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to their own fixed socin2l norms, Any deviation from
these norms cnn therefore give rise to anmisement.
dowever, what might be deviations from the laws of
society to some people, might be perfectly normal to
another group of people since their own social laws or

norms are based on o different set of rules,

Consequently, an Fnglishman who cracks typical
“nglish jokes about the Scots (a constant source of
fnglish humour), will net receive much apprecistion
from » typiecel African audience, who need to have prior

¥nowledpge of the constant playful antagonism bLetween
the English and the Scets to be able to appreciste their

jokes nbout each other.

Nevertheless, these nuances in the 2ppreciction of
the funny notwithstanding, a general definition of what

humour is, can still be obtained.
Iangston Hughes propounds that humour is:

12upghing at what you haven't got when you

ought to have it; of course, you laugh by
proxy. You're really laughing at the other
guy's lacks, not your own., Thet's what mokes
it funny - the fact that you don't know you are
laughing at yourself., Humour is when the

joke is on vou but hits the other guy first -
before it boomerangs., Humour is what you

wish in your secret heart !cre not funny but

it is, and you must laugh,

From this definition, we cnn observe that to

Hughes, humour 2nd laughter cannot be separ~ted from eanh
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other. Felt humour arouses amusement which cen either
be expressed as smiling or overt laughter. Felt humour
is & spontaneous occurrence which teaczhes us more about
ourselves, because when we laugh at others, we ere

really laughing at ourselves,

"Humour," as a word, originated from English, It
was later abserbed inte the French language., However,
the French have given it a wider dictionary meaning

thon the English.

The Dictionnaire Général de la langue fr-nceise

describes humour 2s "Emprunte de l'anglais 'humour,'

thumcur, ! Gaidte flegmatique parfois assaisonnée d'ironie.dB

The Dictiennzire de la langue francaise describes

humour as as

"Forme d'esprit qui consiste 2 dissimuler sous

une impassibilite apparente une raillerie

perfois cruelle, une satiﬁe, 1'absurdite

comique d'une situation."

These definitions from French dictionaries show
that 'humour! as a French word encompasses irony,

s+tire and the comic.

So much importance is attached to this humour by
Man, that it finds its way into Literature. In fact
literery humour has been found to be quite zan old

phenomenon with writers such as Rabelais, as for back as

[
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the cixteenth ecentury. Cgnsequently, one woulé not be

wrong in saying that humcur in literature has been a

continuous process, right from the tire Min was ahle to
put his thoughts down on paper, and it is continuing to

evolve irrespective of race, culture and environment,

tecsuse of humour's way of transcending rcce and
other fectors, one would not be surprised that there are
Africon writers who have 2 markedly funny style of writing.
It is to this category of African writers that Eebey
beiongs. In fact the definition of humour seen in the

Dictionnalre de la langue francaise is quite apt when

dascribing Xebey's work and the type of humour present
therein. Consequently, it is on this definition that
we 8h111 rely when nssessing Bebey's own tyve of humour,
because on the one hand, his work is written in French,
2nd on the other hand, because the French influence is
more likely to be present in his works than the English

i.’Lfl‘.lE‘TlCG‘ -

It is pertinent to state 2t this Jjuncture, that
race and culture seem to give some confining peculiari-
ties te humour. For instance, there is 3ritish humour,
which as the name denotes, appertains to the British.
de herr a great deal sabout "L'esprit britannicue" and
"I.'humour britannique."” The British have 2always prided
thomselves on their sense of humour. FEven as far back

1% the seventeenth century, they were of the opinion
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that their comedy was superior to that of the French.
However, other nations do not nccept the suneriority of

8ritish humour. On the contrary, they regard British

humour =s cold.

There is 2lso French humour with such writers 2s
Alphonse Allais. The French too have always considered
their humour to be infinitely superior to that of other

countrics especinlly Britain,

The idea that one people's type of humour is
superior to another is not anything new, Feorle from
different countries like to consider themsclves wittier
than their neighbours. This has been a constont source
of rivalry between the French and the English, with
either louvking down on the other, Robert Bernord Martin
states that:

What is so commonly claimed, however, is

seldom allowed to one's necighbours., The

French, we are told, have no real sense of

humour, that of the Germans is of the humblest

kind, the Scots (as Sy€ney Smith has said)

require a surgical operatioe to get a joke

inte their understanding...

What emerges from this 1s that Bernard Martin
thinks that English humour is superior to that of their

neishbours.

Negro=-african humour, as 2 brand of humour oxists
too, but it is not 2s universally known =nd classified

as the first two types.
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From all these, it is therefore not surprising
that » world-wide conference on humour was neld in 1976,
Out of the symposia presented at this conference, 2 book

wus compiled: It's a Funny Thing, Humour, Though this

conference was limited to the Western world, it gives an
insight into the detailed analysis of humour 25 a
universally apprecicted phenomenon and shows that more
nnd more impertance is being accorded to humour in all

its manifestations.

Humour is greatly appreciated the world cver. COCOne
quustion hewever remains to be z2nswered., Is it ripgidly
true thot,

"The interpretation of any fragment of

experience 2s "humorous" depends on the

recognition from someone, some group or some

society, that certain ide=as and behaviour RPes

in certain contexts and situations deviant,"?

To =2 certain extent, the answer is yes. But this does
not me~n that people from different cultures cénnot
understand or appreciate humour from a culture other
than their own. On the contrary, it is a comron
contention that there are some aspects of humour which
are universal, A cress-cultural research w:s corried
out by J.H. Goldstein in an effort to discover if there
ware any marked differences in humour, Goldstein did

not bese his study on a particular country but b-sed his

work on very many countries including among others:
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Belgium, Hong Kong, U.5.A., Senegal, Israel, Zombia,
Snzland, France and Germany. The result of this vast
research was indeed startling. No significmnt

differences were found between national or cultural
groups. The differences found were very few and generally
of not much consequence. In fact the 2grcement found
between the different nationals is more striking than the

7

differences.

Thus it can be ebserved that humour in it=eclf is a
rother complex topic since it is closely linked with
irony, satire and the comic., As a matter of frct, the
four are so interwoven that they have to be looked at
togethier, because by the modern usage of the word,
humour refers to almost anything associatad with
lawenter. Bebey 1s given credit for having & sense of
humour which he uses to his best advantage as we shall

see further on in this study.

BEBEY, OTHER AFRICAN WRITERS AND HUMCUR

Bebey's literary works - Le Fils d'Agatha Moudio

(1967), Emb=rras et compagnie (1968), Trois petits

circurs (1972), La poupee ashanti (1973), Le Roi Albert

arurfidi (1976), Concert pour un vieux masque (1981)§

are not equally funny. In fact they can be divided into

two broad catepgories., Le Fils d4'Agatha, Emborrss and

Lz Rei Albert fall into the light-hearted category,

Into the more serious group fall Petits circurs and
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Concert. La Poupee cannot really be put into any

specific category because while there 2re somc cmusing
incidents in it, it is on a mere serious note than

Le "ils d'Agatha and the others in this category.

le Fils d'Agatha is Bebey's masterpiece os far as

humour is concerned., Like mest of Bebey's literary
works, the story is about a traditional tribal society
which does not seem to feel the effects of Westernization.
Mbends, the chief charzcter who 1s also the narrvator of
the story, renders an extremely funny account of his
conjugnl misfortunes. In the process he paints a very

realistic scene of life in an African society,

Embarras is another work which is brimming with
humour. In this collection of stories and poems, Pebey
minifests "a humorous tolerance of human foibles spiced
<t times with subtle mra._lice"9 according to Dorothy
Blanir, The collecticn consists of eight short storles
each followed by 2 poem that echoes the humorous and at
times moralising message in the story. 1In this work,
the writer does not base his stories on a sclected
Africon village. On the contrary, he paints pictures
of rurzl Africa, meaern Africa and Europe with ecual
ficility and deftness, and portrays the conflicts which
could arise when such opposing worlds come in sudden

contact.

Le Roi Albert, andther work interspersed with
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Bebey's verve, is based on a traditional Afric:n setting -
Efiddi, in the Cameroons. The story revolves :round
Albert, 2 rich trader. This particular story secks to
expose the conflict of generations brought ~bout by the
love of an older man and a young man for the came voung
girl., This 2nd the sub-plots are recounted with an

exhiliar~rting spirit by the narrator.

1= Poupee ashanti is on a more serious note es

debry chooses to mzke an incursion into the world cof
politics this time., This work is besed on the political
situstion of CGhanz in 1959, under the leadershin of
Joctor Nkrumah. The political allusions here ~re
realistic, though chronolegically some chainges heve

beon introduced to make for better story-telling,

Within this political cocoon, Bebzy wenves the
story of a young orphan, Edna, and her numerous
escaprdes, A very beautiful young girl, but with the
misfortune of being illiterate, Edna is always =t
logeer-hends with her so-called friends Gin 'nd Angela
who cre educnted. Fventually, though, in spite of
dna's frequent escapades, she marries her eductted
swect-heart Spic, In spite of this personal side to
the book it is mainly a political novel, /ccording to
Derothy Blair:

"what we most miss in this latest venturc of

Bebey is the charm of his ironic humour which

is here replaced lL.y 2 monotonous ponderous
facetiousness."!
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This "monotonous ponderous facetiousness® referred
to by Plair is prebably brought about as a result of
the political dimensien of the book. More emphasis is
subsequently 1aid on the historical and politic=zl events

than on Bebey's naturally-flowing humour.

Then there 1s the children's story Trois petits

>irours which is net really very funny. It is zbout
three young shoe-shiners who carry out their business
in {ront of a blg hotel. Two of them steal » purse
contiining some money from the car of one of their
customers and they think they have not been found out.
However, the owner of the car invites the children into
the hotel to woteh 2 film and to their utter surprise
and chagrin,their theft and the way it was carried out
is shown in the film. All the same, the children are
forziven by their "patron" because though they behaved
oominobly, they unwittingly helped him produce a

natural film,

Finnally there is Concert pour un vieux m2sgue, 2

iong poem about the voyage of an African mask, which is
tokon to Brazil where it commits suicide in the allen

country, Thwis work too is net very funny.

Sebey's humour is such that it distinguishes him
from most African writers. Nevertheless, there are
some African writers who do show humour in their works,

One of such writers is Ahmndou ¥ourouma the Ivorisn who
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is best known for his book Les Soleils des indcpendznces.

It is = satiric~l work which conveys the occ2zionzl
humour especially thiough the quasi-ridiculous chief
churrcter Fama, and through the aid of the narrator's
personnl intervention as regards Fama. The n-rrator
wokes his own wry 2and amusing observations about his
princip~l character as can be scen in the following
pissage referring to Fama:

“ivec les pas souples de son totem panthére,

des gestes royaux et des saluts majestueux

(domm:ge que %s boubou ait été poussiérecux

et froissé!)"

Here the funny aspect of the whole situation is
the contrast between the majestic and 2 dirty and
rumrled boubou., This form of participation by the
nareator is not uncemmon in the book. When Fioma
marries znother wife Mariam in addition to his first
but childless wife Salimatn, only troubl2 results from
such # union. The narrator tells us that:

“Les injures fuserent toute 1la journeée, méme 1=

nuit, une nuit qui appartenait a Mariam,., Cn

se¢ coucha., Mais malheurcusement le tarn grincait,

Avez-vous deja couche¢ sur un tarz? Il grince,

geint cemme si vous rouliez dans les feuilles

mortes d'un sous-bois en plein harmatton.12

Though Kouroum= shows some adeptness in zmusing
“is renders there are some African writers who ¢re
more prolific =8 far as this is concerned. These are

ferdinend Cyono ind Mongo Beti. These two Cameroonians
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nave really enriched the literary world with theip
contributions, Their sztires are for the grecter part
b:se¢ on soclety in colonial Africa., A typical example

is Uyono's Le Vieux Ntgre et 1la médaille in which the

author mokes use of his infinitely naive chief character
Meler to nmuse and stimulate the reader while 2t the same
tin drewing attention to the social anomalies of the
period. The natives are told not to make their native
Liquor =ny more and it becomes =2 criminal off«nce,
start buying the Western liquor. Gosier = d'Cisezu, the
comondint, enlists the help of the priest, who
conseguently tells the villagers that drinking native
liguor is a mortal sin., Meka, however, cammot do
witnout the occasional sip of this alcohol 'ind goes
from time to time to have some. So each time he does,
he tells Father Vandermayer during confession,

“Mon Pere j'al étanché ma soif alors qu'clle

£t=it tout a fait suppert=ble.,"
Frther Vandermayer, who is surprised at this stroange
reveration says:

M on frére, étancher sa soif n'est p:s un

péché, ne sois pss plus rigoureux que les

Jois de Dicu et de 1'Eglise,."
ifter hewring this, Meka takes his communion the next
d'y. The irony of the whole situation is that the priest

tokes Meka in the literal sense nand Meka not wanting
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the rriest to be disappointed by his behaviour, does not
encl-in further. It is 2lso amusing that Mcka cssumes
tnatl since he hns cornfessed his sins, albeit in a
roumdabout manner, they have been forgiven, whether the
oriest knows what he is really talking about or nct. So
whilc we frewn st the ocutright condemnation of the
native liquor Jjust to get the villagers to consume the

-

wzatern varieties, we are 21so auused by Meka's simple

way of getting round the problem.

‘rom this, we cnn see that Bebey is not the only
frican writer with a sense of humour. It is however
mest unfortunate that most literary critics omit Eebey
from their works. The few critics that deipn to give
him = place in their works rarely pay tribute to the
wmusing nature of his works which in effect is one of
hWis preatest assets as a writer. WNevertheless, there
e seme ceritics who draw attention to this vital quality
of Erbey's work. Although !loyet and Byair do not lay
=ufficient emphasis on this talent of Bebey's, they have,
to = certain extent, recognised his value here. The
purpose of this study will therefore be to proceed from
7aere Elair -md Hoyet stopped. Thus this study will
holy to show Bebey's role as & writer with 2 sense of

humour. It will also study to what extent Bebey's
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humour is universal, transcending race, culture and

georrarhical barriers.

IMPORTANCE OF SUCH A STUDY

flthough humour is = very vital aspect of life,
it hos been neglected a great deal in spite of the
important role it plays in society. It has becn
virticularly neglected in African literature, mainly
pec use most African writers prefer to ignorc it
completely. They are morc concerned with portrcying
the socio=politico=-economic situation of their
countrics, unfortunately forgetting that:

"Humour serves as an ummasking tactic 2nd its

sgents, ridicule, caricature, cartoons -nd

siotire can be used to reject an identity

yroferred by particular pgﬁsons, groups,

institutions or nations."
B2bey, on the other hand, is very much aware of this,
He is equally aware of the use of humour to draw

atiention to an important point.

In this study, it will be necessary to describe
B. bey's particular brand of humour, the tools he
ommlove in expressing it, and the effects of this
hamour on his literary work, This study will also
10k ~t the opinions of literary critics on humorous
ariting, It will also compare Bebey with his

contemporaries and try to draw more attention to him

a2 4 writer.
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L gre=t disservice h~s been done to him in this
resvect, perhaps because he has not chosen to go the
wny of other African writcers of today who ro¢ more
concerned with showing the serious aspects of life with
cequzl gravity. Perhaps, because he does not write in
the monncer of committed writers like Sembene (usmene,
Ngugl W2 Thiongo, and Bernard Dadif, not much ~ttention
has been paid to his work in the literary world. This
is notwithstanding the fact that many of his themes

arc important to society as well as the humour he uses.

