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I ntroduction

African writing in European languages has evolved over
the years, and so have the themes and the narrative strate-
gies. During the colonia era, African writers were mainly
concerned with challenging the myths and Euro-centric per-
ceptions often created about Africans by Westerners. They
challenged the moral, political, and economic legitimacy of
colonialism, and also sought to educate Westerners as well
as Africans themselves on African traditions and customs.
In the post-independence era, African writers have drawn
on recent history for their imagination and have mostly
turned to concerns about governance in the post-colonial
states. In this study, | attempt to delineate the connection
between history, political discourse, and narrative strategies
in a recent francophone West African novel. The Ivorian
writer Ahmadou Kourouma is one of those authors whose
writing focuses on politics among other agendasin Africa.
In an earlier study, | argued that Kourouma's Monng, out-
rages et défisisahistorical novel.t Allah n'est pasobligéis
also ahistorical novel, though not in the conventional sense
in which historical novel is defined. In a study on
Kourouma sMonné, outrages, et défis, Abiolalrele observed
that:

Although not exactly ahistorical novel inthe con-
ventional sense, the fact that the work draws di-
rectly upon the actual facts of the history of French
colonialisminWest Africafor itsthemeand for its
system of allusions makes it particularly interest-
ing for considering the function of narrativein its
projection of the historical consciousnessin mod-
ern African literature.?

In this study, | am interested in how Kourouma uses
narrativein hisprojection of historical consciousness. Irele’'s
assertionisrelevant inareading of Allah n’est pasobligé, a
novel that isinspired by the recent history of post-colonial
states in the West African region. Narrative techniques
Kouroumaemploysin thisnovel demonstrate how adept he
isat using history asraw material for hisfictional imagina-
tion. As characteristic in his other novels, he draws on oral
narrative techniques and manipulates the French language
in amanner that istypical of hiswriting in general.

The rapprochement between history and fiction is the
subject of a study by Hayden White.® According to White,

what distinguishes “historical” from “fictional” stories is
first and foremost their content, rather than their form. He
goes on to assert that the content of historical storiesisreal
events, events that really happened, rather than imaginary
events, eventsinvented by the narrator. White also believes
that what this implies is that the form in which historical
events present themselvesto a prospective narrator isfound
rather than constructed. What White postulates here is in-
teresting for a reading of Kourouma's novel which is in-
spired by recent historical eventsin West Africa. If itisthe
content rather than the form that distinguishes the “ histori-
cal” from the “fictional,” as White asserts, then what status
doweaccordtothe“fictional” whichisinspired by the* his-
torical” ? White attempts to answer this question when he
postulates that what distinguishes historical fiction from
history is not only the marrying of real events with imagi-
nary ones but also the fact that the form in the narrative is
constructed by the author. 4 What makes his theory even
more interesting for us is the fact that in constructing the
form of his narrative, Kouroumaresorts to narrative strate-
gies that deconstruct the dominant discourse in the history
that inspires his fictional creation, as | intend to demon-
gtrate in this study. His narrative strategies are also deter-
mined by historical time— post-colonial Africa— and cul-
tural codes — African oral narrative forms.

In this study, using theoriesin historical fiction, | con-
tend that in his novel, Kourouma makes use of historical
“causality” the same way a historian does in a historical
work. For me, history is not merely about the distant past.
Rather, history continuesto manifest itself in the present as
weseein Kouoruma'snovel. Yet Kouroumaevokes histori-
cal personalitiesin order to lampoon them, and to critique
dictatorship and those responsible for the civil wars in
Liberiaand Sierral eonerespectively. To do this, Kourouma
blends history with fiction through an effective use of cer-
tain narrative techniques such as humor, proverbs, flash-
backs, and the use of a diegetic picaresque-like narrative
voice that speaks against injustice on behalf of the voice-
less, the subaltern.

Historical Fiction and National

| dentities

In their introduction to the book on Identities that they
co-edited, KwameA ppiah and Henry L ouis Gates comment
that:



Ethnic and nationa identities operate in the lives
of individuals by connecting them with some
people, dividing them from others. Such identities
are often deeply integral to aperson’ssense of self,
defining an “1” by placing it against a background
“we.”®

| find this contention relevant in my assessment of
Kourouma's narrative about national and ethnic identities.
The life of the narrator, Birima, is intrinsicaly linked to
that of others he revealsto the reader through his narrative
by akind of “destiny.” Yet this “destiny” isforged through
the acts of peoplewho try to connect with some while striv-
ing to distance themselves from others. Their sense of an
“1" and a“we” is defined in terms of ethnic, national, and
classidentities. It isthrough the use of history asraw mate-
rial that Kouroumaskillfully creates afictional story that is
so close to the lives and destinies of the peoples of the re-
gion, and in the process questions how political discourse
shapes people’s identities.

