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Linguistic experimentation is key to African writers’ ability
to express themselves in English, says Alfred B Cudjoe
Postcolonial African writers tend to represent
traditional African communities in an
innovative literary form that blends African
cultural practices with European ones. A
metropolitan language that appeals to both
Africans and non-Africans is often adopted.
The successful Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe
has been lauded for having ‘borrowed the
raw clay of English, pounded it, moulded and
reshaped it into an admirable psyche of his
people’.1 Using the language of Nigeria’s
former colonial masters as a vehicle, Achebe
portrays the socio-cultural and sociolinguistic
realities of life in his traditional Ibo community. 

Paul Bandia described the practice as
‘outright linguistic experimentation based on
literal translations from [Ibo] oral narratives’.2 In
chapter one of his seminal 1958 novel Things
Fall Apart, Achebe himself says that ‘among
the Ibo the art of conversation is regarded
highly, and proverbs are the palm-oil with
which words are eaten’. It is significant to note
here the vital role that traditional discourse
plays in African literature, and the writer’s
reliance on proverbs and aphorisms to give
that literature indigenous African flavour.

Writing as translation
The production of postcolonial African
literature is a complex process. Writers are
presented with a dilemma: do they use their
indigenous languages, which may not have
stable writing systems and offer them a
limited audience; or do they use the powerful
metropolitan language of their country,
providing them with an international
platform. The latter is the preferred option,
but it brings with it the difficulty of
successfully expressing one’s culture and
identity in a foreign, hegemonic language. 

To address this issue, writers often attempt
to de-territorialise the colonial language in
order to eliminate its ‘implied hierarchy and
dominance’.3 The process of re-territorialising
the language within a postcolonial space –
through indigenisation – subverts and
neutralises the ‘colonial code’, and ultimately
leads to the creation of a new code. This
code is distinct from the indigenous and
European languages that are its source, and
sustains a postcolonial literature which is no
longer dependent on norms dictated by
colonial legacy. What is implied here is that
postcolonial writing is a product of
‘translation’ – ie, that since African writers are

inspired by the oral tradition of their people,
they are practising a type of writing that takes
the form of translation from an unseen
‘original text’.  

The use of proverbs to express social
norms and values in African communities is a
good example. Proverbial expressions have
been coined to describe social norms in a
way that enhances their value, especially in
indigenous discourse. For example, one Ewe
proverb from West Africa advises people to
be cautious in dealing with those who can
frustrate them in crucial undertakings: ‘When
you know you have not finished crossing the
river, do not insult the crocodile.’

A creative act
Translation should be understood as ‘the
linguistic operation that consists in transporting
meaning from one language to another’,4

and, as such, as a creative activity in African
literature. According to Kwaku Gyasi, the
process involves transportation, transmission,
transposition and transformation whenever
an African writes in a European language. 

Translation in this sense becomes the
vehicle through which cultures of developing
countries travel to audiences in the West. Yet
this analysis implies that all texts that are
about non-Western cultures, written by non-
Western writers in any Western language, are
products of translation. Gyasi concludes that
translation is the process through which
‘African writers incorporate oral and traditional
literary techniques such as proverbs,
repetition, folktales, etc, into the foreign
medium.’ Thus, in their desire to represent
African ideas, philosophy and imagery, a
postcolonial Ewe author might use the
proverb ‘If you raise your load to the knee

In African words

Do they use the
powerful metropolitan
language of their
country, providing an
international platform?



Vol/51  No/5  2012 OCTOBER/NOVEMBER The Linguist 27

FEATURES

level, God will help you put it on your head,’
rather than the conventional English saying,
‘Heaven helps those who help themselves.’

The importance of naming
Names play a crucial role in the production of
postcolonial African literature. Maria
Tymoczko defines names as important
linguistic markers that are loaded with
information, and that are rich in semantic and
semiotic significance.5 Naming or onomastic
practices in African societies serve as a means
of defining an individual’s status, and often
reflect social values. Names identify people in
terms of the situation of their birth, gender,
age, kinship, social status, role and authority. 

Many Ewe names convey the importance
attached to the family and the responsibilities
attributed to individual family members.
These include Gbeve (‘two voices’, signifying
that two voices do not bring up a child),
Venornornyo (‘it is good to be two’, ie, to be
married), and Ahianyevi (‘the product of love
relationship is a child’, meaning that a
relationship between a man and a woman
should lead to child bearing).
As in many West African communities, Ewe

children have a name at birth depending on
the day they are born. A boy born on Monday
is Kodzo; on Tuesday Kobla; a girl born on
Wednesday is Aku; on Thursday Yawa. Where
more than one child in the family is born on
the same day of the week the suffixes ga
(‘senior’) and vi (‘junior’) are used – for example
Kodzovi (‘born on Monday junior’). When
three boys are born in succession, the third is
called Besa; in the case of girls, Mansa. 
Since names of African origin are

semantically loaded, they add to the
complexity of cultural translation, as seen 

in the Ghanaian poet Kofi Awoonor’s 
The Journey Beyond (1971):
Kutsiami the benevolent boatman;
when I come to the river shore
please ferry me across
I do not have on my cloth-end
the price of your stewardship
Without knowledge of Ewe religious beliefs,

including the name Kutsiami, the poem
cannot be fully understood. It is believed that
when someone dies their soul travels to the
spiritual world and has to be ferried across a

river, where the boatman, the Kutsiami
(‘Death’s linguist’), demands to be paid for his
services. Therefore before people are buried,
a coin is tied on their cloth-end. It is a custom
that is strictly observed as part of the funeral
rites, otherwise the ghost of the departed is
returned by the Kutsiami and comes back to
haunt the living.  

The translation of African names is a
daunting task, especially if they are culture-
specific and can be understood better in their
cultural contexts. Tymoczko describes names
in cultural texts as ‘the semiotic elements of a
text that are the most problematic to translate,
in part because their semiotic significance is so

often culturally specific and dependent on
cultural paradigms’.6 Since African names,
whether they are translated or reproduced,
contribute to the hybrid nature of the
language of postcolonial literature, the
translator has to make them understandable
to the reader. In Awoonor’s poem, the name
Kutsiami has been glossed (‘the benevolent
boatman’) but for a reader who is not familiar
with Ewe beliefs, a footnote will be required
to further explain the role of a Kutsiami.

It emerges, therefore, that postcolonial
African writers are compelled, by the linguistic
reality in which they find themselves, to
adopt, for their artistic production, languages
that are foreign to their culture. However, by
using innovative writing techniques they are
able to express their indigenous experience
in hybrid languages capable of reaching an
international audience.
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CULTURAL EXPRESSION
Many African writers are influenced by
oral narratives: traditional storytelling
is often through music and the spoken
word (left). In Ghana and other African
countries, short adages and sayings are
written on vehicles ( far left)PR
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