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This paper is an experiment as it compares three novels by two authors who seemingly have nothing in common. One author is a Black male from Malawi in southern East Africa, the other a white woman from Romania in Central Europe. One publishes in English, the other in German. One wrote an easy-to-read family saga, the other is known for her difficult texts. Geared mainly toward a European readership assumed to be more familiar with the internationally renowned Romanian author Herta Müller and the political history of Romania than with the Malawian James Lapani Ng’ombe and the political history of Malawi, this paper focuses on Ng’ombe’s saga and its Malawian background. It will then move on to Müller and her selected novel and, lastly, compare the differences in the literary manifestations of dictatorship by these two authors.
The two-part family saga, Madala’s Children (1996) and Madala’s Grandchildren (2005) by the Malawian author, James Lapani Ng’ombe, is set in an African country referred to as “the Republic” in the continent’s South-East. The first part of the saga fictionalizes Malawi with its history of postcolonial dictatorship from 1964 to 1994 under Dr. Hastings Kamuzu Banda, a medical doctor. During Banda’s regime, Malawi became notorious for its Human Rights violations, such as murder, detentions without trial, torture, “accidentalization,” and harsh censorship laws which forced critical thinkers into exile.
 The resistance expressed through underground activities by individual Malawians and some expatriates against Banda, his cronies and his power enforcement tools,
 was eventually given an “authoritative voice” Banda could not ignore: In March 1992, a Pastoral Letter by the Catholic Bishops in which they addressed the injustice done to the people strengthened the people’s rebellion against the dictator, enabled pressure groups to come out into the open, and forced Banda in October 1992 to allow a referendum to be held in 1993 about the sense or nonsense of the one party system. The referendum led to elections in 1994 which voted Banda out of office (Muluzi et al. 1999: 109-181).
 But the hope for a better life and politics without corruption was eventually thwarted again by Malawi’s second President, the businessman Dr. Bakili Muluzi, and his financial dealings.
 In the meantime, the economist Dr. Bingu wa Mutharika, Malawi’s third President since 2004, initially respected for his fight against corruption, honoured some of Banda’s “achievements.” In May 2006, he unveiled a mausoleum for Banda. He also re-introduced the name “Kamuzu Banda” to some constructions and buildings, for example the International Airport in the capital, Lilongwe.

Based on the initially high hopes instilled in Muluzi and then in Mutharika, one can safely assume that it was not Ng’ombe’s original intent to create a sequel to Madala’s Children. Instead, broken promises and reoccurring corruption appear to have prompted the author to follow up on the fate of the next generations of the fictional Pangani family in Madala’s Grandchildren. Having been published in 2005, Madala’s Grandchildren ends on a hopeful note that reflects the positive atmosphere the country was in at the beginning of the “Third Republic.”
The author of this two-part saga was one of the founding members of the Malawi Writers Group, an important forum for young writers which started informally in 1969 and was formally established the following year. This group consisted mainly of students of the University of Malawi and was under constant threat from the Censorship Board. Ng’ombe received a Bachelor in English and History from the University of Malawi, a Master of Science from a Canadian university and a PhD from the University of London Institute of Education. For nine years, he taught Communication at the University of Malawi. In 1981, he became General Manager of Dzuka Publishing Company in Malawi. Since 1995, he has been the Managing Editor of Jhango Heinemann. Also since 1995, he has been the Executive Director of the Malawi Institute of Journalism which has been running a radio station since 2001. Today, James Lapani Ng’ombe is the author of three novels, some children’s stories and short plays. Madala’s Grandchildren was completed during his residency as Reagan-Fascell Fellow of the National Endowment for Democracy in Washington D. C. from October 2004 to January 2005.
 Ng’ombe is part of a lively literary scene in Malawi. Nevertheless, Malawian literature, with the exception of a few authors such as Jack Mapanje, Steve Chimombo, Frank Chipasula, and David Rubadiri, has been largely ignored by literary scholars. Therefore, there is hardly any critical material available about Ng’ombe.

