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Tounder, (194818 seeks o,
' fundamental n’f'econcllablll '_ iBetween indiy

) L and - 19505 The chapter also
3._

g M,

system of a garthel on the other
Chapters m and v analyse Abrahams‘” :

Sk
e 'l

perspectuve on the problem 'ogk mdeua'l
Abrahams s novels-The V| e i Eo ;

.-

o Udomo(1956) A ht of
[ AT Chapter v discu sses

bl“' y fﬁ?%%edémmesa) a8 the cry,

- J}lsary\essage of~p ,‘sonal freedom e f _j

m.,

= ghapter Vl concludes the thesls I - Is 2 reflectnon
nalyses on the nature and quahty of Abrahams s achuevement
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| Wade was publlshed in 1972 and

. or sustained. consnderatlon Fe alq

"Alan Paton perhaps first among African wrlters to ‘ackno

4");_.’"- LY . ) K
1. Introduction -

',‘ N £}
R

By, the time- that Ment:ettrcentury phenomenon known as Afrlcan llterature gamed

%
: “momentum--roughly in the late 19505-Peter Abrahams had publlshed a book of. short
l..StOl"lBS five novels a work of - “factual reportage and .an autobiography Whlle

: Abrahams s name has often been mentloned m the many,crttlcal dlscourses on Afrucan -

llterature hls works have rarely been. gwen the attentlon worthy of!a pioneer Afncan

are only two book- length crltlcal studles of Peter Abrahams the first one,’ by’Mlchael

her, by Kolawole Ogungbesan in. 1979 2-The
c‘o’mmentatorq who have in chap' ; books glven Abrahams. serious, recurrent

Among these, one must number Ezekiel

‘Mphahlele Wvlfred Cartey Charles Laiso*ﬁ O"R Dathorne, Donald Burness and Lewis - B
g NkOSl 3 The only full-length general essays on Abrahams are Chnstopher Heywood s "The
‘ 'Novels of Peter Abrahams " pubhshed in 1971,* and Kolawole Ogungbesan s‘ A Long
Way Frc‘n Vrededorp The Receptlon of. Pegthr )Abrahams s ldeas,” flrst prmted in 1980. $
' ThlS _paucity of crltlcal materlal on Abrahams would seem to suggest that Abrahams s
’. hterary prowess is unremarkable and that h|s place in- modern Afrlcan Ilterature is, ,at

. \.
best an uncerﬁln or perlpheral one.: %I‘( it was no less an Afncan hterary glant than

Ngugl wa Thlong o who palred Abrahams and Achebe on the same pedestal and praised.

E ;them for strlvmg to - restore the Afrucan character to his hlstory " Earller in 1964 the

. Malawian David Rubadm placed Abrahams "hlgh on the llst of black South: African .

: wrlters " Even earller in 1961, in her essay "The Novel and 'the Nation in South Africa,”

.Nadlne Gordlmer regretted that 'wuth the exception of the- novels of Peter yrahams

/ there are’ no Engllsh novels wrltten by black Afrncans for us to dlscuss 2 And in July. -

1956 in'a paper presented at a conference held at the Umvislty of the Wntwatersrand

apbserved that "Engllsh fiction in South Afrlca is largely the work of Brmsh and Jewish '
, wnte% but it has one dnstmgwshed Coloured contnbutor ‘namely, Mr. Peter Abrahuns "o

who, contlnued Paton |s "a forerunner worthy to. be placed thh Ollve Schremer "\’

. Morae recently ~in an unfavo,urable analysns of Wlld Cong_l_e and A Wreath for Udomo

: Lewus Nkosn conslders Abrahams "a far mocs competent craftsman than many Afncan '

. /“
g ' AY

q

edge Abrahams s stature:

S

: wr:ter with consuderable llterary ablllty and mdusputable polrtlcal msnght At present there S
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' ,?novehsts whom l nevertheless fmd more satlsfytng than hnm e’ There is’ also the fact. |

L :-that few though they are, . the cntncs who have taken Abrahams seruously are allr.’ g
| respected names.. If Abrahams is. at least passable enough as a writer Wu '

‘the attentuon of a few observer of note what are the possane reasons for his: relatavev .
vlackofrecogmtion? ST\ R R /'._ .
’ When Abrahams began wntnng |n the early fortles there was not yet stnctly -
' speakmg any hterary crltncusm of African hterature The only points of view from whnch‘." )
) ‘the outs;de world looked at work:: from or about Afnca were - those of the socrolognst :
' the anthropologtst or the mnssuonary At the close of the next decade in 1958 Chnnua

,Achebe would pt(xblnsh ings s Fall Ag followung the succass of whlch western crmcs ,‘ .

‘.v.y,-c,dwould become mterested in-African wntlngs for their Interary quahtnes ‘But, even wuth'_ ;

_If_amg_ Fall _L_ art, the penod of the critics’ who were mterested in Ilngulstlc subtlety and_
matters of plot COﬂStl'UCtIOI'}; was\preceded by that of those wr?; concerned themselves‘ _ ,'
pnmarlly wAuth Achebe s preéentatlon of tradltional Ibo soc-ety and  with - all the' |

' -controversnes whsch that depnctlon generated Abrahams wrote hné short stones and flrst
B ‘novels wnthout deference to the contemporary socnologncal and anthropologucal mterest

o in the "dark con’tnnent " The themes of the stones Wthh make up Dark Testament §1942)

‘ .are. Ioss depruvatuon ,non-whlte racism, Boer antlsemmsm mlscegenatnon and .

g ..
: 'Ionehness They constltute m effect an announcement of preoccupatlons to come The .

. settmgs & these stornes ere casually-reahsed slums and Iocatuons in South Afrlca S

'Although Abrahams’ s South Afncan world becques more vns;ble in M of the City
(1945), and Mme Boy | 1946) its tradmonaI-Afncan component |s mcogmsable As
CharleQ.arson explams this could not have been otherwnse u |f man.y West and East
African wnters grew up at the crossroads of cultures the young Coloured Abrahams ,
- had practlcally no expenence of tnbal socuety It is true that one half of Wnld Conguest
. {1950} |s an lmpresswe presentatnon of tradutuonal Afrlcan socrety But, in Abrahams 5
- _wntmgs Wnld Comugs remalns the only novel of its k'fnd And, m any case, the world '

i of the Matabele pr@ented in |t is borrowed matenal whsch Abrabams remolded and lnto

’ 'whuch he breathed new hfe In revolting agamst the Haggardtan tradatnoh 1 Achebe and’
‘ Ngugn began thenr careers as self-appounted spokesmen for: the cnvulnsatuon of the%frican
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L mtbrracnal_. tolerance, and thh

‘requlred amount of socuol

[P I . co ) L . st e . ) . S

oppressed 'side'rem'ain free_ blgotry Thus tlme place o bll’th and personal

N

mclmatnon cohsplred to give Abr hams a small and token receptnon in the early forties. -

That his receptron mrg have beerﬁﬁarmqr had he taken care to mcorpprate tlne .

( cal content into his work, some of the revnews of hIS early

. Wlld Congues was so unlquely balanced and hterary that one easnly forglves Snow s

_unfulfllled prophecy in Sout'h ‘African- flctlon if not in West Afrlcan fnctlon that Wlld

| Clty wrutten flrst but pubhshed second was vurtually unmentloned in the western press.

| ,The Times therarv Supplement revnew of Dark Testament trled to make up for what it

at was to become an unrelentmg demand that hts own‘

Coa -

| Congues rnay be a forerunner of an entlre schog} of: Afrlcan llterary art "3 S ong of the

.hns wuth a si le cry a mst/the unhumamt of rthend wrth a sn le lea for ‘
mP y 93 V é&_ mp P ,

ibOOks abundantly show By the standards of the day C.P Snow s- brlef comment on -

’

saw as: Abrahams's deﬂcrencues by’ m;ectmg in. a little socrologlcal flavour of ltS own -

J'Mr. Peter Abrahams is a Soutl1 Afrlcan natuve Thrs fact ‘dominates whatever he

the novel was an A'ttempt to show how an Afrlcan appeared "to q man. of hlS own race,”
_ the revnewer proceeded to state the problem more expllc:tly "How much of the settmg

may be fresh  to Englush readers |t is dlfflcult for anyone acquamted wnth it to guess and -

,-Frnedenberg reviewed Mme Boy well and at some Iength wnth due regard for the
" author's style But even he yew attentlon to the problem when he ended by pomtmg

e+ oout: T hns is art--but it is not Afnca e

EY

natlonallstuc crmccsm of Afr:-an scholars Much of the criticism of Afrlcan lltereture by

' The review, ewtntled T he Natlve View," opened wrth the followmg couple df sentences -

-"‘: writes."* The rewew of Mme Boy,- four years later, was snm:lar After suggestlng that

' \difflcult too, to say how much Df ‘it may mterest them.”* ln the New Republn Damel o

lndurectly and directly, Abrahams has also been a vnctlm of@ the more recent o

Afrucans has become an expressnon of a parochnal Africanism. There seems ‘to be littte . .

tolerance m.:the field for- those wrlters and cr,ltlcs who do not "toe the-lme " For'...

example a gqyd deal of Aleola James 5 revnew artlcle on Eustace Palmers An'

ngoductuon to the Afrrcan @vel is |deolog|ca| not hterary argument Admattedly
Palmer S book us a llmlted study, and his. selectlon of the vellsts who, are ‘warthy of

bemg dnscussed is:a very arbrtrary one (mdeed he leaves out al* South Afrlcan novelnsts)



But hrs essays ‘on eight .A}can novellsts are sorn/\the dbest-wntfen in Afncan'
,llterature ‘Brilliant and though’t-provokmg, they certalnly desarve a revnew from a nore '7 »
honest pen' than Mrs James s. She rs "appalled Aat Palmer s "level of [natnonahstlc] o
conscnousness "7 She sees Palmer' s use of ‘the term natwe" to refer to’ the people of
Kenya as unpolmcal' and- lnsultnng u Palrner hés nc busmess she presses on, strlkmg':_
' parallels between African novels and European llterature for “must the;, Afrlcan always .
copy from his white masters7"" And, in what is e(rﬁen’tjd wushful thmkmg she declares}ﬂ.'.."‘
. that "few people wnll aceept the rdea of a rat-race ln Okonkwo s, socuety.t 2,laPalmer 's. L
" feply to this review is more tan jUStlfled self-defence lt is al%o a good lesson in what 2.,
literary crétlmsm ought to be a The surpnsgng thlng is that in. refutmg James s clalm that'

.the Umuofla presented in Thlnqs Fall Apart IS not compe‘ttwe or matenallstlc Palmer

P ] “
does not ;fer to w{tat Okonkwo's creator sald iny 1964 Anyone who has glven anyr '

-

thought to our socuety must be concerned by the brazen materlallsm one sees all around

: F'have heard ped!/ple blame it on. Europe That IS utter r bblsh in fact the ngeruan soclety

0 know best--me lbo socnety--has always been materlalnstlc. '« e
Unfortunately, Achebe has hnmself contrlbuted to the acceptance-of natlonallstlc ,

cnterla as a part of African Ilterary crltuc:sm ‘Dne sees evndence of thus in the flrst partl

of - his book of essays, Mo lng ‘on Creatlon p_y where Achebe wrltes with -

¥

uncharacterlstlc bltterness He cnt1cuses Charles Larson ‘for preachlng unlversahty as a

1 o
credut:able artistic ob;ectlve because for solhe strange reason he belleves that people
llke Larson would never "doubt the ‘umversahty of their own Ilterature 13 Achebe must

a poor one because he had ks

' ha\ie krown that. his poirt about "colomahst criticism”
already recogmsed in an earller essay that Eldred Jones a S rra Leinan crltlc whom he-
respects is another advocate of unlversallty u Dependlng on one’s pomt of view, ene
may reject or agree with'S: 0 Anozue s |mpl|c|t critncnsm of those wrlters ‘who see .
themselves a; Jteas Fs. But it would be muqultous to react to this, as Achebe does, by_
dismissing Amzle one who follows "m the footsteps of certﬂln Westarn literary

‘ , schoolmastars st ls equally uhfalr to overemphaslse the |dea that ‘the hallrnark of a

true artlst [m Europe] rs the abnllty to |gnore soclety "as England 4 V’ctonan Age alone had .

more than its fﬂl)l' share of wrlters in pedagog:cal garbs' At stages m hns ralllery Achebe

emerges undugu:sed 8s a defender of natuonallstnc cntlcnsm' *‘There are clear signs that _

L
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| wrth the fact that he had enough of a close-up view of trlbal socnety in the flftnes to be '

- -

'- wnll more and more demand to know from thelr wrlters just on whose ldeologlcal side

they are playlng And we wr;ters had better be prepared to reckon wrth thlS

questlomng "7 He even endorses the worst natlonalrstnc posture posslble “But- for the_ o
moment it is in the nature of thmgs that we may need to counter rac:sm with
what Sartre has called an antlracrst ramsm L lt was “the. sad fact of thls

counter racrsm that Peter Abrahams lamented ift hls 1952 @BC broadcast "tn my flght“" L

* critics and readers from those areas Sf the world, where...memories of racism...exist,

agalnst the system of South Afruca I may so- change myself that l too- become '

dlseased by the vrrus l fnght agamst That Ihold IS the horror that. lS actuve among many'. |

Nﬁﬁroes today "29 Abrahams does not ratronahse or Justlfy counter- racnsm He is’ aware

5

of hls potentlal for it in order that he may better guard hlmself agannst it.

2

practlce by those. scholars whose crutncasm has an admuxture of natlonalrstlcc elements

for it |s his specnal fate that he has such-a critical eye in his flctlon and essays for what ,'

he percerves to be the destr‘uctrve élements of tradltlonal Afrlcan culture In h|s study of

Abrahams Mlchael Wade repeatedly draws attentlon to Abrahams s llber"'-s'n and

passnon for rndlwdual freedom ‘ charactenstucs whrch have made Abrahams an, L

not do to ~deny Abrahams the rught to hls vnews on tradltlonal soc:ety because he was -

ln a. sense Abrahams was destlned to: be elther |gnored or set up for target'

~ unremn‘ttmg crmc of. the exclusrvust and undemocratlc aspects of trlbal socnety It would.b

not born in it and had vnrtually no. expenence of it |n h|s youth. The fact that he had so' '

Ilttle experlence of tradlmonal life iin his. youth as to make the absence -of ‘an'

anthropologlcal background in his early work understandable need not be lrreconcllable'

ble to analyse it. wrth justnflcatuon He went ona journallst s trlp to Kenya in 1952 and a,
year later, to the Gold Coast that was soon to become Ghana n the twb countrles he‘

observed the crrpplmg effects of tl'lbal soclety and trlballsm on Kenyatta and Nkrumah s

In 1956, a year before Ghana's mdwendence Abrahams publnshed hls snxth 'work of‘

frctlon A Wreath for Udomo Set ln what is recogmsably the Gold Coast thls novel is, T

among other thmgs a bltter denuncnatlon of trlballsm ln Afrlca ln |t trnballsm rsp
presented as one of the most formudable obstacles in the way of pohtlcal and economic N

d'evelopment in the new natlons of Afnca Udomo is a "detrlbahzed” western-educated'-" Lo

v
PO i
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. polltncal pragmatlst whose efforts at natuonal reconstructlon are. frustrated by a
o .powerful trlbal coalltlon Towa;ds the end of the novel Udomo tells two of hlS former
'-frlends ..our country has three enemles Flrst there is the thte man. Then tw'e lS .

poverty And then there is the past 30 st death whlch follows soon after takes the .

1

. form of a rltual executlon replete w:th macabre drummmg and danclng .
' The oft-quoted revnew of Udomo |s the caphous one by Ulli Beler (who in. splte
.‘of h|s admlrable work m Afncan Ilterature shows symptoms of what Orwell called

: transferred natlonalrsml it lS hard to lmagme where Beler fmds his evndence that "Peter

R Abrahams belleves |n dlctatorshlp for West Afrlca or that "Peter Abrahams has .

> .

: succumbed to the whlte man s myth of the pnmltlve negro " How can Beier, wuth his B

.knowledge of West Afrlca and h|s presence in:. the reglon dunng the mdependence

“decade, really belleve that "Pohtlcally the old ways of Ilfe are nbt‘ﬂ force7 3 The edutor

of Black Orpheu may be .said to be gunlty of anythlng but lgnorance In thlS review, he is
certalnly gunlty of ‘the mtellectual dlshonesty Wthh is the pnce he had to pay when he -

' aliowed his anthropologlcal devot:on to West Afnca to sway his Jlterary judgement
Abrahams was once a. fnend of Nkrumah of whom Udomo |s 8 flctlonal portralt Udomo
|tself 1s proof of. Abrahams s lntnmate knowledge of Ghana 5 lndependence struggle n

“an angry edltorlal a Ghanalan nat|onal newspaper nevertheless conCeded that the novel s

' "lnnk wath events in: Ghana is clear 32 Abrahams knew that trlballsm was a force wuth

which Nkrumah and his Conventlon People s Party had to. reckon ‘As he tells us in. an

'essay "A week before my arrlval he lNkrumahl had threatened that, unless they lthe e

tribal . ChleS] cooperated he would make them run so hard that they would leave theur
sandals behind. Thls was a calculated lnsult to the trlbal concept ‘that a chlef s bare- faet
: must never touch the earth 33 The destructlve lmpact of trlbahSm on polut‘l and
economlc development in West Afrlca |s now well documented in hlstory and polltlcal
_ "sc:ence books many of Whlch have also recorded the ngerlan civil war . as a grlm

» remlnderpf this fact Yet recently twenty-three years after Beler s rewew of Udomo m

"1958 Lewns Nkosu "defends Belers cntucusm’ of Abraharns and in the natlonallstcc f

' tradltlon goes on to condemn Abrahams for - not followmg Achebe and Ngugn m .

-‘_recofdmg and acknowledgmg the debt owed by contemporal:y Afrlcen soclety to the
| Afncan past Predlctably NkO$| s natlonahstlc sentlments Iead hfm unto an embarrassmg



- -words about some ‘_ ges in Abrahams s. career as a polltlcal novelist.

“error of mterpretatlon Abrahams s eympathetlc treatment of Udomo ls accordmg to
‘.'NkOSl an endorsement of Udomo s betrayal of Mhend1 "¢ One may ‘as. well say that’f“.
| Shakespeare s sympathetlc portrayal of Othello suggests the dramatlst s approval of the

Moor's. murder of Desdemona or that m -Things . Fall Agart Achebe approves of v

,Okonkwo s k:llmg of the messenger Even Ogungbesan whose lnterest in Abrahams ISV
.> equalled only by Wade's s often flaws. hlS otherwzse good studles wnth unsubstantlated =
.‘lj,declaratlons like the followmg 'For hlrn [Abrahams] whatever evnls it lcolonlallsm‘] mlght
" have brought to the black man were more than offset by the smgle blessing of havmg,"

- freed him [the black man] from the evils ,of trlballsm s There are two main ob jectlonable ‘

things about the- natlonalnstlc CI'lthlsm of Peter Abrahams Flrst it takes Abrahams s

SN
comments on tnbal soc:ety out of context and pretends that Abrahams has no klnd word‘— e

* for Afrlca s past. lBut if it were lndlsputably true that Abrahams sees no good at all |n

tradltlonal Afrlcan culture Ngugn s remark referred to earller in this lntroductlon would

: never have been made )“ Second it implicitly suggests (and this is arrogant) that an
Afrlcan wrlter must depict tradltlonal African culture extenslvely Jn order to be

: vrecognlsed as "com tted” or reIevant About these two pomts however mare shall

be said later in the fnain body of thls thesns One should now say.a few introductory

e

Artlstlcally as well, as’ polltlcalky Abrahams developed early Before he . turned .

. eleven, he had met a studlous Jewnsh at a smlthy at which he was worklng in the
';'Johannesburg Coloured slum ‘of Vred dorp She read to him Lamb s Tales fromf

Shakesgea which stlmulated in hrs young heart a deswe to. wrlte stories lnke

Shakespeare .and started hlm thlnkmg about gomg to school. No sooner had he entered-.'

".a prlmary school for’ Coloured children than he made a conscuous effort to read Keats's’
poetry and- Lamb 's Tales. Wlth literature, Abrahams took his flrst step out of the petty S
-cr'.;.?\:l life of Vrededorp HE Ilved in"two worlds " he tells us in hlS autoblography Tell.

| _ Freedom "the: world of \/rededorp and- the world of these books" (T ell Freedom p.

189) Such was the lnfluence of Shdtespeare and Keats on the .young Abrahams that by‘ :

the. tlme he was in his mld teens, he knew he wanted "To wrlte sto’rles" lT ell Freedom p. -

'220) But even as hlS creatlve facultues were stlrred so ‘was his polltnc‘# conscrousness

. aroused The ‘more. Abrahams learned and read the more acutely he felt the paln of‘ o

'
%



‘ deprlvatlon And, for Abrahams when he wanted to urrnate |n a publnc lavatory or rest |

: 'on a park bench or have a cup of tea in a cafe depnvatlon was symbolrsed m the
- CBplt&hSBd publrc warmng ."RESERVED FOR. EUROPEANS ONLY” '(T ell Freedom. - pp.
| 192- 193) At thrs early stage in. hns development the most sugnrfuomt svent was has
' dlscovery whlle employed as an offlce boy at the Bantu Mens Socual Centre of
'_Amerncan negro literature. To such negro wruters as W E B. Dubons Countee Cullen
‘ vSterhng Brown Claude Mcl(ay Langston Hughes and Georgla Douglas Johnson
‘ Abrahams has recorded "a great debt for crystahzmg my vague yearnmgs to wnte and

for shownng me the Iong dream was attalnable (T ell Freedom p- 230)

The perlod that Abrahams spent ai the Dnocesan Training College in Pletersburg is -

worth notmg for the Ilght lt throws on hlS attltude to mterracnal relatlons l,lke Drwell at’

g Eton Abrahams attended college as a non-paylng scholar -He had to follow a routme -of
N study and work and in both of these preq‘ccupatlons he found hrs wgtte prlest teachers
most agreeable "Fathers Woodf:eld Jones and Adams were the fnrst whrte men whose
- colour | forgot (Tell Freedom p 260) Even the Afrlkaner Mr Jansen soon broke

'._down the reserve all non-whltes have toward Boers Tell Freedom p. 261). However
v'vthe fruendshlp Abrahams en;oyed from the. whltes wrthun the walls of - the Dnocesan
Training College only sharpened hlS sense of the raclally tense world outside. .