This study will consequently also serve to show
th2t humour can be and is used to convey importaont
ide's =nd opinions. It will equally show that humour
is an essential phenomenon in our lives and should not
entirely be dissociated frem literature, bearing in
mind the fundamental role of literature which is to
sive ﬁiensure to the reader, According to Langston
Huzhee:s

"lLike n welcome summer rain, humour may

suddenly cleange and cool the earth, the
sir and you.,"!
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CHAPTER ONE

POLITICAL INVOLVEMENT, THF NARRATORS, THE CHARLCTERS
~ND_HUMOUR

Frencis Bebey is one of the most versatile and
7ifted ~frican writers 2s far as his depiction of
picturesque tableaux of the African socizty is concerned,
Zlmoct 21l his stories are situnted either in traditional
or contemporary Africa, giving us an insight into the
contrests, jJoys and tribulations existing in two such
voricd societics, As Dominique Hoyet states!

"Oes romans constitucnt autant de tdmoipgn-ges

sur 1'Afrique des anndes prdcédant ou suivont

immédintement l:Ianiendance et s'attichent

en particulier a decrire les consequences

culturelles de 12 rencontre entre 1'cZurope ot

le continent africain."

We can see the consequences of this "rencontre"
between African and Europenn cultures clearly in le Roi
Albert where the hitherto European phenomcnon - the
wuatLrn-siyle elections are introduced to the villagers,
Thuese spproaching clections give rise to bitter and
violent compaigning between the different political
factions 2nd even come close to destroying the relations
botween the villagers as they become divided between
Bilkounou ~nd Albert, two of the major contest=nts for
the post of the represcentative of the region. /Jpart
from the 2nimosity created by being in different political
camps, more problems are created by Bikounou who takes

ndvontage of the election period to court many women

with the result that many of them got pregnant,
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This c#n be seen from the following statement:

“En effet, depuis le lancement de 12 campagne
¢lectorale, deux a deux, les seins de maintes
femmes A'Effidi et d'ailleurs s'Staient mis &
s¢ gonfler..." (Le Roi Albert, p.169).
From this, we c2n sec that these elections do not only
1f7ect the gocinl relationship of the villagers, but

~1530 hove an effect on the women.

Nevertheless, though Francis Bebey gives a
roprosentation of African society both past nnd present,
he concerns himself more with the cultural ~spects than
the welitical., His preference is markedly for the
siymlie life and customs of the traditional /frican
socicty. As Hoyet aptly ruts it:

Feut=ftre peut-on regretter A cette occrsion

que F. Bebey limite son inspiration

1t'dvocation parfois nostalgique du passcs

certeg celle-ci s'inscrit dans le cadre de

12 revalorisation des cultures traditionnelles

=fricaines, longtemps mcprise€es ou vaes D >

trovers le prisme déformant de l'exotisme,

It is perhaps Bebey's preference for this
troditional African society that renders his books
3lmost completely devoid of political protest, "His is
a Negritude freed from any complexes, ~ny protest, any

hatred or even cynicism,"3 according to Dorothy Elzair,

This nssertion brings about 2 need to 1scertain
Sebey's political commitment with regard to his literary

works.,
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PCLITICS AND NON=-POLITICS IN BEBEY'S WORK

In Bebey's novels, especinlly in Le Fils d'Agmtha,

thourh Bebey describes the period when his country was
under colonial rule, we rarely feel the prescernce of the
coloninl officials. Apart from the brief but vivid

“ndd amusing account of Mbenda's encounter with white
nunters in his village, which resulted in his heing
incorcerated, and the episcde of the alleged witcheraft
of l'oncle Gros-Coeur by the elders of the vill:ige,
which resulted in their imprisonment, the political
overtone which plays 2an essential role in most other
contemporary African novels is singularly and
conspicuously absent, Instend, Franeis Baebey tends to
1lay wore emphasis on the intriczacies of vill-po life

and the socizl norms and values of traditional society.

For examplc, marricge is fully described in Le Fils
d'\notha right from the moment when the young mon
exrresses his desire to get married till the tire the
young zirl arrives at her new home. When Mbendn
decides to get married, ne has to inform the clders of
his intention ns these elders will play an zctive role
in the marringe formalities., Throughout the morriage
prepor-~tion, we discover that it is the 2ffair of the
whole village not just Mbendats, The elders cven
contribute what they can towards the expenses incurred,
and when Mbenda finzlly brings his young bride home,

his personz2l friends help him to do so.
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%11 this is becnuse certain traditional values
have to be adhered to., Mbenda does not choose his
wile himself., His dying father already did thut for
2l ot his death-bed., He chose a2 girl whe hud not even
been korn 2t the time. Fdimo, Mbenda's father, had a
Triend Tenga, and asked him to give his vet-urborn,

first drughter to Mbenda,

/prrt from having to respect the clders of the
vill-pe regarding his marriage, Mbenda also hos to

accert his dead father's wishes.

Nonctheless this does not mean th2t Bebey's works
re comrletely free from a politiecal overtone, There
are somz political intricacies in some of Bebey's works
and we shall determine to what extent politics plnys

an 2ctive role in them.

In Le Rai Albert Bebey endeavours to portray the

ipitiol effects of the elections on an otherwis: placid
africon society. The scenario progresses from mild
noliticking to 2 blazing inferno between the different
political factions whose leaders are all vying for the
anine political seat. In this treatment of the election
scene in Effidi, Bebey seems to concentrate moinly on
the ~dverse conditions which arise from politicald

antagonism,

The villagers of Effidi believe in their superiority
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wier the other villages. They consequently bclieve
it only Effidl is worthy of producing the cendidate
th~t will reprecsent the region., What then is their
ch srin therefore, when the village of Nkool produces
e representative!  The people of Effidi foel very
Ditior »bout Toutoumn-le=-Syndicaliste's victory especially
as the drums o2f Nkool rub in the defeat of Effidi.
™Mo perrator says that:
"Tendant les jours et des Jjours, los gens
de Yknool parfumdrent la forét du rire de

leursg tambours tapnnt fort du matin au sofir."
(1 € ‘.01 t‘!lb‘.rt’ P.17h).

There is 2 great deal of enmity bred in thz herrts of
the villagers during this period as shown by the
upreccdented vinlence between Bikounou's and Albert's
facticns, culminating in the inadvertent killing of
fobics by Albert's driver, When Albert goes to campaig
2t Zuabat, Bikounou and his followers arrive on the
scone, solely to ruin Albert's campaign. The verbal
insults degenerate into 2 fight between iAlbert's and
Mikouncu's supporters. Bikounou escapes and while Albert
iz trying to do the same, his vehicle is attacked by
@cmics, In the bid to get away as quickly ~s yossible,
the driver departs at top speed and at a bend in the
ro-d, unwittingly hits Tobias who is returning from a
wnting cxpedition. Before a hospital can be reached,

Toning dies, 2 victim of the elections,
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In Le Roi Albert, one aspect to which Bzbey

ntt~ches immense import:znce is the influence of rolitics
on th. traditions of the villagers. With the z2dvent of
npolities, the community moves "vers un monde nouveau"

12 the title of the second part of the book -inncunces,
The title of chapter nine of the novel is alse very
simifiernt as it gocs further to announce tnat "un vent
nouve-u souflait sur le pays." Now what singulsnr

Tt lity does this "vent nouveau" possess? It tlows

Ay certain nsnects of the old traditions 'nd customs
arnd brings with it the social and political chonges
csrocisted with 1 new phenomenon - the western-style
clections, This is evident when Chief Ndengu: hes to
wccept the very painful but inevitable fzact that his

st tus as village head will now be secondary to that of
tho ¢leccted candidzate of the region., He nlso has to
~ceept the fact that somebady from anather village

mirht, in being the representative, be superior to him,

However, this momentary distraction from typical
vilizpe 1lifc which takes the form of preparations for
the clections nnd the resultant upheavals 2ccompanying
those preparations, does not signal the end of tradition
in its entirety. When different sorts of oceople present
taenselves for the elections, ranging from 2 certsin
Tobiss who had worked 2s a night watch-man in the town,
t» Doumou the small-headed giant, the narrator informs

the recder that the people laugh at the unlikely
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cirndidates, but are nevertheless aware that somcthing

new is happening to them, The narrator states that:

En tout cas, il devint clair, au sujet de¢ ces
élections, que quelque chose de nouveau se
préparalt dons le pnays. Car pour 1la premiére
fois de leur vie, les villageois, libcérds des
contranintes de 12 tradition - momentanémont
tout au moins, car quel individu vivant ou N
villaee peut donc se vanter de s'Stre iindré
cemplétement et définitivement de 12
trndition?... (Le Roi Albert, p.134).

The villagers are now aware of this new frccdom
ihey brve, to =2spire to the post of representative of
the veopls, Tradition does not plz2y any role here at
sll., The person chosen to be the represent2tive will
not be hond-picked by the elders as would h:vce been
done traditionally., Instead, all the people will vote
for whoever they consider capable, All the s2me, this
freccom from tradition notwithstanding, it is only 2
temporsry affair according to the narrator becanse no
villzeer can be completely free from the clutches of

tradition,

In Imbarras, the scenario is different because the
storice are not confined to the tradition~l African

zociety ns is the case in Le Roi Ajbert. In Erbarras,

eontemporary Africa and even Furope provide the locale
for the short stories. For instance "New 3tonley Hotel,
1951 tells the story of 2 visitor from Paris who has

e crend the night in 2 hotel in Nairobi, and who ends

ap sleeping in the bath in n attempt to protect his
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belongings from theft.

snother short stery from Embarras "Le Mot de
Maurtine® has Europe as its setting and tells of & young
ninck man's experience of racism even from his girl-
fricnd - a French girl‘knawn as Martine., Becrause the
veoung lack (whose name we are not told) answers "no"
fa ome of Martine's quéstions when she expects 2 '"yes",

Merriine osks:

“Fourquoi f=is-tu lc¢ neégre important?" (Pmbarras,
Pe1). Mortine's question shows that sho docs not
think a "negre" should feel important in any wey. With
these examples, we can see that Embaprras has some
stories set in the modern world. Nevertheless, the
modlernity of the settings in Emberras notwithstonding,

politic=l protest is virtually absent.

Cne of Bebey's favourite themes in Emborras is
rocism, However, in 1968 when this collection wos
published, the political problem for Africa was not
rexlly that of racism. Most African countrics had
attiired independence at that time, and were frcece from
clonialism, However, they now face many praoblems,

/hon the eolonizers departed, they dircctly or indirectly
111 mothing to break the dependence of th:ir ex-cnlonies
sn b m. Economic ties between these African ccuntries
~rnd Burope, instead of growing weaker hoave grown stronger,

frics has had to depend almost completely on imported
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coods,  Unfortunately, «frica has become much poorer.,
Alded to this is the fact that export items produced by
ifrican countries now cost less whereas the imported

m2nufecetured goods cost more.

With the much-sought-after independence «f most
rican States, came political instability. These were
charncterized by 2 series of coups d'etat, mostly
militcory, and civil wzrs that threatened to split
countrics into two., Examples of countries that have
suffered from such civil wars are Zalre (then Congo-
Kinshssa) and Nigeria., Claude Wauthier has uvbserved
that:

“The two richest and most populous countries

in black Africa, Canro-Kinshasa (later Zaire)

and Nigeria werc torn by appalling civil wars

triggered off by attempts at secession on the

port of Katamga and Biafra respectively.”

Nurthermore, the governing classes are corrupt and
exploit the poor masses. This is because many /Lfrican
3tates are plagued by 2 series of dictatorianl governments
which do little or nothing to alleviate the suffering of

the mossos,

This phenomenon is depicted by Chinua /ichebe in his

novel, 4 Man of the People, It appeared in 196€ and

set cut to satirise 1life in Nigeria in the carly
sixties., 1t is a satirical work about the politicel

thuggery, instability and uncertainty that has befallen
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moet frican States in the wake of the much-desired and

neclnimed independence.

Most other African writers were concerncue with
depleting the political problems of African countrices.
unong, these problems, racism was =bsent or s¢ minor as
t2 be virtunlly non-existent, except in the cose of

»muth iLfrieca,

In contrast to the other works already mentionecd
in which Beboy makes mild incursions into pelitics, L2

Pource ashanti is 2 real politicol novel since the major

tuene of the book iz the political situation in Chana
a2t the period of Independence. The political tobleau
ts of Mkrumah of Ghana, known in the novel =s "Le
Taeteur,” and the gradual corruption of Nkrumth's party

much tn the disappaintment of the adoring masses.

+#11 these pnlitical events are culled from facts
in Chnna's political history. However, Bebev shows his
unicueness as a writer by his ability to blend the
-nlitical and the fictitious in the novel La Foupée

2sh' nti, In Hoyet's own words:

———

"Fiction romanesque et Histoire sont

étroitemegt imbriquees dans La Poupee

ushanti,.”

To understand the relationship between fiction
snd history in La Poup€e, we need to take 3 look at
the political history of Ghana under Nkrumah, wnich
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comes up in the novel,

Mkrumzh's first start as a politician was in 1947
when he became Genertl Secretary of the United Gold
Cuast Convention = the only political party then, In
1951, the Governor of the Gnld Cphast, Sir Cuirles
irden Clarke aprointed him "Leader of Government
Business," and in 1956, he became Prime Minister of an
1ll-ifrican cabinet. 1In March, 1957, Indopendence was
aranted, »nd Nkrumah's party - the C.C.P., became the
ruling party. However, according to Trevor Jaonos:

“Cnce at the top Nkrumah's vznity began to

swell te grotesque proportions, untempered by

the company of cquals and encouraged by those

whe discovered ghﬂt flattery could serve their

own interests."

This type of flattery can be seen in La Poupfe vhere the
adul>tion and hero-worship of the masses is obvious in
the affectionate nick-name "Le Docteur," referring to
Terum=zh, just as in the present-day Ivory Const,
President Houphouet-Boigny is referred to affcctionately

as "Le Vieux.,"

Ve can determince the time the story tokes place
from certain details from La Pougéé. The narrator

infrrms us that the avenue de 1'independance:

ftoit elle-mBme un symbole. Elle avait &té
~inai baptisée, sans doute parce que partant
de 1l'aéproport, elle conduisait 1'étranger
srrivant nouvellement dans le pays, Jjusqu'a2u
centre de 1la ville en lul faisant respirer
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are cvident. One of them is the type we shall call the

airrctor-character and the other is the omniscient

narrator.

The narrator-character can also be called the

particip=ating narrator since he plays 2n active role
in the story as a2 character, and at the same time
narrotes the events. The narrator-character is typified

by Mbendn, the hero of Le Fils d'iAgatha, He is one of

the most smusing narrators and characters in Pebey's werks,

Mbenda recounts his moving story with 2 grest deal
of rcalism and he is infinitely mere endezring te the
re-der on account of his 2bility to emit humsur even in
the frce of absolute calamity. Far instance when fgotha
Moudin gives birth to a white child, Mbenda describes

his physical appearance and that of his wife 2s follows:

C'est que la couleur de ma propre pe2u approche
des meilleures teintes d'ébéne. De plus, nvec
mes cheveux crépus, mes ldvres c€paisses 2t mon
ncz a4 la base plutBt gehereuse, je suis cur .que
le "Nouveau Petit Larousse" d'autrefois n'eiit
pne n€sité un seul instant 2 me prendr:c cour
modéle de la race noire. Quant A% Agatha Moudio,
ee. ©lle €tait .., toute noire, des pieds 7@ la
tfte, DE&cidément, c'étnit bien etrange, cette
histoire. (Le Fils d'.gatha, p.205).