In the first novel, Madala and Analiyela Pangani and their four children struggle to survive dictatorship. The characters’ survival strategies vary from compliance with the government and its stooges to political resistance. At the end, the old patriarch cries over the graves of his wife and two of his sons and wonders how it was possible that the hopes of independence from colonialism were killed so swiftly by hunger for power, and greed.

Madala and his wife Analiyela are Christians who try to raise their children well and protect them against any adversity. Madala believes in corporal punishment which he administers freely, particularly on his oldest son, Adam. Analiyela is a strong woman and, parallel to her Christian beliefs, the keeper of traditions. This is expressed in a scene in which she takes her only daughter, Naomi, to a traditional counselling session at which the young girls are taught how to become good and obedient wives. The mother chooses to take her daughter there because she wants to counter-act Naomi’s “deviant” behaviour, for example, her preference for playing with the boys rather than learning how to cook. However, Naomi draws no meaning from this ceremony. Pursuing her education against all odds, she becomes a medical doctor who ignores the laws against information on sexual health and contraception and becomes a role model to her niece, Rhoda. Naomi has to pay a high prize for her ambitions. In order to secure a place at the university that would have been due her based on having gotten the highest final examination scores country-wide yet is rejected because of her brother’s problems with the State Security, she, after three years of working at odd jobs and applying unsuccessfully for a degree program, personally takes her application to a State Representative. Though she manages to never actually having sex with this man, she feels humiliated by his advances, his power over her, and the loss of her reputation. She succeeds to be allowed to study abroad, together with her younger brother, John, and defends having contacted the politician when she tells her furious mother, “I did it for John, mother. I did it for you, for Madala, I did it for us” (Ng’ombe 1996: 49). Leaving out the obvious “I did it for myself” expresses the importance of her strong sense of family and her desire that it survive as a unit in the storm of police harassment. 

The second born, Luka, is the first in the family to go to university. His academic career, however, is interrupted by the police state which detains him without trial and withdraws him from the university for failing to reveal names of fellow students who had challenged the authority of the brutal Young Pioneers, an arm of the security forces (Ngalawa 2003: 25), because “he could not throw his own friends into a den of cannibals” (Ng’ombe 1996: 38). The youngest of the Pangani children, John, is also the spoilt child. Being spoilt here is not presented by the author as negative but rather as an expression of parental love without physical punishment—in contrast to what Adam had experienced. This tender treatment does not turn John into a self-centred person but into a loving husband, caring son and forgiving brother. He also tries to become an upright politician with democratic ideals. Refusing to be hand-picked by the President rather than becoming a democratically elected Member of Parliament, he is now branded a rebel and killed in a staged car accident. It is his own brother, Adam, who, though unknowingly, kills him. Adam, described as less intelligent than his siblings, had learned to hate his father for beating him when he was young and came to believe that his siblings, particularly Naomi as the only daughter and John as the baby of the family, had received preferential treatment. Not acknowledging his lesser learning abilities he thinks that his father held him back and pushed his other children into better education and better jobs. Adam, who also becomes involved with politics but for financial gain and public recognition, is shocked upon realizing who he had killed on demand and commits suicide. Peter Ngalawa points out that the oldest son’s name, Adam, is a reference to the biblical Adam as the first man, made in the image of God. God’s Adam failed to meet the expectations and is therefore punished with expulsion from paradise and hard labour (Ngalawa 2003: 1). The conflict between Cain and Abel, the second generation, with the first born son, Cain, killing his brother out of jealousy also comes to mind in light of the conflict between Adam and John, if one chooses to resort to a biblical reference. Adam or Cain—the well-being of and harmony in the Pangani family is destroyed. It can be preserved or reinstalled neither by the parents nor by the children as long as greed, cunning, and selfish actions dominate.
While Adam is portrayed as an exemplarily bad character within the Pangani family, the others are not without fault either. Luka rejects his young daughter, Rhoda, for having become pregnant out of wedlock and thus makes his own, his daughter’s and her son’s life miserable. According to Ngalawa, the intra-family problems constitute a micro version of the macro society around them with the police state and its tools ever invasively present (Ngalawa 2003: 1). One may safely go further and argue that the Human Rights abuses during dictatorship in Malawi that are represented in the macro society of the novel as intimidation, beatings and detention without trial have their root cause in the history of abuse during colonialism, as a parallel to the argument that in the micro society, the Pangani family, Adam’s hate and his subsequent development and behaviour stem largely from the beatings he received in his youth. It is strongly suggested in the novel that the mistreatment he received prompt Adam to pass on the abuse, just like the former hope of the newly independent nation abused under colonialism, Banda, became an abuser himself.