Shortly ‘aftar leavnng college Abrahams next attended St. Peter s Secondery '

’-School outside Johannesburg Ezeklel Mphahlele who was also a student of. thls school

at thus time, remembers Abrahams ln Down Second g ue:

, dreamlly he saud what a wonderful thrng lt would be if all the Negroes
« _ came back to Africa. Abrahams .wrote verse-in his exercise books and
o them to us to read. | admired them because here was a .boy wntmg
-something like the collection of English poetry we: were learning as a set
~ book in"'schobl. 4 remember now how morose the verse was: straining to
" justify and glonfy the dark complexlon wnth the lm black and proud of it
theme »oo

At St Peter S, Abrahams soon ran into Marxnst company He becarne frlends wnth a
‘Ti.‘young couple Cath and Harold who called therr explanatton of events m thus world
-‘ “Dxalectlcal Materualusm "and "the creed by. Wthh they lwed Marxlsrn" Tell reeggrn p
287 But Abrahams 'S d|s1lus|onment with Marxlsm oeme very soon after he embraced

- _-lt ‘Had Marxnsm any room: for the cornpasslonate humamty that pervnded the hfe and

teachlng of Chrrst7" (Telle dom p 298) And his dnslllusnonment became oornplete )
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B durlng his v:sut to Cape Town where he was shocked "at the, ruthlessness with whlch the

' comrades seemed determlned to herald the New Future" (T ell Freedom p 325) ln Cape:.‘ _ |

Town Abrahams s refusal to glve unreser'ved endorsement to the Trotskylst’ creed
: trlggered a series of events Whlch culminated 'in his leavmg the home of Goolam Gool

hls klnd and conslderate Marxlst host

[ 3

% o Abrahams fr rted wuth and re Jected commumsm before he started: wrltlng GlVen -
' ’thlS fact |t is surprlslng that Michael Wade should see anythmg resembllng a Marxist -
phase in Abrahams s. nOVGIlStIC career » Abrahams s polltucal and llterary conscnousness

.o ‘v'_developed at -a tlme whach made hlS brlef affalr wlth communlsm almost lnewtable Thef-" .
“1919-39 period, Wthh covers the time between Abrahams s birth-and his departure
‘from South Africa, corresponas almost exactly to the penod (1917 1939) when in the
words of Rlchard Crossman [Communlst] converslon was so Eommon "0 it was durmg
this lnter-war perlod that such polltlco~llterary personalltles as Arthur Koestler Ignano

" Silohe and" Richard Wright . saw commumsm as a vnsnon of-God on earth"‘1 and then, -

- after becomlng actlve members,of the Commumst Party re;ected the commumst God"

"as One who “falled However ynllke these men Abrahams always remalned an '

lnvestlgator of, never a convert to communlsm He did not  like Andre Gide, Louns., "

Fischer and Stephen Spender ever. "worshlp communlsm from afar 2 George Orwell
- lS the wastern - polltlcal wrlter whOSe relatlonshlp with - Marxlsm mvutes -a legltlmate
) omparlson with Abrahams s. Even when Orwell was energetucally espousmg certam

Ma>x|st ldeas lt |s doubtful that orthodox Marxnsts ever wanted hlm on. thelr terraoes'

So it was wsth the Peter Abrahams who offncnally broke wrth the commumsts at the Dally -

Worker in England in 1942, Like Orwell, when Abrahams was most characterlstlcally
: . ndeologlcal he -nearly. always was so with a dlfference Both wrlters went beyond

ldeology to emphas:se mduvndual freedom and dignity. Abrahamss flctlon especually

Son ong of the City, shows that he is familiar with the thmkmg and attltudes of Marxlsts .

But this does nothmeag that his flctlonal perspectlve is ever Marxlst Two ponnts render ’
. lFOﬂIC Wade s oplmon ’that Dark Testlment is one ot the books whloh are |Ilustrat|ve of _‘
Abrahams 's allegedly Mar xist p_pase Flrst Abrahams refused to present this- book for'
the scrutiny of the Engllsh Commumst Party before publlcatlon Secondcvthe @I_y‘

- Worker greeted Dark Testament with a scathing rev;ew (Goh pp 16- 17)



‘ Abrahams is: a wrlter for whom every sngmflcant perSOnal expenence is
e rudlmentary matenal for flctlon There |s evndence in his wntmgs that hus expenences in '
o _ South- Afnca and to some extent ‘in England Kenya Ghana and Jamalca have left.‘
o . | deeply engraved lmpl’eSSlOl‘lS in his mind. These mpresss:ons must have been especlally"
v vivid in hl$ most- productnve yeara between 1942 and 1957 when he publlshed a total o
'of hine books l& is ‘easy to underestlmate hns abnlutnes as a novellst and. as an‘.'
autoblographer lt is true that hIS style is not always Jree of undesnrably ponderous -
express:ons ‘But, génerally he wntes wnth a stralghtforwardness whnch some mnstake
N for oversmphclty lndeed the fact that Abrahams 3 creatlv:ty thrives” on. hls real hfe
) | | experlences has mlsled a perceptuve L.l’ltlc like Mlchael Wade mto readlngetaughtforward.: i
o autoblography in "I Remember,” the "remumscence" W|th WhICh Dark Testament opens .
Havmg mlstaken tha/ rare story-teller s 'l" for the more common autoblographlcal ",
Wade calls Abrahams s honesty (or carefulness) mto questnon "Abrahams clanms that the' .
stones and sketches were wrltten between 1930 and 1938, Wthh would mean that: the "
earhqst were produced when he was eleven years old and had, by hls own account only. _'
~ just begun attendmg school 3. One may add that at eleven Abrahams dld not speak
: read or wrnte Engl:sh Why did Abrahams not wrnte a,preface to mtroduce hlmself and
the stones m Dark Testament but mstead chose to wr:te "‘l Remamber" as the fnrst of
' fourteen sketches« Wthh cannot ‘be called factual thhout reservatlon7 Why is the '
memorable classroom mcudent in T Remember” novyhere recalled in Tell Freedom? It is .
reasonable to conclude ‘that lAbrahams has in the "remtmscence " dellberately blurred the
- conventnonal demarcatlon between fact and fuctnon Abrahams s autoblography ltself may ‘
' be said to be self-conscuou ly llterary' The author hlnts at thls in the tltle. T all FreedOm *
ln the word “Tell,” he alert us to the fact that “his narratlve has elements of 8 tale that %
he is as concerned wnth how ' he tells his Ilfe-story as wnth the accOunt 1tself lndeed the
\k& novehsﬂc element m A rahams s autob»ography ls< undenlable The dlalogues aré ’,‘
| _ compete\ntly handled ahd the relatnonshnp between form and content is very vusnble. Tell
P Freedom helps to' mak the case that the wntlng of autoblography can be a full-tlme

hterary actnvnty
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exploratnon of hlvrld lts central the i$ is Abrahams S preoccupatlon wnh the

questlon of mdnv:dual freedom and dignity, and ,thls thesus is flrst exammbd through an: |
—analysls of such recurrent concems in Abrahams s early works as the' themes of:
deprlvatlon and mlscegenatlon in South Africa. Some of Abrahams s later novels are as <
preoccupled with poverty and racial matters as are hls early novels and short stones 4
o but |t |s the early wntmgs Wthh are espec:ally concerned wrth deprlvatlon poverty>3
y mterraclal sex, and mterracual love= Also dlscussed is what Abrahams calls his "Iong
a vnew " the sense of history Vld'\ICh mforms hlS dramat:satlon especlally m hls later novels
K of the problem of mdlvudual freedom in this world. Flnally, Tell &M Abrahams s
I autobnographlcal statement on the questlon of personal freedom is analysed In the
duscussuon of Tell Freedom some aspects of Abrahams s autoblographlcal technlque are
compared with aspegts of his fuctnonal technnque HIS use of atmosphere lS espemally'
~ scrutinised in 1\ order to illuminate the different analogles he strikes between the- pnctorla N
Iandscapes Wan CI'ISBS of hIS created world Many crmcs of autoblography.} .
f\ - undertake to explore‘ the issue of genre and- truth. The present wrlter however, sees .
this noble pursult as belongmg to the realm of critical blography and not to llterary 4
‘ crntncnsm as such Tell Freedom is therefore consrdered in the essay whlch follows Es :
PR |mag|nat|ve self-analys:s in other words as hterary autob:ography‘ The essay COncludes_
L with an assessment of Abrahams s place in the modern Isterature of Afrlca N
Perhaps one should end this mtroductlon wuth 8 few words about the reason for‘
the apphcatuon of the word “g gartheld " in the present. study, not only to post-1‘948 o
‘ South\JAfrlca but to pre-Natlonallst Government South Afrlca it is mdlsputable that the
: Afnkaans word garthel K was vurtually unheard of before 1843, the year in ‘which it
- was first used in the Cape Natlonal Party newsbaper Die Burger. As the world knows '

only too well; 'gg eld" became the slogan -of the Nat.c'\al Party in the 1948 electuons -
and the “official pollcy of the South Afrncan government thereaf'ter This post-1948
OffIClal 2pa rtheid sometnmes refer‘red to as "grand _agartheu R was an mstltqtnonahsed '

. constrtutlonahsed racnal ldeology a systern undoubtedly more totalltanan ‘than the one‘-"
" which had existed before 1948 lt was a revolutlonary doctrme Whlch advocated racnal ,‘ '
separatnon in every. conceuvable sphere of South Afncan que and one of its grandest

lnnovatlons was the |dea of segregatmg the black populatlon mto "'homelands or _'



'bantustans ' . ‘, B IR U T

However |f offnc;al or grand gg eid was an mtensnfucatlon of anythmg it was
b

- ,' ah mtensbflcat:on of the systerngf racnal segregatlon whuch had exnsted |n South Afnca'

Iong before 1948 The Group Ardas Ac,t of 1950 which provnded for the estebhshment‘ -

ities, t_o_ A and villages, of separate ‘areas for the dufferent racual groups, was a
compreheNsiv. form of the 1923 Natlve Urban Areas Act under - which most
Afncans had Iong been ‘'segregated in urban areas. The Mixed Marrnages‘Act of 1949:_ '
'(whrch forbade rrlag between wh|tes and all non-whttes) and the lmmoralnty““--

" Amendment Act of 1950 (whlch proh;blted sexual relatlons between whltes end all

L -‘ non-whxtes) were extensnons of the Immorahty Act csf ‘I\927 (wh:ch prescnbed severe -

" -penames for sex between whltes and blacks) One should= also po:nt out that the Natwes )

‘ ,’Land Act, arguably the most |mpcrtant of South Afrlca s post-Umon preces of ’."
Ieglslatmn ‘was | mtroduced not after 1948 but as far back as 1913 '

Clearly, then even rf the word garthel was not heard of untnl 1943 and even

if the system of a garthend was not offlclally enfﬁ'éed untll the period after the Natlonal '

Party vuctory in May 1948 there was in South Atrlca a system very much like apa el

'»before--yes Iong before--1948 There are wrlters who refer to .the system of

segregatnon and racrsm before 1948 as "petty _a_gartheld" in an attempt to dnstmgunsh this

system (semantucally at least) from the grand ggartheud" of post-1948 South Airlcau':
Neediess to say, from. the ponnt-of—vuew of the wctlms of so-called "petty Qartheu g
there could not have been anythmg "petty about inhuman Iaws like the Natuves Land Act
okf\1913 the Natnve Urban Argas Act of 1923 and the Immorahty Act of 1927 Pomtmg o
.out_ the dnfference of _gl_eg;e_ betwee "petty apartheid” end "grend ggartheu "is- '
: ,ustnfrable Otherwuse in a study of Agihams a4 number of whose works lre set in -
' pre-1948 Sou,th Afnca a.constant dnstmgurshlng ‘of these terms (ns cumbersome end.'
ultlmately ummpprtant The condrtuons of the non-European characters :n_vﬂtose\_gf
- ._Abrahams s works set in- pre-1948 South Afnca are little- dufferent from the conditions
o of the non-European eharacters in those of his works set in post-Natnonalnst Governmentf "'.’5
o South Afnca Herenn lies the reason for the use of gg id," . in the chapters
folldw asa descnptnve word not only for the 1deology accordmg to. wh»ch South :f’h

‘ ‘l' has been governed slnce 1948 but also for the system of racsal segregataoaf whuch had

—— ‘ X . K N R . —
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‘, exnsted in’ South Afruca before DF. Malaﬁ:and hlS associates cllmbed mto the seats of_l
S

Ee

power and wreaked even.more havoc. o L '. o
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\ T 'Those Thmgs That a Human Being Must Have The Themes of beprivetlon and

Deprlvatlon is, in the flctlon of Peter Abrahams an effncnent megns wuth whnch the -

-

' o Mlsoegenatlon in Abrahams s Early Writings ‘t\

-‘
apa eld government of South Afrlcg robs the mduvndual of hig self-worth and freedom

In thls fuctlon the non-whltes of South Afruca are presented as deprlved at two Ievels

on one level they are not allowed to. have and at the other, they are not allowed to

' 'b_e_l@g ln i Remember d the very first sketch in Dark Testament Abrahams mtroduces .
'the theme of depnvatlon The artxst- peaker remembers a day at pnmary school on _

‘ WhICh he fainted: 'When | came to | had to admlt ld’ only had a shce ‘of bread in two'
_ _days They gave me food but that only made me ill, so | was sent to the General

" Hospltal .They sald l was ﬁuffermg from starvatlon Then they let me ‘out to starve
again.... 1.lt is no wonder that asa boy, the speaker cannot separate his desire to wrlte .

’

storles from hlS desnre to eat a‘td live well:

L~ e :
I want to be.a wr:tems‘lrcan wnte-stones'about everythmg You know
like the stories in book t will make me famous, and I'll hava cakes and
. ,ginger beer for breakfast, dnd fish and chips for lunch, and a whole fowi at
nught -Then, I'll be able, to ®at.three times évery day, and have $hoes and a -

v - . +motor car, and eat like thé rich white people do. And then | want to wear a. -

and tie. That s why-1 want to wrlte stories. lDark Testament PpP. NO) ‘
Snmnlarly the life \of the Coloured narrator in "One of - the Three" is characterlsed by' .

‘ . never‘endlng deprlva ion and pam "Poverty ‘want of a woman s companlonshlp and\t\h
’ other thmgs whuch the on-European South Afncan of educatlon knows so well* (Dark -

" Tastament, p. 14) For hlS

Tommy we are told™was no very ambltlous He* just wanted to overcome the dreaded* '

'o frlends Tommy arg. Johnny, lufe is pretty much the same.

thing: Poverty" Dark Testament p 12) Abrahams lmplles that. the human need to have

-

£ven when this need is expressed in the non-European section of the South Af}'lcan
, populatlon should not be regarded as a luxury It |s a basac human ght.‘ Johnny s
mother 5had starved to- keep “him at school and he had not known"l’ rk Tes't'ament
Cip.14), Utterly defeated by life, "one night, Johnny took lysol..." Dark Testament p 1%)- -

For- the sensitive and artistic non-European souls the chonce |s between exule and

- sulmde Johnny kllls himself becaus; he has. gone to, a coastal town and failed "to get -

B away in a boat" (Dark Testament p 14) Had Abrahams failed to- leave South Africa in, .

1939, “his fate would have probably been the same. As he says ‘at: the end of Tel.l o

Freedom | had to go or be for ever lost." 2



. The message of “The Old Watchman"

isan unhkely occurrence among people who are. deprued of thelr elementary needs The

old watchman remembers the. days when as a. promlsrng artlcled clerk he had looked a

NE

: '. forward to marrymg Lthe beautrful Sal. In obedlence to her parents Sal decrdes to marry

mstead a. nch suitor who "had bonds on thelr home and farm and to whom her father

,owed some thousands of ‘unds (Dark Testament p 55l Before they can- thlnk of L

- . their daughter s happlness Sal 5 parents must save the farmly- (Dark Testament p. 55)

': . However Sal does not leave the fnan of her heart without a consolatlon prrze She llves
‘with hlm for three days durmg whlch the young clerk does not belleve that lt lS "humanly

: W
: possrble to be SQ- happy lDark Testament p 55) It |s Abrahams who makes it clear that

" _far from fulfulllng a hope the clerk srmply rests content wrth an llluslon of fulfllment
~>

L '_-The _destructive lmpact of deprlvatlon on the prlvate relatronshlps of South Afrlcan

‘-non-whltes |s also hvndent in Mine _y Shortly after hlS arrlval in Johannesburg Xuma

” falls m love wrth the young teacher Ellza For long, he suffers the paln of unreturned

affectlon because Ellza s conscuou,shess of her deprlvatnon and her consequent longlng

for. the thlngs of the whlte man suppress her love for the black and uneducated Xuma

Leah the shebeen queen warns Xuma that Eliza wull llkely choose her husband from B

'among people who- smoke cugars like -the whlte man and have motor cars and wears
 [si€) surts every day "3 Elrza is, as Leah correctly dragnqses &qk wnth "the madness of

the cnty (Mlne __y p 172) But Ellza is herself an eloquent spokesman ffor her

'. i ,;condltron At flrst she presents her problem to Xuma as a mysterrous thmg as
; L} : )
Somethlng hard that drlves me" (Mrne . P 87) ’I‘hen when she refus& Xumaa L

- sexual mwtatlons she makes a blunt confessron to explarn her conduct itis because |

‘ - '-want the things of the whlte people lnsnde I am not black and l do not want to be a

’ ‘ black person l cannot help lt (Mlne Boy, p. 89) In° Mme Boy, the relatlonshrp of Xuma

* and Elrza ds not the only one: WhICh is aborted by deprlvatron In the penod that antedates

'the actlon in the hovel another Iove affarr a less notlceable one was not to 0ulmmate in

: marnage because of a man s longlng to rrse above hIS statlon as a black man in ggarther
South Afrlca The \nctlmlsed lady in that relatlonshlp was Ma Plank who now consoles
the grief- strlcken mma the momlng after he is deserted by Ellza ‘ "Ellza isa good glrl

| _, and | know she loves only. you She has the same snckness Qw madness of ‘the cuty] that

lS that a marrlage Wthh IS founded on love

./f



Daddy had Xuma and l loved Daddy solknow{ " (Mme _B__y p 210) _ PR

R Educatlon gnves the ‘South Afrncan non-European a more acute sense of hlS‘
deprlvatlon A case in pomt IS the starvmg melanchollac in "The Vlrgln Dav:d Mason s_" _'
learnmg and creat:vrty mcrease hls bltterness as expressed through h|s wrltlng about
the fact that he |s a fallure who often goes for three days wathout food (Dark ‘.
\ Testament p 142) He is acutely aware of h|s lonel;ness and powerlessness in a somety

wh:ch determmedly keeps hlm depnved and in. hIS resultant despondency he seeks '

o communlon with such dead artusts as John Keats Arthur Sterlmg and Vmcent van Gogh

For a bnef moment durlng the - perlod he ls nursed by Rosge the prostitute ha' -

understands that educatron need not fuel discontent and despalr ln a man s heart Wlth_ - h

ROSIG at hlS snde he wrll now use hIS educatlon and creatnvlty to Wl'lte not about people; 3

who work and get drunk and flght because they Iack educatlon but about people wnth

e souls that are crylng for understandmg "'(Dark Testament p 158) He will, ‘in’ other - :

words cease belng a recorder of the commonplace and try to capture the |rrepressuble'g

- splntuallty and humamty of man But he soon relapses lnto hls old language of

poverty-lnduced despalr "'Yes My name |s Dawd Mason I am twenty ftve For all those

years I have gone wrthout those thmgs that a human being. must have Proper food .

Good clothlng A warm bed A woman to talk - to in the language of the splrlt and the |

: body I have gone wuthout all these" (Dark Testament p. 142) In the end Davud Mason ST

o fmds solace ln death Fleta m The Path of Thunder advases Lanny Swartz not to

establlsh a school in the Coloured commumty of Stalleveld because "Educatnon wull not. be .

good for these people f they get learmng they wnll start longlng for thmgs they have'. i

) never thought of before "It is,in Mabel, Lanny s suster that the valldlty of Fleta s

oplmons are seen. Mabel has no formal educatnon but she .s' "educated" about her worth

- as a human belng by the Engllsh anthropolognst w;th whonf she |s lnfatuated She trles to -

explam thls fact to her brother 'That whlte man’ showed me that lm as good as Sarleﬂ X

Vllllel’ fthe. noyel s beautuful Afrnkaner herolne] (The Path p 133) Earluer -as she slts ln o |

the anthropolo%st s car Mabel |mag|nes herself as she would hke to be: "For Mabel the :

world was transformed She wasn ‘t colored and she wasn t poor and she wasnt Mabel'

- and she dldn t work She was a grand whlte lady and thls was her car and thls was her

husband besnde her" (The Path p 106) Wlth her new. sense of eelf the petty theft-'.-



Bl
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r Wthh is a consequence of her deprlvatlon glves way to a. strong urge to go to Cape'

Town and. reallse an honest ambutlon or two

Clearly Mlchael Wade mlsses the pomt when he complams about "the sheer

' unrelatedness of” Mabel s relatlonshlp with' the Engllsh anthropologlst “to the concerns‘

v of the plot & One is tempted to ask nalvely ”What unrelatedness"' Although the eplsode L

is, as Wade says detrrmental to the characterlsatlon of Mabel its centrallty to the theme o

”v"of deprlvatlon cannot be demed To Abrahams the most horrlfylng aspect of the'

poverty of Stllleveld is its debllrtatlng effect Abrahams s- portrart of this Coloured

communlty lS a. pacture of a people whose deprlvatlon has bred in- them a .
self- destructrveﬁ passuvuty and a tendency to vnew thelr condltlon as somethmg ordalned.j_.? R

_ from above. LAnny Swartz compares the poor people of Stllleveld wrth those of Cape .

Town "lnslde some of the poor of Cape “Town " were free of thelr poverty Not so

_those of Stlllleveld whd have resigned themselves to thelr fate and in whom poverty‘

was there msrde them and.. was even worse than the poverty m whlch the?lwed' {The he

: Path p: 35) (Durmg a v:sut to Puerto Rico, much later Abrahams agaln noted thlsi. '

‘.dreadful psychologlcal effect of poverty ) When, wrth the

anthropologlst Mabe! frees herself from the hold of her commum"' i e expresses the'
ldea of dlgnlty in deprlvatlon whlch Abrahams evudently respects The presence of Fleta ,

ln the . eplsode of . Mabel and the Engllshman IS another reason for the eplsodes.

’ ; relevance to. the plot The exchange between Fleta and the anthropologlst represents the '

.'|dent|ty as a non-whlte should excuse her blgotry That her behavnour |s attnbutable to h

'confllct hetween the conservatlve reallsm of the sufferer and the liberal optlmlsm of the . i .

