psychiatrist, Fanon’s specific contribution to the field
of pre and post colonial African literature was his emphasis on “psychological marginalisation”

and “alienation’:

In essence, Fanon’s analysis denied the racist stereotyping at the heart of colonial practice and
asserted the need to recognise the economic and political realities which underlay these assertions
of racial ‘difference’ and which were the material base for the common psychological and cultural

features of colonized peoples. (Ashcroft et al, 1989, p.124)

Fanon exposed the way colonial discourses function to create opposition and privilege the
colonial centre via favouring white over black, good over evil and coloniser over colonised.

Nonetheless, Fanon asserts that such a discourse offers the:

potential as a demystifying force and as a launching pad for a new oppositional stance which
would aim at the freeing of the colonised from this disabling position through the construction of

new liberating narratives. (Ashcroft et al, 1989, p. 125)

Ideally, for Fanon, the assertion of African national cultures would not delineate racial
division but would encompass a more enlightened internationalism that recognised certain

shared experiences and histories between African nations and beyond.

> See Mc Ewan, C. (2009) ‘Postcolonialism and Development’. London: Routledge. p.46
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Fanon depicts the transition of the African writer-intellectual and the development of a
national culture into three stages: Firstly, ‘assimilation’ when writers seek to equate with their
European counterparts followed by a phase when writers question the colonial relationship
and return to past memories, old legends and re-establish connections with local people. This
period is marked by distress, difficulty and self-disgust and creates what Fanon terms a “just-
before-the-battle’ literature (See Fanon, 1967). Sierra Leonean author, Syl Cheney-Coker’s
1973 poetry collection ‘Concerto for an Exile’ wrestles with his identity and slave heritage as

a Krio® and could be seen to fit this description.

For Fanon, the middle phase of self doubt and disgust precipitates a ‘fighting phase’ when the

native intellectual is ultimately drawn into combat with the coloniser. He turns himself into an:

awakener of the people, hence comes a fighting literature, a revolutionary literature, and a
national literature. During this phase a great many men and women who up till then would
never have thought of producing a literary work, now... feel the need to speak to their nation,
to compose the sentence which expresses the heart of the people and to become the

mouthpiece of a new reality in action. (Fanon, 1967, p. 179)

Such a fighting literature, Fanon argues, should not seek only to look backwards to counter
colonialism but to create a new future and “use the past with the intension of opening the
future, as an invitation to action and a basis for hope” (Fanon, 1967, p.187). This last phase
called for mass participation in violent decolonisation by an organised revolutionary force

combining all classes of society.

% Coker’s work does not otherwise follow Fanon’s model though much creative writing in the immediate pre and
post independence era in Sierra Leone was characterised by self-criticism and mockery of the English
mannerisms and foibles of the new African elite.
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Fanon’s ideas are still influential for black African writers for example, when exploring
historical identity, but they have lost poignancy for writers facing very different social
challenges, failed states and widespread post-independence political disillusionment. The lack
of a revolutionary ideological framework in which to situate contemporary writers in the
aftermath of civil-war creates a kind of free for all. In Sierra Leone, writers are attempting to
make up their rules and raison d’etre as they go along whilst simultaneously finding they have
to make a justification for literature in a country emerging from the rupture of conflict facing

acute poverty and spiralling illiteracy.

Sierra Leonean writers neither represented violent groups nor espouse violence as a possible
route forward and they are not particularly opposed to the political leaders as many of them
are ensconced in the social and business machinery of the political elite. The collapse

associated with war, instead animated creativity and provided a unity of purpose.

Cultural nationalism and writers in Sierra Leone

A brief enquiry into the ideas of Cabral and Neto (both influenced by Fanon’s theory of
culture and nationalism) leaves the post-independence, post civil war poets and writers of
Sierra Leone appearing rudderless, without a clear agenda or ideology, unclear as to exactly
what they are doing, who they speaking to and why. There is no homogenous ‘enemy’ or
revolution in the making, they are not combat poets or writers who espouse violent revolution
and none were active participants in the civil conflict. Instead, the writers I interviewed work
in the face of widening wealth gaps, chronic lack of infrastructure, extreme levels of poverty,

illiteracy and corruption. They are uniquely placed in history as writers who have witnessed

34



civil conflict, and its aftermath, in the shadow of decades of political neglect and national

mismanagement exacted so spectacularly by Siaka Stevens’ rule in the 1960s and 1970s.

For Cabral’s liberation writer, the challenge was to preserve culture and harmonise and
develop these values in a national framework (Cabral, 1973, p48). Freetown’s post war
writers are aware, and take advantage of, their unique position in being conversant between
indigenous cultures and languages and the English speaking world with its access to global
western culture. Many are aware that their writing is deemed to be enriched by including
aspects of indigenous ethnic traditions and folklore and yet they, for the most part, gaze
outwards in terms of the audiences they seek. Indeed, Ashcroft et al (1989, pp. 8-9) discuss
the inevitable marginality of writing from the colonised perspective within the coloniser’s
language yet point out that, ironically, this marginality itself becomes a source of inspiration
which captures the attentions of international reading audiences. Such marginality, for
example ‘civil war literature’, has become a key characteristic as well as a unique selling
point of the emerging literature from Sierra Leone. Nevertheless, rather than being a
conscious attempt to forge a national identity through the assertion of indigenous culture this
instead reveals a recognition amongst Sierra Leonean writers of the value assigned to cultural

hybridity in international literature.

The majority of writers, nonetheless, claim to play a role (or aspire to play a role) in fostering
a shared sense of Sierra Leonean culture which unites yet celebrates the particularities of
individual ethnic group customs and beliefs. The experience of violent conflict has united
writers as advocates of peace yet the distrust associated with the war (and fierce competition
for resources) has made writers concerned with individual acquisition, developing business
opportunities and seeking politically supported positions as representatives of arts and culture

bodies.
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Though not articulated by the writers in this way, the bringing together of indigenous cultures
within English literature could be understood as a way to promote a cohesive national culture
after the civil conflict. Fanon argues that the ‘native intellectual’ can return value to the past
and this is a role that could be adapted to contemporary Sierra Leonean writers who seek to
build a sense of pride in their history beyond the experience of war which has so negatively
affected the national psyche. Such a reclaiming of the past and “reconstruction of historical
memory” is a fundamental aspect of the social reconstruction process after violent conflict

(see Fisher et al, 2000, p.137).

Cabral stated that liberation movements needed to build a shared sense of national culture out
of the negative and positive aspects of indigenous cultures within the nation and insisted that
such a movement had to be popular. Sierra Leone’s writers are, however, held back by the
lack of popular readership and they cannot be said to represent the mass populace. Access to
creative writing is extremely limited and there is a lack of dissemination of written formats

. 7
into oral forms'.

Sierra Leone digresses from cultural nationalist approaches as it did not experience a
significant struggle for independence. Literary commentators such as Palmer and Porter (2008)
and Hollist (1991) cite this as the reason why a committed national literature did not emerge

in Sierra Leone (see Chapter 2 for further discussion). In the immediate war and post war
context in Sierra Leone any combative role amongst writers is not evident. The wave of
writers I focus on, though energetic and ambitious, are often constrained by their membership

of the elite.

7 The People’s Education Association (PEA) went some way towards closing this gap with the publication of the
‘Songs and Stories’ Series (folk stories collected from across Sierra Leone in local languages with translations)
but their work halted during the war due to lack of funds.
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The writer as spokesperson, educator and critic

In this section I explore the contributions of the Kenyan writer Ngugi wa Thiong’o and
Nigerian author Chinua Achebe. Achebe tends to view the writer more as reformer while
Ngugi assigns the writer a more radical role especially in relation to language (see Okolo,
2007). In Anglophone Africa, the development of the writer’s role has been closely tied to its
social and educational function. Ashcroft et al (1989) cite Achebe’s essays ‘The Novelist and
Teacher’ and ‘Africa and Her Writers’ as examples of the approach to writing in Anglophone

Africa. In countries colonised by the English, African writers:

privileged the social function of writing over its function as a tool of individual expression.
They created their myths and legends, and told their stories for ‘a human purpose including no
doubt the excitation of wonder and pure delight” (Ashcroft et al. 1989, p.126. Note the
quotation marks indicate a citation from Achebe’s ‘Africa and Her Writers’ published in

1963).
Ngugi wa Thiong’o

The belief that imaginative writing in Africa is a social and political act is one that has been
echoed by Kenyan writer and commentator, Ngugi wa Thiong’o: “The very act of writing

implies a social relationship: one is writing about somebody for somebody” (1981b, p. 5).

In exile in the United States since 1982, Ngugi’s writing led him to make enemies of the
Kenyan state and he was imprisoned in 1977. His work has continued to criticise the Kenyan
regime and on his first return to Kenya in 2004 he was attacked by armed men. Writing in the
late 1970s, Ngugi claimed that writers need to choose sides and accept that they are never

neutral:
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Whether or not he is aware of it, his works reflect one or more aspects of the intense economic,
political, cultural and ideological struggles in a society. What he can choose is one or the other
side in a battlefield: the side of the people, or the side of those social forces and classes that try
to keep the people down. What he or she cannot do is keep the people down. What he or she
cannot do is remain neutral. Every writer is a writer in politics. The only question is what and

whose politics? (Ngugi, 1981b, p.5).

Ngugi emphasised the fundamental influence of literature on culture and on the individual

within society.

At the collective level, literature, as a product of men’s intellectual and imaginative activity
embodies, in words and images, the tensions, conflicts, contradictions at the heart of a
community’s being and process of becoming. It is a reflection on the aesthetic and imaginative
planes, of a community’s wrestling with its total environment to produce the basic means of
life, food, clothing, shelter, and in the process creating and recreating itself in history. (Ngugi,

1981b, p.5).

A Russian child (by example) grows under the influence of his native imaginative literature...
that the central taproot of his cultural nourishment should lie deep in his native soil is taken

for granted (Ngugi, 1981b, p.1).

Recognising that education in English literature was part of the neo-colonial structure still
shaping and producing Africa’s young men and women, Ngugi wanted to gain back control of
literature by making it authentic and extending its reach to local populations through writing
(and performing) in local languages. For Ngugi, literature is formative, it “is part of man’s
self-realisation” and “a symbol of man’s historical process of being and becoming” (Ngugi,
1981b, p.6). It persuades us through appeal and influences the imagination and cannot “stand

above” prevalent social and political issues. Literature shapes:
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Our attitudes to life, to the daily struggles with nature, the daily struggles with a community

and the daily struggle within our individual souls and selves. (Ngugi, 1981b, p6).

Ngugi’s views can be situated in early 1980s Kenya and in an African continent in which
writers were intimidated and imprisoned by volatile regimes for highlighting government
abuse and corruption in their writing. In this sense writing was charged with a sense of
urgency and was critical to highlighting social ills and underpinning the need for social

change.

Both Ngugi and Achebe successfully wrote creatively and wrote essays and criticism in
relation to the action, meaning and effect of creative writing in post colonial Africa. Indeed,
the 1970s and early 1980s appear to have been a period when authors entered into literary
criticism and political debate. Ngugi and Achebe famously disagreed over issues of language
and colonialism in the 1970s. This disagreement (in which Ngugi argues that the English
language is a tool of colonial subjugation and Achebe defends English as a medium of
communication among different ethnicities and as a language which can be appropriated and

stamped with a unique Africanness) has come to dominate the field®.

Interviewed in 1991, Achebe defended his position claiming that “the literature we have
created during the last forty years in Africa had enormous influence which would have been
much less if we had all retreated into our own little languages” (Morrow, 1991). Nonetheless,
as Ashcroft points out, Ngugi’s belief that language is the bearer of culture offers “a powerful
reminder of the unsolved problems for the African writer in English who desires to speak to
and for the people and not just to an educated elite and a foreign leadership.” (Ashcroft et al,

1989, p.131). In the case of Sierra Leone, the decision to write in English as opposed to the

¥ See, for instance, Achebe. C. (1975b) and Ngugi wa Thiong’O (1981a).
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lingua franca, Krio, although elitist is, oddly, less ethnically biased as Krio is the language of
the distinct Krio ethnic group in Freetown who tended to dominate political and literary

affairs in the post colonial period.

Putting the language debate aside, what Ngugi offers this study is an emphasis on the cultural
and political role of literature. He views the national literary arena as fundamental to the
functioning of society -and as an indicator of its well-being. In contrast, Achebe contributes a
focus on the educational role of the writer and the writer’s function as social critic and activist.
Although Achebe appears to focus more on the individual writer (as opposed to Ngugi’s
macro focus on literature and politics) his aspirations remain high. Rather than arguing that
writers are, by their very nature, actors in politics, Achebe accentuates the writer’s social
responsibility which, depending on prevailing national conditions and crisis, may require the
writer to act. Indeed, his experience in the Biafran civil war moved him to consider that all

African writers must be committed protest writers, see Ogungbesan, 1974, p.47.

Chinua Achebe

In ‘“The Novelist as Teacher’ (1975), Achebe explains that African writers should not shy
away from the educational and social role they can play in their societies. Writing against the
recent history of colonialism and slavery he states “What we need to do is to look back and
try to find out where we went wrong, where the rain began to beat us.” (Achebe, 1975, p.68).
For Achebe, literature helps people to learn, reflect on and better their society and the writer

plays a crucial role:

The writer cannot expect to be excused from the task of re-education and regeneration that

must be done. In fact he should march right in front . . . Perhaps what I write is applied art as
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distinct from pure. But who cares? Art is important but so is education of the kind I have in

mind. And I don’t see that the two need be mutually exclusive. (Achebe, 1975, p.73).

In this same essay Achebe quotes from Mphahlele’s African Image’ in describing the writer
as “the sensitive point of his community” (Achebe, 1975, p.72). In a television interview with
the South Bank Show, Achebe said “you have a responsibility to make your story
known...not only to tell lovely stories but to tell ugly stories when they happen... it is the

story that outlives the war drums” (South Bank Show, May 17 2008).

For Achebe, writing performs a social and didactic function. Fiction “is something we know
does not exist but which helps us to make sense of, and move, in the world.” Commentating
on ‘The writer in the Community’ and the ‘Truth of Fiction” essays in Achebe’s ‘Hopes an
Impediments’ (1989), Wise describes how Achebe assigns the novelist with the political and
social responsibility of ‘imaginatively bring[ing/ into being’ an alternative reality which (it is

implied) may help us to learn and create better scenarios in the future (Wise, 1999, p. 1057).

Asked why many American novelists ‘have eschewed or at least marginalised, the political in

their work’, Achebe explains:

I think they've been conned into apoliticism by those who have a vested interest in keeping us
out. The emperor would prefer the poet to keep away from politics, the emperor's domain, so
that he can manage things the way he likes. When the poet is pleased to do that, the emperor is
happy and will pay him money to stay within his aesthetic domain. But you and I don't have to
agree with the emperor. We have to say no. Our business involves the peace, happiness and

harmony of not just people but the planet itself. (See Morrow, 1991)

Later in the same interview Achebe defends the necessity for art in society:
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Art is like a second handle on reality, on our life and the world. That is an alternative that is
provided by art. It does not cancel life, it does not eliminate life. It gives us this possibility for
contrast, even for escape. So if a life is going to be meaningful... it is our destiny that we must
wrestle with difficult problems. The very nature of life is struggle. That's why this need for an
alternative -something that can be used as a foil- will always be a necessity to a life well-lived.

