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Crossing Borders: emergent African writing, cross cultural exchange and identity

African writers inhabit a world devoid of privilege or advantage, lacking literate readers, adequate publishing outlets, and book buyers with disposable incomes. They also lack informed and understanding critics and rarely encounter enlightened political leaders willing to acknowledge the importance of the arts. Writers are denied social and political stability, and their lives are threatened by censorship, forced exile, imprisonment and worse. And yet contemporary African writers have left an indelible mark on the continent’s psyche as well as on the international literary scene.


Charles Larson

People try to rub out things, but they cannot. Things are not so easy. What has passed between us is too much to be passed off in a sentence. We need to talk, to open our hearts to one another, examine them and then plan the future we want.

Ngugi wa Thiong’o

Crossing Borders began as a small-scale distance learning programme sponsored by the British Council in Uganda. It links emergent African writers working in English with UK-based mentors. The project ran successfully for two years, creating enough local interest for the British Council in Uganda to increase its funding each year and the British Council in London to consider a wider application of its methodologies and mission. The project is now based at Lancaster University where it has a project leader, a project manager and a mentor co-ordinator. In addition to developing a firmer UK infrastructure, the project has now adopted a pan-African remit. It is currently operating in Uganda, Kenya, Malawi, Zimbabwe and Zambia, with Nigeria, Cameroon, Ghana and South Africa poised to join the scheme in January 2004. We have 20 UK-based mentors drawn from a wide-range of cultural and multi-cultural backgrounds and this group will expand to about thirty in January 2004.

I have written elsewhere
 about the methodology of distance learning programmes, how the tutor and student alternate between the roles of reader and writer, and how the emergent text can be seen almost as a shared consciousness through the process of on-line drafting and revision. In short, there is a special intimacy to the distance learning relationship, a transformative power that combines aspects of creative and pedagogic writing within a reflective discourse.

In the context of promoting cross-cultural exchange, the distance learning relationship seems rich in global opportunity but it might also be expected to be fraught with special difficulty. The Internet allows almost instantaneous inter-personal access through the shared medium of English, but many of the assumptions of shared cultural space that make distance learning work in the UK appear to break down in heavily tribalised and linguistically diverse African societies. The ‘distance’, it seems, is put firmly back into the relationship as one cultural mind-set grapples with another. But our mission statement is bold, as a mission statement must be, abandoning the provisional to argue for nothing less than a new cross-cultural writing community:
Crossing Borders will promote cross-cultural developmental dialogue between emergent African writers working in English and experienced UK-based mentors. This will be facilitated through dedicated on-line information technology facilities, which will open up shared creative and cultural space. Our emphasis will be on building a new international community of writers, on new work for a new world. 

There is more than a hint of hubris in this, a whiff of neo-colonialism, perhaps, even a rhetorical echo of the neo-conservative ‘project for a new American Century’. Africa has seen enough well-intentioned but cack-handed overseas interventions as well as many ill-intentioned ones. Should we be positioning ourselves to replace material acquisitiveness with a new avarice? Might we drain the cultural resources of an already depleted continent? 

Post-colonial independence has brought democracy to very few African nations and economic dependency is a crude combination of stick (economic sanctions) and carrot (economic aid):

Giant European and American companies continue to dominate the economies of fledgling African states. The new word for this is neo-colonialism. It is much the same as informal empire: the invisible empire of trade and influence that preceded the Scramble. 

That ‘invisible empire’ of commerce also brings a cultural hegemony in the form of music, material goods, fashions and technical advances that change lifestyles and distorts expectations. We might add that that similar cultural distortions also occur Sicily, Ireland or Brittany; in short, the cultural repercussions of commerce and trade affect all populations, but are intensified by economic dependency through which cultures become vulnerable and prone to surrendering their own cultural resources and history. 

