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Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey, welcoming you to another edition of 
'Arts and Africa.' This week we have something a little unusual. A 
writer from a part of Africa that we usually don't hear very much about 
in the English speaking world. Emmanuel Dongala is a young novelirt who 
lives in the Congo Republic where he teaches Science at the University of 
Brazzeville. The gulf of silence that divides English speaking from 
French speaking Africa is usually total, buT Emmanuel Dongala is one of 
those rare people who manages to bridge it as he also spe~ks excellent 
English. David Sweetman spoke to him for 1Arts and Africa', and asked 
him about his first novel, "A Gun In Tr..e Hand, A Poem In '!'he Pocket." 

EJ.VJI"l.ANUEL DONGALA 

It is about the sixties and seventies in Africa. It's about a yo~ng 
intellectual who has studied in Europe - very activist, very revolu
tionary, and then he decided one day to put his ideas and his actions 
into deeds. 0~ he left university, he goes to Southern Africa, he fights 
in the guerrilla war in Zimbabwe, and· then he comes back to his country 
and finally he comes to power and now he is faced with reality. And the 
problem the novel studies is the difference between words and action. 

DAVID SWEETMAN 

Does this in some way speak about the role of the author in Africa, for 
after all, an author isn't directly involved in action, is he? Are you 
slightly regretting the fact that you are an author? 
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EMllflANUEL DONGALA 

IIaybe, sub-consciously we all regret action but many of us can't do any
thing except write. It is easier, I suppose, than to fight. 

DAVID SWEETMAN 

The fact that you are writing about revolutionary matters is to my mind 
unusual for a French-speaking African writer, because we tend to think of 
the Francophone writers as being rather conservative in comparison to the 
Anglophone writers who tend to be more left-wing, if one can use that 
phrase. 

EMJY.lANUEL DONGALA 

I don I t think t f~at is really true because I think many of you English 
speaking people still think that French-speaking African books are like 
11 l 1Enfant Noir11 by Camara Laye or the books of that period. But I think 
now if you read books by Mongo Beti they are really quite violent and 
also a book by Yambo Ouologuem called "Le Devoir de Violencen (Bound to 
Violence)I think is its English Translation. It's a very violent book, 
and my own book is also very, how can I put it, violent. 

DAVID SlivEETI'f1AN 

Do you reject therefore the works, the ideas of what one might call the 
first generation of French-speaking African writers 3uch as Senghor, 
Camara Laye and so on? 

EMMANUEL DONGALA 

No , I don't reject them. I mean the problem is that most people think 
that the work of the French-speaking African has stopped with those people 
before Independence. It seems then then that there has been nothing else, 
this isn't true; these works actually, Senghor, Cesaire and all that with 
their negritude movement, it's dated. But I don't understand why the 
Anglophone people still put so much emphasis on that period.To~1e younger 
generation of French-speaking African writers it's not important any more. 

DAVID S'NEETfLI\N 

I presume you would reject Senghor's view of white and black, that white 
is rational and that black is sensual. I assume that this is something 
that you are now putting to one side, is it? 
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El\'.:!1.ANUEL DONGALA 

Exactly. I think that it 1 s very simplistic, too simplistic for hjm ta say 
that.· •. I~ a very funny . . way --s·enghor has been influenced by some French 
racist writers like Gobineau. I think he has been very influenced by that. 
But I reject that, I don't think it is true. 

DAVID s·.jEETr--IAN 

But d.oes what you write and the fact that it is revolutionary put you into 
conflict with the authorities in your country? 

Ef.'lfv!.P..NUEL DONGALA 

Let's put it this way. My country, you may not know, is called a People's 
Republic. The official ideology is Marxist-Leninist, i~ other words it's 
a revolutionary country, left w::.ng and all that, and apparently you 
might soy what I am writing is revolutionary and left wing. So, at first 
sight there wouldn 't be any conflict between my 1.vri ting and the Government. 
But things are not so .easy in countries in Africa. The problem of the 
writer is that as long as he does not see things in the same way as ~he 
government sees it, as long as he sees things in a personal way, he doesn't 
just repeat the slogans which the government wants, he is not very well 
viewed, he is not on good terms with the authorities just for seeing 
things in a personal way. 

DAV ID SWEETIVJAL\J 

In fact when most of the African countries gained their independence there 
was a great belief amongst writers, certai1!ly in English-speaking Africa 
that they would take part in the process of development, that they were 
involved directly in the societies from which they camA. That seems now 
to be changing and writer~ are either stopping wrlting altogether or are 
coming into conflict with their governments and many are in fact going 
into exile whether voluntarily or not. Do you see this as the route an 
African writer~ take at the moment, opposition? 