Kourouma'snovel isabout representing the past through
fictional discourse. Hisfiction helps us understand the past
but also the present, because people’s identities have been
affected by events of the recent past. But how do historians
and novelists represent the past? According to Hayden
White, the past can only be represented in either conscious-
ness or discourse in an “imaginary” way because the past
by definition isabout events and processes considered to be
no longer perceivable.® If what White postulates is plau-
sible, then thisis arapprochement between history and fic-
tion. Both are by this manner of reasoning “imaginary.” It
also makesit interesting in thislight to see how legitimateit
isto argue as Paul Veynes does that the novelist can ques-
tion historical causality.” Oneway Kouroumaquestions his-
torical causality is through the discourse he creates around
national identities and political discourse.

In this section of the essay, | focus on the importance
of ethnic and national identitiesin the history that servesas
raw material for Kourouma's novel. In the section that fol-
lows, | will thenillustrate what narrative strategies he uses
to deconstruct the political discourse that forges the identi-
ties of peoples. Kourouma's narrator introduces himself as
a “p'tit negre parce que je parle mal le francais® (a little
nigger boy because | speak French badly). Thisis a subtle
allusion to the history of colonizer-colonized relationship
and the pejorative manner in which the French refer to Afri-
canswho do not speak what is considered standard French.
Yet, Kourouma's narrative is not about colonial relation-
ships, but rather about inter-ethnic and intra-ethnic conflicts
inthe West African region. He refersto someAfrican coun-
tries as “républiques bananiéres corrompues de I’ Afrique
francophone”® (corrupt banana republics of francophone
Africa). Several times he alludes specifically to some coun-
triesinthe sameterms. For example, “ unerépubliquefoutue
et corrompue comme en Guinée, en Céted’ Ivoire etc. etc.”1°
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(a damned hopeless and corrupt republic as in Guinea, in
Ivory Coast etc.).

Ethnicity is important in the history the novel evokes
because it defines peopl€e’s identities. The narrator intro-
duces himself asaMalinke:

Les Malinkés, ¢’est marace amoi. C'est la sorte
de néegres noirs africains indigénes qui sont
nombreux au nord de la Cote d’ lvoire, en Guinée
et dans d’ autres républiques bananiéres et foutues
comme Gambie, Sierra Leone et Sénégal la-bas
etc.t

[The Malinke are my own ethnic group. They are
the kind of nigger black indigenous Africans who
are many in northern Ivory Coast, in Guinea and
in other banana and damned republics such as
Gambia, Sierral_eone, and Senegal over thereetc.]

Though the emphasis is not on pre-colonia history,
Kourouma attempts to situate recent West African history
within the framework of a past in which artificial borders
were created. Those borders now share something in com-
mon. In the novel, they represent the human tragedy the
novel describes. In terms of political identity, Liberia, Si-
erra Leone, and Céte d'Ivoire are well demarcated by po-
litical discourse and by official borders, while at the same
time emphasizing how they shape ethnic and national iden-
tities.

Malinke identity in al the West African countries is
defined by the commonality of culture, and not necessarily
by the identity of post-colonial nation-states. Indeed,
Kourouma's novel is about the tragedy of how identities
are defined by who wields power and who has the political
power to define peopl € scitizenship, and for that matter their
identity. The main characters in the novel constantly find
themselves having to define their identity, or to have it de-
fined for them by others who attempt to erase their identity.
The only way to survive the mayhem isto constantly iden-
tify themselves with the ethnic group that wields power in
the country at any specific timein history. They also define
their identities at each border crossing, emphasizing, when
politically prudent for their own safety, their Malinke ori-
gin. Nationality becomes less important than ethnicity in
this reshaping of history. Yet the two areintertwined. Also,
class, asin the case of the military, isimportant in thistype
of political discourse.

Another important factor in recent West African his-
tory that inspires Kourouma's novel is the phenomenon of
child soldiers.? The narrator (Birama) isachild soldier who
travels between several countries. His personal adventures
during these travel s become the motif for portrayal of his-
torical characters and historical events. He tells us that he
haskilled alot of peoplein Liberiaand Sierra L eone where
he was a child soldier. He is haunted by the ghosts
(“gnamas”) of hisnumerousvictims. Palitical discourse has
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made a street child such as Birama an important agent in
the civil warsin theregion. Civil wars reconstruct people's
identities and Birama's national identity becomes blurred
in his peregrinations across borders in search of means of
survival.