(Morrow, 1999, Part two)

Achebe’s use of the term ‘foil’ is interesting here. I take it to imply that literature provides a
contrast and reveals differences and insight when compared to our own understanding and
experiences. Ogungbesan, in his seminal article ‘Politics and the African Writer’ (1974)
summarises Achebe’s view that the African writer should be, what he terms, a cultural
nationalist “explaining the traditions of his people to a largely hostile world” and a teacher
“instilling dignity into his own people (Ogungbesan, 1974, p.44). He then adds a further role
as social critic explaining that Achebe believed that writers should be free to criticise their
own societies. By the late 1960s Achebe’s stance changed somewhat with his involvement in
the Biafran Civil war. Ogungbesan reveals how during a “period of conflict, priorities change,
and people tend to reinterpret their lives and roles in new lights” (1974, p. 47). He quotes

from an interview in 1974 when Achebe states:

I believe it’s impossible to write anything in Africa without some kind of commitment, some
kind of message, some kind of protest... In fact I should say all our writers, whether they are
aware of it or not, are committed writers. The whole pattern of life demands that you should
protest, that you should put in a word for your history, your traditions, your religion, and so on.
(Interview with Achebe, University of Texas, Austin, USA, November 1969. See

Ogungbesan, 1974, p.47.)
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Ogungbesan, drawing closely from Lindfors, explains that “Achebe has moved from
criticising his society to directly taking a hand in remoulding it” (1974, p.47) and suggests

that:

in addition to recording the past and the current revolutions and changes that are going on, the
African writer has a great influence in determining Africa’s future, for by recording what had
gone on before, he is in a way helping to set the tone of what is going to happen. (Ogungbesan,

1974, p.47)

Lindfors summarises this new role as more involved in “determining than merely reporting”
and in acting than reacting (cited by Ogungbesan, 1974, p.47). Emenyonu, also cited, explains
that Achebe came to understand his war experiences as confirmation of the revolutionary role

of the African writer in post war Nigeria and in post independence Africa:

The most meaningful work that African writers can do today will take into account our whole
history: how we got here, and what it is today; and this will help us to map out our plans for

the future. (See Ogungbesan, 1974, p.48).

Interestingly, the writer’s role as teacher, for Achebe “could only be a temporary measure,
something dictated by the political logics of the day. Once the lesson had been learned, the
teacher’s duty falls into abeyance” (Ogungbesan, 1974, p.49). The writer’s role as social critic

follows on logically from the role as teacher:

Having repaired the foundations of his society by establishing the validity of African
traditions, the writer can now afford to take an unflinching look at his society and its
shortcomings. However, the writer’s role as social critic is higher than his role as teacher,
since it can go beyond the requirements of the moment. Writers all over the world have
always been called upon to play this role. But it demands more of the writer than the role of

the teacher. It demands more than objectivity; it demands considerable detachment when



writing about the past, but this quality becomes doubly necessary when writing about the

present. (Ogungbesan, 1974, pp. 49-50).

Achebe highlights the evolving role of African writers beginning as cultural nationalists (in
relation to representing the nation and indigenous culture to outside audiences), then as
teachers, social critics and, if necessary, activists within post-colonial societies. These roles
were heightened and combined for him during the Biafran conflict when he considered
activism and protest a necessary duty emanating from his role as a writer. In fact, Achebe’s
views on the social and didactic role of writers were, most likely, informed by his early career
in broadcast journalism and then honed under the extreme circumstance presented by the
Biafran conflict. This connection between journalism, creative writing and war is also very
prevalent in contemporary Sierra Leone. Ogungbesan’s chief criticism of Achebe, however, is
that he too readily assumes that creative literature is useful and that what Achebe wrote for
Radio Biafra and the lectures he gave were closer to “propaganda” (Ogungbesan, 1974, p. 50).

I explore Achebe’s reflections on poetry and the war in Biafra in some detail next.

Biafra and Achebe’s poetry

In 1969, Achebe explains that the experience of war accentuates the involvement and social

commitment of the writer:

The involvement of the Biafran writer today in the cause for which his people are fighting and
dying is not different from the involvement of many African writers—past and present—in the
big issues of Africa. The fact of war merely puts the matter in sharper focus. (See Obiechina,

2002, p.530).
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In a television interview for the South Bank Show, Achebe explained that “poetry is more

accessible to the writer in distress” (2008) and, earlier, in conversation with Lindsfor, he said:

I think that there is some connection between the particular distress of war, the particular

tension of war, and the kind of literary response. (See Obiechina, 2002, p.528).

Similarly Ogungbesan quotes Achebe saying that he could:

understand why South Africans could not afford to write novels — only poetry and short stories.
During the war, he had found, like them, that there was no time, everything was too pressing,

novel writing was a luxury, and poetry seemed to meet the demands of time. (See

Ogungbesan, 1974, p.48).

This conforms to my findings as it was mainly poems (as opposed to short stories, novels and
plays) that were written in Sierra Leone during the war and post war period. Poetry, of course,
lends itself to writing in relatively short time periods and can be an avenue for emotional
outpouring and lamentation as well as a rallying cry. In relation to the growing body of
Biafran literature, in which writers are now identified in terms of first, second or third
generation regarding their proximity to war experience (see Krishnan, 2010), the writers I met
constitute the first generation of Sierra Leonean civil war writers. Like first generation

Nigerian war writers Achebe and Okigbo, their chief output is also poetry.

More contemporary Nigerian novelists, such as Buchi Emecheta and Chimamanda Ngozi
Adichie, would be considered to be third generation. Krishnan typifies these texts as more
distanced from the specificities of the war. As such, they tend to re-imagine and represent the
conflict as “still-open reflecting the fragmentation of personal and communal identity”

whereas first generation writers tend to promote a view of conflict which is “both
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comprehensible and complete” presenting “a vision of the nation as a viable and shared

imagined community” (Krishnan, 2010).

Obiechina, in an article about the therapeutic aspect of Achebe’s war poetry in the ‘Christmas
in Biafra’ collection, reflects on Achebe’s transition into poetry during the Biafran conflict

having previously written other forms:

How and why Achebe crossed the generic boundary between fiction and poetry in the period
of the Nigerian civil war and after should be of interest not only to critics of African literature
but also to anyone concerned with the relationship of literature to social history, especially
during periods of great social and psychological disturbances. It is obvious, of course, that
poetry was there all the time in the lyrical texture of Achebe's fictional writings, but poetry as
a distinctive creative form and a consciously structured genre was not part of Achebe's

creative agenda until the civil war. (Obiechina, 2002, Preview).

Indeed, when asked, during the civil war (in 1969) if he was currently writing creatively,

Achebe responded:

Yes, but not novels. I do articles and some poetry, but I can't do more than that. I started a
novel just before the war which seemed to me at the time terribly important—I had already
had the idea for it as far back as '66—but I finally gave it up because it later seemed to me
completely unimportant. . . . I can create, but of course not the kind of thing I created when I
was at ease. I can't write a novel now; I wouldn't want to. And even if I wanted to, I

couldn't. . . . I can write poetry—something short, intense, more in keeping with my mood. . . .

(See Obiechina, 2002, p.528).

Drawing on the ideas of Brecht and the use of poetry in ‘dark times’, Obiechina suggests that

Achebe ascribed poetry a “distinct potency” and considered his role that of a “healer of the
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self, the people, and the wounded soul of society in the harsh, bad times” (Obiechina, 2002,

p-529). He suggests that Achebe:

recognized the multi-faceted uses of poetry for making a statement, for bearing witness, for
instigating a humane social and moral order, and for conscientizing the reader to a better
understanding of the corruptions of power and the patent, often brazen, nature of evil.
Through poetry, Achebe hoped to provide an antidote to the sort of cynical calculus of death
and deep corruption... Only poetry could adequately address the horrors of the death by
starvation of millions of children and non-combatant men and women, while politicians across
the world looked away or indulged in interminable hair-splitting palavers (Obiechina, 2002,

pp- 529-30).

Again, drawing this time on the work of Burness, Obiechina assigns a socially therapeutic

role to Achebe’s poetry:

the artist would, by bearing witness and thus sharpening the resource of memory, help the
people and the society to heal themselves through the poetic reconstruction of tragically
painful experiences. Such poetry, of necessity, would—by mood, emotion, and texture—be
adequate to its therapeutic function; it would be poetry that reproduces the "hurt" as well as
the potentiality of healing. In Achebe's own words, "It can find a way to point, however

tentatively, at prospects and possibilities of healing" (Obiechina, 2002, p.530).

How this healing role is actualised is, however, not described by Obiechina. He fails to
interrogate how Achebe’s poetry was disseminated and read within the Biafran elite, by the
wider Igbo and Nigerian people and outside audiences at the time of writing and into the
future. Neither does he determine the role that Achebe’s poetry played in rallying combatants,

supporting or promoting the Biafran cause or promoting social action (including agitation for
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peace). However, Obiechina offers a unique exploration of the therapeutic aspect of poetry in

the Biafran civil war context.

Unlike Okigbo, who died in the fighting, Achebe did not personally participate in violent
combat during the war. He did, however, travel widely to inform and educate the world about
background and consequences of war from a Biafran perspective. In this way, he moved

across the spectrum from social engagement through writing into political activism.

In Sierra Leone, most authors had limited experience of the war (it encroached into Freetown
on two occasions) and none, except for the ex-soldier and now American-based biographer,
Ismail Beah, actually fought or supported the rebels’. Writers, instead, became united through
wanting an end to the conflict. Unlike Biafra, the war in Sierra Leone was a civil war in which
a small group of disenfranchised and forcibly recruited rural youth waged war on the country:
it was not a secessionist conflict. In fact, many people in Sierra Leone today remain unclear
about the causes. Writers were not rallying towards one side or another or supporting an
educative campaign about the causes and consequences of war; rather they were witnesses of
a horrific turn of events reacting with complex emotions to the events unfolding around them
(see discussions in Chapter 4, for example, in relation to Oumar Farouk Sesay’s poem At

Tellu Bongor) .

Contemporary Sierra Leonean writers: spokespersons, educators and critics

Since the 1960s and 1970s, discussion about social commitment amongst African writers has

lessened amidst the fragmented politics of many contemporary post colonial African nation

? There was however criticism and divided views on the government response and the handling of the vigilante
Kamajor group.
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states in which an easily identifiable ideological role for writers is less available. In the Sierra
Leonean context, the complex phenomenon of war has inadvertently brought local writers into
a cultural brokerage role. They have also become arbiters of the recent past as their
experience and reflections about the conflict are sifted through mechanisms of creative
expression and discussion. Their growing self-awareness and sense of agency about this role

is discussed further in Chapter 3.

As an Igbo, involved in the Biafran cause, Achebe saw himself as part of a revolutionary
vanguard with identifiable adversaries and a meaningful cause. Despite different contexts,
Achebe recognised that the writer’s role is politically expedient and one can extrapolate that
in a post-war context the writer’s role may be to teach peace and act as a critic on both the
state (or leadership) and society (or what President Koroma termed “followership” in a recent
Network Africa interview, 2011). Like Achebe, the poets I met were united in trying to “find
out where we went wrong, where the rain began to beat” (Achebe, 1975, p.68). Achebe
demonstrates how crisis necessitates that writers become involved but the actual nature of
involvement is not deeply probed. In Sierra Leone, I consider the act of writing as a form of
social engagement and as a tool to catalyse and reinvigorate renewal and recovery. This role
might be closer to Achebe’s idea of “conscientizing” (see earlier quotation from Obiechina,
2002, pp. 529-30). Interestingly, many of the writers I met in Freetown said they had been

influenced by Achebe’s work but were referring to his literature rather than his essays.

In arguing that literature is political and that the writer must take sides, Ngugi is assuming
that clear sides exist (1981b, p.5). In Sierra Leone, such clear divisions are less visible. Sierra
Leone’s writers face hybrid demands, experience multi- layered identities and cross-cutting
allegiances. Here, the blame for the state of the nation and for the severely constrained

personal trajectories of a sizeable proportion of the population is dispersed across structures



and individuals within the past and present inside (and outside) the national boundaries.
Meanwhile, traits of laziness, idleness and ignorance are frequently cited by journalists,
politicians and educators as reasons for the country’s backwardness'’. Although there are high
levels of illiteracy there is not a general assumption that the writer is writing for the (illiterate)
people. In fact, with the emergence of sensitisation programmes (which often use scripted
plays to instil messages such as human rights or HIV prevention) the role of the writer has
switched. In this case, rather than reflecting the thoughts, feelings and wishes of the people,
they are persuading them to change instead. Ideally, such a message would resonate with the
beliefs of the writer and they would be free to choose or reject contracts. In reality everyone
has pressing financial demands and sensitisation work has become a way to make money
from creative writing whilst enabling the writer to feel that they are promoting social change.
Freetown dramatists Charlie Haffner and Mohammed Sheriff both run theatre companies that

derive the bulk of their contracts from sensitisation programmes.

Despite the duality in today’s party politics (between the SLPP, representing Mende ethnic
groups and Southerners, and the ruling APC, representing Temnes and Northerners), taking
sides is more complicated than when Ngugi was writing. Sierra Leone’s rebel RUF were not
widely supported at all and only when the RUF merged with members of the Army to take
over as the AFRC in 1997 might some of the writers have supported them. Writers were not
drawn in through ethnic affiliation as was the case in Biafra. Writers are, instead, free floating,
able to take up causes and driven to confront social issues yet without a guiding ideology
which places them in a clearly demarcated relationship with the state and society. What I am

trying to emphasise here is that the African literary landscape has shifted significantly and

' For example, see Joseph Kpanda’s contribution to the National Vision for Sierra Leone: Sierra Leone Truth
and Reconciliation Commission [on line] Available from http://www.sierraleonetrc.org/index.php/nvsl-written-
submissions/30-nvsl-joseph-kpanda [Accessed 4 June 2013]

50


http://www.sierraleonetrc.org/index.php/nvsl-written-submissions/30-nvsl-joseph-kpanda
http://www.sierraleonetrc.org/index.php/nvsl-written-submissions/30-nvsl-joseph-kpanda

that the landscape in contemporary Sierra Leone is different to the situation that Ngugi was

writing about in the late 1970s yet it is still possible to extrapolate from his views.