The issues are complex and the problems – like all problems in Africa – seem to exist on a colossal and immutable scale:

Africa’s position in the global village of book publishing is weak: whereas nearly 800 book titles are published per million inhabitants in Europe, in Africa the figure is a miserable one: fewer than 20. The case for developing the book industry, devising policies that promote a reading culture is, therefore, imperative. The risks of not doing so are greater intellectual and economic marginalisation for the continent: we will be reduced to exposed pedestrians on the information highway as others, driving on the backs of powerful and prestigious publishing systems and academic enterprises of the industrialised North, who already churn out the bulk of the world’s books, journals, databases, computers and software and other information technologies, and dictate international copyright and intellectual property laws, whizz past us, arrogantly splashing mud at our vulnerable cultures. 

Where does Africa fit in the international political economy of knowledge production, dissemination and consumption? How can our various countries and communities ensure that they are not condemned to eternal information dependency, always importing their knowledge of the world, and sometimes of themselves from others?

Those questions are political and economic at heart, as well as resonating in the wider technological and cultural sphere. 

Our own project guidelines for mentors warn against a second colonisation or a new wave of cultural dominance:

Crossing Borders seeks to address the isolation of young African writers working in English in post-colonial situations often compounded by lack of educational opportunity, political restrictions, economic uncertainty, civil and military violence, and the depleted infrastructures brought about by combinations of those factors.

The project organisers recognise at the outset that such an enterprise is immediately subject to a post-colonial perspective and a neo-colonial interpretation. To set up such a project is to invite criticism from a range of political and literary factions. To do nothing is to compound a lack of opportunity through a silence that can never construct an alternative reality.

Our intention is not to replicate an educative model in which the overwhelming discourse emanates from the former imperial ‘centre’ but to engage African students with an emergent, multi-cultural UK literature in which the old demarcation lines of social class, race and culture are being successfully re-drawn by a new generations of writers. 

The use of IT will create a new kind of cultural and educative exchange in a virtual forum that can convey unique liberties from spatial and temporal constraints. The orthodoxies of literary canons and cultural hegemonies will give way to the individual dialogue of writer with writer and the wider dialogues within a cross-cultural community.

So, from the outset we intend to acknowledge the dangers of our enterprise. The key to balancing action with effect is organisational and ideological reflexivity. Our project should build into itself the very means of empowerment and self-sustenance that developing literatures in English need; our exit strategy must be to situate the means of development within participating African countries. 

Whilst we can, at least, begin to address the issues contingent upon Africans writing in English, the issue of writing in native African languages must be set aside for a later stage of development. To cut through the complexities and ethical dilemmas of the post-colonial linguistic mêlée, we need to express the current situation in simplistic terms: many young Africans are now writing in English and many of them have expressed a desire to break their isolation and develop their work further. This is evidenced by the fact that demand for the 70 places that currently exist on Crossing Borders have been easily outstripped by demand. 

The use of English in Africa is further complicated by the fact that the degradation of educational provision through civil war, economic decline and epidemics like malaria and HIV/Aids mean that the ‘standard’ of English (an uncomfortable concept in the post-colonial world) is contingent upon patchy educational provision:

There has been much progress but here are severe strains in most African educational systems: in Uganda, for example, ten universities and as many secondary schools now provide virtually all the country’s teachers in English, in over 1600 secondary schools, for a population of about 21m. Very few teachers now have degrees in English language and literature; most training college diplomates have had very little training to teach English. Average class sizes are now 60-70, many are very poorly equipped and though a few have adequate supplies of books, many have almost none.

In the Ugandan context we might add to that a school curriculum in which almost no Ugandan or African writers currently feature, in which the traditional ‘canon’ of English Literature is studied and in which a young Ugandan poet is more likely to reflect the influence of Keats, Shakespeare or Wordsworth then Derek Walcott, Sylvia Plath or Les Murray. Ironically, perhaps, many of the leading generation of senior African writers began their studies under colonial rule. In Uganda, once a leading East African state with a prestigious university at Makerere, thirty years of civil war and a huge HIV/AIDS epidemic has contributed to a cultural vacuum in which the hopes of the 1960’s ‘independence’ generation of writers have evaporated and in which the spirit of Uhuru
 has been supplanted by frustration and despair. The problems, then, are complex and intransigent, full of the compromises and contingencies of traumatised post-colonial societies. 

