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Female Force and Mundane Men: Calixthe Beyala’s Writing of 

Identity From the "Third Space" and in C'est le Soleil qui m'a brûlée. 

Ylva LINDBERG, 

Jönköping University, Sweden 

 

A new world order in literary studies 

There are many sophisticated sciences today helping us to understand the ever-

changing world around us. Yet, science is extremely young in comparison with other ways 

of conceiving the world, for instance through aesthetic expressions such cave paintings 

from at least 30 000 years ago or orally transmitted texts. According to some scholars, 

these types of communication are prior to aesthetic writing. For example, Alain Ricard 

demonstrates in his article “Africa and Writing” (2004) how text, image, orality and 

literacy are intertwined in the development of writing.1 His analysis rests on the definitions 

of writing of John De Francis. This scholar argues that these ancient pictures and texts 

indeed are a form of writing from an inclusivist point of view, which takes into account 

not only full writing systems “of graphic symbols that can be used to convey any and all 

thought”, but also partial writing systems “of graphic symbols that can be used to convey 

only some thoughts”.2  

If writing is constituted of several modes of expression from this inclusivist point 

of view, it also has many purposes. One of these is storytelling. From an early stage of 

mankind, stories have accompanied cultural and linguistic development and have been a 

useful instrument to understand oneself, as well as both the immediate and the far-reaching 

reality. During the last centuries, this aesthetical and literary looking glass has become a 

science, often connected to other scientific fields. However, if literature in this multimodal 

sense is worldwide, literary studies are a male invention in the Western World. 

Furthermore, in this branch of the Humanities the exclusivist perspective on writing has 

been dominant, which has narrowed the definition of literature to the books we read. As a 

consequence, Africa’s contribution to literature, especially the oral part, has often been 

overlooked, if not consigned to oblivion. In the digital era, however, it is no longer possible 

to disregard the deep dependency between image and scripts, orality and literacy, in short, 

between different systems of communication. This context is still new and is challenging 

traditional literary studies to reconsider their approach to writing and to literature as an 

object of research. In this respect, the field of African literary studies can fruitfully 

contribute to a renewed view of literary history in general.  

Although literary studies are still deeply anchored in Western values, the emerging 

world literature (Damrosch, 2003, 1, 5) is changing old practices of studying and 

interpreting literature, which has been shown by works of several scholars, for example 

Jonathan Arac in his article “Literary History in a Global Age” (2008). Furthermore, a 

group of researchers led by the Swedish scholar Gunilla Lindberg-Wada’s editorship, is 

about to publish an international literary history, which could contribute to the erosion of 

an outmoded Western paradigm. The African literature specialist Karen Barber will be 

responsible for the African part of the world in the anthology. 

                                                           
1 Alain Ricard, “Africa and Writing”, African Literature, Malden, Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2008, 7-

15. 
2 John De Francis, Visible Speech, 1989, Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 5. 



 

 

Past patterns of a dominant Western view in literary studies are obviously about to 

change. Nevertheless, the book, analogue or digital, has during a long time been written, 

hence valued, by white males. Relatively recent work, like Harold Blooms’ chef-d’œuvres 

The Western Canon (1994) and How to Read and Why (2000), show that the Humanities 

still allow for the systematic exclusion from the international canon of women and other 

cultural spheres than the Western one, under the pretext of promoting the “classics” and 

the works of best literary “quality”. In Blooms’ literary guides the Anglophone culture is 

overshadowing the rest of the Western cultures, and women are scarcely represented in 

comparison to men.  

The example of the female Cameroonian and francophone author Calixthe Beyala, 

reveals that the discourse surrounding the non-occidental and female literature – in this 

case African and female literature – confines it to a place in the periphery of the 

international literary context, blocking its influence on the literature and the literary 

discussions going on at the centre.  This study aims at elucidating how gender and post-

colonial discourses and representations set the criteria for the value-system and how 

authors can elude them and break with them through transgressive writing. However, the 

authors’ efforts are in vain, if the readers, i.e. the critics and the scholars, do not recognize 

that this particular writing is not about “the Other” (Fanon, 2002), but concerns them as 

well as their understanding and appreciation of the Other. In the first part of this study, I 

will adopt a view from outside Beyala’s literary production, and in the second part I will 

attempt to show how the author’s writing inside the works relate to some the outside 

parameters, such as gender, post-colonialism and a new global order in literature.  

 

A black female author on the global market 

 

The imbalance in the recognition of different authors can be illustrated by 

comparing Calixthe Beyala to a French male and white author, namely Michel 

Houellebecq. At first glance, it could seem strange to compare these two decidedly 

different novelists, but a closer look reveals that they actually share much in common. In 

a study of mine in French (2009), I noticed that Beyala and Houellebecq were reaching 

more or less the same high selling score in France, that they were both frequently present 

in French media because of their critical comments on society, but also because of their 

rebellious and provocative characters that do not seek to please the establishment. 