The conditions Ngugi assumes (that literature is available and disseminated) appear idealistic
in the Sierra Leonean context and highlight how far reading is in decline. For Ngugi, literature
shapes and reflects society and embodies the way a society looks at itself and places itself in
the world (see earlier quotations). Literature contributes to a functioning society and is a key
arena for driving social change. In Sierra Leone’s case, the poor condition of literature is
indicative of ill function in other spheres such as literacy, education, publishing and
journalism and governance. The conditions of literature (as well as the content) reveal the

health and thematic preoccupations of the nation.

When interviewed in 2006, Ngugi explained how his literary style had adapted to what he saw
happening in African politics: “How do we describe a regime without using a satirical mask?”
he commented (Front Row, BBC Radio 4, 2006). His 700 page novel ‘Wizard of the Crow’,
published in the same year, caricatures the ruthless, corrupt figures and absurd behaviour he
sees in contemporary Kenya and other African nations in a mad cap, often grotesque,
tragicomedy. The seeming inexplicableness of the text and multiple, ever-changing narratives
convey, perhaps better than rational political analysis, the state of decay of certain African
governments. Here Ngugi demonstrates the writer’s role as critic. In Sierra Leone similar texts
do not (as yet) exist although Syl Cheney-Coker’s ‘The Last Harmattan of Alusine Dunbar’

uses a similar style.

Ngugi’s concern with language as the bearer of culture and hence his choice of writing in his
native Kikuyu although pertinent to my research is not emphasised in this study as none of the

authors I interviewed in Freetown considered language to be a contentious issue. Neither did
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they consider that writing in Krio, or other languages, might be a way to increase readership.
Instead writers tended to hope for improvements in schooling and the inculcation of a
renewed reading culture (in English) and did not problematise their disassociation with the
Sierra Leonean populace. Nonetheless, Sierra Leonean authors face the challenge of
maintaining authenticity whilst writing in colonial English when the immediate post colonial
conditions of education have grossly deteriorated for the majority and improved dramatically
for others (with increased international travel and specialised educational opportunities,
internet access, publishing platforms and social networking opportunities coupled with a

growing appetite in the west for hybrid literature).

Whether post-war Sierra Leonean writing is understood to be the last bastion of a colonial era
clinging on in unfavourable circumstances or whether we see literature in English as a small
but thriving component of a new, progressive stage in Sierra Leone’s development and
recovery is a question I will return to in the Conclusion having considered the texts and author
responses in more detail. Suffice it to say at this point that English is likely to continue as the
main language of international trade, education and publishing in the foreseeable future for
Freetown’s inhabitants (although commercially there are growing links with China and India).
Meanwhile in the provinces literacy in English is likely to decline further leaving authors in
the capital in a quandary as to their aims and intended readership. Simultaneously as literacy
in English falls, Krio is strengthened as the lingua franca creating new challenges and

opportunities for local writers.
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A new African perspective: the writer as a concerned free agent

I would like to, briefly, include another emerging contemporary African perspective
originating from present-day Kenya and personified in the ideas of the writer and journalist,

Binyavanga Wainaina.

Eschewing academia yet speaking at academic conferences (he gave the Keynote address at the
2012 Africa Studies Association Conference in Leeds, for example), Wainaina represents
something of an enigma yet his idea and actions can be said to represent a new trend
regarding the role and position of African writers. Now in his early 40s, Wainaina epitomises

what he calls the:

new generation of hip-hop, cyber cafés, and open TV is a generation of networking. I consider
myself part of the in-between generation, neither that of Ngugi wa Thiong'o nor that of hip-

hop generation (see interview by Journo, 2008).

Along with other internationally-minded, locally-aware Kenyan writers, Wainaina founded
the inspirational Kwani magazine. These writers have left behind preoccupations with English
language and colonialism (their fellow Kenyan Ngugi’s concerns) and are equally at ease with
the portability of African English as well as new language forms (e.g. Kenyan Sheng). This
‘in-between’ generation are empowered, self-aware and upwardly mobile Afropolitians
leading the way in East African, African and international publishing practices at the forefront
of internet writing. They constitute a new writer-led movement towards popular engagement
and global connectivity which assigns writers an alternative platform for social commentary
and ideas generation which is close to, but not the same as, journalism. Although Wainaina is
aware of the negative trajectories of nativism, he embraces his ethnicity and cultural

influences whilst existing in a multiplicity of global identities and sourcing much inspiration
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and identity from Nairobi’s urban culture. Wainaina’s broad melange of views see writers
inhabiting a new expressive space free from the concerns of earlier post-colonial writers and
also free in terms of the ability to tap in and out of global, African, Kenyan or ethnic
perspectives. This shifting, expressive literary space responded to recent ethnic conflict in
Kenya with the creating of the Concerned Kenyan Writers Forum (see Journo, 2008). At the
2008 Kwani Litfest in Kenya, a symposium was included for “Revisioning Kenya” designed
for non-literary speakers to discuss solutions for Kenya and to promote pollination of ideas.

Wainaina explains:

in a post-violence situation it is a great service to provide such a platform... it serves to
remind people that a territory of better ideas exist that is beyond politicians and their mediocre

ideas. This new territory can be a source of inspiration for writers (see Journo, 2008).

The Kenyan writers are technologically (and perhaps educationally) more advanced than that
of their Sierra Leonean counterparts and benefit from a more sophisticated literary
infrastructure. Their ideas represent a kind of counter, or free, ideology and a vision for
writing which breaks with past concerns. The creation of space for pollination of ideas outside
mainstream politics connects with ideas I develop later that literature in Sierra Leone provides
a space for the re-imagination of new social ideas. The links between journalism and writing

are also shared by Sierra Leone’s writers yet their motivations tend to relate more to Achebe’s.

In summary, I have found that there are elements of the writer as cultural nationalist, as
spokesperson, educator and critic and as concerned, free agent that speak to, and can inform,
this thesis. The Negritude and independence movement writers were harbingers of large-scale

and revolutionary change which, though different, is echoed in the fractural change and social

54



challenges facing post conflict Sierra Leone. This has meant that writers (wittingly and
unwittingly) have come to occupy a role of peace ambassadors as writing reflects a
heightened social conscience in the wake of war. The social situation has required that writers
become more involved (as Achebe recognised) yet the nature of that involvement diverges.
The peculiar (and elevated) status of writers in Sierra Leone also resonates with the idea of a
territory of ideas that can exist and inform politics in crisis (as is happening in present day

Kenya).

The role of the writer and conflict in Africa

Having explored existing research on the general role of the writer in Africa, I will now
consider contributions relating specifically to role of the writer in Africa during and after

conflict.

Despite the recent history of conflict and civil wars in English-speaking Nigeria, Uganda,
Liberia, Somalia, Kenya and Sierra Leone (and in Angola, Congo DRC, Cote D’Ivoire,
Ethiopia, Eritrea, Mozambique Rwanda, Burundi, Sudan, Guinea-Bissau, Chad, Senegal and
the Comoros) research on the impact of civil war on creative writers, on their writing, roles
and motivations is limited. Despite numerous poetry anthologies on themes of war and peace,
there is little analysis of the actual role that writers play in post-war recovery. The most
similar context to Sierra Leone is neighbouring Liberia, a nation also created for the liberation
of slaves (by America) which has similarly experienced civil conflict and chronic
underdevelopment. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Liberia appears to be facing similar literary
problems. In reviewing ‘Iron Lady of Liberia’ (a film about the Liberian President Ellen J

Sirleaf), Tewroh-Wehtoe Sungbeh writes:
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I too have been pondering over the years about the literary emptiness in our society — that
Liberian writers and filmmakers haven’t stepped up to the plate to mass produce books and
documentaries about the wealth of talents in the Liberian society, but are content reading
books and watching Nigerian films and materials from other countries. (Tewroh-Wehtoe

Sungbeh: 2008).

Nonetheless, on investigation Liberia conveys the impression of a buoyant literary scene
boasting a Liberian Writers Association, the Liberian Studies Journal, and the Sea Breeze
Journal of Contemporary Liberian Writing (see
http://www.liberiaseabreeze.com/currentissue.htm). Liberian Elma Shaw’s recent novel
‘Redemption Road’ (published by Cotton Tree Press in 2008) is based around the civil war
and the writer and academic Robert H Brown’s latest novel ‘Remembrance of Things Past’,
published via AuthorHouse in 2009, depicts the privations of wartime and is described by
online booksellers Alibris as ‘doomsday fiction’. Except for the work of commentators such
as Eva Acqui (below) there does not seem to be any detailed study of the function of writing

in contemporary Liberia:

Liberian culture as a whole, literature especially, has several culturally vital tasks to attend to,
within exercising its role of struggling for a better future, for speaking to the spiritual and
cultural needs of a nation it has culturally attempted to keep up. It has to preserve its rich
foundation of folk culture, consisting of customs, rites, and the related literary products, such
as tales, legends, etc. The danger of myths and motifs vanishing into oblivion does exist,
unless people themselves hand over this rich cultural heritage to the present and future

generations, and teach them the pride of holding such an inheritance. (Acqui, 2007)

No analysis of the actual role that writers play in peacebuilding in countries such as Liberia or

Mozambique, Zimbabwe and Rwanda appears to exist. Instead there are several books,

56



journals and conference materials which explore a range of African experiences as well as
more detailed analysis on the Biafran conflict. The Sierra Leonean literary commentator,
Eustace Palmer, who co-edited the first book on Sierra Leonean literature (2008), does not
investigate the social function of writing. Hollist, too, in his PhD thesis (1981) though
concerned with the committed nature of writing with particular reference to the Krio

imagination, does not focus on the actual social contribution of writing in Sierra Leone.

Books, journals and conferences

Despite the popularity of war poetry, there is little material available in the field of writing
and social change or the role of literature in conflict affected countries neither are these
subjects studied commonly in university or in other courses. Several American universities
are developing interests in creative writing and social justice and I found some related degree
level modules, such as War and Creative Writing at New York University. These courses tend
to use literature as a way to access and learn about war (such as the First and Second World
Wars and the Jewish Holocaust) and the experiences and perspectives of those involved rather
than explore the role that writing plays within the society in which the conflict took place. I
had expected to find therapeutic courses which focused on writing about conflict but I found
only courses in Art Therapy and Creative Arts Therapy (which does not include creative
writing). Bibliotherapy (drawing on the therapeutic effect of reading and discussing responses
to the text in groups) is by contrast, gaining popularity in the UK (for example with hospital
patients, the elderly or mental health groups) and there is even a service offering bespoke
reading prescriptions for whatever personal issues are affecting you (see individual

bibliotherapy at www.theschooloflife.com).

57



Two publications appeared to cover my topic but, on examination, did not deal with the
subject matter adequately. These were Larson’s ‘The Ordeal of the African Writer’ (2001)
which documents the challenges facing African writers who have suffered “more indignities,
threats, humiliations and genuine terror than their counterparts in the rest of the non-western
world” (Ushie in Larson, 2008, p.144). Although Larson’s book exposes the extent of
censorship and imprisonment, the economic and financial crises and lack of publishing and
literary infrastructure (and its concentration in the Western metropoles), he does not explore
the effect this has on the writer’s self perception or motivations or the specific contribution
that writers and their writing can make to society. The much earlier book, ‘Protest and
Conflict in African Literature’ (1969), edited by Pierterse and Munro, is not actually about the
experience and impact of conflict on African writers but about the social commitment of
writers which, for the editors, involves inevitable protest and conflict stemming from a
reaction to colonialism. Critics such as Holland (1972) claim that protest already existed in

pre-colonial African art forms such as praise singing.

Other research exploring writing, conflict and peacebuilding in Africa is found in a number of

journals which I summarise below:

The African Journal of New Poetry: Rhythms of Conflicts (2008)

Dedicated to Malawian poet, Jack Mapanje, this edition “hopes to challenge readers of
African poetry with the truth of the aliveness of African art to the political and social concerns
of the century” (see Emezue: 2008: Introduction). Claiming to “throw further light on the
poetry of national and ethnic conflicts in the African continent” it includes articles exploring

Zimbabwean national identity and the use of satirical song to manage conflict in Yorubaland
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and a study of Igbo war songs. There is also an interview by Nkemdirim and K H Brown with

guest Irene Marques (a Canadian scholar and poetess). In this, she states:

Poetry (and by extension allegorical and metaphorical writing) can be more political than
something written in a realist journalistic-like manner because the power of the poetic can
enter a deeper core in ourselves and touch the spirit — that site that sees like no other, that is
blind to divisions or dichotomies, not tolerating oppressions because it sees humans as equal
in value despite their differences... I think that writings that are profound and meaningful do
mix different modes of expression where the perceived real becomes enmeshed with the
imagination, the poetic, the allegorical, the spiritual, the bodily and the emotional [she has
earlier cited the work of Uruguayan journalist, essayist and poet Eduardo Galeano by way of
example] This enmeshed way of writing can be much more provocative and politically
engaging because it opens up ways for us, ways of seeing beyond that which is in front of us.

(Brown and Nkemdirim, The African Journal of New Poetry, 2008, p.205).

Other than this comment concerning the powerful effect of mixing genres (which in some
way relates to the Sierra Leonean situation where there is much overlap between writers of
journalism and poetry and similar aspirations are assigned to both genres), this journal does
not provide a broad survey of the topic. Neither does it question the effect of war on the social

ambitions of writers and the function of their work (or problematise this functionality).

The Journal of African Literature: War and Conflict (2008)

The sister Journal of African Literature (2008) was devoted to a similar theme of ‘War and
Conflict’. In this, Joe Ushie (wWhose comment and writing appears in both journals) writes the

premier article ‘Two Africas in One: Neo-Colonialism and the African Writer’ (pp. 17-33).
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In this ambitious essay, Ushie (a Nigerian poet, based at Uyo university and author of several
poetry collections including 1998 Eclipse in Rwanda) appears to be highlighting the conflict
between Africa’s neo-colonial leaders (the ‘jackals’ and “vultures’: 2008, p.29) and the post-
colonial African writer. He traces the role of writers to the traditional African setting in which
“the song was a major medium of social engineering and criticism” (Ushie, 2008, p.18). It
was the role as social critic that explains the combative stance of writers in during
independence struggles, Ushie claims. Whilst Anglophone writers sought to glorify their
cultural heritage, their Francophone counterparts responded with a “corrosive” Negritude,
suggests Ushie. The writer “effectively complemented the political flank in the struggle for
independence” (2008, p. 19). In today’s Africa, Ushie maintains writers are considered a
threat and “killed, incarcerated, forced into exile, or their works banned” (2008, p. 28). Ken

Sara Wiwa, killed under Nigeria’s Abacha regime, is cited to claim:

literature must serve society by steeping itself in politics, by intervention, and writers must not
merely write to amuse or take a bemused, critical look at society. They must play an

interventionist role” (See Ushie, 2008, p.23).

Ushie relates this to the rise of the prison note sub-genre yet suggests the threat of
imprisonment and intimidation leads some writers instead to surrender “to the predator
African world by either self-censorship or giving up writing altogether (especially in Sierra

Leone...” (Ushie, 2008, p.29).