The result of this has been a kind of artistic stigmatisation through which the big publishers of the developed world have turned their backs on African literature. In fact, there has always been contention about whether African writing could be accepted on the same footing as writing in English from the developed world, though we might remember that America, Canada, New Zealand and Australia are all settler societies with their own post-colonial baggage. In his book, The Ordeal of the African Writer, Charles Larson looks back on the first attempts to take African writing seriously:

The resistance that I encountered from publishers was mirrored in academe, still narrow-mindedly focused on the West. It took years to convince American faculties that African literature was worthy of study.’

Larson study shows a worsening of the publishing situation within Africa and a hardening of attitudes from commercial publishers in the developed world towards the marketability of African writing. The conclusion he draws mirrors that of Paul Tiyambe Zeleza, quoted above:

The crisis in African writing lies not within the writers themselves but in the complicated and debilitating environment in which they work.  And yet, as anyone who has attended writers’ workshops on the African continent has observed, they persist in their craft with an almost contagious determination to succeed; they keep on writing even though many of them are never published.’

How can Crossing Borders even hope to make an impact on problems of this scale when even to attempt to do so brings an implicit charge of neo-colonialism down upon us? How can we even be trustful of our own motives and impulse in the post-colonial situation when carrying out this work? Well, as one version of an old adage says, ‘In theory, theory exists, but in practice is doesn’t’. If the theoretical arena of post-colonial discourse leads to helplessness on the part of those who have the resources to effect change, then the colonial project is complete; but if forward momentum can supersede such arguments and Africans can gain full access to the means of literary production, then our elusive ‘alternative reality’ may come about.

With all these dangers and contingencies in mind, our first step in building the Crossing Borders project was to employ mentors in poetry, fiction and writing for children and young people who were based in the UK but represented a rich variety of cultural backgrounds: Asian, Afro-Caribbean, Irish, Scots, English, gay, straight, working class – and a few fascinating combinations and variations on that broad theme of diversity. From the outset we have set out to work with the energy of a contemporary multi-cultural society, directing our programme not from an orthodox or canonical stance, but from heterogeneous artistic practice. Furthermore, we are engaged in a negotiated process in which the creative work of participants comes to their mentors encapsulated in a reflective commentary that focuses on technique, cultural references or language issues. In this way, participants can direct the attention of their mentors to potentially problematic aspects of their own writing. Whilst a mentor may wish to discuss aspects of English usage, those issues are negotiated ones in which we ask rather than inform, seek to understand rather than insist on norms. 

This paper is largely concerned with Uganda, since that is the leading edge of our project where we have now built up several years of experience with participants. The consequences of the depletion of the literature infrastructure there after independence and Africanisation, an AIDS epidemic that killed 4 millions, and a protracted civil war were surprising: none of my original group of students was writing from a remotely recognisable cultural space. In my responses to them all I pointed out that I would never have known from their writing that they were African, let alone Ugandan. Like many new writers they felt that the reader’s interest lay beyond them, that the reader could never find their lives interesting. My response was tantamount to giving them permission to write about their lives, culture and society, to mount an insurrection against canonical values. The results were a dramatic flowering of poems and stories that dealt with the fabric of Ugandan life: street crime and poverty in Kampala, AIDS, circumcision, funeral and wedding ceremonies up-country, Ugandan myth and history, the tensions between rural and urban, old and new Africa. Words from the many indigenous Ugandan languages began to creep into stories and poems and my own learning curve steepened. Cultural exchange was beginning to be experienced on equal terms, with my tutorial responses also open to commentary, interpretation and questioning by participants.

I have carried out some research with Ugandan writers who had been part of the first pilot scheme and who had continued to participate in the project until the present time. (Quotes here will be numbered and the anonymity of participants protected). My questions focused on the use of English and the way that these young writers positioned themselves in the cultural turmoil of modern Uganda. At the back of my mind were the rather grim assumptions of (some) post-colonial discourse:

The crucial function of language as a medium of power demands that post-colonial writing defines itself by seizing the language of the centre and re-placing it in a discourse fully adapted to the colonised place. There are two distinct processes by which it does this. The first, the abrogation or denial of the privilege of ‘English’ involves a rejection of the metropolitan power over the means of communication. The second, the appropriation and reconstitution of the language of the centre, the process of capturing and remoulding the language to new usages, marks a separation from the site of colonial privilege.’