Although in Madala’s Grandchildren post-colonial dictatorship is a thing of the past, hunger for power creeps up again as it did under Banda’s successor, Muluzi. It is through the courageous acts of a journalist that the author expresses a glimpse of hope as well as a warning that overturning an oppressive government alone does not automatically warrant democracy or freedom of speech.
 The main character, the journalist Nkaneni Pangani, has to find his voice and courage to write what is right in the post dictatorship country that supposedly guarantees freedom of speech. The same Dziwazonse, a high-ranking, hypocritical politician of the former single party state who plotted John’s death and arranged for Adam to “accidentalize” his brother is now President of the multi-party democracy. Nkaneni, Rhoda’s “bastard” son, Luka’s grandson, and Madala’s and Analiyela’s great-grandson, has to find his way back into this family that had not accepted him with the exception of Naomi who had stood by her niece and young Nkaneni. The book narrates Nkaneni’s long path from leading a life of drinking, womanizing and writing what is expected of him to becoming an eloquent, daring journalist, eventually marrying his long-term Muslim girlfriend, Fatima, with whom he already has two children, to finally being embraced by the family who had ostracized his mother prompting her to give him the name Nkaneni, meaning “go ahead and reject me…I will take care of my own” (Ng’ombe 2005:16, italics in the original). While Rhoda may have given him the name in reference to having been thrown out by her father, Nkaneni lives through both parts of his name, as if shouting inwardly, “Go ahead and reject me!” and defiantly leading a self-destructive life. His change from a parrot repeating what politicians and his boss want him to write to a person with a mind and pen of his own, taking care of himself and his own family and country, is triggered by a radio report about which he and his mother get into a quarrel. The reporter says:

At a mass rally in Chambe this afternoon, Honourable Jack Nkhanza appealed to President Dziwazonse to consider staying on in office for another term since that was the wish of the people of the Republic. He reiterated what he had said many times before, that Republicans understood that both his humility and the constitution in its present form stood in his way. But the President had to understand that the very people who drafted the constitution that brought him to power can change it again to ensure that the people’s wishes had been granted. They were like spoilt children, now. Who else would give so freely in cash and kind to the Republicans, not so long ago impoverished by a dictatorship they are happy to forget under his Excellency’s generous regime. (Ng’ombe 2005: 26, italics in the original).
Rhoda exclaims: 

“There you go again, listening to the same old stuff,”…. “Is that what you call journalism, covering the same stuff over and over again? Do you know that we get fed up with this kind of gibberish?” (Ng’ombe 2005: 26) 

Referring to the villagers, their views and actions, Rhoda cautions: 

“You can’t always assume that being ‘Your Excellency the President’ or ‘Honourable Minister’ is all there is to being in the news.”

“Doing otherwise is treason, mother,” [Nkaneni] said.