Apart from Ushie’s article the actual experience of conflict and its impact on literature and the
writer’s role is not covered by the journal. Corrado’s ‘Writers of Angola Crying in the Desert’
(pp. 109-130), however, makes the interesting claim that the isolated elite nature of the

literature written by early poets if anything delayed the mobilisation of the nationalist
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movement. This comment could be extrapolated to the wider debate about the social function

of literature to highlight the difficulty of elite literature making an impact on wider society.

War in African Literature Today: (2008)

In the editorial article, Emonyonu describes this edition of African Literature Today as
devoted to how writers have “handled the recreation of war as a cataclysmic phenomenon”.
He then cites Nwahunanya’s ‘A Harvest of Tragedy’ (1997) who, writing about the

contribution of Nigerian civil war literature to historical African fiction, states:

Writers have made literature continue to function as the mirror of society. In this process of
mirroring and criticizing its pitfalls, the war literature also serves as a compass for
redirection... the suggested mistakes of the war initiators and administrators portrayed in these
writings thus become invaluable guides to meaningful national growth and a stable and

progressive society (Emenyonu, 2008, p.xi).

Emenyonu goes on to consider whether imaginative war literature (which is a by-product of
war) can still meet aesthetic standards while balancing a didacticism and authenticity of war

writing:

It is easy for a creative writer to stray away or be derailed from objective artistic visions
because of partisan or passionate involvement in a cause. When this happens, the work could
degenerate into running commentaries and propaganda... Artists do not create in a vacuum.
They can, and do, take positions on the serious social and political issues of their times, but
this should be done in a manner that does not compromise the integrity of either the artist or

the created piece. (Emenyonu, 2008, p. xii).
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He ends his editorial by concluding that his own research on Nigerian war literature has

revealed that:

writers on the war must allow a reasonable period of time to lapse before they can objectively
write about the war, no longer as active combatants in the conflicts, but as writers who bring
their imaginative vision to bear on the important events in the history of their people.

(Emenyonu, p.2008, p. xiv).

Nwankwo, in ‘The Muted Index of War’ considers the lack of serious attention given to the
rising toll of Africa’s wars. He suggests that imaginative writing can offer a kind of ‘index’ to
understanding this rising trajectory. Indeed he names Sierra Leonean Syl Cheney-Coker’s
“epic sweep” of a novel, ‘The Last Harmattan of Alusine Dunbar’, as representative of “the
kind of ethos needed to capture this undesirable index... through the magical and marvellous
ambience” that “muffle and transform that ethos into fatalistic and nihilistic messages” (see
Emenyonu, 2008, p.2). Interestingly, he also suggests that Coker predicts some of the anarchy
to come in his poems Analysis and When the Revolution is Near at Hand from ‘The

Graveyard also has Teeth’ collection (1980).

In rather defeated tone, Nwankwo asks “how does one begin to make sense out of the recent
eruptions in Ivory Coast, or the perplexing limb hacking horrors of Sierra Leone?.. In Africa
the only fixed thing is its desert of pain and despair” (see Emenyonu, 2008, p.10-11). Yet
Nwankwo reads in the texts he analyses that those at blame are the multifarious
interconnected elites and multinational companies, colonialism and the persistent “identity
crisis” amongst educated Africans (see Emenyonu, 2008, p.1). Nwankwo shows how the
reading of literature from war-affected parts of Africa can alert people to the harsh realities of
certain histories and to the tendency for identities and connections within society to easily

unravel (often with violent consequences) when manipulated and under strain. He suggests
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that it is via a combination of poetry and fiction that we can learn most about conflict in

Africa:

While novelists have the advantage of fuller representations of Africa’s wars because of the
spatial advantages of fiction, poets capture in precision the feelings and moods of the people.
Between these two genres we find a reliable index for reading the impact of war in numerous
societies, and how all those wars affect both the human condition and destiny in the continent.

(See Emenyonu, 2008, p.13).

Whilst I agree with Nwankwo that African writers provide an index to the state of nation in
terms of their role in chronicling the lived experience and social histories of conflicts, I would
have liked his analysis to explore the full range of roles that writers play, and seek to play, as
well as the impact of war literature on readers, other writers and on political and economic
elites. Beyond demonstrating how literature can raise awareness and teach about war, it would
have been useful for Nwankwo to question, for example, if and how literature contributes to
new post-war narratives, how war shapes emergent literature in a post war context and how
literary discourses contribute to building a constituency for peace via nonviolent counter

discourse.

Creative Writing on War and Peace in Africa conference: (2006)

In 1-2 December 2006 a conference was held at the Nordic African Institute in Uppsala,

Sweden aiming to promote dialogue between writers, critics, scholars and policy people and:

promote a literary perspective to the gaps in the dominant approaches to peace-building and

post-war reconstruction in Africa... Some emphasis was placed on the role of the writer in
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dissecting the causes of war, creatively confronting tyranny, and using the imagination to

envision a transformed socially just, peaceful and free Africa. (Workshop Report, 2006)

Organiser and co-editor of the subsequent 2009 publication, ‘Writers, Writing on Conflicts
and Wars in Africa’, Okey Ndibe gave a paper titled ‘Writing Between the Spaces of
Conflict’. In this he discussed the necessary dehumanisation of the other in war and how the
writer has “a responsibility to resist the labelling of others as less than human, and to name
and expose the evils haunting society”. He concluded that “war gives us eyes to see the
humanity of others” and puts writers in the position of revealing this sight (see Obi, 2006, p.1).
Anna Chitando, in exploring the works of Ayi Kwei Armah urged writers to “sharpen their
conversations around violence, conflict and peace in Africa” and suggested “other disciplines

need to tap into the social vision of African writers” (see Obi, 2006, p.2).

Participants agreed that “the writer has the power of naming and re-naming things that in turn

could guide how people act”. It was also noted that:

situations of conflict change the person and the language of the writer. The issue of how far
the writer can go and what s/he can do in such a situation is recognized as a contested terrain
and debated. It is noted that writers as the custodians and moulders of words and images, with
the ability to name and question things can reach deep into, or even subvert the human mind.
Therefore, they have some power to show that there is an alternative, as well as new ways of

thinking. (Obi, 2006, p.3).

Chenjerai Hove contributed his own story of being a writer and his encounter with war in Zimbabwe
in a paper titled ‘Small People, Big Wars, A Personal Memoir’. He asks: “what can we do as writers —

who are so fragile?” and then suggests that:

64



writers’ fragility was indeed a source of power, that threatened tyranny everywhere. This
power lay in the capacity of the writer to reach into the innermost parts of the mind, to draw

the human soul, capture the deep feelings of anguish, trauma and joy. (See Obi, 2006, p.3).

However, Hove also recognised that:

the writer had only words and the ability to name things as his tools. In dealing with the
‘fragile’ word, the writer using the imagination and knowledge of the geography of the mind
has a serious responsibility of dissecting the causes of war, and is a witness, naming and

telling the things that have happened. (See Obi, 2006, p.3).

David Bell, writing about South African fiction in ‘Literature on Demand? Violence and the
literary imagination in Contemporary Southern Africa’ argues that imaginative literature is
best employed to “bring new perspectives and insights to social life, rather than propaganda”.
Bell is critical that literature becomes appropriated by dominant discourses and argued “for
the use of the imaginative space to move society forward or evoke images of what that ideal
would look like”. He suggests that literature can provide a “gaze” to look beyond violence

and build relationships and that “writing is an important aspect of conflict transformation and

dialogue” and a necessary part “of breaking away from the horrors of the past” (See Obi, 2006,

p.4).

Sierra Leone was not explored specifically except for a pictorial presentation about
marginalised youth in Freetown by Mat Utas. Again, the actual impact of literature, and
potential impact, in post war situations does not appear to have been rigorously discussed or

analysed though Bell touches on key aspects of the relationship between literature and conflict.

65



The report concludes that while some participants were of the view that “the writer had to
interrogate her/him-self, to provide words to map experience, to dissect society, and provide
alternatives, others recognised that there were limits to what the writer could do in a conflict
context” (Obi, 2006, p.3). The role of the writer in narrating the experience of violence and
killing was discussed and concerns raised that, whether consciously or not, “writers could be
complicit to narratives that promote a particular political position” (Obi, 2006, p.4). It was also
agreed that a literary perspective to peace-building and post-war reconstruction in Africa

should be the subject of further research.

These conference proceedings overlap with some of the same questions I raise. My attention
is drawn, for instance, to the fragility of writers embedded in Sierra Leone. They face
challenges of balancing accurate and unbiased accounts of war with poetic interpretations
leading to ethical questions of what and where to fictionalise and for what end. However, |
was disappointed that there was no attempt to consolidate ideas and identify the key roles

writers in conflict play or explore how civil war exposure affects their propensity to write.

I had also expected to find debate about the limited readership that African writers confront
within their countries and the effect this has on their capacity. Certain writers in Sierra Leone
are aware that they are writing into a vacuum because of the decline in readership yet they are
motivated to promote social change in their work. This dilemma was discussed by
Mohammed Sheriff during interviews in 2010, for example. In such a context, I suggest,
literary ideas are disseminated via elite discourses and via western readership. The challenge

this poses for writers does not appear to have been sufficiently highlighted.
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African Writing Online: War and Peace

African Writing Online produced a special issue dedicated to War and Peace. In the editorial,
publisher, Chuma Nwokolo, writes that “Peace is a project, and the burden of literature, of
community, must be to increase the weight of peace”. He writes an impassioned plea for
continued effort and planning for peace stating that “after every war, the incidence of casual
cruelty among the population rockets” (Nwokolo, Issue 6, Editorial — no date given).
Nwokolo’s approach focuses on the awareness raising nature and critical value of literature
which can help us to inhabit and better understand other social and personal realities. This, |

suggest, can be interpreted as the peace education function of literature:

A good writer on war takes us to the frontiers of the worst tragedy man is capable of — in our
armchairs, so that we don’t have to flee there through gunfire and shells, through mined

countryside. That is the true province of literature. (Nwokolo, 6, Editorial — no date given)

Relevance of research on African writers and war

In the immediate pre and post-colonial context, many African writers were extremely
conscious of their political role in rewriting national history and revising aspirations and
values for the majority of Africans who had had to endure colonial rule. As the new African
intellectual elite, they felt a sense of duty to represent and educate the illiterate populace and
create a body of more authentic literature than that imported by the colonisers: they were part
of a political project. By contrast, today’s Sierra Leonean writers find themselves rudderless.
They want to speak of the near past and of the future but there are few to listen. Inheriting the
colonial English language and education system, writers now need to justify this position in a
vastly underdeveloped environment in which cultural preferences have shifted away from

literature.

b/


http://www.african-writing.com/six/domichirongo.htm

These post-colonial, post-war writers are, nonetheless, seeking to re-enchant the national
project through literature. They are animated by this task, at a time when the government
cannot provide for the basic needs of its citizens and when education standards (including
English and reading) are in severe decline. The need to defend literature, the sense of capacity
experienced by ‘being a writer’ and the ongoing project of peace consolidation to some extent
provides that missing rudder. The political affiliations of writers (which mirror a nation
divided between two dominant parties) do not appear to charge their writing ideologically,
though their allegiances may help or hinder certain opportunities available to them. In such a
small country, writers share schooling, ethnic and familial ties with members of the political
and business elite and this might also account for the lack of radicalism amongst writers none

of whom are calling for a substantial change in the status quo.

The studies surveyed here are concerned, predominantly, with war literature rather than with
post-war literature. Research on the relationship between writing and social change,
citizenship and literature as a discourse for social reconstruction and peace in post war

African contexts is extremely limited if it exists at all. This thesis serves to begin to fill this

gap.

The lack of rigour surrounding the study of war and post war African literature and the role
writers can play in social renewal and conflict transformation may be the result of privileging
such literature, automatically assuming that it represents a social good, performs the role of
chronicling history and warning future generations from returning to violence. Thus the
context in which the author writes from and the historical placing of this writing is, in effect,
weighted more heavily than the interrogation of author intension, audience impact or, even,

quality.
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By way of responding to the literature surveyed in this chapter, I have outlined below some
different roles that writers perform in war and post war periods. These are roles that [ have
recognised in my field work, discussed with authors and would like to see interrogated in
future interdisciplinary research. For the most part, the overall functions are the same in war
and post war contexts but how these roles manifest themselves depends on social conditions. I
create a much smaller, more specific list in the Conclusion based on an analysis of Sierra

Leonean texts.

Varied roles of writers in war context:

e Morale: to rally troops and people to withstand rebel advances (propaganda)

e Critic: to make complaints, demand an end to fighting, search for reasons and
solutions, build a constituency for peace

e [ament: emotional conscience of nation
e Escape: provide entertainment

e Social and civic activism: writing about social issues, helping in peace effort, helping
victims, political involvement, journalism, encouraging literacy and reading

e Chronicle: document social reality through journalism, poems, prose notes, journals

e Therapeutic: writing as individual therapy and coping strategy during extreme national
and personal conditions

e Narrativise: explain past and present through story-making and metaphor, may explore
reasons for war and ways of understanding

e Edutainment: personal, communal and social guidance through story, poems and
drama (drawing on earlier folk traditions, moral plays). May be self-generated or
commissioned e.g. writing radio plays re HIV awareness or peace education. Rise of
‘sensitisation’.

e (Gatekeeper: writing used as way to introduce/access nation, cultural traditions and
way of emotionally ‘reading’ nation through literary elite discourse. Writer inhabits
position between state, society and international discourses. (Western elites use
African elites as gatekeepers and translators and texts are read as ways to ‘enter’,
understand and evaluate social conditions).
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Varied roles of writers in post-war context:

e Morale: nation building and cohesion: promote healing, forgiveness and a new era

e C(Critic: provides check on society/state, question levels of violence, causes and warns
of possible repetition/recidivism, reveals need for structural change e.g. poverty, rape
etc.

e Lament: same as war context though circumstances changed and distance changes the
response

e Escape: provide entertainment (divert gaze from dominant social and political
challenges of recovery)

e Social and civic activism: promote rights, literacy/community and schools awareness,
political involvement, catalyse social participation through arts, journalism

e Chronicle: same as in war yet more distance from which to chronicle war or make
creative work from raw experience and distance leads to more variation in
interpretation.

e Therapeutic: writing as cathartic personal expression in general. Transition from
personal therapeutic to socially therapeutic writing.

e Edutainment: personal, communal and social guidance through story, poems and
drama (drawing on earlier folk traditions of moral plays). Maybe self-generated or
commissioned e.g. UNICEF commission of community drama re Child Rights. In the
post-war context Sensitisation work is the mainstay for some creative writers and
practitioners.

e Narrativise: explain past & present: re-tell story of war from distance (e.g. now
emergence of novels), fictionalise and recreate ideas of nation. Renewal of social and
national imagination after war. Offers alternative discourse on recent past and future.

o Gatekeeper: similar role to war-time.

