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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Hello again this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey welcoming you to another 
edition of Arts and Af'rica. We begin today's programme with a 
look at a remarkable literary phenomenon: The first ·modern 
novel to be written in Somali which has now been translated into 
English. It's called "Ignorance is the Enemy of Love•• and the 
author is Faarax Cawl. Well if you are wondering what's so 
unusual about this book, you'd do well to remember that until 
1972 Somali was a spoken language only. Though Ital·ian and 
English were used by the civil service and commerce, the rest 
of Somalia's population was illiterate. Well all that has 
rapidly been changing since the introduction ten years ago of an 
official language with a Latin script. A mass literacy campaign 
has been underway and Faarax Cawl's book has been used to assist 
it. The book's message 1s clear from it's title: "Ignorance is 
the Enemy of Love". A young Dervish leader falls in love with 
an educated woman but eventually looses her when she is forced 
by her father to marry a camel dealer. Had the.young man been 
able to read his girlfriend's love letters, the two would never 
have been separated. The fight against ignorance, illiteracy, 
colonialism and the oppression of women are the book's main 
themes. Arts and Africa pr oducer Nick Berker spoke with Faarax 
Cawl about the book and began by asking him what language he 
wrote in before the new Somali script was introduced. 

FAARAX CAWL: 

We were writing in three different languages, Italian, Arabic 
and English. 

NICK BARKER: 

Now for you as a writer, when the Somali script was introduced, 
were you delighted? 

FAARAX CAWL: 

I was very much delighted and it was because .of this that I have 
actually taken the initiat~ve to write this story. 
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NICK BARKER: 

But Somali is an extremely rich language, have you been frustrated 
by the new script or has it served your purposes as a writer 
adequately? 

FAARAX CAWL: 

In fact it has served my purposes and purpose of everybody; the 
public. I mean it gives a tremendous urge with which we can 
actually flourish our literature, our customs; to expose them, 
put them in writing. Rather than actually keeping them in our 
memories. 

NICK BARKER: 

Now this novel of yours "Ignorance is the Enemy of Love" is the 
first novel, I gather, written in Somali to be translated into 
English. Now do you feel that some of the rich poetic tradition 
of the Somali language has been lost by translating it into 
English? 

FAARAX CAWL: 

Yes certainly. I think every language, when its being translated 
from its original language into another one, loses some of i~s 
flavour. Even though I don't see it very much, but still there 
are certain areas which you cannot translate, or some sort of 
cultural background which does not actually exist in the other 
language, you see, in its form of expression. 

NICK BARKER: 

Now I gather that this book has actually been used, written in 
Somali, as part of the literacy campaign in your home country. 

FAARAX CAWL: 

Yes, I mean it just happened; it has been helping in the literacy 
campaign. Because when the Somali script was introduced, in the 
first four to six months it was only being taught in the towns, 
the capital and all this. But later on it was developed, it was 
passed on to the masses, into the interior to the nomads. So my 
book coincided with that time you see. It was suitable at that 
particular time, actually it helped, it became some sort of 
propaganda which actually helped the literacy campaign - showing 
people how it is awful to be illiterate, not being able to read 
your letters, whatever the case maybe, confidential letters and 
all that sort of thing - it has actually played a part in that 
particular period. 
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NICK BARKER: 

The fact that your novel has been used as part of an overall 
literacy campaign, does that mean that you have to be careful 
about what you write about? After all many writers in your 
country do have difficulties with the authorities, so in this 
particular book did you feel there were certain issues you 
could not explore or were no restrictions imposed on you? 

F AARAX CAWL: 

Well of course in this particular novel, I mean which is of 
course some sort of historical, you see it was always confined 
to the past, there was not much actually I could say and put it 
in the present time. Therefore, I had the freedom to talk about 
the past, I mean there was nothing related to it in the present 
time which would of course make any sort of hindrance to its 
publication. 

NICK BARKER: 

So you think that if you'd written about the present, maybe you 
wouldn't have been chosen as part of the literacy campaign. 

FAARAX CAWL: 

I don't think so; I don't think so. I mean if one is actually 
pragmatic about what he is writing for the general purpose you 
see. I don't think I would have been restricted you see - I 
don't feel that actually. 

NICK BARKER: 

Do you want to explore in your novels, in the future, contemporary 
issues in Somalia today? 

FAARAX CAWL: 

Well of course anything that I think would be benefi.cial to the 
public, or any matter which is actually prevalent at the present 

time or in the future. I have done another book which is also in 
Somali. It's not yet translated into English. It's called 
"Colonial Shackles", as still you have got the kind of Colonial 
external pressure, as every other state in the third world. 

NICK BARKER: 

You talk as if you believe that art and literature should have a 
very political and propagandist role. 

FAARAX CAWL: 

That's right, I think so. You see, through literature or through 
art, it ' s one of the best weapons with which you can actually 
indoctrinate a nation - in which you can unify a nation, in which 
you can actually guide through itself. 