The narrator is not an authentic historical figure. Yet
the evocation of authentic family and ethnic names empha-
sizestheimportance of these cultura traitsin the palitics of
identity intheregion. Birama'sfamily and ethnic identities
inaway shape hisdestiny. At borders, he and the other trav-
elers can only survive the gaze of enemy soldiersaslong as
they are not identified with the enemy ethnic camp.

Joking relationships among ethnic groups are impor-
tant in how they define themselves, and the narrator takes
advantage of this social reality in his humorous description
of some characters:

Les Bambara sont parfois aussi appelés Sobis,
Senoufos, Kabiés, etc. Ils étaient nus avant la
colonisation. On les appelait les hommes nus.*®

[The Bambara are sometimes also called Sobis,
Senoufos, Kahiés, etc. Before colonization, they
were naked. They were called the naked people.]

These joking relations have been maintained through-
out the history of the region, and Kourouma appropriates
this humor in order to deconstruct the political discourse
about national and ethnic identities.

Oneimportant characteristic of ahistorical novel isthat
it evokes names of people, places, and historical eventsthat
are verifiable. In Kourouma's novel, the narrator, Birama,
is a fictional character, and so are a lot of the characters
such as the military with whom he comes into direct con-
tact. Yet, Kourouma al so evokes authentic important politi-
cal charactersin the recent history of the West African re-
gion. They areimportant charactersin terms of therolethey
each played in the civil wars in Liberia and Sierra Leone
respectively. For example, Charles Taylor (president of
Liberia until rebel forces and the pressure of the interna-
tional community forced him out of power at the time this
study was done) was responsible in many ways for some of
the atrocities committed in the Liberian civil war. With the
humor that characterizes the whole novel, this is how the
narrator describes political figures:

Il'y avait au Liberiaquatre bandits de grand chemin:
Doe, Taylor, Johnson, El Hadji, et d’ autres fretins
bandits.4

[In Liberia, there were four highway bandits: Doe,
Taylor, Johnson, El Hadji Koroma, and other small
fry bandits.]

Thenarrator evokesnot only historical personalitiesbut
also authentic political groups such as the National Patri-

otic Front of Liberia: “NPFL est le mouvement du bandit
Taylor qui séme la terreur dans la région”*® (NPFL is the
movement of the bandit Taylor who spreads terror in the
region). When he evokesthe name of another political group
and itsassociation with Samuel Doe, thisishow hedescribes
it:

UNIMO (United Liberian Movement) ou
Mouvement de I’ Unité Libérienne, ¢ est la bande
des loyalistes, les héritiers du bandit de grand
chemin, le président-dictateur Samuel Doe qui fut
dépécé. Il fut dépécé un aprés-midi brumeux dans
Monrovia le terrible, capitale de la Répubique de
Libériaindépendante depuis 1860. Wal ahé (au nom
d Allah)!e

[UNIMO (United Liberian Movement) isthe band
of theloyalists, theinheritors of the high-way ban-
dit, the president-dictator Samuel Doe who was
dismembered. He was dismembered onefoggy af -
ternooninterrible Monrovia, capital of the Repub-
lic of Liberiaindependent since 1860. Walahé (in
the name of Allah!]

The violence in the text is metaphoric of the violence
that permeates the history that serves as raw material for
the novel. The death of Doeitself was documented inavid-
eotape that was circulated around the world, emphasizing
the senselessness and the inhumanity in dictatorship, mili-
tary intervention, and their attendant consequences. This
video that was created by the perpetratorsin order to docu-
ment their own inhuman act becomes part of historical docu-
mentation. It is interpreted differently in different commu-
nities around the world outside the context in which it was
produced. In away, it provides evidence for a criticism of
theregimethat replaced Samuel Doe's. The video servesas
atestimony for why most African countries need political
reforms so badly. Neither Samuel Do€'s dictatoria regime
nor that of the onesthat overthrew his government had any
political or moral legitimacy toruleover Liberians. By evok-
ing this history, Kourouma questions historical causality.

The novel deplores the different forms of ethnic vio-
lence. Samuel Doe, aKrahn, and Thomas Quionpka, aGyo,
who belong to the largest ethnic groups, kill all the Afro-
American senators and then massacre their family mem-
bers. Identity is defined by ethnicity and class, and some-
times identities are defined by suppressing the identities of
others, as we see in the massacres.

