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My mother was a teacher. She taught sign language. She loved to learn the translations of 

english words into sign language. Because the Zambian sign language syllabus was and is 

still developing, there’s always a new word to learn. When my mum learnt a new word, she 

would use it and use it and use it until it was tattooed in her memory and in everyone else’s. 

My mother suffered a form of throat cancer and in the months before she died she did not 

speak much because it caused her pain so her only form of communication with us was 

through sign language or to simply write. She preferred the earlier of course and I think the 

thing she loved most about sign language above all other languages was that it a very 

descriptive, creative and very imaginative form of communication. It not only tells but 

shows. Since the Zambian sign language vocabulary was quite weak, she had the chance to 

make up her own translations entirely from her imagination. I think also that it amused her to 

see people try to make up their own “very confusing” signs despite the fact she could hear us 

loud and clear. 

What is the relevance of this story? Imagination. Imagination is the single most important 

thing to the process of writing. For writing to effectively communicate the writers thoughts 

and feelings imagination has to be at the root of it all. Without it would we even be able to 

effectively communicate with our readers? In writing we not only want to express ourselves 

but to communicate.Writers by nature are dreamers. I spend a lot of time daydreaming. 

Testing ideas. Having conversations in my head. Letting my mind wander of to explore 

where an idea might lead and trusting it to return with something. We as writers, create 

images in our imagination and writing is the skill that grants us the power to effectively 

transfer these images from our imagination into the imagination of readers through the use of 

language. A skill which when properly mastered makes the reader unaware of the words on a 

page. It allows the reader to be transported into the mind of the writer, to watch a story so 

brilliantly described as if it were playing out on a screen. Writing is a skill that allows us not 

only to tell but show. As Stephen King simply puts it, “Description begins in the writer’s 



imagination but should finish in the readers.” 

An example of this is an article that was published in the Post newspaper in Zambia some 

years back. It was submitted by a man called Roy Clarke who was a contributor to the paper 

through a column called “The Spectator.” The article was entitled “Mfuwe” which is a town 

in the Eastern part of Zambia and is home to one of the largest National Parks. In his article 

he referred to the government at the time as a pack of animals. He described the then 

president as a “Fat Elephant.” The elephant was addressing his fellow animals in Mfuwe, in 

his speech he said he had nominated hippos to parliament, put jackals as administrators, that 

he had also put the “long-fingered baboons” in charge of the treasury and had further put the 

“hungry crocodiles” in charge of child welfare but best of all he said, he had gotten the 

pythons and they were now fully employed squeezing the tax payers. At that time I was a 6th 

grader that didn’t care much for politics. But what struck me was that I had never seen a fat 

elephant and as a reader it got me imagining and thinking. What really would it take to make 

an elephant fat? And just how many elephants were talking about? I will leave that to your 

imagination. In the same article, the elephant was further quoted saying “the heartless 

humans built schools and universities for themselves, but provided absolutely nothing for the 

animals in Mfuwe. By closing their schools we now have enough money to send our 

monkeys abroad to Harvard. They are studying for MBAs, degrees in manipulating budget 

allocations.” Again this opens up your imagination, and then maybe the annoying thing is not 

that we imagine that Harvard was accepting monkeys into its degree programs but what it 

does is that it exposed some sad facts about the ministry of education at the time. And so the 

rest of the article kind of followed the same line by describing different branches of the 

government and brought to light some very serious issues, that we would not have cared 

much about had we not looked at things from that angle. The article sparked a lot of debate 

and of course government was not happy but it was a lot to learn from. I am not sure the 

article is still available online.

So the world is constantly giving it self up for our imagination. We utilise our environments 

to create time, space and characters of the era in which we live in. And what we create often 

outlasts us, reminding future generations of the era that came before them and all that it stood 

for. We show the world not only as it is but as it could possibly be or otherwise should be. 



I believe a writers responsibility is first to oneself. So that even if no one read our work 

there’d still be one person, just one person who benefits from it. We write mostly for 

ourselves. As we write we allow ourselves to become students of human nature. I often find 

myself discovering and learning a lot from my writing even the ones that no one will ever 

read. I spend a vast amount of time researching and developing characters from thoughts, 

feelings and actions. This form of learning is vital in the pursuit of personal growth.

However, writers also have a responsibility to others. American author MK Asante says, 

“When you make an observation, you have an obligation.” All writers posses the power of 

observation. We observe many things in the world around and beyond us, sometimes without 

meaning to. We listen, not only to what the world is saying but also to what it isn’t. We 

observe what it is doing and also what it isn’t.We take note and then we task ourselves with 

the duty to either, teach the world what we have learnt, or perhaps to expose a lie, or draw 

attention to a pressing issue. And this then becomes so important to us that we are compelled 

to share it. So for months or even years we crawl into a cave where we drink lots of coffee 

and waste a huge amount of trees. In there we sculpt a whole story, a script, a collection of 

poems just for the sheer purpose of teaching that lesson and hoping to be heard. In doing so, 

we pull out the important things in life and highlight them so the rest of the world has the 

opportunity of looking at the world from a different perspective. 

I read somewhere that reading is like breathing in and writing is like breathing out. By this 

definition then, writing truly is the breath of civilization. As writers, our imaginations afford 

us the opportunity to use writing as a medium to alter, even by a small fraction, how people 

look at reality. In doing so we change mindsets, cultural behaviours and ultimately we change 

the world. 

While anyone can sit down with a pen and notebook or laptop it requires a great deal to be a 

writer. For writing is more difficult for a writer than it is for everyone else but we choose it 

anyway. We choose it everyday. We choose it above all else and perhaps that is our most 

common denominator.