Of course, young Ugandan writes are not post-colonial theorists and we might even argue that the dire political and economic situation in Uganda had closed them off from such politicising discourse. 

Ugandans, in particular, seem particularly ‘correct’ in their use of English; there is little evidence of the Creole developed in the Caribbean or the more idiosyncratic forms of English and narration evident in Nigerian literature, for instance. But there was an overwhelming perception that English presented them with an opportunity to reach a global audience in a rapidly developing world. Whilst some of our participants were blasé about the historical associations of English – in effect refusing to be identified as a post-colonial generation - others were more aware of the ambiguities and ironies involved:

English is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it opens up Ugandan writers to a much wider audience than we would otherwise accept and gives other cultures an insight into the special stories that we have to tell. On the other, it makes our task as writers doubly difficult as we have to take meanings from our native tongue and try to force them to make sense in a language with its own connotations and layers of meaning. 

However, it is a necessary evil as in Uganda’s case we have not even been able to agree on a national language amongst the several dialects spoken amongst our peoples. Ironically, because of this disagreement the national language is now English meaning one could make an argument that we are writing in our national language after all! English is definitely associated with the British Empire and those associations because of their corrosive effects on local culture can only be considered negative. 

In Uganda, no efforts have been made to teach children how to read and write in their native languages. Instead languages are being passed on primarily in an oral fashion. This is not enough as English is learned in its totality, both written in the classroom and orally outside it through the influx of Western music, movies and ideas. 

Unfortunately, the gradual Westernisation of Ugandan society means that English is assuming a greater and greater role in the dialogue of society. Parliamentary Acts are passed in English, newspapers are written in English.  One can only infer from this that there will come a time when people will associate native languages and cultural practices with backwardness and the English language will be venerated as a symbol of progress.

It’s a rueful, if realistic view of the hegemony of English in world culture. A number of other participants are aware of the same double-edged quality in English, the way it validates and nullifies, includes and excludes. It’s worth reflecting on the presence of this theme in the works of English writers - Bernard Shaw, DH Lawrence, Tony Harrison and others - where ‘talking properly’ is seen as bringing access to the world of culture and literature, whilst simultaneously closing the educated subject off from their own communities.

Whilst English remains a dominant force in African life and whilst its evolution into distinctly African literary forms might be slow or not yet validated by the international community, many young Ugandans see English as an embedded fact of existence. Some consider it as an African language, choosing to ignore its colonial inflections:

I feel that English to a large extent has become another African language. One these days talks of “Ugandan” English for instance, which includes slang from vernacular. In addition, an examination of the work of say Chinua Achebe shows the African thought process being expressed in English (with the attendant transmission of values, norms and customs peculiar to Africa) as can be seen in such phrases as, “May the day break”.

In another context, English is an essential aspect of cross-cultural communication within Uganda:

English has become part of our culture. For every educated person, English is the official language used and therefore it has ceased to be regarded as foreign. In some of the homes, families communicate in English despite having an indigenous African language. This is common in situations of cross marriage where the couple may each come from a different tribal group with different medium language of communication. (We have about 50 languages in Uganda!)

Just as significantly, English can be argued to be the essential language of de-colonising discourse:

But having studied English and in writing in it, I also feel that I am able not only to reach a range of audiences inside and outside Uganda (If I wrote in Lusamia an Acoli would still not pick a word). I feel confident and draw from my cultural diversity to communicate. There are many things I can do with this language - so elastic, that I can even protest against its imperial and colonial dimensions in the very language itself. It is part of my reality and a context of my heritage just like Kiswahili, Luganda and Acoli are.
 