Furthermore, they had got more or less the same amount of awards, even though Beyala 

had received the most prestigious one from the Académie française. Lastly, both of them 

write captivating stories about global issues like, for example, prostitution and moral 

depreciation, using accessible forms and language styles.3  

These features contribute to their works judged as being “tendencious” and 

“popular”, but it is quite obvious that if the works of Beyala often is referred to as popular 

and superficial, the works of Houellebecq are thought of as more intellectual. This 

difference in the image of the two authors stems from both European and African critics, 

mainly male, who accuse Beyala of plagiarism, gratuitous pornography, unsystematic style 

and for having chosen France at the expense of Cameroon.4 This contrast in the reception 

                                                           
3 Ylva Lindberg, “Calixthe Beyala, écrit-elle pour les Scandinaves?”, Mondes Francophones, Revue 

mondiales des francophonies, October 6, 2009.  
4 In fact, Houellebecq too has recently been attacked for plagiarism. In his last novel, La Carte et le territoire 

(2010) he employs Wikipedia’s descriptions of cities and people. Short after this publication, Houellebecq 

won the most prestigious literary prize in France: The Goncourt Prize. Le Point, 4 September 2010. Nicki 

Hitchcott, Calixthe Beyala: Performace of Migration, Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2006, 15. Ylva 

Lindberg, “Calixthe Beyala chez les Scandinaves”, Présence Francophone, n° 75, 2010, 167-185.  



 

 

of Beyala and Houellebecq is all the more irrefutable when studying the presence of their 

works abroad, in particular in the Scandinavian countries. Comparing the national 

libraries’ digital archives in Denmark, Norway, Iceland, Sweden and Finland, Houellebecq 

is well represented by scholarly studies in all countries, whereas Beyala is not. The most 

striking discovery in this comparison is that the same five titles of Houellebecq’s 

production are translated in Norwegian, Danish, Swedish and Finnish, when Beyala’s 

production is only represented by two translated titles (Les Honneurs perdus, 1996 and Les 

Arbres en parlent encore, 2002) and only into Swedish, in 2004 (Vår förlorade heder) and 

in 2003 (Ännu talar träden), respectively. This example of the book’s distribution in the 

world reflects a consensus governed by Western values, which prevents a sub-Saharan 

author from making her way into other Western markets than those of the former 

colonizer.5  

The discourse surrounding Beyala’s authorship reveals a tendency that Florence 

Stratton put forward as a disregarding of African women’s writing for the benefit of the 

men’s. 6 In the case of Beyala, these exclusionary practices could be amounted to jealousy 

or envy against “successful and beautiful women”.7 The citation comes from the Swedish 

female author Marie Ljungstedt who claimed, in an august 2007 vehement debate in 

Swedish media between male and female writers, that male authors cannot accept a woman 

more successful than them. This phenomenon can be observed throughout the 19th century 

in Scandinavia, with the examples of August Strindberg, Georg Brandes and C J L 

Almqvist, to this day in the current media, where male critics blame best-selling female 

novelists for their poor literary style and boring stories.8 Already in the 1840s in the 

Swedish press, Almqvist severely criticized female novels, at the same time as he 

denounced in plain language the male envy. In this respect, it is interesting to notice that a 

similar contempt for female writing is rampant in the 21st century, with pejorative images 

that describe the female prose, such as “my little pony-prose”, taken from the Swedish 

context. Calixthe Beyala has also been exposed to this kind of outspoken male criticism, 

for example, when she was invited to the well-known Laurent Ruquier’s talk-show to 

promote her last novel, Le roman de Pauline (2009). During the program, the French critic 

and translator Éric Naulleau compares her book to the instructions for putting up an IKEA 

bookshelf:  
 

D’un point de vue stylistique vous vous êtes très nettement inspirée d’un ouvrage 

très répandu, c’est les instructions de montage d’une bibliothèque IKEA. C’est 

aussi impersonnel, aussi ennuyeux à lire. (Ruquier, 2009) [From a stylistic point of 

view, obviously you have been inspired by a very widespread model, that is the 

instructions for putting up an IKEA bookshelf. It is as impersonal and boring to 

read.] 

 

It is not the image of the “IKEA bookshelf” that links Beyala’s authorship to 

Swedish female authorships. It is the fact that male critics and authors in Sweden and 

France use the same sort of pejorative images to define female writing, no matter how good 

or bad the quality of the actual text. Thus, it is possible to presume that there exists an 

incomprehension and/or envy against female authors that bring in a lot of money, 

especially when considering that this kind of discourse is almost absent when it comes to 

male best-selling authors. The difference between France and Sweden is that in the former 

                                                           
5 Lindberg, 2009. 
6 Florence Stratton, Contemporary African Literature and the Politics of Gender, London: Routledge, 1994. 
7 “Författarkriget”, Expressen, 4 August 2007.  
8 “Grälet om Läckberg”, Expressen, 3 August 2007.  



 

 

country there are no reactions to this vacuous vocabulary and unfounded treatment, 

whereas in Sweden these events provoke “gender-wars” in the media. 

These comparisons show that the reception of Calixthe Beyala’s work on an 

international level exhibits differences between how a French white male and a French-

Cameroonian female author are valued. Even though it remains difficult to distinguish 

what is precisely connected to gender and what is connected to a post-colonial problem or 

to the Western hegemony, these dichotomies are nevertheless essential to comprehend the 

status of female extra-European literature on the global market and to interpret its content 

and form with respect to these parameters.  

Concerning the dichotomy African/European, Nicki Hitchcott has thoroughly 

explained in her book Calixthe Beyala: Performance of Migration (2006) how the author 

manages to navigate between an African and a European viewpoint in order to stay 

ambivalent. She is performing the “postcolonial game” to survive on the market, 

alternating her African and European ideologies, her bestselling and more serious writing. 

