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Creating an Enabling Environment For Writers

By Mildred Kiconco Barya
In my journey as a writer, I have seen many moons, endured the uncertainties of waiting, and witnessed many goings to come close to a painful conclusion energised by Goretti Kyomuhendo’s genuine pessimism, that if you are a writer, an African writer, and permit me to add, a woman living in Africa where it costs nothing to die, your fate is already sealed; you die poor because there isn’t an enabling environment for you to write. 

For some of us who began our writing with fraternities such as FEMRITE, the Uganda Writers Association, and the likes of Crossing Borders British Council programmes, we’ve been able to walk the mile encouraging one another that it’s possible to write, and make a living out of it. We’ve looked at our continent and counted off our fingers the writers that we know. Secretly, we have counted ourselves too, but at the same time felt embarrassed to claim our place as full-time professional writers, because, truthfully speaking, we are not there yet. We’ve searched for places or institutions that have something specially instituted and organised for writers. Looking at the world we live in and concerning ourselves with Africa, we can clearly say that there are technical structures for various professions. There are medical schools for people who want to be doctors. There are law schools for lawyers. There are engineering and architectural centres for people who want to study engineering and architecture. There are flying schools for would-be pilots. There are vocational training centres dedicated to the art of carpentry, tailoring, fine arts, modelling and so on. But where is the institution or training centre on the African continent entirely developed and devoted to people interested in writing as a profession? 

In my opinion, creating an enabling environment for writers will remain a challenge as long as writing is not given the attention of a full-time profession, but is considered only as a hobby that a person engages in, upon second thought. 

There is also the old argument about whether writers are born or made. Whichever way you look at it, if you have a talent, you can enhance it more by acquiring the technical skills that support that talent. Together with other dreamers who have courted a career as full-time writers, we’ve been confounded with the reality that there is no environment (technical institution) dedicated to the intellectual and material support of budding African writers. 

In disappointment, we’ve gathered around the table and drunk cheap coffee and the great African tea, and drowned in the sorrow of the unsupported profession. We’ve tried to strategise and come up with programmes and activities that bring us together. We’ve tried conducting workshops that would equip us with skills in addition to building our confidence. 

The issue of creating a writers’ space has been paramount and organisations like FEMRITE have tried to encourage budding writers to gather together and form readers/writers clubs, with the idea that a writer reads and also needs to draw inspiration from fellow writers. One by one, however, we’ve changed our minds, because the results we expected to see have not materialised. ‘We are dreamers, we must join the realists,’ we’ve reasoned. So we’ve welcomed job offers from all corners. We’ve looked within and internalised our other competences and where they might lead us. They have led us through structures like professional accounting companies, recruitment agencies, educational institutions, and humanitarian agencies like ‘Feed the Hungry’, while avoiding feeding the hunger in us, the writing put on the shelf, stifled. In short, we have disbanded. 

But then there are a few individuals and organisations that recognise the need to support budding writers the best way they know how. They are doing whatever they can to create an environment that would enable writers to write. Akwasi Aidoo, the inspiration behind TrustAfrica, an organisation that is based in Dakar and supports writers, has drummed about recognising and strengthening our creative forces. Besides TrustAfrica, he has gone a step further to brainstorm about creating The African Writers Fund. In his view, writing is the most confident and important thing one can do, and the most creative. For that reason, he sees the need to discuss and find solutions to most challenges that writers on the African continent face: how to develop the art and craft of writing, how to make that art sustain the professionals in it, and also how to meet the writers’ other important needs like health insurance and pension provision. The African Writers Fund, once implemented, will enable writers living in Africa to peacefully concentrate on the writing craft as a full time profession without necessarily engaging in other jobs to make ends meet. It will also run programmes like  writers’ residences, where an established writer can mentor the young, budding writers and train them in the technicalities of the writing craft.

Once budding writers have space and a facilitator to take them through the practical steps of writing as a profession, they will get used to writing as one of the professions that deserves full-time concentration. It is a laborious, lonely and sometimes agonising process. The ancient Greeks called it a divine curse and I am inclined to agree. But organisations and friends of writers in their practical support can help prevent the writer from acquiring ‘madness’ or being susceptible to nervous breakdowns, prone to suicide, destined to die poor, depressed, and without a place to create and gift the world with their harvest. 

There is a bigger challenge that budding writers face when it comes to publishing. Generally, many publishers are not interested in touching the manuscript of an unknown person, however good that manuscript might be. Also, most publishers in our capitalist economy are interested in making more and spending less. So they will not be honest in their writer–publisher relationship to reveal to the writers the exact amount of copies that are sold, and how much money the writers have made. The ignorance on the part of the writers cannot work in their favour. It is important for the writer to be schooled not only in the writing of the manuscript but also in the printing, pricing and sales of the books. It is this involvement that will liberate writers from being cheated, and be recognised as partners in business of their full-time profession. It never occurs to us as odd when we go to the doctor’s clinic and we pay for whatever consultation we seek. The dentist never works for free, unless it is clear that he is doing it for charity. All service providers and product sellers are paid for their services and products. Yet, many establishments are ready to make writers write for free when they should be paid for their services. What we need therefore are publishing outfits committed to promoting and consolidating promising writers: publishers who will not cheat writers, but work together and respect writing as a business, as someone’s full-time profession and in brackets, as the divine curse. 

If both budding and established writers get organised about creating writing spaces and other enabling environments, we might spin a network of endless exchanges. The writers can produce and feed from their sweat satisfactorily, and writing as a full-time profession would not be a bad idea. Perhaps the writers would then be rescued from the refugee status ​– worrying incessantly about what to eat or drink, and then plotting how to leave the continent in search of paying jobs, instead of plotting stories and collecting adequate fees from their writing.   

Creating and sustaining an enabling environment for writers requires writers and their friends to take a journey from dream to action, and establish spaces dedicated to writers and their art as a full-time occupation, in much the same way as the other professions that we respect. 
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