Here we con observe that though Mbendn kncws in
his he-rt of hearts that the child is not his,; he cen
still make Jjokes about being 2 typical example of a
black man, before concluding humorously that the

question of the child's colour is very strange, WMbenda
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gives the impressicn of being very nalve to the extent
of not knowing that a white child must of necessity have
a white parent. He pleys on his naivete by using the

words "etrange" and "histoire" to refer to the problem,
Freud ~ffirms that:

The smnll contributions of humour th-t we

produce ourselves are as 2 rule made at the

cost of anger - instead of getting angry.*

. person who laughs a2t himgelf instead of petting
angry hzs the tendency of appealing to others, IMbenda
shows this quzlity of his 2t its peak when his wife
agathe Moudio gives birth to the white child, n
~cceunt of this extremely strange vhenomenon - both
igaths and Mbenda are black - 12 mire Mauvais-Regerd
mak.2 the sinister comment that:

“Teut-ftre cet enfant-Ia aura-t-il_un jour

une bouche tout en or, comme SON PEre ...
(Le Fils d'Agaths, p.205).

This allusion of course is to the white man with gold
toeth who has been seen several times with igotha, Ve,
the recsders, know this, but what is Mbenda's reaction
to the prediction?

"Je me precipital devant une glace en

entendant cela et présentai mes dents:

deux rangees d'ivoire d'une propretd et

d'une blincheur irréprochables." (Le
I“ils d'.’\gﬂth‘ﬂ. p0205 -

in this cease, the fact that the hero Mbenda is so naive
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28 L rush tc the mirror to see if his teeth 2re goclden

is « jab of wry humour at the narrator's own expense,

Fbenda's humour is frec of revolt, despair or
nrotest, Far example, when some white hunters come to
the village to hunt, the villagers decide th2t they
shauld receive some sort of compensation from these men
Mbends mekes himself the spokesman and, due to his
stubbernmess nnd threats, the white hunters eventually
zive The villagers some money to buy salt with., One
a2f the hunters nsks Mbenda's name and promises thet

Mioondn will hear from him,
“bendn continues his story:

(u=nt aux nouvelles dont m'aveit parle
1'homme avee tant de bienveillance dans 12
v-ix, tous les miens penstrent aussitft
que ce serait sans doute un emploi 2 1a
ville qui allait m'@tre propos€... Les
~ens font de ces deductions... (Le Fils

d'Agatha, p.16).

Here our anticipation is being built up by Mbenda
and we appreciate the irony of the words "avec tant
de bienveillance dans la voix," when we read vhat
happens next. According to Mbenda:

"En effet, une scmaine apres cette journéc

rleine de sel de, cuisine et de promesses

d'avenir, nous elUmes 1= visite pour le muins

inopinde de M. Dubous lc commisszire gencéral
de police de Dauala."

Ho goes ong



= 32 =

Je gagnal quinze Jjours de prison... Quinze
JOUPS de _prison, sans Jjugement aucun, pour

2voir n0sé demander de 1l'argent pour le sel de
cuisine necessaire 2 notre communaute’, ¢ etnit
le tarif en ce temps-IR, La Loi 1tavait prévu
ainsi. (Le Fils d'Agatha, p.16).

In spite of the injustice Mbenda cxpz=riences, he
cm still recount his story in an 2musing way, ~nd
without 2ny trace of bitterness. He sees the dry of
the¢ encounter with the white hunters =2s full of ccoking
511t and promises of the future. The irony of it =11
is thot these future promises mature into a fifteen-day
sty in prison. Mbenda plays osn words, When he says
I.n Loi 1'avait prevu ainsi" he humorsusly vloys on
the French translation of his name which also mezns the

law in French.

From this discussion, it is clear that Mbenda's
humcour is woven inte the web of the narrative with
rerirkable ease., Apart from the ability to l~ugh at
himself, the narrator also makes fun of his fellow-
villogers. For example, when the white hunters arrive

in trteir village Mbenda declares that:

['un des hommes était tres riche, du meins
nous le pensions chaque fois qu'il cuvrait

12 bouche pour parler, car a la place des

deux rangees d'ivoire que le clel avait
siirement du 1ui donner 3 1a naissnnce, i1
cvait mis deux brillantes rangées d'or ...
Ouel homme bizarre, nous disions-nous; et

:vec tout cela il aviit de 1'or h n'en

~veir que faire, au point qu'il le gaspillalt

v:lontiers en 1o transformant m&me en dents...
(Le Fils d'Agatha, p.11).
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The amusement here is 2t the expense of Fuenda
#ml his fellow villagers. They 2re so simple-minded
in their 2pprailsal of the white man with the gold teeth,
beiicving that he has s2 much gold that he does net

“now whrt to do with it other than to make teocth from 1t.

In FEmbarras, most of the narrators arc 27 the
narr-tor=character category like Mbenda, This means
that though they marrate the story, they are =liso
chrrocters in it., In seven out of the eight shert
sturies in this collection, the narrator is alse o
chirracter. The only cxception is the short story
'.ssiszstanas et le commissaire de police," in which

we have an omniscient nazrrator.

The narrator-character's perception of himself and
hmmm nnture in Pmbarras is exception2l especinlly en
acecount of his humorous presentation and crmmentaries
m 1ife in penerzl and human behaviour in garticular,
Th: narrator in this collection of short stories has &
more biting wit than Mbenda, While Mbenda's ic gentle
wicthout protest, the narrator in Embarras mokes his
protests and condemnations obvious by having recourse
to ironic humour. In "les Revelations de 1a chembre
noire,¥ the narrator is told by his sister not te look
into - mirror when someone is being buried or clse he

will dic nine days after doing so.

Following his sister's z2dvice he decides thus:
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".lors, comme je suis sur qu'z certaines hecures

¢e 1la journée on n'enterre perscnne nulle part

SOus aucun ciel, je me mire, assez longuement

pour €tre certain d'avoir eu ma ration de glace

de 1o journée" (Embarras, p.97).
Huro, the narrator pretends to believe that there is a
tine when 2ll over the world nobody is being buried but
he belies this by stating ironically that he makes as
much use of the mirror as possible, during this time

wheéa nehody is being buried, becnuse this will be his

culy retion of the mirror for the day,

Ir the short story "New Stanley Hotel, 1761," the
niercing wit is obvious when the nareator recounts the
humnrous aspect of an uncomfortible night that he spent.

Weeso Une recommendntion imprim?é en lettres

capitales, me rappelait que decidément Stenley

n'avait pas fait grand-chose pour m'cviter

une nuit % meme le sol." (Embarras, p.10).

The Ctonley mentioned here refers of course to the

prest explorer and this is what amuses the recder. This
is bectuse the narrator in the story consistently

informs us that Stanley did not leave any trace of
civilisation behind him in Africa. When the norrstor
sryvly comments that Stanley 21so did nothing to prevent
him from sleeping on the ground, he uses one «f the
stock=in=trade of ironists which is bringzing grcat men
drwm o the level of other human beings. The nzrrator
succeeds in bringing the famous Stanley down to his lcevel,

md while amusing the rezder, a2lso asks hidden questions
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abuut on explorer who passes without leaving nything

pverminent behind him,

In the poems which take up the theme 2f c<ach short
story, there is this pilercing type of humour -s con be
seen in the poem "Mensonge" which comes after "MNow
stnley Hotel, 1961," »nd takes up the theme of & slcep=-
less night. Even the name of the poem "Mensonge" glves
ns ~n insight into what will transpire as we clready
now th2t the person recounting the poem alrecdy dis-
agrees with whatever iden is projected. This is hecause
the word "Menscnge" means falsehoed, s» alrendy we know

th:t there is socmething the narrator disasprees with,

In the poem, he starts off by saying he does not
helicve in n sleepless night and then informs us that
Kodistou claims to have spent one, In French, the
cxpression for a sleepless night translated literally 1is
fwhite night." The narrator plays on words, ~nd
feigning surprise at the thought of 2 black woman
spending a sleepless night, he gives the impression that
he bolieves she spent the night as a white women. This
play on words 2and the fake naiveté of +.¢ spenker are
wmusing since he plays on the words "noire” snd "blanche"
nd cecms not to know the renl meaning of "une nuit

bl =nche,"

In "Le Pére Noel de Fanta," another narrstor-

chiracter steals the scene with his amusing ~2ccocunt of
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his 'nd his family's first encounter with the concept
of Fether Christmas. This obvicus ignorance of the
2xictence of Fother Christmas is understandable when
me considers the fact that the narrator and his family
arc living in an African village and the narrator is
th' first of his family t< go to schenl., Apzrt from the
funny way his father responds to the idea, the norrator
nimeelf does not hesitate to show his awn shortcomings.

"En effet, » vinegt ans, j'appris qu'il existnit

un pcre Noel descendant dans 12 cheminde 1n

miit du 2l décembre et 1aissant des chdesux

drns les chaussures des enfznts sages.”

(Lmbarr~s, p.37).
Here, the apparewt conviction with which the norrator
informs us of his late discovery of the concept of
Fether Christmas is more amusing when one remembers that
such knowledge is of little imvortance; however, the

narrs tor tends to inflate its importance.

The omniscient narrator sees and knows everything,
He tells the steory from the point of view of » third
person and he does not participate as a character in
the events he describes. His sense of humour is not
ns pronounced 7s that of the narrator-charicter. Never-
theless, his sense of humour is obvious esrecinlly in

Le Roi .1bert, We ean see the narrator's wit when he

describes events and penple around him,

For example, on Sundays, Albert has a special
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witfit for going to church., Unfortunately, the village
children find his mode of dressing funny and m:ke fun
of im. The parents punish their children for insulting
sucn 2 dignitary especially on "le jour du Seigneur!"

(Le kei Albert, p.26). However, according to the

narrator,

“ctont donné ses nccupations h la ville, le
roi ne pouvait jamails se foire moquer un
?r'-ur autre que le jour du Seigneur...®

I+ Roi Albert, p.26).

Tt is amusing to note the way the narrator =ssures that
wbert might prefer to be laughed at on other doys, if

it were not for his werk in town.

The ommilscient narrator also displays =n 2pprealing
simpiicitw ns we can sce iIn the following prssnge {rom

Le Roi albert in which the narrator condemns his fellow

villugers:

"On ne possede pas une boutigue au centre
commercial sans posséder efalcment,
quelgques persunneq.aimant 1targent ¢t qui
censtituent un  véritable service de
renseignements..." (Le Roi Albert, p.20).

Here the narrator employs ironic humour to moke fun

5T his fellow villagers. According to Normun Stokle:

iRebey's narrators are blessed with a2 sense of
humour znd 2 predilection for irony, =n’' they
meke free use of both to protect thems: lves

or their friends, demnlish enemies, ugh~ld
villare customs, or simply to 2amuse.”
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We cnan see how the narrator 'demolishes' his
f-llow villagers especinally when he describes them as
veople who love money and who are ready to cive
information. Tnpis is funny becouse the insinuation is
thht it is the money that makes them so ezger to give
information to Albert. This is consequently =n cpen
cmdemnation of the villagers' attitude »f sponging on

th-: more successful ones among them,

The narrator in La Poupée is also omniscient and
sccsionnlly makes some funny statements., One of the
tanls he uses is personification combined with the
cherscteristic simple-mindedness of Bebey's charzcters
il nerrators. Inanimate things are given life znd
this enhaonces humour. For instance, in La Poupce,
the norrator states:

"Vais le scandzale guettait, patiemment, nw

fil des jours, le moment d'éclater., Il =

1'habitude de¢ faire ainsi, et d'assurer

avint d'éclater que son éclosion fera

necesszirement scandale." (La_Poupee, p.L0).
Hero scandal is invested with life, and chooses the

rizht time to break oven so that there will be 2 scandal.

;.8 we have sald before, of the eight short stories
in Emborras, only "Assisast nis et le commissaire de
police" hos an omniscient narrator. The narrater's
humour can be seen in his witty commentarics and

~aseasments of situations. Far instance he comments on
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Minsieur Neuf's method of operation regarding his duty

2s @ policeman in West Africa:

sujourd'hui je pense que M. Neuf connaiss~it
tout simplement son métier et que tout policier
Jevrait pouvair montrer son nez sur les lieux
dbs le premier coup de télephone lui apprenant
que le comptable de la Banque de 1! ifrique
Cecidentale a éte surpris en train de roder

b )
rres du coffre~fort de son propre burenu zux
heurcs de travail,.., Ou encere qu'un bl nc
vient de gifler un noir, mais qu'au lieu de
recevoir respectucusement la gifle, le néere a
ou ug air méeontent qui n'a p=s du tout plu au
l:lone.

Teutes ces irrdpularités, tous ces crimes,
Wonsieur Neuf nccour=it ®a leur rencontre
chague fois qu'ils se produilsaient.
(Embarras, pp.77 & 78).
Her: we can see that, though the narrator ~pnears to
belicve that M. Neuf is doing the right thing by
arresting a black bank cashier for moving about his
desk, or a black man for looking unhappy when slapped
by = white man, he is in reality condemning such an
1acticn. We can tell this from the words "toutes ces
irresulnrités, tous ces crimes" referrine to this very
norm:l behnviour of the Bjacks, The words =are ironically
uscd ond because we the renders understand thot the
narrotor means the exact opposite of what he is saying,
find the spicy irony amusing. According to Normen
Stokle, one of Bebey's favourite ironic devices
congists of defending the manifestly indefensihlc.g

This happens in this scene from "Assisastanas" where

the narrator seemingly defends M. Neuf's nbsurd arrests
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but this has the effect of showing how incongruous they
e,

-

In le Roi ilbert, the narrator is alsc cmniscient.

Hz 1lso has Bebcy's unique sense of humour since he is
occasionally the =uthor's mouth-pilece. This lends us
to on important aspect about the narrators 2nd their

humorous relation to the author.

Studying the narrators and ignoring the cuthor is
% fuiile endeavour since in effect the author creactes
the narrator and bestows him with speech, thourht and

mimation,
Wayne Booth states that:

*In practice no author ever manages to ﬂrc%ae
= work which shows complete impartiality,”

Thus we cannot completely detach Francis Bebey from

his works., The implied zuthor emerges from the wey in

which the story i= told in a novel, The implied suthor

is not automatically the narrator because, by definition,

the role of a narrator is simply to recount the events

or hrpenings in the novel, Sometimes the n~orrator

cun cither be a dramatised first-person char-cter in

the novel or 2n 2nonymous more or less omniscient voice.
'he narrator, whether impersonal or dramatised, can be

vory close to the implied suthor depending on the

authorial strateey of the novel, Conversely, there can
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be an ironic distance between the implied author's
noint of view and the norrator's, But, either wzy,
the narrator's viewpoint more or less helps the rezder
tc identify the values and outlook of the implied
author, Apart from the narrators, the characters clso

vaise the reader.