That statement echoes a more theoretical stance in respect of the use of English in such debates:

Those writers and critics who appropriate ex-colonial languages to their own use argue that although language may create powerful emotive contexts through which local identities are formed, and whilst the use of non-indigenous language may, as a result, appear to such communities to be less authentic than texts in indigenous languages, such languages do not, in themselves constitute an irrecoverable alien form, and they may be appropriated to render views that are just as powerful in constructing anti-colonial texts.

Rather than providing a homogenising linguistic medium, it seems that English may also have contributed to political stability, understanding and cultural relations as a lingua franca. Tension inevitably remains, but Africans themselves are acutely aware of the realities and limitation of their own linguistic environment and none are more sensitised to the situation than African writers working in English.


The consequences of this tension may be seen as focusing the attention of the writer on their own metamorphosis within a culture that they are beginning to see with greater clarity and appreciation. Time after time, participants pointed to this aspect of the programme: 

I have become more conscious of my style, especially in prose. I could hear my voice in the distance. I could identify it.

And:

Crossing Borders has helped me visualise myself more as a writer. Before the course I did not see myself as able to write but am now aware that with continued diligence I can translate my dreams into the reality of publishing books.

And:

Crossing Borders has fundamentally changed my view of what it means to be a writer in this day and age. While I originally thought that it is possible for a writer to be a “global citizen”, to cast off the shackles of culture and stifling tradition and to see the world as it truly is in fictional form, that view proved to be a fallacy. I’ve learned that as a writer one can only view the world in the context of where one has come from culturally. Kind of like the old adage of “where you stand depends on where you sit”. 

This programme has helped me to see that it is only by addressing the particular that one can hope to address the universal. So it has encouraged me to look closely at my own background and to look for things within the Ugandan cultural context that I believe are applicable on a universal level and this has enabled me to grow as a writer.

That sense of hearing ones’ own voice in the distance, of seeing oneself not only more clearly in ones’ own cultural context, but in an increasingly international context is also strongly expressed by participants:

I see myself as a global writer now, catering for a wider audience, not my family and friends in Uganda.

But that sense of wider audience and community is threaded with doubts and contingencies. This is particularly evident where the culture of the writer within Uganda is itself seen as being outside the mainstream. Here’s what an Acoli woman says about aspects of identity and culture that became important to her through the programme:

I would have to say values. Because our value systems and understandings shape us. But most of all…me…myself as a person, how I see myself, born of two worlds…now part of any…the Western values and thinking which form the formal part of my education and the cultural experiences of being an Acoli woman who is not Acoli enough. Splits in cultural identity I would say. I have become aware of that. That I am none of the things I thought I was a few years ago. So that represents my literature. The dilemma that most people will find themselves in today.

That is both a complicated and sensitive response, invoking the sense of division that education makes between traditional local cultures and canonical values.

From the outset of the Crossing Borders project we have faced the spectre of exciting expectation in African writers which we cannot satisfy. It’s clear that no single agency can bring about change on the scale needed. Charles Larson argues for greater control within Africa of the means of production: technical innovation, relaxation of import duty on paper, international debt-annulment and a Pan-African publishing house: 

Crucial to the entire proposal is that Africans should be in control of the publication of their own writers and that the degree of dependence on the West (both financial and editorial) be determined by African themselves.’ 

Our own contribution is to encourage high quality creative work through rigorous artistic practice and to develop self-confidence by developing an awareness of audience in - and beyond - Africa. We believe that this development process should be both reflexive and self-sustaining. By re-configuring the project as it grows and by re-allocating resources we intend to fold the knowledge and expertise we develop back into Africa. In this way our current mentors may become trainers in distance learning and our African participants mentors for a new generation of African writers. Such ‘capacity building’ will be the means of creating a programme to be directed and delivered by Africans themselves.

It’s a simple concept, but it will depend upon continued funding being available to the participating countries and the development of more dependable and sophisticated IT infrastructures there. The central international website that we hope to build may then be devolved and linked to national websites offering publication and delivering resources and educational services to new writers. But in the current climate IT resources are limited to urban centres and often lag behind the technologically advanced provision in the developed world. Whilst many participants see cyberspace as more neutral cultural ground, there is also a strong awareness that it lies outside African control: 

The Internet only brings the West closer the way a telescope does when you, look through it. When you try to touch what you are viewing, you grasp air. The distance between is still very real.

