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I 

 

Introduction: Language in African Literatures 

_________________________________________________ 

 

I.I. Introducing a Debate 

In January 2000 African writers and scholars from all parts of the continent gathered in 

Asmara, Eritrea, for a conference named Against All Odds: African Languages and 

Literatures into the 21st Century, resulting in the Asmara Declaration on African Languages 

and Literatures (see Appendix A). Apart from the formulation of ten points concerning the 

role and the importance of (the development of) African languages in all cultural and 

educational spheres, it was decided that the conference would be continued  on a biennial 

basis during meetings that were to be organized in different countries of Africa. 1 

Although covering far more than just literary language-use, the conference should be 

seen as having taken place in the context of a debate that arose when Africans first started 

writing in “European” languages, and that has been relentlessly continued since: the question 

what language(s) African authors could or even should use for the creation of a “truly” 

African literature. Thirty-eight years previous to this date, another conference was organized 

which still serves as a landmark within this debate: the Conference of African Writers of 

English Expression held at Makerere University College, Kampala, Uganda, in 1962. The 

participants (many of whom are now among the most acclaimed African writers) set 

themselves off from the Negritude school which they declared dead, and struggled to 

                                                 
1 “The Asmara Declaration on African Languages and Literatures”. Against All Odds. African Languages and 
Literatures into the 21st Century. Asmara, 17th of January 2000. 
http://www.outreach.psu.edu/programs/allodds/declaration.html 
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(re)define African literature. One of the problems they encountered was indeed that of the 

language in which they wrote, and on the basis of which the conference was conceived. But 

while they concluded in rather careful and maybe naïve terms that “it is better for an African 

writer to think and feel in his own language and then look for an English transliteration 

approximating the original”,2 Obiajunwa Wali saw in this statement the affirmation of his 

own conviction concerning African literature. He predicted it was on track for a “dead end 

[…], sterility, uncreativity and frustration” if African authors were to pursue the course of 

writing in European languages: “the whole uncritical acceptance of English and French as the 

inevitable medium for educated African writing is misdirected, and has no chance of 

advancing African literature and culture”.3 African literature in European languages, he 

argued, would in that case always and only be discussed in terms of dependency on its 

European “father”, by the grace of which it would exist, rather than forming an object of 

studies in itself.  

His words did not go unnoticed and found a fertile ground in the mind of one of the 

participants of the conference in particular. The young Ngugi Wa Thiong’o, a student at that 

time, and invited because of two published short stories – written in English – became more 

and more preoccupied with the problem, until some twenty years after Wali’s article he 

published his seminal work Decolonizing the Mind. The Politics of Language in African 

Culture in 1986. He had by then become quite a successful writer, with a list of plays, novels, 

children’s books  and essays on his name. Having started by writing in English, by 1977 he 

had stopped using this language in his creative writings, and Decolonizing the Mind was, in 

his own words, a “farewell to English as a vehicle for any of my writings” altogether (ivx). In 

this book, which has become an almost compulsory reference in the ongoing debate about 

                                                 
2 Ezekiel Mphahlele, Press Report, Conference of African Writers, MAK/V (2), Makerere, 1962.  
3 Obiajunwa Wali. “The Dead End of African Literature?”. Transition 10 (1963): 13-15.  
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language-use in African literatures, he sets out to explain the reasons for his abandonment of 

the English language, passionately arguing why any author with the interest of African 

literatures in his or her mind, should do the same. The core of the argument lies in the 

perception that language and culture are inextricably linked to one another. Positing language 

first as a three-dimensional means of communication, starting with the Marxist view of 

language in terms of production and co-operation, he goes to communication in speech which 

both reflects and aids this “language of real life” (13), and then proceeds to language in 

written signs. This whole of  “language as communication”, he argues, forms the premises for 

culture as it is formed and transformed. This means that conveying a culture in another 

language than “its own” is a project doomed to fail by definition because language is 

understood as a “collective memory bank” (15) of a  culturally specific experience of history. 

Language as culture, Ngugi holds, is an image-forming agent and these images of the world, 

that sustain the conception we have of ourselves, are transmitted through spoken and written 

language, through “the particularity of the sounds, the words, the word order into phrases and 

sentences” (15, my emphasis) which make up the whole distinction between languages and, 

par extension, between cultures.4  

Alamin Mazrui has called the view on language in African literatures as it is proclaimed 

by Wali and Ngugi the relativist stance (39). Linguistically, he explains, this way of linking 

language with culture is associated with the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis which indeed links 

language to cultural metaphysics in more or less strict terms. Again in linguistics, the most 

famous opponent of this perception is probably Noam Chomsky, who stressed the common, 

universal features of language – and whose view corresponds generally with that of those 

whom Mazrui calls the universalists. Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin counter 

                                                 
4 This seems to me to be the most problematical point in his argument, being based more on an emotional 
relationship to or love for specific languages than anything else, while he seems more convincing when he keeps 
to language in general. 
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what they call an overtly essentialist and representationalist view of language, saying that 

such an attitude “confuses usage with property in its view of meaning”: any language has the 

potential of expressing any experience since it is not property but rather usage of language 

that governs the meaning of the message (53).  

Authors of literary works themselves also have defended their practices of writing in 

“European” languages, Chinua Achebe and Gabriel Okara being the most famous ones 

attacked by Ngugi for claiming they could take the English language and make it theirs, make 

it bear their culture by transforming it according to their needs, in the early sixties.5 As 

Achebe famously said after questioning the practice of “betraying” his mother tongue: “for 

me there is no choice. I have been given the language and I intend to use it” (..).  

Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin are indeed only a few of the many people, both critics and 

authors, who have addressed the literary tactics used to appropriate the “foreign” language 

and use it as a means for liberation. While Ngugi posits language as the weapon par 

excellence with which the colonizer effected his domination over the colonized people, 

conveying for his readers how children in Kenyan schools were humiliated when “caught” 

speaking languages other than English and tracing the analogy between the violence of the 

physical conquest of Africa and that of the “psychological violence of the classroom” (9) 

(hence the notion of the “colonized mind” from the title), these writers and critics feel that this 

weapon can and should be seized and used against its wielder, thus subverting its power to 

their own ends. 

While keeping the details of the mechanics of this reappropriation for a later point, it is 

interesting to see that the relativist and universalist positions, which seem to find themselves 

at the opposing extremities of the axis of the debate and appear to be utterly 

incommensurable, in fact, as Mazrui aptly points out, have the same goals in mind when 
                                                 
5 (reprinted in) Morning Yet on Creation Day. London: Heinemann Educational, 1975. 
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pronouncing their standpoints, namely that of an “essentially progressive, anti-imperialist 

message” (41).  

The language issue in African literatures continues to be a point of concern. The debate, 

which started in the early sixties and continued throughout the subsequent decades of the last 

century, continues to evolve mainly around and between these points of reference, even with 

the slip into the twenty-first century with its clearer focus on the question of how to promote 

literature in African languages. This is why this contradiction at work in the formulation of a 

way to proceed to achieve the same goal – that of (literary) decolonization – prompts one to 

ask wheather either of the theories of language work against their own objectives. How  is one 

to evaluate their respective values?  

There are a number of easily identifiable pitfalls to look out for in both assumptions and 

the arguments made by their advocates. The universalist’s standpoint is often said to be the 

product of imperial discourse, working within a colonial logic. Indeed, for Ngugi it is the 

ultimate surrender, the effective “colonization of the mind” of the African author who 

becomes both a victim of, and complicit with, the project of the (former) colonizer and of a 

form of neo-colonialism. A victim because the colonialist linguistic politics, henceforth to be 

called glottopolitics after Chantal Zabus (5), he has come to believe in “the innate superiority 

of the colonizer’s language” (Zabus 17, also argued in more or less the same terms by Ngugi); 

an accomplice because he perpetuates and disseminates this belief by acting it out in his 

Europhone writings. And although Ngugi’s transition from the statement that language carries 

culture to the contention that specific languages carry specific cultures seems to me one of the 

weaker points in his argument, the seemingly unproblematic embrace of the universality of 

language as a vehicle for any culture in the context of postcolonial Africa does run the risk of 

slipping into an uncritical (self-)celebration of the “versatility” of European languages and an 
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all too easy dismissal of the important role of language in the colonization-processes, a risk 

that becomes dangerously real for instance in the work of those critics who speak of the 

“enrichment” of European languages by postcolonial authors. The universalist’s stance easily 

falls prey to an ironic reversal, turning almost into a contradictio in terminis as it advances not 

universality as such, but that of European languages in particular. What was intended, and as 

I would like to think, when preached and practiced consequently, can still function as a 

progressive, open-minded theory of language then becomes a naïve misgiving at best and, 

more likely, its antithesis at worst.   

Other, more practical considerations are often advanced as the justification of the 

importance of European languages in African literatures, which often have much to do with 

the (perceived) fragmentation and (under)development of African languages as writing-

systems, and consequently a lack of readers in those languages. In a continent where hundreds 

of languages are spoken, even within the borders of certain countries, the need for one, 

unifying language for all seems quite understandable and was in many cases the reason for 

African countries to keep the languages of their former oppressors as their national languages 

even when they became independent. Many authors don’t feel like they ever really had a 

choice to begin with, as their mother tongues were, or are not, sufficiently developed as 

coherent writing systems, not, or hardly, taught in schools and by consequence would never 

reach a significant readership: the European languages are a ticket to a broader audience that 

extends itself beyond a particular ethnic group. Ironically, it can also be seen as less of a 

threat to write in English, for example, for authors who belong to minorities that would 

otherwise be forced to write in the languages of their direct ethnic enemies, as was the case 
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for the Nigerian writer Ken Saro-Wiwa.6 Ngugi Wa Thiong’o himself has been accused more 

than once of forgetting, in the promotion of his step to write in Gikuyu and Kiswahili only, 

that he in fact has the dubious “luck” to belong to a linguistic majority in his country which 

not only grants him both the chance of writing in them and finding an audience that is at least 

bigger than can be said of many smaller languages but also makes him neglect inter-ethnical 

problematics in language-use (Miller quoted in Ward 125).  

Others, however, consider even these very practical concerns as “facile” arguments 

operating, again, in the service of neocolonialist discourse (Zabus 43); far from implying that 

it is an easy task, they argue that it is part of the roles of African authors to help developing 

their oral languages into fully equipped writing systems. It is important to note here that this 

“development” does not for all critics consist in the actual invention of, say, a new vocabulary 

or syntax, which would imply that the languages weren’t “rich” enough, but must be seen 

more as the sustention of a fixed orthography which would allow the languages to assert 

themselves as modes of literate literary expression. The link with the emergence of European 

vernaculars is often made: the task of the African author is comparable to those European 

authors who first chose not to write in Latin, which would in some cases have been both 

easier in practice and more convenient in economic terms (Wali 14). Interestingly however, 

the link is also made to comment on the fact that no language, be it “European” or African, 

can ever be associated with domination and hegemony only (Mbele 55).  

One last problem I would like to point out here and that is largely associated with those 

critics who advocate the possibility of an African literature in European languages is the 

whole notion of such an area of studies as “African Literature”. As Zabus amongst others 

points out, the fact is that the term, when used outside African academia, mostly refers to 

                                                 
6 For a discussion of Saro-Wiwa’s work and how it posits itself in the language debate, see Michael North’s 
article “Ken Saro-Wiwa’s Sozaboy: The Politics of Rotten English”. Public Culture. 13.1 (January 2001), 97-
112.  
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African literatures in European languages: it is a denomination and demarcation of a field 

made from a European perspective. This is of importance as it illustrates how African 

literature has been for a long time, and in many cases still is, defined and valued as such by 

the West. One of the reasons why so few authors in African languages are known outside the 

continent, as Penina Muhando Mlama points out, has not so much to do with a lack of good 

texts, but rather with a lack of interest in, say, Kiswahili, Shona or Zulu writings from the 

West (11). Thus the very concept of African literature seems dominated still by an overtly 

Eurocentric predisposition, or maybe one should specify here the field as it is studied in 

Western academia. Although more and more critics, one should hope, become aware of these 

problems and invest in a more ethical attitude, a certain false naturalness still emanates from 

the idea of studying African literatures without speaking or even reading any languages other 

than European ones, without specifying that the material covered is only a part. Much can be 

said for Wali’s idea that to come to a true and full understanding and appreciation of 

literature, more critics should invest in the acquisition of at least those African languages 

where the works they study, even if written in European ones, have their backgrounds (14); 

this is, in fact, not only a problem in studying African literatures but forms a part of the debate 

of studying “world literature” in general.7 

Despite all these shortcomings of the universalist approach however, the relativist 

stance, as I briefly pointed out on some occasions, is far from unproblematic either.  As I 

mentioned, Ngugi’s claim (which is the paramount argument for most, if not all critics who 

take the same position in the debate) that it is the specificity of the language which carries the 

                                                 
7 Stefan Hoesel-Uhlig writes in his essay “Changing Fields: The Directions of Goethe’s Weltliteratur”, that 
“there is a shared sense that serious work on ‘world literature’ has too long been confined to the European 
languages” (30). The volume in which it was published, Debating World Literature (ed. Christopher 
Prendergast), as well as other overviews of comparative literature such as the 2004 report on the state of the 
discipline by the American Comparative Literature Association Comparative Literature in an Age of 
Globalization (ed. Haun Saussy), contain several essays that are concerned with this subject, and especially the 
problem that stems from it, namely that of the role of translations in studying (world) literature.  
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specificity of the culture, seems by far the weakest point in his account. As Mazrui remarks, 

there is hardly any evidence to support this hypothesis (or that of the universalists, for that 

matter) (42). The most telling however, is the overall view on literature and authorship – what 

it should be and do – that emerges from Ngugi’s writings. First of all and most clearly is the 

deduction that literature needs to reflect, to represent culture. Now at a first sight this seems a 

rather innocent, and maybe valid and commonly held belief which I share to some extent, not 

as a requirement but a characteristic of literature: it necessarily is the product of, and therefore 

in a sense reflects, a certain culture (which in turn it influences and forms). This process 

however is much more complicated and an object of study in itself; what matters here is that 

for Ngugi it seems the simplest and most natural of things. One can ask, however, how 

authors relate to these cultures he wishes to see reflected and it seems even harder to dismiss 

European languages as not belonging to – at least – the author’s culture, however complicated 

and maybe distorted or perverted it may be by colonial history. It requires even more caution I 

would say because such a view is easily adopted to suit a dangerous tendency in the reception 

of African literatures in the West, which is that of reading them not as literature per se, that is 

for their literary character, but rather as anthropological documents, revealing foreign cultures 

to a Western audience longing for representations and an explanation of the exotic Other. This 

is of course not how Ngugi intended his position to be interpreted, however, there are very 

political dimensions at work in it intentionally. The choice of stopping to write in English and 

turning to Gikuyu mainly and Kiswahili, had a lot to do with his wish to reconnect with his 

“targeted audience – the people” (68). He saw a clearly political role for the author, who, by 

writing in African languages would contribute to the final and true decolonization of Africa; 

simultaneously he argued that any true change and revolution would always come from this 

portion of the population he called “the people”, the working class, to whom he also ascribed 
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all the truly significant discoveries and innovations in the realms of technique, arts, sports and 

language (68).  

This socio-political role he holds for the author and his vision about his place in society 

however is interesting too in relation to something I pointed out only briefly as the 

relationship of the writer to the culture he is expected to represent in his works. Although 

Ngugi is very convincing in his analysis of the colonial alienation brought about, first in the 

child’s mind through schooling and by language politics during and after colonialism, he 

seems to fail to acknowledge that his experience was in fact a very class-specific one, which 

he then takes as paramount for “the African experience”. Antony Arnove points out the 

contradictions in his work as well as in Chinua Achebe, by taking Pierre Bourdieu’s theories 

into consideration, and concludes that “Ngugi’s cultural and economic capital place him in a 

dominant position with regard to the dominated classes, despite his affiliation with them” 

(289). As a member of the educated elite he is both “dominated” and “dominant”, and his 

experience of colonialism which is highly mediated through language (Arnove 283) is 

certainly not that of all Kenyans; one can wonder whether “the people” he wants to connect 

himself to really share his experiences. Furthermore his medium of attaining this connection 

by writing in Gikuyu, is not necessarily a guarantee: although in a lesser degree than English, 

questions of schooling and literacy, and even of class and ethnicity, play a significant role in 

the degree of success (Arnove 287). All these factors should bring to the fore the place and 

role of the author in general: elitism seems to be a characteristic almost inescapably inherent 

in the literary scene.8 Even in those situations where political engagement seems necessary 

and inevitably on behalf of the author, in those acute political situations, a certain distance is 

                                                 
8 Of course there is a difference in having a literature which is considered elitist in a European context where, 
regardless of taste, interest, level of education etc.,  in principle it is still accessible to the vast majority of the 
population in terms of literacy, and having a literature which is indeed only accessible to a percentage of a 
population which received the “right”education for it.  
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always established between the writer and the larger public because of the very medium he 

uses.  

Apart from class differences that make Ngugi’s broader claims difficult to accept 

entirely, there is another flaw in the argument of those who see liberation exclusively in terms 

of African languages for the whole of African literatures, which consists in the strict division 

between English, French and Portuguese as languages of oppression, and African languages 

as the untainted languages of freedom, regardless of differences between the glottopolitics 

exercised by the different colonial powers in different nations in different times and 

situations. Ngugi himself trivializes the importance of such differences, saying they 

accumulated in the same results: the blind acceptance of colonial languages as superior to 

African ones (19). Mbele points out that colonialists and missionaries were – although their 

motives can remain highly questionable – “instrumental in promoting African languages” 

(55), while Mazrui draws our attention to the way in which the Portuguese in Mozambique 

resorted to African languages once war broke out, so that their propaganda would come across 

with more authority and as genuine to the “retarded” population (45).  

One last point then that I would like to mention is the role of translation in this 

discussion. Ngugi announces in “A Statement” that he “hope[s] that through the age old 

medium of translation [he] shall be able to continue to dialogue with all” (xiv). Interestingly, 

he resorts to the solution of translation to continue reaching a broader audience, even 

translating some of his works into English himself right after writing them in Gikuyu. This is 

very telling about his faith in this medium, which seems rather at odds with his expressed 

conviction that a foreign tongue can never convey a culture that has no natural link to it; an 

affirmed belief in a “original” thought or message which is corrupted by another language 

would imply that in a translation, some of that originality, or authenticity, necessarily gets 
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lost, which is indeed what Wali implies (14). As Mbele asks: “since Ngugi appears to believe 

that the work remains the same in translation, why is it essential for him to write in Gikuyu 

first?” (53). This lack of the recognition that the work of translation is not one of simple 

transposition but rather one of active (re)creation poses some important questions as to the 

credibility of his own theory, even more so when the act of translation is performed by the 

author himself. What I would like to challenge as well in this context is the implied belief that 

a certain magical, direct psychological transfer takes place from the mind of the author via the 

script to the mind of the reader when one writes and reads in one’s own language. I would say 

that hardly any literary theorist or even author would today believe that a text is ever that 

transparent or that the reader has no active part in its reception. As Jonathan Culler observes: 

“None would deny that literary works, like most other objects of human attention, can be 

enjoyed for reasons that have little to do with understanding and mastery – the text can be 

quite blatantly misunderstood and still be appreciated for a variety of personal reasons” 

(quoted in Mbele 51).  

 

I.II. Objectives 

What I have tried to do here is not so much to lay bare all problems with both theories, which 

would possibly form a whole book in itself, but rather to point out the most obvious and 

urgent ones. I would here like to acknowledge my own sympathies with Ngugi’s position, and 

recognize the sometimes naïve aspects of the universalist perspective. The problems are 

however too big to be disregarded, impeding either of them to have “the answer” to the 

debate. What seems at stake more than anything else in this debate is, as I see it, the question 

of ownership over language. What is poignant however is that, although starting within the 

literary world, the discussion seems to be held mostly outside of it, in a socio-cultural and 
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political reality which heavily influences the reception of the literatures it concerns –  

understandably so, at least to a certain degree. The relationship between the literary and the 

political is, on the one hand, an undeniable one; simultaneously however it is also problematic 

in the sense that it is hard to pin down where political implications and meanings are situated: 

with the author, within the text, or with the reader? It surely lies in the interplay of factors; 

however, I would argue, it is the text itself that is the least transparent when it comes to this 

question. This difficulty arises precisely because of the character of the medium: it is 

literariness which grants it its status as literature. However vague this concept might be, I 

think it is fundamental to the reason why the linguistic discussion in African literatures seems 

so insolvable. While Mazrui expects that “linguistic relativism would be vindicated in the 

narrower area of literary discourse”, arguing that the “cognitive processes involved in literary 

creativity differ from those of scientific discourse” (48), I would rather say the opposite. 

While in socio-political terms it seems quite viable to defend the use of African languages in 

African literatures, it is another thing altogether to say that literatures in European languages 

can never be truly “African”. Derrida, although largely associated with Western thought, very 

much affected and influenced by the experience of colonialism, has commented on the idea of 

the literary:  

 

Something of literature has begun if it becomes impossible to decide whether, when I 

speak of something, I am speaking of some thing (of the thing itself, this one, for its 

own sake) or whether I am giving an example, an example of something or an 

example of the fact that I can speak of something, of my way of speaking about 

something, of the possibility, in general, of speaking of something, in general, or 

there again of writing this word, and so on. For example, what if I say “I”, if I write in 
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the first person or if I write an “autobiographical” text, as they say. No-one can 

seriously contradict me if I say (or imply, etc.) that I am not writing about myself but 

about my “self”, about one self among others or about the self in general, offering an 

example: I am merely an example or I am exemplary (Passions 89).  

 

As this fragment shows, the literary is that moment where the use of language serves not only 

to represent something but also to surpass that very representation and make it, as it were, 

untraceable to any source in or outside that language. I would like to propose that the 

questions of language-ownership that seem to motivate the whole of the discussion are for a 

great deal caught up and enmeshed in this aspect of the literary and this will be the object of 

research in the present thesis. In order to enable a better understanding, evaluation and 

appreciation of the debate over languages for African literatures, I intend to answer the 

question in how far questions of language ownership can be played out within the literary 

bounds of the novel, and to what extent this is a problem specific to African literatures. 