. detached observer Fleta Ioses the debate because Abrahams does not thlnk that her‘.

" fthe fact that she has suffered much in.a whlte-domlnated socnety cannot be denled-

Howaever, when she is suspucnous and dlstrustful of the anthropologlst on the bas:s of:_ )

_' the man s colour alone she exhibits the kind of attltude that is an lmpedlment to the '

‘ realleatlon of Abrahams s hope for a world wrthout, colour in the Englrsh anthropologlst -

‘ Abrahams strlves to make the ponnt that |t lS wrong for the deprlved non-Europeans to _

r

- As m Wl|d Conguest the Engllshman is no more than -a caricature. But Iuke them he |s m' o

‘percelve every whlte person as an. enemy ‘Like. Paddy o} Shea in Mme B_y and Paul Van "

s Afrlcan llterature s llne up of benevolent whlte stock characters whose functlon is. to

[
i

of the Engllsh’ =



Saty o
- demonstrate the absurdnty of an All non-whltes are good all whrtes are bad" attltude -
The poverty of the non-Europeans of South Afrlca is rooted in the government s .
dwnsaon of the country s Jland- along racial Imes Even betore the |mplementat|on of "
offucral g end the Coloureds and the Aslans llved |n overorowded and dlrty hovels in
the slum areas. These shantytOWns sutuated outslde the cutnes are the settangs of the -

stones in Dark Tisw_ The old hard-workmg woman who loves and loses her o

daughter and her grand daughter ("Love') M' Death in the story of that tntle the soouety

of Coloureds who die One after another s’ caety"l and .the. mght Infe whlch |s‘
charactensecl by sex hunger and garnblmg ("Saturday nght ’l-these/ are alt products of _‘ V‘

South Afnca s Coloured locatlons The real-lnfe degenerate state of the Iocatnons?' 8

. reahses in. |tself soma of the strangeness of the flctlon In 1952 Abrahams was'

. commnssnoned by the Observer of London to visit South Afnca ang, ’report on the luvmg |

condmons of the non-whltes In Return to’ Goll, the factual book whuch was the result of

that vasnt Abrahams descnbes one of the most unpleasant aspects of- hfe in the slums

everywhere A found bucket lavatones -Around these fhes formed their

kmgdoms From these kingdoms they sallied forth to the meal tabies, or the

-bits “of bread and jam children munched while they played or on to the lips -

and eyes of sOMme sleeping child. And the children had sores.on. their mouths.
~ and ll;unny eyes and. noses and dlarrhoea and always suffered from stomach '
: qtrou les. ’ o . e

x

Abrahams. was not tha only ;ournalnst on a wsnt to South ,Afnca in the early fuftues

Professor Herbert Tnngsten the edttor-ln-chlef of the Swedlsh newspaper aggn o .

Mw_eg_ was also m the Umon on a fact-fmdmg mnss:on Of the Iand on whnch the,’
locatlons are satuated _he’ says: there us nothmg green no trees nor anythlng
country-llke in the vucomty The roads are the only playgrounds of the chlldren When it
rams those roads turn lnto quagmlres in dry weather they get covered wuth Iayers of 7
dust lnches_thlck."' ln the. slums Tlngsten saw: hov_el__s whrch were "practlcally;he,aped B

’ upon" sach’ other’ betause’ only lim'i‘ted ‘slices of" land.have‘ been made av.ailable' "o
Abrahams s observatlon ls smlar "People llved on top of each other Chnldren watched

thelr parents wash and bath and dress, were half-frnghtened half fascmated spectators’ -

Cor hsteners to the most mtlmate act of love; (Goli, p. 55)
© . The black South Afncans have been hat the hardest by the
govemment s raclal allocatlon of land When Abrahams was m South Afﬁca m 1952

T there were, "Accordmg to the‘ latest census report 8 535 341 blacks ahd 2, 643 187

A n
i '-‘.-,qg% i

d.




T

’ ’whltes in the Umon Under the Natlve Trust and Land AEt of 1936 the government had
4

‘set a aslde a small portlon of the Iands of the Un:on as reserved lands for the blacks. ln '

| a_the early flftles three mllhon of the total black populatlon were forclbly settled on:

47, 255 square mrles of reserved lands.” in other words on 10 per cent of the total

e

o

i land area of South Afﬂca the remalmng 90 percent bemg the domaln of the whltes

o (Goll p lGGl The, adV0cates of terntonal apartheld argue that the reserves waII one day

provrde the natnves with a "natlonal home" w@e they wnll be free to develop as a R

distinctive racnal group In io,'ﬁ of the City, Professor Ashe and Doctor Tlmbata two

' such advocates, explam to the Mmlster of Natlve Affairs thelr "plan for complete

+.

absolute segregat:on pohtncally and othermse

We SUggest that the Government make a grant of a sum of ; money and set -

. aside ‘certain tracts of land ejther .in-the Transkei or: up North in ‘the
Piertersburg -area;’ and Perrﬂ” it, let us say a hundred thousand Africans to.

settle there and build 'up a self-supporting group. This group will.owe '

- allegiance to the Government, but will run its own dor‘nestnc affairs. It will set
- up its own police and courts, -and its own Government. This would solve what

. is knowp as the Natlve questlon wnthout any dlsruptlon of the: country 10
Not only has terrltorlal agartheld falled to solve the "'Natuve questlon in the real que
_South Afrlca it.is also steadnly and surely pushmg the country towards a bloody racnal
'confrontatuon The “reserved lands" have become nothlng more than reservonrs of cheap

: labour A’ black 'homeland is not even a umfled whole in some cases the patches of

land Wthh make up.a homeland are }cattered ail over the country In Son g of the Clty it '_

is Hendrnk Van der Merwe that traguc agen of ag rtheid who wonncally speaks the

'unchallengeable words of WISdOm 'The idea of ‘a State wnthm a\§tate is not. feasuble" -

(Song: p. 40). In the flrst place in the real-hfe South Afrlca whlte offnmals constltute

the final declslon-makmg body in the admmlstratlon of the reserves desptte the presence

of a number of elected black members ln the local government Therefore, apart from -

: ; quarrenng with the Mea - of an autonomous natlonal home" Jor the blacks; -one: must
'.’questlon the honesty of a government whlch expresses thls |dea Secondly no'
- able bodned black man w:th a family to look after remains in the reserves for long Many

' of the young men leave for work in the cities and W|th a taste of a dufferent hithey

'lnevntably fmd themselves llke T. S, Ehots Magn "no longer at ‘gase in the’ old :

dlspensatlon To many of the blacks then the reserves are anythmg but "homes o

..Sltuated on the poorest‘1and in the country the reserves have a terrubly low yleld from



crop and cattle farmlng It is about thns that Alan Paton speaks when he fllls the openuhg

- 4 pages of C_y_ the Beloved Countm wrth sur‘\ lyrl? sorrow "Down |n the valleys Womeh

.. scratch the SOII that is’ Ieft “and the malze hardly reaches the helght of a man They. are

g valleys of old meri- and old women of mothers and chlldren The men are away ‘the:.

young men and gnrls are away The son cannot keep them anymore e Such ghmpses of

the barren land are unfortunately the closest that there IS in creatwe llterattge to a

=N

: pl@ture of Ilfe on South Afruca s reserves. From the pount of vuew of llterary creatnon lt

. ls‘ a pnty that the novell'sts of South Afrnca should know about the mlsery of the reserves

-and not belong to them These wnters have seen not Inved the Infe of the reserves

. The:r umaglnatlve facultles are’ therefore little - equlpped to conjure up the approprlate

' sombre colours and the typlcal domestlc tragedles whlch are lndlspensable to a creatlve o

depnctron of life in these unproductlve lands

-So Peter Abrahams llke other South Afrlcan wnters focuses on the urban
_ reallty of the black mlne-work'ers ln Mlne B_y Abrahgms evokes the. work of the mlne
boys w\th such thorough-gomg realusm that he underl‘r%s the Ilteralness of the truth that

South Afrlcan socuety is burlt upon the sweat of |ts black populatlon In the plcturesque

- " scene m which he presents Xuma at work on. ﬂte mmes he dnsplays fasematmg powers

: of descnptlon We see Xuma and the/other workers in thelr endless labour of movnng

: sand and we see them as they "gasped for breath and thelr eyes turned red and beads i

. _of sweat stood on thelr foreheads %mm machlne-llke efflclency of ‘the men. IS

' comparable to the rapndlty w:th\whlch A truck would corne from the bowels of the

Te .

~

_"

"'*‘earth ! Then would come the psychologlcal humlllatuon of the men as’ they reellse theur ‘

.' muscular lnablllty to reduce ﬂ'le slze of the sand plle, “This mockmg of a: man by the sand

. - that was always wet and: warm " (Mlne ___y pp 65-66) The whole passage, as Mlchael

: Wade pornts out' "stands in |ts ewn nght and is. convmcmg and hornfymg " Towards
the end of the novel Abrahams dramatllses the lack of concern on the part of the

“managernal staff for the mme werkers The Coloured worker Johannes and hls whlte

boss Chrns die in an accldent because an engmeer has earller refused to heed Xuma' 5 _'

'.,warnlng that a roof is sagglng Shortly after the bodres of the two men have been
}camed out the manager shows hls dlsregard for human lrfe when he tells the workers
o ! 'The mme sall nght Get ready to ge ddwn nught shlftl" Mne B_oy p 247) ln reactlon to

N
‘\, o }__'_.“4
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this, Xuma now completely poht:c:sed crles “No” and Iargely creates an overdue stnke '

| Xuma s "No" is the hlstoncal response of the rebel to the tyrant The key word of :
Antlgone. “tHe fnrst rebeu of. Western tradltlon 'was “NO "3-In her stand agalnst Creon |

'Antugone asserted her rlght to abtde by prmcuples Wthh she consndered supenor to'

those of’ the state Therefore ‘as. Andre Brmk has observed Antlgone s "NO' was reallyg.» $

‘a, .'Yes lt ls a rebelllon not S|mply dlrected agalnst somethmg but aamed towards :., o

- somethlng It is not negatlve but posutlve No to all the forces whlch try. to deny the :

: human yes to all the attnbutes of dlgmfled human life. In dramatnsnng the dehumamsmg
of South Afnca s black workers Abrahams is careful to-aomt out that it is not whlte
psgmentatlon Wthh makes oppressors of men Two whlte men defy race solldarlty and' ‘
sude wnth the workers one to dle with Johannesand the other to go to jall wrth Xuma _b

' _ Boss boys like Xuma and Johannes are the only: ones who are spared the mlsery e

i of llvmg in the mlmng compounds which house about three hundred thousand of thelr;‘ .

fellow mme°workers As Johannes explains to Xuma many of the mine boys 'are not of’ 'J

the cnty ... The whute man fetched them And those that are. fetched must live in the'

compounds Itis the law here (Mlne __y p 55) Durmg Abrahams s trme in South Afnca e

f the real-life sntuatnon of the workers was even- more - excrucuatlng From thelr'
barrack like exlstence they could not stir thhout perm:sslon and thelr wwes and:"'.
chlldren were not allowed to vusut them, They wlere ‘often fed well but: only l‘ke valuable g :
beasts of burden Thelr protests when the food was bad were frequently greeted with

' contempt by the mlne authontles ln Nadme Gordlmer s The _mg D_Ls_ the narrator § _ .‘
father who |s also Assustant Secretary of a mine scornfully laughs away a mine boys
food strlke All thls to-do over mealle-pap A storm: |n a pomdge pot a storm ina ..
porndge pot "-15 The lmpressuon that one has ‘of the compounds is not unhke that whlch
one has of weII orgamsed prlsons In his short story, "l.ast Letter " Cosmo Pleterse tells' :
of, the: removal of a man Nkosi, from a mme-compound to pruson The reader senses.‘
- that the mune-compound from whnch NkOSI has been removed is another kind of pnson .
Pleterse descnbes the compound as havnng concrete bunks" Whlch "were |ce-trays in. - ‘;
the chamber of mght s refngerator " The Mlnmg House has "steel bones" whlch’ ,
"contracted grazm blue-brown shins . agamst the rasp of dead sand and mortar " _'

Llfe in the compounds is seen as "a Slbenan nught in the House of the Dead " as a nlght in.



whrch the mnne boys "were dead but d|d not know it yet and because they were dead
\they could not know it. 6" To Preterse then the mnmng compounds are ver:table
pﬂson-houses for South Afnca s black mmers Whereas Abrehams has |n Mme g__! _
3 , concentrated on the: helhsh nature of the mlne-work of the blacks Pleterse has touched |

EAl

“on anfaspect of thenr beast-hke exustence

It is not C?"ly because they are demed thelr dauly bread that the non-whntes of "

' South Afrlca are a sad Iot— True the mere denlal of a human bemg his nght to have ’

- 'causes him degradatlon enough However the deeper tragedy of the darker r‘ces of

?
: 'South Afrlca is dlscermble in the fact that theu' country s laws sanctlon condone or.

. remaln sllent about the brutal treatment meted out to them by the poluce and the abuses' .

- C
hurled at them in publrc The \/ery exrstence of a colour-bar and of laws whlch requure

1 the black cmzens of the c0untry to carry ldentrty documents to explam thenr presence at -

4 -any place at any glven tlme of day underllnes the condmon of ‘the: South Afrlcan

'non-wh?e as a stranger in. hIS own country Itis thus pOInt that Abrahams strlves to

‘ emphasrse when he populatﬂs the pages of Dark Testament wrth characters who' are

: houtcasts in the story approprlately entltled "Lonesome the narrator. complams about hls o

awful Ionehness" and expresses his Iongmg fQ[ “Somebody to: sit wuth quyptly -

Somebody to talk to Somebody to look., at" {Dark Testament . 59) When he\t??\ds a8 “
o fnendly whnte female commumst they are not free to\c,op{rerse wherever they choose :
& _;They decude on "a non-European cafe where we went so that it would be all nght" (Dark

' ‘Testament p 60) In the tltle story ' "The Testament y one may drsagree w:th theu

'argument of the whnte lawyer that hrs non-whnte chent should be acquatted of the charge -

/7 )
of murder because the Ia‘tter does not. understand the forelgn laws Wthh have been o

Lo

' ,|mposed on hlm There is even a moducum of unconscnous racusm in the lawyer 8 smpl:clt'

suggestlon that murder is 'natural to the non-European However the Iawyer s plea is, in

:part a valud statement on the allenatxon of the non-whlte in racnst South Afrnca 'Nothmg‘ C

is more pathetlc than to f|t nowhere Nothlng is: more pathet:c than to be an outcast o

U And, gentlemen of the jury, ‘when you return your verdict remember thns —You are,

dealing wuth a person w;hase llfe "has made hlm what he is" (QL _e_m_ p. 75) .

South Afnca s pass laws are the clearest mamfestatnon of the: demal of the black manv o
B his rlght 1o’ elong In the world of Song of the __rty Nduln's flrst duty upon reachmg the R

.....

P



: furst whlte dorp after leavmg h|s tnbal vxllage is to. report hlh’!SGlf to the pohce statlon

M,
and get a pass-'and although he’ does not expect 1t a European flrst name However

-

the rlght to force a name on ‘an Afchan natlve on. hlS furst vnsut to the: cuty is merer a‘

' mlld expresston of the monstrous power of ggarthe:d On hrs way home from.wdrk one ‘

~ nught chk Ndull gets a bltter taste of ‘this power when, a policeman 'confronts hum l’-le ~ S
lands Nduln a blow to the ‘'side of the head because Why didn'’ t you stop when l called‘
you heh? Durmg the |nterrogat|on whlch follows the pollceman calls Ndull A, har, ‘a 1

'. bastard a thoef and a kafflr In the end he dlsmlsses the lad wrth a threat "And next
time you don t stop when a pohceman calts you Fm gonng to. break your neck* do you -
hear7"(S_0Qg pp 20-21) e : T R

»

In a socnety llke thls only the brute strength of a Xuma can save a natlve from

| ‘vf lmmednate physical humllnatson In Mme B__y the day after h|s arrlval in the cnty, Xuma |s :
| taken snght-seemg by Joseph ‘the brother of Leah s man" (.L _y P 27) When t'hey pame
e stroll into an area where the pollce have just begun a surprlse raid on gamblers Xuma g
' alone among the people around hum refuses to run When a pollceman hits and kicks .
hum Xuma stnkes back and’ then ’buhchee hlS great flst and struck agam Hard " "The
pohceman we are told groaned and collapsed in a heap and lay stlll” (Mme __y p.3 1)
However even the mighity. Xuma s reactlon is an angry and nnvoluntary response not a
_ conscuous and heT"o'fc/ stance agamst the system As soon as he reallses that thls 1s no
place for vullage chwalry Xuma mutters "Now 1 will run and actually runs as only a man”
‘with fear in his heart can run (Mine Boy, p. 31) Later on, when he has learnt and better.
understood the ways of the clty Xuma trea s warlly in"the whlte-domlnated 'heart of |
the cnty d he walks wnth utmost cautuon lt ns only when he ‘lts in: Malay Camp that he .
rubbed agamst the people and d|d not step out of the way" and "bumped agannst them '
‘ and felt thelr warmth and softness” lMlne ___y p 102) In- Malay Camp Xuma is able- to
say even as the speaker in "Lonesome" mlght have sand "lt was all rlght here" (Mme B_§ _
P 102) There cannot be many. stronger commentarles on. the alienation of the South "
Afrlcan non-whtte than this cautuous and dlscrlmlnatmg movement of a Herculean man ‘ :
' | lf the non-Europeans of South Afnca are denied the right to ilg_ng so, albeut‘
less obvnously, are the whltes One may safely assert that no whlte person m South

Afruca who opposes apartheid |n print, word or deed enjoys a life free from arrests,'



detentlons or survenllance lf Bag Brother watches and threatens the black masses who . |

constrtute the "proles he also watches and threatens such "lnner cnrcle dlss1dents as .

Alan Pafon, Trevor Huddleston Nadme Gord“nmer Athot Fugard Donald Woods and- s

Andre Brlnk In his book of essays Mmaker Bnnk lllustrates wnh the real l;fe
tragedy of the ’Afrlkaner Bram Frscher that lt can be a terrrble wrath that the @rther -
C . Y0 demonstrate this; he did. not.hesltate after all non-vnolent means had proven futale to

/‘

A collaborata’m a programme of selectlve sabotage For this, he was sentenced to lufe_
g@lmpﬂsonment Ten years later Fnscher contracted cancer and ‘was released on parole to

dle But in South Afruca. as m Orvgell s flctlonal chama not even the memory of dead B

o
v
'
3
}

_,": , fhe rewglme are vaponsed ‘and alI records of thelr ndentmes destroyed And tl'us is ' why

-e'“ 'clalmed Fnscher S ashes after his death for as Brlnk says o

e theéouth Afrlcan gover
' “even the ashes ef 2 fréé

it Ga n' be dangerous ina state ruled by fear and susplcnon M

SN Abrahams s work, the. snbjectof viite allenatnon Iacks the cornplexnty that it has in, "
“say Dorls Lesslng s The Grass is ggg_lgg or in some of the works of Alan Paton and
Nadrne Gordlmer Thns |s most probably because Abrahams ns no; a whute man, but also.-

- ‘ _‘ because empathy outslde hus own racnal group does raot seem to be one of his strong :

. government vents on its opponents and reslsters Bram Fnscher re;ected ggartheu and

dlssnden’ts is tolerated Thls is why, in the world ofN mtee gl_tttl:our opponents ofl'_' SRt

Omts ‘(except possubly, in Wlld Conguestl However Abrahams recognlses that the:

. 'whutes of Seuth Afruca are, hl(e the non-whutes depnved of the right to pelong ln the'_ :
TR Ay

e short story ”Lonesome"‘ the whlte lady wrth whom the Coloured spaaker goes toa

Anon~European cffe so that rg,would beali right" is as much a vnctlm of the colour-bar as N |

her non-whute frlend Perhaps Abrahams s best portraut of. the ahenated whste as Myra
'Van der Merwe, _ one “of the.central characters m §gr_t_g of the _g Myra 'and her
husband Hendnk Van der Merwe have dlfferent atl;lmms and values .oonsequently, therr |
L love fauls to endure As the Minister for NatlveAff;lrs Van. der Merwe bows to the '

' antnsemmsm and anglophob:a of his. Afrlkaner constltuency and votes in favour of South, ;

} A‘nca s neutralnty in’ the: Second World War. l-lus oolour pre;udnce ‘bacomes

3 when his_retarded relatwe Uys begets 8 Chlld with chk Nduli s suster "Van der*we g .
stood up and paced up and down the room God the horror of n alll Uys and a black.. Loy

woman wuth a bastard chlld What cm one do? Klll the chrld Klll tne woman Knll Uya

v



Jesus, tell-m‘e why life is such a filthy cesspool SOmetimes”"(Song P- »‘l 2‘3)‘ Iif Van der
Merwe lS attached to South Afnca his attachment is only to Afnkanerdom and the Iand

By contrast Myra is not a blgot She is able to step outs:de the boundanes of race and .

290

relate hurnanely wnth her rheumatlc‘Coloured housemald "I tell you what - do Maggle C -

S write - to - my grandmother in England Shes about mnety or so and shes ‘had
rheumatnsm and is very clever about. such -things..." (S ﬂg P3N, Shortly before she
, leaves South Afruca for England she says to the mald “You've helped me very much,
L Maggie. | will miss you so" (So __g p 160) To the news of Uys's death Myra s reaction
is one of sympathetlc concern, not one of horror and ‘shame: . "'But what's gonng to o
' become of the child?” She asked He [Van der Merwe] sald nothlng‘ 'If it mherlts Uys s |
“mental weakness who's going to look after lt7 Agam he sald nothmg For the rest of-

. the way they were sllent" (S__g P- 156) A ‘ e '
' Myra's humaneness makes her unable to belong in South Afrlca for whlch her -

love -is not, like her husbanid’ S, merely geographtcal or Ilmlted to her own .language -

_‘ group Whereas Van der Merwe is mtereste : hlS dut‘y "'Myra places human beings
above polmcs and musgunded patruotlsm an sees South Afrlca 3 posmon on the Second _
: World War as “a questlon of neutral:ty of or taklng sndes with Democracy or s’mg :
_ out of the war”; to. h|s wrfe on the other ha d, "It's a questlon of sitting on the fence
‘ » whnle thousands and thousands are kl'led’ (Son p 81. & us s:gmflcant that even wherf._
the. tens;ons in South Afrlca make her long for England Myra still affirms her emotlonal
commltment to the mystncal bond that hnks human bemgs everywhere 'Not Afnca Not
| § England Not Engllsh people or Afrlkaner people. Just. a world. And just people " ?on

‘_;"-"’,p 134l Also sngnlflcant is Van der Merwe s belated reahsatlon thag after Myra Ieaves

‘\ not even grdup sohdar:ty can save him from Iosmg his sense of belongmg "Ahead Iay
the lonely road for love was stlll there. And Iove separated meant lonely’ road' (S__g p.
'167) B | | ' '

Does Peter Abrahams see communlsm as-an lde%logy vvhich'has the potential -for_‘

' ‘restormg freedom anbd d;gmty to the deprlved and alie ed people ‘of South Afnca? It is
umportant to refute the argument of some commentators that he does in his early work .
*Betwﬁen Abrahams s teen-age years in South Afrlca and the lmmedlate aftermath of the

'1948 electlons the Communlst Party was the only forum in the country where whltes -

Y 7 . . oL . . Py
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and non-whxtes could effectlvely organlse to flght a_:g eld (After the Communust Party ‘.

