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An Artist’s Responsibility (A Profile of the Work of Bate Besong) 
 

By Alfred Matumamboh (First Published in West Africa (London), 1997) 
 
A correspondent profiles the work of Cameroonian playwright Bate Besong and 

explores his sense of responsibility as an artist to his society. 

 

NGUGI WAS THIONG’O the East African Marxist author, argues that every writer is a 

writer in politics, but what distinguishes one writer from another is whose side of the 

political game he belongs to – the oppressor or the oppressed.  Bate Besong is a writer 

who unabashedly identifies with the underprivileged of society against the exploiting 

ruling class.  He holds the big wigs in society responsible for the miserable condition of 

the masses of the people.  He writes to sharpen the public’s consciousness of its socio-

politico-economic reality.  

 

Professor Femi Ojo-Ade vigorously asserts that in Africa, literature is still an instrument 

of liberation and a weapon of war; as such, it must describe, criticise, project, teach et 

cetera.  This literature, which is variously referred to as committed, militant, protest 

literature, is an epitome of the existence, experience and ethos of a people yet to be free.  

 

In his dramaturgy, Besong signals and boldly foregrounds what he considers obnoxious 

and detestable in human nature, blowing it up out of proportion in order to seize the 

attention of the public.  Through his artistic crystal eyeball, he critically examines human 

nature, sees it as septic and raises the clarion call for a remedy.  Like the healer, he 

attempts to use words to assuage the critically diseased state of the human condition. 

 

The images and symbols in Besong’s play possess a trenchant capacity to arrest the 

attention of the frivolous and lethargic audience and thus compel a re-examination of 

issues earlier taken for granted.  His style has the potential to force an audience to 

question values which have hitherto been uncritically accepted.  The relevance of 

Besong’s dramaturgy lies in the inevitable inculcation in the audience of a questioning 
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attitude to life.  This is the hallmark of good education, which Socrates refers to as a 

process of “living the examined life”. 

 

The entertainment offered in Besong’s theatre is not to soothe the marooned feeling of 

the audience and then usher them back home in a stoically masochistic state of mind- 

namely, that deprivations in life are bound to exist, and that there is noting to be done 

about them.  Rather, he takes it as a point of duty to throw boulders into the pond, as it 

were, the waves rippling over.  This is particularly the case on the Sabbath day, which 

everyone is enjoined to keep holy and not as a day for an irate, aggrieved and embattled 

writer to disturb the pseudo-calmness of the minds of the powerful thieves. 

 

This is what Professor Niyi Osundare calls the positive attribute of revolutionary art- the 

art of indictment of an oppressive status quo, inciting its overthrow.  This is art that seeks 

to tighten the strings of tension, hardly releasing them until the required resolve is 

generated in the audience. 

 

What seems to give the dramatist nightmares is the apparent feeling, now rapidly 

concretising into a permanent reality, that man is sinking into a pit of cynicism.  This is 

very similar in outlook to the German writer Bertolt Brecht, who argued that naturalism 

is criminal: that to accept as natural human relationships in their rapacious exploitation of 

one class by another, with all the attendant aggression which insults the beast in the 

jungle, is a criminal act.  As such, Brecht fought with tremendous zeal to alter this putrid 

power structure, to transform power relations, which reek of callousness, misery, 

desolation, rape and death.  Besong, artistic surgeon and healer that he is, is in like 

manner geared towards curing this gangrene-suffused and putrefying state of human 

society. 

 

The main objects of Besong’s bitter and biting satire are those in positions of power, 

those who misuse power to gratify their selfish desires and have turned it into a 

disgusting and lethal weapon of war against the masses whom they are meant to protect 
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and serve.  He uses bestial images to reveal their cruelty and derangement, all in a bid to 

call for sanity and sanctity in the use of power. 

 

In his venomous exposition of the inhumanity of these white-collar thieves, Besong 

reveals them as psychopaths.  This psychopathic propensity is as a result of the over-

concentration of power in their hands, which in turn creates a megalomaniacal delusion 

of insatiable craving for more power.  The abyss of human desire which impels man 

eternally to ask for more is shown as abetted by power, especially political power. 

This is partly what the artist addresses in his theatre, it explains, for instance, the title of 

one of his caustic satirical plays” Beasts of No Nation.  This is a play in which we 

perceive Besong’s identification of the power wielders with repulsive and disgusting 

creatures lower down in the chain of being, such as scorpions, locusts and toads.  The 

dramaturge uses this device with telling artistic purpose. 

 

Each of the creatures named above reveals an odious aspect of human nature which needs 

to be curbed or obliterated if society or mankind, as a whole, is to make any significant 

progress.  Using his tumultuous and dramatic eloquence, the dramatist demonstrates that 

unbridled power can transform an otherwise sane human being into a raving beast.  The 

figures recalled are such a Kamini, hero of heroes in Soyinka’s.  A Play of Giants, 

Aadinggingin, Akikikiki and now Mbozo’o, all political leaders in Besong’s dramaturgy 

who misuse power with recurrent obsession. 

 

Like Achebe and Soyinka, who have also examined the nature of power in their 

imaginative works, Besong reveals how power can be used as a self-destructive weapon.  

He therefore implicitly asks for a redirection of power to serve positive ends in society.  

Besong dramatises a painful truth: that it is through the misuse of power that humanity 

takes the dangerous bend in its identification with the instinctual beasts of the jungle. 

The judicious use of power is supposed to symbolise humanity’s superiority to animals, 

whose instinctual tendency governs their lives.  Political power goes hand-in-hand with 

implicit trust by the governed in their leaders.  But this trust is often abysmally betrayed 



http://www.batebesong.com/ 4

in a decadent setting such as ours, generating a cesspool of hellish indignities suffered by 

the ruled. 

 

Besong considers political power a matter of central importance in human existence and 

addresses it illuminatingly in his theatre.  To paraphrase Achebe, any writer who will 

eschew the big political issues of Africa today will end up becoming irrelevant, like the 

absurd man of the proverb who chased a rat fleeing from the flames consuming his house.  

If society or mankind is to make any meaningful progress or if it is to turn away from the 

disorientating trauma occasioned by the horrible misuse of power, as it is practices today 

in Africa, then together, we have to re-examine the ends that power is serving in our 

country, on our continent and in the world at large. 

 

We all have to recreate our society jointly, bringing into existence potent and appropriate 

checks to restrain power whenever it attempts to propel its possessor to embark on a 

rampage.  This is the message that Besong has for his audience. It is the artist’s primary 

responsibility to participate with selfless dedication to set the world to rights.  Besong has 

acquitted himself on this score as an artist of fine perception and brilliance.  In this total 

remaking of society, the dramatist espouses revolutionary violence.  Bayo Ogunjimi 

lends credence to this point of view when he states: “We offer combat literature as a 

necessary cultural praxis for freedom.  The political upsurge in many African countries 

today suggests that organised efforts of the oppressed masses will bring corrupt, 

autocratic and philistine African leaders to their knees.” 
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