 

I.III. Methodology  

For the purposes mentioned above I will be limiting myself here to two case-studies, namely 

the work of the Mozambican authors Paulina Chiziane and Mia Couto, and narrowing down 

my research question to how these two authors problematize language-use both in their 

thematization of it and their own use. Choosing two novels to focus on of two Lusophone 

authors, I hope to bring a contribution to a debate that, despite occasional references to the 

Lusophone context, has been held mainly in an Anglophone and Francophone context. This is 

not to say that the topic has not been addressed for those authors working from countries that 

were once colonized by the Portuguese, but the work that has been done has been published 
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mainly in Portuguese, while the most known promoters of the debate, working, as mentioned, 

from Anglophone and Francophone perspective, do not hesitate to make claims for the whole 

African continent, assuming or implying “one” homogenized African experience. The reason 

then to have two, rather than just one case-study, is to see if there are significant differences 

between the work of the black woman writer and the first woman to publish a book in 

Mozambique, Paulina Chiziane, who is still relatively unknown outside of Mozambique and 

Portugal (her fourth novel only recently being translated into English as the first one), and that 

of the widely critically acclaimed author Mia Couto, a son of Portuguese settlers. In order to 

be able to say anything meaningful about the two chosen works, however, I will start by 

placing them in the broader context of Mozambican literature, which I will first sketch out, as 

well as some characteristics of Portuguese colonialism and glottopolitics in Mozambique. 

Then, by offering a close reading of Chiziane’s novel Ventos do Apocalipse (1993), and 

Couto’s O Ultimo Voo do Flamingo (2000), I intend to analyse what view on language is 

being propagated by these two authors, in their use of language as well as in their 

thematization of it. In the case of Chiziane’s Ventos do Apocalipse, I will be emphasizing 

how the formal as well as the thematic aspects of the work make it extremely difficult, if not 

impossible, to separate the oral from the literate and the “Portuguese” from the “African” 

once they meet in the literary form of the novel. Apart from my own close-reading and an 

analysis of thematic aspects of the novel, I will hereby heavily lean on concepts of linguistic 

processes at work in the Europhone African novel as deployed by Chantal Zabus, as well as 

on interviews given by the author. In the next move, which will take me to study Couto’s O 

Último Voo do Flamingo, I will start by focusing on the concept of Lusofonia and its 

ideological dangers, in order to continue by examining how the concept of translation in this 

novel can be seen to work as a trope to help thinking about language and literature.  
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In a fifth and last chapter then I will be evaluating the processes at work within the two 

case-studies and their mutual differences. The general conclusions taken from this will lead 

me to examine more closely and from a theoretical perspective the notion of language 

ownership within literature and, more specifically, within the novel, arguing that rather than 

an exception, a “handicap” specific to African literatures, the two novels discussed seem to 

point rather to the idea that the question of language is to be seen as one inherent to the novel 

as a genre. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



22 

 

II 

Glottopolitics, Education and Literature in Mozambique: 1483-2009 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

II.I. Glottopolitics and Education during Coloniali sm 

As in the case of any literature, educational  as well as language-policies during and after 

Portuguese colonialism have played a decisive role in the emergence and development of 

what we now call Mozambican literature and its use of (the Portuguese) language. Although 

education was meant to be part and parcel of the Portuguese colonial enterprise right from its 

start in the 15th century, it had, and always kept, very dubious characteristics brought about by 

hardly hidden agenda’s behind the so-called noble, devout and idealist motivations that 

“inspired” it. Starting with the hostage of Africans in the Congo-kingdom – later to become 

present-day Angola – and their bringing to Lisbon, where they would be educated in order to 

“take over the administration and serve as intermediaries for Portugal” as early as 1483 

(Ferreira 48)9, the education of a very limited élite of Africans has, at least throughout 

colonial times, served to ensure colonial dominion and stability – thus perfectly confirming 

Ngugi’s claims that the language of the colonizer has always served to inscribe and affirm the 

latter’s superiority and authority rather than liberating Africans by means of education. This 

concerns not only formal education in terms of language and literacy, but also technical 

“progress”: quoting James Duffy, Ferreira concludes from the poor results booked by 

                                                 
9 The information concerning education in the Portuguese colonies up until 1974 here, unless stated differently, 
comes from Eduardo de Sousa Ferreira’s study Portuguese Colonialism in Africa: The End of an Era. Paris: The 
Unesco Press, 1974. 
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Portuguese artisans in Angola that “the Portuguese did not want to supply the Congolese with 

technical knowledge that might be used against them and jeopardize their power” (48-9).  

These very early tentatives of the Portuguese at securing a powerful position for 

themselves were not immediately as successful as they had hoped. The first missions met with 

resistance and hostility on behalf of the Africans, not to speak of the mutual conflicts between 

Jesuits and Dominicans themselves. It took the Jesuits until 1629 to evangelize and convert 

the rulers of the Zambezia kingdom Monomotapa. Once they succeeded at this they secured a 

powerful position for the Catholic Church, which affirmed itself, together with missions from 

other orders, as the main educational institution.  Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries however, economical interests (especially the slave-trade) corrupted these missions, 

probably contributing to this failure as the priests became more and more aware of what was 

perceived as the power-undermining potentials of education (Ferreira 52-6). In the Portuguese 

colonies history kept being falsified with the official message carrying out the idea of a 

civilizing, religious mission which was to hide the true economic intentions – even of the 

Jesuits themselves –  thus legitimizing, both in the eyes of the Portuguese and of the rest of 

Europe, the Portuguese presence in these territories (Ferreira 55-6).  

Understandably, Portuguese colonialism and its educational practices were heavily 

influenced by political changes within the metropolis itself. Thus, education in Portuguese 

Africa further deteriorated when in 1759 the Marquis de Pombal expelled all Jesuits from 

Portuguese territory. The installment of a Liberal government in Portugal in 1934, with its 

goals of reducing the economic power of the church (Mattoso 5: 265) and ensuring the 

complete abolition of all religious orders, did not therefore bring about that much change in 

Mozambique and Angola. Education was from now on to be secular, and a decree of 1845 

called for the installation of public schools in the colonies (Ferreira 56). Legally there was no 
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distinction between Africans and Europeans for these schools; under pressure of the 

Portuguese however, this soon changed with a new decree in 1869 re-installing missionary 

schools which were the only ones reachable for Africans in rural areas, while the government 

schools were for Europeans in urban settings. It is worth noting in this context, as Ferreira 

does, that “educational administration was analogous to that in Portugal”, meaning that the 

schools limited themselves “to giving a limited number of children an opportunity to learn 

something of the Portuguese culture and language” (59). In fact, catechism and converting 

were more important than anything else for the missionaries. Feeling the “threat” of the 

Protestant missions that were gaining terrain, especially in southern Mozambique, catechism 

remained the main body of the curriculum.   

For this purpose, African languages were often used in these schools, which is a clear 

example of how using an African language serves the exact same purposes as using the 

colonial one, namely the subordination of the African to the whole set of Portuguese codes of 

moral and cultural standards. The protestant missions, often coming from England and 

Switzerland, obviously did not use Portuguese at all but almost exclusively taught in African 

languages, which limited the education level that was reachable for its pupils (Ferreira 59). In 

both cases it becomes clear why it would be naïve to think of African languages in terms of 

“pureness” and freedom as opposed to the colonizing, enslaving functions of the European 

languages. While the fact that the absence of the Portuguese language in the protestant 

mission schools limited the educational possibilities for its pupils in Mozambique does 

underscore the way in which the Portuguese language was given an authority and supremacy 

over the African ones, the way in which the latter were used to convert “the minds” of the 

African also shows that such a dichotomic view on language does not encompass the problem 

in all its complexity. Another example of this which I briefly touched upon above, has to do 
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with language use on radio. As a part of the project of the promotion of the Portuguese 

language, radio broadcasts were done almost exclusively in that language (Mazrui 44). Once 

the voices of resistance movements against colonialism became stronger, the Portuguese 

resorted to the broadcasting of propaganda in African languages:  

 

The simple fact that our advice and suggestions are being transmitted by an 

authoritative voice that contacts the peoples in their own language is for the more 

retarded a guarantee of authenticity, omniscience and infallibility. As he who has 

been taught to read piously believes in the printed letter, the native believes in the 

voice that speaks to him in his language over the air. . . .10  

(Serviço de Acção Psicossocial, quoted in Ferreira 159).  

 

It will be clear from this that all languages are in one way or another used and set to work in 

name of the colonial agenda, suggesting either that the opposite can also be true – that they 

can both be made to work for liberation – or that neither will do. We will come to this at a 

later moment. 

With Portugal’s proclamation of the Republic in 1910, an attempt was made again to 

modernize education in the colonies by forbidding mission schools and introducing instead 

lay missions. The standards of training for its teachers who were to educate the pupils in 

practical professions however, were set so high that it turned out to be impossible to recruit 

enough of them; the project failed and catholic missions regained financial support from the 

state. In the meantime a debate had developed about the sort of education the schools were to 

                                                 
10 Note here the hint at differences between orality and literacy, a problem that indeed comes inextricably linked 
with the question of language in the African context. This is a point that I will elaborate in the following 
chapters. I would here like to single out the irony, be it intentional or not, hinting at how, if understood in such 
strict terms, both become subject to corruption and can be played out in the interests of a third – the colonizer, in 
this case.  
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offer; there were those in favour of workshop-like, technical formation, considering it 

dangerous to teach the “natives” reading and writing “without any care to the creation of their 

characters” (Norton de Matos quoted in Ferreira 61), while others still opted for what Ferreira 

calls the more “academic” training (61).  With the re-implantation of catholic missions, the 

use of African languages in schools was now entirely prohibited except for religious training, 

which was to give an advantage to the Catholic schools over the protestant ones, since it 

secured the position of Portuguese missions which were catholic by definition. This did not do 

much to elevate the level of education which, as Ferreira notes, remained inferior to that of 

other colonies (63), since, as mentioned, religious education had always been the 

missionaries’ first objective. The importance of the Catholic church in education only 

increased with the installment of the Estado Novo, the dictatorship in 1926; education was 

more and more “subordinated to the objective of obtaining skilled workers without running 

the risk of producing thinking and critical people” (Ferreira 65), and the church saw its 

position further secured with a concordat with the Vatican in 1940 (Ferreira 66).11 This 

concordat further ensured an already effective separation between the education of Africans 

on the one hand and assimilated Africans and Europeans on the other. 

This notion of “assimilated Africans” requires some explanation as it is so typical of 

Portuguese colonialism. While England, and, to a certain degree, Belgium, had advocated the 

use of African languages in primary (missionary)education and the expansion of access to it 

in their colonies, the Portuguese, as Ana Maria Mão-de-Ferro Martinho points out, followed a 

line more alike to the French in terms of language-use. Prioritizing their own language and 

culture, from the very first start, education in the Portuguese colonies served mainly to 

educate an African élite that would serve as “intermediary” for the Portuguese and assure 

                                                 
11 The concordat with the Vatican, signed on the 7th of May 1940, guaranteed the “freedom of the church and the 
safeguarding of the legitimate interests of the Portugues nation, including concerning the Catholic missions and 
the ecclesiastical patronage of the Orient” (Mattoso 8: 265-66).  
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their position. In name, the policy that was consolidated in official terms with Salazar’s 

Colonial Act of 1930, was deemed to be non-racist, and as such served as a further defense for 

Portugal’s colonialism in the face of the world (Owen 21). It constituted however of the 

distinction between the indigenato (native) and the não-indigenato or civilizado (non-

indigenous or civilized). All Portuguese were by definition a part of the “civilized” category, 

while only those Africans who could speak and write Portuguese and met requirements 

concerning education, income and “good character” could apply for this category in order to 

be granted the assimilated-status, giving them – at least in theory – the same civil rights as the 

Portuguese. In practice however, as Ferreira remarks, it is impossible to defend this policy as 

non-racist since the very categories were set out along racial lines (not all Portuguese, for 

example, could read and write and yet naturally belonged to the “civilized” group – 115). The 

education required was virtually inaccessible to the vast majority of Africans meaning that the 

number of assimilated Africans never reached numbers of political relevance; estimates point 

at a percentage of 0.13 in Mozambique in 1961 (Owen 21). It was made practically 

impossible for Africans to go to State schools after completing the first three years of formal 

education in the mission schools, let alone to pursue secondary education (Ferreira 66, 70), for 

this required the assimilated status. Despite of the considerable expansion of mission schools 

thanks to the important State support they gained, the figures of literacy remained extremely 

low in all of Portugal’s African colonies; in 1950 the illiteracy rate in Mozambique was as 

high as 97.86%. This number concerns the whole of the population, meaning that the number 

of Africans who could read and write was almost negligible (Ferreira 71).  

The mission schools, which were much cheaper for the State than the governmental 

education-system, were blamed for this failure, and Portugal had to find new directions to 

follow if it wanted an at least partly educated population in its colonies. The changes needed 
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for the economic development desired by Portugal finally started in the early sixties. In order 

to benefit of a bigger “pool” of skilled workers, the estatuto do  indígena was abolished in 

1961, the year that the Portuguese Colonial Wars began in Angola (Mattoso 7: 486, 533). In 

theory, it meant that in education the separation between Africans and Europeans or 

assimilados was no longer to exist (Ferreira 75; in practice, however, little to nothing 

changed). As in Portugal the minimum amount of years of compulsory school attendance was 

increased to the fifth and sixth years of primary school, the missions, despite their protests, 

lost their pole-position in the educational spheres. Ferreira provides us with statistics and 

figures demonstrating the increase in school-attendance, but warns us for their reliability: the 

standards were not set equally between the different colonies and thus are difficult to use as 

means of comparison. An increase in school-attendance in Mozambique is however 

undeniable. The emphasis remained on technical schooling, and as is clear, assimilation 

continued to be the primary goal: “[education] cannot have as its objective the mere spreading 

of knowledge, but rather the formation of citizens capable of feeling to the full the 

imperatives of Portuguese life, knowing how to interpret them and making them a constant 

reality, in order to secure the continuation of the Nation” (Overseas Minister Silva Cunha in 

August 1972, quoted in Ferreira 85). The possibilities for education increased, with the 

beginning of what were to become the first universities in Angola and Mozambique in 1963 

(Ferreira 79), but everything learned in school – from history to arithmetics and geography – 

was offered only and entirely from the Portuguese perspective, which was of course 

understood by the Portuguese as being the only valid one for the colonies which were to form 

a unity with the mainland (Ferreira 86). The expansion of educational possibilities moreover 

took place to a greater extent in Angola than in Mozambique, and failure-rates in pre-primary 

education were very high, probably for a great deal because of the fact that African children 
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had a disadvantage compared to their Portuguese peers since they first had to learn the 

Portuguese language (Ferreira 88). Ferreira further remarks that even proficiency in 

Portuguese was not a free ticket to primary education for African children, since they would 

be obliged to go through a pre-primary education first as to learn the “desirable” social 

behavior expected of them (90). As stated, the improvements made in education were highest 

in Angola, but even here only 4.4 per cent of all of those who enrolled completed primary 

education (Ferreira 90). Secondary education was, as is obvious, even harder to achieve and 

even then, Africans would practically always go to technical education rather than academic 

schooling which seemed reserved only for Europeans: in Mozambique 9 out of 614 students 

at universities were Africans for the academic year of 1966-67 (Ferreira 91-3). Both economic 

and geographic obstacles contributed to this unequal division.  

 

II.II. Glottopolitics and Education in Mozamique af ter Independance  

Mozambique only gained independence from Portugal in 1975, more than a decade after other 

African countries had become independent of their former French and English colonizers, 

after a long armed struggle and the non-violent carnation revolution in Portugal. In terms of 

language policies however, things did not change dramatically. In order to ensure a sense of 

unity in a country of so many different languages, the Frelimo12 turned the Portuguese 

language into the official language of the nation in construction. After all those years in which 

the possibility of teaching in African languages was left aside just like the idea to make 

education more widely accessible (Martinho A Língua 11), this decision necessarily meant it 

                                                 
12 The Frente de Libertação de Moçambique (Frelimo; the Front for the Liberation of Mozambique) started a war 
of resistance against the Portuguese in 1964. Once the country gained independence, this communist party took 
control, advancing its leader, Samora Machel, as the first president of the new nation. The Resistência Nacional 
Moçambicana (Renamo, Mozambican National Resistance), supported by Rhodesia and South-Africa, was the 
anti-communist political organization that fought against Frelimo during a civil war that was to last from 1975 to 
1992. After the peace-accord, the Renamo was disarmed; it now forms the main opposition party in 
Mozambique.  
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had to continue to be the language of formal education (18). While the 2004 constitution 

continues to posit Portuguese as Mozambique’s official language (Art. 10, see appendix B), 

the previous article expresses the valorization of other national languages as cultural and 

educational heritage, formulating the intention to promote their usage as “vehicular languages 

of our identity”.  While it is hardly contested that the ideal would be to at least start the first 

years of education by teaching in African languages, according to Martinho this is, at least to 

this date, unrealistic to envisage as such. While since 1989 continued efforts are being 

deployed to standardize several of the African languages spoken in Angola and Mozambique, 

the linguistic reality still is far too complex for such a resolution. Apart from the vast number 

of languages spoken, the decolonization and later the civil wars have destabilized the already 

bad state of education, even if in Mozambique it is more stable and better organized than in 

Angola. To complicate matters even more, the wars and the ensuing, hard to underestimate 

displacements of people throughout Mozambique have made it extremely difficult to estimate 

the numbers of speakers of certain languages or their territorial spread (Martinho 22). The 

choices made in standardizations and in the languages to be taught and standardized in the 

first place necessarily imply the exclusion of other possibilities.13 All of this means that while 

discussions about it have far from come to an end, education in Mozambique is still in the 

national language – Portuguese, and the use of African languages for now is relegated to 

informational, partisan and artistic domains (Martinho 21).  

In a country where Portuguese is the first language of only 3-6% of the population 

(Martinho 27), this means that good language-education is the deciding factor in the success 

for the rest of the curriculum. While Martinho recognizes the importance of the 

standardization of Bantu-languages and envisages the possibility of the Portuguese language 

                                                 
13 As blogs and the discussions they inspire on the internet like http://ideiasdebate.blogspot.com/2005/06/lnguas-
nacionais.html show, this would potentially mean a reiteration of fights over language dominion, this time not 
between European and African but among African languages themselves.  
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in the future being taught as second language (L2, and not as foreign language since it is the 

first of small percentage of the population and, as said, the national language) she emphasizes 

the importance until then for a (linguistic) education that recognizes the complexity and 

specificity of the linguistic situation it finds itself in. Rather than having a uniform curriculum 

throughout the Lusophone world, she argues for adaptation of the programs to immediate 

circumstances: “teaching the Portuguese language in Africa can’t nor should be dimensioned 

for the reproduction of our own reality. The formation of teachers as well as curricular and 

methodological definitions will have to reveal themselves through the integration of 

differences, expecting a multicultural even if not always multilingual education”  [ensinar a 

língua portuguesa em África, não pode, nem deve, ser dimensionado por reprodução da nossa 

própria realidade. Tanto a formação de professors como a definição curricular e metodológica 

terão de revelar-se pela integração das diferenças, na expectativa de um ensino multicultural 

ainda que nem sempre ‘multilinguístico’] (20). 

In terms of school attendance, things have changed for the better after colonialism and 

especially since the end of the devastating civil wars. However, even if in terms of absolute 

numbers Unicef reports an impressive increase both of enrollments as in numbers of primary 

schools,14 it is also signaled that the number of teachers did not increase accordingly. More 

important even is the extreme high rate of drop-outs: “in 2003, only 38.7 per cent of children 

starting school managed to pass the exam after grade 5”. While Kathleen Sheldon notes that 

in 1998 75% of the illiterate population were women (105), the website of Unicef still testifies 

to great disparities in gender equity: five years later, in 2003, “the enrollment rate for boys 

stood at 72.4% in 2003 compared to 66.4 % for girls”. Literacy amongst adults in general 

according to the Amnesty International Report 2008 is at 38.7%. In light of the previous 

                                                 
14 “The net enrollment rate for lower primary grades (EP1 - grades 1 to 5) reached 69% in 2003 compared to 
44% in 1997”)14, http://www.unicef.org/mozambique/education_2043.html  
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though it is remarkable that it is not specified what languages are being counted in that. This 

might not seem problematic: after all, the national language is Portuguese which is also the 

language of formal education. However, as already mentioned, throughout colonial times 

mission schools – especially the English protestant ones – have played important roles in 

alphabetizing African languages to facilitate the catechisms. The fact that it is extremely hard 

to find any numbers on literacy in African languages in Mozambique becomes all the more 

bothering considering Francisco Rodolfo’s claims that official literacy rates have 

“considerably underestimated the percentage of the population who could read and write” (in 

Rothwell 42). This, it is argued, stems from Frelimo’s refusal to count those people who, 

through the mission schools just mentioned, did learn to read and write in their own languages 

but not in Portuguese.  

Another important point to mention related to Mozambique’s glottopolitics is the fact 

that the country joined the Commonwealth in 1995, as the first nation with no direct links to 

the former British empire. As Malyn Newitt points out however, it was admitted because of 

its relations to its neighboring countries, all former colonies of England, and because it had 

“cooperated closely with Commonwealth policies against Rhodesia and apartheid South 

Africa and had suffered considerably as a result” (in Chabal, Birmingham, Forrest, Newitt, 

Seibert and Andrade, A History 233); economically, Mozambique had always had strong links 

to South Africa because of the many Mozambicans working in the South-African mines (48).  

It is Portugal’s reaction to this political step that is most revealing in how language-use is not, 

as many would defend, a mere practical choice but in fact heavily steeped in ideology or, at 

best, inspires misplaced pride and sentimentality. As Newitt nicely illustrates with an allusion 

to the country’s naval past which was the beginning of colonialism: “Portugal . . . saw one of 

the eight ships in the worldwide Lusophone fleet sailing away to join the Anglophones”(234). 
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A year later, the CPLP was created: together with Brazil, Angola, Cape Verde, Guiné-Bissau, 

São Tomé e Príncipe and Portugal, Mozambique formed the Comunidade dos Países de 

Língua Portuguesa, an organization aiming at cooperation in all thinkable domains – political, 

global, economical, health, science etc. –, one of its principal objectives being the 

“materialization of projects of promotion and divulgation of the Portuguese language”. I will 

come to speak of this more elaborately when dealing with the work of Mia Couto. For now I 

would like to point out how the foregoing shows how linguistic affiliations have a great deal 

to do with political ones, but also how Mozambique, although far from questioning the status 

of the Portuguese language as its national one, does not, by that language, let itself  be tied 

solely and exclusively to this Portuguese heritage, be it political or linguistic.  

