Recurring Motifs in Baalu Girma’s Novels
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Baalu Girma, Ethiopia’s prolific writer and journalist during the seventies and early eighties, is well remembered for his novels. His works, which continue to enjoy wide readership to this day, have been the subject of many discussions and several studies in schools and higher institutes of learning across Ethiopia. Imbued with memorable characters and humor, Girma’s novels are highly entertaining and instructive. In this piece, I wish to focus on two intertwined elements that recur in his novels:  optimism and hope.
Perhaps because of long and bitter experience with famine, war, and a host of other misfortunes, such as illnesses, diseases, and infant mortalities, most Ethiopians seem to have an extreme appreciation of tragedy. Several of the country’s traditional sayings confirm the rather gloomy perception of most Ethiopians toward life. For example, amongst Ethiopians it is very common to view life as too short to achieve anything. The typical Ethiopian saying that “Human life lasts no longer than a morning’s dew” (loosely translated) laments the shortness of life. Also, the Ethiopian society appears to focus more on the frailty of human life than on its amazing capabilities to heal and thrive. The saying “We are just like flies; we live today but die tomorrow” is commonly spoken among Ethiopians, especially when they console one another over the loss of their loved ones. Generally, the proclivity to exaggerate and unreasonably dwell on the tragedy and misfortune of human life is deeply rooted in the Ethiopian culture. Perhaps the most likely reason for this is the society’s perception of humans as nothing but ill-fated creatures.
This emphasis on the dark side of life offers little encouragement to continue the business of living, much less to plan a longer goal-oriented and successful future. In his works, Girma comes down hard on such pessimistic outlooks of life. Most of his major protagonists are optimists to the core. They have their setbacks, but they continue to press on to enjoy life’s blessings. What is more, they are undeterred by the enormity of the obstacles they face to improve their society. Nor are they less hopeful and uncertain about the positive outcomes of their efforts. Often introspective but also hopeful of a better future for their society, Girma’s main protagonists are generally forward-looking. In almost all his novels, they are portrayed as hopeful, thoughtful, and optimistic figures. The desire to live and work for a better future prompts them to examine life’s meaning and purpose. For instance, Sirak in Derasiw (The Creative Writer) racks his brain to find out the reason for his existence but also hopes and works hard on his project.
Girma’s call for optimism is more forthcoming, particularly in Ye Key Kokeb Tirri (Red Star’s Call). The novel is sanguine about people’s ability to solve life’s problems, whether they are man-made or natural. It sends the message that no obstacle is too big or difficult to be dealt with if people make a determined effort to confront it. Derebe, the main protagonist in this novel, works very hard to change the dull and dismal environment he lives in.  Derebe’s hope, dedication, determination, and optimism to produce results and live life to the fullest sharply contrast with the society’s commonly-held view that accentuates life’s bleakness. Yes, this life is so short, as the narrator of Oromai (The End) announces at the opening of the novel. But Derebe does not sit idle and just let his life go by. Like all the other major protagonists in Girma’s novels, Derebe boldly confronts the nitty-gritty and the tangibles of everyday life. Moreover, he firmly opposes those who think that life is too short to hope for anything. For Girma, hope is the requisite ingredient that keeps life going. In the words of Derebe:

Man cannot live without hope. Also, he does not hope for nothing. With his ability to think, man will be able to find out more about the world, and one day he will be able to conquer nature and discover the meaning of life. And so a person’s goal is life and not death.  (229)

Hence hope is central to all of Girma’s novels. A firm believer that man’s goal is to make the best out of life, Derebe in Ye Kei Kokeb Tirri strongly believes in the ability of humans to unravel the secrets of existence. It is interesting to note that one particularity of Girma’s novels is the search for life’s meaning. As I indicated, Sirak, the wisdom of Derasiw and apparently the voice of Girma himself, probes the meaning of existence and its purpose with telling effect. This, of course, is one of the hallmarks of good fiction. I think that Girma’s introspective and reflective remarks on life, as expressed through his characters’ dialogues and the narrator’s own intervening comments, are all noteworthy, for they make us pause and ponder about what our existence means. Nonetheless, some critics are less impressed with Sirak’s probe, accusing the novelist of pessimism. Such a charge is simplistic and distorts the reality. To date, I am not aware of any other Ethiopian novel which attempts to explore the meaning of life as intensely as Girma’s novels. This feature is uniquely Girma’s and lends support to the universality of some of his themes. Back to the point, in Ye Key Kokeb Tirri, one can argue that the protagonist Derebe echoes Grima’s convictions: That life is all about overcoming problems and that people must contribute their share to better the human condition, particularly in regions where the prospect for human life is so bleak. Indeed, almost all of Girma’s major protagonists—Aberra in Kadmas Bashager (Beyond Horizon), Haddis in Yehilina Dewol  (Conscience’s Bell), Derebe in Ye Key Kokeb Tirri, and even Sirak in Derasiw work hard at changing their society and environment for the better. That each of these characters eventually succeeds to some degree proves that hard work and just struggle are rewarded.
Girma’s works are mindful of the Ethiopian society’s problems. They show a society that is highly patriarchal and deeply in trouble because of harmful traditions that look down on women, despise hard work, and denigrate the arts. They mirror a society that is ravaged by poverty, prostitution, corruption, and other ills. But does this mean then that his novels are about gloom and doom? Absolutely not.  An optimistic view of life and hard work, Girma’s novels make it abundantly clear, can free those trapped by all forms of social malaises. His novels are in fact about overcoming problems and living life to the fullest. With hope, persistence, and a zest for life, the novels show, a better future is a possibility. Therein is the optimism of Baalu Girma’s novels.
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