“Is that so? So that’s goodbye to freedom of speech and whatever else that was all about when we sang songs of genuine democracy? Thanks to journalism,” she concluded. (Ng’ombe 2005: 27)

Nkaneni’s mother would have preferred her son to be as upright as her Uncle John, not crouching to authorities. When Nkaneni writes his first critical piece, the Secret Police starts to follow him and Fatima, and soon he is dismissed in “’an attempt to muzzle the press in anticipation of the next election’” (Ng’ombe 2005: 52). Together with Naomi’s son George, another outcast since his father is a white Englishman, Nkaneni founds a radio station, People’s 30.3 FM, that intends to give a forum to people in the village to listen to and discuss political issues, particularly the planned constitutional change. The radio station becomes a target of the State Security. A journalist is imprisoned on the charge of “broadcasting information likely to cause unrest” (Ng’ombe 2005: 154) after having been reported on a government corruption case of giving away free cars to businessmen to ensure their support. Nkaneni’s office is bugged. Nkaneni and George are put in prison shortly before the presidential election. History is about to repeat itself with the likelihood of two members of the Pangani family being killed. However, when the elections are over, the new President, Nguluwe, promises to end the mismanagement of the country, stamp out corruption, and have Nkaneni and George released. Tama, George’s sister and a lawyer, picks up her brother and cousin from prison and “had a dozen questions to ask: Why the limp, George? Why was Nkaneni clutching his side? And why the blood stains?” (Ng’ombe 2005: 193).

At the end, the new President, based on the actual current President of Malawi, makes Nkaneni Minister of Information, because of his own work for the country, first as a newspaper- then as a radio journalist—and also because of his family’s, particularly his uncle John’s, work for the country. So Rhoda’s doubts expressed earlier that she was expecting too much of her “bastard” son and that Nkaneni could not become a second John, a conscientious politician who had been “accidentalized” by his own brother, are laid to rest, the family can heal, and the country cope with the trauma of dictatorship and bad governance.

The second author under discussion, Herta Müller, was born on 17 August 1953 in the German-speaking Nitzkydorf (Nitchidorf), in the Banat district of Romania. From 1973 to 1976, she studied German and Romanian literature at Timişoara University. In 1976, Müller began working as a translator for a machine factory, but was dismissed in 1979 for her refusal to cooperate with the Securitate. Initially, she made a living by teaching kindergarten and giving private German lessons. Her first book, written in Romanian, was published as a censored version in 1982 after it had been with the publisher for four years. In 1984, the original version was translated and published in Germany. Thereafter Müller was unable to publish in Romania and had to suffer interrogations and threats, and had her house searched by Securitate. This Secret Police of Communist Romania, founded in August 1948 and abolished in December 1989, is said to have been one of the largest and most brutal secret police forces in the “Eastern Bloc.” Securitate served Nicolae Ceauşescu, born 26 January 1918 and shot and killed on 25 December 1989 together with his equally feared wife, Elena, in accordance with the death sentences hastely passed by the military court. He was the communist dictator from 1965 and Romanian State President from 1974 to 1989. Two years before the end of Communism, Müller left for Germany with the writer Richard Wagner, her husband at the time. Over the following years, she received many lectureships at universities in Germany and abroad. In 1997, she withdrew from the PEN centre of Germany in protest of its merge with its former German Democratic Republic branch. She currently lives in Berlin. Müller received twenty-three literary prizes. Her latest recognition was her residency in an international artists retreat, Villa Concordia, in Bamberg until shortly before Easter 2008.

In contrast to Ng’ombe’s straight forward narrative style, Müller has the reputation of writing in a fragmented way, creating images that are difficult to access. Though her latest novel, Heute wär ich mir lieber nicht begegnet from 1997 “is her most conventional” one, as Lyn Marven observes, it still poses a challenge to the readers’ imagination. Marven states that Müller’s three novels since 1989 
have looked back in time and returned to the town life associated with the Ceausecu [sic] regime in their setting. They mark Muller’s [sic] shift towards ‘autofiktional’ [sic] writing (her preferred term), with protagonists and narrators who are particularly close to her experiences, and express the physical threat and psychological repression within the Romanian state. Trauma becomes visible in the texts’ content, and also in the aesthetic of fragmentation which structures their linguistic and narrative syntax. Heute wär ich mir lieber nicht begegnet…is set entirely within the space and time of the Ceausescu [sic] regime, suggesting that Muller is increasingly able to focus unflinchingly and in detail on the repression.