 

II.III. Emergence of Lusophone Literatures in Mozambique 

As in education, in the Mozambican literary scene the Portuguese language is (still) firmly 

rooted and does not seem to be questioned. The website of the Mozambican writer’s 

association, the Associação de Escritores Moçambicanos, is entirely in Portuguese and has no 

references what so ever to questions of language-use.15 To Martinho, the fact that the whole 

literature of Mozambique has developed in Portuguese is an indication that this language, 

contrary to what some – in the line of Ngugi’s views – would argue, cannot be “foreign” to 

the country or, for that matter, to the continent, even if not “originally” rooted in it (27).  

This idea seems confirmed in a way in the sense that what is problematized generally in 

discussions of Lusophone African literature is not so much its use of the Portuguese language, 

but rather the use of the medium of writing itself that comes with it, as opposed to orality. 

Agostinho Neto, Angola’s first president and a poet, called in 1959 for “the recovery of 

indigenous languages and oral traditions, and their incorporation into written Portuguese” 
                                                 
15 http://www.aemo.org.mz/aemo/ 
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(quoted in Chapman 151, emphasis added). I will come to speak of this perceived opposition 

more extensively when dealing with Paulina Chiziane’s novel Ventos do Apocalipse. One of 

the reasons of how such an attitude at least in the beginning of the emergence of both Angolan 

and Mozambican literature emerged is that, as Michael Chapman explains, the assimilation-

policies carried out by the Salazar régime in these countries allowed for a mestiço-bourgeoisie 

to arise. Urban assimilados who, in theory, had the same rights as Europeans, studied at 

Portuguese universities and formed an intellectual class “without rigid class divisions” (149). 

Writing, for them, became an important medium in their resistance to colonialism; both their 

education as this role ascribed to literature made the use of the Portuguese language a natural 

one. The beginning of this process, according to Chapman, took place later in Mozambique 

than in Angola, due to a more economically oriented population in the former country. 

Starting with publications in journals like Itinerário and O Brado Africano16 in the 1940s and 

1950s, writers found ways of avoiding censorship and managed to publish poetry and short 

stories, often criticizing and offering resistance to colonialism, and this political inspiration 

was indeed the motor of the emergence and growth of much of later Mozambican – and 

Angolan – literary activity. As a precursor of Mozambican literature Chabal singles out the 

mestiço Rui de Noronha (1909-1943), thereby touching directly upon the complex matter of 

defining Mozambican literature as such (Vozes  42). While he characterizes de Noronha’s 

work as “European” in terms of models used, it also showed affinity with the situation of 

Mozambican blacks and mestiços. However, the emergence of the generation of writers it 

facilitated, the so-called “generation of the 1950’s”, with writers such as José Craveirinha 

                                                 
16 O Brado Africano (“The African Roar”) was founded in 1918 as a Portuguese/Ronga bilingual weekly journal, 
as Chapman writes (153). The literary supplement in which poets would publish their work was added in the late 
1950’s.  
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(who was one of the key-figures in a Mozambican expression of Négritude)17, Noémia de 

Sousa,  Marcelino dos Santos and Jorge Rebelo, have been criticized as inauthentic exactly 

because of the mixed race background of these authors who were “steeped in European 

thought, theory and style” (Chapman 283). Luis Bernardo Honwana, a writer himself whose 

book of short stories Nós Matamos o Cão-Tinhoso (1964) (translated into English as We 

Killed Mangy-Dog)18 is seen today as the beginning of the contemporary Mozambican 

narrative, was one of these critics who was concerned with this question of authenticity. He 

found an ally in Eduardo Mondlane, founder and first president of Frelimo, who, although 

“careful to see class not race as the crucial factor” as Chapman specifies (284), identified a 

certain “artistic-intellectual alienation” in the work of this generation that made him resolve 

for “African tradition and in the forceful expressiveness of the oral voice.”  

Despite the obvious justification for such concerns however – as Chapman argues, it 

works well to counter the tendency of the Western-trained critic to define the whole of 

Angolan and Mozambican literature on these Portuguese-writing elite (284) – Chabal 

problematizes an all too narrow definition and understanding of “Africanness” or authenticity 

of Mozambican literature. While he excludes from the category the authors of what he calls 

exotic or colonial literatures, or the writings of those who may have lived in Mozambique for 

several years but are undeniably Portuguese authors, he does not exclude the possibilities of 

dual belonging and includes under the denomination of “Mozambican literature” a sub-group 

of what he paradoxically calls “European literature”. The works of white authors who lived in 

Mozambique are considered in this approach as a part of Mozambican literature to the extent 

that they have retrospectively proved themselves relevant to the development of the category 

                                                 
17 As Chabal explains, the Négritude movement never reached the same level of popularity in the Portuguese 
colonies as it did throughout the former French African territories, but a similar process did take place, albeit 
with less far-reaching influence. He singles it out as the most explicitly cultural-nationalistic phase (55).  
18 Honwana, Bernardo Luis. We Killed Mangy-Dog. Transl. Dorothy Guedes. London: Heinemann, 1974.  
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as a whole (Vozes 44-45). As an example and explanation of this he mentions the poet Rui 

Knopfli. The way in which he is today recognized by many Mozambican authors as an 

important influence on their work, Chabal says, is “more relevant for our understanding of 

Mozambican literature than the fact that Knopfli is white and left Mozambique after 

independence” [é mais relevante para a nossa compreensão da literatura moçambicana do que 

o facto de Knopfli ser branco e ter deixado Moçambique depois da independência] (47). 

While we cannot know what an anthology of Mozambican literature will look like in a 

hundred years, he argues, there is no worse criterion for literary quality than the political or 

ideological (49). Taking into account the centuries of contact – however unequal they may 

have been – between Portugal and Mozambique, it is clear that it is hard to draw clear and 

absolute boundaries at least when discussing the beginnings of Mozambican literature. This 

does not mean one can uncritically call all literature about Mozambique therefore 

Mozambican, as Chabal realizes when excluding travel literature and exotic writings. 

However, if one realizes that Camões has stayed in Mozambique for two years and, as 

theories have it, how this has influenced the work of this 15th century poet (Leite, Tópicos 59) 

who is referred to today as Portugal’s Shakespeare, one can begin to understand the 

complexity of the (literary) contact and emergence in the country.  

If no absolute consensus exists as to what is to be taken into account in a history of 

Mozambican literature, some names and terms are of course undeniably part of it. Where 

Chabal notes that for the above mentioned group of “European” Mozambican authors poetry 

was the main mode of literary expression, this in fact holds true for Mozambican literature in 

general. José Craveirinha (1922-2003), mentioned above as one of the generation of 1950, is 

considered today Mozambique’s greatest poet. Like all of his generation and indeed of 

generations to come his writings were deeply socially and politically involved; when he 
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became a member of Frelimo he was imprisoned, only regaining freedom at independence. 

However, these assimilado authors were read very little within Mozambique itself. While 

Chapman defends their writings for their “ability, in the passion of simple words, to express 

re-affirmations of Africa as the spiritual home and context of the future nation, while 

simultaneously examining the causes of the suffering inflicted upon ordinary Angolans and 

Mozambicans” (284), the Poesia de combate (Poetry of combat) that arose in the 1960’s 

expressed a more “revolutionary fervour” (Chapman 286), becoming more explicitly political 

– and more explicit in their figures of speech –, often opting for oral performance in guerilla 

camps rather than publishing their poetry in books. Jorge Rebelo, Rui Nogar and Marcelino 

dos Santos are only a few names of authors whose work was inspired primarily by political 

and revolutionary thought, making sure their style and vocabulary would be accessible. 

Chabal points out how important the writers of literature of combat have been in (and are to 

the understanding of) the forging of a national or revolutionary consciousness in Mozambique 

(Vozes 51). However, although cautious in saying that such a firm political base does not 

predicate the quality of the work, he does end up concluding that this type of literature is in 

fact more interesting from a historical and political point of view than a literary, simply 

because the (political) message is deemed more important from the outset and because its 

thematics are so explicitly steeped in specific (historical) circumstances (53). Chapman’s 

perspective pretty much adheres to this idea when he predicts that the poetry of the generation 

of 1950 may finally prove to be “of greater durability” because of its literary quality, even if – 

just as for Chabal – this does not mean that the poetry of combat is therefore less “valuable”, 

as they are both expressions of creative resistance against Portuguese colonialism and all the 

wrongs of it.19  

                                                 
19 Martinho however offers an insight that could be quite telling in terms of Western reception (and canonization 
in a way) of African literatures when she suggests that the so-called “Literatura de Guerra” might not be 
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Throughout these different stages in early Mozambican literature and continuing in 

contemporary writings, Chabal identifies within the vast amount of authors those who, from 

the beginning, have been consciously involved in creating a national literature, a literature of 

moçambicanidade – Mozambicanness. He particularly chooses Craveirinha as the most 

obvious example, but also mentions writers from the poetry of combat-tradition, and Mia 

Couto, amongst others. The latter is also one of the poets that he says today are involved in 

the consolidation of a more “individualist” poetry, a movement inspired by several factors – 

resistance to previous generations, a reaction to not having experienced colonialism –  but 

also by a certain notion of greater literariness and “universality” associated more with this 

kind of poetry. Other names in this “tradition” identified by Chabal are Luís Carlos 

Patraquim, Pedro Chissano, Eduardo White and Nelson Saúte.  

As mentioned previously, poetry has for a very long time been the dominant mode of 

literary creation by far in Mozambique. In contrast, only little narrative literature has been 

produced. I have singled out as one of the exceptions Honwana’s single book of short stories 

Nós Matamos o Cão-Tinhoso. This situation makes it possible for Chabal to write as late as 

1994  with great expectancy that contemporary writers in Mozambique are in fact the pioneers 

of the genre of the novel. While I will come to consider the appropriateness of the form of the 

novel later, there were several reasons for this. Chabal remarks that in the first place, one of 

the advantages of poetry had been throughout colonial times that it allowed for more criticism 

and would be more able to escape censorship. Furthermore the deplorable state of education 

and glottopolitics discussed above in the Portuguese colonies, combined with a lack of 

interest in African “folklore” on behalf of the literate, did for a very long time not allow for 

the emergence of (Portuguese) writings anchored in African oral tradition, which meant that 

                                                                                                                                                         
published in Europe that much and receives little literary interest maybe because of a Western expectancy of 
African authors to work the European language in such a way as to inscribe ethnic difference in it (Cânones 315-
16).  
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they remained purely oral longer than they did for instance in the British colonies (Chabal,  

Vozes 65). In the early 1990’s this had begun to change with authors like Mia Couto, Paulina 

Chiziane, Ungulani Ba Ka Khosa, Suleiman Cassamo and Lília Momplé amongst others, who 

had by that time published some works of fiction. For several reasons – which I will be 

addressing when discussing the form of the novel as announced – and in the tradition of 

Honwana, the form that appeared to be most popular was the short story. In fact, Paulina 

Chiziane has been said to be the first to publish a Mozambican novel with Balada de Amor ao 

Vento in 1990. Couto, whose work has been characterized as “reminiscent of South American 

magical realism” (Chapman 291 – to what extent this applies remains subject of discussion), 

in the meantime has ventured into the project of writing novels too, his latest novel having 

been published only a month ago at the time of this writing.20 

Although I will briefly touch upon how these two authors who form the center of my 

thesis have evolved as writers to the present day, it is at this point – the midst of the 1990’s – 

that I will stop this very brief outline of Mozambican literature in Portuguese, as it does not 

lie in the scope of the present work to make an analysis of how Mozambican fiction has 

evolved since apart from that of the authors and works under scrutiny 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
20 Mia Couto. Jesusalem. Lisbon: Caminho, 2009. 
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III 

Paulina Chiziane: Between Two Worlds 

Orality, Literacy and the Literary Interstice 

__________________________________________ 

 

“Eu acho que “romancista” é qualquer coisa muito académica, e tem muito a ver com a 

tradição da escrita. E sinceramente falando, eu acho que os meus livros têm muito a ver com 

a oralidade. Eu faço questão de praticar a oralidade dentro da escrita.” 

[To me, “novelist” is an overtly academic thing, and it has a lot to do with the tradition of 

writing. And to be honest, I think that my books have a lot to do with orality. It is important to 

me to practice orality within my writings].21  

(Paulina Chiziane in an interview with Carlos Vaz Marques). 

 

Born in Manjacaze in the southern province of Gaza in 1955, Paulina Chiziane was the first 

woman to publish a novel in Mozambique with Balada de Amor ao Vento [Love Song to the 

Wind], which appeared in 1990. To date, four other novels by her hand have appeared: 

Ventos do Apocalipse [Winds of the Apocalyps] in 1993, O Sétimo Juramento [The Seventh 

Oath] in 2000, Niketche: uma História de Poligamia [Niketche: A Story of Polygamy] in 

2002, and her latest work which came out in 2008, entitled O Alegre Canto da Perdiz [The 

Cheerful Song of the Partridge]. She is today one of Mozambique’s most acclaimed authors 

and is being published in Portugal by the big publishing house Caminho; her work is being 

translated into several languages, Niketche, with which she won the José Craveirinha prize in 

                                                 
21 Translations of Paulina Chiziane are mine, unless stated differently. 
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2003, being the first one to appear in an English translation by Richard Bartlett in 2009.22 

Although the stories of her novels all take place in different settings and at different periods of 

time – from pre-colonial rural Mozamique to post-colonial urban settings – one aspect links 

the five novels to each other, namely what one could call their feminist facet. Although 

careful with this term, Chiziane herself said that “the vision of the world as it exists today, at 

least in terms of writings, is the masculine point of view” [a visão do mundo existente hoje, 

pelo menos em termos de escrita, é o ponto de vista masculino] (Chabal, Vozes 298), and it is 

her aim to at least partly counter-balance this by letting fiction and reality “walk hand in 

hand” in her writings (Laban 973). Her own inner conflicts, her experience and that of other 

women form the basis of inspiration for both aspects. This particularly engaged attitude 

towards writing, as it appears from the interview by Michel Laban, is not that much the result 

of a personal preference, as she confesses that she would love to “write fiction of the fantastic, 

marvelous genre. Because here I don’t need to follow any patterns” [escrever ficção do género 

fantastic, maravilhoso. Porque aí não tenho que seguir nenhm padrão], but rather the 

consequence of a great sense of responsibility: the feeling that certain stories need to be told, 

while only few of those who lived them know how to write (993-94). Questions of polygamy 

and conflicts between tradition and modernity and between the feminine and the masculine 

are addressed with the greatest care, going far beyond a simple dichotomous approach. The 

same goes for her style and language-use, which is of course the reason why this author was 

included in this research.  

 

III.I. Literature in a context of Orature 

When Chiziane was seven years old her Chope-speaking, protestant family moved from rural 

Manjacaze to the capital Lourenço Marques, today’s Maputo. Here she learned to speak 
                                                 
22 Paulina Chiziane. Niketche. Transl. Richard Bartlett. Wiltshire: Aflame Books.. Expected in October 2009.  
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Ronga with the other Africans of the city suburbs, while the Catholic mission school she went 

to taught her the Portuguese language which, as she says, only became really familiar to her 

once she went to secondary school, being placed in an entirely white class and thus forced to 

speak Portuguese not only with her teachers, but with her classmates as well (Laban 978). Her 

father, who during colonialism had experienced the xibalo, forced labour by the Portuguese, 

had a strong anti-Portuguese and anti-colonial attitude. Allowing for the possibility of change 

and feeling the necessity of it, he sent his children to school, but speaking the language that 

was to him the synonym of oppression was strictly forbidden at home. The combination of 

different linguistic systems as well as religious ones – the difference between the protestant 

and the catholic, but even more so between Christian faith and traditional modes of living  – 

the rural and the urban, has lead Chiziane to attest to a “problem of identity”: “I am unable to 

define myself. I am the result of two cultures and I can’t delimit the frontiers within me 

between one culture and the other” [Eu própria não sei definer-me. Sou o resultado de duas 

culturas e não consigo delimiter em mim mesma as fronteiras entre uma e outra cultura] 

(Laban 975). This lack of clearly demarcated cultural frontiers is reflected, one could say, in 

her linguistic expression, as she humorously says that the Latin she used to hear on a daily 

basis during her childhood during the masses at the mission school is the only language that 

does not get mixed up with the other three languages she still speaks (Laban 979). She 

mockingly calls her Portuguese “pretuguês”, a combination of the Portuguese word for 

“black” (“ preto”), and “português”, taking it not as the denigrating term it originally was but 

accepting it as her way of speaking a language that she cannot nor wishes to speak according 

to its standards (Laban 981).  

As the quote used by means of an epigraph to this chapter reveals however, it is not only 

the aspects of syntax, grammar or vocabulary of the Portuguese language that Chiziane finds 
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hard to come to terms with. Apart from writing in the Portuguese language, which she sees 

not only as a legacy of colonialism but also as the only realistic option to write and have an 

audience (radio interview with Carlos Vaz Marques), Chiziane’s struggles furthermore stem 

from writing per se. Rather than a novelist, she prefers to see herself as a story-teller, in the 

tradition of her grandmother who would tell stories near the fireplace, and she does all she can 

to make this apparent in her works. This is a far from unique attitude for African writers, and 

in fact forms a central problem that is unavoidably a part of the debate about language in 

African literatures itself. As a debate about language within literature, the medium of writing 

is as natural as it is problematic. As Liz Gunner notes: 

 

the book . . . has been profoundly influenced by orality. It could be argued that 

directions taken by contemporary written African literature, have largely been shaped 

by the presence of a substantial and established body of rhetoric holding deep 

knowledge with which writers have often felt compelled to engage, even when moving 

from the African language/ s in which the poetry or narrative is expressed, to writing 

in English, French, or Portuguese (69).  

 

The fact that oral traditions so naturally come to be implemented, or consulted as it were, in 

the creation of African literatures, is an interesting point in itself, especially so if one 

considers how the two modes of creation have traditionally been seen as entirely separate 

epistemologies. The thought that literature was brought to Africa from the West is evidently 

an erroneous one, based entirely on the conflation of the literary with the literate (not to speak 

of the assumption that literacy did not exist at any time in Africa before European 

colonization). Orality, often regarded as a lack of something – literacy – rather than, as 
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Gunner argues one should, as something “self-constitutive, sui generis” (67, emphasis in 

original) has in fact many different functions, ranging from the historical to the political and 

the social. As an art of storytelling, involving creativity and linguistic processes, I would say 

it has many similarities and, again in terms of storytelling, similar functions as written stories. 

Interestingly, the term literariness, the hard-to-define mark of what we call literature, has its 

etymology in the Latin litterarius, from littera, meaning “letter of the alphabet”,23 and as such 

is rather deceiving in how it seems to locate that “quality” of literature in the technology of 

writing, rather than, as I would suggest it lies, in linguistic sensitivity, a creativity in 

(re)composition, a process of creation and invention within the boundaries (but always in 

search of them) of language as a system of communication – be it written or spoken. 

Furthermore, the etymology of “literariness” does not refer by any means to narrativity,  the 

art of composing themes and happenings in such a way as to form an attractive story. While 

another term which would combine the linguistic and narrative creativity in a single 

designation would be more accurate to describe this characteristic of literature, for lack of a 

better and clear word, I will continue to use the term “literariness”, by which I will mean the 

characteristics just given.  

As mentioned, despite these similarities in terms of the presence of an art of story-

telling/writing – of creation, in fact, and of the forging of meaning, which is what we are 

interested in the light of literature – what has been stressed more in traditional thinking are the 

differences separating the oral from the literate world. In his highly polemical work 

Understanding Media. The Extensions of Man (1964), Marshall McLuhan says with his 

famous slogan that “the medium is the message”: “the ‘message’ of any medium or 

technology is the change of scale or pace or patterns that it introduces into human affairs” (8). 

This means that the introduction of a new medium (radically) changes our lives and 
                                                 
23 Oxford Dictionary of English.  
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understanding of the world not because of its message, its content, but by its very technology. 

McLuhan is very interested in how literacy, enhanced by the technology of print, dictates how 

in literate societies reason is defined by sequential, linear thinking, thus limiting this realm to 

the visual world and excluding the other senses from this experience.  

Walter J. Ong, although coming from a different background, is even more specifically 

interested in the shift from oral to literate culture in his book Orality and Literacy. The 

Technologizing of the Word (1982). He speaks of the change in human perception and 

thinking he sees in this shift in terms of the changing “noetics” of a culture. He too holds that 

the way of thinking of the literate mind is made possible and even determined by its very 

literacy and by the transition from an aural/oral system to a visual one. However, he does not 

speak of this phenomenon in terms of loss or exclusion like McLuhan, who seems to regret 

the supposed focus on only one of the senses. Ong’s special interest is in the (process of) 

transition from an oral/aural world to a visual noetics. In this, it is important to define what 

exactly is considered as writing. For Ong, writing is more than “a mere memory aid”: “The 

critical and unique breakthrough into new worlds of knowledge was achieved within human 

consciousness not when simple semiotic marking was devised but when a coded system of 

visible marks was invented whereby a writer could determine the exact words that the reader 

would generate from the text” (84). In other words, the existence of a pictorial script in a 

culture will not introduce it into other “worlds of knowledge” to the extent the alphabetic 

writing, a script “in its full sense”, does. The Greek invention of the alphabet, Ong further 

argues, brought about internationalization and even was a medium of democratization, 

because it facilitated the learning of writing and reading (90).24 

                                                 
24 In her first novel, Balada de Amor ao Vento (1990), Chiziane strongly shows how selective this democratizing 
principle can be set at work though as it is unequally available for men and women, a situation, as already 
discussed, which still holds true in Mozambique.  
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Ong thus attributes very special value to the Greek invention of the alphabet, the first 

script in which every sound was recorded in visual markings, thus transposing the aural/oral 

to the visual and isolating the written word from speech (and thus from the  speaker/writer) 

more than ever before. It is this transposition, this making of sounds into things that, 

according to Ong, separates the consciousness of written language from the unconsciousness 

(sic) of spoken language and makes the word a permanent thing, as opposed to an evanescent 

orality. It induces the “analytic exploits” of script, allowing for greater precision in 

verbalization than the oral word since it can more naturally be subjected to correction and 

thus, as Ong argues, makes possible greater introspection than oral cultures or other scripts 

could ever account for. It also made possible the development of anything like an objective 

science. In an oral society, for example, history is not, in Ong’s terms, an “itemized” terrain 

but the domain of the ancestors, characterized by an organic relationship with the present. 