- wa@med Alan Paton s multiracial Liberal Party took-its. place until the leeral Party'

was also proscrlbed in 1968 by the Prohlbm I lnterference Act ) ln Song of -

O of Polit]

the C _ﬁ chk Nduh and other embrttered clty blacks flock naturally to the commumst- ‘
meetmgs %f wh:tes lnke Roger Jones Lee and Naomn Ashe However crrtncs like Mnchael .

Wade Kolawole Ogungbesan and Donald Burness are dlsappomtmg in thelr failure to

reallse that Abrahams does not himself- endorse commumsm anywhere in hus work in
presentmg commumst characters ln Son ng of the LY Abrahams is slmply portraylng a o
: real aspect of the South Afréa of. the. 1930s Just~as he found fault with: commumsm in

real hfe (as we know from his autoblographlcal Tell Freedom) so in. S ng.of the Qlt_y
)

- he crmcnses the comt'numst Roger Jones through' Naoml Ashe In one of those hlghly

-

: : lmprobable dlalogues that are. pamfully common in Abrahams S novels Naoml rebukes '

Jones ! everythlng you say comes _from your head‘ and not from your heart.. Dont

you - semetnmes long for the Ianguage of” the heart? {Song," p 106) Through. the

[ESURY

: Coloured narrator in. 'Lonesome " Abrahams re)ects commumsm more exphcltly Tl-‘_

narrator sees thg. commumst movement as bemg more lnterested in empty slogans than'

| in lndwldual freedom and comfort ‘ they say ‘Don’t comrade that s defeatlsm What

do | care about defeatxsm when l am feelmg Ionesome? What do | care about anythlng

when | need human ogmpannonshup and sympatby}and am told that all wull be well after ‘

- the. What about a blt of n _gy_?" (Dark Testament P 59) There is a srlly argument by B

Kolawole Ogungbesan that, |n Mine §__y Padd.y 0} Shea s "nlckname the 'Red One IS

enough to. brand hnm a Marxlst " ThlS is lll(e saylng that the Red Cross is a Marxlst' L

organusatlon Slmple as it sounds Abrahams 3 explanatlon of the reason for Paddys',

nlckname seems ‘the o‘nly vahd one: 'Hls chm pushed out untll hlS eyes were blue “And-

' because of his mass of red halr he was called the Red One" M n __1 p 64) One Fhay'
' also pomt out that Paddy O Shea is the only character in Mine _B__gy who takes the side’of .

individual conscnence agalnst group solldarlty He tells Xuma "l am a man ftrst ! want you ‘ .

to be a man flrst and then a black man "A moment Iater he elaborates on this: "T hat is

B the right way, Zurna When you understand that you quI be a man wnth freedom malde.-

your breast It ns only those who are free msnde who can free those around them le '

.._1 P 237) ln the stl’uggle for human dlgmty and mdrvndual freedom in 6outh Afnca ‘ ’_' S

N




Peter Abrahams places his hopes not in commumsm b'Gt in people like Paddy OF Shea and -

Xuma What a, plty that the Xumas and the O Sheas are too small a mmonty to’ be '

: polutncally sngnlflcant'

. e

_ The people of South Afrlca have for long been demed thetr baslc human rlght to _

marry whomever they want; specific Acts of Parhament have been created to prevent

* them from- ‘marrying __across racial _boundarles. As in the mghtmarush world of Orwell's |

- 'Ninete'en Eight-FoUr, where the names ‘_and'the.'actual vfunctions'o'f‘:state ministries are

contradistlnctlve a number of So’uth Africa’'s. 'Acts of . Parliar’nent are deliberate o

16 Extens:on of University Educatlon Act does not promote unrversrty

- Wi
educatlon l%m denles many quallfled black students the rlght to attend the “open

- ;umversmes of Wutwatersrand and Cape Town the szensh&p Act deprlves certam
| ‘ people of tl'{egr South Afrlcan cxtlzenshlp the Pubhcatlons and Entertamment Act is used
,to censor bgaoks and films whnch the government cons:ders polltlcally undeslrable and

the@lndus;tgal Concmatuon Act (concullatuon mind you) is used to enforce the racial

' segregatlon of trade unions. _Relevant to the dlscussuon of human dlgmty and personal

', freedom in this chapter is the most notorious of these deceptlvely named Acts of o

, Parllament the lmmorallty Act passed in 1927 and amended in 1950 Characterustncally
South Africa’ s lmmorahty Act has nothmg to do with |mmoraI|ty &fectntude .

| Mlscegenatnon between whltes and blacks in seventeenth century South Africa ns
the’ reason for the ongmal exlstence of ‘the Cape Coloured population. The behef is
’ fash:onable among many South Afrlcan whites that. the white blogd in the Cape Coloured

s not that of permanent. whlte settlers, but only' that of pa& sailors and soldlers

) oraluty Act was not made’ for passnng solduers and sailors; thouéh it catches: qunte a
w."% Paton is here referrmg‘to the Immorallty Act of 1927 which forbade extramarltal
sexual relatlons between whites and blacks but which Dr. D. F. Malan s Natlonal party,
/.<on wunnmg the 1948 electuons <onsidered lnadequate To extend the basnc law of
) lmmoralxty Malan s government mtroduced two - companlon pleces of legnslatlon the

Mmdd Marruages Act of 1949 whlch prohnblts marriage, even if solemmsed between

} the &'aces and the -1950 lmmorallty Amendment Act Wthh makes . sexual relatlons o

between whites and all non-whltes legally pumshable

7 . s . - . | o . . o L

P N . : <.

\.

o _However as Alan Paton remarks |n his autoblography Towar@ the Mountam our -



Thls South Afnca ‘where unnatural laws of "nmmoralrty govern human conduct lS-

' the mcredlble reallty Wthh iinforms Abrahams s flctlonal treatment of the theme of'ﬂ c

o mlscegenatlon However as 'is evudent in, one short story in. Dark Testament

€

. mnscegenatron was soclally unacceptable in South Afrlca before the tlme of the fll’St"

' 'Imrng'ahty Act Set in the year 1915 'From an Unflnlshed Novel tells of a white man s

o seductlon of an educated Bantu lady Jane and of the subsequent hypocrlsy and’ cruelty'-

o of the whlte prlest in whose duocese she hves Jane becomes pregnant and the pnest '

. Father John flres her from her teachzng job’ One of the nuns Slster Matllda tells Jane,

""Faﬂter has*been kmd enough to allow you to stay here untll It is over.. And then you

: must leave" lDark Testament p 135). For as long as Jane remains in the commumty she

- must do well to remember to ha\)e nothlng to do wnth the students and the college staff ',

'Now if Jane “had had a sexual relatnonshlp outsnde marnage with a man of her own " N

'colour she would undoubtedly have . been subjected to some correctlve actlon,

However rt is the fact that Jane' has had sexual mtercourse W|th a white man that makes :

Father John mtent on separatmg her from the- palr of Col0ured twins she has begotten

1 want you to understand this. The thing is, you've got to Ieave the chlldren alone and

not. come back to them It would be best if you go: away from here: for good” (Dg rk

Testament p 137).

That thns pumshment of Jane is necessary ina soclety WhICh is. mtolerant of

muscegenatlon Doris Lessmg s novel The Grass |s Slngmg also makes clear If, .n' "From

~ '-.an Unfinished l)lovel " the white communuty s abhorrence of mnscegenatnon ls seen in lts, N |

l 'rejectlon and exile of a "guﬂty" black woman, in The gras IS glng thls hostlllty to

whom it also trles to banish from its mndst With catastrophnc graduallsm the -

| mterraclal affalrs |s evident. |n the white commumty [ |solat|on of 8 "gunlty whnte woman-_. _'

' zoomagnetlsm between Mary Turner and her black. servant Moses ganns mtensnty untll' :

- _ that potentlally traglc moment when through the’ eyes of the character Tony, Dons"

' Lesslng suggests that Mary has vnolated one. of the most tmportant“’don ts" of her
E commumty As Tony peeps mto Mary 3 bedrOOm t...she lMary] stood up and held out"

_»her arms whlle the natlve sllpped her dress” over them from 'behmd . Moses was .

'buttomng up the dress she was Iookmgzn the mirror. The 'attltude of the natwe was o_f" '
ry

. an mdulgent uxono@sness o The disco

+ -

: .’shocksi-Tony even as his ff,'progresslvenees" ‘



o~

was dehc:ously flattered by thls ev:dence of whlt:e ruhng-class hypocnsy m Whlle he i L

d

ol capable of bellevmg that sex wnth a person of black colour would be rathef llke havnng a.':
relatnon w:ﬂ1 an anlmal 22 he cannot help admmng such an audaclous thmg as Mary’ s~'.
mtlmate relatlonshlp wnth her black servant In these pondermgs of Tony, however o

.' Lessmg does no ‘more than show how a: confused and mconsnStent yo%.;ng white hberal o
R reacts to mlscegenatron Tony s amblguous behawour IS not represéntatlve of hls
commumty s unwavermg host@nty to people mvolved m lnterraclal relatlonshlps He IS

- hlmself out’ of place among the conservatlve farmers who wuthout the certaln
(.

- knowledge that he has of Mary s act nevertheless condemn her on mere susplcuon lt |s o

the rough Charlle Slatter who lnke Eather John m Abrahams 's. short story persomfles.w
. whnte vengeance agamst musﬁcegemsts On a vns:t to the Turners Charlne notlces that"b N
- Mary addresses’ Moses “with exactly the. same fhrtatlous coyness with whnch she had -

R spoken to. hlmself " The. boldness and the self-assurance with Whlch the black servant.-"; »

_ responds to Mary s commands are enough to conflrm Charhe s suspncuon that there is a;"‘
h relatlonshlp between the two ‘He tells Mary s husband chk to "Get rid of that boy a4
Then like Father John in Abrahams s story Charlle suggests that the gullty ones (chk«", .'
Turner is gullty by assocnatlon) leave the dIStl'ICte He says to chk T'll buy your farm. |
from you and you ‘can stay here as manager Turner ‘But you must go away flrst for a
3 hollday for at Ieast six months You must get your w:fe away " _ o
Havung noted this exposure by Abrahams and Lessung of whlte mtolerance Sf'_'l_'- '

mlscegenatlon in Southern Afnca one. may jUStlflably complaln that ‘the lntlmate-'

| lnterramal relatlonshlps portrayed in :"From an Unflmshed Nove?’i and The Grass is Smglng e

Care mere affalrs of lust in whuch whltes and blacks are drlven by the crudest hormonal T

. ) ..
~forces toward each other s almost as if. there cannot be heart-felt love (of whlch_'

B admlttedly sex. is’ often a part) between members of dtfferent races. Abrahams hlmself

o not lnterraclal sex, but mterracnal Iove

R NI

: must have been dlssatlsfled wnth hls handlung of the mlscegenatlon theme in "From an .-
' Unfunlshed ‘Novel.” Dtherwrse it is- doubtful that he would have written The. Path of“ .
" ‘Thunder hus most extensnve treatment of the subject a novel in Wthh he emphasnses'

] . .
Abrahams flmshed wntnng The Path of Thunder m January 1946 three years"t

before the Mlxed Marrlages Act was passed and four years before the tlme of the‘-

a .



i _framework wnthm whlch Abrahams drematlses the theme of mterracral love The love ,

‘ -
‘ lmmorahty Amendment Act That- the actnon is set in the days of the’ onglnal lrnrnorallty
,“Act we know because as a umverslty student in Cape Town the novel s hero Lanny |

'"-'.Swartz attends meetnngs of the Non-European Umted Front Whlch was formed in. 1937'
. when the Act was a decade old In the world of The Path then there is- not yet a lﬁv
- agalnst extra-mantal sex or marrlage between Coloureds and Whltes although there lSa{ “

- one forblddmg extramantal sex between blacks and whltes Thls explams the absence of-'-""r

' 'potrcemen with arrest warrants ln the novel where the muscegenlsts are’ white . and '

"Coloured However bearlng m mmd the tenacuously enforced reallty of the 1927-" '

lmmorallty Act, the writer of The Path could not have falled to realnse that it was only a o

:matter of tlme before the South Afncan government came out wrth a more thorough
U 'legahsatlon of rts denlal of 3 human belngehls natural rlght to express mterraclal love: and :

_ enter into’ rnterracnal marrlage Just as Abrahams correctly guessed that the removal of ‘

blacks from the Cape Common roll in’ 1936 would usher in. “the removal of the‘.‘

§Coloureds from the same common roll so |t must have been obvuous to’ h|m that any law - )
. preventmg a partlcular form of- mtlmacy between blacks and whutes would in- due time,
’be extended to prohlbnt any form of mtlmacy between all non-whltes and vghltes The
. parllamentary Acts whnch would Iegahse the socral mtolerance of Coloured~whlte‘
mxscegenatlon may not be present in the werld of The Path but they are clearly not far‘.
: fromlt T [ ~ o
Lanny Swartz the Coloured hero of The Path IS no artful seducer At: hlS first .
.meetlng wrth Sane Vllller the novel's whlte herome Mth whom he wrll very soon fall ln:‘

oy '»love Lanny bluntly criticises what appears to be her superlonty complex The meetmg-_' ‘

. 'takes blace at mght and the two cannot see each other m the darkness The moment .

~.Lanny announces his. name and Sane reallses that he is the broéter of her Colouredf* :

i housemald she complanns that he-has just spoken to her "llke that"’ "l.rke my equal Like
| a European " (The Path p 45) To thls Lanny retorts Am l supposed to be your’- A T»
.mferuor7 And do Coloured people speak differently from*Europeans?" (The Path P. 45) _ -

.. We. dlscern |n thls lnutnal exchange between the hero and the herome the polmcal

-

S that is to be has lnestnmable PO""'“' signifi

'afflrmatlon of an aspect of humamty w!/nch 'artheld denies,. but also beceuse lt will be o

e not onl)' because lt is, by |tself an.



'i founded on raclal equallty The: colour pre;udlce evndent in Sarle s feelmgs of superlorlty .

ig T not lngramed In the ‘scene: in whnch she arrives jUSt in tume to save Lanny from the

“brutallty of Gert Villier's- henchmen Sarie reveals her nature as. one. wh:ch s

fundamentally opposed to- racusm She takes Lanny to her house on the hill and gwes hlm C .

water to wash the blood from hlS face She hes:tates to dust the back “of his jacket
i because "She was whlte and he was colored (The Path p . 651. But Sarle does not really
care for her hnerarchlcal posrtlon as a white. Her colour pre;uduce GXIStS only at the level

’ of harmless role- playlng thtlB wonder that It was hard,” as the novelist tells us, for her

| 'to remember it [her posmon as a whxte] all the tnme lT he Path p 65) She glves Lanny .' e

her own hand towel to wnpe hls face and in the end, she brushes the dust off the back'
of his Jacket In effect Sarle ls in this scene, sheddmg the' cumbersome image of whlte
‘ 'superlorlty Wthh her rac1al group wants all its members to defend "By hxs concentratlon .
" on apparently |n5lgn|f|cant physncal detalls [m thjs scene] observes Mlchael Wade |
Abrahams establnshes at’ one stroke the power as well as the absurdlty of the system of
prejudice which affects white South Afrucans in their relatlonshups wnth non-whltesm; :
_When Abrahams notes Sarle s surpnse "at herself for’ acceptlng the equallty that Lanny |
:_had established between them,” he paves the way for the mtenslflcatlon of a love

~relationship whnch |s based on raclal equallty (The Path, p. 65). o
' In his Justly celebrated book The therature .and Thougm of Modern Africa,

.Claude Wauthler points out’ that in socuetnes where mterramal affalrs are regarded wuth.'
hostlllty, non-whltes and whites. are nrresustnbly attracted to each ‘other, because "the
greater the rtsk the more temptmg the stake."”’ The obvious vahdrty of this argument .
does not save it from bemg a narrow and llmlted psychologlcal lnterpretatlon of the -

causes of mnscegenatlon As’ lS dlscernlble in Abrahams s "From an Unflnshed Novel” and

Lessnng s The Grass |s qumq, and- as Wauthler hlmself observes,_thls tdea--that "the

'f‘f{'f;.greater the I'lSk. the more tempting the stake’ --has given rise to a stereotyped lmage of

the protagonnsts in much of the creatlve Interature on mterracml romance To depart .

3 from this practice,: Abrahams is careful, m-T_hg Path, to dramatlse convincingly that ﬂ‘te.’ ‘
- growing relationship between Sarie and Lanny revealsnot ﬂ'xe"slightest predis‘bo'si’tion on
.'v their part for sexual adventure He presents hls hero and his. heroune as romantlcs who .

, before they can conSumate their love must search for ways to express |t This they do '
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. As they take a stroll n the pastoral settung of the. South Afrlcan hlghveld When Lanny
stumbles and nearly falls Sarne puts out her hand and helps steady hlm and then muses

” ;"He should take my arm (l’he Path p- 122). Soorwfter she $|lpS her hand through hlS, ~b .

,saymg "There are more stones and mounds here" (l’he Path, p 123l The romantlc

. bUCO|IC poetry w]'uch they recrte is in harmony wrth the landscape about them and the :

‘ love relatnonshrp umthe maklng Lanny murmurs "Prpmg down the valleys wrld / Pnpang

_songs of pleasara glee- and says It was wrltten by a man called Blake Sane-’oreaks m

: '»-wuth "'Piper, srt thee down and write / In a book that all may read." and teasmgly says

" "And that was aleo wrltten by a man called Blake Ever heard of h|m7 When Sane walks

) back home after thelr stroll Lanny watched tlll she was out of snght and tlll her footfalls

had dled away He also reflects that. "he had felt more at ease walkmg wrth her than he -t

.

' had been in.a Iongtame (The Path p 127) : ' , ,
Towards the end of the novel s second sectlon apposltely, ent;tled "Love " Lanny

and Sarie declare thelr love for each other ln vam has Lanny trled for four days (dunng

: Wthh he has avosded Sarle) to dlsobey the dlctates of. hlS heart and to abude by hls
' country s wrutten and unwrltten Iaws whlch say m effect "There shall ‘be no equallty
'between black and whlte in church and state™ (T he Path p 149l They next meet on a
4_I|ttle hill overlooklng Stllleveld As they stand faclng each other and holdmg hands the

. novehst tells us: 'There was no need for words’ No need for erthef of them to say l

"

| Iove you Tl;ey knew it. Ih a strangely slmple and. «elemeptal manner they knew lt Then . '.( ,

Lanny klsses Sarle am "the dry chokmg feeling left hls heart and the empty lonelmess of.

~her heart was fnlled’ (The Path, p. 178). Abrahams never allows usto forget that the "

s passnonate expresslon of mterraclal love i South Afrlca |s an act of polmcal rebellnon n '

A '
LN

: '/'

: escaplst musmgs of the love—stnoken pa:r - ’ y S._' ;;.