Doe makes mockery of democracy when he quits the
army to beelected asacivilian president. Kouroumaevokes
thistragic history with his characteristic humor:

Et la constitution fut un dimanche matin votée a
99,99% des votants. A 99,99% parce que 100% ca
faisait pastres sérieux. Cafaisait ouya-ouya.'”
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[And the congtitution was approved one Sunday
morning by a vote of 99.99%. A 99.99% vote be-
cause 100% did not look very serious. It was ouya-
ouya.]

In many ways, Kourouma's language is a subversive one.
The narrator is a child soldier. Yet obviously the author
mani pulates his language and speaks about politicswith an
intellectual maturity that is not possible in a person of the
age of the narrator. But the strategy is to use humor to sub-
vert the discourse of political figures such as Doe.

Inthistragic story of civil war in Liberia, Kouroumais
very critical of theinternational community too. Thisispar-
ticularly the case in the description of how Doe was killed
at atime ECOMOG seemed to bein control of thingsinthe
Liberian capital. The choicethat the historical novelist (just
like the historian) makes as to what to narrate is a subjec-
tive one. The choice of eventsthat inspire Kourouma's fic-
tionisclearly astrategy to have an impact on the psyche of
the reader. The violent language in the narrative is an ideo-
logical choice that Kourouma makes.

In the second part of the novel, the narrator takes usto
neighboring Sierra Leone where the same drama of civil
war plays out, again with the use of child soldiers as was
the case in Liberia. For Kourouma the novelist, the trag-
edies that played out in the recent history of the two coun-
tries are interconnected. It is an indictment of ethnic and
national politics in the West African region. These are the
civil wars that have redefined the identity of millions of
people in the region. And it is not fortuitous that the same
child soldier narrator takes us across the border to reveal
the tragic history of Sierra Leone. The international com-
munity has tried to interpret this recent history, and so it is
not a coincidence that recently Charles Taylor wasindicted
by aninternational court of justicein SierraLeonefor crimes
against humanity for hisrolein the civil war that happened
in that country.

The narrator describes Sierra Leone as a “bordel”
(bloody hell):

La Sierra Leone c'est le bordel, oui, le bordel au
carré. On dit qu’'un pays est le bordel au simple
guand des bandits de grand chemin se partagent le
pays comme au Liberia.’8

[Sierra Leone is the bloody hell. Yes, the squared
bloody hell. We say that a country is simply the
bloody hell when highway bandits divide the coun-
try among themselves like in Liberia]

“Bandits’” isahumorousterm that becomesarefrainin
the entire narrative to aptly describe atragic history.

Thetragic history of SierraL.eoneisalso about the sup-
pressed discourse of the subaltern. Asin Liberia, identity is
defined by who wields political power:
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En SierraLeone, &aient dansladanse!’ association
deschasseurs, le Kamgjor, et ledémocrate K abbah,
en plusdesbandits Foday Sankoh, Johnny K oroma,
et certainsfretins de bandits. C' est pourquoi on dit
gu’en SierraL eonerégne plusquelebordel, régne
le bordel au carré.]®®

[In Sierra Leone, the hunters association, the
Kamagjor, and the democrat Kabbah, aswell asthe
bandits Foday Sankoh, Johnny Koroma, and cer-
tain small fry bandits were in the dance. That is
why it is said that in Sierra Leone there is more
than the bloody hell, there is the squared bloody
hell.]

The narrator tells us Sierra L eone used to be a haven of
peace, then goes on to recall how thefirst president, Milton
Margai, favored members of his own ethnic group. Thisis
aptly portrayed in a proverb: “Ca, ¢'éait normal, on suit
I’ éléphant dans la brousse pour ne pas étre mouillé par la
rose” 2 (that was normal; one follows an elephant in the
bush in order not to be wetted by the dew). The history of
the civil war in Sierra Leone is one of betrayal of what |
would call the “petit peuple” (the powerless ordinary
people). And Kourouma suggests that this was done “avec
lacomplicité du bandit Taylor decepays[leLiberial” (with
the complicity of Taylor thebandit of that country [Liberia]).
Yet the betrayal of the people in this history was accentu-
ated by the dubious nature of the intervention of the inter-
national community, Houphouet Boigny of Céte d'Ivoire
being the target of Kourouma's most invective diatribe.
There are other heads of state of the region who are also
targets of Kourouma's sarcasm: Abacha of Nigeria, and
Eyadema of Togo for example:

On fait appel au nouveau sage de I’ Afrique, au
nouveau doyen d’&ge des dictateurs africains, le
dictateur Eyadema. Levieux dictateur Houphouet-
Boigny qui, depuis des lustres, remplissait ceréle
a casse la pipe entre temps.2

[They apped to the new sage of Africa, the new
most senior member of the African dictators, the
dictator Eyadema. The old dictator Houphouet-
Boigny who, for along time played this role, has
in the meantime kicked the bucket.]