THE CHARACTER -~ HUMCRIST

It is important to note that Bebey's char:scters do
not hove 2 very pronounced sense of humsur, They are
neensional 1y comic but they are generally not very

af % af=
wittv,

However, some of these characters have a3 sharp wit
and this can best be seen in Embarras. In "La Pie
voyngeuse" where the chief character is =2lso the

narrator, his speech is occasionally humorcus,

WVhen the narrator and a young girl arrive in

Cologne, she says to him:
"Regarde, il pleut."
H¢ then replies with a quip:

"Qui, ¢'est vrai il pleut.., C'est vaut-Btre

de citte eau que 1'on vend de par le monde

en flacons de luxe?" (Embarras, p.71).
Here, the narrator feigns simple-mindedness by

pretending to believe that "eau de Cologne” is rroduced

from the rain that fzlls in Cologne. Knowing thet this
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to pwerecicte the ironic effects of the gquestion.,

Evin in Le Roi Albert, though Albert is serious-

minded, he does give vent to the occasional ~musing
stutement. When Belobo ssks if Albert heurs = veice

sorrking to him in the night, Albert answers:

"L nuit, tu sais Belobo, lz nuit, j'ai un grand
défrut: je dors. QOui, je deis te 1'avouer, au
v'us profond de 1z nuit, je dors profondiment...
t je ronfle, je ronfle, si fort que tout lc monde
goit gque 1e roi Albert est maintenant entré dans
le¢ royaume du someil,”

4t this Belobo nsks:
"I't eomment sais-tu que tu ronfles, puisque tu dors?”
L1bert repliess

"Je s2is que je ronfle, parce que parfais, cela
m= reveille," (Le Roi Albert, p.57).

From this dialogue we can see that Albert has a
sonse of irony when he claims that his greatest foult
=i night is that he sleeps. He also has 2 sense of the

-~

ssiic when he states that his own snores wake him up.

Bebey's humour nas n certain quality - it sppears
v nove n universal dimension. This universnl dimension
i« pot only on uccount of the various settings of the
storice - treditionsl Africa, contemporary Africz nnd
:von Europs, but also on account of its appeal to a
universal readership. This is because Babay docs not

Limit nimself to siturtions which are purcly Camerounian,
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Aoebeyt's ceritics who acclaim his pronounce:! sense
f runour are not only Camerounians., Critics like
MJorothy Blalr and Dominique Hoyet, as well 25 Bebey's
wide ond varled readership, appreciate and undcrstand
his humcur due partly to the skill with which Bebey can

ure of Adifferent settings, adapting ther tc suilt

ais humcur., This can further be explained by the

Lowing simplified di=gram showing the humour process:

THE HUMQOUR FPROCESS

Felt Overt
Unexnectedness | | Pleasure [™®|Humour | |Laushter

;. propriate
Environmental
context,

f

/!‘ Fig. I
11

Frem this diagram, we can see that given an

pproprinte environmental context which Bebay provides
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with his various settings, and given a2 certain decgree
of unexpcctedness which does not lack in Bebey's works,
the resultant pleasure develops into felt humowr snd
evin overt laughter. This can be seen in La Foupee
whore the narrator first draws the scene for us in the
following passage before introducing the desree of
unexpectedness which gives rise to the fzlt humour,

Cuelle Afrique! Sur une des places

rubliques, voici un ercupe de parieurs

~utour d'une roulette improvisee,,. les,

ruetteurs scnt reputés pour leur faculte

toute spéciale de deceler les gendarmes on

civil., On dit quelquefois qu'ils abusent

de cette facultd, mais comme personne ne

vz jamais demander 2 un homme en civil s'il

est un gendarme degulse, le metier de guctteur

continue de fournir d'importantes sources de
revenus aux guetteurs des roulettes de Nimz,

(La_Poupée, pp.71 - 72).

The setting here is Africa, with a group of
grmblers round a gambling wheel. There are also some
men watching out for any pclicemen in civilian clothes.
First the narrator introduces the unexpected by meking
the allusion that these warchmen misuse their ability
t rocognize policemen in mufti. Then the narrator
concludes humorously that since no-one is rendy te ask
somerme in civilian clothes if he is a poslicemrn, these
fructteurs” make a lot of money from their job. He
imnlies that sometimes these people do nnt renlly see
any policemen but clzim to have done so in order to

cnllect their money.
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~1thnurgh Bebey does n~t make politics the mein
theme of his literary works, it still plays an active
rcle in some of his works such as La Poupfe m~nd L& Roi
nlbert. This notwithstanding, Bebey has a grest sense
=T the comic and with the help of his narrators and
charzeters, creates very amusing scenes that are part of

his universal charm as 2 writer.
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CHAPTER TWO

TYPES AND METHODS OF HUMOUR EMPLOYED BY RBFREY

Laughter and smiling are the fin2l products of felt
hum ur and they help the individual to relax. Froncis
Bebey thus makes himself one of the masters of l=ughter
since he has made a great success of sosthine and
relaxing us with the laughter and smiles which result
from the varied and revealing aspects »f the humorous
scenes in his books. Dur main objective in this chapter
will be to study the intricacies of Bebey's manipul=ation
f bumour. This will be done by examining the diffcorent
types of humour that Bebey mokes use of as well as the

moth~ds he employs t- achieve the desired results,

ENTLE HUMOUR

Sometimes Bebey's works show that he has = sense »f
humzur that can best be classified as gentle. But then
ane would ask, what type of humsur is this gentle humour?
It is gentle in the use »f words and expressions to give
risc to the much desired unexpectedness thot is such a
vit2l cspect »f humour. Canspirntorial asides 2lsec add
spice to this humour because they develop a nleyful link
be tween the narrator and the reader, Tywis is boeruse
the resder is made a participant by the way the narrator
comnents on situations and 2sks the rezder questions.
“sr example, in La Poupée when the narrator wents to
romingd us of the day Tante Princess' bicycle broke down

he ¢~1ls the reader inta the seene by saying:
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"Rappelez-vous ceéJour ou 1l'humour avait
totalement fait défaut lorsqu'une panne de
bicyclette 1l'avait obligée B marcher ™ pied

p)t;go?e rendre chez Mam." (La Poupee,
Pe .

The words "rappelez-vous" playfully invite the reader

to come and bear witness to the events.

Le Fils d'Agatha is full of this gentle humour

charccterized by soft insinuations and conspirntorial
nsides from the participating narrator Mbenda, and this
can be observed in the following sentence:

Ce n'est pas qu'on refuse obstinément de

vendre la terre - Jje me demande du reste ce

gui resterait de terre aux gens de chez

nous s'ils réussissaient 2 tout vendre 2

1'étranger venu de Syrie ou d'ailleurs =-

meis on aime bien voir tout le village z2u
ccurant des transactions,.. (Le Fils

dtigatha, p.110).

In this instance the narrator brings in his
personal opinion, "je me demande du reste... d'ailleurs,”
and this contrasts delightfully with his assertion that
the villagers do not refuse t» sell their land, Here
the thoughts of the narrator are rendered funnier both
by the gentleness of presentation and by the subtle
contradiction, This is very common throughout Bebey's

wyrks though it is more pronocunced in Le Fils d'.igatha.

In Le Roi Albert the narrator's gentle humcur is

occasicnally conveyed by means of subtle contradiction

28 in the following example:
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"Eikounou allait demander ce qui se passait,
lorsqu'une deuxitme gifle, tout =ussi
m-gistrale que la premid®re, vint avec
fracas rétablir l'equilibrﬂ sur la joue
gauche,” (Le Roi Albert, p.83).

The centradictinon can be seen in the ironic~1 stetement
chat the second slap restores equilibrium €5 the left
chezck, It is ironical because we know Bik »unou is still

trying to recover from the first slap when he is piven

th s scecond nne.

The effect of this type of humour is that it
siucceeds in stimulnating the reader's sense of humeur
without necessarily being overtly critical. This does
10t mean that the message hidden behind the humcur is
not conveyed. On the contrary, this type f humour is
28 effective as the other types Bebey makes usc of and

this con be attested to from "Le Mariage d'Edda," flerc,
the 2bvious aim -f Bebey is to show the simple-minded-
ness °f the narrator-character and this emerges when
the nerratsr says:

Mris qu'test-ce qu'ils avaient donc eu, eux

~ussi, h me donner unce natte posée sur le

sol fr id? I1 est vrai gqu'elle n'étﬂxt el

mouillés, comme je venails de le pritendre,

mais i1 est veni que j'avais chez moi un 1lit

de bambou que j'aurais pu faire porter par

mon fils., (Embarras, p.19).

Here, humour serves ns an unmasking tactic, uscd
in this way, to reject the identity proferrcd by the

n“rru?wr,1 because though the narrator wants te give
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the impression that he is right in =sking why he had
€3 slcep on 2 "wet" mat, his comic stztement exposes
v for- the naive individual he really is. He occepts
thrt reslly the mat was not wet, but that he dﬁes.
himve - bamb2o bed at home and could have asked his son
te cirry it to Zaabat for him t~ slecp in. The
n-rrator!s way of oxpressing himself as we can sce is
comir, #=nd it is musing to imagine his son carrying a

vx! n his head all the way to Za=zbat.,

SUBTLE HUMOUR

Uccosionally Bebey employs subtlety to =muse and
inform the reader. In this case, the narrator dees not
saer to be making open fun of the characters and
situstions, becausc the barb is cleverly hidden under
the regk of humour, This subtlety abounds throughout
Babey's works but is mhst evident in Embarras.
heerding to the publisher's blurb on Embarra:s:

"les lecteurs se délectercnt de cet humour

subtil qui parcourt tout le livre comre un

£il d'argent et le rend scintillant de rires

m-lgré les drames et les péripdties des

hiras," (Cover of Embarras).

In suite of the problems of the narrators in Embarrss
chelr subtle humour amuses the resder a grezat deal.
fope, © senee of humour combined with subtlety give
rise t2 felt humcur, After all, what is the =rt of

being subtle? It means being crafty evasive, delicate.
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These are the qusyities that Bebey combines in his
writing while utilising that power to amuse which is

2 much 2 trademark »f his.

This subtlety 2lso arcuses the reader's participa-
tinn krcnuse certain words utilized by the narrotor
tend to awaken a subtle complicity between the narpator
nd the reader. Directly eliciting the re=der's
p rticip2tion with words like "vous" and "n-us" is part

f Bebey's 2rt. Far instance in Le Roi \lbert, the

the nerrntor states:

Guind on s3it combien le Jjeune homme tenait

© g1 place dans un bureau, on 1l'excuse szns
peine de g2 plneide coldre devant 1'apathie
des vieux imbociles. En pareilles
circonstances, il vout thujours micux
Irisser ogir les autres sans nous m@ler d'une
affaire gui risquernit de devenir dangereuse
prur nous. (Le Roi aAlbert, p.31).

The narrator is subtly condemning Bikounou's
apjoct cowardice. Bikounndu does not relish the idea
2f ~ white priest coming to the village church to
lecture the villagers nn "la personalite africzine."
This cuestion of the African persomnality nrises tectuse
the villzpers havc been singing in Latin, whereas the
wnite priest believes that they will be abl: to pray

and understand better if they sing in their own language.

/fter the scrvice, Bik~unou is really angry with
those he calls "vieux imbéeiles" who, according te him,

21low thems=zlves to be insulted by the priest.. The
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norrotor informs the reader that Bikounou likes werking
in 2an office very much and that is why he kecps quiet.
However, he further comments that in such circumstances
it is better for one to keep quict instead of getting
int» trouble. It is this ironic commentary that, in
reality, derides Bikounou and shows immediately that
the norrator is initially only pretending t» understand

Bikouncu's reason for keeping quict.

This type Af humour enables the marrator to say
thin g with 2 seemingly "straicght face® while he is in
efrfect questirming certain ridiculous situntions. For
instince, in Embarras, the narrator of "Le Plre No¥l de
fonte describes the effect of Christmas 'n children
living in African towns in the following words:

Et drns les villes, les enfants des noirs

civilisés se sont mis... & croire & un ptre

Noel dispensnteur de cadenux varié€s, tel

gue le train électrique_dﬁnt tout le monde

ne saura pas se servir a 1la maisuq, u 1a

pcupée rmse cux cheveux ens~leillés... >u

le cygne blanc, ou encore le chalet suissc

couvert de neige, toutes sortes de choses

inventées d2ns les pays tempérés pour le

nonheur des enfants des tropiques.

(Embarras, p.h1).

In this case, incongruity, which is sne ~f the
h~sis 7r humour, is combined with an amuszing subtlety.
dnt after all could be more incongruous than tne
incredible fact that children in the Trapies con be
madec hoppy by receiving toys most of which connot be

icentified with the “frican way ~f life? But in spite
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:f thesc absurdities, the narrater asserts with

apprrent sericusness "inventées... pour le bonheur

dzs enfants des tropiques.”

inder this cloak of subtlety, Bebey however, hides
2 sinrularly critic2l mind. Hoyet states that:

"Tebey critique 1'ethnocentrisme europden

de 1'épnque coloniale, qui dévalorisait 1a

culture 2fricaine,... en i@posant une

p litigque d'assimilation,®
¥e can see an illustratisn of the adverse effect of
assimilation »n African children in the storv YLe Plre

.

MJel de Funta,"™ For exomple, they believe in Senta
Claus, though this dnes not have any vital onnection
with their lives in /Africa. They als» 1k forward to
tuvs thot represent 2 culture and tradition utterly
alien to theirs, like the white dnll with g lden hair

an't the Swiss chalet covered with snow.

This criticism of ethnocentrism is secn teo in

Le Hoi /ilbert. One remarkable instance is where the

narrztor desceribes Toutouma le Syndicaliste's absarption
in =~ schonl book which describes everything oxcept

Jriec to the young African students, The descriptions
include c¢limbing the Mont-Blanc, eating beef in the
Charulris, waiting for Father Christmas to coms down

the chimney and playing with a snow-man in the Winter,

(Le K~i Albert, pp.66 - 67).
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This is a book mesnt for children in .Africs ond
thie norrator shows his condemnation of such & buck in
the cynical way he says that the book speaks ta ..frican
children of all sorts of things except ifricn. 1In this
Wiy, bLebey shows the absurdity of o bonk that teaches
chil Ldren how to climb the Mont-Blanc when such n thing

iz nt relevant to their culture.

/.CIDIC HUMCUR

Bebey, apart from gentleness and subtlety, has
vise "un sens 21igu de 1'humsur acide,"B 2ccpiing to
Brigitte Stokle., This acidic trait is charcterized by
its sharpness. VYoltalre sometimes shows this rcidity
in his work Candide. He employs the same weapon to
ichiéve similar goals. Candide tells the story of a
v ung mzn known as Candide whe is strongly suspected to
be the illegitimnte son of the "Baron de¢ Thunder-ten-
tronchh's sister. He lives in the chAteau =nd is
cduc tod by Pangloiss - believed to be the grestest
pil zopher in the province, Mademoiselle Cunégonde,
daughter ~f the baron, also prafits from Maltre Iangloss!

lLess 'ns.,

Howuvver, one day she gets unexpected lessons of
a different nature, while watching Pangloss and her
mother's chamber-mald in a little forest. 1In the

fullowing passage everything becomes clear:
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Un jour Cunegonde, en 5S¢ promenant AUPTEE
du chi@teau, dans le petit bois gu'on
appelait parc, vit entre des broussailles
1e docteur Pangloss qui donnalt une lecon
de physique cxpérimentale % 1a femme dé
chzmbre de sa METE, petite brune trés jolie
ct tres docile. Comme Mlle Cunégonds aveit
bezucoup e disposition pour les sciences,
elle observa sans swuffler les expériences
réitérces dont elle fut témoin; elle vit
cloirement 1a raison suffisante du docteur,
les effnts‘pt les causes, ¢t st'en retournd
route agitée, toute pensive, toute remplie
du ddsir d'Btre savente, songeant qu'elle
pourrzit bien étre la2 raison suf fisante

du Jjeung Candidc qui pouvait aussi étre 1¢
Siennc.