Forgotten was the cardmal sin of their Iand the sin condemned by leveryone,

~ from the church downward to the Labour pacty: the free and equal mixture. -

of colors. Forgotten was -ugly word l‘f'mlscegenatron that would"be used, -

to iabel their love.... Sing of love, little thildren. Sing of love, old men and
“; women....Not of hate. Not of war. Tell the earth to’ emerge from |te pams to
, unfetter lts chains and to smg lThe __am P-179) ,
In South Afrlca, thls moment of happuness, thrs daydreammg is bound to be ephemeral
' As surely as mght follows day, the Coloured Lanny and the whlte Sane wrll be- depnved

the fleetmg feellng that they are ”alone and free and happy .r (The Path p 179) ln Athol

0

-,one of the many mstances of glanng authorlal mtrus)on m thls novel he lays bare the ,

¥
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Fugard s play E_ Blood Knot a Coloured young man’ warns his. brother who toys wuth

. the |dea of &"1 e female pen-pal "Maybe ;ust maybe, when the Ilghts are out, when

., you are alone in the darkest hour of the. nlght then jUSt maybe a man can dream that
one for a Iuttle whnle BUt remember that even then wherever you he breathlng fast and

| dreamnng God s watchvng with Hxs Secret Eye to see how far’ you go"’" The pa:nful

“truth will dawn on Sarie and Lanny that by lovnng across the colour bar they have

placed themselves in the path of thunder whuch wnll stnke sooner or Iater Herein hes

- the mean:ng of the novel s tntle a phrase taken from the last stanza of the poem,

.Co\mtee Cullen

‘Tableau wrltten by the black Amencan D
iy
" Oblivious to look and word *i)_,, :
They pass, -and see no wonder
That lightning brilliant as a sword :
Should blaze the path of thunder.? y

Durmg the 1930 1950 perlod the ‘main . refuge of South A’fnca‘s peﬁecuted
| mterracnal lovers was Portuguese East Afrlca where m:scegenatuon was an mtegral part I_~
- of colonial pollcy "30 It is to this region that Lanny and Sarle attempt to. escape when they ,,; :
_ sense that they are’in danger fr[om Gert 'Villier. On their way to catch the traln for Cape T
" 'Town they are surprlsed by Gert and his thug Vlljoen This confrontatlon precupltates~ ‘-,“
' the catastrophe whnch is a gangster movne affalr In The Path rt is "the vonces of the '
guns” wh;ch flnally express white South Afrlca s repugnance of lnterracual love Lanny

. and Sarie dle in-a shoot-out wuth Vlljoen and his men But it is the press Wthh artlculates

" the ‘unwillingness of the country s whlté“s to admit that love is posslble between whltes '

3 and the darker races. Once "whnte cwlllzatlon adm:ts thls says Dons Lessmg }
crashes, and nothung can save it."1 The day after Lanny and Sarle have been slain, the
_@m Post carrues a front page story Wthh tells of how a young Coloured teacher :
‘ had run amok kllled a promment farmer and shot MISS Sarue Villier: The story ends

p
wnth a strong protest agalr}st educat g black people (The Path "Epllogue") In Lesslng s

,.The Grass |s __m_cmg the attitude of e local press is: snmular At the begmmng ‘of the
novel's fnrst chapter whlch really . functrons elther -as the last chapter or the epllogue
‘there |s a brnef newspaper report oon.the murder of Mary Turner whlch does not mentuon
the sexual relatuonshlp Wthh had exlsted between this |Il fated wornan and the natwe
servant who kills her Accordmg to thls report Moses kl"S Mary because "he was m

LIRS

search of valuables "2 Such wtuperatlve m%epresentatlon of the facts is not just a '

K
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desperate attempt to protect the myth of forbldden love lt IS' also a thneat tq the vary "
concept of ob;ectuve truth in gartheld South Afrlca and in what was once Rhodesua o
- o The man called Mad Sam could have told Lanny §wart’z that by contlnunng a love
affalr wrth a wh:te gnrl Lanny s hfe would end in \;l-olence and tragedy Indeed as
- Kolawole Ogungbesan ponnts out "Mad Sam s story pro\/ades a sub-plot to the mamﬁ"‘ .
,i, < story, a forewarnmg of the fate that awalts Lanny and all those who assault the South ,‘ v, ’
@an racial barner "3 the world whlch predates the one p,oesented in The Path Sam‘_‘-" |
loved another Sarne wlfom Gert Vllller" had hoped to marry Sams love had been. .
r retumed but Gert S had been unreq\iisgd This had so mcensed Gert that he had assaulted - '
: Sam brutally ln the flght scene towards‘ the nove!’ s end as he holds Lanny s neck |n a -
s vuce Gert gloats 'm- gomg to klck Vou ,kuck y0u tlll you are. llke Sam he was fike " |

vhite woman’ (The Path p. 275 Gert had -

you. Thought he ‘was good enough for
physically: reduced the once handsome and nch Sam Du Plessus to the pathetxc creature'{:‘; N :
‘known" as Mad Sam Here |s Sam as. he’ appears in The Path a llvmg remlnder to all

A

non-whltes to beware of human relatuonshlps of the forbldden kmdt ”The rnght slde of:

hIS head had been crushed in, as though by a boot Most of the rlbs in the ’t‘léht slda of

hns chest were broken Hls rlght arm was broken m many places »’l'here'was'an'ugly andi L

bleedmg gash ln hls rlght grom (The Path p. 56) “The undnsgunsedly vnolent re;ectlon of ;;Iﬁ;'?"v‘ :

mlscegenlsts that we see in. The Path is’ absent from Athol Fugard s play, Statem 35% R

after an Arrest Under the Immorallg Act where we are more obVlOUsly in the world of :

Nnneteen M-Four with all uts totalutarlan sophlstlcatlon In Fugard s world ordmary..,f_,"

| cltlzens and the pollce (who' exhlblt charactenstlcs of that abnormal Orwalllan reahty a
called ‘the. "Thought Pollce'l collaborate to enforce the lmmorallty Amendment Act of ’
1950 whuch lncludes _ oloured whlte mlscegenatlon m the Ilst of llldgal relatlonshlps
" Unlnke Gert Vlll»er in The_ Path Mrs Tlenle Buys in Statements has no. need to take the ; s
law lnto her hands beca\use South Afrlca now has. leglsl‘atnon under WhlGh "1ustlce" ;can be : ‘
: | admmnstered to & ‘white- woman and a Coloured man who have sexual mtercourse wsth » B
each other. To Detectlve Sergeant J du Preez Mrs Buys reports the. secre} romancei ;
between the Coloured man Errol Phllander and. the whrt'e woman Frleda Joubert’ M's B B
Buys, whose house IS behlnd the llbrary run. by Joubert has had the llbrary under her »

‘ personal survelllance for one and a half years In- her slgned statements to the pohce, =

A
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: she descrlbes the pattern of Phnlander s comlngs and gomgs between‘ "a’ nnght in June"' )

5

'.Iast year and "today December the seventeenth " am prepared she declares "to"

B ‘ repeat thus statement under oath |n Court s To obtann the photographlc evudence whlch

.".: would facmtate the efflcuent prosecutlon of the' gunlty ones Sergeant reez decndes'. S

that a camera should be hldden ln the hbrary where Phllander and Joubert commrt the_

; suspected offence 3¢ When the pollce flnally make thelr move they could not have -

chosen a better moment at whrch to surprlse therr vnctxms Phnlander is ‘seen, the stage‘ L

' ’durectlons fell us, scramblmg for h|s trousers and Joubert is "naked crawllng around"-_ -

on the floor a1 Whereas in The Path whlte vnolence agamst mterracual lovers is rough
_“-.and ready in Fugard s play, it is refmed and nearly mvusnble S ) _
However the patlent and methoducal effncnency vguth Whlch the pohce catch

Joubert and Phnlander should not be allowed to obscure the mevntably wolent end of

' these vuctlms of a gartheld The Phulander we see at the end of Statements is as pathetlc- -

A human belng as the Wlnston Smith who -in, Nlneteen gghty-Four emerges from the

" torture- chambers of | Bng Brother In- an extended sollloquy Ph:lander laments his

_ 'condmon at the end of the play "I can see / I can taste / 1l can smell / l can hear. /.1 ,

can't’ love " Then he makes more plam the fact that he has been castrated " on the

' night of January the twelfth 1966 l who had been made in hns image.. dld lose a part

of fne They dad |t 1 say. They dug a hole: and burled it. Ask the dogs L For Phllander, o

.and Lanny then ‘the end is scmllarly violent. Lanny dles in heroac resnstance whrle

-

- Philander lives on as a mlserable, frlghtened and mcomplete man That the, ends of

4 "'Phllander and Lanny are in tune with the fates of the protagonlsts in the real- |lf8 dramas AN

of. rmscegenatlon in present day South Afnca many . factual stories help to show One'-'

such report appeared in the Guardlan eekly of 7 September 1974. 1t told of the

SUIClde of a 20- year-old Coloured bOy m Cape Town" who. "threw hlmself under a

,} traun when he Iearnt hzs white glrlfrnend was pregnant. " At the/tlme of hls death tbﬂ

B boy ‘had’ a total sum of 30 rand Wthh he left hlS girlfriend to 'help her to buy clothes

for the baby." However 'The glrl s father took the money and used |t to pay for an

) J-‘abortnon--a Iegal abortnon could be obtanned because the father was Coloured " The =

_vfreport dld not reveal the boys ndentltyf"B'ecause hls famlly is leadlng an lllegal-

'f". try-for-white - exustence Before_b the " boy's #98”1,'_, ot even the 9"""'9’“j



seventeen-year-old Sonya Shepherd knew about hIS Coloured ldentnty She saud

afterwards "l dld not know my boyfrnend was Coloured The flrst i knew was ‘when the

.;pollce told ‘me. lt would not have made the slughtest dlfference 13 only he had known |

) that, We could have run away to another country and got marrled and Ilved a normal Ilfe L

v"’away from @artheld The Coloured boys suucnde and the whlte glrl 5 sorrow asnde

B hlstory was the pam and the frustratlon tha(t attended the determlnatlon of the boy s
. parents t0. lead ‘an |Ilegal try-for-whlte- exlstence The boy s parents could not- send

‘ ‘thelr children, who had Colourcgd blrth certlfncates to a whlte school Apart from the

fact that the chlldren would ha\/e been refused admnss:on the exposure of . thelr f "

‘.J

_ Coloured ldentntles would also have led. to the expulsmn of thelr famlly from the whlte

- suburb ln Wthh they Ilved and to the loss of thelr whlte frlends Even more traglc was ‘
'the fact that, when the ‘boy dled he could nelther be burled in a whlte cemetery (as the_v -
pollce now knew he was Coloured) nor m a Coloured cemetery (because hlS famlly s

' whlte frlends would ve asked why) "So says the Guardlan Weeklv ego "he was |

cremated and the ashes put in an urn o _ . L

)

~In her undymg love for: the Coloured Lanny the herom’e of The Path is, lnke the

s what’ made thus mcndent "an apartheld tragedy almost unparalleled ln South Afrlca s i

&

Sarle before her, a new Desdemona a1 Even when she reallses that she must pay an_~.'

B ) Lanny Like 'Desdemona who cast aslde all consnderatuons of kindred and colour and'

. " exactlng prlca for partaklng of a forbldden love Sarle remalns steadfast in her devotlon

‘ “followed her Moonsh lover to the lsland of Cyprus Sarle lS prepared to follow Lenny S

anywhere and to suffer poverty if necessary (The P p 257). Sarle is a romantlc L

.'_descendant of Desdemona because llke the suxteenth century Venetlan lass, she is

. constant |n her love for a man of dlfferent race-a love Wthh hangs in-a vacuum wuthout

any SO|ld support in the world in: Wthh it exlsts It is evndence of Shakespeare sf- ‘

remarkable understandmg of human nature that Iong before the |dea of sexual ettractlon" i

e between the races became so overworked in flctuon as to st:mulate a creatlve reactlon-- -

| from wnters like Abrahams "he understood that true Iove ‘a8 opposed to mere sexual.* :

| 'vbefore the segregatlon laws of the Unlted States and the M_ pollcles of- South

e

: attractlon could exnst between a Venetlan glrl and a Moor from Maurltama A good three o

g ,' centurles before non-whltes became a permenent and an actlve part of western soclety L -
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| Africa Sly(es‘pear'e -understood ‘tHat whlen a non-white became the lover of a covete'dv"
e white lady he mevutably aroused extreme feelmgs of hatred in. some whltes i we are

. not dnsposed to take serlously lago s descrlptlon of Othellc as "an 6ld black ram"u and '

as a "Barbary horse.”* we can at last take serxously the mpressnon of the- ‘'senator

‘ Brabantlo that Othello is "an abuser of the world"“ and that for Desdemona to love such

a man is "For nature so preposterously to erl'g s In all of Vemce wnth the possnbie" B

exceptlon of Mlchael Cass:o Desdemona is the only person who sees Othello s vnsage o
if his mlnd S -~ _ .-
. Shakespeare s liberal lmaglnatnon shocked many elghteenth and mneteenth century

critics of Cthello. In splte of the abundant textual evldence of Othello s colour some of

_these’ crltlcs could not tolerate the. ldea that Othello who was a Moor could also be o

0

‘_black The great actor Edmund Kean "regarded lt as a gross error to make Othello elther °

S a negro or a black -and accordlngly altered . the conventlonal black to the llght brown

which dlstmgurshes the Moors by vurtue of thelrJdescent from the Caucasnan race.""’

Frederlck Wlllnam Hawkms the brographer of Kean added that "Although Othello is
. -
,descrlbed wuth a mmuteness which leaves no doubb ShakeSpeare intendéd him to be
: . _
black there is .no reason to suppose that the Moors were darker than the generallty of :

Spanuards R Charles Knlght the' Vlctorlan publlsher and emlnent ‘editor - of

" -Shakespeare complalned that the - Moors "the descendants of the proud Arabs -were .

confounded with the unc:vnllsed Afrlcan -the deg}lsed"slave s The crlth Henry Reed '

' consndered The’ repulswe notion: that Othello was ] wgt--a coarse featured Afrlcan--
. l
" to- be 'directly. at variance w:th the requ:sltlons of both poetry and hustory "30 Colendge s
)
v_pomt-of—wew was |lt‘t|8 dlfferent ".as we are consatltuted a)'ld most surely as an Engllsh E

,audlence was dlsposeo |n _the- beglnnlng -of—the seventeenth century it would be |

somethmg monstrous to conceive of- thls beautlful Engllsh glrl Isic] falling m love wuth a -

Verltable negro 51 Elther these reknowned scholars id not know or~they dld not care to‘
"~

: yl lS borderd by the predommantly

acknowledge -that Maurltama (Othello s natlve cc

black countries of Senegal and Mali and does have black as. well as llght~sk|nned Moors o

- John Qumcy Adams a former presadent of the Umted States ‘had no. doubts about. .

* Othello’ ] race he denounced Desdet’nona for marrylng a "rude unbleached Afrlcan "s2 ln :

the comments of another Amerucan .on the play those of the Cl’ltlc Mary Preston we

o .
LI i '
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o 'see an unsurpassable example of the raclst cntlclsm of Iiterature : o y ,>
' in studylgyve play of- Othello l have always |mag|ned its hero a whlte man. It

is true that/the dramatist paipts him black, but this_shade does not suit the
v ‘man. It i§"a stage decoration Which my taste discards; a fault of colour from =~
..~ an artistic point of view. | have, therefere, as | before stated in my readings -
of the play, dispensed. with it..... We may regard,... the daub of black upon -
- . Othello’s portrait as an ebutiition of fancy, a freak of imgination--...one of the
_ - few erroneous strokes of the great master s brush the smgle blemlsh on a
R faultless work.s® o ST o
learly Shakespeare was too Ilberal not only for hns day but also for the CflthS of N
succeedlng centurles Bradley had such crltlcs in mind whee he sald We do not luke the : -
' real Shakepeare all we dehght m rs "to have his Ianguaoe pruned and hlS conceptnons '
o flattened into somethlng that sults our mouths and our mmds SO .> o ,-
' For aII |ts raclal prejudnce the 51xteenth century Vemce presented in Othello was.
s:gmflcantly more tolerant of mlscegenatlon than the twentleth century South Afnca ‘
. presented in creatlve llterature Although the Duke s vmdlcatlon of Othello s mterracual ~‘ —
: marrlage in the Venetnan Couf;[cnl Charnb“er probably reflected the senator s perceptlon of .
o Othell o's usefulness to the state and not his recognmon of Othello as 8 man who was _
equal ln every respect the vmdlcatlon sprang from an extremely llberal attrtude .
- _ ‘nevertheless It must. have been the Inberallsm of thns fictional Vemce that appealed to. the

youn Abrahams when a young Jewnsh ~girl read to. hlm from Lamb’ 5 Tales frorn
F

. "The story of Othello," Abrahams remembers in Tell Freedom "Jumped at
and mvaded my ‘heart and mlnd as the young woman read 1 was transported to the
land where the brave Moor lived and loved and destroyed has love " l - , L '
L In hus exploratlon of. the SpBCIfIC theme of mlscegenatlon as in his’ handlmg of

_ o the subject* of deprlvatlon generally Abrahams s mablllty to delmeate his- whlte
i ,characters psychologlcally and empathetlcally |s apperent In "From an Unfmtshed Novel "
-'l;'ihe does not provnde th 'sllghtest ghmpse of the mnnd of the whnte ‘man James Martm ln
- ot fact Martm dusappears from the story after he hes hadosex with the Bantu lady

jtter in The Path where he attempts to present Sane s mental )

’ | "processes through nn nor monologue However, a psychologacal preeentat:on of a
:charaeg‘ cannot be llf'mted to a mere reproductlon of - the rhythm of the character s B
o feelings- ‘and thoughts We need to. see the cheracter dnven to some kind of ac'uon |
» "hcwevef mconsequent by the |mpapt of socual pressge on. hus mmd Before the an'
c'atastrophe at the novel s eri'cl ";‘Sane suffers but lmia And shg suff.rs bgc.ug. m
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stands An the llne of. flre between her racaal group and her Iover not because her socnety o

- sees’ her as a prmClpal ina crlme For a whste msrder s portralt of a white mrscegenlst o

| :under strong socual and psychologlcal pressure we must turn to another South Afrlcan’

“novel, Too Late the Phalaro Je by Alan Paton The moment the young Afnkaner pollce' g t

'lleutenant Pleter van Vlaanderen succumbi to a sudden surge of lust and has sexual ‘
mtercourse wnth the llcentlous black grrl Stephanue, he - prosecutes and condemns_ '
hlmself He is truly horrified- and ashamed of his own deed Earlner when he catches, a

",whlte boy chasung Stephanle he asks the boy, 'You know the lmmorahty Act?ss and then

o proceeds to tell hlph “It's [mterracual sex- |s] a thmg thats never forglven ‘never .

"forgotten The court may: give you a year, two years But outsnde it's a sentence for. f
,Ilfe..._.'}‘ After the bo.y leaves. van Vlaanderen prays that "God have mercy on him."" Ina
psychological analysis of the Iieutenant's char‘acter the first important point is that, |
desplte hIS Ilberahsm and general magnansmlty he is convnnced in hlS own m:nd that sex . :
_W|th a black person is wrong This statement is supported by evndehce that IS scattered: |
" at intervals throughout the. novel and whlch is especnally abundant from Chapter XXv.
"'onwards : o . S \f . e T | | ’
Even before he actually has’ carnal knowledge of Stephame van Vlaenderen IS‘
'-_ truly baffled. by the realisation that he can feel sexual deswe for a black glrl "How I
' wondered at myself " he notes |n his secret dlary “that’ | who shr$nk from any dirty
_. ;oke and was so fussy about my ‘body and clothes.. should be tempted by such a
'fthmg .9 Much earlier; he records how "l was temptgd by what | hated and how he
| longs for "a salvation” that wil "make me clean and sWeet and at peace ."” After he has‘ , |
' had sax wrth Stepham'e he sees his * cnme" in charactenstlcally rellgnous terms As soon
' as the gnrl leaves ‘the scene of their act van V‘laanderen has a vision that the doors of

| ‘Heaven have been closed to hlm, "that no prayer mlght enter in" from- such a man, who o

‘knowmg the laws and the commandments had of. hlS own .choice and WIII defled

' them "0 Clearly the Ileutenant s sense of hls sin precedes hlS fear of dlscovery His two -

reactlons to_his deed--hls sense of havmg offended God and his awareness that he: has -

vuolated an important law of _a_gartheld-are mdlcated ln the order m which they occur m' =

the followmg sentence “And. whtﬁe he was praylng if he mlght pray, he heard a t\mgf '

crack loudly in the vacant ground, and was filled wnth terror.™1



Nevertheless when van- Vlaanderen s fear of the dlscovery of his " cnme by hls" R

soclety comes 1t almost completely overshadows hlS dread of God s punnshment When o

he arr;ves home fl;om the scene of his crume he flnds on hls door a note whnch says. I .

SAW YOU "61. To lllustrate the psychologlcal effect of thls note on the lleutenant Paton' B

presents van’ Vlaanderen s reactmn to the note in great detarl The lieutenant closed h«s :
, '_hand over the paper as though someone mlght see it in that empty house carnes it
_into hlS study and shuts the door. He studues the note and observes- that |t is. anonymous,

unruled and clean " and that it has "three small words seven. Ietteu’ enough to destroy -8

world Although the curtalns of the study are’ drawn "he held h|s hand folded over the

“paper...". for he imagines hlmself in a town suddenly full of eyes that could see m the o o

: dark of mght and the thoughts that moved in the darkness of men's mmds 6 When he

~ hears a car outsude he is "fnlled agam wuth terror” and he put the note betweenrthe :

',pages of a book and ‘put the book in the bookcase After he has gone to all ,this - .

' trouble he realises ‘that the car has stopped not before hls house 'but ha}f a block‘}
| away."# For a brnef moment he tries to evade pamful reallty by allowung hlméelf , thnnk'
“that hlS unknown enemy rmght not have any SOlld evudence agamst htm However he.
. ‘suddenly remembers the "dogs from Sonop" Wthh can'be used to smell and unear‘th
, evndence and hts fear returns The note turns out to be a harmlesﬁj httle prank vts
nmportance lies in the whole mcadent through whlch Paton succeeds ln palntlng a vwnd_
“picture of a fear-rldden mmd o s E 'ﬂ ) | oy
v. Van Vlaanderen's psychologucal reactlons are rooted ln very real soclal pressure

~ Hisis a world which llves by "the iron law that no wl:n;e man mught touch a black woman :

"~ nor mlght any whlte woman be touched by a bla& man.” All v:olators of thls law sre

'brokep and destroyed" by ltS” protectors é One such protector is van Vlaanderen s'
-;father-m-law who, when he hears of ‘the lieutenant's deed "struck the arm of- his chalr” L
and threatens to shoot the offender "Inke a dog et However the most zealous upholder_i.~
of this. law is none other than the lieutenant's own. fgther old Jakob van Viaanderen, " -
'-Upon Iearrlmg of his son's offence Jakob van Vlaanderen hes the famlly B:ble brought: B
: "'_to h:m "’%nd he Crossed out the name of Pieter van Vlaanderen from the Book " The

1P : o
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v.\' :

'- :must never agaln be spoken in that house, nor any Ilkeness of hlm be seen there e L
: Flnally Jakob van Vlaanderen mvokes upon his son the wrath of the' Hundred and Ninth B
psaim: "When he- shall .be judged, let him be condemned; and let hlS prayer become‘ ‘
= lndlsputably the work of a white Sbuth Afrlcan wrlter like Alan Paton helps to v
' lllumnnate Abrahams s unsuccessful presentation - of -the psychologlcal undercurrents in.
South Afnca s _white soc:ety‘d However the same work also provudes a useful '
' ‘background agalnst whlch we can see. with greater clarity Abrahams s lnslghtful portrayal
_ ‘of the general non~whlte attntude to mlscegenatlon For -a novel about whlte-black
_ mlscegenatlon Too Late the§halaroge relegates the black segment of South Afnca s }
'populatlon ‘to too shadowy a background The only vnsnble black person ‘the girl
Stephame is no more than a useful functlonary ln the hands of Paton Her whole'
~character is bullt around her concern for the safety of her illegitimate Chlld in.whose
' name she betrays her benefactor van Vlaanderen and commlts offences which make a'_ ’

jailbird of her s do not know what she thinks of herself of the black communlty of

which she J§ a palk, or of the white society with whlch destiny has given her an'

irrevbcable ' _'lp ln the end, her lmportant role in the plot notwnthstandmg, thls
' glrl remains as mystenous to the reader as she evudently is to her white creator Unlike -
'Paton the COIOured Abrahams has an unquestlonable ablllty to evoke the communlty que
'and enter the minds of’ hls non-wugute characters. in. "From an Unfmlshed Novel
Abraharns reveals the rac:lst foundatlons of a young black man 5 sexual Jealousy As the'
| 'natnve watches the black glrl Jane yield ‘to the sexual advances of the whnte James
| Martln ’T houghts of murder passed through h|s mind... They lwhlte men] were not “

vS&fleled w:th stealing our land and cattle. They must also steal our women with sweet

' words God Ihate rthem (Dark Testament p. 127) in A Wreath for Udomo the

o 'formndable Sellna refuses to treat Tom Lanwood with favour because, unhke Udomo' .