:--, . · ,,: 
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NICK BARKER: 

But some people might argue that by adopting this position writers, 
such as yourself, could become really puppets of governments, 
spokespersons for governments. Does that not worry you? 

FAARAX CAWL: 

No it doesn't worry me because if one is pragmatic with what he is 
writing, I don't think so - I don't see that. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Nick Barker talking to the Somali writer Faarax Cawl. And from 
the novel we move to drama - well radio drama to be precise. 
Perhaps you can recognise afamiliar voice or two in the following 
scene. 

ACTUALITY: - EXTRACT FROM AFRICAN THEATRE 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Well that was myself, Jeillo Edwards and Jumoke Debayo in a 
scene from "Briefcase Business" by Edit Addo - a play from the 
BBC's African Theatre Season last year. Well the months seem 
to have flown past and work will shortly be resumed on the new 
batch of six plays. With me is producer of African Theatre, 
Nick Barker, who I know has already started to think hard about 
this year's plays. Nick have you received many scripts yet from 
African writers? 

NICK BARK.ER: 

Quite a few, the pile on my desk is slowly getting bigger but 
there's still another month, the deadline for African Theatre is 
at the end of August so I'm still optimistic that we will receive 
more scripts. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Well radio drama is a peculiar skill isn't it - do you have any 
guide lines for writers. 

NICK BARKER: 

Yes you're right. Radio drama is a very peculiar skill, it's in 
some respects a bit like cooking a very good meal you need great 
artistry, great flair, but at the same time you need special 
ingredients and the thing about radio drama is to isolate those 
ingredients. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

What are they? 
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NICK BARKER: 

Well the first and most important one is a good story. The author 
must decide exactly what he's going to write abou~ and generally 
if he writes from his own experience the play will succeed best. 
But the story must be good, whether it's funny, whether it's tragic, 
whether it's clever the author should be able to write a synopsis 
of that play and it should stand up. If he shows it to his friend, 
his friend will say "that's a good idea". The other thing that 
the author obviously has to bear in mind is the length of the play. 
Plays in the African Theatre Season are only half an hour long and 
that's only about 25 pages of foolscap - not very much. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Now how about the number of characters, does it matter? 

NICK BARKER: 

It does matter, it matters a great deal because the problem with 
broadcasting on short-wave is that it's difficult to distinguish 
between a large number of voices. I suggest that the maximum 
number of characters in a play is six. The other thing of course 
about radio drama i ·s the structure of the play. This is all 
important. If you look at the plays that we produced last year, 
generally they had between two scenes and six scenes. In fact, 
the play we've just heard an extract from "Briefcase Business" 
had two scenes, which was very difficult to produce because you 
have to sustain the •dialogue for long periods of time but if you 
are a good writer you can get away with two scenes. But for 
people who are less acquainted with the medium I suggest going 
for more, between four and six. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Now the quality of the dialogue is terribly important in radio 
drama isn't it?. 

NICK BARKER: 

Absolutely essential. And the thing that the author must remember 
is that the audience is blind, they can't see anything, so every
thing has to be built up through the dialogue. And there's one 
quite interesting technique, a discipline which authors can try 
out - which is to take a tape recorder and make a recording of a 
conversation either of a meal at home or a group of friends talk
ing in a bar and then make a transcript of that conversation and 
see what it looks like on the page. And they'll realise that it 
looks very curious but that is what a radio drama should look 
like. The other thing about dialogue is that it has to be used 
to signpost the characters. So obviously at the beginning of 
the play the dialogue must explain exactly who the characters 
are, it should identify them, their age, what their background 
is, what sort of people they are, and of course who they are 
talking to. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Now how about the special effects? 

NICK BARKER: 

Well authors should mark on their script, FX which means special 
effects. They should mark FX and then whatever effect they want, 
whether it's thunder and lightning or a cell door being slammed. 
They should remember that the BBC has a very impressive record 
library of special effects. But the thing about effects is that 
they should be used to underline the action and the situation 
already apparent in the play. I don't think authors should be 
too reliant on them. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Finally Nick what address should the plays be sent to? 

NICK BARKER: 

They should be sent to African Theatre, BBC Bush House, London. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Nick Barker thank you very much indeed. Before we end the 
programme it is with regret that we mention the death of the 
famous Ugandan poet, Professor Okot-p'Bitek whom we recently 
featured on this programme in his battle with the Literature 
Department of Makerere, where he argued that the African syllabus 
should concentrate more on African rather than European literature, 
and whose dramatic peom "The Song of Lawino" some of you may 
remember. He died at his home in Kampala. We hope to discuss 
his life's work on this programme in the near future. And on 
that rather sad note we end this weeks Arts and Africa. From 
Alex Tetteh-Lartey in London it's goodbye. 