But as Hitchcott points out, it is not only a question of a single person’s performance: the 

whole literary industry is also in the game, ready or not to consecrate and integrate a female 

author from another continent. Then, should we, as Hitchcott does, call Beyala a new 

“African trickster”, a character that was frequently employed in the earlier modern African 

literature? Is it not the global market that allows for this role playing?  

Today’s globalization creates a context of translation on several levels, thus a “third 

space”, to borrow from Homi K Bhabha’s term (Bhabha, 2006), where oppositional and 

contradictory ideologies, value systems, cultures and languages are negotiated constantly. 

This negotiation which takes place inwardly (i.e. in the writing) and outwardly (i.e. on the 

market) creates a refusal to choose sides and to be defined neither from the inside, i.e. from 

the sphere of Western consecrated literature, nor from the outside, i.e. from the sphere of 

literature from other cultures. Instead of seeing Beyala’s success in France and on 

Anglophone territories as stemming from her smart marketing and calculated strategies, I 

suggest that before being a “trickster”, she is first and foremost a “trickle” of fresh water 

steadily questioning every fixed position and steadily writing a way out of fixed gender 

discourse and oppression. 

 

Identity and the representation of the author 

 

While Beyala is the best-selling African author in France, she is not very well 

known in her own home country, even though her novels, as most African literature written 

after 1953, are addressed to both Europeans and Africans.9 The dialectic of presence and 

absence inherent in the global diffusion of Beyala’s works may be seen from a perspective 

of identity, because it reveals aspects of how the author is represented. As Homi Bhabha 

put it, the image of oneself is always a “liminal reality” (Bhabha, 2006, 73), since identity 

is never fixed but an eternal process. The author’s identity and public image depend to a 

large extent on changes and functions on the literary market at the moment. For example, 

is Beyala an African author in France, or should she be considered a French author, since 

she came to France at the age of 17, started to write books in French at the age of 23, and 

became a French citizen? In comparison to the Goncourt Prize winner Marie Ndiaye, who 

was born in France by a French mother and a Senegalese father, Beyala is considered less 

                                                           
9 Mohamed Kamara, “The Francophone African Novel in the French-Language Classroom”, Gaurav Desai 

(ed.), Teaching the African Novel, New York: The Modern Language association of America, 2009, 295. 

Nicki Hitchcott, “Calixthe Beyala: Prizes, Plagiarism and ‘Authenticity’”, Research in African Literatures, 

vol. 37, n°1, Spring 2006, 100-109.  



 

 

French, maybe “Afro French” or “Afro-Parisian”.10 Thus, her authorship, unlike that of 

Ndiaye’s, is sometimes categorized as French, sometimes as Cameroonian and African, 

when looking at lists and classifications on the internet, in libraries and in bookshops. This 

ambiguity of belonging is not only a question of blood, even though the present literary 

market raises questions about what it takes to get naturalized, especially since 2006 in 

Sweden, when the minister of Education called for more foreign literature in Swedish 

schools and put forward the author Theodor Kallifatides as an example. Originally from 

Greece, Kallifatides has been living in Sweden and writing in Swedish for fifty years.  

The problem of the author’s representation is closely linked to the book itself, and 

hence a question of content. Since Ndiaye to this day has chosen not to approach African 

subjects or milieus in her novels and since Beyala systematically confronts Africa with 

Europe, as a consequence Beyala’s books are perceived as part of the African literature, 

whereas Ndiaye’s are seen as French.11 Furthermore, Ndiaye’s first language is French, 

while Beyala is an author marked by a certain Otherness and she is writing in what Bhabha 

and Fanon call “the language of desire” (Bhabha, 2006, 72). By this ambivalent linguistic 

and cultural identification, she has gained a certain freedom of perspective. Therefore, she 

can more freely pick her subjects from two divergent cultural spheres, “exoticizing” either 

Paris or African cities as she pleases, without being accused of adopting the outsider’s 

look. Furthermore, she has more liberty and experience to choose a particular gaze on the 

object selected for the literary work. These choices will partly but incontestably define the 

representation of the author and her work. From this point of view, the main criteria coming 

into play when interpreting and classifying authors and authorships from a global 

perspective could be “origins”, “content” and “gaze”.  

The use of these three principles can enhance or reduce the reader’s interest. In my 

former articles on Beyala I attempted to show that as the foreign literary text travels by 

translation, it encounters another culture and consequently another interpretation. If the 

receiving culture manages, in spite of the necessary exoticism imbedded in the reading of 

Otherness, to identify content in the foreign authorship that coincides with its own 

historical or present context, the image of the author will be enhanced. This was what 

happened when Beyala met Swedish readers. Not only the Swedish feminist cause 

resounded in the two novels translated in 2004 (Les Honneurs perdus, 1996) and 2003 (Les 

Arbres en parlent encore, 2002), moreover, Beyala’s outlook on the world using history, 

gender, human migration and the violence inherent in these processes, reactivated old 

cultural patterns buried under the Christian culture that swept out the pagan one in Sweden 

and Scandinavia during the European Middle Ages. Both “origin” - an obvious Otherness, 

“content” – the encounter between different cultures and between the dominating and the 

dominated, and “gaze” – Beyala’s capacity to embrace the male and the female outlook as 

well as the white and black gaze, were actually decisive for the reception in Sweden.12 This 

example highlights what Bhabha describes as the ongoing negotiation with identity, which 

perpetually changes through translation and encounters with other cultures, creating “the 

third space” where the identity is not one or the other, but something that is ever-becoming 

when the author and his or her text are mirrored in the total context of the reader. 