Adebhoy Mthdl and Mabl Lanwood has been "gunlty" of lnterracaal love in Londonﬁ
When Mhendl volunteers the mformat:on that |t is not only Lanwood but all of them who '

have’ had affalrs with whlte women m London Selma retorts: ’That is rot what | mean

o 'You and Udomo and Adebhoy had them [white women] “to sleep wnth but always your_ :

hearts were in Afrlca "7 She is, of course, refernng to and angered by the fact tbat

¢ o . N



' 'Lanwood s- relatlonshlp wrth the Engllsh woman Mary Feld has not been one merely of '.» .
casual sex, but a twenty year old. love affair.’ Selmazls a blgot and she does not recelve. '; |
"approbatuon from Abrahams " any ‘more than do whlte characters of the Ilkes of Father -

" John and Gert Vllher "Pre;uduce lS prejudxce says Abrahams in an essay on the Afncan :

O R
wrcter ‘whether lt comes from a black or a whlte and I as a wnter am. the sworn

enemy of all. racral and trlbal prejudlce whether in black - or whlte " Indeed to the'-'

charmlng and cunmng black man who seduces a whlte woman as a form of .
psychologlcal revenge fOl‘.hIS oppressed race, Abrahams dehvers a stern warning in Thxs
Island Now "He was the klnd who would get everythmg except the very Iast bnt nght at .
v'the end of the line he would be alone probably snck and starvnng and wnth nowhere to

" shelter, deserted by his charm, and ng woman to hold his" hand There would be a
. deSperate lonehness to hts dylng : ' o ' o j -~

To speak of the- non-whute attltude to mlscegenatron is to discuss the rac:sm of :

. South %cas non-Europeans so generally as fo obscure its . ‘hierarchical nature. The’ L
- battle Yine between all the non-whutes on one snde and all the WhltBS on the other is only .
one of many AII is not well wnthm the non-European front In the South Africa of the ‘
‘thlrtnes perhaps more than in today s South Afnca there. seemed to have been an
» mclmatnon by- the members of one group to d:scrlmlnate agaunst the groups: ‘which )

_occupled the lower ‘rungs of the racnal adder <Th|s observatnon would seem to be

’ contradlcted by the dlSCUSSIOh in the preceding paf’agraph whvch dealt with the racnsr@)f .

| 'the group on- the lowest rung that of the black's agalnst the whltes in reallty, however '

. there us no contraduc'aon here for it is concen{able that a {mal group whuch has more _'

s

’_ as a group, they do not

have the power whlch would enable them to enforce thelr prejudlces By contrast the

"crty for a more active

At an individual level, the .

-whlte group prnvnleged economncally and polmcally, is able to dlscnmmate agalnst all'the’ '

- other groups efflcnently In Abrahams s work the Coloureds and the lndnans |n thelrf
turn actuvely scorn. romantic relatlonshnps with blacks On the sub;ect of _ ite ,
racism, Abrahams s lnfe informs his ﬁctuor; very dlrectly For the fnrst twenw of

e

.- his. life,’ he was a member of the Transvaal Coloured populatnon and shortly before he

\.



’ salled f England he spent some time w:th the lndxans of Durban When after flfteen
| .'years in England he returned to South Africa on assngnment from the London Observer
Abrahams found hlms}&f at loggerheads wnth some educated members of the Coloured‘._
' communlty who could not belleve |n hIS idea of a world wuthout colour Here are
'portlons of a conversatlon whlch took place between Abrahams and some: Coloured;

o

teachers durlng the former s pamful return to South Afrnca - " o : (,”“

- Second Teacher 2 met a Natlve fellow who sald you belong to them more
‘than to.us. S A , .
. - Abrahams; l m glad he said so.
. Second Teacher Why7 Aren t you proud of belng Coloured7 '
-~ Abrahams: No. g
- Third Teacher: Do you mean to say: you are- ashamed of your own people E
-Mr. Abrahams? L : _— :
. Abrahams: No, not ashamed o ,'_'
- Third Teacher:-But not proud7 ’ C ’ h ‘
Abrahams:-Yes, not proud I'mn pro'..d of prejudlced people whether they'
““be Black or White or Brown. dn e Coloured cinemas, you people practise a
colour - bar against- the Blacks. You segregate them into. separate seats. l've
- heard of the Black B.A. who. has a Coloured girl-friend. Every time they go to
- the pictures-the gifl-goes to:the uoloured part and he has to go to the )
. . inferior part set aside for Black. R
* - Second Teacher: Do .you approve of that glrl havmg a Black boyfrlend7
*Abrahams: If she wants him, yes.
~ Second Teacher: Would you approve lf she were your slster7 -
~ Abrahams: If heis a good man and they really love each other; | would; be
+ -proud of her for seeing the man beneath the skm, Are you agamst that girl
having a Black boy-fnendl,
Second Teacher: | am.. ' - -
Eldest Teacher: ....Yo ‘say you yourself would not object to your scster'.
'marrz;sng g a Black man. XVould you yourself marry a Black woman? = -
_ Abrahams: | would. | asked & Black girl to marry me once. | didn’ t marr her
- because she wouldn't have me.... But now iet me ‘ask you somsthing. If that
‘Cgloured girl.had:a Whlte boy-frlend mstead of a Black one, would you still
. ‘object \
_Eldest Teacher That isn' 't quite the same (Goh PpP- 69—72),

The ﬁctlonal parallels of these prejudlced Coloured teachers are very |dent|f|able' '

.‘.In the short story Saturday nght They are those who after a member of a Coloured
: 'tenants assocuatuon has called for non-European unlty grumble about | "'[a Kafflr sl .
- wantlng to marry my daughter and about a. Kafflr s one leg belng m the bush'" (Goll p.
68) p The Path of- M, the. Coloured preacher of Stllleveld endorses the VlBW' '
invented by the Afrlkaner Dutch Reformed G.hurch that "God made whlte and coToreg:.
and black .He made them deferent because He wanted them to be dlfferent It is Hls will.-
that colored. people should |IV8 and work and learn among colored people Il it was not
s “'sc He would have made us all ‘the sg_”' (1'__ Path P 41) chky Nalcker the young

lndnan revolutlonary in AN ght of Thelr Own is not free of the raclsm of Wthh he ns',"

Lol <«
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;b ashamed When he reahses that the Indlan glrl Dee Nunkhoo has fallen m Iove and had.

. "sex wnth the black Rlchard NkOSl he breaks down and weeps 'The docs kld‘

N _snster grvmg it to the black ‘man llke she hungry Why not me7 I'm not black ” lt
_,may be sald then that in recogmsmg rac:sm in aII South Afnca s racnal groups and not

merely the conspncuous and domlnant raclsm of the whltes Abrahams responds to thns ;

notonous South Afrlcan evnl not wrth the stark partlallty of the slogan~monger|ng

b"'.non-whlte polltlclan but w:th the refreshmg ijGCtIVlty of the creatlve wnter "The :
| Coloured people have sharp racnal attltudes he notes m Return to Goh "l‘hey look down ;
'_.on the Blacks and asplnngly /up to the Whltes And they would doubtlessly practlse as

- rngld a colour bar agalnst the Blacks if they werse up there w;th the Whutes" (Goll p 63)
"f"Thls observatlon is Ient credence in Rlchard Rlve s short story "Resurrectlon " Where.,:‘
. .unbellevably blatant dlscrlmunatuon is pratlsed by three llght-skmned Colo'l'ed chlldren‘
agamst their mother and snster who are both dark-sklnned When the story opens the_ :

‘51

e four chlldren srt around the coffln of theur now dead mother ‘and the life of thelr famlly :

5%

V “is rec0unted through the unhappy remlnlscences of the dark sklnned daughter Maws :

We learn that. the. three Inght-skmned chtldren do not want thelr whlte friends who vvsut

s them to see Mavus and thelr mother they order thelr own mother and snster to "stay m

o 'the kltchen and use the back door " Since, the three chlldren are trymg tQ "pass for

"whlte |t will not do for thelr vnsutmg whlte fr,Lends to see thear mother's dark-skmned '

. fnends Therefore, the three chlldren tell theu” mother s fnends not to VISlt her The,

."three llght-skmned chlldren un Rlve s story belong to the Coloured people whom

7 “Abrahams has class:fled as "The falrest those wuth the stranghtest halr and most,.

S 'European features" and’ as those who "form the socnal el:ta" (§o_ pr 63l "It is from s

] the socnal ellte " says Abraharns "that Coloureds pass mto the Whlte group I the';

, ' passmg |s suc_cQul even the parents of the passer cease to know him or her lﬁ___ ".‘
R Abrahams s treatment of the speclfsc ’theme of mlscegenatlon is, like his -

- exploratnon of the general subject of deprrvatubn an attempt to dramatlse m rnanagaable,;

proportlons the larger theme of racnsm in South Afrlca in the mam he ns cor@emed )
’ 'W|th the dommant rac:sm that of the whrtes He shows that before the laws agamsti 3

-muscegenatlon were passed whlte socnal mtolerance of mt_erracual affalrs was._



Q

o .Mphahlele s observatron in. I@Afrrcan ngg_ that "lntermarrlage between races in:South

| R ‘a9

FApo
it

) unmistakable' It vyomd “seem that raCist'legislation springs' from racist attitudes'. and not"

'wce versa One cannot therefore applaud the South Afrlcan government s recent u

decxs:on to scrap the Mnxed Mamages and the Immoralrty Actst’s Racnsm has eaten mto

' ‘.the fabruc of South Afncan soclety and there is absolutely no - reason 1o ac<:ept

..Afnca has a better chel'fce of>succe35 than aHthere else on thls contnnent...'."’-"

1

P A,
CL Abrahams is also concerned wnh-the raclsﬂn of tl*;\ Qarker races and in this he proves-

to be an rmpartlal teller of fthe South A‘ﬁrlcan story Mucha,el Wade has; wr|tten of' o

Abrahams that 'What ns most apparent about h|s flctlon is the ’complete smcerlty and

».‘bihonesty of the author m Abrahams goes beyond the well-known racnsm of the whltes to

glve us an msnder s \new of non-whlte racnsm whuch is often unknown to the outsnder .

':;..He dnssects the racism @of h|s own racual group the Coloured people, nearly as

extensuvely as he does that of the whltes In A quht of Thetr Own he lntroduces the g '

':'sub;ect of the slaughter of Indians by blacks - m the Iafe fortres and through the"‘
pcharacter of Dr Nunkhoo reasons that glven the same c:rcemstances the lndlans or "
’ the blacks would have behaved exactly as the whate mmonty does " lA __g__, p 72)‘1

_‘ Abrahams was still -not. satisfied Wlth hlS perforrnance as a wrster after he had

: comprehenslvely treated the mterrelated ~sub;ects of depnvatuon mnscegenatnon and

racism. He now wanted to take of thlngs a hnstorlcal v;ew what he and Alan Paton call -

: the long vuew ” "l felt he wntes in Return to Goh "that if | could see the whole scheme' '
of thmgs wnth the long eye of hlstory l mught be able to flt the problems of my own. .
] group into the general humn scheme and, ll"l domg so become .a wrlter" (Goh p. 17 A

. Thie next two chapters ei’amlne Abrehams s search ‘through hlS flctlon, for an hastoﬁal‘

perspectnve '
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III 'The Long Eye of Hlstory" c: 1530 c. 19599

, Abrahams s early wrmngs as we- have seen are prlmanly concerned wuth tmmednate

' socnal tragedles engendered by such realmes as deprlvatlon and mlscegenatnon Wthh mv S

the South Afrlcan s1tuat|on have been exacerbated by the rac:al mequahtues Ieglslated by.v -

succasslve governments in that country In hlS novels after The Path of Thunder (or from | B

’ Wuld Conguest onwards) however Abrahams whrle he |s stnll mterested racml and e E

- socxal condmons extends the scope of hrs work geographncally and chro ologlcally He. i .'

e»'expands hns themes to enc&?hpaSs colonlal confhct m West Afrlca and rac1a| confhct in

: :v,:the West Indles and the Umted States as well as: South Afrlca at the same tume he looks . 2

\

backward to condmons in the early snxtee\nth century’and at varlous other penods in the

past |n order to v:ew h:s mam themes wuth cons:derable bt‘eadth of h:storlcal v

o perspectlve

.In deflnmg the Afrlcan wruter s responsnblllty Peter Abrahams once sald

't seems to me that two things are mdtspensable to: the writer: who would o
- serve Africa’s deepest needs to-day. First, he must have a sense of history.”
= .. ".Second, he must have-a sense of universal humanity. Armed- with these.

. " “invisible weapons, his duty to his soc:ety becomes qu'te Clear, hns terms of

. reference state themselves LI e ¢-

What is  a "sense of hnstory,". and what is " sense of umversal humam*y"? What ls the‘-:‘v |

.vé

: :relatnonshlp between the. two terms? As "mv:s:ble weapons o how dlfferent are they in . ;

: the hands of a creatlve artsst from what they are in the hands of say, a professuonal‘.

N hustonan? To these tuStIOﬂS “the' followmg passage from Leo Tolstoy s ltttle book,

"What is Art? contalns some |mp||c|t answers - thanks to man 's capacnty to be mfected -

i ‘f.wsth the feellng of othe y means of art all that |s bemg lived through by hIS'.

i contemporanes ns accessnble to hnm, as weII as the feeli_qg __gernenced by men -

-thousands of yegr _g_ and he has also the possrbnrty of transmlttmg hls own egllngg..» '

- worth He may ve t-- Iess efﬁcrent than the professnonal hxstonan at recordmg arid

- ]



exammmg factual detalls but he is better fltted to brmg a wnder vnsnon to bear on such

o aspects of the hlstorncal process as personal or g‘roup responslblluty, the role Sf the:

. hero and the mmlstratlons of: prowdence The present chapter and the one followmg it

dlscuss Peter Abrahams as a hlstorrcal novelust as a wnter who is able in hls art to call

- 'the deadfrom bo'th»' the dlstant and-;the‘ re'cent past back to‘:ﬁfbe:;;: ‘and who' r.e;-"‘ acts
. dramas in whlch the dead once featured as flesh~and-blood : ople =

are five of Abrahams s novels--The Vlew from (%

: '& : .
: novellst m@a commrtted and honest search through hls art for an hlstoncal persap%tlve__ -

- on some of the racnal and pohtlcal c0nfl|cts Wthh rage on through the 19805

Abrahams delves farthest back into hlstorynn the fnrst part of his. most recent

_ ‘book The Vlew from C_yaba publushed in 1985 He chooses as hlS startmg pomt the
.story of the Arawaks the fnrst mhablIants of Jamalca The Arawaks as the nov)ellst

: :-mtroduces them in" the- brlef prologue

ov

the first chapter were a gentle people who. -

_were cavcllsed enough to show the 'value of lelsure by mventlng the .hammock" and o

creatlve enough to make.songs and to play and- to leave behmd thelr artlfacts " These,.-j
'fpeople so loved peace that they would not be wrthout it even in death They burled their
dead ln quiet, lnaccesslble places whnch they called "Coyaba "a name Abrahams has glven "
- to h|s @.gh up in Jamalca s St. Andrew h:lls and the name from whlch the title of | ‘
| " his* novel is derlved (ln Abraharr@ s 1965 -essay,. 'We Can Learn to be Color-Bllnd " S
where he flr'st uses the phrase "the v{ew from Coyaba he explalns that "Coyaba means _ -

‘,"heaven d "peace - ‘tranﬁinlllty "M In-this |dylluc world of betwaen frfty and srxty thousand

‘than flfty years wuped the Arawaks off the face of Jamalca lt is to the Arawaks pomt

- -"of vnew ‘on theur lnewtable extermrnatlon by the; Spamards that Abrahams glves novehstnc" e

7 treatment in the openlng sect:on of The Vtew from C yaba” I

L

The actlon beglns in medlas res "at some pomt in the" 15305 to 15405" when the
, Spamards have already kllled all but'a small number of the Arawaks lC oyaba, p. 1 1). The B

Spamards .are an mvnslble presence and: the dwmdllng Arawak communlty is not ' .

Arawaks the Spamards under Columbus landed in 1494 and agam in 1503 and in less

i R

A

“ .

portrayed Abrahams presents only) two characters in dlalogue ‘the Arawak chlef pnest -

and the Arawak hlgh prlestess through thelr conversatlon he weaves lnto the actnon the .



——

necessary exposmon of antecedent matters When the novel opens the pnesteSS chmbs,,- o

a hnll to dlSCUSS wuth the oracular Cacuque (the chlef pnest) the predlcament of theur race '.

lt” |s sngmflcant that the two are concerned leSs wnth plannlng a course of actnon agalnst o

t:heoSpanlards than Wlth the role of thgjr own gods in the fate of the Arawaks ln-.;v \

response to the prlestess who asks .' h

the gods to dogs whlch he beheves notlc. pqople only when they (the dogs) have"- v

nothmg else to do: "There lS no- reason for them [the gods] to notlce us anymore than— '

my httle fnend la dog] notuced you just now The hunt was: good and h\e had other thlngs R
to do When ther.g lS no hunt‘ nothlng to eat and nothang else to do he wnll notuce you .

So lt is w1th the gods" (C y p 14) ‘The prlestess s agony is evrdent in the confiict

between her des:re to have falth m the gods and her fanlure to. understand the ways of L

prov»dence She protests that T he gods are not dogs but then she needs answers to e

R some very |mportant questlons ’But what are we to’ do? Where are we. togo?: Who is

R () gunde us if, as you say the geds do not, nptlce us? What is the purpose of it alli?"

( oyab p ‘l4) The key word is "purpose for to the Arawaks the d ivine mtentlon is

| ‘very much at the heart of the matter Unlnke the prlestess the Cacnque |s angry wnth the‘_

-arL broken and destroyed and drlven from thelr huntmg and fnshnng and playmg grounds7

o pp 14-15) In its’ deplctnon of ah man catastrophe in a socsety where gods are bBIlOVBd'
- to be the appo:nters of dest:ny

'From their homes? Even from theur places of burlal7 What manner of gods?" ( oyab

vgods 'What manner 3 gods are they‘," he asks "who do nothmg wheri thenr fol%wers__:

Coyaba recalls Achebe s Arrow of God where, P

~‘magmflc:ent proverblal prose another chlef prlest Ezeulu questlons the morallty of hls‘b'

‘ .'~god Ulu

‘ -,h.whuch "shook Umuaro to. the. roots” ancl left éeulu 'as though he had dned “ D«scermble‘ '}“ o

?

But why, he. asked hlmself agam and agam why had Ulu chosen to deal thus

~ . with him, to strike him down and then cover him-with mud? What was his
“affence? Had he not divined the god’s will and: obeyed it? When was it ever

¥ ~heard that a child was scalded by the piece of yam. its own mother put in its W

o . . palm? What'man would send his son with a potsherd to bring fire from a . .
"~ -+ . neighbour's: hut and then unleash rain on him? Who.ever sent his sor up- the S

. :palm to. gather nuts and then tpok an axe and felled the tree?’ :

: The ummedlate reason for Ezeulu s grnef as “the: untnmely death of his favonte son Obnka '

'ln Ezeulu s lament however is the fact that the prlest blames hus god for much more'".

" than Obnka s death Just as ln Coyaba the Cacuque is angry w:th @ god who permnts the'

N oo . . N
L s ' )



Spamards to kilt hearly all the Arawaks S0, .in Arrow of God Ezeulu takes lssue wuth hls{‘,. -'

god fOr allowmg the people of Umuaro to fall \nctlm to a hlstorncal process Wthh is

“overned by’ nelther just»ce nor * falrness In the growmg power ofﬁhe Brltlsh_ -

: admxnlstratlon and in the |gbom|ny he suffers from it, in hlS moreasmg lsolatbon from hls‘

8
- own people and in the sacnleglous behavnour of. hlS own son, Oduche, Ezeulu sees the

hand of a treacherous god l. e

@ke Ezeulu the Cac:que suffers intense personal humlhatlon rendered powerless' :

. by the ev%nts of hnstory and unalded by his god he ceases to represent tl% formldable

fus;on in his socnety of god. and ‘man: lf Ezeulu degenerates into a consolcuouslyv
lmpotent arrow in the bow of hls god the Camque becomes paralysed wnth fear at the

thought of descendlng hls hitl. and facmg a communlty which awaits' gwdance from him.

\

As he explalns to the hlgh prlestess |f they say to me, Cacnque do you belleve the_ o

'

lntruders wull go away7 Am l to tell them I do not know7 And if they press and say' ..

But what do you belleve wise one7' Am | to answer them agaln -and say [ do noty .

'know7 (Coyab p 20) Real@lng that the Cacuque is no longer elther\ thenr gods._

mouthplece or an agent of d:vme help the pnestess turns thelr conver(rs‘atlon to a -

consuderatlon of any practncal survival lessons that mlght be Iearned from the hlstory of

thelr race She cntes the example of their ancestors who llke the Boers in nlneteenth

‘ ‘century South Afrlca ‘saw w:sdom in fleemg from their stronger adversarles "They dld :

not sit down anlealt to dne " 'she remmds the Cacique, "l’hey built canoes and made the

' ,long journey from the great_,and to thls place (c oya g p 15). With th:s proddmg of

7«"‘

' hlstory for solutlons the Cacnque is clearly |mpat|ent and hlS |mpat|ence is not‘ o

' \causeless In hns reatistic” amd comrnonsenslt:al vein, he reco‘gmses that events have

,_:bypassed thelr hli!Ory and*rendered it -rrelevant to the needs of ‘their present To hnm'

,':-'.'i"

thelr ancestw's are nothlng but "a burdeﬂ on-a man's spmt ! They were people of a_ o

A ,dnfferent sra- who “taught gentleness and poaceful ways wuthout worryung about trylng '

to fash?on the 'death-stlcks whnch give the Spamards such unsurpassable strength He.u'

- doubss’ the feascblllty of constructmg caaébs for thelr escape because they are not near”

_the sea and because felling trees and diggsng th_

. {Coyaba. p. 16).

ut an_d ,shap_lng them with fire 'and’v

y men and women from many villages”

N

stone 'is a labour that will need time aru




,lgh pnestess are saddened by the lnkelnhood that after thelr

The Cacsqt.fe and the v
- extermmatnon as a people no true hlstory ‘of thenr race wnll ‘exist. They understand that
o hlstory ls"“fun‘

K 'ntelly |mportant thgt "lt Ilnked the ancestors with. the:r ancestors far o )
_ <-‘_-*bac'k into the o - '.
P 19) They also under tand that history is decnded on the battlefleld by the wmners As
the Cacrque laments 'I'l‘%y the: S&hmds] would remember us not as we are but as thgy

‘ have made us"(Co aba, 6 ‘18) To the last of the Arawaks thns prospect is much more

p' t\x

frlghtenlng than - their p

. _ suffering, .f’o'r; as the Cacuque phllosophases. .
'Fiemembrance is the thread :-_'ﬁWlthOUt it there is no meanmg (C y a, p 19).