From this we oan sec that Voltaire is making 2
mockery of pangloss' teaching by applying nigh-sounding
words that Pangloss no doubt uses in tezching like
“physique expérimentale," "raison guffisante,” veffets
ot causes" to Pangloss' sexual encounter with the
chamber-maid. Here Veoltaire is satirizing metaphysicians
1ike Prngloss who usc high-sounding words annccesserily.
As W.F. Barber puts it:

Behind the aatire,... there lies n

r-tional critique. In ridiculing and

~ttocking these human follies and

cruelties, Voltaire is by implication

demanding more intcllipgent standards of

conduct, groater rationality and 2 keener

sonse of reality =28 well as more charity

from his fellow mell.

This critical assessment of Voltaire's =1ims and
objectives can ~lso be suitably applied to Frencis
3.bey, more especially when he uses acid irony in le

Fils d'fgatha. The narrator-character Mpenda states
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Depuis 12 mort de Dicky nous £tions tous
convaincus que 1l'oncle Gros-Coeur &tait un
sorcier redoutable, et nous le redoutions
comme il se devait.,, Un village de chez
nous 2 toujours besoin d'un homme ™ redouter,
qui soit enfermé des pieds & la téte dans

le secret de 1la magie noire... Eya était

¢en prison, 11 fallait donc necessairement
guclqu'un pour le rpmplaccr et 1l'oncle Gros-
Coeur était tout indiqué pour cela,

(Le Fils d'Agatha, p.120).

Here we can discern that the narrator wnants to

e his fellow villagers who are prone to nccusc

¢ of witchceraft. The narrator also implies th~t
Eya the notable "sorcier" is in prisnn, someone

has to be suspected whether he is guilty or not.

the narrator uses irony at the expensc of the

~pers, especially as he appears to believe what he

soying when he uses the words "il fallait ndcessaire-

quelqu'un pour le remplacer." However we kKnow

this is only n pretence by which he cn exypose

the villagers' superstitious beliefs and the woy they

impli

Monte

previ

c2te innocent people.

This type of humour is occasionally employed by

squicu in Lettres persanes. The people who had

ously admired the Persian in his native ctiire,

now thnt he is dressed in Westernized clothes exclaim:

"Wonsicur est Persan? C'est une chose
bien extraordinaire! Comment peut-on
2tre Persan?"
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In this case, the narrator ridicules the stupidity
of the people throush their question "commentlpcut-on
®tre Fersan," as if a Persian can only wear his notive
1ttire to be able tn be identified ns Persian. The
irony of the situation is that the same people now
briieve that because one is dressed like them, one
c~n no longer be of another race, It is 2 scarcely-

veilod eriticism of narrow-mindedness.

Embarras is full of this 2¢id irony anl sorcosm,
48 c'n be seen in the following pnssage:

“Evindi, menottes aux poignets, se it

rromener dans la ville, courant derrilre

un gendarme 2 bicyclette, 11 est vral que

le cycliste n'allait pas a toute allurc.®

(Embarras, p.92).

"he second senteénce is very short but carries a
grent deal of weight due to its acidity. In f2ct, the
shortness of this sentence contributes to its impocet,
as does the trivizlity of the statement compared to the
gravity of the situation. With this acid 2nd humorous
nllusion to the fact that the bicycle Evindi is chained
to is not moving 2t top speed, the narrator succeeds in
showing his criticism of the obnoxious treatmcnt meted

out te Evindi.

Bebey usesg irony when he is criticizing certain
major faults of society such =2s discriminntion., This

cin be observed in le Roi /Albert where the nerrstor
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decliores:

Monsieur Delmot,... contrzirement ™ tous ses
predecesseurs ne se contentait pas de donncr
des ordres en ajout=nt ‘'sale ntegre' chzguc
fois qu'on lui disait quton n'avait p:s bien
compris; il s'approchait de chague ouvrier,
examinait le travail de chacun, relevait

les défauts et aid2it 3 les corriger, sans
Jomais failre remarquer combien les ouvriers
noirs €taient bétes - , tant il est vrai

que pour &tre ouvrier et béte 2 la fois il
fout nécessairement étre noir.

(Le Roi Albert, p.65).

Here, though Vonsicur Delmot is highly prnised,
thc shorp contrast between him and his white colleapues
aly serves to show the discriminatory attitude of the
latter towards the African workers. The narrctar
deridce this feeling of superiority on the port of the
white engincers over the black workers. The author's
irmy is aimed at the racist view that t» be =~ worker

2nd stupid 2t the same time one must 2180 be bleck,

ktven in La Poupée, there are some rare flashes of
~cidity. This acid irony is sometimes conveyed by ald
of personal opinions proferred by the narratour as we

cin observe in this brief portrait of Fdnn's frther:

Le pere d'Edna avait quitté le domicile
conjugsl peu avent 1la venue 2u monde de
1'enfant, prétextant qu'il n'détait pour
rien dans 1la grossesse de sz femme, Les
mauvaises langues... n'omettaient pas de
mettre 1'accent sur le fait que "Brother
Dankz" ayait attendu pres de huit mcis
cvant de constater qu'il attendait de la
méme maniére que quelqu'un qui ne sernit
Jjumais le pére de 1l'enfant A venir., Gi
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Jrmais 11 vous arrivait un jour d'attendrc lo
n-issance d'un enfant jc vous conseille de
vérifier d¢s 1'aube qu'il sera bien le vitre,

(La_Pcupée, p.34).

Denka, Edna's father, whited till his wife wns
eisht months prognant before he finally became swzare
thnt the child was not his. The narrator mockes ot
Denks before giving the funny advice that if ever you
iree expecting a baby, you should verify imrmedintzly

whelher the child is yours or not.

iccording to David Cohen, "to be nble to see
meself with o 1ittle irony is generally considered to
be an excellent qu-’.lity."7 Bebey appenrs to subscribe
ty this assertion 2s can be observed from his bonks in
which he oceasionzally uses irony to convey his views,
Hwyet states that:

"Reprenant 1l: procedé de la feinte niivet

utilise par Monteésquieu dans Les Lettres

Fersancs, Bebey établit par 1é bials do

I'ironic une complicité aouriﬁnte entre
1'auteur et le lectcur.”

.2 wc have seen in many places in Bebey's novels, this
frlse nrivetd is one of Bebey's favouritc ways of using

ironv to gond effect,

There are many instances wherce this irony scrves
a3 ¢ menns to 2n end and they proliferate in Embarras,
In the short story "Revélations de la chambre ncirc,"

the narrotor wes told that looking in a mirror when
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funeércls were in progress could be fatal since souls
ciuld be seen in the mirror on their way to heoven at
such times. The norpator later had the misfortune of
1ooking in his mirror at eisht o'clock in the morning
inste~d of =2t his usual time »f seven. He fell ill,
and this is how he presents it:

Vous ne savez pas quel effet cela peut vous

frire, lorsque vous vous dites que vous nllez

mourir demain, alors que tout le monde vous

vuit en bonne sant¢ aujourd'hui. I1 vous

fout faciliter les choses, et faire dire apres

votre dernier soupir que vous €tes mort 2 la

suite dtune fidvre, ou de quelque cnoasc

dtautre, Moi, j'avais choisl une bonne

tyrhcide, quil me gard=s plus 4'un mois *

1'hdpital. (Embarras, p.98).
Here, the narrator, in line with his superstitious
boelicefs, thinks he will dic within nine days. This is
bocuuse he loocked into his mirror at a time when souls
are surpolsed to be poineg to heaven, He comments
ironmically about the illuness that befell him a2fter he
had locked inte the mirror. He humorously attributes
it t¢ the fact that since he w's telling people he
would die, the best way to do it was to be sick first,
He onnsequently "chose" 2 nice typhoid fever which

mcritnlizes him for more than 2 month,

Ccecasionally, the narrator uses mordant irony 2s
iz the case when Fanny presents Mbenda with his filrst
illeritimate child., The narrator describes the way

his inelaws demanded a goat and some wine and he is
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not 2t all pleased with this state of affairs especially
as he knows the child is not his. However, after being

1vised by le roi Salomon, he decides thus:

Meis je pris 1la rdsolution d'obéir aux
cengeils du roi bAtisseur: je tournai mes
yeux vers l'avenir, les etarquillant
largement, avec 1'espoir puéril de voir
ce que portzient les flots mouvants de
1'insond2ble, (Le Fils d'Agatha, p.146).

Becmuse le roi S21omon tells him to turn his mind
from what has p=2ssed and to look at what the future
will bring, Mbenda plays on this piece ~f advice,

He pretends to take le roit's words literally that:

"tes yeux n'ont pas besoin de regarder
derrieére, puisque tu les as devant.
Derridre il y 2 1'adultére de ta
temme... Devant... C'est 13 que tu
dois regarder..." (Le Fils d'Agatha,
p.146).

Mbcnda sarcastically states that he opened his eyes
wide with the childish hope cf seeing what the future
would bring.

Sometimes tnho, the sarcasm can be seen in the
narrator's choice of words. In "La Pie voyageuse,"
the nerrator mimics the young French zirl, Betty's way
»f talking and her childishness. To do this, he makes
use of repetition especially of the word "ct." This
ironic proliferation of "ct" conveys the atmosphere
crevted by Betty when she is talking, Tt shows that her

level »f intelligence is child-like because children
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usuzlly repeat themselves indiscriminately. It -lso
zives us an inkling of Betty's loquacinusness, However,
the norrator's sarcasm culminates in the wny he states
thnt Betty's father has only been absent for o few
months while he, the narrator, has not seen his
relatives for years:

“Flusicurs mois sans voir les siens, 2

Seigneur... alors que meci je n'avais encore

mis que gquelques nnnees sans voir les miens."

(Embarras, p.70).

The narrator uses the force of contrast to show
in>w ridiculous the situation is. Betty complzins that
she nas not seen her father for some months., T2 show
his s~rcmsm, the narrator says he has only spent some
years without seeing his own pecple., The woard "cnly"

is used in a sarcastic sense.

METHODS EMFLOYED BY BEBEY

Froncis Bebey utilizes varied methods t> convey
the comice. Firstly, by making use of personal

interventicn, he makes the stories more interesting

and funny. Through the narrator he makes conspiraterial
asides which are little remarks expressing the
narrator's opinion. On account of the incongruity of
these remarks in relation to the situatiom, they arouse
the cmusement of the reader, For instance, in le Fils
A'igctha, when Mbenda discovers his wife's affair with

hiz friend he declares:
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“Toks se disait mon ami.., N'empéche que
c'est lul qui se chargea de faire proprement
le premier enfant de ma femme." (Le Fils

d ';".Q"‘:‘l’-ha, p.'lh.Z) .

This affirmation in itself dones not produce an amused
ruesponce, but then the narrator goes on ty inform the
resder that:

iles amis et les femmes sont =2insi.®
(I.t:' Ftils d'ﬂr‘::’:thﬂ, p- 1L|.2).

#ith this statement, we cannot help seeings the funny
side of the situation, especially as we know thot
Mbendn, though at the receiving end »f the afirir,

wryly a2nd humorously makes the comment.

Even where the narrator is not an active prrticipant
in thc chain of events, he intervenes, at random
throughout the story. This fact ean be borne ~ut in
the short story "Assisastanas et le commissnire de
n:lice," Here the narrator makes witty appraisals of
situatiorns. When the narrator talks a2bout Mrnsieur
Weuf, the prlice officer, he says:

Cet homme qui vous connzit, vous et vos

monitres, ressemble beaucoup A une fenétre

perpétucllement ouverte de votre chambre,

Mais peut-8trec aimez-vous exposer 1l'intimite

de votre chambre 2 tous les passants? £i

nui, vous aimez surement Monsieur Neuf,

(Embarras, p.87).

The narrator scems to be talking directly t» the

render by the use of such words as "vous" and “votre,"
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He uses a simile toydeséribe M. Neuf, comparing him to

a ped-reom's open window, But then he asks the roader
an amusing question: perhaps he likes expnsing his
becd-room to passers-by? If he likes this, then he
certainly likes M. Neuf. The narrator could very easily
hove s=id  "you will not like M, Neuf," but the way he
puts it serves to helghten the reader's appreciation of

the narratorts sense »>f humnur.

Secondly, Bebey utilizes a deceptive naivetd to
achieve the desired effect. This technique is

rominiscent of Montesguieu in Lottres persnnes. Most

af Bebey's narrators and seme of his characlers scem t2
e noive but this is Jjust a camouflage, bohind which
they hide their true selves. We the readers find tﬁat
the incidents are more amusing because »f this false

. -
nuzlvete.,

Mbendn is the most typical case ~f the narretor-
charicters who scem deceptively naive. When 1'oncle
Gros-=Coeur is accused of being a wizard and is
comsequently »n the verge of being killed, Mbenda

makes the following statement:

Le spectacle sous l'arbre comtinualient,

Je me demande comment 1l'oncle Gros-Chreur
n'était pas encore mort; vraiment, par
moments, son lncroyable résistance physique
me dorme sérieuscment h croire gqutil devoit
posadder quelque pouveir magique, sinon du
renre dont on l'accusait du moins d'un genre
plus inoffensif, plus... protecteur pour
Ini-mfme, f{(Le Fils d'igatha, p.ﬁ?S).
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Here the naive villager is spenking and seri-usly
wondering whether 1'ancle Gros-Coeur is not renlly a
s.rcerer since he does not die in spite of all the
purishment inflicted on him. Further on, however,
fbends states thot le roi Salomon, Gros-Coeur's a2ccuser,
1s sipgularly abscnt when the nther elders are caught.
This is because he did not participate in attempting
15 moke OGros-Cocur confess, but ~vaided the scene cof
the incident cmpletely. Mbendn assesses the situation
in the following words:
Et pcurtant c'est vrai; le promoteur de toute
cette affaire, le scul homme de chez nous qui et
Jamais l'occasion de rencontrer 1la famouse
srencuille sorcitre, celui-1a dont 1'imn-inztion
1l jusqu'a faire croire que cette grencuille
a2ve it 1la tete de 1l'oncle Gros-Cocur, ~ui, je
vous dis, le rei Sa2lomon ne fut point emmend

nvec les autres au cours de cette rafle,
(Le Fils d'Agatha, p.116).

“t this juncture, it is no longer the naive villeger
but © criticsl person who highly doubts the foasibility
3£ the kine's story., We can discern Mbenda's pradual
dizbelief of le roi Salomen's story from the words “le
promeieur de cette affaire," and especially when
Mbendn ~sscrts that it 1s le roi's imagination that
mnode him sce a frog with 1'oncle Groas-Cocur's hend,
This initial quasi-naivetd presents the character as a
simuleton until = subtle insinuation sugegests thet

this noivete is deceptive. This is parficulwrly the

case in Le Roi Albert where the narrator feiens baffled
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incemprehension ot the names of the Europeans in his

noighbrurhood, In the narrctor's swn words:

Des magasins,.. dont on dis=it qu'ils
zppartenaient  des Europcens, et
qu'arhoraient leurs enseignes d'une manidre
ns8sez curiecuse avec des 'is!' des 'as' des
'es! ¢t des 'os' terminont les noms des
propriétaires... Un seul 'vitch' était
representé,  Yavrontolovitch, dont -n
pouvait se demonder d'ou il etait bien
sorti lui., Bellam et Fatta, Gouda et
lektar, Bagdad et Chimmi completaient 1a
liste des commercants portant pignon sur
1'avenue, (Le R~i Albert, P.18).