Note that it is not just these writer roles that are important in a conflict situation. I have found
that the participatory practice of writing, the sense of agency experienced by writers on the

ground and their discourses perform key socially-transformative functions.
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Conclusion

To summarise, | have demonstrated that while there are helpful approaches to examining the
role of the writer and conflict transformation in Africa (and there is nascent interest in the
field as evidenced by the 2006 conference on Creative Writing and War and Peace), there is
no one approach I can adopt for this study. Perhaps the best fit is Achebe’s understanding of
the writer as a social actor whose role adapts according to the health of the society and polity
in which they are located. When a society (such as Sierra Leone) is unhealthy, I extrapolate;
the writer has a responsibility to act for change. The Sierra Leonean writers writing today
within the country, whom I have met and interviewed, and whose poems I have analysed,
assume a similar span of educative, critical and entertainment roles for writing (see Chapters 3

and 4).

The lack of a clear guiding ideology (such as that provided by the cultural nationalists) means
that writers are left to consider and assign their own roles to some degree. Though they do not
so much inhabit the in-between and experimental space actively explored by Kenya’s writers,
they do represent an alternative space or counter discourse to the dominant political rhetoric.
The ten year civil war and subsequent recovery efforts have animated and focused writers
making them peace ambassadors as well as catalysts for social change amidst the apathy and

mistrust remaining after the years of violence.

In this thesis I build on the ideas gained here to create a new understanding of the writer’s role
which may help inform generic approaches to the role of writing and of literary discourses in
the conflict transformation process. Writing provides a space to engage, retell, rethink and re-

imagine society and the process of participation as a writer, I suggest, should be considered a
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form of social engagement or active citizenship in the extreme circumstances pertaining in

Sierra Leone.

Throughout this thesis, I build on ideas in this chapter (notably Achebe’s view of the writer as
pivotal social reformer) through field work and textual analysis. By adapting research from
peace and conflict studies disciplines (for example, see Jabri, 1996) I intend to demonstrate
that writing is a location of peace and a counter discourse (see Said, 2004). It is also a
democratic model which allows for contestation of norms and political critique as an ongoing
counter dialogue against the structural forces that tilt society towards conflict (whether
systemic or actualised). Via literature, the narrative frameworks which keep communities
returning to conflict can be re-imagined. My own work and previous studies of peace
education reveal the transformative potential of imagining the lives of others, of considering
alternatives to our personal and social histories and finding commonality and empathy with
others. This, I would argue, is one of the primary functions of imaginative literature and an

essential function in a post conflict society.

Before considering these ideas further, I will first provide a literary and social context in
which to situate post-war Sierra Leonean writers (Chapter 2) then consider the lived
experiences and responses of these writers (Chapter 3) and finally examine their texts

(Chapter 4).
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CHAPTER 2

Sierra Leonean literature: setting the context

Having considered the role of the writer in an African context and, specifically, in a post-war
context, I now bring together what can be recognised as Sierra Leonean literature and situate

the group of writers I study (and their output) firmly within their nation’s literary canon.

This chapter charts the history of Sierra Leonean literature in order to provide a context with
which to consider the field work findings and poems gathered in Chapters 3 and 4. In doing
this, I suggest that the contemporary period, delineated by the civil war, marks a new
departure in literature from within the country characterised by a renaissance in socially
oriented poetry. This period is also distinctive in that it is the first time writers from different
ethnic groups are at the forefront of new writing and share a strong sense of social mission as
Sierra Leonean writers. Certain trends persist over time such as close links between authors
and journalists and the privileged, elite position of writers. However, contemporary poets (see
more information in Chapter 3) represent a more diverse cross section of society and are more

at ease with their africanity than their pre-independence predecessors.

Before analysing writers’ view and their poetry, it is important to recognise that a wider
national canon, though little known, does exist. It is also important to consider perceptions of
Sierra Leone in African literature. I suggest that Sierra Leone offers a test bed for literature in
extremes. Due to social and economic neglect, the literary fabric is severely limited and

writers’ lives are compromised by the lack of supporting infrastructure coupled with an
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almost non-existent local readership. Although this context acts as a constraint, it also appears

to fuel their literary ambitions and heighten their sense of social duty as writers.

I begin this chapter by offering a definition of Sierra Leonean literature and discuss certain
issues surrounding its lack of success as a national presence on the wider African and
international literary platform. Next, working back from the post-war period (in which my
field work took place), I sketch a brief history of Sierra Leonean literature having explained
why such background information is valuable for this enquiry. Please note that further
contextual information regarding educational and literary opportunities for contemporary
writers in Freetown is included in Chapter 3. Additional field notes (see Appendix 3) also
detail what interviewees defined as Sierra Leonean literature. The main primary texts
mentioned in this chapter are gathered chronologically in the first section of the Thesis

Bibliography to help provide an overview for quick reference.

Towards a definition of Sierra Leonean literature

For the purposes of this study, I offer the following definition of Sierra Leonean literature:

creative writing in which a Sierra Leonean setting is authentically handled or to which
experiences originating in Sierra Leone are integral. It is literature written in Sierra Leone by
authors of Sierra Leonean heritage or by non-Sierra Leoneans resident within, or closely
linked, to Sierra Leone. It is also the literature of Sierra Leoneans living in the diaspora which
relates to the country. (Adapted from the definition of African literature agreed at the 1963
Freetown Conference on African Literature and University Curricula at Fourah Bay College.

See overview in Kanneh, K. (1998) ‘African Identities’. London, Routledge. p.41)
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From the outset, I was determined to focus on a specific part of this definition that I felt was
absent in the books I had initially come across i.e. I wanted to focus on literature written
inside the country, as a product of living, making and remaking daily life in the context of
post 1991 Sierra Leone itself. The better known writers associated with Sierra Leone
including Aminatta Forna, Delia Jarret-Macauley, Ismail Beah and, to some extent, Syl
Cheney-Coker (who is based in the United States) benefit from the educational and literary
opportunities afforded in the west. I am not suggesting that these writers cannot be classed as
Sierra Leonean or they do not share cultural values, consciousness or ethnicity but that
because of their geographical position, they are not the prime focus of this study. Several of
the writers I interviewed are able to travel outside the country and one in particular,
Gbanabom Elvis Hallowell, studied in the United States. Nonetheless, the fact that the
majority of their time is spent in the geographical, social, economic (and emotional) setting of
Sierra Leone remains pertinent to their writing, to their self-definition as authors and poets
and to their literary potential in influencing the national imagination and creating a distinct
literary discourse within the country. Note that my convictions about the significance of place

were discussed earlier under the National Literature section of the Introduction.

For my study, I am less concerned with literary quality and more concerned with the
motivation for writing, the images and ideas portrayed and the effects of writing in a grossly
underdeveloped, post-conflict landscape. I want to discover the nation’s writing and claim it
as part of a Sierra Leonean canon which is largely unknown internationally (and, perversely,
even less so within the country). I then want to consider what role this writing plays, and

could potentially play, in post-conflict transformation.

Although the idea of assigning nationality to a literature is problematised within post-colonial

literary studies (see African Literature Today, Sept 2001, No 17 which focuses on the
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question of language), the idea of and existence of Sierra Leonean literature was rarely
questioned during my research. It was only the somewhat provocative dramatist, Pat Maddy,
in a brief interview who said “there is no Sierra Leonean literature”, claiming that it had yet to
been written (field work conducted in 2008). However, Maddy later conceded that there had
been new literary developments such as the poetry collections by the Falui group (referring to
the ‘Songs that Pour the Heart’ 2004 collection) and his own theatre work. Instead writers
defined themselves (in fact appointed themselves) as Sierra Leonean writers because national
preoccupations are at the foreground of their output. Being a Sierra Leonean writer (in such a
small country with limited literacy) may also lead to interviews, inclusion in national
anthologies and, through this, an entrance into the wider, global community of African and

international writers and further publishing opportunities.

During my research, the first guide to Sierra Leonean literature was published (see Palmer and
Porter, 2008). Prior to this only short articles were available and Onipede Hollist’s PhD thesis
(1991) which focused specifically on the Krio imagination in Sierra Leonean literature.
Neither Palmer nor Hollist sought to dispute the categorisation of a national ‘Sierra Leonean’
literature neither have they set out distinct delineations of entry into that category either. In
fact, both Hollist and Palmer are Sierra Leoneans themselves residing in the United States and

include much diaspora material in their analyses.

Literary commentators such as Johnson (2001) writing on Southern African literature warn
against the ‘limitations of corralling writers into national literatures’ (2001, p. 51). Such a
national category cannot take account of “relations and connections that exceed the nation

state” he argues quoting the firebrand author Marechera:
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I would question anyone calling me an African writer. Either you are a writer or you are not. If
you are a writer for a specific nation, or a specific race, then f*** you. (Dambudzo Marechera,

1986 (see Johnson, 2001, p.38)

Marachera’s desire to go beyond the boundaries of Zimbabwe may have been influenced by
his experience of censorship and by travelling between Britain and Zimbabwe and seeking to
“escape the reflex condescension directed at all writers inhabiting what he sees as the literary
ghetto of African Literature” (Johnson, p. 51). Marachera seems to be recoiling from the
labelling of literature as ‘Zimbabwean’ or ‘African’ by the west with all the power
implications that labelling carries. Such terms may be laden with historical associations of
coloniser and colonised and western prejudices implying a literature that is third world (even
third rate) ensuring that African literature stays in a subordinate position compared with the

‘great’ literature emanating from the west. Marechera (in 1992) claimed:

all nationalism always frightens me, because it means that the products of your own mind are
now being segregated into official and unofficial categories, and that only the officially

admired works must be seen (Johnson, 2001, p.51).

The Sierra Leonean authors I spoke to do not echo Marechera’s concerns. This might be
because they are still struggling with recognition and believe a national categorisation may
help them or because Sierra Leone is a distinct nation in West Africa whose nation character
and history is not shared across borders to the same degree as in southern Africa. There is no
doubt that the nation of Sierra Leone is a major preoccupation and subject matter for the

writers | met. Indeed, when asked ‘What is your role as a writer?’ various responses included:

To etch some kind of identity
To tell the world about things here

To trumpet the existence of Sierra Leone
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So we don’t forget what happens to us
To record and capture emotion as no historian can do
To help people know culture and what happens

To inform, entertain and educate in such a way to establish the culture of a nation. It should
give people a vision for themselves and a root.

(Excerpts from author questionnaires gathered during field work in Freetown, autumn 2008)

These quotations reveal the extent that writers see themselves as Sierra Leonean and consider
writing as a way to document the past, to speak on behalf of Sierra Leone and promote
national identity. The idea of a national literature is not, therefore, challenged in this thesis
and such a category actually appears useful and meaningful in this context. | am aware,
however, that in other situations writers might equally have defined themselves as Freetown
writers, African writers, black writers or war writers etc. but I suggest that these definitions
would not abrogate their identity as Sierra Leonean writers. To critics who claim that national
literatures are defunct in an age of increasing globalisation, I would argue that though this is a
factor, it in no way threatens the existence of a Sierra Leonean literature at the time of this
research. In fact, the internet has connected people across the country (and overseas) by virtue

of nationality and, at the same time, may reinforce that identity.

Due to the economic and educational environment, it would be extremely difficult, if not
futile, to attempt to pin-point Sierra Leonean literature through geographical publication. Due
to the lack of publishing options, bookshops (and customers) within the country, most
creative writing is published outside in America, UK, Canada or closer to home in Nigeria,
for instance. This includes self-published books which are the main route to publishing and
often the only option for new authors to see their work in print. From 2005-2006 onwards
there has been a steady increase in books published by diaspora writers based in the US often
under the imprint of Lekon New Dimensions Publishing. This is a small, dedicated Sierra
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Leonean publishing house founded by Clifford Fyle and based in New York after the civil

war (see http://lekonpublishing.com/). In 2010-11 a publishing venture, in Sierra Leone,

Karantha, was initiated by one of the authors discussed here, Oumar Farouk Sesay.

In 2008, the Language and Literature department at Fourah Bay College introduced the first
ever undergraduate course on Sierra Leonean literature (see Additional Field Notes, Appendix
3). This, along with Palmer and Porter’s book, again confirms that there is a growing body of

national literature which may now be studied and placed together as a canon. For Ashcroft:

a canon is not a body of texts per se but rather a set of reading practices (the enactment
of innumerable individual and community assumptions, for example about genre,

about literature, and even about writing. (Ashcroft, 1989, p.189)

These reading practices are “resident in institutional structures, such as educational curricula
and publishing networks” (Ashcroft, 1989, p.189). African literature textbooks tend to sub-
divide material into regional and national literatures. Sierra Leonean Literature has tended to
be subsumed under West African literature where, typically, the poems or novel by Syl
Cheney-Coker will be discussed along with earlier poems by Adelaide Casely-Hayford, for

example.

The older generation of Sierra Leoneans tend to associate Sierra Leonean literature with
Wellesley Cole’s ‘Kossoh Town Boy’, Sarif Easmon’s stories and plays, Pat Maddy’s novel
and plays and the plays of Dele Charlie. Those Sierra Leoneans in their late 30s and 40s tend
to know Syl Cheney-Coker and remember reading Achebe’s ‘Things Fall Apart’ (published
first in 1958 then followed by sequels in the 1960s). Amongst British readers and viewers, the
blockbusting film Blood Diamonds is widely known while committed readers may have read

Beah’s war autobiography or Aminatta Forna’s novels for example. Older British readers may
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remember Graham Greene’s depiction of Sierra Leone as a white man’s grave in the ‘The

Heart of the Matter’ (1948).

Palmer and Porter’s book on Sierra Leonean Literature (2008) breaks new ground by focusing
solely on Sierra Leonean literature. Palmer, himself a Sierra Leonean and one time lecturer at
Fourah Bay College, is an American resident and Professor of English in Georgia and a
fiction writer (Palmer published three novels in 2010-11). The introduction to Sierra Leonean
Literature is now available to critics and academics internationally though it is not stocked (or
was not stocked in Autumn 2008 at either Fourah Bay College or the central library in
Freetown). Florida-based, Onipede Hollist’s lesser known PhD thesis (1991) entitled ‘An
Analytic Survey of the Postcolonial Fiction in English of Sierra Leone’ focuses mainly on
short stories and novels and identifies the peculiar situation of literature in Freetown society,
the dominance of Krio writers and the tendency of writers “to look inward, to probe and
question rather than to seek explanations for the country’s malaise” (see Hollist, p.73). For
Hollist, Sierra Leonean writing appeared “calm”. He suggests that “Sierra Leone avoided the
large scale social upheavals that make interesting material for creative writing” (Hollist,
p-143). Now, however, writers are working in the aftermath of civil war. Such a social and
political emergency has kick-started the creation of new writing and prompted the emergence

of new voices who are writing with an intensity of feeling and sense of social agenda.