However, in a culture where the written word eventually gains importance and comes to 

dominate cultural life, the past does become itemized. With the withdrawal of the word from 

what Ong sees as its “natural”, oral context, the logics of linear structure come to organize 

thought and the form of texts and ask for “truly written composition” (95), which as it were 

infects the way people think.  

This take on the two different modes of expression aligns very well with what I have 

been calling the relativist’s standpoint in the debate on languages in African literatures, in that 

it locates meaning in the (specificities of) the medium rather than in its employment. What 

has been criticized in Ong and McLuhan’s approaches is mainly that both theorists put too 

much emphasis on the technology of writing and especially of print as the factor of agency in 

bringing about social change, rather than seeing it as a catalyst (e.g. Briggs and Burke, 22). 

However, whatever the theoretical objections that can be made against their claims – or 
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against the relativist’s arguments – what matters here is the obvious fact that they appear to be 

shared, especially by African writers. There seems to be this unavoidable notion that 

something separates two languages, that there is a gap between two modes of expression. The 

quest of these authors, it seems, is to bridge this gap (which is not, if we are to believe Ngugi, 

bridgeable at all) within their writings, and Paulina Chiziane is surely one of them. 

In this specific case however, many critics have, all too readily I am inclined to say, 

given in to the expressed desire on behalf of the author to inscribe orality within her writing, 

characterizing her style and therefore her novels as indeed oral. Hilary Owen, in her excellent 

book Mother Africa, Father Marx: Women’s Writing of Mozambique 1948-2002 (2007), in 

which she dedicates one of four chapters entirely to Chiziane and her first four novels, also 

argues against such an understanding of this author’s work, saying that “her discourse weaves 

a knowing path in and out of oral/written intertextuality”. I would fully agree with this point 

of view. However, without doubting the intentions and the genius of the writer, I would like in 

this section of my thesis to ask to what extent this “woven knowing path”, between orality and 

literacy as Owen envisages it, but also between the Portuguese and African languages, is 

retraceable in the form of the book once it falls in the hands of the reader. Are orality and the 

African language lying on the surface, ready to be recuperated, thus validating an 

“authenticity” that would otherwise be lost? For this surely is what one is to understand by 

Chiziane’s emphasis on her “Pretuguês” and orality: that without them, she cannot give a 

genuine image of her (inner) world in an “authentically”, read “African” or “Mozambican” 

story. Or are these marks, although initially inscribed within the text, entirely devoured by it 

in the processes of writing and reading? Far from wanting to accuse Chiziane of any 

essentialist approach to her own work, or, on the other hand, from wanting to suggest that a 

possible loss of these marks in the reception of her novels would mean an integration of her 
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work into a hegemonic – “colonial” – literature, I will argue that although there can be no 

doubt that the texts are inspired and influenced by languages other than Portuguese and 

traditions other than that of writing, while contributing for a great deal to, even forging the 

very “literariness” of the works, they simultaneously become irretrievable as oral marks, or 

rather, that it becomes increasingly difficult to discern them from other elements in the texts. 

This of course happens in a situation where the oeuvre is disseminated in an international 

setting and to a predominantly non-Mozambican audience, but also through processes more 

complicated than those which come from a lack of knowledge on behalf of the reader, having, 

rather, everything to do with the medium itself.  

I will do this by making use of the concept of “glottophagia” as developed by Chantal 

Zabus while looking in a first instance at the use of African words and expressions, thereby 

also using examples from Balada de Amor ao Vento and her other works where needed. In a 

second move, I will direct my attention to the use of African oral stories structuring 

Chiziane’s second novel Ventos do Apocalipse, and how they frame discourses of orality and 

literacy within the story of the novel. Together this will bring me to an evaluation of this 

novel in particular and literature in general in how it denies distinct places to orality and 

African languages on the one hand, and literacy and the European language on the other. 

 

III.II. Othering the Other: Relexification and Glot tophagia  

In her book The African Palimpsest: Indigenization of Language in the West African 

Europhone Novel (1991) Chantal Zabus examines the different tactics employed by West-

African writers of English and French expression to make these European languages work in 

such a way as to suit their purposes, a process she calls “indigenization”, and which aims at 

“subverting the dominance of the European language” (5): linguistic decolonization. The 
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result is what she calls a “third register” (8), a text that is neither one – the European – nor the 

other – the African. Writing in a political situation of “glottophagia” and a socio-linguistic 

context of diglossia,25 where one language serves as a language of prestige, while (the) 

other(s), usually more widely spoken, are much less considered, African writers often feel the 

need to work their style in such a manner as to allow for the recovery, as it were, of their 

African languages from the glottophagic European ones through the linguistics of their 

Europhone texts. This “recovery” of the African language within the Europhone text is most 

of the time supported by strategies such as contextualization, cushioning and what Zabus, 

after Loreto Todd, calls relexification.26 Contextualization, where “areas of immediate 

context” are provided, and cushioning, tagging an “explanatory word or phrase” on the 

African word, are, according to her analysis of West African Europhone literatures, present in 

reverse ratio to relexification. This latter tactic is a process more often at work in Anglophone 

texts27, and involves the “relexification of one’s mother tongue, using English vocabulary but 

indigenous structures and rythms” (Todd quoted in Zabus 101). It distinguishes itself from 

other processes as a consciously applied technique rather than accidental mother-tongue 

interference.28 Since all these techniques and indigenization in general a certain notion of 

“translation” or “transliteration” seems to be of prime importance – since it is the result of the 

need to “transpose” certain notions from an African experience to a Europhone text – they 

always imply a notion of an “original” that has had to give way to a mere “approximation”. 

                                                 
25 “Diglossia” in linguistics generally designates the difference between a language of prestige and its dialect(s); 
Zabus includes in this concept unrelated languages which, socially, have the same functions and status as 
dialects often have (14).  
26 Loreto Todd. “The English Language in West Africa”. English as a World Language. Ed. R.W. Baile and M. 
Görlach. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1982. 23-26. 
27 Zabus argues that English glottopolitics in Africa have historically allowed for more “relexification” of the 
language than French linguistic rule ever made possible, hence this general difference in how authors in both 
languages tend to indigenize their texts.  
28 For this reason, Zabus does not count Amos Tutuola’s The Palmwine Drinkard as a relexified text, arguing 
that it is the result more of inadvertent calquing than conscious relexification. While she considers his style as 
the precursor of relexification (109, 113), one has to see the irony in the idea that one has to perfectly “master” a 
language in order to subvert its power, an idea that has often been expressed.  
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This is a sentiment often expressed by African authors and it is indeed exactly what 

Obiajunwa Wali so strongly reacted against when he wrote his seminal essay on what he 

believed would be the “dead end” for African literature: “The question of transliteration, 

whatever that means, is unwise as it is unacceptable, for the ‘original’ which is spoken of 

here, is the real stuff of literature and the imagination, and must not be discarded in favour of 

a copy, which . . . is merely an approximation (14, emphasis in original). The “original” that is 

referred to here however is absent in the relexified text, as it works from one language to the 

other within one and the same text thus, as Zabus sees it, becoming more of a palimpsest in 

which the “erased remnants of the source language are still visible” (106).  

However “subversive” though this may be, Zabus sees a problem in indigenization in its 

different forms, stemming from the idea that since the writers performing it work against a 

background of both revalorization and denigration of their own languages, both of these 

dynamics can be retraced in their acts of indigenization. If on the one hand  indeed it seems to 

take back from the intestines of the European language remains of the African one, or simply 

refuses to let them be “devoured” entirely, it simultaneously reiterates the glottophagic act, 

revitalizing the European language and validating its power and vitality by supplying it with 

“the debris of the dominated and auxiliary languages through indigenization” (44). She posits 

relexification as a moment of stasis since “once indigenization is achieved, the Europhone 

novel fails to engage itself as a tool of social change” (183). Cushioning and contextualization 

in the meantime are involved in a process of “othering” the European language (184), proving 

that it is incapable of conveying African experience and to the extent of endangering the 

aesthetic response of the reader (170). For these reasons, while celebrating this “othering” of 

European languages both in African literatures and in African (glotto)politics, Zabus seems to 

ultimately prefer creolized forms of Pidgin in the Anglophone novel as a means of “fill[ing] 
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the ‘space-between’ the sociolinguistic and the literary situation” (183), and, to a greater 

extent, the act of auto-translation as Ngugi promoted it. Here, she says, “the author ceases to 

be an eternal guest in his own work, and feels ‘at home’ in the mother tongue” (188). She thus 

gives a clear privilege to the unambiguous visibility of the “original” over the more “obscure” 

traces of it in the palimpsest, and sees in this strategy the most viable, the most unproblematic 

future for African literatures.  

Interestingly, a few contradictions seem to be at work in Zabus’ study of the West 

African Europhone novel, contradictions she points at herself when saying that “the artful 

synchronization of an increasingly ‘othered’ Europhone writing and a new African-language 

writing may result in an infernal binarity. Some writers may seek an outlet in another medium 

more consistent with socio-political radicalism, such as film” (185, my emphasis). While she 

affirms that it is the job of the critic to locate the gaps in a text which are the result of the 

author’s attempt to bridge the differences between languages and to “read between the layers 

of the palimpsest, which are mixtures of discourses and affiliations in the post-colonial text” 

(8-9), she also – inadvertently maybe – hints to the fact that the literary is a medium that 

persistently seems to resist such unambiguous sociolinguistic archeology as she suggests – 

and indeed tries – to carry out. Using those moments where she further points at this 

opaqueness of the medium, I intend in the following to elaborate on it and show just how 

difficult it is to trace back linguistic aspects of  Ventos do Apocalipse or other novels to any 

clearly defined source – despite the author’s own affirmations. 

 

III.III. What Language is This? The Mutual Devourin g of Tongues 

When saying that she writes in pretuguês rather than Portuguese, Paulina Chiziane means that 

the African languages she speaks – Chope and Ronga – necessarily get mixed up in her use of 
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the Portuguese language. In an interview with Michel Laban, Chiziane gives an example of 

how she tries to keep an “authentic” feeling to the texture of the Portuguese text in her first 

novel Balada de Amor ao Vento. Commenting on how different a declaration of love sounds 

to her in the language of her home village or in Portuguese, she says: “In my village, a love 

declaration is different, it’s ‘Na kurandza, na kurandza, na kurandza’, a thousand times. So I 

used this sentence ‘I love you, I love you, I love you a thousand times’” [Na minha aldeia, a 

declaração de amor é diferente, é: ‘Na kurandza, na kurandza, na kurandza’ mil vezes… 

Então, há uma frase que eu ponho ali: ‘Eu amo-te, amo-te, mil vezes amo-te’] (981-82). 

About the result she says that her language is not Portuguese or any other language, it’s 

nothing in particular (982). One could say that her text is indeed that “third space” Zabus 

speaks of, in the sense that it relexifies the Portuguese from African languages she draws on. 

It is however quite telling that I resorted to an example made explicit in an interview: in the 

corpus of the novel the sentence does not feel strange or “Other” – unless, and I would 

certainly argue so, the experience of the literary is always the experience of an “other” 

language. Now of course the fact that I would not have recognized this particular sentence as 

a relexified one, one could argue that this is simply because of my personal lack of linguistic 

training in Chope (assuming that that is the “source language” of the relexification), or even 

of the fact that the language I read the novel in is not my first, not my second, but my third 

language of acquisition, and that I do not “master” it to the extent of being able to discern 

what is “really” Portuguese and what not. This could however also point to the idea that the 

language of an African novel in the hands or eyes of the non-African reader tends to be 

exoticized, and its peculiarities attributed to its “Africanness” with all the connotations of 

otherness it has in the mind of that reader, rather than to the artistic, literary expressiveness of 

the author. Although Zabus does not speak about this tendency at all (since, as I have argued 
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before, she is performing a kind of sociolinguist archeology of the West African novel), she 

does point in this direction when she notes that it is rather difficult to trace semantic, syntactic 

and lexical characteristics to a specific source-language (130) or that many proverbs, often 

seen as a mark of orality in African texts, “can easily be translated into proverbial wisdom” 

(140). 

This difficulty in or even impossibility of tracing the path back to a specific and original 

“source language” of course reminds one of what Zabus says about relexification, namely that 

it can “backfire” and result in mutual cannibalism (7): the African tongue, wanting to 

appropriate or other the Portuguese one, in the process disappears again as a traceable sign. 

The emphasis here serves to articulate that I do not mean to say by this that it is therefore not 

present at all. I would argue that it has come to be a part not of the “Portugueseness” of the 

language, but rather has formed the language of the novel, or its literariness. The fact that the 

African language and orality as opposed to the Portuguese language and the written become 

irretrievable as such, just like no valid arguments can be made about the “Portugueseness” of 

that language, does not have much to do with the capabilities of the author, but with the 

exigencies of the medium, the “scriptural aporia” Zabus speaks of (85).  

Even in the use of African words, the case is more complicated than it might seem at 

first sight. In Ventos do Apocalipse – as in Chiziane’s other novels – there is indeed quite a 

number of African words that permeate the text, reappearing in the glossary which counts 51 

of them. They are words referring to religious concepts or persons, to ethnicities and 

languages, the natural world and food, mainly. What is remarkable about the use of these 

words is that, rather than appearing as “foreigners” in the body of the novel as happens in 

many cases where the words are either explained in footnotes or, more commonly, printed in a 

way as to distinguish them from the rest of the text and directing the reader straight to the 
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glossary, the “African” words Chiziane uses are made, one could say, “at home” in the rest of 

the text. While studying this phenomenon in the case of oral material, Zabus says in these 

cases that the material is “amalgamated in the texture of the literary text” (131). I would argue 

in the case of African words in Chiziane’s texts, that they are simultaneously within and 

outside the text, in the sense that they are not directly recognizable as “foreign”, but then do 

appear in a glossary with their “translations”, as though legitimizing their presence. Bill 

Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin say about glossing in the Anglophone text that the referent 

“(ironically) accords the english word the status of the ‘real’” (62), to which Zabus adds that 

the word and referent are interchangeable, meaning that the “real” meaning can shift (161). 

What is more important for both authors is the gap that exists between them, which remains 

the same and represents difference, the seemingly unbridgeable breach between two worlds. It 

is interesting in this context that in Ventos do Apocalipse not all words are translated in any 

way, be it by cushioning (the “direct” translation appearing paired to the “foreign” word), 

contextualization or in the glossary. This is the case for example for many exclamations 

appearing in the lines of the characters, as in “It must be rain, awêêê!” [Deve ser chuva, 

awêêê!] (33, my emphasis), but also for words that in similar cases do get translated, for 

example religious and spiritual concepts or figures, or ethnic denominations: “God of Heaven 

and Earth, spirits of the Mathe and Mausse, why did you abandon me?” [Deus do Céu e da 

Terra, espíritos dos Mathe e dos Mausse, por que me abandonaram?] (141). What or who 

Mathe and Mausse are is not specified and stays open to the interpretation of the reader if he 

or she is not familiar with the terms. Drawing on Mary Louise Pratt’s linking of the 

“specialized” to the “special”, Zabus warns for a certain fetish of the foreign in the sense that 

“the text becomes inaccessible to the non-African reader, therefore possibly worthy of 

respect” (164), and she speaks of this reader as one more and more involved in a “guessing 
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game” as strategies of (indirect) translation are used ever less and the “foreign” appears on 

itself and amalgamated to the text more often. One could say, in this sense, that the African 

words “take over” the Europhone text, othering it in how it implies that the Europhone word 

can never transfer its meaning, thus presenting a text that is inherently Other to itself.   

There is however also another side to it, complicating the whole notion of appropriation 

Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin say to be at work in the use of African languages in the 

Europhone text (38), and which is difficult if not impossible to discern only from the text for 

the reader who does not speak all languages figuring in one way or another in it. As an 

example, I will here use a fragment of an interview with Chiziane by Michel Laban. After an 

explanation on behalf of the author about her linguistic and family-background, he asks her to 

clarify a word she has used, namely that of “mafundisse”, a word which also appears as such 

in Ventos (277) and is translated in the glossary as padre pé-descalço, “bare-footed priest”. 

The interviewer asks her about the exact spelling and pronunciation of the word, to which the 

author answers: “Actually, the word is mufundisse, but very often this word is incorporated 

into the Portuguese language by Tsonga-speakers. When we introduce it to Portuguese, we 

say ma – which doesn’t happen when we speak Tsonga” [Na verdade, a palavra é mufundisse, 

só que muitas vezes esta palavra é incorporada na língua portuguesa pelos falantes tsongas. 

Quando a introduzimos no português, dizemos ma – o que já não acontece quando estamos a 

falar o Tsonga] (980). This passage is significant in how it reveals that those very words the 

reader who has no African linguistic background perceives as African, as culturally specific 

and indeed have most of the time been inscribed in the text for these same reasons, while 

functioning both, as I have argued, as “guests” in the text as well as means of othering the 

European language, are in fact simultaneously devoured by it: their appearance is already 

conditioned by the European language, the Portuguese in this case by the very fact that they 
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are represented in it. While referring to things or concepts that are understood – by the reader– 

to be foreign to the language/culture of the rest of the text, they are in fact already made to 

serve that language, a “familiarity” as it were that, ironically, goes unrecognized or refused. If 

Zabus, as noted, says that relexification can “backfire” and result in mutual cannibalism (7), 

then I would add here that it becomes more and more complex to discern what language is 

othering what other language, which language, in the process of glottophagia, does the 

devouring and which is being swallowed, and especially who is claiming propriety over it. 

 

III.IV. Stories in a Story : Discourses of Orality and Literacy in Ventos do Apocalipse 

On a thematical level, the distinctions between different modes of expression are not made as 

easy as they might seem at first sight either. Published in 1993, Ventos do Apocalipse tells the 

story of a community as it is affected by draught, war and famine, keeping as its protagonist 

the old woman Minosse, ninth (but the only remaining) wife of the former régulo or chief 

Sianga, who, eager to regain his traditional power, betrays his fellow-villagers, leading to the 

total destruction of the village, the death of many and the forced flight of the remaining ones, 

including Minosse. While the story could be understood as taking place during the extremely 

violent civil wars that tore Mozambique apart from 1975 to 1992 and the hostilities between 

Renamo and Frelimo, no explicit references are made to any of these parties, nor to exact 

dates or historical events (corresponding to an incomprehension on behalf of the villagers, 

who do not know what wars are being fought and who its fighters are). The second part of the 

novel focuses on the group fleeing through the jungle in search of the Aldeia do Monte – “the 

village on the hill” where they will seek refuge – and barely surviving all kinds of human and 

natural atrocities, their final arrival there and their attempt at starting a new life, dealing with 

their traumas. Chiziane’s main concern, namely that of the conflicts or rather the dynamics 
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between the masculine and the feminine “worlds”, is broadly thematized in the novel, firstly 

by the figure of Minosse who loses everything and, in contrast to a man in her situation, 

cannot simply remarry and start a new life. She arrives at the Aldeia do Monte only to realize 

that her life has no meaning, a situation that changes when she adopts three war-orphans. 

Characteristics traditionally associated with the feminine are also rewarded in the figure of 

Sixpense, the young man who leads the group through the jungle and is “a hero and a 

champion, he teaches the lessons of humanity without speaking a single word. . . . The men 

revere him, life is like that, many people destroy but only a few have the courage to build”29 

[um herói e um campeão, ensina a lição da humanidade sem uma única palavra. . . . Os 

homens veneram-no, a vida é assim, muitos destroem e só poucos têm coração para construer] 

(170). In the Aldeia do Monte a young girl nurses the almost dying man and falls in love with 

him; he has the chance of starting a new life too. This does not mean that “femininity” is put 

at work in a simple binary opposition to the masculine in a good-bad dichotomy. Where 

Minosse and Sixpense are rewarded for their courage and caring, Sianga and the woman 

Emelina of the Aldeia do Monte both symbolize the opposite, betraying their children and 

destroying their community for personal gain.  