The main, unnamed character and first person narrator in Müller’s novel Heute wär ich mir lieber nicht begegnet from 1997 whose title literally translates into “Today, I would have preferred not to meet myself,” published in English in 2001 as The Appointment, is a garment factory worker riding a tram to one of her appointments with a Securitate Officer, Major Albu.
 She is summoned because she has committed the “subversive crime” of sewing notes saying “Marry me”, giving her name and address into men’s garments made for export to Italy. This gesture against the imprisoning state mechanism is mirrored in another gesture of rebellion and self-protection, namely to change into a green blouse she calls “The blouse that is still growing” upon her returns from the interrogations.
 When she puts on that blouse, she puts a psychological distance between the interogation and herself and can possibly still grow with the blouse despite all attempts of stunting her. 

The story begins with “I’ve been summoned. Thursday, at ten sharp. I’m being summoned more and more often.”
 Riding the tram, the woman ponders about her life and recalls scenes in a way that lets critic Thomas Hulvershorn state that “in this novel the reader is sitting next to this woman, listening to her thoughts which skip to her past but always return to this central point: ‘I’ve been summoned.’”
 The thoughts we are “listening to” reveal her childhood in a small town, the relationship to her father, to her friend Lilly who was killed at the boarder trying to escape the country, her marriage to the son of the man responsible for the deportation of her grandparents, and moments of happiness with her alcoholic lover, Paul. This time, she cannot get off the tram and has to walk back one stop. On the way she sees Paul standing next to his red, freshly painted Java motorcycle talking to a man she had suspected of observing her for a long time. Realizing that her lover, the person closest to her, is an informer and has betrayed her shocks her out of her wits. The novel ends with the woman laughing bitterly and telling herself: “Just don’t lose your mind!”

These two writers, Ng’ombe and Müller, both experienced first hand what they are writing about. However, the political backgrounds of their countries differ considerably. Malawi’s dictatorship was strictly anti-communist and nationalist with, nevertheless, strong pro-Western tendencies which made it an ally of South Africa, disregarding that country’s apartheid politics. In contrast, Romanian dictatorship under Ceauşescu was communist and anti-Western. Yet the methods of submitting the people display similarities. Both had their brutal security forces, applied torture, killed, and let people disappear. The novels also differ considerably from each other. While Ng’ombe’s two novels follow all together approximately forty years, thirty years of dictatorship and ten years of democracy, has an omniscient narrator, applies dialogues extensively, and follows chronological narrative patterns, Müller’s novel is centred on thought during one tram ride and is a first person introspective, psychological narrative. The authors’ reception could also not be more different from each other. While Ng’ombe has produced a limited oeuvre, is hardly known outside Malawi and did not trigger translations or international criticism, Müller has written over twenty books, has been translated into many languages, including Chinese (Herztier [1994], published in English as The Land of Green Plums [1999]). The list of secondary material such as dissertations, book reviews and critical essays as well as online-sources on Miller is abundant. So, how can and why should one compare their writing? The answer lies in the fear that the two formerly totalitarian states instilled in their people and in the resulting traumas the authors thematize. Both authors bear witness to atrocities and through their writing keep the memory alive lest we ignore, forget, repeat the mistakes of the past.
Notes





� The Malawian term “accidentalization” refers to the practice during Banda’s regime of injuring or killing someone in a staged car accident.





� Banda’s power was enforced by the League of Malawi Youth, the youth wing of Banda’s Malawi Congress Party (MCP), which had policing authority, and its élite, educated and trained branch, the Malawi Young Pioneers, the military wing of the MCP, which was heavily armed and responsible for atrocities against ordinary Malawians (Muluzi et al. 1999: 90-94; 172). Since Muluzi, the republic’s second President, became a controversial power figure himself, this source is only used for the facts it contains, not for evaluations.