Havever, this naivetd disappears when the narrstor pgoes
m to explalin that the arabo-Helenic invasin wos ended
by = certain Ramgmel who also had his shop in the area,
This uncxpected knowledge shows that the narrator is
nat really as inexperienced 28 he sceems, since he ecan
clusefy the traders into two groups - the rabs and the

Greeks, and sincc he can discern that Rannel is neither.

Bebey also endows his characters with nomes which
cravide a hint of the light-henrtedness nf the villagers
wh: created the names, Dominique Hoyet says that:

"] *ruteur se fait aussi 1'interpréte de

1'humour populaire gqui affuble certains

membres de 1a communauté de surnoms

c7C28S€8... Attestant ainsi la bonne o

humeur et la jole de vivre villagevises,"-

[L'oncle Gros-Coeur, le Vespasien, 1a mdre Mauvris-

Repord, le ral Salomen, La Loi ars all names desipned

to cunvey an atmosphere of bonhomic and fun 2s regerds
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both the villagers who created these nick-names and the
chaorecters thus nick-named. These names show that the
villagers have a sense of humour especially where we
kuow the oripin of some of these names., Le Vesprsien
iz s0 called becausc he is the only ~ne in the villege
wh possesses 2 type of scooter called Vespa., Le roi
Azlomon is ealled in this way because »f his wisdom.
Here he 1s being equated with the biblical King Solomoan,
L1 mire Vauvals-Regard is so called because = 1ock from
her is belileved to be capable of casting o spell eon

nz 'ple, 48 for La Leoi, his name wis transl-ted
literally from the vorancular into French by his cousin
“kéke when the white hunters came to the villire, ond

this nick-n2me stuck.

Fin:1ly Bebey's tochnique 2s a novelist also
¢comtributes tn his way of amusing his readers. This
is b.cruse Bebey allows himself a lot of freedom while
writine., He does not confine himself t» any rieid
rules, Most other African writers also have this
characteristic, though some of them still want t- stick
rizidly to tradition. For the most part, however,
wecurding to Charles Larson, "2 number of traditional
tcchniques and conventions are often missing from the
Africgfh novel or are noticeably altered," 'V Bebey's
navels fall into this group but this does not detract
from his literary expertise. Unlike novelists such as

nlioum Fantourd and Monpo Beti, whose major pre=-
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nceuprntion is political satire of certain contemporary
rerines in Africa, Francis Bebey does not indulge in
sust ined socizl and pelitical criticism., .ccording to
Maro=n HStokle:
"Bebey does not scream his indignatinn from
the roof-tops or shiut propagandist slosnns,
His ~rtistic instincts are tco sharp for that,
Instead he shows these vices and injustices as
they nccur in every day lifﬁ «e His most
effective toonl is irony..." 1
de cin see then that Bebey's irony is effective as an

initrument for denouncine vices and injustices,

fizbey's characters too de not conform rigerously
t~+ any fixed standard, Some »f them are not cveén
psych:logicnlly and physic2lly well=developed, Such
chrracters as Fanny are weak 2nd this tends to give
mor2 wiight to the main characters who are more or less
those wha most solicit 2n amused response to their

a venltures.

Fwven the structure »f the stories is ¢overned by

a liberty characteristic »f Bebey. The plots wre
eensionally interrupted by diegressinons and interventions
rom the narrator as we have already seen. This

libirty seems to add to the success >f the story

bocouse the important snd the not-sc-importaznt cnn be
min~led thus givineg the impression of life-like
sccurrences and characters., This method »f eiving equal

importence to little and mz2jor events also creates more
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In 2dditi-n, Bebey's languzge imitates overyday
speechis The Interventions are, for the most part short
with many cxclamations and interjections. Tike, for
oxrple, the narrator's account of Mbété the witche
voontorts antics:

Tuis Mbété se mit » faire sortir un rfle

qui me domna 1'impression au bout d'un

certain temps que 1'homme dormait... et

gu'il nous vait oubliés. Nous sublieSs!

quellc pensée idiote! Nous oublier, c'ét-it

cublier qu'il n'avait rien a menger chez lui

pour 1z journ€e. Quelle pensée idiote! ...

(Embarras, p.104).

Here we can see how the marrator uses exclzmations like
quelle pensdc idiote!" to convey the risht ztmusphere,

that of everyday sperech,

Moreover, maost of Bebey's books have an frican
flaveur. Thouesh they are written in French, they some=-
Limes esvem to be translatcd almost literally from
frican Languages, FPFurthermore, Bebey's trinslction of
\fricn expressions into French, 2as well as his way of
interspersing his work with African provoerks qnd imngery,
Ppperl a great Jdeal to the reader. Expressisns such
as “-n ne refuse pas 1l'eau de la rividre parce que le

visc dont on dispose est plein de trous," (Le Roi Albert,

p.98) =ppeal a lot cspecially when we discover that as a
title it is very suitable for the chapter whose title it

is.
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In this chapter, the villagers debate "n whether
Albert or Bikounou should marry Nani. Howcver,
Bik.unwu has already brought disgrace on the village
by cetting drunk, together with his friend Féfé, and
allowing himself to be arrcsted by the inhabitants of
tne Village-des-Palmicrs., One »f the villazers of
Biridi - Bomba, declares that neither Alboert nor
Bik-unu ghould marry Nani, This is bechuse the drums

°f Nkl ridiculed Effidi when Bikounou was arrested,

Nevertheless, the chief »f Effidi - Ndensu€ solves
the problem with the proverb “on ne refuse pas 1'cau de
11 rividre parce que le vase dont on dispose est plein
de trous,"” He means that water from the river should
n.t be refused Jjust because the water-jar is full of
holes, Instead these holes should be patched up, or if
e prefers to change jars this is also mossiblce. What
he means is that Effidi should still g» tn Nk~ ~1 to 28k
for Weni's hand in marriage, but since Bikouncu has
digiroced the villare, Albert (the new water-jar) will
be the suitor, So we can see how apt this prcverdb 1is
25 2 title for this chapter becnuse it summarises the
main theme of the chapter which is that Albert is the

suitor chosen eventually by the village elders.

From our discussion so far in this chapter, we
cn see that Bebey's humour is varied. He =zlso employs

many meéthods to convey the comic. We have seen how



-7t -

irony, rentle, 2nd subtle humour, ¢£ive his work greater

avpenl, Bebey's favourite methads also enhznce the

interest of his works. Thanks to his use >f personal

intervention, deceptive naiveté, funny names nnd simple

lanwuroe, Bebey succeeds in showing that he is z real

mester of the intriczcies of hum»hur in literature.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE LDV.NT,GES OF LITERARY HUMOUR - BEBEY'S EX/MPLE

"La litterature africaine est d'abord

cfricaine et exprime l'esprit, la culture

de civilisations africaines," !

This assertion of Roland Cnlin's could very
conveniently be applied to RBebey's works since he shows
quite = mnrked f mdness for African culture in his bocks.

For instance, Le Fils d'Aegatha Moudio is based on the

life of villasers in a rural part of the Camerncns. Le

R i :lbert d'Effidi describes life in Effidi und its

eavir a8 and the effects 2f the western type of elections
n the villarers. Even Embarras is about villoge 11ife

is sume stories like "Le Mariape d'Edda;” modern-day
Srica like "Le Perc N2€l de Fantaj" and Burope like

in #Le Mnt de Martine."

Behey's preference for culture and tradition is
expressed in a licht-hearted manner as we hove seen in
the rrevious chapters, Some people, however, disapprove
stronsly and vehemently of this manner of writing.

Such people claim, among other things, that humour has
certzin disadvantages in literature. These include an
absclute scepticism, a non-seriousness and 2 non-

commitment.

Our aim in this chapter will therefore be to look
it the arguments proferred by some of these critics and

to test them against Bebey's writings.
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COMMITMENT IN AFRICAN LITERATURE

“Feut-on passer sous silence le travail

torce, les souffrances dues sux humiliations

ressenties et la lutte quotidienne pour

vivre?"

Nicole Medjirbodo, one of the advocates of rndical
comritment in African literature, asks this guestion.
She stroncly believes that 2 writer's grentest weapon
is his pen and thot he has to use it to fight for the
potiticel, social nnd cconomic betterment of his people.
she therefore thinks that no writer should dissociate
nimaelf from commitment. Yow Kantanka Boafo ~1so holds
sinilor views, He believes that African writers cannot
evide being committed. Conseguently, he launches a
vehement attack on Oyono for failing to be a cormitted

mwiter. To Yaw Boafo, the novel Le Vieux Mdare et la

méidaille is a failure since it is not an avthentic
African literary work of combat.3 The insinuation is
therofore that to be successful, an African literary
worl: should of necessity be committed. Glissant, on the

ther hand, holds quite a different opinions

Selon lui, politique et littérature ne
peuvent €tre actuecllement ni separees ni
confondues., L'ecuvre littéraire a certes
une signification politique mais l'on doit
reofuser de faire de 1a politique en ecrivant,
11 regrette donec que la litteérature noire
actuelle sEit trep souvent une littérature
de combat,

Thus, we can see that Clissant belicves that waile
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nolitics and literature can neither be separzted nor
mixed up one does not have to see literature entirely in
2 politieal light. FPolitics can be a part but not the
whole of literature., Thus critics who think the
controry have greatly neglected most of the advantages
thot can be derived from humour in literature.
liceriture should be expressed freely in whatcver manner
th: writer thinks fit. Ignoring or condemning a2 certzin
writer just because he dees net conform to certzin fixed
sttndards is therefore tantamount to doing him and the
literary world 2 great disservice since no matter how
titile it is, diffcrent writers have their own quotea to
contribute to mankind. 1In this respect, humour =2nd 1its
functions in literature have been greatly neglected. We
intend here to examine the positive aspect of humour in

Behey's works,

BENEFITS OF HUMOUR IN LITERATURE

Humour in literature has indeed enormous bencfits
psychologically, socially and even politicially,
contrzry to the erroneous beliefs of the critics already

menticned,

Fesychologically, literature and humour serve in
reluxing the reader. Litersture is an effective means
nf conveying humour since most people seck plecsure when
they are reading. Bebey provides this pleasure while

1t the same time keeping the reader informed, T, Zillman
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1f¥irms that:

"lLooking 2t the available evidence then it

would seem that humour, provided that it is

not overtly intunse and nrousing, can indeed

efferetively combat undesirable egotions and

their behnavioural consequences."

Thus while subduing emotions that are not
divintzgeous, humour also serves socially since the
hounovioural consequences of these undesirable emotions

e subdued iIn the process. As Kwabena Britwum writes

in relation to laughter in Une Vie de Boy:

".e rire est ce qui permet de contrebalancer
le malheur sans pour =autant 1'abolir,®

Loughter helps affset misfortune but does not completely
do away with it. However, by laughing one gets respite
and con then think ahout correcting any difficulties or
oroblems. Tyhis is bceeause laughter permits one to be
detached from the problem and be =2ble io survey it from
A distrnee with the ultimate poal of rectifying thesc

sett-cks where thie is possible.

This we can see from Mbenda's example. Bv wryly =and
numorously commenting on his unfortunate experiences
with Fanny and Agatha, resulting in two children that
“»¢ ot his, he avoids giving vent to anger 2nd frustra-
tion which would have been natural but disastrous. His
wit, however, helps him contain his emotions to a

certain extent. As for the re~nder, whilc smiling, he
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7lgo lenrns from Mbendn's reactions that the occasional
light-henrtedness does not hairm. As Franz Rosenthal
atntcs:

“The definition which would appear... the

most plausible one connects humour with the

relief felt at the momentary lifting of one

of the many restrictions which the nhysicyl

and soci2l environment imposes upon man,®
Consequently, we see that when Man is weighed down by
societn]l and physical demands, humour cnn ovrovide

necessnry reli=f,

It follows therefore that frem Francis Debey's
hooks, we derive 2 lifting of the societal restrictions
that bog 1ife down, Theugh this lifting of restrictions
has only 2 temporary effect, it helps relaxation a
~ro>xt deal, Thus, in spite of the intrigues in Debey's
hooks, in spite of the misfurtunes that hef2ll Bebey's
heroes, we are still able to laugh on aceount of Bebey's

exceptional flair for humowr,

Jocianlly, too, humour has many advantages., It can
serve as n form »f social control, since according to
Chrisgt Powell, it:"

"is concerned with ideas/behaviours in some

ways separate from, or deviatinns often in

conflict with normal order.”

This means the things that give rise tc felt

humour, are usually things that run counter to sceially
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aceceoted norme. Consequently, while amusement is felt

at the situation, 2nd also because of the ridicule or

caricoture of the situation, the reader is also led to

w5k himself questions regarding the consequences of

abnormsl behaviour. This, as 2 result, serves to limit

such happenings. Thus, when Mbenda informs us that Fanny:
“se mit & grossir du ventre, sans me prévenir...

lentement, mais sGrement,® (Le Fils d'Agatha,
f’o 1h2) .

He is wittily commenting on the deviation from soacial
noms Snd expectations that Fanny snd Mbenda's friend
Tox> are guilty of in having 'm affair and providing
Mbcnd= with 2 daughter that is not his, Hence while
seaing the humorous dimension of certain situations, we
Alao become aware of the negative zspects of such

happenings. This can 21so be seen in certain =itustions

in L¢ Vieux Negre et 1a medaille where the writer seeks

ta sthow, among other things, the negative effeets of
Meka's naivete, Meka is naive in his excessively
penorous attitude to the Church even though he lives in
=~ wriser~ble hut in the village, In the narrator's own

words:

Mekn était souvent cité en exemple de bon
chrétien 2 1la Mission cathelique... 11 avait
'donné' scs terres aux prétr2s et habitait
une petite case misérable =z2u village... Il
avait eu la grfice insigne d'é@tre le
propriétaire d'une terre qui, un beau matin,
plut au Bon Dieu, Ce fut un pgre blanc gui
lui révela sa2 divine destinee.
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Here Cycno, like Bebey, uses irony and piercing wit

to expose Meka's simple-mindedness, gullibility and the
incongruity of his behaviour. Meka is extremely
zullible in the way he believes what the white priest
tells him and accepts the fact that his land is woanted
by God., Meka gives the priests all his land, 2nd then
goes to live in a wretched little hut. This incongruous
bahavicur 1s further emphasized by the ironic statement
thot the white priest revealed Meka's divine destiny to
him (that his land was wanted for the church).

Humour can consequently help to correct certain
societal deviations, since when we laugh at others we
are a2lso laughing at curselves, Thus when we laugh at
Meka for believing the "revelation" of the white priest
regarding Meka's "divine destiny," we are also loughing
at 2ll cother naive individuals who allow themselves to

be grossly exploited in such ways.

As an instrument of criticism, humour does serve 2
purcose which seems to be ignored by most advecates of
literary commitment. Humour shows a critical mind 2nd
a critical way of assessing people and situations es we
con dbserve from the manner in which Bebey treats
certrin vital issues in his books. The use of ircny
méd sarcaosm show 2 mind that asks questions ond makes
efforts to find suitable answers. That is partly why

Viltoire, who makes ardent use of such processes, is
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considered one of the great thinkers of his century.