More important however in this case are  the dialectics between tradition and modernity 

as they are played out in this novel.  They are staged in the first part in the difficulty on behalf 

of the villagers to understand and evaluate the urgency of their situation, and with Sianga who 

inadvertently gets caught up in a war he does not quite understand in the sense that he 

conspires with one party – Renamo, as Owen identified30- who manage to get him on “their” 

side with a promise of re-establishing traditional ways of living long prohibited by the 

                                                 
29 Translation by Hilary Owen (190).  
30 Owen 188. Although such a reading is perfectly viable considering what happens in the novel and historical 
truths about Mozambique’s past and present, I would be careful with a one to one pasting of historical events 
onto the story when they are not specifically mentioned, as a part of what I am trying to say here about the 
possibility of doing such things in the case of linguistic characteristics.   
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opposing faction (Frelimo). The whole concept of tradition is thus corrupted; rather than 

being a life-saving, salutary tactic of survival, it is staged as the beginning of the end for the 

people of Mananga.31 The humiliating rain-ritual Sianga has organized only serves to feed 

himself, as he keeps the obligatory “traditional” offerings from the participants, and he opens 

up the village for the final attacks, perpetrated by their own sons. As Dambuza, the lover of 

Minosse’s daughter Wusheni and a neglected outsider in the village, says, old sayings have 

lost their meaning: “All sayings and proverbs exalt the generosity of our land, like a religion, 

a ritual of virtue passed on by our forefathers. Where did all that goodness and brotherhood 

get lost?” [Todos os ditados e provérbios exaltam a generosidade da nossa terra, como uma 

religião, um ritual de virtudes legadas pelos antepassados. Onde é que se perdeu toda esta 

bondade e fraternidade?] (42). There does not seem to be an entirely viable alternative 

however. As the narrating voice comments on the message of the infiltrating party about the 

re-establishments of long lost traditions: “the discourse of this guy isn’t much different from 

that of the secretary of the village. There is some difference, but only little. While the 

secretary talks of oppressors, this youngster talks of oppressors too” [o discurso feito por esse 

rapaz não é muito diferente daquela que faz o secretário da aldeia. Existe diferença, mas 

pequena. Enquanto o secretário fala dos opressores, este jovem também fala de opressores] 

(50). The question what direction to take is one that resonates throughout the story and does 

not get directly answered by any of the characters. It finds its main focus in discussions about 

religion, what gods or forefathers to pray to, a question discussed by young and old people 

which seems indeed impossible to answer in a situation where it is hard to believe in any 

divine goodness at all, as beautifully expressed in a dialogue between Sixpense and the other 

survivors of Mananga right after their arrival at the Aldeia do Monte:  

                                                 
31 This reminds one of the example used in the second chapter of this thesis, where the Portuguese used the 
African languages to serve their goals of colonization just as the Portuguese language did, thus serving as an 
argument against a notion of “authenticity” of purity behind tradition and so forth. 
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“God does exist. He is omnipotent and invisible and he is around us. He is within us.” 

“If that’s the case, God is a war refugee”, Sigaule argues. “I can hardly believe in a 

black God, ragged, with a belly sick of hunger and dying of diarrhea like us”.  

[“Deus existe, sim. Ele é omnipotente e invisível e está mesmo à nossa volta. Está 

dentro de nós”. “Sendo assim, Deus é um refugiado de guerra”, argumenta Sigaule. 

“Mal posso acreditar num Deus negro, andrajoso, com o ventre farto de fome e a 

morrer de diarreia como a gente] (191). 

 

This constant attempt at making sense of the present departing from tradition and 

“modernity”, here often symbolized by the Christian faith, becomes a part of a recurring 

discourse of time passing by, of present-day life as a fraction in a constant evolvement from 

beginning to ending and repetition of this process. The prologue to the story ends with the 

narrator saying “The earth turns and turns, life is a circle, the hour has come, history repeats 

itself, ONCE UPON A TIME” [A terra gira e gira, a vida é uma roda, chegou a hora, a 

história repete-se, KARINGANA WA KARINGANA] (22). The epigraph to the second part 

of the book, a phrase that is often repeated throughout the novel, is “A siku ni siko li ni psa 

lona”, with the translation into Portuguese “Cada dia tem a sua história” (“Every day has its 

story").32 Owen makes the apt interpretation that, with this refrain, “the villagers suggest that 

every day brings its own moral in an ethics of survival, located in the tension between 

modernity and tradition” (185).  

It is precisely this “tension between modernity and tradition” as it appears from the very 

structure of the narrative that is of interest here. As said, there is a prologue to the novel; it 

                                                 
32 Between brackets additional information clarifies that it is a sentence from a popular Changaan song. When 
the phrase appears in the rest of the text it is in Portuguese.  
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has, as its epigraph, the sentences “Come all and listen/Come all with your wives/and listen to 

the call./Don’t you want the new timbila-music/that comes from my heart?” [Vinde todos e 

ouvi/Vinde todos com as vossas mulheres/e ouvi a chamada./Não quereis a nova música da 

timbila/que me vem do coração?] (13). The rest of the prologue then consists of the call of 

this storyteller announcing an evening of storytelling, followed by the excited voices of 

children reacting to it. The act of storytelling is here associated with creativity in the most 

literal meaning of the word: “When the evening falls, while the eldest court in the 

chigombela, we will delight ourselves with the storyteller, giving our parents the time to love 

each other and give us a new little brother in the next season” [Ao anoitecer, enquanto os mais 

velhos se requebram na chingombela, deliciar-nos-emos com o contador de histórias, dando 

tempo para que os papás se amem e nos brindem com um novo irmãozinho na próxima 

estação] (15). Then an all-knowing telling voice takes over and describes how the children 

carry wood for the bonfire and prepare for the storyteller, which the voice then announces. 

What follows are three short stories, each with their own title on the pages of the book. The 

first is called “The cruel husband” [O marido cruel]  33, and tells the story of a man who, in 

times of drought and famine, finds himself a beehive full of honey. Instead of sharing it with 

his starving wife and kids he hides it and feasts on it whenever he feels hungry. The wife finds 

out, and once good times come back she humiliates him in front of the family and leaves him, 

taking her kids with her. 

The second story bears the title “Kill it, we will make another one tomorrow” [Mata, 

que amanhã faremos outro], and narrates how “more than hundred years ago” (18), during an 

invasion by a powerful enemy, the people were forced to flee in panic. New rules of group-

survival were established, but small children could not be made to obey them: mothers were 

ordered to kill their newborns, as a simple cry could mean the death of the whole group. The 
                                                 
33 The translations of the titles here are taken from Owen, 185-86.  
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title refers to the consolation their husbands would give them… The third and last story of the 

prologue then is “Massupai’s pretentions” [A ambição da Massupai]. It is the story of the 

stunningly beautiful Massupai, who, again during a time of foreign invasions, betrayed her 

people and killed her children to be with the man she loved, a high ranked warrior with whom 

she conspired against his leader in search of more power, only to be unmasked after which the 

man was killed, leaving Massupai to her fate. She turned crazy, and would dig the earth with 

her bare hands to recover her children whom she herself had killed. 

These three stories, narrated during an evening around a fire, open up to the actual novel 

as the storyteller announces that “history repeats itself, ONCE UPON A TIME” [A história 

repete-se, KARINGANA WA KARINGANA] (22). Indeed, the three narratives are restaged 

as it were and serve as the frame or backbone of the novel. As Owen notes, “all three stories 

are about death and survival, all of them focus on some sort of betrayal or elimination of 

‘other/s’ and all in different ways are centered around sexual antagonisms, outlining male and 

female responses to war and disaster” (185). The first story, of the cruel husband, finds its 

echo in Sianga’s attempt at obtaining food from his starving fellow-villagers, without even 

sharing it with his wife. Like the man in the story, Sianga is abandoned, but not in times of 

plenty: he is left to die in a village still smoldering from the fires that were lit by the 

infiltrators who found their way into the village through the old chief. The second story then 

is restaged during what could indeed be seen as the second “move” in the novel, the flight of 

the villagers through the bushes where they suffer terrible dangers. A father convinces his 

wife to leave their baby in the village to die, as he is wounded already and will only slow 

them down. He literally says to her: “Don’t be sad woman, for tomorrow we will make 

another one, prettier, more intelligent and stronger than this one” [Não fiques triste, mulher, 

que amanhã faremos outro mais bonito, mais inteligente e mais forte do que este] (230).  The 
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last story of the storyteller that history repeats is also the last one of the novel. Emelina, one 

of the women of the Aldeia do Monte where the group from Mananga finds its refuge, is 

treated as crazy because she killed her children so she would be free to be with her lover. She 

is a cast-out, not as a dangerous woman but rather disregarded; no one suspects that she is still 

spying for her lover and betraying the village. Only when it is too late, during what was to be 

a beautiful day of marriages and baptisms after so much sadness and hardship, do people 

realize how they were fooled when planes fly over the hill, destroying everything in their way 

and thus bringing the novel to an uncertain, indeed apocalyptic end.  

Owen identifies the stories told in the prologue as coming from Tsonga oral history in 

the case of the last two, while the first one is a traditional tale from popular folklore (Owen 

185). They are used, she says, to “construct a new sense of community from within. Where 

neither Frelimo nor Renamo were able to respond meaningfully to the immediate crises of the 

Mananga peasantry, Chiziane reinvents an alternative “oral past” as part of the ongoing 

survival of the present” (186). This oral past or collective memory serves as it were to 

structure and assess the present situation, and as such, as mentioned, they form the frame or 

structure of the novel. Simultaneously however, another story-line crosses the book that I 

would like to call the superstructure of the narrative, namely that of the apocalypse that lends 

itself as the title of the book. Joana Passos has called it a “secondary, fantastic narrative. . . . A 

parallel supernatural universe in the flow of the otherwise realist novel” (191). In a reading of 

the novel along with the Book of Revelations, she points out the fact that Sianga conspires 

with seven other men from the village, thereby noting the prominence of this number in the 

relevant part of the Bible. This moment is indeed the point where the story of the Apocalypse 

gets woven into the discourse, with the description of knights flying in the tumultuous sky. 

Two – the fourth and third – have already landed on earth. These two of the total of four 
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knights are commonly identified as hunger (the third), and death (the fourth). The second 

knight, on his red horse, is still flying in the sky: he symbolizes war, along with the first 

knight on his white horse who is often identified either as the antichrist or the Christ himself. 

While the second knight is preparing to land, the first does not manage to do so because he is 

“detected by the radar of the anti-aircraft brigade and a missile is shot at him” (Passos 192).  

The knights then appear again at the very ending of the novel, when the people who live 

at the Aldeia do Monte have realized that they were betrayed by Emelina. While the second, 

third and fourth all land on the earth, where “everyone is digging graves” [o povo inteiro cava 

sepultures], the first one does a dazzling attempt to touch the ground: “the feet of the horse are 

one millimeter from the ground, the noble knight smiles satisfied, God, have mercy on this 

innocent people!” [os pés do cavalo estão a um milímetro do chão, o cavaleiro nobre sorri 

satisfeito, Deus, tende piedade deste povo inocente!] (275). But then, in an ultimate 

movement, the horse fails to obey its master and takes off, leaving the Aldeia do Monte to its 

“baptism of fire” (275).   

In terms of political connotations, Passos says about this ending: “Just as the Apocalipse 

(sic) is beyond the control of the Christ, and whatever has been set loose on earth will not be 

stopped, so should those who think they control war, think twice before releasing their 

knights” (200). I would like to suggest here that the Apocalypse as a theme could be seen as 

further functioning in relation to the oral stories structuring the novel as the representation of 

the written word. Although Christian faith, with the words “In the beginning was the Word, 

and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1, King James Bible) has been 

characterized as a logocentric discourse of presence, privileging the oral world as origin 

(Derrida Grammatologie), I think it is perfectly legitimate to see it here literally in terms of 

scripture. Even if, as noted in chapter two of this thesis, the Portuguese allowed the use of 
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African languages in schools for the teaching of the Christian (Catholic) religion, Chiziane 

also commented that during the years of her primary education she had on a daily basis 

assisted to masses in Latin, a “dead” language which did not “speak” to her, a language that 

although spoken, or rather recited by the priests in the church, did not exist anymore in any 

other form than the written one. So in this reading, we have the prologue in which orality is 

posited as the source of this story, structuring the narrative as it is unfolded. Simultaneously 

however, there is a line as it were of written discourse serving as a superstructure. The oral 

discourse, although posited as a structuring principle in the sense that it should help the 

characters undergoing the horrible events described to understand their situation and make 

sense of it, fails to do so as it is corrupted from inside and besides that simply can’t respond to 

the current circumstances. Passos asks about this fact whether it stands in opposition to the 

notion of a revaluation of cultural marks in post-colonial writings as a means of resistance 

(194). It is meaningful in this respect that the same failure is at work in what I have suggested 

is the written-discourse line of the story: “symbolically, the Catholic God that was brought to 

Africa by colonisation is the one who is sending down the knights of the Apocalypse, instead 

of helping people to mend their suffering lives” (Passos 193). The Apocalypse is traditionally 

seen as the prediction of the end of the world, but it also means “revelation” and final justice, 

and it is precisely this final justice that does not take place: the people of Mananga and the 

Aldeia do Monte are innocent, and yet they are not shielded from harm. On the other hand, we 

do not know what the “baptism of fire” means. In Portuguese as in English, the phrase is used 

for soldiers who face their enemy for the first time, or more generally the introduction to a 

difficult task.34 A more ancient meaning however, in a religious sense, is that of “baptism” as 

the introduction to the Christian faith, “fire” meaning the holy spirit, and in this sense it can 

also mean a new beginning, however difficult it might seem to envisage it in the case of the 
                                                 
34 Oxford Dictionary of English; www.priberam.pt (online dictionary).  



65 

 

Aldeia do Monte. This is, again, part of the novel’s discourse of temporality: no final 

conclusions are drawn, every day has its story, it all goes on and on… Owen says about the 

interweaving of oral forms, history, tradition, religion and myth that it “exemplifies the 

hybridizing of oral and epic discourses from the past in a new, novelistic present tense”. The 

present tense, used throughout the novel and bringing to the narration a sense of calamity and 

urgency, for her “emphasizes the contemporaneity of a liminal culture that is neither the 

absolute past historic, nor the projection of utopian modernity in the future” (186). Quoting 

Bakhtin, she argues that the novel structures artistic models in such a way as to allow 

language to renew itself by “incorporating extraliterary heteroglossia” (Bakhtin quoted in 

Owen 186), which then stand in a dialogical relationship to each other (186). It is in this 

sense, I think, that one is to understand the novel. Although in narrative terms the storyteller is 

clearly positioned as an origin in the prologue of the text, discursively this voice becomes a 

part of the novelistic form, inseparable from it. Whether or not the reader is familiar with the 

origin of the stories is of no interest, and I would even argue that the way they become 

motives in the story is a literary/literate procedure. If the oral is, as it were and to speak in 

Zabus’ terms, “devoured” by the literate, it is also “digested”, resulting in or contributing to 

the literariness of the text as far as the narrative is concerned, both in terms of structure and 

content. Like Chiziane herself cannot distinguish the different cultural boundaries within 

herself, so they are not strictly separable in her novel and all assume the characteristics of the 

novel.  

 

III.V. Conclusion: The Africanness of the African Novel 

What I have tried to show in this chapter is how hard it really is to make statements about 

African or European language-use in the literary space. While the difficulties in recognizing 
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African or oral marks as purely such in the Europhone text may seem more of a confirmation 

of the relativist’s standpoint in the debate over language use in African literatures, what I have 

been trying to hint at is the idea that all the languages that are being used merge as it were into 

the novelistic or literary language, rather than into the one and only European, in this case 

Portuguese, text. To contend that this means that the novel is not “truly” African because 

dominated by a European language is to deny the capability of the literary to signify, or to 

signify meaningfully – which seems redundant –  beyond linguistic borders. Maybe what is at 

stake here is not so much a question of language, but rather a question of how to classify and 

teach literature. What makes a literature an African literature? While realizing the dangers so 

often ascribed to the concept of “universalism” in post-colonial scholarship, one would like to 

think here that the literary is something more than mere ethnographic, cultural representation 

– maybe even something completely different. If a story about Africa does not make that 

story African, one cannot deny that even those Europhone African literatures which so clearly 

struggle with their own languages are the result at least of a specific part of African 

experience. In Ventos do Apocalipse Chiziane weaves a discourse about competing realities, 

about tradition and modernity, the oral and the literate world, inspired by texts from both. 

Thematically, she refuses to give any ideological supremacy to either of them as both can 

serve to “liberate”, or provide deep insights, but are also vulnerable to corruption or simply 

are not able to answer to the most dramatic and horrid realities of war. This last idea also 

reveals a lot about literature or language in itself: namely that whenever taking up the pen, or 

even speaking about (a) life, narrating a story and thus trying to create meaning, one always 

struggles with language, with its form, its limitations and its borders. In the literary, I would 

say, these borders are constantly searched for and stretched whenever possible, and it is this 

mysterious “literariness”, the use of language, in the end, which creates meaning rather than 
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the specific language in itself – or else all what would ever be written or said would be 

literary, as long as the “right” (national) language was used. This universal aspect of literary 

language is what I would like to focus on in the next part of my thesis by studying Mia 

Couto’s novel O Ultimo Voo do Flamingo (2000).  
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IV 

Mia Couto and O Ultimo Voo do Flamingo: The Literary as Translation 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 

“Cada coisa tem direito a ser uma palavra. Cada palavra tem o dever de não ser nenhuma 

coisa” 

[Every object has the right to be a word. It is the duty of each word to be nothing at all]35 

(From O Último Voo do Flamingo, 139) 

 

From the same generation as Paulina Chiziane but from a rather different background, Mia 

Couto was born in the city of Beira, Mozambique in 1955 as a son of Portuguese parents and 

thus the language he spoke at home was Portuguese. The author himself believes that it was 

however the fact that he was born in this city – and not, for example, in Lourenço Marques – 

that he was able to “cross different worlds” that in other cities remained more separated: he 

spoke Chissena fluently and was deeply marked by the stories he would hear from older 

people outside home (Laban 1011). His first poems were published when he was as young as 

14, his father having found his writings and sending them to a journal without his consent. 

Today, he is considered one of Africa’s best authors, with a list of poetry books, short 

stories36 and novels to his name, and with many of his works being translated into several 

languages. About his position as a writer in Mozambique, he told the Dutch author Adriaan 

van Dis in a televised interview: “I am older than my country. It’s a strange feeling that is 

                                                 
35 Translations of quotes from O Ultimo Voo do Flamingo are taken from David Brookshaw’s translation of the 
novel: The Last Flight of the Flamingo. London: Serpent’s Tail, 2004. 107.  
36 In the interview with Laban Couto expresses his initial refusal to respond to his editor’s pressuring him to 
write novels, considering such a strict categorization of genres as negative. Finally, he figured he’d write a novel 
if a longer story would form in his mind, which finally happened with Terra Sonâmbula in 1992. For a criticism 
of the idea that the short story comes “more naturally” for the African writer than the novel, see Ana Mafalda 
Leite, Oralidades e Escritas nas Literaturas Africanas. Lisbon: Alameda da Universidade, 1998, p24-25.  
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fantastic because I have this epic feeling that I’m helping to invent, I’m writing a type of 

fiction that is a country, and this is a country that is a fictional work also, a collective work” 

(van Dis in Afrika, 35’30’’).37 Although he affirms that since his first poems were published 

his works became less “marked” by ideology (arguing, somewhat like Chabal and Chapman, 

that many poems that are do not “survive”), he is still convinced that “at certain historical 

moments, poetry can in fact be the basic text, it can have the almost biblical function of 

showing ways” [a poesia num certo momento histórico pode ser de facto o texto básico, pode 

cumprir a função quase bíblica de mostrar caminhos] (Laban 1013).38 The accent here lies on 

the plural of “ways”, as this attitude towards the literary, which also comes to the fore in his 

novels, which deal with important politically charged problems and are, indeed, always 

involved in a process of imagination of the nation, simultaneously consists of a refusal to fix 

meanings. As he says about his style in the same interview: “I became conscious of this 

system of analysis: the negation of the uniform appearance of reality, the search for the many 

things that exist within one single thing, the plurality that is present within the single” [tive 

consciência desse sistema de análise: a negação da aparência una da realidade, a procura das 

muitas coisas que existem numa única coisa, a pluralidade que existe no um] (Laban 1002). 

 

IV.I. Lusofonia: Language as Homeland  

This combination of “imagining” a new nationhood and identity without letting this enterprise 

take language as its hostage by using it to posit an ideology or political agenda asked for a 

“new” language too, a language for which Couto has become famous both in and outside of 

                                                 
37 See in this respect the link established between literature and nationalism by Benedict Anderson. Imagined 
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. London: Verso, 1992. 
38 Note in this context also Chiziane’s contention in the previous chapter that she feels she has an almost moral 
obligation to write about certain things. Extreme socio-political situations have often inspired authors to taking 
such an attitude. Interesting too in this context is Lourenço Joaquim da Costa Rosário’s observation that in oral 
literary systems creativity and education are intimately linked. Lourenço Joaquim da Costa Rosário. A Narrativa 
Africana. Lisbon: Instituto de cultura e lingual portuguesa/Angolê, 1989. 51. 
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Mozambique. As Chapman put it, “the key element is abundant invention put to social 

purpose” (291). His neologisms formed through amalgamation,39 the play and subversion of 

existing sayings and proverbs and the frequent pairing of words which, by their sound or 

meaning, reinforce or contradict each other – or both – are only a few examples of the style 

that has become so typical of this author. In terms of the use of African words, Couto uses 

them in the same situations as Chiziane does, although in a less frequent way. O Ultimo Voo 

do Flamingo, for instance, counting only fifty pages less than Ventos, counts half of the 

amount of words in the glossary. This could be understood by a combination of the author’s 

linguistic background and his reliance on the linguistic renewal just mentioned.40 But 

although it would be hard and even misplaced to entirely disregard such a remarkable 

reworking of language, there are some problems with an overtly linguistic reception of this 

author’s work that I think need to be addressed before discussing the novel itself. As Phillip 

Rothwell argues, the privileging of Couto’s “regenerating” use of the Portuguese language in 

much circles suggests that “first and foremost, Couto is deemed to do service to the língua 

portuguesa” (50, emphasis in original). A certain discourse which celebrates the concept of 

Lusofonia indeed circulates vigorously, while a critical approach to this idea of a certain 

“unity” is essential if Ngugi’s claims are not to become true. For his remark “why, we may 

ask, should an African writer, or any writer, become so obsessed by taking from his mother-

tongue to enrich other tongues? . . . We never asked ourselves: how can we enrich our 

                                                 
39 A very typical procedure he uses is negative prefixation of a word that does not exist in this form. In The Last 
Flight of the Flamingo for example, the mother of the narrator says: “A vida, meu filho, é uma desilusionista”: 
“Life, my son, is a disillusionist”. A whole study could be made of how words in their – inexistent – negativity 
sometimes convey not necessarily the opposite meaning, as might be expected, but rather reinforce their own 
meaning. The negative prefix becomes not a factual denial but, paradoxically, invest the word with more 
meaning rather than less.  
40 The role of Publisher Caminho is interesting considering the way African words are integrated into the text, as 
discussed in the chapter about Paulina Chiziane. The typographical indistinctness of the words are, as I see it, a 
sign of an “acceptance” of the “foreign” text that is not often present in especially Dutch publications, be they 
translations for example of Mia Couto or so-called “migrants literature”. In how far authors have a word in this 
or weather the publisher decides is of course an interesting point to investigate, as it can be quite telling in how a 
text is, as it were, mediated to the public, influencing its reception in the process.  
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languages?” (8) resonates all the stronger if linguistic variation is ironically celebrated by 

putting it in service of a concept of (Portuguese) unity. The Portuguese Eduardo Lourenço for 

example, an important and respected philosopher who has written much about Lusofonia, its 

history and its present, says that “Our language is today, like it has been for Brazil, a plurality 

of homelands. With time, the Brazilian, Angolan, Mozambican, Cape-Verdean or Guinese 

people will without a doubt do with our language what the Lusitanos once did with the 

imperial language” [A nossa língua é hoje, como o foi para o Brasil, uma pluralidade de 

pátrias. Com o tempo, sem dúvida, os Brasileiros, os Angolanos, os Moçambicanos, os Cabo-

Verdeanos ou Guineenses farão com a nossa língua o que os Lusitanos fizeram outrora com a 

língua imperial] (132). By speaking about language as homeland, “pátria”, he famously and 

almost unavoidably refers to the famous quote by the even more famous Fernando Pessoa, or, 

rather, one of his heteronyms, in which he says that his only homeland is the Portuguese 

language.41 This quote has turned, one could say, into the refrain in the debate about 

Lusofonia, despite of or thanks to, depending on the critic, its neo-colonial connotations. As 

Rothwell remarks, such an equation “implies that everything written in the Portuguese 

language immediately becomes the property of a Lusophone community historically centered 

in the metropolis” (50). Interestingly, even while trying to nuance the whole idea of a 

language as a homeland, and a certain awareness of the “Portugueseness” of this unshared 

dream of unity, Lourenço also seems incapable of disconnecting the concept from a territorial 

space – the metropolis – and an origin, with his vocabulary of genealogy when speaking about 

a Brazil which does not recognize its “roots” (140). While – just like Ngugi – explicitly 

positing language as a carrier of culture, the question becomes what culture he so desperately 

wants to see protected when in his beautifully poetic style he says that  

                                                 
41 Yves Léonard points at how this sentence risks to be drained of any significance through its over-usage in 
discourses on Lusophony (4).  
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In the wake of a new century, this world . . . seems like one of those big airports where 

humankind crosses paths without seeing each other. . . . The perspective of dissolving 

into a universal magma of images and voices where our own familiar voice is already 

submerged or inaudible, throws us back to this kind of solitude we all discover within 

ourselves in the middle of a crowd”. 

