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The Role of the Writer as a Social/Political Commentator

By Delia Jarrett - Macauley
When I started to write my debut novel, Moses, Citizen and me, I didn’t know it would be a political novel. The story of a Sierra Leone family, which had been devastated through acts of genocide, had been reported on the BBC lunchtime news in spring 1999, and I immediately began imagining how a family, like mine, Sierra Leoneans split between the Diaspora – mainly England – and the continent of Africa, would cope with such a tragedy. 

Although I had never lived in Africa, my childhood visits had provided me with a good feel for Sierra Leone. I came to wonder how an African-British woman might attempt to get to grips with the perils facing Sierra Leone as it approached the new millennium.  

I didn’t go looking for politics, politics came to me. Through my reading of history books, pamphlets, newspaper articles, and thick reports from the many non-governmental organisations which had operations in Sierra Leone, I was forced to confront the country’s complex past. I became more aware of the effects of colonialism, and of migration, and of the problems in governance. As I read, I could not forget that the mass of ordinary people were doing without education, health facilities, and too often, clean water.  

But I was finding my way to my three main characters: Moses, a grief-stricken grandfather; Julia, his London-based niece, a woman in her 30s; and Citizen, a former child soldier and Moses’s grandson. I was finding my way to family love, to memory, to hope, and eventually, to redemption. I wasn’t trying to write a political tract. Background information on elections, former ministers and land were informative. Stories about war and family helped too. There was nothing Orwellian on my desk during the years of research. I didn’t even think about George Orwell, his Animal Farm, or his Down and out in Paris and London, until April 2006, when my novel was awarded the Orwell Prize for Political Writing. Then, I thought about Orwell all the time. 

*

In the summer of 1944, Orwell was trying to find a publisher for his anti-Stalinist novel, Animal Farm. He sent the manuscript to T. S. Eliot at Faber and Faber, who turned it down, saying:

‘Your pigs are far more intelligent than the other animals, and therefore the best qualified to run the farm.’ 

Eliot also suggested that someone might say that what was needed was not ‘more communism but more public-spirited pigs.’ 

Funny, and strangely comforting. The author of a controversial, political novel runs the risk of being misunderstood, of giving offence, and of being derided. Direct polemic may bore readers, satirists may be admired, but all political writing that attempts to be artful needs a lorry-load of faith, a willingness to look daft and a hiding place, if all else fails. 

Dealing with the socio-political backcloth of my Sierra Leone story was one of the most difficult aspects of the work. 

How to raise issues without hammering the reader?

How to find an idiom or an image which would make sense outside Sierra Leone?

How to respect Sierra Leoneans, while also telling the truth? 

*

Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar fell into my lap. What better way could I find to recreate the difficult circumstances under which African child soldiers were existing, than to put an African ‘Siza’ in front of an international community? 

Julius Caesar, both in its traditional English, and thanks to the late J.P. Decker, in its Krio translation, created a link between the politics of the newly independent Sierra Leone of the 1960s, and the country today. 

Through that text, the chains of duty and history that bind the child soldiers in the rainforest began to come alive. The play, and its cast of characters, gave me a way of depicting several aspects of the war, such as the girl child soldier, Miriam, whose ‘Baby’ is growing up, unnamed. As a way of writing about a political situation, Julius Caesar could be both childlike in its performance, and adult in its intent. 

*

When all is said and done, every fictional piece is judged in the same way. Does it work? Does it move the reader? Whether it is political or not, is it any good? 

If you have to write something political, you must be doing so, quite simply, because you think it is the right thing to do.  

Many other African writers have chosen to comment on the violent displacements that have visited the continent, the dispersal of frightened civilians, the forced migrations, the ethnic cleansing and the conscription of children as child soldiers. Many of these same African writers have faced imprisonment for their political views. Jack Mapanje, the Malawian poet, now living and teaching in England, was imprisoned by the dictator Hastings Banda of Malawi for three and half years without trial. Chris Abani, the Nigerian poet and novelist, based his collection ‘Kalakuta Republic’ on his experience as a political prisoner in Nigeria between 1985 and 1991. In his author’s note to that collection he writes, ‘Two years after publication [of his first novel] I was arrested as my novel was considered to be the blueprint for the failed coup of General MammanVasta. I was detained initially for six months, in two three month stretches. This initial brush with the government was not deliberate on my part, but having once been brushed by the wings of the demon, I became a demon hunter.’ 

Arrest, imprisonment and even death have been the fate of many of the continent’s most significant writers. Ken Saro-Wiwa, the poet and environmentalist who campaigned on behalf of his Ogoni people against the encroachments of Shell oil and a brutal dictatorship, paid with his life for his beliefs. Honour and celebration of his work and writing have come in the form of tributes from around the world from fellow writers and activists.  Ken Saro-Wiwa’s legacy reminds us that tyranny, oppression and discrimination can be challenged by the pen.

Delia Jarrett – Macauley 19 July 2007 

PAGE  
[image: image2.png]
                 3
© Delia Jarrett – Macauley 2007

[image: image3]