Bebey's critical mind questions several retrogressive
obsessions of the villagers. Such strong bcliefs are
mainly superstitious, ranging from belief in the

supernstural world to belief in witchcraft.,

The latter - witehcraft - forms one of the
commonest topics in Bebey's books and the same can be

szid for black magic. In Le Fils d'Agatha, the

narratcr states that:

Dans ce monde &trange de la maglie noire les
noirs sont de loin supérieurs zux blancs.

Ils posseédent tout ce que ces derniers posstdent
dens la e ordinaire et bien plus encore:

des bateaux, des trains, des avions, des

meisons 2 etages, et que sais-je encore.,,. La
seule lei de leur milieu, c'est de ne pas revéler
leur science, et de ne pas en faire orofiter
ceux qui ne sont pas de leur confrérie. Il

feut gque tout reste secret, sinon, ce n'est

plus de la magle, cela se comprend bien.

(Le Fils d'Agatha, pp.139 - 140).

Here Bebey uses irony to ridicule African witche
croft, This he does by showing how ridiculous is the
belief that African witches and wizards are rich in the
world ~f black magic but poor in real life. Eya and
his wife la mére Mauvais-Regard in Le Fils d'Ag=the are

vary posr villagers, but their village counterparts

believe that they have riches in the world of black magic.

Bebey also laughs at the way the young women's
behaviour changed in Le Roi Albert. He at ocne stage

attributes this change to the elections. According to
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the narrator;

Depuis le lancement de lz2 campagne €lectorale,

icux A deux, les seins de maintes femmos

d'Effidi et d'ailleurs s'étaient mis » se ponfler...
Les seins sont capricieux. Ils mlrissent 1a

tZte haute, 1ils mourront le ventre plat ct

1'ceil pninté vers le s21 dur de 12 moisscn

dé€j2 termin€e, On savait que Bikounou-le-
Vespasien n'dtait pas totalement étranger 2 ces
nouvelles procminences, lesquelles s'accompasnaient
d'ailleurs, par on ne sait quelle coincidence,
d'un a2lordissement progressif du ventre.

(e Roi Ajbert, p.169).

In thiz casc, the narrator is criticizing the behnviour
' the women=folk during this election perind. The
1ndies sre seduced by Bik~2unou and this lends to

pre nancics, However, the laneuage with which this
turn of events is described drives home the point in a

witty monner,

A critic2l mind cnn alss be seéen ot wirk in Embarras,
where the author humorously but consistently questions
white supremscy ~ver blacks, as well ns racism,
naltreatment and exploitation. "Le Mot de Martin,"

"La Fie vnyageuse," and "Assisastanas et le crumissaire
de nlice," are the most striking short stories in this
respect, In "Assisastanas et le commissaire de pelice,”
exploitation and maltreatment z2re evident. Beczuse of
tivindi's colour, he finds himself cxcessively punished
{11 » crime which whites had been committing and getting
aw)y with., Eléna, the wife of the Greek, Assissstanas,

is y ung but bored. When the young, handsome, black
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brrber Evindi starts frequenting Assisastanas' home, :
this is ostensibly to cut Assisastanas' hair. However,

behind the scenes, Evindi carries on an affair with 2

El¢n: which is eventually brought to light by the
inquisitive M. Neuf, the pnlice commissioner. BRecause
of Evindi's"crime" he has to be punished though the

narrotor makes the following observation:

"Mais peut-€tre que si Evindi avait &té
blanc, le grec n'aurait meme pas pens€ A
le punir." (Embarras, p.85).

S5 if Evindl were white he probably would not have been
punished for-his liaison with Eléna, As it is, however,
Svindi is sent te prison where he spends 2 month and is
riven regular beatings. At the end of his st2y in
prison, he is sent to do forced labour at Dizangué.

The narrator comments ironically on this in the

f511lowing words:

Nous étions alors en guerre contre les
berbares de 1l'Axe, et notre plantation
d'hévéas avait besoin de main d'oeuvre...

Mris qu'il me soit tout de méme permis de
réhabiliter ce criminel, aujourd'hui, puisque
nous avons g2gn€ la guerre: la contribution
d'Evindi dans notre victoire contre les nnzis,
n'est-ce pas 12 un fait important 2 mentionner?
N'oublions pas non plus que tout le mérite de
cette bonne action revient & Monsieur Neuf,
puisqgue c'est lui qui envoya Evindi aux travaux
foreds pour un temps indeterminéd, Vraiment,
les citoyens de mon pays ne savent pas combien
ils doivent a M, Neuf. (Embarras, p.92).

In this case, the narrator uses sarcasm to drive home

his message. He is presumably an African but he talks
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about the war as if it really is his. Then he states
ir:onically that because "they" were at war their
plantation needed workers. Chnsequently, Evindi is to
ne commended for his work on the plantations which
contributed t» the victory over the Germans. Ve can
further sense the sarcasm when the narrat-or declares
that M. Neuf should also be ziven credit for the defeat
ni the Nazls since it was he who sent Evindi t» work on
the plantations. The extent of the ridicule is further
helghtened by our knowledge that the narrator is claiming
a war neither he nor his compatriots initiated but are.

nevertheless forced to fight.

Thus, we can see that Bebey shows a critical mind
in his condemnation of certain aspects of African
tradition as well as 2 criticism of racism, socizl
explaitation and social deviations from the 2ccepted
norms of society, He does this and at the same time
.amuses his reader. It is up tc us to sort »ut the
grain from the chaff, because as Rabelais says, it 1s
naecesse~ry to "rompre 1'os et sucer la substantifique

mwueile.“1°

We should break the bone and suck the
marrow @s Rnbelais stys, because Bebey's works have more
to offer than just loughter, It is up to the reader

ts discern the kernel of meaning behind Bebey's humour
while =t the same time appreciating Bebey's sense of

irony and the comic.



-8y -

MERITS OF HUMOUR AB AN AGENT OF CRITICISHM

As we have seen, humour can effectively be used to
criticize certain things which socliety frowns upon,
Nonetheless, it has the benefit of not creating a
situnticn of absolute and total criticism, Fumour is a
medium by which critlcism can conveniently be effected
without the writer having to be overtly criticerl or
iamatic, This is what Bebey does with noteworthy ease,
Tae result is that he develops a subtle way .t informing
the reander without boring him unnecessarily hecruse the
ceusisnal hummur hes the effeet of perking uvp the

reedert's imagination and spirit.,

IMPORTANCE OF LAUGHTER IN BEBEY'S WORKS

Bebey's constant witticism in his works brings us
to n very important question: why dees he chhose this
mwie of approzch when there are others which could be
~dequate? To =nswer this question', we have t- bear in

mind the importance of laughter in Bebey's novels,

Bebey has a sense of humour nnd a sense of the
comic both of which give rise to laughter, Bcohey
attaches o great deal of importance to' this lrughter,

In fct it is so important that in Le Rri Albert, a whole

ch-pteyr is entitled "Du Rire par paquets entiers”

(L¢ ki Albert, p.172).

In this chapter, which is strictly about laughter,

the norrater creates 2 transition for the next chepter
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"Les Tems=Tams de Nkool." All the explanations of
lauzhter are really guiding us to the chapter on the
tom=-t ms. These are used to make fun of the village of
Effidi because Nkonl has produced the representative for
the region in the person 2f Toutoumn-le-Syndicoliste,
From this chzpter "Du Rire par paguets entiers' we can
discern that to Bebey, laughter is a very escd thing;
It is 2l1so very healthy. He does not like the type of
lmushter that srises when one is in danger or when
something sad has happened. This nervous type of
l=u~hter is one of the African mannerisms which n -

Lfricons find extromely difficult to understiond,

Behey defines the type of laughter that intercests
him as being:
“Sain et pur, direct qui part d'un dclat

c¢eclenché par un éveénement, un incident de
12 vie quotidienne." (Le R>i Albert, p.172)

Laughter 1s pure, and an event or incident can
cause it, This can be seen in all Bebey's works, but

a2 comic scene in Embarras ot Compagnie probably typifies

Bebey's sense of the comic at its best., This is in the
story "Le Mariage d'Edda," where a young man decides to
ret narried. The villagers choose to go to Zt:abat in
search cf a wife for Edda, but things turn sour right
ia the middle of the discussions. Suddenly two women
from the two negotiating villages, start insulting each

other. One of the women from Zaabat suddenly stands up
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t> wnrn another one from Meloundi:

“Ecoute, tecl, si tu me coules encore des

regerds de ce genre, tu vas volir ce qui va
t'arriver. Je te le dis! n'est-ce pas que
je te le dis? Si tu..." (Embarras, p.25).

Then the other woman replies:

“Et toi? Avec quoil m'as-tu vue, sinon avee

tese yeux de sorci®re que tu me coulais

comme s8i je t'avels jamais fait quelque

ch se de m~1?" (Embarras, p.25).
From these insults, the situation develops to 2n almost
unbooarsble level, with the husbands of the twe women
dr-sped inte 2 eonmic verbal battle., Dyring this war of
wovds, cach nf the two men tries to prove his superiorit
hy listing his possessioms. Tnese enviable possessions
ranze from 2 cocoa farm to an umbrella, an Aidz lamp, an
aceoraiosn, 2 bicycle and the trump card = a2 chlonisl hat
- The mon from Zaabat is the »wner of this hat, and this
possession, much envied by many, but prssessed by few,
rmakes him the victor of 2 protracted heated argument,
As the narprator says:

[.'homme de mon village qui avait soutcnu

ce mateh jusque-1% se tut, ce qui voulait

dire qu'il n'avait plus rien qu'il pQt fuire

'voir' A son adversaire. I1 était battu,

et c'était normal: 1l'zutre, avec son casgue

cclonizl, avait tout naturellement atteint

le sommet., (Embarras, p.29).

The narrator further adds to this funny cscene by

his spontanesus commentaries., After the defeat ~f his

fellow villarer he declares:
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"Allez dvonc répondre quelque chose & un

Znabat possesseur d'un casque blanc qu'il

porte au Jjour du quatorze juillet."

(Embarras, p.30).

This col>nial hat is revered by the villarers
bocwuse the enlonit]l masters wear it. Anyone who
therefore has such 2 prized possession is thus
cunsidered to he superior toc his fellow villagers and
tniz explains why the whole village of Meloundi, tnkes

sthe dafeat as that »f the whole village and everyone of

thom leaves for Meloundi immediately.

In le Roil Albert, the narrator goes m t5 define

the type of laushter he favours, It is the tyre that
is viven freely., However he further soes on to sy that:

"Si j'étais marchand, moi, je vendrais du

rirec en paquets, en rodets, em sachets, por

. bolées, par cuvees, par polences, par

cuillerces, par €cuellcées, par assiettées,

par cruchees, par terrinees entiéres, par

stéres et decisteéres. Je deviendrais riche,

fu'est-ce que ce serait drfle!" (Le Roi

ilbert, pp.172 - 173).
Here the narrator wishes he were A trader so that he
¢couls become a dealer »f laughter, selling it in all
sorte of containers. From this sale of lauzhter he
deel=res that he would become rich. And indeed in his
nsvels, Francis Bebey makes nimself a real seller of

12ruirhter.

f.ceording to the narr=tor, laughter is =2 very

refreshing phenomennn and this can be observed in the
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chipter cntitled "Les tams-tams de Nkool.®™ It is here
that the reason for the previous chapter "Du Rire par
paguets entiers" is fully explained. The villngers of
Nk3o1 lmuszh at those from Effidl because the latter lost

)

thc elections t~ the former. The narrator stotes that:

"les gens de Nkool parfumdrent la forét du
rire de leurs tambours tapant fort du matin
~u soir.” (Le Roi Albert, p.174).

de roes sn to say that:

"Pour ccla, et peut-étre rien quﬂ% cause de
cela, 1n langue des tambours s'dtait 4dlide,
leurs dents desscrréas, dds que Nkuol avait
eu de quoi distr$uer du rire a 1z ronde,”
(Le Rci Albert, p.174).

Frem this, we ecan deduce that to Bebey laughter is
somcthing to be distributed, something to be shored
with everybody. It is not a2 thing that one can store

in onesclf, solcly for one's use.

L& Roi Albert appears to be full of théese kinds of

lau<hter beczuse when Nani and Myriam have ended their

wiecussion of marriage, the narrator says:

"lLes deux jeunes filles partirent d'un &clat
de rire en se tenant par la main et tirant
chacune de son cAtg, Puis elles reprirent
leur marche du pas souple de personnes
allegées p=r le rire." (Le Rei Albert, p.49).

In this case it is obvinus that to the narrstor,
loushiter 1ifts nne's mental burden as it does to the

swo y.ung girls Nani and Myriam after their discussincn
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“n m-rriage,

Even in La Poupde, which seems to have a more
seritus undertone thon the cther novels, the nerrator
cxpresses his views on laughter. These views are likely
t. bte Bebey's nwn cpinion about laurhter since the same

idew recurs in hoth L2 Poupfe and Le Rni Albert,

The narrator of La Poupce ashanti while describing

4 tyuienl market scene states:

"Le jour avait commenc€ h décliner peu 2
peu. Le rire et 1a moquerie font passer
le ?omps si vite." (Le Poupee ashanti,

Pelleo

it is clear from this statement that for Bebey,
law’hter is 2 necessity. It is given frecly to anyone
who wints to share in it, It is very refreshing,
satisfying and a form of relaxation, and Bebey would

n. ke himself 2 seller of laughter if this were possible,

This leads us to an assessment »f the man Bebey.
What type of person emerges from his works? DBebey 1is
a very witty person with 2 sharp scnse of humour. He
is acutely aware of the ridiculous, the funny and the
absurd and expresses this ccenrdingly. He believes that
lauchter is a2 sure way of passing the time butl he 1is
als: very aware of the way laughter and ridicule can
help to contain social deviations. From the study of

hiz works it appears that Bebey agrees with Freud that:
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“the small contributions of humour that we
produce ourselves are as a rule made at thg
c st of anmer - instead of gettineg anery, 1)

This can bYe proved hy such characters as Mbenda
who ¢¢ not allow themselves to sink in self-pity, but

crmment on their problems in a humorous manner.

Bebey makes maximum use of the advantores provided
by irony, the comic, and satire to create a basis for
comstructive criticism of socletal restrictions 2nd
devintions, with o view to getting them ractified, since
=g Tear back as Plats and Aristotle, laughter waa
considered the proper courrective of the exccssive, the

ricicilwus, 2nd the 1udicrnus.“12
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CONCLUSTION

Humour is a phenomenon that few people have cver
rcally bothered to try to understand. Almost everybody
t kes it for granted; oblivious of the fact thet humour
is not just laughtcer - it has a much wider hnrizmm than
the genernl concept of sheer lightheartedness. Here,
wie Shall examine humcur in eeneral, and the eraater

roesiblliities it offers in literature.