The marginal nature of Sierra Leonean literature

Along with possessing the first university in Africa (Fourah Bay College was founded in
1827), Freetown was known as a diverse centre of learning and heralded the Athens of Africa

but, despite what Palmer suggests was a ‘literary head start’ (2008, p.14), literature did not
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flourish. Today this may be a reflection of Sierra Leone’s underdevelopment and the effects
of the recent war yet there are a number of other factors contributing to the marginalisation of

Sierra Leonean literature.

The non-literary emphasis of education

The focus of learning in post-colonial Sierra Leone became to acquire positions in the
colonial administration or the legal professions and thus the pursuit of writing creatively was
subsumed to the role of part time hobby for those with proficiency in English. Indeed, Hollist
explains that most “writing was part-time and displayed a strong autobiographical and
journalistic nature” (Hollist, 1991, p8). Later, the teaching of English at university tended to
focus on criticism as opposed to writing. Palmer suggests that although Sierra Leone has
produced writers, they have tended to be journalists, critics and anthropologists and it is only

recently that writers of literature have emerged. (Palmer, 2008, p.16).

Lack of independence struggle and Krio dominance

The emergent national literature in Sierra Leone was overwhelmingly (though not exclusively)
written by members of the Krio elite from the capital city or from its western satellites. This
writing often lacked rigour and sat awkwardly against the work of acclaimed African writers
like Achebe, Ngugi and Beti (Palmer, 2008, p.16). Sierra Leonean literature was not
particularly concerned with critiquing the colonial authorities when many African writers

were engaged with African nationalism from the 1940s onwards. In this way, Sierra Leone
stands apart from the cultural nationalist writers discussed in Chapter 1. Authors, such as Sarif

Easmon and Abioseh Nicol, for example, lampooned the affectations of Krios and depicted
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elite characters in the midst of moral quandaries and corruption torn between the best and
worst of English and African cultures. Such literature held limited appeal to readers outside
the peculiarities of Freetown society. Palmer suggests that the lack of strident African
nationalism and absence of independence struggle combined with the dominance of Krio
writers ensconced in English culture (and hence alienated from rich African traditions) meant

that a national literature was not effectively forged as in other African countries (Palmer, 2008,

p.15).

Although Palmer recognises that Sierra Leone produced nationalist figures such as Wallace

Johnson (1894-1965) and Bankole Bright (1883-1958), he claims:

its own brand of nationalism was never as strident as those in countries like Ghana, Guinea,
Nigeria or Kenya. There was no sign of the force of nationalism, therefore, which could have
helped fuel literary creativity... (the Creoles) never felt that alienation or crisis of identity..

that sparked the production of some of the greatest works of African literature.” (Palmer, 2008,

p.16)

Similarly Hollist echoes Palmer arguing that writers didn’t feel the trauma of contact with the
west felt by other African writers (1991, p.28). Hollist appears to claim there was a lack of
engaged literature because the relationship with the west wasn’t particularly problematised
nor were writers seeking to assert themselves through an independence movement fought on a
racial and cultural basis. “The literature of Sierra Leone”, Hollist writes, “lacks an African
flavour and a commitment to the political and cultural emancipation of the continent” (Hollist,
1991, p. 20). Hollist finds that Sierra Leonean short stories published in Black Orpheus,
Transition and The Journal of New African Literature and the Arts (US) in the 50s and 60s
lacked the protest and commitment of their African counterparts. Whilst recognising that

Sierra Leonean literature lacks an African feel and liberation focus, Hollist explains that the
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distinct Sierra Leonean culture context needs to be considered. Focusing on fiction, which he

considers the most productive medium (1991, p.2), Hollist claims:

its treatment of commitment is interrogative rather than imperative. Due to their cultural
heritage, Sierra Leonean writers tend to present social and political issues in a manner which
promotes discussion and encourages readers to engage and probe, and to question. (Hollist,

1991, p.1)

Writers tend to focus more on the “interplay of character and society” and the “impact of
ideology on individuals and interpersonal relations” rather than the struggle between
“traditional and colonialism” (Hollist, 1991, p.11). Commenting on the journalistic focus of
Sierra Leonean writing, Hollist explains that “though displaying early currents of creative

literature” initially writers “tended to report rather than tell a story” (1991, p.8).

Leading on from Hollist’s study, one could argue that contemporary writing, though still
extremely Freetown focused, is more ethnically diverse now (in fact most interviewees,
though not all'', agreed with this). Rather than dictating to or commanding the reader (what
Hollist refers to as imperative in the quotation above), contemporary writing continues to
question and prompt the reader to reflect (what Hollist would refer to as interrogative in
function). In fact, this type of interrogative writing has been spurred on further by attempts to
redress the errors of war and by the failures of post-independence Sierra Leone’s political
leaders. Sierra Leonean literature does not appear to have played an overtly critical function in
the past (except for Krio theatre in the 1970s) though it has been a vehicle for comment, for

lampooning the ruling classes and an outlet for post-colonial disenchantment.

' Several Krio writers, for example, complained of prejudice against Krios and a growing preference for writing
from other ethnic groups. Lecturer and author, Arthur Smith, agreed tribe was less of an issue now. Some of the
key poetry voices, he said, are coming from the Temne tribe (e.g. Elvis Hallowell and Oumar Farouk Sesay).
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A latecomer to the African literary scene, Palmer suggests, Sierra Leone has only recently
reached a significant stage in its literary development due to people from the interior finally
starting “to write and to utilize their rich traditional heritage... as other African writers have
done” (Palmer, 2006, p.22). This view is again echoed in 2008 (p.40) when Palmer cites the
novels of Conteh and Mansaray to demonstrate that “at last Sierra Leonean fiction has come
into its own” arguing that what is emerging is a “preoccupation with the presentation of
traditional society” (Palmer, 2006, p.22). In expressing such views, Palmer wanders into
problematic territory as he opens the debate on tradition and authenticity in African literature

(see Mazrui, 1992).

Here, I suggest that Palmer is overreacting to the domination of anglicised Krio literature in
post-colonial Sierra Leone and privileging texts from writers of other ethnicities which he
deems represent a more traditional and authentic point of view. In my view, although the
heterogeneity of texts (in terms of ethnicity and location) was limited, early Krio texts
constitute legitimate Sierra Leonean writing and are, by their very nature, fascinating in terms
of the hybrid nature of Krio identity and heritage. They combine, in varying degrees,
European language forms and codes with the vernacular and elements of oral forms (which
tend to be considered more traditional and authentic, see Mazrui, 1992). The poems I discuss
in Chapter 4, for example, operate between and across language, cultural and national
boundaries and shift in response to the context, conditions and perceptions of both writer and
reader and the arena in which these two meet. For the purposes of my study, all the texts are
authentic. My views here echo that of Chabal and Daloz who emphasise that “being both
traditional and modern is at once justifiable and instrumentally profitable” (cited in Prins,

2002, p.190).
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For Palmer and Hollist (both members of the Sierra Leonean diaspora resident in the United
States), it is this lack of authenticity that has marred the development of Sierra Leonean
literature combined, of course, with the deficiency of the arts infrastructure. Palmer explains

that:

To excel in literary activity more is required than education, or literacy, or mere facility with
language. It takes imagination, cultural and well as national self-confidence, and awareness of

and pride in one’s roots and traditions. (Palmer, 2008, p.15)

In his 2008 ‘Knowledge is More Than Words: A Critical Introduction to Sierra Leonean
literature’, Palmer is concerned to ascertain whether or not a writer displays an authentic
“African consciousness” in order to assign recognition as a valid Sierra Leonean writer
(Palmer, 2008, p.16). Many of the early Sierra Leonean authors writing in the mid-1900s, for
example, were educated in England and wrote from a predominantly English cultural
perspective. Writers such as A Nicol, S. Easmon, Conton and Wellesley Cole travelled to
England to be educated. Largely coming from wealthy backgrounds and content with the
status quo, they were not committed to challenging the colonial presence though some did
write in celebration of their black identity (for example, Gladys Casely-Hayford’s Rejoice and
Gaston Bart Williams Piano Keys poem, see Palmer, 2008, p.20). Hollist stresses the

privileged background of these early post-colonial writers in Sierra Leone.

Whilst Sierra Leone made a peaceful transition to independence it undoubtedly went through
periods of resistance to colonialisation for example during the Hut Tax war of 1898. Figures
who resisted imperialism, such as Bai Bureh, are increasingly celebrated as symbols of
resistance in a process of rehistoricization which empowers a distinctly Sierra Leonean

narrative. The Krios, who tended to inherit the colonial positions and dominate debate and
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literature in the initial post war period, however, were not all at peace with themselves, or
with the prevailing conditions. Some experienced alienation feeling neither part of the west
nor part of Africa. We find evidence of this in the torment of Syl Cheney-Coker’s early poems
(Coker, 1973 and 1980). Pat Maddy’s work was also very concerned with ethnicity and the
dominance of the Krio elite and its effect on Sierra Leonean society (see his main fictional

work ‘No Past No Present No Future’, 1973).

Although the lack of struggle for independence meant that writers were not radicalised into
African nationalism, such a struggle is not necessary for the production of good ‘African’
literature. Whilst accepting that the work of Sierra Leoneans from the interior was lacking
during this period, the peculiar history and placement of the Krio people and the formation
history, offered tremendous opportunities for the creation of a distinct and rich national
literature. It is perhaps surprising that literature in Krio has not become such a prominent form.
After a Krio-English dictionary was published in 1980 (edited by Clifford Fyle and Eldred
Jones), there were attempts to develop educational resources and a distinct orthography
alongside the publishing of stories in Krio, most notably by the People’s Educational
Association (known as the PEA). The late Victor Fanshole-Luke, a Krio linguist, worked on
the appropriation of Krio terms by rebels during the war and combined talents with dramatist
Raymond De Souza George who produced a play and book of war poems based on this
collaboration. An anthology of Krio poetry was also published recently by the Sierra Leone

Writers Series.

During the period of my study most writing within the country took the form of poetry which
was also popular in the colonial and immediate post-colonial period. Palmer and Hollist focus
mainly on stories and novels although Palmer and Porter’s Introduction (2008) includes

analysis of poems published on the internet discussion forum Leonenet by resident and
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diaspora writers. The focus of this research, in contrast, is on poetry generated, distributed and

read within the country.

Literature in historical context

By considering the literary historical context within which the poets and writers I study are
placed, their views and texts can be understood to belong to a wider national tradition though
their own work may deviate from earlier practice. Even if writers are not aware of the history
of their national literature, nonetheless it impacts and shapes their work to some extent as
does the changing social context. Most interviewees knew of some previous Sierra Leonean
writers (see Appendix 3: Additional Field Notes and Chapter 3) but only Arthur Smith, author
and lecturer in Literature at Fourah Bay College, could be said to have a wide knowledge of
the national literary heritage. This also true in the case of library staff and teacher training
staff where knowledge is piecemeal and often dependent on which books have been donated
by local authors. Writers such as Elvis Hallowell, Farouk Sesay and the new-to-creative
writing journalist Alpha Kamara, felt that they were part of a new group putting Sierra Leone
on the literary map - a new vanguard, if you like, of national writers helping to forge or create

a new canon.

During my field work, I noted a sense amongst writers, especially new writers, that they were
poised on the cusp of establishing a new genre in terms of Sierra Leonean literature. The
experience of being Sierra Leonean and writing in the country enabled them to stake a claim
as a national writer and potentially be included in literary publications where their work
would be preserved. There was a discernible feeling of liberation amongst writers as if they
were breaking into a tradition which had felt removed from them previously. Though not fully
aware of literary history, writers were starting to connect and take interest in earlier Sierra
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Leonean writers as much from a recognition of shared geography and heritage as from

similarities of craft and content.

Key social transitions will have inevitably left a mark on the writers and writing of Sierra
Leoneans especially the recent period of civil war. The poems I examine in Chapter 4 and the
interviews with writers in Chapter 3 are both anchored in the immediate post war setting and

much of the creative impetus appears to have heralded from this period.

I summarise the main literary phases in Sierra Leonean history in a social context below. I

also include an overview section on the civil war, its causation and implications for writers.

Post-war Sierra Leonean literature

This is the period in which the poetry collections I analyse in Chapter 4 were gathered and my
field work interviews took place. In 2002, the country as a whole emerged from a civil war in
which young rebels and soldiers committed horrendous acts. Politicians, intellectuals and, to
some extent, writers have been grappling to understand what could have led to such violence
alongside responding to the pressing social and economic issues of the day. Many writers
want to document the war and think this process is just beginning to happen. Inevitably, the
war loomed large over local writers and featured extensively in their work. It is interesting
that, conversely, the readers I interviewed expressed strong disinclinations to read about the

war.

Towards the end of the war, much commercial life ground to a halt and many writers
explained to me that they took refuge in writing. Poetry became by far the most common form

of creative writing with many poets also working (paid or unpaid) as journalists or writing
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occasionally for newspapers. Some playwrights started working for NGOs, international
organisations and government bodies producing theatre for development shows — so called

‘sensitisations’— and radio dramas and this work continues in the post war period.

Gradually, after 2002, writers started focusing on business and paid work again. Novelist and
story writers were still few'” though several poets were planning and writing novels during
the period of my field work. Following the war, writers had better access to the internet and
for a short period (in approximately 2007-8) Elvis Hallowell set up an internet magazine for
Sierra Leonean writing called the Mabayla Review which published poems, articles and
stories. Earlier, in 2005, Mike Butscher published an international collection of stories (‘Book
of Voices’, 2005) in aid of the organization Sierra Leone Pen. In 2007, Journalist Penny
Boreham visited Freetown and met with some of Freetown’s writers. Her documentary,
broadcast on BBC World Service, included interviews with authors and readings of their work
(see Boreham, 2007 and Chapter 3 for further discussion). Author and academic Caryll
Phillips wrote several articles about writers in Freetown and its slavery heritage (see Phillips,
2003 and 2007). This heritage continues to fascinate historians and writers from outside the
country and Schama’s ‘Rough Crossings’ (2005) was adapted by Caryl Phillips for theatre.
Two collections of Sierra Leonean poems were published in this period. The first, ‘Songs that
Pour the Heart’ (2004) was a Sierra Leonean enterprise while the second, ‘Kalashnikov in the
Sun’ (2009) was collated and edited by visiting American poet Kirsten Rian. I discuss both of

these collections in Chapter 4.

"2 The novel I saw most frequently in Freetown was Rachel Massaquoi’s ‘The Wind Within’ published via,
iUniverse in 2004. I also found a novel by poet, artist and engineer, Kosonike Koso-Thomas, called ‘Swimming
against the Tide: Without Fear or Favor’ published by Lekon New Dimensions Publishing in 2004.
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In the aftermath of the civil war, there was widespread relief and optimism about the promise
of a new era. The Truth and Reconciliation Committee held hearings (followed by the UN
Special War Crimes Court trials) while communities were supported to reintegrate ex
combatants and efforts were made to promote decentralisation. The election in August 2007
was non-violent and succeeded in switching the Presidency to the rival political party, the All
People’s Congress or APC, under the premiership of Ernest Koroma (who has since won a
second term). Friends and contacts reported a palpable sense of optimism and empowerment
in the capital as voters watched the leadership changeover in response to the elections but this
appears to have been replaced by frustration and widespread defeatism after limited
improvements in daily life and ongoing corruption. Charles Taylor, largely held responsible
for funding the initial RUF attack from the Liberian border was taken to the Hague in 2006 to

be put on trial for war crimes.