The rmnds@f the two waks do not wander from therr gods for Iong To the,

hlgh prlestess comes the thought with the flashmg suddenness of a revelatlon that the
Arawak - gods may nelther be ommpotent nor nmmortal Both she and the Cacnque sense
that they are wrtnessnng an extraordmary moment in the hlstory of thenr race As usual it l
is: the Caclque who artsculates thelr feehngs L . ' ,
' There was" ‘never a time llke thls Jin-the remembrance of our people And‘. "
- when the wise ones do not know what.to tell the young or where to lead
them, whenthere is no more'belief in gods and no vision of hope to ‘take us

: "forward when we ask if. our gods are dead; then we are into the time of.
desolation. This is thattnme my love (Coyab p-23) '

" land and wnth us all thenr descendants mto the small lands lCoy > | B '7

Obvxously drvnnlty is very much at the fore of Arawak. thlnklng it IS almost as |f from'» B

- their point of Vlew the Spamards in themselves do not matter havmg been washed onto . o

"'the Jamalcan shore by the mexorable flow of - hlstory, Pete( Abrahams is never
‘completely free of thns pomt of vnew accordmg to whncl'fa sort‘ of provndentual law
- governs the affalrs of this world ’ & ';,f,.-f'é o . ', . B
Havnng dealt with- the- story of the Arawaks, Abrahams ’ftelgﬁopes nearly three'
&centunes of tlme to dramatlse another lmportantestage tn hlawry ?ﬁe period from the '

' slave rebelllons in Jamalca in the 18205 to the af’tegmath of 1’he abohtlon of slaver ;

| Jama:ca in 1838. ’me settmg then lS Brutush-ruled demalca, a world where unhl;@.ﬁut of -

3 fthe Arawaks thle wct:ms of oppressnon depiefld Iess on. provndence thlnrhln theur own -

AL

radlcal actlon to shape thelr collect‘ive gstmy, His naggmg sense of the lnev'ltablllty of",,

.,hustonc human events notw:thstandmg, Abrahams ns full of genume respect for those '

-who by their’ own conscnous declslon break free from thenr bondege He sees the

. rebelhous slaves ;ourney thr ‘

" \}

l; the bush as a feat of blbllcal herolsm He names 'S
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' '}nu.mber, 'of "the runaway slaves-Sarah Samson Davud Jonas Jos'eph'--aftert =
unforgettable Old Testament flgures lndeed the Blble ts, in the hands of Sarah a most»y
' notlceable and slgmflcant presence among the slaves: from it,. Sarah has acqunred what
little’ she has of formal educatlon and with. it, ‘she wull mstruct the next generatlon of
| slaves It IS also from the Btble that Sarah pucks Wme-MUUnt Zlon--for their
ew-fOund land Slde by snde with Abrahams 's admlratlon of the heronc rebelllon .of the :
'slaves however is. hus suggestlon that the slaves fhght is, in |tself proof. & me"
T repetltlon of hustory ér'ah compares the slaves new home to "the place to Wthh‘
‘Moses led the chlldren of lsrael out of slavery and Samson is, ln his leadershlp role and" :
“'LphyStca| mught a remcarnatlon of. the blbllcal Moses and the bnbllcal Samson comblnedj
(Co a p 43) The. novelust lmplles that this early nmeteenth century slave rebelhon m.' '
‘ ‘:aj is, |n a sense, the history of the lsraelltes fllght from Pharoah repeatlng ltself N
‘ ‘ An lmportant aspect of Abrahams 3 thought is hlS ‘mlerstandmg that when
: people of one race successfully rebel agalnst thelr oppressors of a dlfferent race they
.do not automatlcally win for themselves personal freedom ln one's own raclal group as

in subjugatlon by a dlfferent racnal group the struggle for md:vndual freedom seems an

. endless‘task. No sooner are the flesing slaves fre‘e om thelr whlte masters than they
become. prisoners of thelr own communal charter Saréhgnﬂ,_Qaytd two of the youngest -
slaves fall in lové with each other and find themselves unable. < the provnslon in

their - group s charter’ Wthh forbids sexual mterc -rse between._f cqhsentmg adults untnl_

‘-the group Ieaderl Samson has exercused his exclusnve rlg,ht of sleepmg wuth all the

~ . had a.chance to enjoy hus exclusme prlvnlege Th’en

women during. the slaves flrst year together B;%oglc behind this. strange rule, ‘
o supposedly (and most doubtfullyl African in onguxg‘s sfphed 9y 1ts proponent Marla
‘the eldest of the female slaves, ‘a verltable femm’e.fatale "The. leader mu%t have more
chlldren and if all the. women have chlldren for the l?‘!’derﬁ%he womeh'’ andt‘the chlldren' '
‘ _Iook to the Ieader and QIVe hnm strength " (M p. 48) Fll’St Sarah ant} Davud'
oppose thelr communlty s“law on sex by havnng sex w:th each other before Samson has

g
y express thelr dnsswti verbally

'-Sarah declares that she "wnll not breed wnth anyone bu Davud and nelther she nor Davud i

is Wllhng to hand over to’ Samson any chlldren that mlght be born to them Co oyab 5,;, PRazh
- 56-57). Nothmg remains but £6r . Samson to glve in to Maria's demand that Davnd ano’“z

,‘.‘..‘
Kd -
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'D‘ Do

‘ Sarah be expelled from the group Samson announces ‘They wnll not Ilve by what we:_ o

agreed so we must cast them out Let them go now!" (Coyab p 57) In the contmumg

story of the runaway slaves Abrahams makes his dlsapproval of this dusregard for »
mdmdual freedom evndent Davnd and Sarah become wealthy and famous mlsslonarles |n o
~ the vullage ofa Cyprus whereas Samson and hlSaMount Zlon communlty suffer a

R correspondmg declme in prosperuty When Samson becomes paralysed lt is Sarah—and_

Davud who come to hIS rescue As Davnd and hls wrfe rise in the reader’ s esteem Mana' ‘-‘

smks to the level of her former slave masters whosa Machlavelllan loglc she now uses ln”v‘_ |
her deahngs wrth the cnppfed Samson' 3 you quI get well " she tells Samson “"we will- h

.' : ~wa|t and we wull look after you Jf you are not gomg to get well you are a burden we'

.- cannot- bear (C_oyi p 133). The group. has lost alt- compasslon for the helpless '

"'|nd|v:dual it is through the character of Noname that Abrahams s dlsapprobatlon of

‘Mount Zlon s expulsnon ‘of Sarah and Davnd is most forcefully expressed Marla

'shouldnt a done that " Noname reflects ungremmatlcally many years after the mcndent "

and we shouldn t a agree for them to go Now it |s them carmg Samson lCoyab p-.
146). | -

" The Great Trek of the South Afncan Boers is the other early mneteenth century

- S
historical ever}t whlch Abrahams sub;ects to flctlonal analysls in Wuld Congues (1950) a

. Abrahams s controversnal book on ‘the Great Trek we dlscern the distinction between’-"f;l-" 2

~ work for the Boer Jansen famlly, |t ls that WhICh the British make mto law on "the first -

- of December in'the’ year of our Lord enghteen-hundred and thlrty-four " To.the slaves

e

“'two notions of freedom one’ legmmate the other contnved “True’ freedom ls that S

" . “which,.in the opening. pages of- Wnld Conquest, ‘is. within the grasp of the slaves who

'South Afnca has for long been a place where freedom has become an unfamlllar feelmg :

B where freedom has been a. thlng of the past, of the time before the estabhshment of the =

first Dutch East “India Company station. Thns lS why the rumour about their freedom‘_ ,

: causes much excltement among the slaves of the Jansen household and makes of the S

atmosphere of. the novel s second chapter somethlng slmllar to the' atmosphere of the -

,early part of Orwell 's. Ammal Farm. Like the anthropomorphlc ammals of Manor Farm.'-' '

-when the slvs of the Jansen farm sgnse that they wnll soon be rid of thelr masters i
_ they become uncharactenstlcally euphonc Consequently the Jansens luke the Joneses

La
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j K un Or.well satsre become lnsecure nervous and watchful Unl'ke Orwell $ ammals
however Abrahams s slaves decnde not to stage a __g d’ etat choos:ng mstead to walt o
5 for the freedom that is surely commg thelr way “While: they walt the Jansen slaves"» '
_.v_'realnse that they have been shackled for S0, long that they must now struggle to,"
o ’understand the meamng of freedom TO\OId Johannes the leader of the slaves freedom "
' us a memory ln an, argument w1th hls son Paul, who is aII fo vnolent rebelllon Johannes
vexpla:ns All the years that ! hav'e oeen a slave 1 have remembered what tl;e wund and
" rain feel iike: to a free man Whlle H stood in the market place in Cape Town and they
: 'made offers for me, I remembered whlle 1 laboured on the farm of some Bber
& : remembered 1 have \'emembered svery day of every year”. (\Mld Congues p 20) Jan
‘ i«'the legendﬁry slave rebel evades the lssue altogether when Johannes asks hlm what

EPeAd

-»IS freedom? What do you mean when you say freedom7 L (Wnld Congues p 23) The

' ',w:se Johannes humself has no ready answer when a little slave glrl asks him,. What is:

‘ freedom papa Johannes?' (Wlld Cong_ues p 23) Hls dnfflculty is seen’in the followmg
- passageA "The old man smuled and fmgered hls chin. ThIS was the questlon he had asked’

>-Jan What |s freedom7 He sensed tbat aII the others were as anxious to know the

" meanmg of freedom as the chlld who had asked What is- freedom7 He trled to thmk

.' about it. He knew it was somethmg he felt somethlng deep msude hlm " (Wuld

‘Congges p 24) Johannes s problem is. that he is trymg to defme a. word whose

meanmg ns as elusuve as the meanlngs of words hke "wnsdom" or "democracy" or ylrtue _
progress all of whnch are terms that cannot easlly be explamed through palpable o

| “'examples After much thlnklngphowever the old: man seuzes on the possessnons of the :

Jansens as the concrete lllustratnon through whlch he explalns that freedom means one 's.

s

: ablllty to awn the fruit of one s. labour He tells hIS people KR '. ' / A

S SR 'Look at’ the house and the - earth and the trees and the beasts AII that you see.
" ... belongs. to the Jansens....Yet-we, all of us, we built the house and tilled the
- earth and got rid .of the weeds and planted the food and looked after the
cattle....Would it be so wrong for that to belong to us? We made it.... The:

.+ child says “what is freedom: papa?” | say: when that valley belongs to us and -
-when the things we build and the food we grow-is [sic] ours, ... and"when .
. -there is no Baas Koos -and Baas: Kasper ‘to take what is ours, I say that |s
freedom... (Wlld Congues P 25) . X T

ln hns explanatnon of "freedorn ! Johannes poes no more than express the truths whnch

N

o Thorrfas Jefferson held to be self-evodent namely, the equallty of alI men and thelr

mallenable nﬁh‘t‘ﬂ&’hfe llbg?w and the pursult of happlness The olo‘ slave s explanatnon |

hl
v



hE ,,‘_rnay be tOO snmple and narrow but it offers a plcture of true freedom

False freedom is that whuch the Boers mamtam |s thelr duvme 'lght tp make slaves '

i 5 vof black people or rather to. rmpress on black people that the good God mtended them

RN to be the natural lnferuors of whrte peopie Thns is what Kasper Jansen tnes to do when

E .'.he bears down on old Johannes wrth a flxed mquusutonal iook. “Let him lJohannes] lower'

L3

S _'hls eyes,’ Kasper urges hlmself on, "Force hlm to do so and after )hat he would say- '

'Baas Kasper as he had done for years" (Wuld Congges p 40) Lnke many

-, “Voortrekkers Kasper consrders hlmself one of Gods chosen people who are no L

5 dufferent from the . Jews whe m Exodus wandered from Egypt to Canaan To h|m

'Johannes is a chlld or Ham, a slave with a. slave s mmd whose freedom decreed by *

Y'Bl’ltlsh la,w IS lncomprehenslble 'Just a llttle WhllB ago " Kasper remembers "he hadz-

' thought of glvmg Young Johannes to h|s [Kasper s] son as a personal slave Now the'_4
;Engllsh law said they°were equals and had the same rlg% What was the: meanlng of allllv'}: o
‘thls.? (Wnld Congues P 32) leen this tremendous deslre of the Boers to’ own slaves '
itis: bttterly lronlc for them to present their Great Trek as a'break from bondage (Wlld.?’. '

Congues p. 36) Wis to thns |rony that Oid Johannes refers when he says "Qften have l

| :A'heard Kasper Jansen and his fruends talk about freedom But for thern it lfreedom] Is .

_somethmg else" lW:Id gongues p 25) The novellst S flrst pomt is that a/pgople who -

'can say "Fer us there will never. be any equallty [w:th Kaffnrs]" cannot safely be said to ‘

-

have a genunne lnterest in safeguardmg human freedom (Wlld Conquest, p 36) Hls"_

‘second pomt is . that the Boers have by thelr steadfast opposmon to the freedom of .

B ’others shown themselves to be as barbarrc as wull later be "Hltler and many others

“'_-before hlm who w:ll make "of tyranny a creed to live by " HIS thlrd polht is that "the
'jwhole story of Whlte settlement in South Afnca has conspnred to make" his 'Whlte
" ,fellow-c0untry-men ehei‘“iles of change and therefore, enemles of hrstory" (L pp
-171) “ ' R " | , ' N
Then why 'in the name of God does Peter Abrahams, |n Chapter v. of Eg;ty_[_r_\ to

"Go rlte the followmg passage R .' :

s .ithe story of . the - Afnkaans-speakmg Whltes began as, one “the,most .
Mweronc quests for freedom: of modern times. These: people so.loved-ffaedom
- that their journey in-search-of it--the: Great Trekis_the outstandlng epic of
“heroic enterprise. and . high endeavour in- modern, South- African history...
. Whatever eise’ might ‘be said. of that epic journey, it. ‘was. an undoubtad
testumony to a people s love of freedom li_ P 1 1l L



,. | flee in order to COﬂtan*-thGlr desxre tog enslave others because of colour can be sand to o
T ..‘ .Was "$né of the most herolc quests . of modernétlmes " Although the trelekers had thelr
- ,.»sbage of brave adventu;ous eprOIts ‘the Great

L with, for_ g mpf(ﬁ the A;“'ﬁertcan emigration to the west that was contemporary with. it.

"";'fi'Whereas A e v°ortrekkers are said to have
. Ky K]

,&' .
;\merlcan emﬁQran’ts numbered in"the hundred thousands if not in the mllllons in movmg_

about 14 000- people in all the__'

.,féom the’ northern parts of Cape Colony to the northern Transvaal, the Boers covered"_-‘

be in quest of freedom "g One rnust also dlspute the novelnst S clanm that the’ Boers trek . .

rek was a: small unclertakmg compared .

& ‘the ordmary dlstance of 600 mlles by contrast the emngrants of Amenca travelled’.

_ 'about 3 500 mules from Illmons and MISSOUI’! to Oregon and Cahforma The Voortrekkers_

flrearms than the Amencan Indians.1®’ Even by "Afrlcan rather than by world yardstlcks "
: observes Parker, the Great Trek was “a relatlvely modest affair compared to (say) the

Mfecane "1 Havnng presented these objectlons however one. must contest Kenneth '

k)

"also had’ easner opposntlon in their battles for South Afrlca s natnves had far fewer

' Parker s claim that Abrahams mtended his pralse of the Boers trek to be a>statement of

"what he t‘ to. do in Wuld Congues t "2 Nowhere does Abrah@ms so much as umply that 5

he meant Wuld Conquest to be a glorlflcatnon of the Great Trek ln the absence of.
_ Abrahams s own statement of purpose it is nothlng but "lntentlopal fallacy" 'for Parker to

_",Jnfer Abrahams s purpo?e from som&hmg the novellst has sald in a dlfferent context lf

4,

My o
it is wise to trust’ not the teller but the tale "rt lS even w:ser to trust the tale on an issue. .

&
e \

about which the teller is silent: -~ "'?’ Lo '._'

Far - from offenng ‘the Boers any sense of freedom the Great Trek

‘ dramatlsed in. Wuld Congues extmgulshes whatever humamst values the trekkers started"

out wath These people who have: left Cape Colony because they are agamst freedom g‘ o

R for blacks fmd with. the progress of their journey that they are fast loslng thenr own
freedom and thenr/ ablhty to be tender and compassnonate to one another Kcms Jansen -

| '._more‘ ‘debased than ever rapes the dreamy Boer lass Elsle Bezuldenhout quld’

R " ongues pp 109-1 12) A father old Martlnus Van As advcses hls son Paul to be as

. callous as possnble "lf you are. not hard you are kllled you are lost - In order to"wm to o
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: devond of affectnon and tenderness Anna becomes a foll to her husband Kasper a true A

- _ Boer who has easlly reconcnled himself to ‘the dlctates of the tre‘;li That overwhe'lmmg

live, you have to be hard w:thout plty wuthout mercy (V_Vul ongues p 124) But
the most traglc vnctlm of thls process of the' dehumanrsatlon of the Boers lS Anna

Jansen who together wrth Paul Van As, represents the conscuence and fellow-feelmg

jeft. W|thm the ranks of the trekkers Unable to functlon in: ah envuronment mcreasmgly

’

hatred for the blacks by whlch Kasper is consumed at the beglnnmg pf the trek is nowif“

Ilke a stray bullet, outsnde the range of the control of its. source it is harmful to Pl@even _

- to a loved one llke Anna, who stand in |ts path As wuth Hendrlk Van der Merwe in Song
; *'of the C_rty Kasper s herd mstlnct Whlch compels h|m to win a. place in the larger Boer
* commumty proves detrlmental to hns marnage Commumcatlon between: Kasper and his

' wnfe dnmlmshes steadlly untnl Anna makes a vallant attempt to break the sllence She g

appeals to her husband ’We are Ilke strangers We don't: speak to each other any more

rYou turn your eyes away from me and | tell you m havmg a Chlld and you are not even

- happy To WhICh her. husband rephes V"Anna {we re on trek” (Wlld Congues p 133)

' Anna S mlsery is S0 complete that it transforms her physucal form and appearance Itis

mdeed a sorrowful moment when in one of the most graphlc scenes m the novel she

3 ’ stares at- her reflectuon m a -river and whlspers pathetlcally | have no breasts,.,..l am-

dry ere a plece of meat that' s been cut up and drled for the trek Everythmg is for the .
trek” (Wild Congues p: 151) ' ‘ '

Although one may refuse to accept Abrahams 'S exaggerated pralse of the Great

- Trek, one can- understand the reasons for which the novellst admnres some. aspects ol"

R ‘the Afrlkaner personallty The mam thlng in the Afrlkaans-speakmg wl’iltes vyhlch

commands Abrahams s respect is. their consnderable Afrlcanlsatlon Unllke the Engllsh

L the Afrlkaners have ‘severed. alt but thelr screntlflc and technologlcal llnks wntﬁ Europé

‘and have, llke the tradntlonal blacks become true "Natlves of the earth " As no Engllsh P

-. Abrahams also admlres the language of the Afnkaners agamst Wthh there w/ later in.
- .:1976; ‘be a memorable black upnsmg He consrders Afnkaans a happy creat|¢n becausf

'poetry wrltten in Qouth Afrlca does, Afnkaner poetry is full o’ reverence for the
: Afncanp earth Afnkaner customs and songs says Abrahams are o@the veld and mlght
; therefore contrlbute much good to the umfred culture of the future South Afr,nca
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o lmpossnble to regard thls

| nmeteenth century Frederlk Bezuldenhout another Boer who wa' s

¥ the posutlve side’of Afrlkaner hlstory mto the flctlon of Wlld Conguest,o at\the Boers. he
_directs far more’ eplthets of abhorrence than of pralse it lg' true’ that#An ;. i
Paul Van As are two characters through whom the novellst preaches :

- l". o .
- Voortrekkers are- hard and heartless however Anne and Paul constitute too token a-

, |t is a- language whlch the Afrlkaners were able to fashlon "Out of thelr need and out of } :

| 'Afrlca, and while it |s "related to the old Dutch of Europe it |s new and belongs to the :

A "’Afrlkaners and to Afnca (Golu p.- 179) Dllngent student of hlstory that Abrahams is, it IS
:hlghly probable that hlS adm:ratlon of some aspects of the Afrlkaner personallty also -

“stems from hls famnhanty wnth the posrtlve factor" m the hrstory of Afrukaner

d|s51dence--|mportant hlstorlcal mformatlon whlch the novellst s critics do not present

_To explam thls "posltlve factor one may borrow from Andre Brlnk three portralts from
the gallery of Afrlkaner d|s51dents There IS the factual story of the Boer rebel
.'Coenraad de Buys who, m the early years of the nmeteenth century llved wuth hlS black
u_w:fe across the border of Cape Colony de Buys dud not hesntate to break any colonnal

' law which. was meant to curb his human Ilberty There was also ln tl}e early years of the

- dark- skmned wnfe Bezundenhout s deﬁxance of Brltlsh authorlty vgs el o‘ﬂ‘ilgihat soldlers

AR

B were dlspatched to drag hlm to court he was later shot dead ‘by. the British. Even LOUIS
Trlchardt the famous ploneer trekker lS said to’ have been “a rather off-beat lndlwdual

" who allegedly smuggled‘guns to the Xhosas for years before he loaded his wagon nd_ o

to have ‘been one whose closest nelghbours and fnends were in fact, black 13 Clearly,

an apprecnatlon of the "pOSItIVB factor ln the hlstory of the Afrlkaners makes it

\hlStOl’y as one long nlght of ev:l Abrahams has keenly studled

) .' 'the Afrikaner people m thelr march ,towards natlonhood and although he h\as found much

‘._'that is detestable in thelr mentallty, he has aiso dlscovered some redeemmg pecuhant;es

The pomt that must be emphasnsed is: that Abrahems does not work hIS appreqfatl,on of

representatlon of vnrtue ina novel which relentlessly reveals that snde of the Boer '

' personahty whlch is characterlsed in Brlnk s words "by fear by suspncnon by

R uncertamty hence by arrogance meanness narrowmlndedness plgheadedness e

The author of Wlld Conguest does not conflne hls search ford;i a hlstorlcal

- 'understandlng of mld-nmeteenth century South Afnca to the farm and the ox-wagon

mgwrtha o



) i he has- emoyed sexual gratnfvcatlon he commends Ummdr tc seal her lrps on the matter

8

RN

N envurcnments of the Boers, he dlssects the black South Afrlcan soclety of the tlmé' and “

"