In narrating the story of the civil war, Kourouma re-
calls how victims arms were cut off. The narrator aludes
to thistragedy when he recounts how thefictional character
Tieffi “avoulu nous envoyer dans |’ abattoir; c'est le coin
ou on coupait lesmainset lesbrasdescitoyenssierra-leonais
pour les empécher de voter”? (wanted to send us to the
dlaughterhouse. That was where they cut the hands and the
arms of Sierra Leonean citizens in order to prevent them
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from voting). This inhuman act is a very symbolic way of
terrifying the population into accepting a government im-
posed on them. It is an attempt to deny them of the will to
exercisetheir demaocratic rights. The narrator identifiesfive
groups involved in the armed conflict in Sierra Leone, and
asin the case of Liberia, the natural resources of the coun-
try become paradoxically the symbol of the armed conflict
as the different factions fight for control of the diamond
and gold regions.

Thus, Kourouma's novel is afictional documentation
of ahistory of human tragedy, and the historical figureswho
take on fictional roles in the novel only demonstrate Paul
Veynes' assertion that history is a true novel and that the
conception that history makes of historical “causality” is
exactly the same that anovelist makes of causality in hisor
her novel . K ourouma evokes historical figuresin order to
lampoon them, to make them an object of mockery in order
to emphasize the human consequences of the irresponsible
acts of politicians. The privilege of fiction isthat the writer
can manipulate history and question historical causality.

According to Hayden White, the story told in a histori-
cal narrativeis amimesis of the story lived in some region
of historical reality, and insofar as it is an accurate imita-
tion, itisconsidered atruthful account thereof. 2 Thistheory
is helpful in understanding how Kourouma uses historical
figures and how hisfiction can be deemed a mimesis of the
story lived in the West African region.

Narrative Strategies

In this section, | attempt to illustrate the relationship
between political discourse and the narrative strategies that
Kourouma employs in his novel. In a study | did on
Kourouma's Monné, outrages et défis, | argued that using
the language of the former colonizer, Kourouma*“translates
knowing into telling” asHayden Whitetermsit in his study
of narrative already alluded to above.? This is what
Kourouma also does in Allah n’est pas obligé. White has
argued that “thefunctional model of discourserelegatesdif-
ferent kinds of discourse to the status of ‘codes’ in which
different kinds of ‘messages’ can be cast and transmitted
with a communicative, expressive, or conative aim in
view.”? He goes on to posit that these aims are not mutu-
ally exclusive for every discourse has aspects of al three
functions, and that this is the case for “factual” as well as
“fictional” discourse. The discourse in Kourouma's novel
is embedded with “codes’ which have ideological “mes-
sages.” The close reading of the language employed by
Kouroumathat | will do in this section is an attempt to de-
code the messages in his historica fiction, and also to de-
lineate the importance of this language in the palitical dis-
course that the novel creates.

The narrativein Kourouma's novel is characterized by
the use of imagery and by symbolism. For example, when
the narrator describes the conditionsin which girlslive un-
der the supervision of Colonel Hadja Gabrielle Aminata,
the environment is metaphoric of the physical and mental
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condition of the characters. The compound walls, the hu-
man corpses, and Aminata’s ruthless discipline make the
girls collectively an epitome of what war has forced upon
the inhabitants of the region, and especially women. Yet
there is one narrative strategy which poses a dilemma to
me, and that is the role of the female characters. Some of
the female characters play arole that is not in consonance
with what happened in the conflicts in the West African re-
gion. For example, the use of fire arms by female charac-
ters wielding some military power in acamp is not the sort
of thing that we have seen in the recent history of the re-
gion. In asarcastic way, Kourouma mocks at the politics of
exclusion which marginalizeswomen. In the event of acoup
d état or of civil wars, women are often raped. Rapeis some-
timesused asaweapon against the opposing camp in abattle
for power in which women are not theinitiators of the con-
flicts, but are ultimately the victims of them.

Language isimportant in historical aswell asfictional
narrative. According to White:

A narrative account isalwaysafigurative account,
an allegory. [Therefore] to leave thisfigurative el-
ement out of consideration inthe analysisof anar-
rative isto miss not only its aspect as allegory but
also the performance in language by which a
chronicleistransformed into a narrative.?’