 

Africa is white, literature is not 

 

                                                           
10 Hitchcott, Calixthe Beyala: Performace of Migration, 2006, 89.  
11 On the web site Macondo.nu, which gathers all extra-European literature translated into Swedish, Marie 

Ndiaye is classified as Senegalese.  
12 Lindberg, 2010. 



 

 

Among other writers in the African Diaspora, Beyala’s use of “origin”, “content” 

and “gaze” represents a subversive discourse that could break with a widespread view of 

Africa constructed by white males as clearly expressed in Nicolas Sarkozy’s 2007 speech 

in Senegal.13 During this speech, Sarkozy stringed together most of the existing occidental 

clichés employed when trying to talk or write about Africa, such as those described by the 

Kenyan author Binyavanga Wainaina in his article “Ah ces fantasmes de Blancs!” in 

Courrier International (2009). 

Wainaina’s article shows as an ironical guide to how to write about Africa. One of 

his first advice is to “parlez de l’Afrique comme s’il s’agissait d’un seul et même pays” 

[“talk about Africa as if it was a single country”] (Wainaina, 2009). That is exactly what 

Sarkozy did at the Cheikh Anta Diop University of Dakar, because he mentioned “Africa” 

or “Africans” more than 180 times during his speech. In his article, Wainaina also 

recommends to “déclare[r] dès les premiers paragraphes à quel point vous aimez l’Afrique” 

[“declare right from the first paragraphs how much you love Africa”] (Wainaina, 2009), 

which Sarkozy actually did in his introduction as follows: “J'aime l'Afrique, je respecte et 

j'aime les Africains” [“I love Africa, I respect and love the Africans”] (Sarkozy, 2007). 

Furthermore, Wainaina mentions the importance to talk about the exploitation of Africa by 

evil foreigners, i.e. Westerners, which Sarkozy didn’t omit while evoking the colonization 

and the wounds it inflicted on the continent. The French president also seems to have 

followed Wainaina’s advice in depicting Africans as enemies of development, since he 

declares that Africa suffers from immobility and does not strive enough to appropriate new 

technologies and science. According to Wainaina’s satirical guide, one must also not forget 

to describe the primitive character of the African people, for example by underscoring that 

they have the music and the rhythm in their blood. Sarkozy manages to integrate this view 

in his speech several times by talking about Africans as living through myths and about 

“les joies simples […] le sens du rythme, de la musique, de la danse” [“the simples joys 

[…] the sense of rhythm, music, dance”] (Sarkozy, 2007) that Africa has bequeathed to the 

Western World. Calixthe Beyala recognizes disdain in the French president’s speech and 

comments as follows: 
 

L’Afrique ne mérite pas ce mépris que montre Sarkozy à notre égard, notamment 

dans le discours de Dakar où il fait comprendre selon une théorie très hégélienne 

que nous sommes proches des animaux, sans perspective d’avenir, sans projection 

dans le futur. (Beyala, 2007)  

[Africa doesn’t deserve to be considered with the contempt that Sarkozy exhibits, 

notably in his speech in Dakar, in which he makes clear, according to a very 

Hegelian theory, that we are close to animals, without prospects and futureless.]  

 

The list of parallels between Wainaina’s ironical text and Sarkozy’s speech in 

Dakar could be longer, and it offers rich material for an analysis of the fixed images of 

Africa as constructed from outsiders and foreigners to the continent.14 If the Kenyan author 

Wainaina and Beyala obviously are well aware of these constructs, the French president 

seems not to be conscious of the prejudices his words convey. This ignorance is perhaps 

most apparent in the following remark by Sarkozy during his visit to Senegal: “Africa’s 

drama is that the African Man hasn’t entered the History enough” (Sarkozy, 2007, my 

translation). This announcement rather reveals, and dramatically so, that those outside 

Africa still turn a stubbornly blind eye to what comes from inside. 

                                                           
13 Nicolas Sarkozy, “Discours à l’Université de Dakar”, 2007. Mikaela Lundahl, Vad är en neger ? 

Negritude, essentialism, strategi, Göteborg: Glänta produktion, 2005, 94. 
14 Lundahl, 2005, 94. 



 

 

From this example, one realizes that there are dangers in the discourse about Africa: 

Firstly, this discourse is still governed by Western ideas. Secondly, it can easily be caught 

up in essentialism, forcing the former colonizer to remain a white oppressing colonizer and 

the former colonized to suit persisting clichés about the Other. This risk of essentialism is 

not only applicable to the post-colonial context, but also it is present when it comes to 

gender discourse. In Sweden and Scandinavia the end of 19th century, when women started 

to write and to contest their status in society, coincides with the construction of educational 

institutions in African colonies. If the former event provoked a violent debate about what 

a woman can do and be, often animated by a male essentialist and mythic view of the 

female,15 the latter event was one of the premises of the African literature of today, since 

it fostered a generation of creative writers who could give voice to men and women living 

on the continent, firstly by addressing the European people and secondly the African.  