� In 1995, Banda was charged with murder but later acquitted. The Muluzi government also questioned Banda’s financial affairs and charged him with fraud. However, Banda was pardoned due to his age and bad health. Banda died on November 23, 1997, in Johannesburg, South Africa. His date of birth is uncertain; this source gives 1905 as his birth date. (Internet source: BookRags’ article from “Encyclopedia of World Biography” on Hastings Kamuzu Banda).





� Under President Bingu wa Mutharika, Muluzi was charged with 42 counts of public theft in July 2006, but the Anti-Corruption Bureau’s case was dropped by the High Court. Mutharika himself also came under investigation. He was accused by the opposition “with various crimes” in October 2005, after it had “lodged a motion in the National Assembly to impeach Mutharika” in June 2005. By January 2006, the impeachment issue had died. (Internet source: Freedom House, “Freedom in the World – Malawi [2007]).”





� Internet sources: “IRIN: Humanitarian News and Analysis” and “Official Website of The Government of Malawi--Achievements.”





� This biographical information is taken from the blurb about the author in his first novel, Sugarcane With Salt (Harlow, England: Longman, 1989, n. p.) and the internet sources “Questia.com” and “2005 NED Annual Report.”





� Some sources are Peter Ngalawa’s Study Notes: James Ng’ombe’s Madala’s Children (Chileka: E + V Publications, 2003), an unpublished BA thesis from 2004 on the same book compared to Sam Mpasu’s Nobody’s Friend (1996) by Ralph Makanje, an unpublished BA thesis from 2004 by Jessie Kasese who compares Ng’ombe’s first novel, Sugarcane With Salt to a Kenyan novel, Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s Petals of Blood, (Nairobi: Heinemann, 1977), and Mdika Tembo’s unpublished BA thesis from 2002 on Sugarcane With Salt compared to another Malawian novel, Tyambe Zeleza’s Smouldering Charcoal (Oxford: Heinemann, 1992).





� Of interest in this context is Ng’ombe’s first of the four dedications of Madala’s Grandchildren which honours the Malawi Institute of Journalism. The dedication reads: “The MIJ years: Here is to the MIJ warriors who fought gallantly throughout the struggle to tell the truth. They would rather die on their feet than live on their knees. This is their story” (Ng’ombe 2005: iii).





� The autobiographical information is taken from the following internet sources:


“ABC-Festival,” “De.wikipedia: ‘Internationales Künstlerhaus Villa Concordia,’” “En.wikipedia: ‘Herta Müller,’” “En.wikipedia: Nicolae Ceauşescu,’” “En.wikipedia: ‘Securitate,’” “Internationales Künstlerhaus Villa Concordia: ‘Abschied aus Bamberg.’”





� Lyn Marven, “’In allem ist der Riss’: Trauma, Fragmentation, and the Body in Herta Muller’s Prose and Collages.” <� HYPERLINK "http://www.encyclopedia.com/printable.aspx?id=1G1:138662895" ��http://www.encyclopedia.com/printable.aspx?id=1G1:138662895�> [18 March 2008].





� The Appointment (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2001). I have been working with the German original. Since I could not get access to the English edition through interlibrary loan, translations from the German original are therefore my own and may differ from the equivalents in the official translation. Or, I am relying on quotations by other scholars from The Appointment, as will be indicated.





� My translation from Müller 1997: 25.





� English translation from the German sentence on page seven of the German edition is taken from the internet review in “WorldView Magazine: Transplanting Cultures.”





� Internet source “Weltschreck und Hausglück Kunst und Literatur Projekt Köln,” review of Herta Müller, Heute wär ich mir lieber nicht begegnet by Thomas Hulvershorn. My translation.





� My translation from Müller 1997: 239.
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