Kourouma has created an allegory in his narrative
through the use of historical figuresand events, and through
the use of proverbs, humor, sarcasm, and other types of figu-
rative language. Readers familiar with Kourouma's previ-
ous novels know that the use of proverbs is a distinctive
characteristic of hiswriting. The use of proverbs does not
merely create alocal flavor in the narrative. Proverbs are
more apt in portraying his characters, and in describing the
personality of these characters and the history that they ul-
timately shape. Proverbs are acommunicative strategy, and
in African society they are often used as a subversive strat-
egy with an interlocutor.

Associated with the use of proverbs is the use of hu-
mor. Proverbs convey humor and sarcasm more effectively
than ordinary language. Humor and sarcasm are a very ef-
fective language strategy for conveying Kourouma's cri-
tique of dictatorial regimesin the West African region. Hu-
mor and sarcasm reinforce the metaphor in a proverb. For
example, to explain why he should be grateful to Bellathe
leader, the narrator says that “il faut toujours remercier
I’ arbre akarité souslequel on arammassé beaucoup de bons
fruits pendant la bonne saison”? (you must always thank
the shea-tree under which you have picked a lot of good
fruits in the good season). To poke fun at insincere Mus-
lims, the narrator says “I'infirmier était musulman et ne
pouvait pas mentir’# (the nurse was a Muslim and could
not lie). Using irony he says of the man who takes away the
children from hisaunt: “ A cause desdroitsdelafemme, les
deux enfants ont éé arrachés & leur mére et confiés a leur
péere” ¥ (because of the rights of women, the two children
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were seized from their mother and given to their father).
Language strategy also explains the Africanization of the
French language, which again is very characteristic of
Kourouma swriting. It isasubversive strategy. The French
language is no longer the exclusive creation of the
metropole, but rather a hybrid of French and terms from
African languages. Indeed, the whole novel is a metaphor
of the deconstruction of the French language.

Thisleads us to the discussion of one important narra-
tive strategy that Kouroumaemploysinthenovel. The nar-
rator claims that he needs different types of dictionariesin
order to be ableto narrate his story, because he did not have
agood formal education in French. In the first sentence of
thenovel, heidentifies himself as Birama, and later tellsus
that heis a school drop out. This, he claims, explains why
he says of himself; “P'tit négre parce que je parle mal le
francais’® (little nigger boy because| speak French badly).
Thisis a narrative strategy on the part of Kourouma. The
narrator subvertstheformality and the cultural connotations
of the French language by recourse to an Africanization of
the French language. After al, Birama is supposed to be
uneducated, and as such we expect him to have a sub-stan-
dard linguistic competence in French. Kourouma also sub-
verts the French language through the use of authentic
Malinke proverbsto demonstrate how the French language
is inadequate in portraying indigenous African discourse.
The narrator uses severa dictionaries in order to trandlate
what he callshis“blabla” and this seemingly authenticates
his claim that the reader cannot blame him for a lack of
profound knowledge of the French language. Yet it is
through the psyche of the semi-illiterate Malinke man that
K ouroumausesimagination, marrying the“historical” with
the “fictional.”

The narrative is interrupted frequently by definitions
in parentheses of words and expressions which the narrator
assumes his audience might not understand. While these
definitions create humor in the language, they also unnec-
essarily interferewith theflow of the narrativeitself. | should
say nonetheless that these constant interruptions do not af-
fect the progress of the story itself. What is important is
how this humor deconstructs the language of the palitical
figures.

Attheend of the novel, welearn how the narrator came
about all these dictionaries in his possession. The dictio-
naries are Larousse, and le Petit Robert for French, and
I’ Inventaire des particularités Iéxicales du francais en
Afrique noire, and le Harrap's for pidgin. Varrasouba
Diabaté (of the griot caste) is employed as interpreter for
the Haut Commisariat aux Réfugiés (High Commission for
Refugees) because he knows a lot of languages. He is a
Malinke and his family name Diabaté tells us that heis of
the griot caste;

Varrassouba Diabaté était intelligent comme tous
les gens de sa caste. || comprenait et parlait
plusieurs langues: le francais, I'anglais, le pidgin,
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lekrahn, legyo et d’ autreslangues des noirsnegres
indigénes sauvages de ce fichu pays du Liberia. %

[Varrassoubawas intelligent like al the people of
his caste. He understood and spoke severa lan-
guages. French, English, pidgin, krahn, gyo, and
other languages of the savage indigenous nigger
blacks of this damned country, Liberia]