That sense of elusiveness is compounded by a sense of economic sub-dominance:

The key issue with the Internet is access not control. In Uganda with a teledensity of 1 telephone per 100,000 people and where it is estimated that there are only a couple of thousand Internet subscribers in total, the odds probably don’t stack up in our favour.

The British Council offices in Africa have met this need for a more developed infrastructure, offering an electronic post-box to participants and providing training in IT to facilitate the project. There is a long way to go, but the project is currently self-servicing, offering computer and Internet access to every participant it enrols – though, clearly, they need to live within range of those facilities.

We have a large and expanding community of writers communicating across and beyond a huge continent. So far, the logistical aspects of the programme have worked well. The next challenge for Crossing Borders is to build a website that matches our ambition to establish a shared cultural space, and which enables a free flow of ideas and resources. We have never believed that the cultural equity of the project should or would flow from the old imperial centre to Africa, nor are we engaged in cultural asset stripping from the opposite direction. As a spin-off from the project and the consultancy we offer, three African writers – Ayeta Wangusa, Goretti Kyomuhendo and Julius Okwinyo – have performed at UK Literature Festivals in the past year. Our mentors are gaining a broader awareness and a greater understanding of African cultures through the programme and that will be enhanced by sending UK-based writers out to Africa to carry out live workshops. This will inevitably lead to new artistic reflection relating to their own cultural identity and that will be the subject of new research as the programme develops.

In January 2004 our project will expand with the almost certain inclusion of Nigeria, Cameroon, South Africa and Ghana. Our internal learning process will intensify and our logistical resources will be re-deployed on a greater scale than ever before. To effect change we need optimism and scepticism in equal parts. We need energy and reflexivity, an action-research model in which we continue to discuss and objectives and evaluate progress with institutional and individual participants. But a new sense of liberty is tangibly afoot in the responses of participants to my questions. It may be that we have taken the first steps that will begin to free us all from a frustrated post-colonial vision of Uhuru into a future where:

The post-colonial world is one in which destructive cultural encounter is changing to an acceptance of difference on equal terms. Both literary theorists and cultural historians are beginning to recognise cross-culturality as the potential termination point of an apparently endless human history of conquest and annihilation justified by the myth of group ‘purity’, and as the basis on which the post-colonial world can be creatively stabilised.

In practical terms, the archive for the project will be maintained at Lancaster University and will remain the focus of academic study as well as the development of our action-research programme. Just as our distance learning methodology embodies multiple reflections on the creative text, so we will invite participation in a reflexive process that can focus attention and resources where they are needed. By establishing our cultural crossroads on the information super- highway we intend to become increasingly involved with other agencies working to build a broader and more stable platform for new African writing. 

The cultural territory of the project is diverse both within Africa and beyond. What seems to unite participants is not a huddle behind the ramparts of anti-colonial resistance, but a much more open sense of searching for cultural and personal identity in order to, as Ngugi’s character says, ‘plan the future we want’. That seems characteristic, even essential, to all writers engaging with their art. In making new work, writers proceed from energising internal tensions, from a challenged or provisional sense of identity. 

Creative writing is an act of understanding that confronts the other or tries to construct otherness from the inside; the verbal arts are a stage for interaction from which the writer continually escapes, leaving imaginative and fictional personae behind, whilst themselves being changed by each creative act.

At this early stage in the project we are unable to draw any resonant conclusions about its impact on identity for participants or mentors. But there is nothing to indicate that our logistical or cultural approach is fatally flawed - in operation or through the perceptions of participants. This first rain-check has been refreshing in revealing openness to cultural exchange through creative process. It also shows that a sense of identity for young African writers need not be the oubliette of despair suggested by economic, social and political statistics. Rather, it is dynamic and dialectic: the exploration of a vital sense of self in relation to complex and unstable conditions that to some degree all writers experience and share through their work.

Graham Mort, November 2003
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