These important and parallel historical processes have two things in common: 

Firstly, both female writers and the colonized authors raised their voices by using the 

language of the dominant party, in the first case the male language codes and style, in the 

second case European languages such as English, French and German. Secondly, both 

groups had a specific purpose with their writing, that was to break with common views of 

what a woman is and of the so-called “African savage” and the Western ideas about 

colonization.  

However, if both of these groups were evaluated by white men, women writers 

were read by women while the colonized author’s main public was the colonizer. The 

readers that should have been most concerned by this latter literature apparently did not 

have access to it. The female literature from the 19th century had a transformative power, 

on an individual level as well as on the society and helped the emancipation movement.16 

In this respect, the fact that African literature is still suffering from the absence of readers 

in the authors’ home countries, could be seen as an obstacle for structural change and for 

transformations that could favor a greater impact from inside Africa on the literary market, 

studies and criticism. 

According to what Beyala says on the French television in 2010, just after having 

declared her candidacy for the position of Secretary-General of the Organisation 

Internationale de la Francophonie (OIF), African authors and editors deplore this feeble 

number of readers in African countries and the lack of a reading culture.17 The scholar 

Ambroise Kom also regrets this lack of reflexive literary milieus in Africa and points out 

in his article “African Absence, a literature without a voice” (1997) that we are observing 

a recuperation of African literature by the former colonizer.18 In his view, it is precisely 

the importance of African scholars, editors and authors that work from inside the continent 

that could change the view of African literature as, to use Beyala’s expression, a literature 

“à part” and strengthen its identity.  

In fact, at present, African literature works well in Sweden, to a great extent thanks 

to generous structures that permit small and specialized editors to survive. However, 

looking at the younger generation of African authors whose novels are translated into 

Swedish, names like Sefi Atta, Léonora Miano, Fatou Diome, Chris Abain, Alain 

Mabanckou, Petina Gappah and of course Calixthe Beyala appear, and these writers are 

                                                           
15 Ylva Lindberg, “From Fictional Actress to Real Actor: The Political Female in Swedish Literature from 

the 19th Century”, Session: “The Player in European Fiction (1780-1900): Gender Issues”, NeMLA 

Conference, New Brunswick, NJ, 2011. 
16 Lindberg, 2011.  
17 Calixthe Beyala, 7 jours sur la planète, TV 5 Monde, 2 April 2009. 
18 Ambroise Kom, ”African Absence, a Literature without a Voice”, Tejumola Olaniyan and Ato Quayson 

(eds.), African Literature: An Anthology of Criticism and Theory, Blackwell Publishing, 2007, 427-431. 



 

 

not settled on the African continent, but spread all over the world. The young African 

writer seems to be, not trans-gendered, but transnational and even “transcolonial”, since 

many of them have lived in several countries of the former colonizer. Instead of viewing 

them as traitors to their own country, I would suggest that they incarnate the modern human 

being that the global society is promoting: The person who does not hesitate to change 

culture and nation, is not afraid to study, to learn languages and to use the necessary process 

of imitation when constructing a role and a place in a new cultural sphere. Bhabha calls 

this the “mimicry” or the “ironic compromise” between several cultures.19  

This “transpersonality” is an ideal that the global world is actually asking for; thus, 

it is not surprising if the literary industry invests in novels that reflect this kind of ongoing 

cultural adjustments. These migrating authors exist in the “third space” where, according 

to Bhabha’s introduction in Communicating in the Third Space (Ikas & Wagner, 2009) 

they “challenge […] the limits of the self in the act of reaching out to what is liminal in the 

historic experience, and in the cultural representation, of other peoples, times, languages, 

texts” (Ikas & Wagner, 2009). In this context, the words of the Senegalese author Cheik 

Aliou Ndaou: “African Literature doesn’t exist” (Bobb, 1983), and of the Togolese author 

Kossi Efoui: “For me, African literature is something that does not exist” (Coundouriotis, 

2009), must be reconsidered. In their view literature cannot be African if it is not written 

in an African language, otherwise it should be classified as something else, maybe migrant 

literature or post-colonial literature. If the young generation of authors mentioned above 

does not produce African literature in the strict sense of the term, it is well-positioned to 

raise different voices about Africa. They have the aptitude to change the white discourse 

that still defines Africa with clichés and remains from the colonial epoch because their 

literature is not European, it is modern and it is coming from the “third space”. But then 

again, as Djiboutian author Abdourahman Waberi claims, an African author must not be 

obliged to write instrumental literature, with the aim to educate. Literature should, in his 

view, be considered universal, no matter in which cultural sphere it is classified.20 

 

The exotic gaze in Beyala’s novels 

 

Beyala has written 17 novels since her first publication in 1987. As Nicki Hitchcott 

points out, two of her earliest novels, C’est le soleil qui m’a brûlée (1987) and Tu 

t’appelleras Tanga (1988), are considered the most accomplished, but those are not the 

ones that the French literary establishment has chosen to reward with literary prizes. 