Varrassouba dies and Sidiki does not know what to do
with the dictionaries. So he givesthem to Biramathe narra-
tor. Birama is going through the four dictionaries when it
dawns on him to tell the story of his own life. It isalso at
this moment that his cousin Dr. Mamadou (who, unlike the
narrator, has been successful in school) whoistraveling with
himin the same car to Abidjan askshim: “Petit Birama, dis-
moi, dis-moi tout ce que tu as vu et fait, dis-moi comment
tout ca s est passe”® (little Birama, tell me everything; tell
me everything you saw and did; tell me how it all happened).
Thus, on the prompting of a cousin, the narrator tellsatale
of hislife, which becomesthemotif for recounting the atroci-
ties of the civil warsin Liberiaand Sierra Leone. This ex-
plains why we see the story through the eyes of a child-
soldier, and in this first person narrative, there is authorial
intervention especially in the commentary on the civil wars
in the region. In narrating his story, Birama wants to con-
vince his audience about the cause and effect in that story.
He is the narrative voice through which Kourouma speaks
about historical causality in West Africa, and his subaltern
voiceisasubversive one.

Birama's adventures make him a modern version of a
picaresque character. His travel through several placesin
the region allowsthefictional narrator to recount the life of
child soldiers forced by adults into a life of death and de-
struction. The picaresque hero in classical European novels
(and Lazarillo of the Spanish novel Lazarillo de Tormes
comes to mind) belongs by definition to the lower class.
Also, chance plays an important role in their life. The
picaresque hero travel salot, changes masters, and becomes
more hardened with each experience. In many ways,
Birama's life recalls that of the picaresque hero. He is not
necessarily of a lower caste. Yet, he belongs to the lower
class because of his status as an economically and socially
exploited child-soldier living in miserable conditions. Also,
like the picaresque hero he changes* masters.” Hefindshim-
self constantly under the command of different military and
para-military personnel, and he is obliged to bow to their
whims and caprices. It is aso significant that like the
picaresque hero, he finds waysto survivein extremely dif-
ficult and changing situations. His picaresque-likelife makes
him an omniscient narrator, and through his gaze Kourouma
attempts to make a connection between political discourse
and the human tragedies that have unfolded in theregionin
recent times. The story of political dictatorship and violence
is not told by the powerful but through the voice of a
picaresque hero who serves as the voice of the subaltern.



History, Political Discourse, and Narrative Srategies

In reading Kourouma's novel, | see alink between co-
lonial and post-colonial discourse. Therelationship between
characters in the novel is one that | would compare to the
Manichean relationship that according to JanMohammed
prevailed between the colonizer and the colonized. * Itisa
relationship characterized by a polarization between those
that wield political power on the one hand, and the mass of
the population on the other. Child soldiers are made pawns
in this power struggle between politicians. And so are the
women. | have already discussed how ethnicity determines
peopl€e's identity. Roland Barthes in his writing described
how colonial language revealed the mechanisms of Euro-
pean power. It was alanguage that was meant to intimidate
and thus facilitate the control of colonized peoples. * | ap-
propriate that theory in the context of post-colonial Africa
and intimate that the Charles Taylors who are charactersin
Kourouma's historical novel use only the language of in-
timidation; and that language reminds one of the colonial
order. Only now the colonial order is the language of Afri-
can dictators and not that of European colonizers. Frantz
Fanon had made a prophetic assessment of the national bour-
geoisie at the time of African nationalism against colonial-
ism.%® The post-colonial political leader in Kourouma's
novel, like the nationalist leaders that Fanon had talked
about, is alienated from the mass of the people. No wonder
the language K ouroumausesin the novel issymbolic of the
discourse of the paliticians. Birama, the narrator, needs sev-
eral dictionariesin order to communicate his“blabla.” His
language would otherwise be incomprehensible. It symbol-
izes how poaliticians do not communicate well with the
people they govern. The use of three dictionaries is also
symbolic of the rapport between francophone Africans and
France. French isacultural, economic, and political tool in
post-colonia Africa. It represents the unequal nature of the
partnership.

It is significant that the narrator identifies each child-
soldier by name. Child soldiers were not just a mass of
people. For example, Kik was attending school when the
civil war broke out. He ran into the bush. “Kik regagna la
concession familiale et trouva son pére égorgé, son frére
€gorgé, sa mere et sa soeur violées et les tétes fracassées.
Tous ses parents proches et éloignésmorts” ¥ (Kik returned
to the family compound and found his father slaughtered,
his brother daughtered, his mother and his sister raped, and
their heads smashed into pieces. All hisimmediate and ex-
tended relativesdead). Kik’sindividual plight representsthat
of al the victims of the atrocities, and Kourouma shocks
the sensibilities of his reader to a breaking point through
the use of alanguage that is violent.