[O nosso mundo, na aurora de um novo milénio . . . parece-se com um dos grandes 

aeroportos onde a humanidade se cruza sem se ver. . . . A perspectiva de nos 

dissolvermos no magma universal de imagens e de vozes, onde a nossa, familiar, está 

já submersa ou é inaudível, remete-nos para aquela espécie de solidão que cada um de 

nós descobre em si mesmo no meio de uma multidão] (105). 42 

 

This difficulty and the contradictions at work even in the thought of a critical and renowned 

author like Lourenço, the tendency to slip into a nostalgic or even nationalistic discourse of 

language, becomes receptive to criticism only if understood in its historical context. As 

Lourenço himself says, the Portuguese more than anyone else “amalgam[ated] the destiny of 

their culture to the destiny of their language” [amalgamando como poucas o destino da sua 

cultura ao destino da sua lingual] (123). If in Lourenço’s writings a preoccupation with 

preserving the Portuguese language in the face of the expanding role of English is at work 

(e.g. 105, 126-27), as early as in the sixteenth century, as Rothwell says, the Portuguese 

language became a way for authors to distinguish themselves from the Spanish, as the 

language of Castile was still often preferred (47), and thus taking pride in this language was to 

                                                 
42 It is interesting to see how he perceives globalization as a threat to the Portuguese language in the world, 
without touching upon the idea that it is exactly  
this expansion, the start of the colonial era in which Portugal was one of the protagonists, that, I would say, 
initiated this process. 
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confirm their national identity as separated and clearly distinct from Spain. This was well 

before the link between language and nation was made through the rest of Europe following 

Herder (1744-1803) who, to quote Anderson, provided the continent with “a conception of 

nation-ness as linked to a private-property language” which heavily influenced theorizing 

about nationalism in the nineteenth century (67). When Fernando Pessoa wrote the canonical 

sentence “my homeland is the Portuguese language”, his words did therefore not fall in a void 

but found fertile ground in a Portuguese national self-consciousness and imagination. His 

views, progressive at the time, as Rothwell notes (48), became even more appealing but also 

more suspicious when colonial times came to an end, and Portugal was territorially brought 

back to its European borders. Alfredo Margarido, in his criticism of Lusofonia as an 

instrument which dictates how “Others” are envisaged, shows on several occasions how 

language was invested with the roles previously ascribed to territory: “Portugal became a 

small country, but it disposed of a specific agent, the Portuguese language, which allowed it 

to regain its ‘greatness’” [Portugal passou a ser um país pequeno, mas dispondo de um agente 

específico, a língua portuguesa, que lhe permite recuperar a sua ‘grandeza’] (28). Margarido 

further notices how Francophony and Anglophony are commonly perceived as threatening the 

position of Portuguese in Cape Verde and Guine-Bissau (70); we can add to this linguistic 

affiliations of Mozambique. This attitude towards the linguistic indeed reveals the concept of 

Lusofonia as an overtly neo-colonial idea, as it is reminiscent of and seems to replace 

territorial struggles during colonialism and, more specifically, the “scramble for Africa”. 

Lourenço literally gives in to this idea, although not without self-irony and an awareness of 

Portugal’s lone position in this, when he says that “lusofonia is today our rose-coloured map” 

[A lusofonia é hoje o nosso mapa cor-de-rosa] (177), referring to the old trauma of the 
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quarrel over African land between England and Portugal in which the latter had to give up its 

ambitions when confronted with a British ultimatum in 1890.  

The question that surfaces from this apparent connection, be it imaginary or real, 

between the linguistic and the territorial, is what one is to understand by that popular term of 

“Lusofonia”. In a journal entirely dedicated to the concept, Yves Léonard gives a fourfold 

definition of it in Problèmes politiques et sociaux. The first one is the most obvious and refers 

to a linguistic reality. To this however is indeed added a geographic sense which includes all 

territories and people who speak Portuguese. A third meaning then refers to the expression of 

a certain “soul” of a “spiritual family resting on the memory of a common history, on a part of 

forgetting and the desire to construct the future together” [(une) sorte de famille spirituelle 

reposant sur le souvenir d’un passé commun, sur une part d’oubli et sur la volonté de 

construire l’avenir ensemble] (3).  

 The last meaning Léonard gives to the word is that of Lusofonia as an institution, of the 

whole of organizations that work to promote the Portuguese language and the cultures and 

geographic spaces linked to it (3). The first meaning earns its chronological place by the fact 

that it is indeed the most obvious and unproblematic way of understanding the concept, 

referring simply to the fact that the Portuguese language is spoken outside of Portugal too.43 

When the notion got formalized however with the formation of the CPLP – the Community of 

Countries of Portuguese Language – as discussed in chapter II, it becomes ever more 

interesting to see what exactly was being formalized. Michel Cahen, in the same issue of 

Problèmes politiques mentioned above, draws attention to how, from its very conception, it 

was understood in different terms by its current members. While the African members were 

                                                 
43 There are voices that argue for a substitution of the term “lusofonia” by “lusografia” thus limiting the concept 
to the notion of writing in Portuguese to make the concept more precise and concise (Martinho 5). Martinho 
however argues that such a narrowing of the concept too explicitly distinguishes between rural and urban 
cultures without answering complex questions arising from intercultural contact.  
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reluctant to adhere in the first place, Cahen argues that they finally opted for it in a 

willingness to “test it”, and out of purely practical reasoning, hoping it would bring economic 

benefits (74). The fact that this was not the intention of the Brazilian and especially the 

Portuguese, who had much more ideologically inflicted motives, is reflected in the name 

itself: rather than forming a political alliance through an organization, they inaugurated a 

community of countries who shared the Portuguese language as their official one. Margarido 

shares Cahen’s concern about the seemingly opposing interests of the Schengen agreement 

and the CPLP; Margarido especially sees the participation of Portugal in the Schengen 

agreement as a premise which ridicules beforehand any attempt of forming a “political unity” 

like the CPLP which will never manage to bring virulent racism and the exclusion of Others 

to an end, despise its idealistic discourse of linguistic unity and cooperation (30-31).  

But if Lusofonia runs so great a danger to slip into a neo-colonialist discourse, 

celebrating the variety and liveliness of the Portuguese language as a symbol of territory and 

homeland – homeland which is happy to embrace and be the host of all who will adhere to its 

language, but always ask to be remembered as originally (and thus essentially) Portuguese – 

then what will this mean for those literatures that do not wish to be associated with that 

discourse and yet are written in Portuguese? Ngugi’s standpoint which has been called 

essentialist is granted a lot of significance by the foregoing, and yet I believe that it is 

impossible to read this into those literatures, or, more specifically, into my case-studies. In the 

following I will be looking at Mia Couto’s novel O Ultimo Voo do Flamingo  (2000) and how 

language and nation are or are not equated in it. I hope this will bring me to the point where 

we can start giving some answers to the role of Lusofonia, discussing the main question of 

language ownership in general and in the very specific case of literature.  

 



76 

 

IV.II. The Last Flight of the Flamingo: Narrating t hrough Translation 

As already mentioned, literary critics tend to emphasize the role of language in the work of 

Mia Couto, arguably even too much so. Considering the author’s own expressed belief in the 

role of literature in the construction of a nation, and the historically strong links made 

between language and nationalism in Portugal, it is not surprising then that the linguistic play 

and innovation in the works of this author are often said to serve this imagining of a new 

nation. As Jorge Manuel Costa Almeida e Pinho puts it: “in Mia Couto, the style serves above 

all to express Mozambican reality with all its naked and cruel facts” [em Mia Couto o estilo 

serve, acima de tudo, para exprimir a realidade moçambicana, com todas as suas verdades 

nuas e cruas]. In O Ultimo Voo such an attitude seems even more justifiable as the story 

focuses on the (im)possibility of the construction of a national unity and identity in the face of 

corruption threatening this process both from without and within. It is the story of Tizangara, 

an imaginary town which is, however, “an allegorical zone, encapsulating the experiences of 

Mozambique in the 1990’s” (Rothwell 161). In this little town daily life is heavily disturbed 

as soldiers from the United Nations disappear mysteriously, exploding but leaving no traces 

whatsoever but their severed penises. Unwilling to believe such a story, the UN send a special 

team to the town under supervision of the Italian Massimo Risi, who has to investigate the 

fortune of the lost soldiers. The narrator is appointed by the administrator of the town as his 

official interpreter. Ironically however, he soon finds out that his services are not necessary in 

the linguistic sphere, since Risi seems to speak and understand Portuguese very well. On the 

cultural level however he is needed all the more. In his investigation, which consists mainly of 

interviews with the town’s inhabitants, the Italian is confronted with a reality that he can’t or 

simply refuses to accept as such. It is thus through the symbolical and intermediary role of the 

translator/narrator, telling the story from a position that is both from the inside and from the 
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outside, that the reader follows Risi’s introduction into the town and the narrator’s own story. 

From the former, it is mainly the development of his character that is of importance. From an 

extremely arrogant person, more occupied with his career than with the problems of the town, 

he gradually changes to the point of at least starting to accept this new reality when he falls in 

love with Temporina, the girl who is both young and old. She symbolizes the wholly different 

understanding of the world he initially finds ridiculous, just as do other characters like the 

priest, the magician and Dona Hortênsia, a woman who is dead but present among the living. 

Temporina seems to reconcile him to this world, while the narrator seems to manage to 

reconcile him with himself as he makes him see that in order to find the “truth” he needs not 

just listen to other’s stories, but tell his own. 

The narrator/translator does this for himself. Never being completely born from his 

mother, having left a piece of himself behind in her body so that she could never perceive 

him, he is intimately tied to her, while on her deathbed she raises doubt in his mind whether 

his father, who left her when she could not give birth to any other babies, really is his father. 

One can thus understand the narrator/translator’s shock when the man, who had sworn never 

to come back to Tizangara, reappears in the village. His presence turns out to be of crucial 

importance, since his mistrust of both the foreign interference in his village and that of its 

very own “administration” – that is, it’s leader Estêvão Jonas – and on the other hand his firm 

belief in his country’s force and possibilities, sets his son to reconsider his own position. 

Although initially hiding behind the supposed neutrality of his role of interpreter, he gradually 

finds out that his position is all but that. As he and Risi discover the ultimate corruption of 

Estêvão Jonas and his family, he also learns that it’s always the same “hyenas” that take 

advantage of any political situation, that are ready to not only devour the souls but the very 

bones of the people and the nation to grow fat on (216-217, 220). And these hyena’s, as it 
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turns out, are not always a danger lurking from the outside: in this case, they come from the 

inside, preventing any liberation – true decolonization – for their own interests. As the 

translating narrator realizes after a nightmare: “My father’s words came to me in all their 

weight: our ancestors look at us as if we were strangers. And when they see us, they no longer 

recognize us” (167) [As palavras do meu pai me surgiram, com seu peso: os nossos 

antepassados nos olham como filhos estranhos. E quando olham já não nos reconhecem] 

(212).  

The critique of the arrogance of the foreign interference thus becomes a critique of a 

situation where “Mozambique has failed in the postindependence and postwar period to break 

the paradigmatic cycle of social injustice and foreign interference that has governed the area 

since the first colonial moment” (Rothwell 163). This lack of taking responsibility on behalf 

of Mozambique leads in the novel to the total disappearance of the nation: at the end of the 

novel, the interpreter/narrator stands with his father and Massimo Risi before a gaping 

nothingness. The gods, it is explained, saw no other solution for this country, that was not 

loved enough and that did not bring forth men who would respect each other, than to 

transpose it to “the skies that can be found in the depths of the earth” (174) [esses céus que 

ficam no fundo da terra] (220), as they had previously done with other African countries. 

There, the nation and its plants, beasts and men wait, not, as we are to understand, as ghosts 

since they did not die, but as “non-beings”: “shadows awaiting their respective people” (175) 

[sombras à espera das respectivas pessoas] (221). The nation is thus in suspension, waiting for 

the right time to resurface, for “a favourable time when they would be able to return to their 

own ground. At that point, those territories could be nations, with a yearned-for flag stuck in 

them” (174) [um tempo favorável para regressar ao seu próprio chão. Aqueles territórios 

poderiam então ser nações, onde se espeta uma sonhada bandeira] (221).  
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In combination with his other writings, this novel has lead Rothwell to give his book 

about Couto the challenging and seemingly contradictory title “A Postmodern Nationalist”, 

arguing that despite its critique of Grand Narratives, postmodernism has itself become the 

“Grand Narrative of the turn of the twenty-first century” (169) and that Couto employs the 

techniques of this current in such a way that they do not in any way contradict the possibility 

of the construction of a national identity. What his “employment” of these techniques does 

contradict though, I would like to suggest, is the way his texts have been used (and abused, 

one would almost say) to “prove” that the Portuguese language as a “spiritual territory” can 

expand itself as to become the “homeland” of Mozambique. This is not to say, as I hope will 

be made clear in my analysis of this novel, that the language cannot be used to express 

Mozambicanness – on the contrary – but rather that the text, through its use and discourse of 

language, works against a reading of Lusophony in its neocolonialist form and opens ways to 

a new understanding of language and the problems it poses to the African author. In order to 

show this, I will be focusing on three aspects I consider to be the most significant within the 

context of my research: its play with notions of orality and literacy (set out here in a different 

way than in Chiziane’s novel), the double-edged role of the figure of the narrator as an 

interpreter/translator and the meaning attributed to the process of storytelling and the 

creativity this involves. 

In a prologue to the novel, the narrator’s first sentence is the statement: “It was I who 

transcribed the talk that follows into visible Portuguese” [Fui eu que transcrevi, em português 

visível, as falas que daqui se seguem] (11). It is a conscious attribution of the source of the 

story to follow to orality, to the idea that what will follow happened in a world other than that 

of the novel and literacy. It is the affirmation that the story we are given has reached us 

through a process of, literally, transcription, the embodiment of that which was invisible. 
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With this notion of transcription, I would argue, comes also the idea of a translation that has 

necessarily been at work for the story to materialise. In fact, this idea is constantly repeated 

throughout the novel. If Paulina Chiziane means to inscribe orality within her texts by 

drawing on oral stories and modes of expression, framing her story with a guideline and 

forming its style, Couto here is focused on this system of what one could call 

transcodification. This is made possible amongst others by the figure of Massimo Risi, the 

UN investigator who interrogates the inhabitants of Tizangara on the disappearance of 

soldiers, and records the interviews which leads to chapters with titles such as “The 

Manuscript Voice of Sulplício” (146) [A manuscrita voz de Sulplício] (187), and other 

passages where characters listen to his tapes, thus letting the reader read, in the most literal 

sense, actual voices. Even the letters which the administrator of the town, Estêvão Jonas, 

writes to his superiors and out of interests that will be discussed later makes sure are read by 

the narrator too, reflect a refusal to locate authenticity within writing, rather seeking the 

directness and “truth” of orality: “I am writing, Excellency, almost by mouth” (54) [Escrevo, 

Excelência, quase por via oral] (75). 44 Thus, from the very start of the novel it is made clear 

that what we are presented with is not an original in any sense of the word, but rather the re-

mediation of voices and experiences. Interesting and, in my view, quite telling though, is the 

sentence that immediately follows the statement in the prologue concerning these voices: 

“Nowadays, they are voices I no longer listen to except from within my blood, as if their 

recollection came to me not from memory but from the depths of my body. That’s the price I 

pay for having been present as such events” [Hoje são vozes que não escuto senão no sangue, 

como se a sua lembrança me surgisse não da memória, mas do fundo do corpo. É o preço de 

                                                 
44 Note, as will be discussed soon, that this directness and thus, it is understood, frankness and honesty searched 
for in orality is not automatically granted through the narrative, as Estêvão Jonas is the epitome of corruption in 
the novel. In the meantime, however contradictory it may seem, Rothwell has pointed out how Couto’s regular 
use of letters within his novels is a means of bringing the voice into the script: “the scriptural economy is always 
invaded by the voice” (55).  
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ter presenciado tais sucedências] (11). Without contradicting the foregoing in any way, it hints 

at what I would call a factuality attributed to the oral words, an embodiment that takes place 

before and without writing, words turning “corporal” through their own urgency, thus going 

against traditional (Western) understandings of orality in contrast to writing in that respect. 

The process of transposing the words into script by the narrator/translator happens as a means 

of sharing this physical presence of the words, in order to prove himself innocent as he is 

being accused of lying and falsifying evidence of the disappearance of the UN soldiers (11), 

and in order to “get rid” or free himself of the memories.45 

This “transcription” as he calls it however, the translation of his (oral) experience into 

written words, as he proceeds to write, needs a vocabulary of its own: “what happened can 

only be told through words that are as yet unborn” [o que se passou só pode ser contado por 

palavras que ainda não nasceram] (11). Thus, I will argue, the narrator who functions as a 

translator within the narrative of the novel, also announces the beginning of a work of 

translation, but not in the traditional sense of the word. For as Annie Brisset points out, 

“translation is a dual act of communication. It presupposes the existence, not of a single code, 

but of two distinct codes, the ‘source language’ and the ‘target language’” (343-44). In this 

case, the translation in very literal ways involves the imagination and creativity which is 

always a part of the process of translation  (Van Leuven-Zwart 302), because his target 

language must be recreated and reshaped for the purpose while his source language is not so 

much another language (although partly so), but more another mode of expression. It is in this 

sense then that from the very beginning the novel posits itself as a translation, while playing 

with notions of orality and literacy and their traditional connotations as made in the West. As 

Rothwell says, “in Couto, the oral also infiltrates and undermines the preserve of the written, 

                                                 
45 “Like a murderer frees himself of his victim’s body”, is the parallel he makes, again emphasizing the 
physicality of the memories/words.  
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insinuating itself into the ‘scriptural economy’” (57). While theorists and philosophers have 

posited themselves in varying positions in a debate about the differences between orality and 

literacy and their mutual relations, Couto interferes, shedding new light on Derrida’s criticism 

of logocentrism as well as Ong’s perceptions of the two modes of expression, because his 

“diegetic treatment of writing” proves that “writing never behaves as it is supposed to” 

(Rothwell 54).  

The bringing to stage then of a translating narrator in O Último Voo do Flamingo is of 

course far from coincidental. While forming an incredibly rich trope to epxress views on 

language, it also reads directly into the historically ambivalent role of the translator and 

translation in colonial times. In his introduction to translation studies, Jeremy Munday 

explores how translation intersects with the postcolonial in terms of power relations, and how 

it has been seen by critics as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Tejaswini Niranjana as one of 

the main discourses informing and sustaining political hegemony (133-34). The translator 

who introduces himself in this particular novel though is not the translator in that specific 

colonial situation, but rather of a neo-colonial instance. Being appointed as the “official 

translator” by the administrator of the town, he is supposed not to mediate between Africans 

and their Portuguese colons, but between the villagers and the Italian UN-official. The 

absurdity of the situation immediately becomes clear as our narrator asks to which language 

he is to translate and gets by means of an answer that that is of no importance; what counts is 

that every self-respecting government has its translators. The fact that Massimo Risi is an 

Italian and our narrator says he doesn’t speak any Italian is met with a pleased answer: 

“excellent, because Italians never speak Italian” (5) [Óptimo. Porque os Italianos nunca falam 

italiano] (21). As said, to complete the obsoleteness of this formal nomination but turning it 

rather interesting in terms of what it says about translation in itself, the Italian appears not to 
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need translations into Portuguese, speaking the language well enough himself. He does 

however turn to his translator in moments of panic, when the “reality” and logic of the 

Mozambican villagers is so remote from his own understanding of the world that it leaves him 

powerless and incapable of handling his job. The role of the narrator thus turns from that of a 

translator in linguistic terms to one in the cultural sphere. The main job remains the same: that 

of turning the incomprehensible intelligible to an outsider. The translating narrator himself 

becomes an intermediary figure, having to move across different worlds. He believes that his 

position is exactly this: a neutral one, functioning between worlds rather than within them. 