Hitchcott suggests that the publishing world has preferred novels like Les Honneurs perdus 

(1996) and Les Arbres en parlent encore (2002) to earlier works, because their content and 

style are less scandalous and upsetting.21 The content and style in Beyala’s production are 

often radical, violent and intimidating, focusing on women, their most intimate life and 

relationships with men and the world in general. Other themes linked to the female 

condition are the difference between rich and poor people and the problems stemming from 

colonization and migration in Africa as well as in Europe. Love, passion and the force of 

life in the middle of sorrows and misery accompany these themes and may well contribute 

to the novels’ popularity.  

Most of Beyala’s work is published in the paper back collection J’ai lu and in Le 

Livre de poche, which underscores its popular aspect but not its consecration. Furthermore, 

the front covers evoke Wainaina’s mockery of white authors trying to write about Africa, 

                                                           
19 Bhabha, 2006, 121. 
20 Nabo Sène, ”Une nouvelle génération prend la plume. Universalité de la littérature africaine”, Le Monde 

diplomatique, July 2002, 25. 
21 Hitchchott, Calixthe Beyala: Performace of Migration, 2006, 11. 



 

 

since they often represent naked bodies, bare breasts and misery. In other words, 

representations, according to Wainaina, must figure on the cover if a book about Africa 

shall be profitable. From the perspective of the novel as a product on the market, the local 

setting on the cover has in this context become a branding, pleasing the readership and 

with a potential to boost the sales figures. Beyala has often been blamed for using exoticism 

when approaching the African content, but at a closer study of the texts, the question is if 

not everything she touches becomes exotic, the Africans no more than the Frenchman who 

always cries out “Ça va les filles!” drinks and smokes cigarettes of the brand Gitanes in 

Amours sauvages (1999), the white distinguished families living in Zimbabwe in La 

Plantation (2005) or the white Western reader, who she warns ironically in the beginning 

of the provocative novel Femme nue, femme noire, (2003) that he/she should not expect 

any femmes fatales from cinema or television, nor bras, perfumes or silk in the awaiting 

story.  

In post-colonial theory and criticism, exoticism is described with negative 

connotations, probably ever since Edward Saïd wrote Orientalism (1978) to expose the 

false ideas in Western attitudes towards the East. Henceforth, it is as if exoticism cannot 

have any other function than to be oppressive, imprisoning and naïve. Certainly, the 

revelations of discourses of exoticism in different texts are important to gain knowledge 

about unfounded assumptions about the Other. Moreover, literature could be an excellent 

tool to spread truthful representations of other people, and of different genders, without 

drawing on elements of voyeurism that distance the reader from the characters and their 

culture. However, this kind of literature is most often realistic, and not all authors are 

inclined to write in this vein. For example, in fantastic literature it is difficult to exclude 

the exotic elements, since exoticism is intrinsic to the imagination and one of the drives to 

create fantastic fictional stories about the outside world.  

I would argue that Beyala’s stories do not seek to be realistic and representative 

and, in consequence, that they do include several exotic elements. But the exoticism of 

Beyals is double-edged, depicting the colonizer’s as well as the colonized culture in a 

voyeuristic, sexualized, and even parodical way. On one hand, they invite the interpretation 

of these elements as pure misrepresentations; on the other hand, on a less superficial level, 

the ironic tone striking both the colonizer and the colonized, as well as both the male and 

the female gender, invites the reader to question common clichés about the Other. This 

leads us to recognize that there are different kinds of exoticism. The one that Beyala 

exhibits in her works is a sort of  “enlightened exoticism”, that consciously illuminates the 

use of exoticism in the past and in the present, as well as its negative consequences.  

Beyala is not afraid of exotic alterations, maybe because she uses it as a tool for 

irony. In literary writing, there are various stylistic elements to express irony, and they are 

employed to create a critical distance and to break illusions. Irony goes together with 

humor, since the latter has got the ability to distort the view of the object in a similar way 

as irony. This “enlightened exoticism” or “ironic exoticism” is not specific to African 

literature, although, as seen in the example from Wainaina’s article, African authors often 

have a propensity for ironic discourses. As the Finnish scholar Juha Ridanpää explains in 

his article “Laughing at northernness” (2007), the exotic in “northern literature”, i.e. 

“ironic exoticism” in literature about northern Finland, is not only a tool “for constructing 

otherness but also for deconstructing and decolonizing it” (Ridanpää , 2007, 907-928). 

Beyala, seen as an author from the “third space”, constructs otherness and deconstructs old 

views of otherness through exotic irony as well by focusing on a European context as on 

an African.  

This exotic gaze and writing embraces geography, milieu and individuals. For 

instance, in Les Honneurs perdus two cities are depicted to create a contrast between Africa 



 

 

and Europe: Douala and Paris. If Douala is a city in movement, colorful, hot, smelly and 

full of life, Paris is grey, cold and deserted. These fictionalized geographic places are 

situated at two extremes and sometimes become projections of the characters’ state of 

mind. They are images of reality, and as such, ongoing negotiations about how different 

spaces could be defined, to which the author and the characters are linked. Beyala’s 

authorship reflects a juggling with lived, perceived and conceived spaces, to use Henri 

Lefebvre’s trialectic image of spatiality.22 She has both lived perceived and conceived, i.e. 

written Douala, and lived, perceived and conceived, i.e. written Paris, and this has led her 

back to a new trialectic process of creating space. These imaginative constructions of space 

can actually be a way to deconstruct polarizations and to achieve a decolonized view of 

space. With Edward W. Soja’s words in mind, writing space always on the threshold to the 

Other’s side, as Beyala does, is the process to give birth to an ever new spatial 

consciousness (“Thirdspace”), which is the premise for resisting dominating power 

patterns.23  

In this respect, it is difficult to agree with Dawn Fulton that the “global city” (placed 

in a Western context) and the “mega city” (placed in a Third World context) are impossible 

to narrate and that Beyala is at an impasse when trying to do so.24 In my opinion, through 

humor and ironic exoticism, the author is stigmatizing clichés about white and black 

people, about the North and the South, in Paris and in Douala or other African cities in her 

works. She exaggerates these aspects in order to create distance and a deforming mirror 

that encourage subversive laughter and that allows for new negotiations, and a new 

consciousness about spatial and cultural identity.  