Humour as we hnve seen is an abstract phenomenon,
but it can he snid to be the =bility to see thinrs as
funny or ridiculnus. Thus nne whn has this akility is
saisl te possess 2 sense nf humhur and anybndy who can
agnreciste wnd depict the amusing side ~f thinss is o

nun srist,

«n unwarped sense of the funny is considered a
virluc by many people. Everyone wants to be considered
18 hoving 2 good sense of humour, but naturally, not
zverybody possesses it. Ta be able to create humorous
situstinns is also very difficult because it rcquires a
sense nf humour to do this. This is because tc be able
to ~muse others one must be aware of what causes amuse-
ment, Thus, though ~ne does not necessarily hove to be
a humorist to have a sense of humour, onc must of

necessity have o sense of humour to be a 2904 humorist,

Humour is not = characteristic of any purticular

eroup of people, or race but a universal feature which
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distinfuishes Man from the lower animals. Whenever a
human being comes across anything that seems funny to
him, he expresses his amusement by either smiling (which
is o= sub=laugh) or by nsutright laurshter. However one's
apprecintion of what is funny might vary 2ceording to
onc's culture and environment. This is because different
pecules have different social ideas, Tperefire what is
craic t5 one #roup is not necessarily amusing to the
other, Thus the environment which determines socizlly
weceptible norms, 2lso influences our perceptiovn of
what is funny. Cansequently, a Eyropean who cracks
Jjokes abeut bleamy to an African audience might meet
litile ~r no appreciation of his humour due toe the fact
tht in the typical Aifrican environment marrying more

than ~ne wife is 2 perfectly normal action.

Humour in literature can take many forms, Sometimes
it even stretches into satire and irony. OSatire is 2
viece of writine that riducules a2 person »or pecple. It
occasionally produces an amused response from the
reader. It is this type of satire that cannot totally
be separated from humour in the general sense, This is
because humour is loosely described as anything pertaining
t lcushter. Ceonsequently, any satire that does produce
lavehter or o related response is a form >f humour,
Accurdling to» Matthew Hodgart:

Satire, althcush its content is often the
harshest realities »f human cx¥stence, is
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meant to make us laugh or smile. The
smile, one assumes, is a sub-laugh, a
laugh inhibited by good manners, ~r not
fully called nut by the situatiosn. But
what is laughter?... The primary %ﬂuse
is probably relief from tension...

S7tire is usually a harsh caricature of an individual
s individuzls; its aim is to ridicule. Northrop Frye
i 25 cven further in linkine humour and satire by
st-tins that:

‘Twe things, then, are essential to satire;

cne is wit or humour founded on fantasy or

2 sense ~f the grotesque _or absurd, the other

is 2n nbject »f attack.”

Therefore, for satire to be really successful,
humsur must be present an! there must be a victim,
dowever, satire usually depicts extreme portraits of

inlividucls in order to subJect them tn ridicule.

Humour based on fantasy or the grotesque is
imnortent in satire as can clearly be seen in George

Mwell's Animnl Farm where animals are invested with

speecn, thousht and action. However, the novel, simple
2s it mey seem, has satirical intent. The novel is
¢2lly a satire of socialism. The animals Sn Farmer
Joneg!' farm expel the farmer nand his men an? tzke over
tiie f2rm and the pigs emerge as the leaders of the
reveclution. Twey prench equality and hard work, but
sventunlly prove to be harder slave-drivers than human

S2ings, maintzining their superiority over other animals,
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wnich is confirmed by the oft-quoted remark in the novel:

411 snimals are equal, but some are more equal than

- o ]
others."

Irony too cammot be completely severed from humour,
irony apvears in two forms: verbal irony and situztional
irony. Verbal irony is saying the opvosite of what is

onrriously true.

Situational irony, on the other hand, is the
avparent mockery in a situation., For instance, when
sorebody steals money that was initially poing to be
“Zwven to him, if he is found out by the nerscn who would
have ¢iven him the money, the situation is described as
ironic, 2oth verbal and situational irony can bte amusing

depending on the context in which they appear.

Bumour and its functions in literature aprear to
have been neglected a great deal by literary critics.
Socially, humour is nrimarily used to expose social
ills, This is brought about when fun is made of things
that jo contrary to soeietal expectations. This brings
ahout an amused respense, but arart from the amusement,
humour also serves as a form of social control. This
is because humour has the effect of ridding society of
ills, beccause by mocking any unusual behaviour, laughter
results., When we come across satirical attacks on
these abnormal situations, even if we cannot immediately

r=ctify them, we can still make efforts no*t to be guilty
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of zuch things. As Ronald Knox aptly put it:

"For humour, frown upon it as you will, is

nothing less than a fresh window of the soul,

Through that window we see, not indeed a

different world but the familiar world of cur

experience distorted as if by the magic of

some tricksy sprite."3

Hence, we can observe that humour does not portray
anything that is totally alien to human experience,
ese thinzs might be in the realm of fantasy and thus
ue = Jdistortion of facts, but the basis is usually
nuiran experience. We might not, at that particular
Lite, be pullty of the abnormal behaviour that is being
~idiculed, but we are occasionally aware of the fact
th=t, piven different circumstances, these experiences
mishit Decome ours. Consequently, we are really
ahserving ourselves through the medium of "wumour, and
7hen we lausgh at others, we are usually conscious of
the fact that we are laughing at ourselves. In this
case, irony and satire, which we have already examined

are very useful as a means of correcting sccial ills,

Satire in particular makes an ideal basis for criticism,

Humour alse has some political advantages, Here
apnin, satire plavs an important role. By painting
:atirical pictures of stereotyped Individuzls, satire
holps to expose their negative political activities,

exeam le, in the African context, satire helps to

expcse the way Africans continue to extol and hero=-
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worship their leaders, shutting their eyes to any

ifaults he might have, till such a leader becomes a
dict-tor. Satire can also help to draw attention to the
different types nf govermnments present in Africa, and
now some of them zre not beneficial to the neorle, It
czn also depict the colonial realities as is the case

>

in Te Yicux légre et 1a médaille by Ferdinand (yono,

"rancis Bebey 1s one of the African writers who
show » kewen awmreness of the many possibilities and
oprortunities offered by humour. In his works, he has
snovn = remarkable skill in depicting the comic. His

humour pervades his works especially Le Fils d'fgatha

Joudio, kEmborpas et Compagnie, and Le Roi Albert d'Effidi.

i _Foupée Ashanti is not as comic as the others but one

finos in it flashes of Febey's humour, This humour is
char-cteristically light-hearted and it is a2lmest free
fv»om bitterness or despair, Tt is occasionally ironic
~ad sometimes it @ven borders on the satirical., Bebey
h?s =~ riercing wit. This is usually becaus> he is
aware of the power of irony. Capnsequently, he uses the
prurators to convey this irony ®y making them utter
stitements that are obviously the opposite of what

thoey mean,

Cometimes, Bebey's humour is gentle especizlly in

I

1’1:

F1ls d'Agatha where the narrator humorously comments

an his expericnces without any trace of serious protests,
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The detechment with which he looks at the trying
tenptotions he is faced with, ensbles him to surmount

his difficulties without giving in to despzir,

Bebey also shows » mastery of the power of words
o zive a maximum humorous effect. This can be observed
in the way Bebey's characters bestow nicknames on
thomselves. These nicknames are usually comic because
ot the way they often sum up in & humorous manner, the
bol viour, esteem, or possessions of these characters,
Popr evemple, la mére Mauvais-Regard is belicved to be a
witch, and Bikounou-=lec=Vospasien, is the proud possessor
of o Vespa scooter. This method of bestowing comic names
on ch.racters can alse be seen in the comic crnricsture
of the police officer in Ferdinand Oyono's [ Vieux

Misre ¢l la médaille. This officer is nickncmed Cosier-

d'C'isenu by the villagers, on account of his extremely
long neck. Comic nemes help to heighten the ioculerity
af the villagers, but alse to satirize some of them.
According to Mrtthew Hodgart:

"It is impossihle not to agree with Freud

thiat behind even the h-rmless jokes we

make therce is some desire to score off

someone else, to humiliate by ridicule,

‘nd in other words, to satirize."
Mus we ¢»n see that te Matthew Hodgart and Siemund
Troud, oven the mest harmless jibes are really ciming at
anmeone, We can obscrve this in some of the nemes that

these villegers are stuck with. These names tend to
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gatirize them, by meking fun of any physicnl or
behrvicural deficiency that they might passess, The
grme opplies to the white police officer Gogsier d'Oiseau

whose neck is equated with that of a2 bird,

Bebeyts sense of humour can be seen mainly through
the nrrrators.  Thesce narrators ususlly recount the
story with & greoat sense of the comic. The norrator's
sense of humour 1s often apparent when he intervenes in
the course of 2 story or event. He'giéés his own
amasing opinion of situntions, however uncalled for
such Lnformation may be, These personal interventions
sometines take the form of conspiratorinl asides
Letween The narrator and the reader, with the nerrator
criling on the resder directly, to participate in what
iz going on, The narrator does this by directly asking
the recder ironic questions like in "Assisgstanos et lo
comrizsalire de police” where the render is sked if he
likes expesing his bedroom to passers-=by., In this way,
the rerrator is conspiring with the reader ngrinst
M, Feuf the police-officer, by drawing the recder's
attention to M, Neuf's habit of prying into other
noople's affzirs. These asides and the wav they are
frored are designed to amuse the reader.

L

Jometimes the narrators nand characters appuar
somewhsat nalve. This means that they seom to be
simpletons but in renllty, they have a discerning mind,
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Wo are sble to detect that their naiveté is only a
pratence, by the way they use irony to criticize certain
things. A typical cexample is Mbenda who makes
2pporently nailve commentaries on life. However, he
betrmys this apparent naivetd by his wordly-wise,

irenic comments on certaln negative nsvects of the
villarors' superstitious beliefs such as belief in

wiecheraft,

Ceensionally, Bebey's sense of humour con be seen
ir the comic scenes he paints as well as the comic
casyacters that are depicted. Some of the charocters
are comic in the way they are described like the g iont
ourmon who has an enormous body but 2 tiny hend,
Othaers are comic in their behaviour, for exnmple the

narr tor=character in "Le Mari-ge d'Edda,”

Lebey's technique as a novelist also largely
coniributes to heighten the comic strain in his novels,
is writing is not constricted by any rigid prttern and
is conscquently more suitabl: for the creation of comic
scines, His language is made more natural by the use
of dry-te-day expressions, proverbs, and aphorisms and
21l these create & naturnl background for his sense of

the Tunny to emerge clearly.

Bebey's sense of humour is best seen when he
~onlies it to African culture whether modern or

traditional, He depicts the traditional African soclety
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as being governed by the elders of each villaze, The

chlef is usunlly the head of this traditionzl society

and e works in conjunctien with the elders, It is

he who normally invites the participation of the other
olders into the discussions to solve village problems.
The recult of these discussions is normally mode known
to the other members of the society and they are

oxrected to respuoct any decision thus taken,

Marrisps is 2lso earefully 2nd humorously described
in Bebey's novels. A young man has to consult the
=lders vwhen he wints to get married. His marriage is
the ~ffair of the whole village, Even the expenses
ar> chf red with overybody contributing wh2t he can
towrds allevizting the financial burden of the suitor,
Toen the marriige is eventually contracted, tho husband
ard wife are expected Ue produce childron, and if this
is not the case, the wife has to benr the buni of it.
Tris is hecauss her husband will probably marry another
wife in order to have children. Mbenda vividly and
hivaorously describes his own merriage, and also draws
wttention to 2an importent aspect in African murrirges,
counles sre expected to produce children. However,
Mbhooda's twe marriages have an ironic twist-in both
merriages, children 2re born, but none of the children
is his, However, on le roi Salomon's advice, Mbenda

“scueots these children., e
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Another theme that constantly shows Bebey's wit
is African superstition. Bebey thus throws more light
on African superstitious beliefs, which sometimes lead
te innocent people being accused of witchcratt, ~nd
oiing lynched as n result of this suspicion. This

nearly happened to Lya in Le Fils d'Agatha. Even people

who deny being witches, occasionally want to rprofit
from the sense of powar that witch-craft gives them
over their neighbours., Thus 12 m2re Mﬂuﬁais—ﬁeg#rd
wno constontly denies being a witch, suddenly decides
to nrotect Mbenda's wife Fanny, from evil spirits,
She verforms 2ll sorts of rituals with Fanny se =s to

givae hor adequate protrction.

At the very least, African sorcery is shown to be
a very profitable enterprise once it is used for other
people's so-called protection =28 Mbété the witch-doctur
proves in "Les Révélations de la chambre noire, By
ridiculing the people who allow themselves to be
deceived by Mieté's rites, the nuthor is also
cri ticizing 211 those people who allow themselves to

he defrauded by such charlatans.

Bebey's humour emerges too when he writes about
the conflict between tradition and modernism. The
vounser generation gradually gets estranged from the
older peneration. This is mainly due to education and

othere Western influcnces like living in the towns, as
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con be seen in Bikouncu-le-Vespasien's case. Bjikounou
no longer has respect for the older villagers whom he

cnlls "vieux imbeciles."

Froneis Bebey's sensec of the funny can ilso be
observed in his treatment of racism., This is seen in
Faborcoes, where Beboy sometimes denounces the brutal
trcotment meted out to Africans by the colonial
officirls 2s we cnn sec in "Assisastanas et lc commissaire
1e police," Spmetimes too, Beboy implicitly oondemns

the ¢orual racism of the nmarrator's Europeon friends.

Bebay's humour is also seen in his treztment of
Chr.stionity in his novels. This can bast be =ecn in

Le Rod Albert wherc Eclobo is. the satirizod version of

the Africon catechist. He is portrayed as an extremist,
strongly believing that the souls of all the irhabitants
of Effidi and its environs have been entrusted to him,
He believes that it is his duty to sec that thcsec souls
et to henven, He consequently chides the vllagers

when he feels they are making undue use of God's name,
He believes in manifesting his piety and this he does

by rroying ostentatiously.

Fropcis Bebey's singular verve and profound
anderstonding of humen nature appear throughout his
works., He shows 2 very critical mind by the way he
uscs irony and satire., His use of irony and sitire

shows th~t there are issues that he considers abnormal,
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and he seeks to expose these abnormalities to his

renders in 2 very interesting monner, We have alse
tricd to show how Bebey is able to make maximum use
of kis unique sense of humour to the betterment of

\fric n society 2nd mankind as a whole,

It is however, extremely unfortunate that Bebey's
srect talent has been prossly neglected by critics
a1 sohelurs, Too little has been szid =sbout the
sriter Bebey, 2nd hardly any attention has been peid
to this very interesting aspeet of his literary
sunuls - his profound sense of humour, This study h=as
conscquently sought to bring out what constitutes
Bubey's distinctive contribution to African literature,

which is his comic renius,

We have also tried to analyse the diffirent
asne=cts of Bebey's comic art with the primarv vicw of
showing how advantigeous is 2 sense of humour in
literature., A sense of the comic c2n be used to focus
the rerder's attention on certain important issues;
it c'n also be used to rectify any social transgressions

and cmuse the reader,

Froneis Bebey has succeeded in doing 2ll this,
snd ¢t the same time painting very realistic pictures of

1ife in general,

It is hoped thnt this thesis has helped te throw
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sume light on the writer Francis Bebey, and thot it
113 shown that his is  comic genius that further

neds to be explored by scholars of Africin l1it: rature,
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FOOTNOTES

Matthew Hodgsrt, Satire (London: Weidenfuld and
Nicolsen, 1969, p.

Northrop Frye, "Thc Mythos of Winter: Ircny and
Satire" Modcrn Essays in Criticism: 3atire ed.
Ronald FPraulson (New Jersey: Prentice HALl Inc.,
1971, p.234).

Ronald A. Knox, "On Humour and Satire® in Modemn
Essays in Criticism: Satirc, p.53.

Mztthew Hodgart, Satire, p.110,
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