The narrator’s father, however, is far less convinced of this, and desperately tries to make 

clear to his son that he is being dragged into yet another attempt at patronizing the villagers at 

their expense.  

Interestingly, a sort of double movement then occurs. While the narrating translator 

helps the Italian find his way through a seemingly hostile world by teaching him that in order 

to find answers he needs not ask, but rather tell his own story, he himself starts doing the 

same. As together they discover more and more of the level of corruption from Estêvão Jonas, 

the narrator’s own naiveté is finally shattered when the former calls him in and madly tells 

him that he understood his job wrong. The point, he says, of having him appointed as a 

translator was to have somebody watch over the Italian and control him, so as to prevent him 

from discovering too much. The whole concept of translation in its official (linguistic) form 

thus appears to be corrupted from the very beginning, mirroring its controlling function 

during colonial times: translation stands here not for the bringing of understanding, but for the 

maintenance of unequal power relations – in this case as a safeguard for Jonas’ position.  

Inadvertently though, the administrator has set something in motion he can’t bring to a 

halt anymore. In their quests for understanding – for Massimo Risi the fate of the UN soldiers, 
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for the narrator his own life and the regress of his father – they both tell their stories, even if it 

takes Risi longer to accept and do it, and they discover more and more how the town is being 

betrayed from within. When they are at the point of unmasking the administrator and his 

family, who have been planting mines in order to receive international aid money to clean 

them up, the latter, in an attempt of covering up their traces, want to have the dam exploded, 

endangering the life of the villagers. The men of the village manage to stop them. But that 

evening leads the Italian, the narrator and his father to wake up to the ending of the novel 

described above.  

 

IV.III. Conclusion: Translating beyond Linguistics 

This apocalyptic ending may seem to undo any positive meaning attributed to the concept of 

translation as it is here played out. There is however more to be taken into account. The tale 

the narrator’s mother would tell him when he was a child is one of the most important themes 

in the novel and actually gives the novel its title. It is the legend that makes of flamingos the 

symbols of time passing by and of the birth of a new day time and time again, for she would 

tell that the day the first flamingo flew into the skies, it pushed the sun to the other side of the 

world. This was how the first night was a fact, but also how every new morning was made 

possible. When the three persons stand at the abyss of the disappeared nation, a little boat 

comes floating from the nothingness and takes the narrator’s father – who by then is 

recognized as such and has become a symbol of wisdom and of the future of the nation – 

away, leaving him and the Italian alone. As the former wonders whether his father is now 

making the last flight of the flamingo, the latter consoles him “as a brother, born of the same 

land” (179) [como um irmão nascido na mesma terra] (224) that another day will come. And 

at this final moment, the narrator hears the song of his deceased mother, imploring the 
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flamingos to take on pushing the sun to the other side of the earth once more. The author thus 

leaves his character with the hope that the day will return for Mozambique’s comeback to its 

surface.  

The fact that Massimo Risi, who throws a note containing his resignation from his post 

into the deep and refuses to go with his translator’s father who promises that he will find the 

“truth” if he comes in the boat with him, also is a rather meaningful one. He finally 

understands the uselessness of his mission and accepts the fact that he does not master “the 

truth” – he has come to love the country. The insight the translating narrator is awarded with 

is that he comes to recognize his father as such, thus accepting the latter’s belief and his hopes 

for Mozambique. The disappearance of the country has thus become a condition for its future 

as a nation. It has been freed of its own “hyenas”; the arrogance of the stranger has changed 

into silent acceptance and resignation in the fact that he cannot control this country but benefit 

from it and, most importantly, the understanding of the narrator/translator of the origin of his 

town’s (i.e. the country’s) problems and his own origins gives hope for a better future. 

In my reading, it is thus translation at a level beyond the linguistic that is posited as a 

carrier of liberation. That is to say: it is not by transposing words from one language to 

another, by, in figurative terms, asking questions and expecting ready-made answers to be 

delivered, that one will come to (mutual) understanding (understood here as the goal of 

translation) and, in the thematics of this novel, true decolonization and the formation of a 

healthy nation. It involves rather a creative effort,46 which is being delivered here both in 

terms of the very linguistics of the novel as in its thematics in how the telling of stories finally 

provides insights and understandings that were not clear earlier, even if in purely linguistic 

terms there were no reasons for such incomprehension.  

                                                 
46 Note Couto’s own words about the fictionality of the nation in the quote used at the beginning of this chapter, 
and how Chiziane, as already discussed, links the act of storytelling quite literally to that of procreation in the 
prologue of Ventos. 
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The idea that Couto would here be steering the problem of translation away from the 

linguistic realm might seem paradoxical. After all, he does make a whole issue of inventing a 

new language and blurring once so strictly perceived boundaries between the oral and the 

literate.47 What I have been trying to show though, is that this linguistic inventiveness, apart 

from giving voice to new experiences and new meanings – inventing a new nation – 

especially functions as a refusal to step in the pitfalls of binary-framed debates. Rothwell 

points to the fact that Mia Couto constantly plays with notions of “truth” and possible 

interpretations as he “propounds a multiplicity of interpretations and narrations in preference 

to a fixed version of events” (163). In the novel currently under scrutiny, this idea is being 

phrased in a rather clear way when the translator/narrator says about his father’s way of 

speaking: “After all, he wasn’t speaking what he was saying. He was referring to something 

else. Every object has the right to be a word. It is the duty of each word to be nothing at all” 

(107) [Ele, afinal, não falava o que dizia. Referia outro assunto. Cada coisa tem direito a ser 

uma palavra. Cada palavra tem o dever de não ser nenhuma coisa] (139).   

This view on language and the stretching as it were of the concept of translation has far 

reaching implications. As I have pointed out while discussing the first sentences of the 

prologue to the novel, Couto seems to postulate the existence of a physical mark of the 

experience of the oral that Ong, for example, would never have considered. Toward the end of 

Couto’s book, the narrator’s father tells his son that it is only right for him to be a translator. 

As the latter comes to understand, he had always been a special boy. Suffering from multiple 

severe illnesses as a kid which brought him to the edge of death, he has survived them all, 

                                                 
47 Rothwell makes the important point about Couto’s project of inscribing oral residues into his highly literate 
style when he says that “given his personal privileged position as the product of a literary tradition, he could 
never truly grasp what it means to be from an oral culture, nor is that the project” (54). He adds to this that “he 
avoids being patronizing because he never relinquishes his personal position as a writer who belongs to a very 
literate lusophone tradition. In fact, he has added a new dimension to the relationship between orality and 
national literature because he never compromises his extremely literate writing skills, but recenters the voice” 
(55).    
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which according to local wisdom meant that he was a translator of the words of the dead; 

translating thus was vocation by birth, but from the start it went beyond the translation of one 

(national) language to the other. As I see it, Couto’s take on language seems to move beyond 

his particular Mozambican situation when it comes to the interpretation of it, to the processes 

of attributing and fixing meanings and the workings of language. Furthermore, a striking 

correspondence between the ending of O Último Voo do Flamingo and Chiziane’s Ventos do 

Apocalypse needs to be addressed here. The apocalyptic ending, it will be reminded, even if 

enacted in a rather different way, alongside the perpetual thematization of times and times 

changing (e.g. the ancestors not recognizing their offspring), mirrors the ending of the novel 

which carries the Apocalypse even in its title. I would like to suggest that together, these 

novels, despite their obvious problematization and thematization of language, in fact point to 

a concept of the literary where this is not their specific condition or limitation but rather that 

of literature or the novel in general, while what they share on more profound levels is in fact a 

problem with temporality which seems to be disrupted by the colonial experience. How this 

works, in how far it is the case and what it means will be the scope of what follows. 
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V 

On Language-Ownership and the Novel 

__________________________________________ 

 

“On ne parle jamais qu’une seule langue. On ne parle jamais une seule langue”. 

(Derrida, Le monolinguisme de l’autre 21). 

 

In the introduction to this thesis, I have identified the debate over the language to use in 

African literatures as essentially one about language ownership, and while acknowledging the 

big socio-political and psycho-social implications involved in (post)colonial glottopolitics, I 

have tried to point out the problems in seeing one (African) language as uncontaminated and 

“pure” in opposition to the hegemonic European languages.  Considering furthermore that the 

question still seems unsolved – if the amount of attention granted to language-use in the 

African novel to this date can be taken as a reference – I have asked if and in how far the 

literary space is one where the ownership of language really can be claimed at all in order to 

“solve” the problem. In order to start exploring this question then I have introduced two case-

studies which, due to their relative (and one more so than the other) unknown status in the 

Anglophone and Francophone worlds where the debate has been held mainly - but in the 

name of the whole of Africa - could shed new lights on the debate in their specific (literary) 

historical contexts. While in general in Lusophone African literatures language has been 

considered less of a problem and the debate less polemical then in former English and French 

colonies, I have showed that the way the question is dealt with in the concept of Lusofonia 

certainly is open to criticism, and the two chosen novels can provide answers to its problems. 
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With the first case-study, my analysis of the use and thematization of language by 

Paulina Chiziane in her novel Ventos do Apocalipse, I have set out to show in a first instance 

how difficult, if not impossible it is to trace linguistic marks back to an original “source” 

language, a place of linguistic belonging for the literariness; this goes for the European versus 

African language as much as for the literate versus oral mode of expression. It is important to 

specify that I do not mean to deny by this that the medium of the story is still written 

Portuguese. However, the way in which on a formal level different languages seem to be 

devouring each other, and how this glottophagic act, reversible to infinity, seems to be 

mirrored on a thematical level between the different modes of expression – both ultimately 

unable to answer to a situation of crisis – makes it hard to claim anything else than the 

literariness of the text – which, in turn, is not located in its Portugueseness as such. While a 

relexified sentence may not be recognizable as such and a word understood as African by a 

non-African reader appears to actually have been adapted to the Portuguese orthography are 

only two examples of how the language of the text is alternately appropriated and rejected in 

the interplay between the words, the writer and the reader, from whichever linguistic 

background the latter may be, in all possible directions.   

I have used the second case study, O Último Voo do Flamingo by the internationally 

well-known author Mia Couto, not so much to argue against the widespread idea that his 

language is created for the creation of the Mozambican nation itself, but rather to show that 

there is much more to it. While his texts have been put at service, so to say, to testify to the 

liveliness of the concept of Lusofonia and all its neocolonial pitfalls, I have argued that in this 

specific novel his language use moreover is in fact a reflection of its thematization of it, 

especially as it is acted out through the role of the translator. O Último Voo shows that 

understanding is not something that comes from simple questions and mere transposition of 
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words from one language to the other – from linguistic translation, but rather from a creative 

effort which is symbolized by translation as a productive process. I have also pointed out that 

this work is an interference in traditionally made distinctions between literacy and orality, as 

it introduces the work as a transposition from the physically felt experience of the oral to the 

visual physicality of writing, a process which necessarily gives birth to new words. These new 

words and expressions then make sure that their meaning can never be pinned down or 

brought to bear on a single experience; what counts, as argued, is the process of translation 

more than the translation itself. Again, it is important to recognize that however innovative 

and influenced by other languages, Mia Couto’s only language of writing – at least as far as 

his novel goes – remains the Portuguese.48 However, this novel does illustrate how linguistic 

knowledge is all but a guarantee for mutual understanding, and can even work against it when 

understood too strictly. Translation, it seems to demonstrate, is an ever-present and necessary 

act, even within one and the same language – apart from the story itself the novel as a product 

is a proof of such translation. 

These two case studies then also point to a twofold direction within the language debate, 

although one could say that both of them actually overlap in the messages. Although in a 

different way, Mia Couto too inscribes African languages, expressions and orality into his 

novel, and here too, it would be hard to attribute them to specific languages and traditions; 

Chiziane, in her turn, is also constantly involved in a translation process, not just from the 

African oral tongue to the Portuguese written one, but the other way around as well. What is 

being translated, in fact, is a language as experience, and the target language is the literary 

language of the novel.  

                                                 
48 As several critics have pointed out, the idea that Couto draws on “Mozambican” ways of speaking is only 
partly true, as no one in Mozambique would speak like his characters do. While some modes of expression and 
sayings may be derived from reality, a considerable part of his neologisms and original expressions are indeed 
from his hand entirely (e.g. Rothwell 55-6, Martinho in Cânones 318).  
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Suggesting, first, that African languages and modes of expression become irretrievable 

as such but rather melt into the Portuguese-language text to form the literariness itself (which, 

in turn, cannot be taken as standing for or stemming from a certain Portugueseness either), 

and secondly that problems of language and translation are not the sole domain of the African 

writer who writes in a European language which is second or even third to him or her, might 

be regarded as rather careless. After all, it is the so-called appropriation of the European 

language that has served as a tactic, even an “apology” for using it in creative writings, an 

idea, in a way, that Chiziane herself alludes to when she speaks about her “pretuguês” and her 

refusal to adhere to a “standard” Portuguese. Furthermore, the dreaded notion of universality 

implied in the second suggestion has always been a problematical one in postcolonial 

(literary) studies. It becomes all the more suspicious in the light of what Appiah says about 

“the post-colonial legacy which requires us to show that African literature is worthy of study 

precisely (but only) because it is fundamentally the same as European literature” (quoted in 

Martinho, Cânones 327). However, there are reasons why I believe it is important to consider 

these two suggestions. As I said while introducing the language-debate, Ngugi’s view on 

literature has the dangers of suiting certain Western tendencies in reading the African novel 

more as an anthropological work in which an exotic Other can be studied at worse, and as a 

historical document at best. Although the issues he touches upon in his defense of African 

languages for African literatures are of prime importance and do need to be considered at all 

times in present glottopolitics, the attention for language-use in the African novel can take on 

this same mark of exoticism. Martinho notes how the “africanization” of European languages, 

although serving as a means of not estranging an African readership while also ensuring a 

Western one, also provides a tool for the African author to tag his works with a mark of 

authenticity by providing it with a certain ethnical diversity expected and valorized by the 
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European/Western reader. It is of course a rather skeptical way of looking at it, and quite 

pessimistic to suggest that authors would buy in to this. I would not accuse any writer of 

doing that, believing that the concerns they have about their use of language are genuine and 

very complex, entangled as they are in psycho-political questions. However, the truth is that 

many African literatures are published primarily in Europe – it is the case of Chiziane and 

Couto, and the international market sure plays a role in the canonization of literary texts – 

which, in their turn, are used as language-course material in Mozambican schools (Martinho, 

A Língua 53).49 Martinho even makes the point that in Lusophone African literatures there is a 

very strong “exogenous” dominance in the determination of what is to be considered African 

(Cânones 289). Over-investing in the problematics of language (which is not the same as 

taking them seriously) and trying to read the linguistic results as paradigmatic for the society 

in which the author moves, means neglecting their literary value and, as pointed out in the 

case of Mia Couto, is most of the time even blatantly wrong. To quote Martinho again, she 

aptly expresses what I mean when she writes that: “it is not up to the critic to interpret the 

existing sociolinguistic relations in texts like these, but the general literary result of the 

corresponding discourses” [à crítica não caberá . . . a interpretação das relações 

sociolinguísticas existentes em tais textos, mas o resultado literário global dos discursos 

correspondentes] (Cânones 318). 

 If authors themselves struggle with their linguistic choices and the use of writing in the 

first place, this does not need – indeed should not – become the one thing their literatures are 

about (if they were, we wouldn’t call them that). So, for example, Paulina Chiziane has 

expressed at many occasions how important it is for her to inscribe orality in her writings, and 

this is even retraceable to a certain extent (the inclusion of the narrator and oral stories in our 

                                                 
49 Interestingly, in the Mozambican education-system  there is hardly any interest in traditional oral literature, 
while (Western) contemporary criticism tends to look for just that in written literature (Martinho, Cânones 333).  
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case-study). It is one thing to recognize this and acknowledge it as an influence; it is another 

thing to call her writings “oral” works and print and reprint the quotation “They say that I’m a 

novelist and that I was the first Mozambican woman to publish a novel, but I insist: I am a 

story-teller and not a novelist” [Dizem que sou romancista e que fui a primeira mulher 

moçambicana a escrever um romance, mas eu afirmo: sou contadora de estórias e não 

romancista] on the back flap of her two last novels which are separated by 6 years.  

In order to make an even stronger argument for my two contentions – about the 

impossibility to trace the literary language back to a single or specific linguistic source and 

about the universality of the problem of language and translation (within literature) – I will 

now turn my attention to philosophies of language that evolve around this question of 

ownership of language and of translation as always present, and to a discussion of the form of 

the novel itself. First, I will turn to Derrida’s understanding of language as it is expressed in 

Le monolinguisme de l’autre ou la prothèse d’origine (1996). As said, Derrida’s views are 

strongly influenced by his own colonial experience. Although this experience is quite 

specifically that of an Algerian Jew – a fact he never dissimulates – he makes claims to a 

certain universal validity of his ideas and it is only as far as this goes that we will be taking 

them as such. In the second and last move then I will be considering how these ideas and 

everything that has been said before relates to concepts of the novel as it is understood within 

the area of African literature, and to Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of it (which is closely related to 

his philosophy of language, as I will come to show).  
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V.I. The Monolingualism of the Other: About the Possession of Language and the 

Coloniality of all Cultures 

In Le monolinguisme de l’autre, Jacques Derrida makes the thought-provoking statement: “Je 

n’ai qu’une langue, ce n’est pas la mienne” (13). This is the seemingly contradictive 

standpoint, or view on language, he sets out to defend throughout the pages of this book. He 

strongly affirms to be monolingual:  

 

Je suis monolinuge. Mon monolinguisme demeure, et je l’appelle ma demeure, et je le 

ressens comme tel, j’y reste et je l’habite. Il m’habite. Le monolinguisme dans lequel 

je respire, même, c’est pour moi l’élément. Non pas un élément naturel, non pas la 

transparence de l’éther mais un mileu absolu. Indépassable, incontestable: je ne peux 

le récuser qu’en attestant son omnipresence en moi (13, emphasis in original).  

 

By tracing back the (linguistic) realities of being a Jew in French Algeria, he convinces his 

interlocutor that the only language he speaks or ever spoke, was from the outset the language 

of the Other. As the fragment above illustrates, he is his monolingualism in the sense that he 

can never escape it, live outside it. In a sense it seems reminiscent of that famous phrase about 

the colonized mind: entirely inhabited, invaded by the Other, but not “foreign” language (18), 

his enunciations are always and necessarily conditioned by it. Interestingly, this notion of 

being conditioned by the language of the Other does not make him “lay claim to a more 

originary language, one that typically was in use among the natives before the arrival of the 

colonizers” (Chow 217), as many writers who have lived similar circumstances do. Of course, 

this is explainable by the fact that, as he is the first to say, Derrida is indeed literally 

monolingual in the sense that French was his first – and only – language, and not, as is the 
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case for many African writers, one that came to be valorized over a first acquired maternal 

language. However, Derrida takes his claims further than his own specific experience of 

language by asking essential questions about the possibility of ownership over and belonging 

to it in any case by arguing that even the so-called Other, the Master of the language that is 

foreign to him, does not possess that language any more than he does:  

 

le maître ne possède pas en propre, naturellement, ce qu’il appelle pourtant sa langue. . . 

. il ne peut accréditer et dire cette appropriation qu’au cours d’un procès non naturel de 

constructions politico-phantasmatiques; parce que la langue n’est pas son bien naturel, 

par cela même il peut historiquement, à travers le viol d’une usurpation culturelle, c’est-

à-dire toujours d’essence coloniale, feindre de se l’approprier pour l’imposer comme “la 

sienne” (45).  

 

As Rey Chow notes, Derrida confronts his readers with 

 

the problem of language as legacy: what does it mean to “have” a language—when we 

believe that a language belongs to us, that it is ours? Does “having” a language mean 

inheriting it like a bequest from authentic ancestors, and/or being able to control the 

language’s future by handing it down to the proper heirs? Is such possession through 

descent and/or posterity a privilege that is exclusive to native speakers? (218).  

 

Derrida’s answer to this last question is clearly negative. Writing, for instance, is to him 

always essentially “un certain mode d’appropriation aimante et désespérée de la langue” 

through which the language must be reinvented, transformed (59); the appropriation however 
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is never absolute (46). While he recognizes the trauma of modern colonialism, he argues that 

it is also exemplary of how all culture is by definition colonial in that it imposes itself 

unilaterally through a certain politics of language, through the denomination of things through 

that language. This imposed monolingualism assures its own sovereignty by reducing all 

languages to the One language, to the “hegemony of the homogenous” (68-69). In this 

representation of facts, to think about language, to talk about it, to create, in other words, a 

meta-language, means that a notion of translation always slips into the One language which is 

never countable (55): “ils laissent trembler à l’horizon, visible et miraculeux, spectral mais 

infiniment désirable, le mirage d’une autre langue” (44, my emphasis). To be monolingual 

ironically means to be affected by aphasia, “jeté dans la traduction absolue, une traduction 

sans pôle de référence, sans langue originaire, sans langue de départ”: there are only target 

languages which never become one and the same (117). It is from here that the desire rises to 

re-invent a “première langue” which has never existed (and therefore has to be called an 

“avant-première langue”), turning this desired original language into a language projected in 

the future, a promised language (118) – which, in turn, can become the language of the (new) 

master.  

This condition, this omnipresence of translation within a “single” language (which is 

never single at all), and the promise it always holds for a new one, is however not exclusive to 

the factually monolingual and it is here that resides the “universal” character of the condition 

of monolingualism. Because, as Derrida writes, even those who speak and write different 

languages are always, within it, and through their acts of translation, in search of the “idiome 

absolu . . . la promesse d’une langue encore inouïe” (126).  

It is thus that, as Abdel-Jaouad holds, “Derrida transforms a ‘lack’ of a language into a 

‘surfeit’ of languages, the exclusion from one language into a ‘surrender’ to language” 
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(quoted in Chow 225). It is for this reason, the multiplicity transferred through and inherent in 

monolingualism as understood by Derrida, that his view does not need to be at odds with the 

tendency in postcolonial studies to condemn “Oneness”, monolingualism, the singular that 

imposes itself as truth and power and the advocacy, celebration even of multiplicity, diversity 

and, for the critic, of multilingualism as the most ethical way of being: “as diversity is not the 

opposite of oneness (because oneness is never one), so neither is multilingualism the opposite 

of monolingualism” (Chow 227).  