 

The gendered gaze in C’est le soleil qui m’a brulée. 
 

The exotic gaze that stresses exaggerated contrasts and ironic undertones is also 

present in characters in Beyala’s novels. In C’est le soleil qui m’a brûlée (1987), the most 

striking opposition is that between women and men. In this story the essence of the woman 

becomes the idea of goodness and the man is altogether destructive and bad. The woman 

is one of many stereotypes in occidental fiction that is surrounded by exotic and mystifying 

discourses of which the most obvious example is the tripartite image of the Sorceress, the 

Madonna and the Whore.  

This figure is frequently employed in Beyala’s work, in particular in C’est le soleil 

qui m’a brûlée, where Ateba, the young protagonist, swings between these three positions. 

In the beginning of the novel, Ateba claims in a conversation with Jean Zepp, who rents a 

room in their house, that Ada, her aunt is not her real mother. Jean answers with mockery 

that she talks like occidentals and wonders how he should address her: “Simply Madam or 

Madam the White?” (Beyala 1987, 15). Apparently, this is an allusion to the Virgin Mary, 

which is later confirmed by the fact that Ada mistakenly contests Ateba’s virginity and 

forces her to undergo a genital examination. Ateba is also linked to the role of the Whore, 

because her mother was a prostitute and later she sells her own body to men. Furthermore, 

in the scene where she is invited out by Jean, he explains that women are divided in two 

categories: Those you can marry and the others. When Ateba contemplates herself in the 

reflection from the window, she realizes that she belongs to the others. But Ateba is also a 

sorceress, though not in the same sense as other women suspected to be sorceresses in the 
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story, for example, Ekassi who is mysteriously never pregnant even though she has many 

men, or the fat woman from the poor QG-quarter where Ateba lives, who has seen three 

husbands die, which condemns her to be called the most powerful sorceress in Africa. 

Ateba is the Sorceress of the word in her quest for the woman in herself, the one that is not 

divided, but whole. 

This occidental and reducing myth of the woman merge with African culture and 

shows in this way that an essentialist view of the woman is something that cross borders 

and exists both in the former colonizer’s and the former colonized world. Ateba uses 

writing to break away from society’s oppressive definition of woman. She is an individual 

that nobody sees: her mother left her to follow a man, her aunt Ada never sees her in the 

eyes, and the men will never see her as she is: 

 

Tous les hommes étaient des imbéciles puisqu’ils ne la voyaient pas telle quelle 

(58) [All men were idiots, because they didn’t see her for what she was] 
  

So, she has to learn how to see herself: “Retrouver la vue. Retrouver la voix” (70) 

[Recover the view. Find the voice again]. This quest for identity goes together with Ateba’s 

regular writing of letters to fictive women, which take the form of declarations of love. If 

Ateba is going to see herself she must be able to write to herself and find positive terms 

for it. Writing letters is her way to construct a new me. To accomplish herself, she also 

feels the need to write about others: “Elle dit souvent qu’un jour elle deviendra écrivain. 

Elle écrira les autres” (52)[ She often says that one day she’ll become an author. She’ll 

write the others]. As Nathalie Etoke puts it, “[…] the woman is the central narrative figure. 

She is also the object of a spiritual quest that would lead to the woman’s liberation and to 

the creation of social structure cleared of masculine oppression.” (Etoke, 2009, 183) This 

quest for a liberated womanhood is carried on in accordance with three rules that the 

protagonist inscribes in capital letters: 

 
RÈGLE Nº 1. RETROUVER LA FEMME [RULE NO 1. FIND WOMAN AGAIN.] 

RÈGLE Nº 2. RETROUVER LA FEMME [RULE NO 2. FIND WOMAN AGAIN.] 

RÈGLE Nº 3. RETROUVER LA FEMME ET ANÉANTIR LE CHAOS. [RULE NO 3. FIND 

WOMAN AGAIN AND ANNIHILATE CHAOS] (88) 

 

The writing becomes ritual in the novel, by the constant invocation of woman and 

harangues about feminine force drawn from nature, especially the bright stars. Beyala 

excels in this kind of writing, where poetry and prose melt together, and where the oral 

storytelling tradition meets the scripted novel. In the search for woman, the author adopts 

an inclusive writing style which takes into account the ways we transmitted stories and 

knowledge before the scripting techniques.25 This kind of language style, which can 

include elements from local languages, is explored in different ways by several other 

African authors, but just enough, so that the readership that is primarily European can 

capture the sense.26 The many allusions to writing, and to what writing is represents once 

more the constant negotiation, this time between what has been excluded and included in 

the development of writing and in the outlook on the world.  