EMMANUEL DONGALA 

Let's put it this way. During the fight for independence, the politicians 
and the writer or the artist - the fight was very simple, we were o~cupied 
by foreign powers, we have to fight it - so the politicians and the writers 
they were fighting for the same thing, there was no problem between the 
two. But after independence what happened? The politician took power. 
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The writer continues to look at society in his own way, so now the polit
ician - what he wants is to keep his power, his position, his privilege 
and the writer has nothing to do with that. He looks at society the way 
it is, or depending on his temperament, he writes on what he thin}(;s society 
really is. And the politician, on the contrary, they want the writers to 
s 2..y 11Oh , all is good in this country and our politicians are great. 11 Then 
there a re conflicts and I think any authentic writer who is sincere, sooner 
or later h e will be in conflict with the political authorities. There a re 
a J'OUp of writers who support the regime, they write f or the regime, there 
are many of those too. So not all writers are in 9pposition, but I think 
that those writers who support the regime - if you look at them closely -
many of thmm are ministers in government, civil :;servants a.n.d all that. So 
I think the true authentic writer, it's very difficult for him to be on 
good terms- with the authorities, because he sees things .in a personal way 
and he doesn't hesitate to write a.bout what he thinks is not good. 

DAVID SWEETMAN 

As a Marxist, you would presumably wish to have as much direct contact 
with the people a s possible, yet you are stuck v.ri th the French language. 
How do you resolve that problem in your own mind? 

El'i11Vi.ANUlEL DONGALA 

Wel l, I didn't say I was a Marxist myselfl I was talking about the 
official ideology which is Marxism. And well, t hen tha t is another problem 
we are talking about the problem of language then. This is a problem 
that many people, especially foreigners; every time we meet people they 
a sk us 11why don't you write in your own language? Why are you using_ 
French?" Well, the answer is very long, but to be short I would say this: 
We are writers 9 we write about what we see, then to write we have to seize 
it, to take the material which we can have. Right now what we have is the 
French language and so we use the French language the best way we can. So 
there is no problem especially n~w in Africa, those who read and those who 
have gone to school. Those who go to school learn French. I am saying 
that this is the p resent situation. This does not mean that parallel 
to t hat we work for the development of African languages, the writing in 
African languages because many of those languages are not writ~en languages. 
We try to write the alphabet and all that. That's another matter but 
actually the whole variety of leterature being written in those :..anguages, 
my f a ther 1 s language is Kikongo and the Bible has been translated into 
Kikongo since the sixteenth or seventeenth century, and there is lots of 
literature in Kikongo ci r.culating within the pop1.:1lation . And the same 
thing in Zaire, they are using Lingala, the Belgians were teaching in 
-. . 

- · .... . -
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Lingala, but it's not because they were teaching in local languaLe thar 
that was progressive . On the contrary, they were using these languages 
to block Africans, so that they would not have access to higher education 
The same thing is South Africa. The African language is being ·ised as 
a policy for apartheid. So you have to be very careful about this use 
of l~nguage. But to conclude, I think that we must develop our own 
languages for our own cultural identity but right now I think that if an 
Africsn writer has a good possession of the English or French language 
then he shouldn't hesitate to write in those languages. 

DAVID SWEETMAN 

~,hat about this proposition that Swahili should be made a pan-African 
language? 

EMMANUEL DONGALA. 

I think it's a very good thing that in Tanzania and Kenya and East Africa 
Swahili is being used and spcken ar.d is an offisial language in Tanzania. 
I think it's a very good thing, but you have fo ~ a language to write 
in it. You see, you can ' t impose a language like that on people. ~ 
would like very much to learn Swahili . It's very good to talk in 
Swahili when I go to East Africa, but I don't think you can impose a 
language and ask all people to write in it. I don't think it is · 
possible. 

DAVID SW~ETMAN 

Do you get together much with people of your own generation? I mean, do 
you know eadh other from different French• -speaking African countries 
and are you conscious of having a community of ideaw? 

1:.fvJ.ivJlJ~Ul<..L DONGALA 

No , unfortunately it is very difficult to meet other writers of my 
generation and there is a lack of - the problem of communication is very 
very difficult at all levels. 

DAV iD S·,.EETru-.N 

What are you working on at the moment? What are you writing now? 
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EMYi.ANUEL DONGALA 

I am working on a second novel. The first one was a very direct novel 
written with guts and blood, v ery active, lots of action and very 
politically committed, very young intellectual and the second one is a 
more reflective novel, it takes a l arger span of time, it star·cs from 
pre-colonial Africa up to the late seventies. So this is what I am 
working on now. I have almost finished it and it's abcut change in the 
global way. How an old world slowly disintegrates to transform iteelf 
into a new world, and I am studying all these crises from the point of 
view of politics , society, knowledge and all that. 

DAVID S\;ELTlVJ.AN 

You yourself, you have a scientific background, is that correct or have 
I got it wrong? 

EMMANUEL DONGALA 

N~,no. It's correct. I am a protessor of chemistry in Brazzevilleo 

DAV ID S vv'EETri1.r-"N 

Has this had an influence on your writing at all? 

E!'fiM.ANUEL DONGALA 

Well, in a way I think so, especially in the second novel, where I am 
studying the transformation of knowledge for the old intuitive type of 
knowledge to the modern, technological, scientific knowledge. I thin,!< 
it has helped . 

ALEX 'l'ETTEH-LA~EY 

Emmanuel Dongala, the young novelist from the Congo Republic ta:kiµg 
there to David Sweetman. And that's · it from 'Arts and Africa', for 
this week, and from me Alex Tetteh-Lartey it's goodbye. 