Outside Sierra Leone, in the UK, Aminatta Forna published a memoir, ‘The Devil That
Danced on the Water’ (2003), tracing the period leading up to her father’s death under Siaka
Stevens’ rule. This was followed by ‘Ancestor Stones’ (2007), a novel in which the stories of
four women interplay against the backdrop of a country resembling Sierra Leone. In 2011,
Forna won the Commonwealth writers Prize for her second novel ‘The Memory of Love’. Set
in Freetown, this depicts the unravelling relationship and stories of a dying man and a surgeon.
Also in the UK, a novel by Delia Jarrett-McCauley ‘Moses, Citizen and Me’ was published in
2005. At times dreamlike and surreal, this novel explores the difficulty of one family coming to
terms with a child who had killed his own grandmother during the conflict in Sierra Leone.
Few recent novels are available in Freetown except for those placed in several shops or
restaurants by visiting or local writers. These publications (if known about) are generally

praised and local writers aspire to replicate what has been published overseas because such
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works are what succeed internationally. American publications include former government
child soldier Ismael Beah’s account of the war in the memoir ‘A Long way Gone’ (2007)
followed by a lesser known young woman’s memoir, ‘The Bite of the Mango’ by Kamara, M
& McClelland (2008). Both of these depict experiences of war, the first as perpetrator and the
second as victim. ‘The Bite of the Mango’ was co-written with an American journalist and did
not receive the attention or praise that Beah’s book did. As far as I am aware, Beah’s book is

now included in the syllabus at Fourah Bay College for the Sierra Leonean literature course.

More popular than writing, local music (fusing hip hop with local styles) has become a tool
for young people’s political participation and expression. Through rap, young people have
become increasingly bravado using lyrics which challenge corruption and urge people to seek
change and peace. Shepler (2010) cities lyrics from Innocent’s Ejectment Notice in the run up

to the 2007 Presidential election:

The ones [the SLPP], we’re
giving them notice

If we don’t give them notice,
We won’t get peace...

Translated from the Krio in Shepler, 2010, p. 634. (Also see Flemming’s 2004 article re Sierra
Leonean rapper Daddy Saj).

The extent to which music lyrics help to narrativise past experience, play an educational role
and build social consciousness amongst Sierra Leoneans is questionable, however, if we
consider the kind of simplified analysis, impossible demands and combative style adopted
(especially between APC and SLPP youth). Nonetheless, local hip hop enjoys huge audiences
in Sierra Leone and its popularity and impact cannot be ignored in terms of influence on
popular dialogue. Commentators suggest “It has become the vehicle for a decibel-busting

national debate” (see Kraft, 2010). The literature I examine is, by contrast, an elite discourse
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expressed in written form demonstrating a matured version of the rebellious nature of Sierra
Leonean youth. As such it demonstrates the rift between youth and the older adult population
(see Boersch-Supan’s work on intergenerational conflict, 2012). At present, the study of hip

hop in Sierra Leone appears to be gaining interest (see Shepler, 2010 and Prestholdt, 2009"?).

A nation at war with itself: 1991-2001

Although the war started in 1991, it was not until 1997 that many Freetonians experienced the
fighting first-hand. Before that, Freetown residents were quoted as saying “Did rebels have
tails?”” (quoted in Alan Little’s 2006 BBC World Service documentary ‘Faultlines’). This
shows how distant the war was at first. The rebels were considered almost fictional characters
by those based in Freetown whose family and friends remained unaffected. Indeed, when I
first visited in 1997, just before the AFRC coup on 25 May, the capital functioned as its own
mini state with heavily guarded borders, roadblocks and restrictions on travel outside. Inside
Freetown, life went on in relative normality with traders, scholars and NGO staff flying in and
out of Lungi alongside mercenaries (used by the, then, President Kabbah). Perhaps owing to
the sea frontage and access to the airport and ferry, Freetown residents felt fairly safe during

this early period.

The war started in the east and spread into most parts of the country during the course of the
10-11 year period. It was orchestrated by the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) who used

and recruited many young (child) soldiers who often acted in small unregulated groups

" See Prestholdt’s 2009 article ‘The Afterlives of 2pac: Imagery and Alienation in Sierra Leone and Beyond’ in
the Journal of African Cultural Studies. 12/2009, 21(2), pp. 197-218.
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orchestrating acts of violence and looting village communities. By unregulated, I refer to the
fact that there were no clear rules of engagement or moral boundaries that fighters had to
abide by and death and destruction in its most gruesome expression appeared to be
encouraged thereby serving to instil further terror on those who survived. Groups were
regulated in so much as unit leaders would exact arbitrary violent punishment on those
deemed to disobey and the best loot would move up the chain of command for fear of
retribution from those in higher positions (see Humphreys and Weinstein, 2004, p.27). This
gave the appearance of a senseless conflict as there was little understanding of why innocent

Sierra Leoneans were being slaughtered and maimed.

As in other civil wars, such as Liberia and Congo, attackers appeared to delight in the exercise
of violence creating more horrific methods and playing competitive games in the acting out of
them. Such acts have left a terrible scar on the national psyche which inevitably filters into
other aspects of society including poetry and writing. The playwrights Mohammed Sheriff
and De Souza George talked about how specific instances had wounded the national character
almost beyond repair (such as rebels gambling on the sex of babies as a game before cutting

them out of pregnant women and other equally monstrous acts).

Kabbah’s government employed mercenaries against the RUF for several years from 1995 but
the conflict continued until 2002 and drew in both West African troops (known as ECOMOG)
and British intervention in 2000. In 1997 the Armed Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC) —

combining government soldiers with RUF ousted President Kabbah and temporarily took over
government until 1998. One of the features of the conflict was that government soldiers ended
up attacking local communities and became known as “sobels” soldier by day, rebel by night.

In such a context, the Kamajors, traditionally huntsmen (also known as the CDF or Civil

Defence Force) emerged as an important vigilante protection force.
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There are various explanations for the civil conflict as well as recognition that the years of
decline under Siaka Stevens’ regime contributed greatly to creating the conditions under
which such a conflict could emerge. Under Stevens there was growing corruption,
exploitation and mismanagement of resources. State employees (such as teachers and police)
were not being paid for record periods and there were growing extremes in wealth. The
decade before the war saw the chances of escaping rural (and urban) poverty almost vanish.
Severe economic hardship without social safety nets, the dominance of visibly corrupt ‘big’
men coupled with the dominance of an elder system (and international media-fed expectations
of youth and adult life-styles) all led to a society near collapse. Perhaps most disturbingly, this
also led to a breakdown of social trust and extension of care beyond the individual’s
immediate family members and a wider breakdown in the functioning of patrimonial systems
(see Prins, 2002, p.193). Much earlier, in 1973, Pat Maddy’s novel ‘No, Past, No Present No
Future’ powerfully evoked this foreboding sense of familial and social crisis particularly in
relation to Sierra Leone’s youth. Multi-layered associations, cross cutting allegiances (which
switch around) and fierce resource competition are characteristic of a patrimonial power
vacuum. Rather than representing barbarity and chaos, Chabral and Daloz suggest, what we
have seen in Sierra Leone is an “instrumental political manipulation of disorder”. Although
volatile and violent, disorder is a creative and productive condition, they argue (see Prin, 2005,

p.190).

Amongst conflict theories are that it was pure anarchic barbarity (Kaplan, 1994) or fuelled by
greed and the desire for personal betterment rather than identity issue or other grievance (an

argument made by Collier and Hoeffler in 2000'*. Tbrahim Abdullah, like many analysts,

'* The original article is by Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler and titled ‘Greed and Grievance in Civil War’. It is a
World Bank Policy Research Working Paper No 2355, published in May 2000.
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problematises issues surrounding youth and rural/urban identity. For Abdullah, it was the
lumpen proletarian (the ‘underclass, poor and often criminal’) nature of the RUF base which
prevented it forging a strong ideological orientation and appeal to other groupings (see Gberie,
2005, p. viii). Mkandawire emphasised that it was the urban base of the majority of the rebels
and, thus, their disassociation from the rural peasantry which caused them to roam as

predators rather than live amongst them (see Ellis, 2003). Others, such as Hashim (2007)
emphasise the multifarious causes from internal dissonance and widespread disillusion and

the inability of the state to deliver coupled with destabilising involvement by external actors.
Diamonds may not have caused the war but delayed its cessation. He quotes from Smillie,

Gberie and Hazleton:

The point of the war may not actually have been to win it, but to engage in profitable crime

under the cover of it (Hashim: 2007: 180).

My interpretation of Richards’ seminal study ‘Fighting for the Rainforest’ (1996) was that the
civil war was a crisis of frustrated youth, including the frustrated creativity of youth. Indeed
the view that conflict is caused by frustration aggression — literally the inability to achieve
one’s goals and desires due to some form of prevention, interference or due to the adoption of
socially inappropriate or unrealistic goals — was originally proposed in psycho social theory in
1939 by Millard and Dollard and later by Berkowitz in 1969. The majority of Sierra Leonean
rural and urban youth do not have access to education (or to quality education), they lack
employment opportunities and routes to betterment and are exposed (via pervasive media) to
unobtainable western lifestyles, consumer goods, assertive youth cultures and liberal sexual

relationships all of which inevitably foster frustration.
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Fanthrope (2001) points to “long term exclusionary processes” acting on an increasingly
frustrated youth unable to exercise agency. By exclusion, he refers to rights, control of
resources and access to women and marriage partners by elders and systems of local rule
rooted in the pre-colonial era. In such an environment, Fanthrope suggests “the loss of
identity implicit in this process no longer finds a compensating movement in modern
education and employment”. Lacking inclusion and opportunity, “youth, itinerant workers
and other low status individuals” the ‘lumpen’ group (Fanthrope, 2001, p. 363), pinpointed
previously, are finally able to exercise agency through participating in a brutal and chaotic
civil war in which previous systems are overturned and mocked"”. Such a view echoes my
own research on ‘Rethinking Peace Education’ (Skelt: 1997) when I found that many young
RUF fighters had purposefully attacked their schools and teachers as education was no longer
providing a bridge out of poverty or realisable route to self-improvement. Specialist peace
education inputs were not required but a fundamental rethink of the provision of adult basic

education.

Elements in each of these differing interpretations ring true. War is not a homogenous entity
but its very character changes in response to events and personalities. During the years of
fighting in Sierra Leone, the nature of the war changed. There were also, what conflict
analysts term ‘enclaves of relative normality’ within this 10-11 year period. The city of
Freetown (as mentioned previously) was a safe haven for most of the war period. Other

enclaves, I argue in the concluding chapter, include literature itself which remained a location

' By this I refer to the deliberate violation and killing of elders by rebels (who were often forcibly recruited to
join the RUF or government forces afterwards). During raids, villagers were mutilated, raped, burned and
ridiculed often by adolescents who were high on narcotics and alcohol. Such actions flagrantly breached all
social norms and codes of behaviour.
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of peace and counter discourse to that of violence. Part of my approach echoes that of
Vivienne Jabri’s (1996) in seeing violence as an alternative discourse — a way to give
expression or vent when other means are not available). Note that Prin similarly likens

conflict to a text:

The military campaigns waged by the rebels during the 1990s formed an extended dramatic
text of a war between these two contrasts [...between the forest and the single dominant city

of Freetown on the coast] (Prin, 2005, p.193)

If Sierra Leonean fighters experienced a chronic lack of individual agency prior to the war
and harboured a generalised resentment at society for colluding in their marginalisation,
violence then operates as an extreme discourse. The fact that acts of violence were committed
on innocent people could be understood (or ‘read’ if violence can be read as a discourse) as an
ultimate anomie and frustration resulting in an attempt to break and ‘violate’ its societal
foundations. Humphreys and Weinstein, in “What the Fighters Say’ explain that the RUF
promised recruits “jobs, money and women” and “sometimes more valuable goods” but the
“lucrative gains” (including, of course, diamonds) went straight to those in higher positions
(Humphreys and Weinstein, 2004, p.2). Ex combatants claimed they fought to “express
dissatisfaction, to root out corruption” and to “bring down the existing regime” but the
authors suggest that it was more likely a question of satisfying basic needs and surviving.
Fighters were also given “license to engage in sexual exploitation and violence” Humphreys

and Weinstein, 2004, p.2-3).

Evidently, there is no single, agreed perspective but various explanations of causation some of
which such as extreme impoverishment, grossly inadequate schooling and lack of
opportunities for participation and inclusion still exist today. During trips to Freetown, I heard
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people blame themselves, corrupt government, greed, restive youth, diamonds, evil and,
mostly, God and fate. Prin quotes a local saying that ‘The leopard comes to town’ explaining
that the leopard is “long-established figure of malign and illegitimate power in Sierra Leone”
(Prin, 2002, p.193). This hails back to the human leopard societies who were responsible for
the abduction, killing, cannibalism and fetishisation of body parts first recorded in the late
1880s and the subject of infamous trials in 1915. Although I have not come across people
using leopard analogies for the civil war, it may be a term which is used. Certainly, further
research into contemporary oral and folk literature may find stories use the leopard figure to

signify the coming of violence and war.

Sierra Leone’s writers are now cataloguing and seeking to come to terms with this violent
period of Sierra Leone’s recent history which even if they wanted it to, cannot be removed
from the national consciousness. From writing testimonials to grappling with the causes, I
found authors engaging with the ongoing task of recovery and social renewal through their
poems and other writing. At present, the shock of violence is still present and unlikely to
persuade many of the benefits of returning to war but the inability to provide basic services
and satisfy basic needs, the lack of jobs or horizons for the majority of young people does

little to guarantee a non-violent future.

For Sierra Leone’s writers, the civil war was not a heroic one which drew in romantic
followers. The anti-elitist and anti-western ecological African populism enshrined, amongst
other ideas, in the 1995 RUF manifesto did not validate or even appear to reflect what was
happening on the ground. The extent that families and communities were slaughtered and
maimed led to widespread condemnation and shock especially as many atrocities were

committed by young people and even children. One of the roles that writers in war can play in
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such a context is to humanise - to use their writing to depict the humanity of those taking part
and, therefore, avoid seeing certain members of the population as ‘others’. By not distancing
non-combatants from combatants, cruelty can be seen not only to reside with the other but to
be the outcome of extremely limited conditions, to be present in structures and the result of
contributing factors and triggers. This kind of literature has not been a key feature of the
writing I have gathered though the biography of Ismail Beah, for example, may offer a more

humanised portrayal of young combatants.