With this intellectually challenging deconstruction of the term monolingualism, Derrida 

offers a theoretical explanation of the notion of universality of language-problems I came to 

claim as an outcome of my readings of the two chosen novels. This of course does not mean 

that I have proven my point. Even if Derrida claims to not forget the violence, both linguistic 

and physical, of what he calls “modern colonialism” – the colonization of the African 

continent by European powers – I would say that this work of his, however steeped in his own 

colonial experience, still remains open to criticism and charges of a high intellectualism 

which might be thought-provoking and offer an interesting tool of analysis, but still does not 

bring any comfort or solution to the practicality of language-politics in many of the former 

colonies, or to the aforementioned “psychological violence of the classroom” Ngugi spoke of 

(9). The fact that all languages are in themselves multiple and never possessed in this 

plurality, that within a single language processes of contestation and translation are always 

necessarily at work, will hardly be of interest to the Mozambican child who upon his entry 

into the school system may be confronted with a language he does not know but, no matter 

how the government may insist upon a valorization of his mother-tongue, he will need to 

“master” in order to obtain any (institutional) success.50 This however does not mean that it is 

                                                 
50 This leads Rey Chow to comment: “Remembering the second part of Derrida’s book title, “the Prosthesis of 
Origin,” one must, at this point, pause and wonder about the phrase “originarily colonial” that supposedly 
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therefore entirely useless. As I have argued, I believe The monolingualism of the other to 

offer an excellent analytic tool for literary criticism, especially (but certainly not only) in the 

domain of postcolonial literatures because, as I have argued, it often tends to an over-

investment and focus on language-problems, with all the neocolonial implications it holds. I 

will now turn to Bakhtin to support and develop my claims even further.  

 

V.II. Heteroglossia and the Linguistic Homelessness of Literary Consciousness 

Just as for Derrida, for Mikhail Bakhtin language is never unitary in principle, but only 

becomes it in an “abstract system of normative forms” (288) which “constitutes the 

expression of the historical processes of linguistic unification and centralization, an 

expression of the centripetal forces of language” (270). This unification is put at work in order 

to guarantee not so much mutual, purely linguistic understanding, but rather a “verbal and 

ideological unification and centralization” (271). This language-as-unity opposes itself to an 

actual situation of heteroglossia, a multitude of discourses and belief-systems that function 

next to each other within this artificial unity. This contention means that, more or less in line 

with what Ngugi says of language, Bakhtin conceives of language as principally 

“ideologically saturated, language as a world view, even as a concrete opinion” (271). 

Although he too claims that language does not belong to anyone, he has rather different 

reasons to say so and means something else than Derrida: since language is always “shot 

through with intentions and meanings” (293), there is no such thing as neutral language ready 

to be made one’s own since it is always necessarily shared with others. However, he does see 

                                                                                                                                                         
(according to him) applies to all culture. Reading as Derrida himself has taught us to read, must we not insist on 
going further, by deconstructing (the very positing of) this “originarily colonial” condition, this condition of 
coloniality taken for the origin of all culture? That is to say, must we not treat such an origin as a prosthetic add-
on, rather than, as Derrida seems to suggest, as an authentic origin, as the original? Derrida’s legacy here would 
compel us to ask what coloniality-as-prosthesis would look like, especially in language. Much work still to be 
done awaits us in this direction” (227, emphasis in original).  
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a possibility of appropriation: a speaker can “populate” the language with his or her own 

intentions (293). In fact, what Bakhtin speaks of mainly is the social stratification that is 

present in each language, contesting its formal unity. What is of interest here is how he sees 

this heteroglossia, which in everyday life is constantly at work but also relentlessly denied as 

it were by those “centripetal forces of language” he speaks of, as the sine qua non of the 

novel. As he says: “the style of a novel is to be found in the combination of its styles; the 

language of the novel is the system of its languages. . . . The novel can be defined as a 

diversity of social speech types (sometimes even diversity of languages) and a diversity of 

individual voices, artistically organized” (262). It is in this respect that novelistic language 

differs from the poetical. Where the poet, no matter how “alien” the situation, will always 

hold on to his unitary language,  “the writer of prose . . . attempts to talk about even his own 

world in an alien language” (287).  

Of course, one can hardly say that Bakhtin, when writing this, took into account the 

situation African writers started writing in, focused as he was on the history and theory of the 

European novel.51 It is still interesting however to see how this influential theorist of the novel 

developed his ideas as the form of the novel itself had already been introduced in Africa. It is 

easy to see how his understanding of different (social) languages can be extended indeed to 

different languages as such, when he says that  

 

“novelistic prose with a rich and tension-filled verbal-ideological history, is in fact an 

organized microcosm that reflects the macrocosm not only of a national heteroglossia, 

but of European heteroglossia as well. The unity of a literary language is not a unity of a 

                                                 
51 Although one could argue that the time he was writing in, the first decades of the 20th century, surely were 
those when colonialism was still fully alive, surely will have influenced his ideas, even if indirectly. In fact 
Bakhtin alludes to this himself when he talks about this specific point in European history: “its emergence from a 
socially isolated and culturally deaf semipatriarchal society, and its entrance into international and inerlingual 
contacts and relationships” (11).  
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single, closed language system, but rather a highly specific unity of several ‘languages’ 

that have established contact and mutual recognition with each other” (295, emphasis 

added).  

 

The part in italics is, of course, often the problem in the African novel. While different 

languages – literally – are used (and fused), the equal worth has to be established exactly by 

writing them into the literary language rather than having it granted by history. Having 

extranational multi-languagedness (sic) woven into the novel, Bakhtin argues, underscores the 

internal contradictions at work within literary language (368). More importantly even though, 

I would argue, is how he sees such multi-languagedness as destroying from within “that 

system of national myth that is organically fused with language, in effect destroying once and 

for all a mythic and magical attitude to language and the word” (369): it is here that literary 

language is freed of its absolute ideological saturation. 

There is naturally something to be taken into account before one can celebrate this 

“destruction of myth” as valid for the African Europhone novel, too. When Bakhtin says that 

bringing in extra-national languages into the language of the novel in fact reinforces the 

literariness of that language, one could remark that it is still the literariness of that first 

language which is being invigorated, relating to what we have said about how some critics of 

Mia Couto’s work sometimes want to it put at service as it were of the Portuguese language. 

This is however not how Bakhtin sees literariness work. Another quote will illuminate this 

and what I thought I could conclude from Chiziane’s novel when I said that the fact that the 

African word disappears as a traceable sign not to change into the Portugueseness of the 

novel but its literariness: 
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As they enter literature and are appropriated to literary language, dialects in this new 

context lose, of course, the quality of closed socio-linguistic systems; they are deformed 

and in fact cease to be that which they had been simply as dialects. On the other hand, 

these dialects, on entering the literary language and preserving within it their own 

dialectological elasticity, their other-languagedness, have the effect of deforming the 

literary language; it, too, ceases to be that which it had been, a closed socio-linguistic 

system. Literary language is a highly distinctive phenomenon, as is the linguistic 

consciousness of the educated person who is its agent; within it, intentional diversity of 

speech . . . is transformed into diversity of language . . . what results is not a single 

language but a dialogue of languages (294).  

 

This, then, is what leads him to speak of “a certain linguistic homelessness of literary 

consciousness” (367). Some may contest that the word “dialect” can here be substituted for 

the word “language”. Departing from the analysis of my two case-studies however I would 

say that it is fully justified and theorizes literariness in a way that could be quite liberating in a 

field of research and especially in a debate that does not seem to be able to resolve itself 

without falling into the already identified pitfalls and fallacies.  

Rather than a handicap and an eternal impediment to “authentic” expression specific to 

African Europhone literature, the struggle with language should be seen as the condition of 

the novel itself. Meaning is not situated exclusively with the author; if he or she expresses the 

sensation of being unable to create (the desired) meaning out of the words he or she is using, 

this does not therefore mean that there is none. The novel l’Amour la fantasia (1985) by the 

Francophone Algerian author Assia Djebar illustrates this beautifully. While it sets out as an 

autobiography, it turns into a novel because the language she writes in provokes what she 
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calls an “aphasia”, the incapacity to express (and to express the most personal feelings of 

tenderness and love in particular). I have said elsewhere that her use of this word reminds us 

of how Maurice Halbwachs views aphasia not as a loss of general intellectual abilities, but of 

social references that attribute meaning to words52 – social references that in this case are 

situated outside the language in which she is writing.53 However – and this goes for Derrida 

too when he speaks of the aphasia of the monolingual – the words of a writer are by definition 

received in other social frames of reference than those where they were written down in the 

first place, although the level of difference may vary greatly depending on the reader. The 

point (that I have tried to make on several occasions already), is that meaning within literature 

in fact is never fixed. Although I would not go as far as to say that an author has no influence 

over his message at all, there is a certain limit to it in the sense that once into the world his 

work can be received in signifying-systems he may never have imagined.  

This, in fact, brings us to the last point I want to discuss in this context. Apart from 

European languages, much has been made of the fact that the genre of the novel itself too is 

“foreign” to Africa, although this is not part of Ngugi’s argument against European languages, 

or not the essential one anyway. Ana Mafalda Leite for instance quotes Adrian Roscoe who 

argued in 1971 that African, oral culture was linked in a much more natural way to the form 

of the story than that of the novel (24). Mafalda Leite herself argues strongly against this and 

against any strict dichotomies between Africa and Europe, nature/culture, oraliy/writing etc., 

categories which, as I have argued, are being undone in the novels too; she points out that 

many forms that were once “foreign” to Europe itself now are incorporated into the vast 

corpus of literary texts (Oralidades 25). I have suggested that in fact what links the two 

                                                 
52 Halbwachs, Maurics. Les Cadres Sociaux de la Mémoire. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1952. 68-79. 
53 Butôt, Isis. “’L’Amour, la fantasia’: Writing the Self through the Lost Collective”. Frame. Tijdschrift 
voor Literatuurwetenschap. 22.1, June 2009: 83.  
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novels studied here more than the obvious problems of language and modes of expression, is 

a preoccupation with time and continuity. Their common ending in an apocalyptic moment 

was not the basis for selection; I had not thought of it or seen it as a link between the two, and 

only saw the obvious connection fairly late during my research, concerned as I was myself 

with their dialectics of language. It is here however that lies the link to the ending of the 

previous paragraph: Bakthin, locating the origin of the genre of the novel in popular laughter 

and folklore, says that the novel distinguishes itself from the epic more than anything in what 

he calls its “indeterminacy, a certain semantic openendedness, a living contact with 

unfinished, still evolving contemporary reality” (7). The novel, he says, is a form of which 

“the general skeleton . . . is still far from having hardened” (3) and is continuously re-

discovering itself, parodying other genres (5), as it is discovering and trying to understand the 

present. The two novels that served as casestudies for this investigation seem to reflect in their 

contents this particularity of the form of the novel in a very direct way, suggesting, again, 

their very novelistic character rather than a problem with the form that would stem from their 

African background. The analysis I have made of their problematization of language and 

thematization of time, in combination with Derrida’s notion of monolingualism and Bakhtin’s 

idea of the heteroglossic nature of the novel, point to a moment where no ownership of 

language can be claimed or contested: the literary moment. The language of the novel – be it 

European or African – is not a territory that can be colonized by a single power; it is rather 

one of continuous interchange and translation, suggesting that the question weather a 

literature written in a European language can be “truly” African is irrelevant, or rather a 

wrong question to ask. While much can be said for the use of African languages in literature, 

or their promotion as languages of education, (however difficult and complex the linguistic 

situation may be in a given country), this is an endeavour that needs and can only be made in 
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the realm of glottopolitics. The literary space of the novel, these casestudies suggest, while the 

moment par excellence to reflect on questions of language, will always prove a harbour for 

multiplicity and exchange, always and necessarily contradicting and deconstructing any 

claims to essentialized views on language even as it tries to express them.  
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Appendix A 

___________________________________________ 

 

The Asmara Declaration on African Languages and 
Literatures  

We writers and scholars from all regions of Africa gathered in Asmara, Eritrea, from January 
11 to 17, 2000, at the conference titled Against All Odds: African Languages and Literatures 
into the 21st Century. This is the first conference on African languages and literatures ever to 
be held on African soil, with participants from east, west, north, Southern Africa and from the 
diaspora and by writers and scholars from around the world. We examined the state of 
African languages in literature, scholarship, publishing, education, and administration in 
Africa and throughout the world. We celebrated the vitality of African languages and 
literatures and affirmed their potential. We noted with pride that despite all the odds against 
them, African languages as vehicles of communication and knowledge survive and have a 
written continuity of thousands of years. Colonialism created some of the most serious 
obstacles against African languages and literatures. We noted with concern the fact that these 
colonial obstacles still haunt independent Africa and continue to block the mind of the 
continent. We identified a profound incongruity in colonial languages speaking for the 
continent. At the start of a new century and millennium, Africa must firmly reject this 
incongruity and affirm a new beginning by returning to its languages and heritage.  
 
At this historic conference, we writers and scholars from all regions of Africa gathered in 
Asmara, Eritrea, declare that:  

1. African languages must take on the duty, the responsibility, and the challenge of 
speaking for the continent. 

2. The vitality and equality of African languages must be recognized as a basis for the 
future empowerment of African peoples. 

3. The diversity of African languages reflects the rich cultural heritage of Africa and 
must be used as an instrument of African unity. 

4. Dialogue among African languages is essential: African languages must use the 
instrument of translation to advance communication among all people, including the 
disabled. 

5. All African children have the unalienable right to attend school and learn in their 
mother tongues. Every effort should be made to develop African languages at all 
levels of education. 

6. Promoting research on African languages is vital for their development, while the 
advancement of African research and documentation will be best served by the use of 
African languages.  
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7. The effective and rapid development of science and technology in Africa depends on 
the use of African languages and modern technology must be used for the 
development of African languages. 

8. Democracy is essential for the equal development of African languages and African 
languages are vital for the development of democracy based on equality and social 
justice. 

9. African languages, like all languages, contain gender bias. The role of African 
languages in development must overcome this gender bias and achieve gender 
equality. 

10. African languages are essential for the decolonization of African minds and for the 
African Renaissance.  

 

The initiative which has materialized in the Against All Odds conference must be continued 

through biennial conferences in different parts of Africa. In order to organize future 

conferences in different parts of Africa, create a forum of dialogue and cooperation, and 

advance the principles of this declaration, a permanent Secretariat will be established, which 

will be initially based in Asmara, Eritrea.  

 

Translated into as many African languages as possible and based on these principles, the 

Asmara Declaration is affirmed by all participants in Against All Odds. We call upon all 

African states, the OAU, the UN, and all international organizations that serve Africa to join 

this effort of recognition and support for African languages, with this declaration as a basis 

for new policies.  

 

While we acknowledge with pride the retention of African languages in some parts of Africa 

and the diaspora and the role of African languages in the formation of new languages, we urge 

all people in Africa and the diaspora to join in the spirit of this declaration and become part of 

the efforts to realize its goals.  

 

Asmara, 17th of January 2000 



113 

 

Appendix B 

__________________________________________ 

 

CONSTITUIÇÃO DA REPÚBLICA 
 

Preâmbulo 
 

A Luta Armada de Libertação Nacional, respondendo aos anseios seculares do 
nosso Povo, aglutinou todas as camadas patrióticas da sociedade moçambicana 
num mesmo ideal de liberdade, unidade, justiça e progresso, cujo escopo era 
libertar a terra e o Homem. 
 
Conquistada a Independência Nacional em 25 de Junho de 1975, devolveram-se 
ao povo moçambicano os direitos e as liberdades fundamentais. 
 
A Constituição de 1990 introduziu o Estado de Direito Democrático, alicerçado na 
separação e interdependência dos poderes e no pluralismo, lançando os 
parâmetros estruturais da modernização, contribuindo de forma decisiva para a 
instauração de um clima democrático que levou o país à realização das primeiras 
eleições multipartidárias. 
 
A presente Constituição reafirma, desenvolve e aprofunda os princípios 
fundamentais do Estado moçambicano, consagra o carácter soberano do Estado 
de Direito Democrático, baseado no pluralismo de expressão, organização 
partidária e no respeito e garantia dos direitos e liberdades fundamentais dos 
cidadãos. 
 
A ampla participação dos cidadãos na feitura da Lei Fundamental traduz o 
consenso resultante da sabedoria de todos no reforço da democracia e da 
unidade nacional. 
 

TÍTULO I 
PRINCÍPIOS FUNDAMENTAIS 

 
CAPÍTULO I 
REPÚBLICA 

 
Artigo 1 

(República de Moçambique) 
 

A República de Moçambique é um Estado independente, soberano, democrático 
e de justiça social. 
 

Artigo 2 
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(Soberania e legalidade) 
1. A soberania reside no povo. 
 
2. O povo moçambicano exerce a soberania segundo as formas fixadas na 
Constituição. 
 
3. O Estado subordina-se à Constituição e funda-se na legalidade. 
4. As normas constitucionais prevalecem sobre todas as restantes normas do 
ordenamento jurídico. 
 

Artigo 3 
(Estado de Direito Democrático) 

 
A República de Moçambique é um Estado de Direito, baseado no pluralismo de 
expressão, na organização política democrática, no respeito e garantia dos 
direitos e liberdades fundamentais do Homem. 
 

Artigo 4 
(Pluralismo jurídico) 

 
O Estado reconhece os vários sistemas normativos e de resolução de conflitos 
que coexistem na sociedade moçambicana, na medida em que não contrariem os 
valores e os princípios fundamentais da Constituição. 
 

Artigo 5 
(Nacionalidade) 

 
1. A nacionalidade moçambicana pode ser originária ou adquirida. 
 
2. Os requisitos de atribuição, aquisição, perda e reaquisição da nacionalidade 
são determinados pela Constituição e regulados por lei. 
 

Artigo 6 
(Território) 

 
1. O território da República de Moçambique é uno, indivisível e inalienável, 
abrangendo toda a superfície terrestre, a zona marítima e o espaço aéreo 
delimitados pelas fronteiras nacionais. 
 
2. A extensão, o limite e o regime das águas territoriais, a zona económica 
exclusiva, a zona contígua e os direitos aos fundos marinhos de Moçambique são 
fixados por lei. 

 
Artigo 7 

(Organização territorial) 
 
1. A República de Moçambique organiza-se territorialmente em províncias, 
distritos, postos administrativos, localidades e povoações. 
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2. As zonas urbanas estruturam-se em cidades e vilas. 
 
3. A definição das características dos escalões territoriais, assim como a criação 
de novos escalões e o estabelecimento de competências no âmbito da 
organização político-administrativa é fixada por lei. 
 

Artigo 8 
(Estado unitário) 

 
A República de Moçambique é um Estado unitário, que respeita na sua 
organização os princípios da autonomia das autarquias locais. 
 

Artigo 9 
(Línguas nacionais) 

 
O Estado valoriza as línguas nacionais como património cultural e educacional e 
promove o seu desenvolvimento e utilização crescente como línguas veiculares 
da nossa identidade. 
 

Artigo 10 
(Língua oficial) 

 
Na República de Moçambique a língua portuguesa é a língua oficial. 
 

Artigo 11 
(Objectivos fundamentais) 

 
O Estado moçambicano tem como objectivos fundamentais: 
a) a defesa da independência e da soberania; 
b) a consolidação da unidade nacional; 
c) a edificação de uma sociedade de justiça social e a criação do bem-estar 
material, espiritual e de qualidade de vida dos cidadãos; 
d) a promoção do desenvolvimento equilibrado, económico, social e regional 
do país; 
e) a defesa e a promoção dos direitos humanos e da igualdade dos cidadãos 
perante a lei; 
f) o reforço da democracia, da liberdade, da estabilidade social e da 
harmonia social e individual; 
g) a promoção de uma sociedade de pluralismo, tolerância e cultura de paz; 
h) o desenvolvimento da economia e o progresso da ciência e da técnica; 
i) a afirmação da identidade moçambicana, das suas tradições e demais 
valores sócio- culturais; 
j) o estabelecimento e desenvolvimento de relações de amizade e 
cooperação com outros povos e Estados. 
 

Artigo 12 
(Estado laico) 



116 

 

 
1. A República de Moçambique é um Estado laico. 
 
2. A laicidade assenta na separação entre o Estado e as confissões religiosas. 
 
3. As confissões religiosas são livres na sua organização e no exercício das suas 
funções e de culto e devem conformar-se com as leis do Estado. 
 
4. O Estado reconhece e valoriza as actividades das confissões religiosas visando 
promover um clima de entendimento, tolerância, paz e o reforço da unidade 
nacional, o bem-estar espiritual e material dos cidadãos e o desenvolvimento 
económico e social. 
 

Artigo 13 
(Símbolos nacionais) 

 
Os símbolos da República de Moçambique são a bandeira, o emblema e o hino 
nacionais. 
 

Artigo 14 
(Resistência secular) 

 
A República de Moçambique valoriza a luta heróica e a resistência secular do 
povo moçambicano contra a dominação estrangeira. 
 

Artigo 15 
(Libertação nacional, defesa da soberania e da democracia) 

 
1. A República de Moçambique reconhece e valoriza os sacrifícios daqueles que 
consagraram as suas vidas à luta de libertação nacional, à defesa da soberania e 
da democracia. 
 
2. O Estado assegura protecção especial aos que ficaram deficientes na luta de 
libertação nacional, assim como aos órfãos e outros dependentes daqueles que 
morreram nesta causa. 
 
3. A lei determina os termos de efectivação dos direitos fixados no presente 
artigo. 
 

Artigo 16 
(Deficientes de guerra) 

 
1. O Estado assegura protecção especial aos que ficaram deficientes durante o 
conflito armado que terminou com assinatura do Acordo Geral de Paz em 1992, 
bem como aos órfãos e outros dependentes directos. 
 
2. O Estado protege igualmente os que ficaram deficientes em cumprimento de 
serviço público ou em acto humanitário. 
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3. A lei determina os termos de efectivação dos direitos fixados no presente 
artigo. 
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