This negotiated regard is also reflected by the technique of the mirror. Beyala’s 

novels are filled with women mirrored in one another, for example in Tu t’appeleras Tanga 

(1988) where the dying African girl Tanga becomes the mirror of the French woman Anna-
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Claude and vice versa. The same effect of the mirror occurs in Femme nue, femme noire 

(2003) between the careless and extravagant Irène and the more domestic Fatou. In C’est 

le soleil qui m’a brûlée (1987) the mirror is concretized and on several occasions Ateba 

scrutinizes her one image in it, trying to get a grip on who she is. She is watching herself 

in the mirror and it is a stranger that meets her. The mirroring, in other words the seeing of 

oneself, is another tool to assemble often contradictory parts that could construct Ateba as 

an individual woman. In addition to this, Ateba’s seeing stretches out to the deceased, and 

she remembers herself watching her mother and her grand-mother, and her mother and her 

grand-mother watching herself. It is quite clear that this mirroring is a way to blur borders, 

cultural and temporal, and to render a certain universality of the female conditions.  

One of the originalities of the work is that the first narrator of the text is Ateba’s 

soul. It tries to catch Ateba’s attention, but fails in quick succession until the end when 

Ateba finally stands face to face with the reflection of her soul. But she doesn’t want to, or 

doesn’t have the courage to, recognize it. Instead, Ateba continues alone in the morning 

sun. The narrating soul tells us that Ateba goes for another kind of light, that is “this glow 

lurking in the complex waters of the future women.” (153, my tranlation) 

Through Ateba’s encounters and the caught reflections of herself she slowly 

assembles parts that could construct her womanhood in a personal way, freed from 

oppressive traditions and taboos. But this final peaceful scene had to be preceded by the 

killing of the man: 

 

She has crouched down, grabbed the man’s head and with two hands she is beating 

it against the stone floor. The blood gushes out, splatters, sullies. She strikes, she 

gives a beat to her blows […] and she still notices signs of life under her hands, she 

picks up a knife and overcome with joy, she begins to strike, to strike with all her 

might. At last the final spasm. Her kidneys give away, piss flood the corpse beneath 

her. With haggard eyes, she slumps on top of him, out of breath. (152, translation 

from Etoke, 2009, 183)       

 

The violence in the scene is a consequence of the psychological and physical 

violence that has been exerted on Ateba. In the novel, the man is systematically described 

as the ruler, the oppressor and the only one who has the right to look, to see and to speak, 

and it takes this ritual killing to set Ateba free to express herself. This view on the 

relationship between men and women is full of hatred and extreme descriptions of the 

confined roles of the male and the female. It is possible to read it literally, since many 

women in the world still are suffering from men’s acts of violence and oppression, but the 

whole text is also speaking figuratively. Actually, it is difficult not to relate the young 

prostituted women in C’est le soleil qui m’a brûlée, and in several other stories of Beyala’s, 

to “Mama Africa”, the female continent where the protagonist in Joseph Conrad’s Heart 

of Darkness (1899) discovered so many white, unexplored spots.  

As in the relationship between man and woman, the guilt for the unequal situation 

between the South and the North is, of course, thrown at the white male. He is the one that 

has the right to discover, to know and to name. However, in this figurative reading, the 

image of the white male is confused with the image of the black. They become 

indistinguishable exactly as the black and the white woman become one when mirroring 

each other. This confusion of images goes together with Beyala’s exotic ironizing when 

depicting the North and the South. It is never only the fault of the ruler and the colonizer 

if the unequal situation persists. For example, In C’est le soleil qui m’a brûlée all evil is 

presented as incumbent upon the white domination, but only in order to show the danger 

of a discourse of victimization. A woman, as the whole Sub-Saharan continent, must as 



 

 

Ateba is, be responsible for her own destiny. The violence that it takes to change course, 

is a mental one. In other words, to kill the male is to kill the image of the male, and 

consequently to kill past images of the female.   

    

Conclusion 

 

The construction of womanhood is bound to the past, to historical events and to the 

ancient culture, in Africa as well as in Scandinavia or elsewhere. It takes violence to cut 

these ropes and wisdom not to throw over board the material that could help the modern 

woman to be herself, acting from inside the culture, at the center, not in the margins. 

Calixthe Beyala is underscoring a universal, non-institutionalized feminism “à l’oeuvre”, 

that Nnaemeka Obioma encourages in the introduction to The Politics of (M)othering 

(1997). It is a feminism that requires action and encourages to see and write womanhood 

in every-day life. This feminism is also challenging the literary industry, still ruled by white 

mundane men, and is closely linked to a conscious blurring of borders and a constant 

negotiation between different positions. The linguistic identity, i.e. the ways that the author 

constructs the text – by ironic exoticism about the North and the South, the male and the 

female, and by referring to oral or written contexts and imageries – has a political, social 

and cultural impact, because it has the potential to transform thoughts, attitudes and 

mentality. “Origin”, “content” and “gaze” come into play when Beyala in this way, writes 

her way out of old value patterns on the literary market and beyond. She is one of the 

multiplied voices from the Diaspora’s “third space” that the market has permitted to 

emerge. Among many authors, she could make African literature matter in a global context 

and change ideas about the dichotomies between the Western and the African world. 
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