Literature produced during the war

Citizens of weak but modern states in Africa need and deserve room for creative manoeuvre if
they are to build islands of security and archipelagos of peace within the limited resources at

their disposal (Paul Richards, cited by Prins, 2002, p.188)

During the civil war of 1991-2002, most literature appears to have emerged from outside the
country by writers of Sierra Leonean heritage or those studying or seeking refuge in America
or UK or sheltering in neighbouring Guinea and the Gambia. Many of these writers were also
contributing articles to newspapers. Residing outside, many amateur and novice writers
focused their poetic gaze back to Sierra Leone as they watched it disintegrate into war from
the viewpoint of an emigrant (see, for instance, Athens of Africa) by Prince Hycy Bull listed

under poems on the Sierra Leone Web: http://www.sierra-leone.org/poetry.html.

Within the country, poetry constituted the main literary output with some personalised fiction

and plays commissioned for social purposes designed for radio and community settings.
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Media scenes of carnage, amputation and atrocity served to portray Sierra Leone to the
outside world as West Africa’s Heart of Darkness, a label it still finds hard to free itself from.
Inside Sierra Leone, during the war, new poets and writers met and formed a poetry group
called the Falui Society (referring to the devil mask which allows the wearer to criticise and
ridicule anyone and everyone). The Falui members wrote and exchanged poems about their
direct experiences and concerns and there was an inevitable focus on themes of war.
Emerging Falui writers include the aforementioned Elvis Hallowell and Farouk Sesay and
writers Mohammed Gibril Sesay and Moses Kainwo among others. Many of these writers
witnessed the fighting (and worse) first hand after the AFRC coup in May 1997 and then

following the ECOMOG intervention in January 1999.

The International Pen group set up a tiny office to support writers during the war with little
more than a typewriter and a commitment to freedom of expression. This received publicity
via Caryll Phillips’ article in the Guardian newspaper (2003) and the Pen President, Mike
Butscher, collated a publication of short stories, the ‘Book of Voices’ in 2005 in aid of Pen.
Although a few Pen members overlap with the Falui writers, Pen is a distinct group operating
on a more formal basis with an emphasis on all genres of writing. They also run a schools

programme to encourage young writers, hold competitions and publish newsletters.

Except for Beah (2007) and Kamara (2008), war journals and diaries have not featured
strongly in the writing of this period and poet-combatants have not been discovered. The
majority of participants in the war were illiterate (or, at best, semi-literate). Their imaginative
realms were fed by western Rambo-style movies accessed at camps, by local radio
(sometimes broadcasting soap opera dramas) and by the surreal drug and gunpowder-fed
release and horror of their day to day violent realities. The extent to which young fighters

‘acted out’ as a way of expressing themselves requires further enquiry.
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During the war period, a publication of poems by local writers entitled ‘Lice in the Lion’s
Mane’ was published in Freetown in 1995 by the PEA with the help of a young visiting
student, Hannah Hope Wells, and Professor Eldred Jones. This is one of the books I discuss in
Chapter 4. During the latter part of the war period, theatre was used increasingly as a way to
promote peace building and educate people about malaria and HIV prevention and to promote

citizenship and participation in elections.

Unbeknownst to most Sierra Leoneans, several books were published by writers in America
including Alansan Mansaray’s ‘A Haunting Heritage: An African Saga in America’ (1995)
and ‘The Diamonds’ by J. Sorie Conteh (2001) both of which have caught the attention of
Eustace Palmer (see Palmer, 2006). The former depicts the challenges of maintaining cultural
traditions for the mobile and educated protagonist, Yaya, while Conteh’s book depicts the
disintegration of character and traditional morality in response to participating in the diamond
trade and echoes that of Prince Palmer’s 1982 novel, ‘The Mocking Stones’. Paul Conton’s
novel, ‘The Price of Liberty’ (winner of the Best First Book, Commonwealth Writers Prize in
1993) was published in 1992 by Macmillan and portrays the unravelling of post-independence
politics and rise of dictatorial politics in the run up to a major international conference. Note
that the Organization of African Unity’s conference was hosted in Freetown at extraordinary
expense by Siaka Stevens in 1980. The novel is set in the ‘fictional’ post independent nation
of Sianga, closely resembling Sierra Leone and in the capital ‘Liberty’ (which resembles
Freetown) and depicts the slide into “a nation of madmen laying siege to a continent. A future
of misery stretching out forever” (Conton, 1992, p. 203). Lemuel Johnson’s trilogy of poetry
books exploring Sierra Leone’s history and cultural genealogy was also published by African

World Press.
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A literature and nation in decline: 1970 to 1990

Siaka Stevens, prime minister from 1968 (and briefly in 1967 before a coup by Brigadier
Lansana ousted him) declared Sierra Leone a Republic and himself President from 1971 to
1985. This period saw the gradual deterioration of Sierra Leone’s social and physical
infrastructure, widespread corruption, the erosion of educational infrastructure and the arrival
of a money oriented culture spurred by the country’s diamond riches. Hashim, writing on state

failure and restoration in Sierra Leone, explains that:

During the period of APC hegemony (under Stevens) the unfolding politics of state
disintegration included attempted military coups; electoral violence; consolidation of a one
party state via enticements, intimidation and constitutional manipulation; political trials and
executions; recurring public demonstrations of discontent regarding corruption, inflation,
political favoritism, and general deprivation; external intervention; and border incursions and
skirmishes involving the armies and irregular forces from neighbouring states. (Hashim, 2007,

p.185)

As Stevens became more dictatorial, the gaps between rich and poor widened further and the
economy headed towards collapse while government spending rocketed. The “passionate
belief in education” fostered by the early Krio settlers (Wyse, 1989, p. 53) was largely eroded
in this period and respect for academics and books began to dwindle while businessmen with
get-rich-quick lavish lifestyles, often relating to the diamond industry, were admired and

envied.

As such, it is this period of history which is often held responsible for creating the conditions
which allowed for the emergence of civil war in 1991. It is also a period which offers rich

material for writers and artists and will likely feature in future literary works. Aminatta
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Forna’s memoir (2003) The Devil that Danced on the Water documents her father’s political
career and demise under Stevens and brought this period to international literary attention. It
is also rumoured that Syl Cheney-Coker’s forthcoming second novel, Sacred River relates to

this period.

Inside the country, at this time, Stevens started to clamp down on local theatre by imposing
censorship checks on scripts in part responding to John Kolosa Kargbo’s now notorious (but
sadly unavailable) play Poyo Ton Wahala which satirised politics and society in the 70s.
Popular in the late 60s to 80s, stage plays in Krio drew in large audiences using dance,

comedy, song, local musicians and mime. Indeed, Muana points out that:

‘the Sierra Leone dramatists. .. relied on folklore genres not only as innovative markers of
indigenization, but also to make social and political commentary in oblique ways and

therefore avoid strict and often brutal government censorship’. (Muana in Palmer, 2008, p.304)

The popularity of theatre may be attributed to the work of Thomas Decker (1916-1978) in
translating ‘Julius Caesar’ and ‘As You Like It’ into Krio and to the work of emerging
playwrights including Pat Maddy. Maddy was unafraid of social confrontation and drew
characters from the street (rather than the elite) and wrote in Krio using traditional African
performance techniques and music in contrast to the work of elite, part-time writers such as
Sarif Easmon (who was a medical doctor writing in English). Maddy was the first and only
playwright to have a published collection of plays (Obasai and Other Plays, 1973) in Sierra

Leone. Palmer explains:

The audience saw these plays as speaking directly to them in a language they could
understand, voicing their concerns, and presenting situations with which they were familiar

and to which they could relate. Inevitably, they became greatly involved and a tremendous
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rapport was built up between the actors on the stage and the audience... They [the audience]
discussed the characters as real persons and even, at times, shouted advice to them. ... Some
members of the audience even threw objects at those characters they considered particularly
repulsive. The audience also automatically joined in whenever familiar songs were sung

(Palmer, 2008, p. 129)

There were a plethora of theatre groups, some of which were experimental including Songhai
(founded by Clifford Garber and John Kolosa Kargbo in 1973), Pat Maddy’s Gbakanda Tiata
(1968) and Tabule Theatre (1968) whose chief playwright was Dele Charley along with other
writers such as De Souza George to name but a few. This was a time when playwrights
entered directly into social criticism possibly encapsulating the same vigour and ‘fityai’
(disrespectfulness / resistance) that Shepler describes in relation to later Sierra Leonean hip
hop artists. Hip hop offers a “means to engage in the national political discourse, even if by
the creation of an oppositional discourse” Shepler suggest (2010, p.629). After the war, when
asked about the acutely critical nature of hip hop lyrics, the President Kabbah famously said

he would rather the youth were making music than carry guns.

Siaka Stevens responded to the satire and mockery exhibited in plays by censorship and the
arrest and detainment of playwrights including Dele Charley (1948-1993) who was later
exiled, John Kolosa Kargbo who was forced to leave the government service and Pat Maddy.
Sarif Easmon also became politically active under Stevens’ regime and was arrested and
detained in 1970. Over time, the combination of censorship, economic decline and the rise of
video viewing left only a few theatre companies struggling to survive by the onset of the
millennium. The criticality and daring of post independence theatre is perhaps echoed by

contemporary Sierra Leonean musicians whereas poetry offers a seemingly more muted and
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elite form of discourse and engagement. Meanwhile theatre has been appropriated (almost

entirely) as an educative and ‘sensitisation’ tool.

Key fiction from this period includes Cheney-Coker’s ‘The Last Harmattan of Alusine
Dunbar’ (1990), a sweeping and fantastical weaving together of the stories of various credible
and incredible characters as they negotiate Sierra Leone’s turbulent history and the
establishment of Freetown as a colony for freed slaves. Reminiscent of surrealist and magical
realistic literature, though pertaining more to the “dazzling spectacles of our rich pantomimes,
dances and rituals” and the “marvellous” nature of everyday African life as Cheney-Coker
rebuts (2009), ‘The Last Harmattan of Alusine Dunbar’ won the Commonwealth Writers
Prize (but is barely known or available in Freetown). This period also saw the publication of
Cheney-Coker’s first three poetry collections in 1973, 1980 and 1990 (see Bibliography for
details) and Cheney-Coker remains by far the best known Sierra Leonean poet and the first to

secure a single authored and published collection of poetry.

Contemporary poets and writers such as Farouk Sesay and Elvis Hallowell started writing as
Cheney-Coker’s protégés with his encouragement and support. Hallowell’s work, in particular,
echoes Cheney-Coker’s style and Hallowell studied Cheney-Coker’s work for his Master’s
thesis in America. Cheney-Coker’s early poetry (in ‘Concerto for an Exile’, 1973) is striking
in its evocation of ancestral anguish and nearly impenetrable at times. By contrast, his later
poems are somewhat less compressed, his thinking is more apparent and there are new motifs
of exile combined with a yearning to improve conditions in Sierra Leone. ‘Stone Child and
Other Poems’ (2008) reveals the development of a more rooted social conscience as well as a
vivid personal identification with landscape. The ongoing agony of Sierra Leone’s
predicament and Cheney-Coker’s own response is also present in this collection. Sadly, only a

small group of writers and literary enthusiasts have read Cheney-Coker’s work in Sierra
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Leone and I have never seen it for sale in market book stalls or heard of it being read in a

school setting.

The main novels from this period include Hunter’s ‘Road to Freedom’ and Prince Palmer’s
“The Mocking Stones’ (both published in 1982). Published in Ibadan, ‘Road to Freedom’
follows the narratives of several Nova Scotian ex slaves promised land and freedom by the
British in return for fighting the Americans in the Civil war. Arriving in Freetown they
experience all manner of difficulties and deprivations and this is the story of those attempting
to survive and build new lives for themselves. ‘The Mocking Stones’ published by Longman
in the UK is based around illicit diamond mining in Kono district, Sierra Leone. Hollist,
suggests this novel “is the nearest many Sierra Leoneans will come to understanding the
diamond business” and the “only example of a Sierra Leonean writer living and working in
the country who has clearly implicated the government in the mismanagement of the nation’s

resources” (Hollist, 1991, pp. 209-210).

‘Obasai and Other Plays’ by Pat Maddy was published in 1971 and in 1973 his novel ‘No past,
No Present, No Future’” was published by Heinemann, London. ‘No Past, No Present, No
Future’ stands out as a seminal work capturing the growing anomie of youth and the
dislocation and disappointment of Sierra Leoneans studying and experiencing life in the UK. I
believe this novel offers an extremely powerful social critique (especially in the early sections
based in Sierra Leone) and is portentous in highlighting growing youth disillusion and
intergenerational dissonance. Whereas Maddy actively draws from the lower echelons and
appears to enjoy revealing the stark and sometimes shocking realities of the underclass, Sarif
Easmon is more at home with the elite of Krio society and their work offers a sharp and

clashing contrast. Such contrasts in voice are less apparent amongst contemporary writers yet
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some of the same tensions exist in relation to class focus, perceived privilege and favouritism

and Pat Maddy is still very outspoken on these matters despite his advanced years.

Sarif Easmon, writing mainly in the 1960s, published ‘The Feud and Other Stories’ in 1981
which, according to Palmer (1993) constitutes his most accomplished work. These stories
Palmer describes as covering “a wide variety of themes and they abound in the melodramatic,
the fantastic, the supernatural and the macabre” (1993, p.64). Usually a critic of the failure to
Africanise texts, here Palmer feels that Easmon is better able to evoke genuine African and
local settings (see 1993, p. 64 and also Chapter 10 of Palmer and Porter’s 2008 Introduction

to Sierra Leonean Literature which explores Easmon’s stories). Indeed, Palmer claims that:

One of the most welcome trends in West African literature in the nineteen eighties was the
consolidation of Sierra Leonean literature, particularly in the field of the novel. Sierra Leone
had been lagging behind other West African countries as far as creative writing was concerned.
However the eighties saw the production of three novels, Road to Freedom by Yema Lucilda
Hunter, The Mocking Stones by Prince Palmer and The Last Harmattan of Alusine Dunbar by
Syl Cheney-Coker — and an impressive collection of short stories The Feud and Other Stories

by Sarif Easmon. (Palmer, 1993, p.62).

In my opinion, these novels are less pre-occupied with social criticism and more concerned
with the forging of national narratives through literature especially in the case of Hunter and
Cheney-Coker who are exploring the establishment of Freetown (their focus is less on the
neglected interior). During this period it was theatre in the vernacular which took on the role
of social criticism. It is interesting, and worthy of more study, that much local theatre has now
been appropriated as a form of social education or sensitisation used by state and international
actors to influence community groups rather than to echo concerns and highlight the failures

of politicians and regime malfeasance. Had these Krio plays been anthologised and translated
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we would be able to learn more about this fascinating period of Sierra Leonean drama. Pat
Maddy, Raymond De Souza George, Julius Spencer, Charlie Haffner and Mohammed Sheriff
are all contemporary Freetown playwrights who recollect this era of popular theatre with
nostalgia. They all agreed that theatre has now almost lost its conventional audience. A set of
five plays in English (