Another narrative device is the constant evocation of
Allah, as one does in an oral narrative prayer. The evoca
tion of Allah as anarrative device emphasizes the thematic
importance of religion. Kourouma pokes fun at the hypo-
critical practitioners of both Christianity and Islam. In one
instance, sex becomes a metaphor for the atrocities caused
by the civil wars. Mother Superior (who had defended her
school valiantly against gangsters) makes love profusely
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with Prince Johnson, one of the historical charactersin the
novel. This act is a metaphor that depicts the spiritual and
moral depravity of Johnson, and by extension, all the cor-
rupt African politicians.

Kourouma uses flashbacks, and at times the narrator
introduces another narrative voice by suggesting that what
he recounts wastold him by the other characters. If Birama
sometimes relies on othersin order to tell hisstory, hisrole
as omniscient narrator is limited, after al. It suggests that
historical narrativeis subjective and soitsauthenticity should
always be questioned.

Nonetheless, the diegetic narrator controls the narra-
tive. He controls and mani pul ates the pace of the narrative,
and the truth, because al the other narrative voices do not
address the reader directly in any significant way. Thisis
much like the hegemonic discourse of the historical charac-
ters. They control power and for that matter speech and free-
dom in the history that is the raw material for Kourouma's
novel. Kouroumathe novelist islikethe praise singer among
some West African societies. The praise singer (or griot)
mani pulates and controlsthe discourse at the time he or she
performs in public. The praise singer can make authentic
praises, but he or she can also criticize directly or use very
ironical and satirical language to lambast the people who
aretheobject of the singing. Inthisnovel, the narrator often
sarcastically praisesthe behavior of brutal dictatorsand their
cohorts, using proverbs that evoke Malinke beliefs and re-
veal their relationship with nature. This lends credence to
my interpretation of Kourouma's role asthat of agriot; but
agriot that chantsin aforeign language that he haslearned
to appropriate well to fit his ideological agenda. And that
ideological agendaisto use fiction to lay bare the tragedy
in human relationship in the West African region (and by
extension al of Africa), when that human relationship is
hegemonically controlled by the inhuman acts of political
dictatorsand their lieutenants. And that |eads me to my con-
clusion.

Conclusion

In his rapprochement of historical and fictional narra-
tive, White provides us with a very useful tool for under-
standing what writers such as Kourouma have donein their
fictional creation. White has theorized that the transition
from the level of fact or event in the discourse to that of
narrative can also be described as a “process of
transcodation” in which historical events are retransmitted
in aliterary code.® What | have attempted to demonstrate
in this study is the discursive strategy Kourouma has em-
ployed in “transcoding” historical eventsin aliterary code.
We have seen how in the process, K ouroumarepresents how
he perceives the relationship between historical causality
and peopl€’sidentities in the West African region. He uses
a narrative strategy that deconstructs the language of his-
torical personalities whose exercise of political power has
negatively impacted thelives of peopleintheregion. If nar-
rative is a symbolic or symbolizing discursive structure as
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White has theorized, then how important is truth in
Kourouma's narrative? White has said that the notion of
what congtitutes a real event turns, not on the distinction
between true and fal se, but rather on the distinction between
real and imaginary. One can produce animaginary discourse
about real eventsthat may not beless“true”’ for beingimagi-
nary.*What | can draw from thistheory isthat Kourouma's
discourse in Allah n’est pas obligé is not less “true” be-
cause he has created an imaginary discourse about real
events. For after all, as Frederic Jameson has suggestedina
study, narrative is a “socially symbolic act.” By its form
alone, rather than by the specific “contents’ withwhichitis
filled, narrative endows events with meaning. 1 would
conclude from this study that indeed Kourouma's narrative
isa“symbolic act,” but | would argue, following the analy-
sis| have done in this study, that it is not by itsform alone,
but also by its contents that Kourouma's narrative achieves
this “symbolic act.” Thisis how | see the connection be-
tween political discourse and narrative in Kourouma's his-
torical fiction.

Writers challenge the authority of the status quo, the
politicians. They do thisby violating the space of hegemonic
discourse, deconstructing that discourse, and serving as a
voice of the subaltern. Thisiswhat makes Kourouma's his-
toricdl fiction apowerful exampleof how narrativediscourse
can be an allegory for questioning historical causality.
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