' ,wuth typlcal honesty reveals that here as among the Boer% humamsm and llberty dnd not |

‘ ‘floun,sh There. are a few references to the Zulu Klng Cha a who had by the tlme ot the ) i

' Great Trek already extermmated many black trrbes and to another Zulu Klng Dnngaan

= who murdered Chaka Howev the black soclety of Abrahamss mterest is that of thev_ a

.Matabele a Zulu people who were once part of Chaka s kungdom Wlth the death of: S

: Chalea, the Matabele under l(lng MZIllkaZI become all-powerful in Southern Afrnca Theur"

~army of black Spartans evokes awe in. all the ng s enemles w:th whom it: deals swtftly

- .and ruthleSSly when the need arlses When the people of the Barolong cuty of Kunana kl“ B

ftwo Matabele emlssanes Mznhkam who is t|red of bloodlettnng, nevertheless wreaks'.,' ,'

u o

s "'death and destructlon on Kunana lndeed ‘such. is the pervasaveness of death in_the -

o 'M(abele world that a marned woman s refusal to obey the lewd wnshes of a. Matabele o

prince could be: fatal Ntonbl wrfe of the Matabele arn’ly captam Dabula is forced to_’

g the realrsat:on that she IS.’ essentrally unfree when Prmce Langa asks to have her in his .' |

hut She does not comply wnth the prmce s mdecent,l‘gequest and consequently, one of'.,

the prnnce s medrcme men. renders her mcapable of movement or speech untll ‘she i

""{rescued by another medlcme-man the good and wuse Nkomozn 'l'hat women have no ;
v'freedom m the world of the Matabele is’ also made clear by the fact that in those e
| vnllages under the protectron of MZl|lkaZI no manden dares reSIst the sexual overtures of
a Matabe!e warnor When the Matabele army captaln Dabula and two of h.s' |
aldes-derc‘amp pay a mght vnsrt durnng a hunt:ng expedmen to one of these vullages, the :

vullage chlef places at ‘their drsposal three young vnrgms As for the three unfortunate_:;_ vf .

umpressuons The case: of U undn thergarl wrth whom Dabula secretly sleeps, is especually» S

B pathetnc L|ke the other twi glrls Umlndl has before the arnvel of the Matabele, been e

o “maldens they are vnrtual "non-persons ! tabulae e on’ whnch the men make thelr_ )

o reserved as a wnfe for the chsef Now nf the chlef knows that a sexual UﬂlOl"l has taken '

not knowmg this, proceeds to have sex wuth the maaden only to drscover that she has

, already lost her wrgmlty then woe unto Umindr' Dabula |s aware of all thls when after S

B :of thelr mtercourse To the glrl s plea§ ("But the chlef-" "But when he sleeps wrth me

LA

o place between Umindi and Dabula he will srmply unmarry the glrl ;f however the chuef .
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“and flnds ¥y "He wil turn me out Jord. Al the ‘pe'Ople?- T%—to all these entreatles Dabula N

“repeats hls callous response g dont care! You did not sleep wnth mel Understand7' L

v(Wlld Con guest p 202) Add to the pllghts of these women a bloody w:tch hunt whuch .

cla:ms forty one. llves |n ‘one nught and Abrahams s plcture of a Matabele people wnth" 2
little. regard for human llfe and llberty becomes too strlklng to be mlssed ‘
Clearly Abrahams ‘s interest |n the theme o‘ human feedom IS present in both the

Boer and the Matabele sectlons of Wnld Conguest Orie cannot understand then whyﬁ

: Mlchael Wade does not.see that “the emphasns laid. on thlS issue. of freedom and slavery’ e

in Part One of Book One persists’ "as a theme through the rest of the book "1 1t is easy_.‘

©to. agree wnth Wade that there is a structural dns;unctuon between the opemng slavery

' . section and the rest of the novel but lt is hard to agree that Wild Conquest has

absolutely no thematlc mtegratuon Wade also Ob]BCtS to Abrahams 'S characterlsatlon cf . :

Qe Gubuza Commander of Mznllkaz: s armnes the man of whom Dabula |s protege Gubuza:"f'_r ‘.

'(whose counterpart among the Boers is Paul Van As) ns the one man .in Matabeleland wnth'_ . .

that rare combmatlon of dlstmctlon humamsm and courage which makes hlm an’ o

'effectlve crmc of hlS peoples ways He expresses strong dlsapproval of the

o _ destructlon of Kunana asklng of hlS people Do we knoﬁ&e people of Kunana hadf"l_-'-

declded to pumsh thelr own chvef and make : amends for &&th of our two lndunas7"'f o '

.(Wlld Congues p 217) When -the general opmnon turns agalnst hlm he stands hls"f‘"

ground darlng those \K/ho think hlm cowardly to "step forward: and touch spears" wuth

hum (Wlld Conguest p 218) Gubuza fmds the wntch-hunt whlch clalms forty-one llves |n . "

one nlght slckenlng and ‘he tells the ng "‘"l am afrald of the. darkness of our people"

- _(Wnld Congues p 257) To Wade this. character this humamst and sage m the socaefyf; :

of the Matabele is a vnolatlon of "the canons ‘of llterary reahsm for, says Wade lt‘fls .

funllkely that anyone at lellka2| s-court was a hberal humanlst w:th empurucnst Ieanlngs ne

: But how can the critic make such. assertlons wnthout adducnng any evidence. to support’{_-

' his :mplled contentlon that fiberal’ humamsm and polltlcal sagacuty exlst excluslvely in’ '

S 'western socnetles7 How. about a "liberal humanist’ like Unoka m Achebe s _m_ Fall

A p or a polmcai sage "wnth em ncnst Ieanlngs" ||ke Ezeulu in: Achebe s Arrow 9;,

. god--are they also. unrealistic and ‘

A )

Abrahams s characters unbelnevab

onvmcmg creatnons? Luke Wade Ogungbesan fmds'.' -

because "too much Waestern : consclousness'_: e
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pervades thelr awareness." He takes lSSUB wuth Ngugn we Thlong o who pralses Wuld

Conguest for shovwng "that tradmonal Afncan doctors had a. knowledge of psychology E :

‘m the treatment of psychlc dlsorders and dlsease " Had Abrahams s Matabele

characters been Freud-quotmg or. Jung-quotmg psychologlsts wnth some knowledge of )
Locke or Hume ‘ohe would lndeed have been shocked but it is hardly surprlslng thatn o

,A ) tradltlonal Afrlcan doctors (or anybody else for that matter) should have a knowledge of )

psycholbgy

~ ln Wlld Cogguest Peter Abrahams has to quote Mphahlele. "lntroduced a new

7\

wrll mto past i_me"' and bent "hlstory to a pomt in order to tell more of the truth than the E
‘l q, thlstprlan."fz These words of Mphahl,ele do not as Mnchael Wade suggests they do .

[ -

5; ‘f%ord; ‘are l{ltended to be approbat\/e to lmply that exuberancelof |magmat|on can be a |

&

-;.;?f ar cqm'ngndable thmg lh a novel:st who utrllses the raw materlal of hlstory Abrahams m

"’ with-and ]nterpretatlon of ﬁls subjth made several lnslgh:tful obs

2. S
,» 4? t:onstltute %} undermlmng of Abrahams s achlevernent as a hlstorlcal novellst " The_ -

Wlld Conguest is_-not. content wath srmply dramatlsmg the Great Trek wrthm a, o

) ;'T‘cause-and-effect ‘framework HIS concern as a =cr-eatlve wrlter |s g shed some Ilght on"
o "Athe smrster forces at.work # the: mentalltles of both 'the Boer and the Matabele peoples
who are the two most thrustful ﬁrces who populate the world of mld-nmeteenth“'
j”c:entury South Afruca It d?: not matter that he. has cor%presse ' t:me and omitted the o
fBﬁttle of Blood Rlver the

portant thlng |s that he has out o hls full confrontatmn

‘ atnons about human ST
’ f‘.ﬁ"free,d/ He has presente& slavery as an unparallqled d\nl from whlch the black pedple" ""__-_
' _.3 of: oSouth Afrlca are destln euther by a process of soclal evolutlon or by revolutlon. to -

L :;_be free He has sugges;ed what is too drqadful to contemplate, namely, that the Boers s

e ':oj'cry for freedom is, in the mam a cry fé’ the power to keep others ;g,bondage He has‘

":'- Atoo, haVe dot tnlled the earth for many months " The reader |s not of cOurse, expected

raclal group..,.address,themselves eVan 8s. they dre at each other s' hands The Matabele_.‘,a:--

o =to I'TIISS the equatuon between '"the earth" oh the one hand and agrucultural juctivi “

RS . . . e

RN

: "u-.also made the central ponnt that nelther the Boers nor the Matabele understand the'
»fundamental sacredness of human freqdom and llfe ThIS ls"1e lssue to whlch Gubuza; :

..:'and Paul van As both of whom represent goodwrll among ) tlny m[norlty in thelr warr;ng.ﬂ ;';;,'_j

'.:',,-‘_"warrlor whlspers "So Iong smce I tll[ed the earth g and hls Boer conterpart replraa I .

*y
2%

R
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. es

. and peacefulness on the otber He is. not expected to mlss the pomt that the two men i

-'regret havmg ""ed thear lives as agents of death mstead of as agents ef Ilfe Paul says o

T was for peace” and Gubuza retorts "But- you knlled Paul explams that "There is hate’in -
i 'my p@ple and Gubuza concedes "Now there is hate in my people too (Wald Conguest
. p. 379 Abr ahams s message is clear Both the’ Boers and the Matabele have fled from ~

rulers. under whom they were not free However the two grpups have themselves il

" 5"-"proven to be enemles of human llfe and freedom Ulttmatﬁ

' trek of the one group_‘ B

frorr the Cape is- as f,utlle -an undertakung as the trek of the other frorn the klngdom of_ '

- Chaka And so. it ‘seems, wrll be the trek into the near future into the "new day e

lg‘ The hustorncal perlod conssdered next in Abrahams 's f:ctlon is the flrst three~.
c

ades of the twentleth century Abrahams fnrst slsetches Ln The View from Covaba

5

. the. Amerlcan South of the fll’St decade of the century a racist wor;dm/tc Wthh walksl :

Jacob Bl’OWn grand—son of the runaway sla\es Davrd and Sarah Jagbb comes to the '

A State ‘of Georgua to study theology at the Umversuty of Atlanta and in no tlme beguns

o "the painfui process of learnmg what: it meant to be black m Amenca " As a member of a.

» socnal studles group .Jacob learns that, ‘in the Southern Umted States "black men

- .
©'women and chrldren were set to the torch by mobs of whites for real ‘or fanmed cnmes .

like: rape ‘or theft or beln"

looked ata whlte woman assault could be a black accndentally bumpmg agalnst a whnte".,_i-'_

?) V' " that "Rape could be’ simply. (the way a black man .

.on a pavement " Jacob also learns that the blacks of the S’outhern Unlted States are' .

,absolutely defenceless that they ”could be cheated and robbed by whltes in busmess or,.h o

T

trade or commerce wnth no hopes of redress in the courts of law ! that "Homes bunlt by p

' blacks Wthh were consldered too pretenttous would be set on f|re and a wooden cross'j

_ ~-.burned as warmng to other blacks " that "the law neVer found the [whlte] arsonlsts even'

'when they boasted about havmg done the deed " that 'When black women were raped,-{

-ne:ther the law nor the whlte ‘mobs pald more than lewd attentlon to the event" (C yaba,_f

‘p 157) Clearly, the blacks of. this soclety are Ilke the blacks of past and present South S
. Afnca voctlms of a comprehensuve and Iegallsed raolsm At the cengre of thlS‘ ,

socnologlcal mvestngatlon of negro life-is’ Wllluam Edward Burghardt Du Bons the first-of .

-many twentleth century black hlstoncal personages whom we shall come across or hear'»

o about |n y . The . real iife Du Bons, once desCrlbed as "the gregtest scholar the |
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whlch became /'Volume | in. the Harvard CIassncs and in’ 1899,:» v

"T of black hlstory by some whute scholars Whe1 the nlnety flve year old DU" ! 'ed in - g

-

1963 he*was at work on an ncyclogedla Afrtcana |n the’ newly mdepenaent West_ -

', Afrlcan natton of Ghana He ", was ugnored by a pathetlcally lgnorant Amerlca " sand

Martln Luther ng Jr.,in hls centenmal address on Du Bons "but not by htstory K The‘_‘,_

presence of Du Bois in the flctton of Coyaba ts happy proof that thls rare man has not g -

- been tgnored by hlstory

The Du Bons Abrahams presents is not the post World War | polmcal ox:ganlser :

. and actuvust but the” pre-lQlO academlc not the man ‘who helped to. found the Nattonal o
' Assocuatton for the Advancement of Colored Peoples (NAACP) and was in the- thtck of
‘ pan-Afncan conferences and later -bacame a communlst but the professor who |s
always exammlng stftmg questtonlng collatmg and wrlttng“ (_C_gyib_ P 157) As the ,
- conductor of Jacob Brown\ocnal studles group at the UanGI‘SIty of Atlanta Du Bous‘ .

, |mplants m hts students a "questung lntellectual vugour" Wthh causes problems for Jacob

Brown in the: latter s theology classes lee the Arawaks at the begmmng of the novel "

- Du Bons and Jacob debate the power and the dtsposmon of lelnlty to end cruelty and

ln;ustuce ‘in thts world Agalnst the shrewdly commonsenstcal arguments of the--; .
professor Jacob does not fare weIl as a theodtcean Du Bots wonders about the-

-Chri 7stlan God "Is He mdufferent? Has He made no chonce? ls |t all some- grand game he

“is playmg with puny l|ttle humans for pawns? For surely a God of love a God of"':." X

goodness ShOUld/tllt the scales un favour of goodness and love ?" Jacob replles :”

unsatusfactorlly "Has He not done so?" énd there ts a htnt of self-doubt tn the reply‘_' e

(Co!aba P 155) This debate between the historlan and the theology student |lke the e
. earlter one between the Arawak Cac-que and hts pnestess, represents Abrahams s". S

ambtvalent attntude to the tssue of dlvme mterventton We know from Tell Free @ m that



ST
- Abrahams longs. to see in thlS world ”the compasslonate humamty that pervaded the hfe‘ .
.'and thhnng of Chnst ;1 one part of the. novellst 's mind must therefore agree woth
','Jacob Brown that the Chrlstlan d:vm:ty is "a God -of truth and carmg of respect and
-grace” (Q_YQ P 154) However there is the other part of Abrahams s mrnd which, -
'mformed by hustory and experlence like the mind of Du Bous questnons bellefs whlch .
do “°t seem to be vindicated. The Qu/;tlon Dy Bois asks Jacob “How can your God. of ,
love condone so much cruelty 2"is Abraham:éas well lc_ygb_ p.. 154) ' o
The Alabama fam"Y °f Harnet Bruce, one of Du Bois' s students, dally' lives the *

- unfortunate llfe that Du Bois - ‘and hls group study and dlscuss ‘My farmly are'

sharecroppers explams Hamet to Jacob We live on. whnte people s land and vwork a '

B piece of it and in exchange they take half of the crop. There sa whole village of us, my

famity . and other famnlles and. we. are aII dlrt-poor“ lC_y_ p’ 163).: Dunng a visit to
| Harrlet s famlly Jacob Iearns from Harrnets s mother whatﬂ her “family and’ many other*_.
blacks have suffered in the Amerncan South. He concludes that the Jamalcan negro s

experuence of racism has not been as bad this is "why he [Jacob] was not and could not

" be as angry as. they [Hamet s fam:lyi e: thelrs was an anger of despair ‘and despalr :

was allen to the hill folk where he cam rom Harnet s mother, a vnctlm of raCIal rape

lagrees w:th thus vuew she observes
l"l.llls to run to~ the black Amerlcans hafl no . hldmg place (C__y___ p. 172) Jacob has’
earluer polnted out; that the reason for th mparatuvely less despondency suffered by |
: Jamanca blacks is. that, unllke the black Americans, the Jamalcans have the consolatlon

v

of numbers Although ‘the whltes burned down his grandparents church a long tume ago »

t, unhke the Jamalcan negroes who have their

says Jacob they will not Iynch us-or molest our women because ‘they know there wnll a

_ be war” lCoyab p 170). Here as often the novelist's characters have become h|s

) mouthpleces for their vuews have already been expressed in the followmg passage'_
from Abrahams s essay "T he Meamng of Harlem" o ‘ . ‘ '

: Onlt in America does ‘the Negro form a separate minority group wnth a
: ground of three centuries of domicile and no ‘other home to go to. The
= African or West Indian has no background of mob terror such as plagued the -
~ American Negro, especially between 1882 and 1931, when 3436 Negroes - -
‘were lynched. To be sure the Negroes of South. Africa are now experiencing -
a harsher form of segregation.... But even they ‘have the comfort o '
numbers, the comfort. of knowung that when the evil. day has passed as it
- must, the land and the future will be theirs. Only ‘in America is the Negro
v destmed tobea permanent raclal mlnorlty n L ‘ ,

!



‘ numbers ls more psychologlcal than real The landscape of dlscrlmmatlon is now that of '
~ the leena of the 19303 ‘where, under the. presndency of Edwm Barclay. one pnvnleged s
QFOUP of black people (the Amenco-Lnbernans) subjugates the - md(genous Afncan' '

' populataon At Jacob Brown 's mlsslon some mlles outs:de Monrovua not one of the flve -

black Amerlcans with' whom Jacob runs “his enterprlse can remove the mgramed behef

.of Nurse Marjoﬁe Symes an Amenco-Lnbernan that the leerlan natlves are 'backward .
anu savage and UnCIVI|IZBd and would remain so for a Iong tlme to come' lndeed the'
‘ hberal tendencies of the black Amencans (the Afro-Amen ns) cause grave problems -
between that group and the Amerlco-leerlans While the Amenco-leenans can tolerate’

) the Afro-Amencans efforts to brmg "schoolmg and the rudlments of good health hablts"_

- to the l.ub%han natuves they regard as “Sheer trouble-makung any -talk, by the black
- Americans, of nat:ve nghts (Coyab p. 186} At this time in thelr hlstory, the Lll:vrlan

' '.natlves are not yet very polmcal-mmded ‘and what hits them hardest is mlther the abuse "

" the- very next sectlon of the novel shows the comfort of racnal

ahd. the contempt they suffer from the Ameruco leenans nor. thelr lack: of basnc polltlcal o

' 'rlghts what hlts Stem hardest is. a bread-and butter matter like govemment-apprevedv

extortlon Here i IS wl\'et they say when mey come to Jacob Brown for help:

We ask of you to mtercede on- our half with the government Taxes md:f"-'t:.
‘tributes are traditionally collected once tY-. . We paid our taxes at the usual
S ago. and the.burden was heavy..

time this year, no more than three mon
- ‘But we paid. Now eight days -ago, the. soldiers’ have returned and ‘are

~"demanding-mbdre tdxes and are taking oyr people’s food; they are threatening
T.to destroy our “fields -and burn our: huts - if- we. do. not glve them more -

tribute... (Coyab , P- 184)

'Clearly the early twentteth century hlstory of black people as flctlonallsed in C y_ab |s'- .

'cghtmare of whlch raclsm constltutes the. major ‘not the ‘only, seamy slde lt is a R

,sus 'nedly sad comment on the human condutlon that Abrahams has made and there is <

ch in thls comment that- has been held up for" the moral outrage of posterlty

) Abrahams s approach to black hnstory challenges those who would always delmeata thus‘_ e
'hustory as a flght between whlte people and black people it shOuId mdte even those . '_
- wnth a more balanced view of black h;story pause a little before embracung the abundant -

: .truth in Du Bois's ‘famous declaratlon that "The problem of the twentleth century ts the

R _problem of the color line \" 15 o



LT
The last phase in Abrahams s hxstoncal fnctlon extends from the" pernod of"
decolomsatlon to the era of post-mdependence dnctatorsblp m Afnca Abrahams ushers ‘
‘thus phase in wrth A Wreath for Udomo (1956) the flrst novel in the Enghsh Iahguage to
~ treat extensnvely the subject of - pohtncal natuonallsm in West Afnca At one Ievel A
-__Vggg_’g for. Udomo is -a hnstonoal novel because |t presents well-romded flctnonal‘
© portraits of two men with an undemable place in the Iuberatnon hrstory of modern Africa.’
vThese personages the. Ghanalan Kwame Nkrumah and the Tr:mdadsan George Padmore
were once Abrahams s frlends with whom he helped to orgamse the fifth pan-Afncan

'congress in Manchester in October 1945 .2 That the character of M:chael Udomo is
modelled after the character of Kwame Nkrumah cannot be a: pomt of cOntentnon thev
‘evudence in the novel, of this fact is abundant Nkrumah s most strlkmg physncal feature. |
- was his eyes Bl Abrahams s 1959 essay, ‘The Blacks an account of the novellst $ visit -

to Kenya in 1952 and to Ghana in 1953, Abrahams notes "For’ me, the most strlkmg )

change was in his eyes They reflected an lnner tranqunlllty Wthh was the one thmg the L

Nkrumah in Europe never had.”’” When A Wreath for Udomo opens a woman in a

London pub is starmg at Udomo {that is, at the Nkrumah in Europe) and thls wdman s .

) fascunatlon wnth Udomo s eyes is the point of the very flrst sentence of the novel "Lo:s'
A would not. have notlced him |f it had not been for his eyes Lons soon locates the
| peculiar quahty of Udomo s syes m the fact that they are ’haunted and Ionely g
o descnptlon very snmular to the observatlon by Richard Wright, the black Amencan

,novellst that Nkrumah had "a pair of broodlng almost frlghtened eyes....”> Abrahams .
* evidently lntendstdomo to be recogmsable as a portralt» of Nkrumah Why else does he'

make Udomo”s travels, education, polmcal fortunes and. polmcal tnbulatlons so
"undlsgulsedly snrnnlar to those of the late Ghanalan leader7 Luke Nkrumah s, Udomo s stay.

in’ London |s an mterlude between his years of educatlon somewhere in the- western

,world and hIS return to active polltlcs m hIS native: country It is true that before Udomo .

. comes to’ London, . he studles in Europe and Canada and not as Nkrumah dld in the L

United ‘States: but thls is so obvuously because Abrahams does not want his hero 1o be .
like Nkrumah in toto. Nkrumah went to England in 1945 and Ieft in 1947 and Udomo: ’
~arrives m London in the |mmed|ate aftermath of World War Ii; durmg Nkrumah 's stay in. -

London he immersed. humself in the polltucs of natlonal mdependence and 80 does L



Udomo one of the |mportant thmgs Nkrumah dld durmg ﬂwe flrst year of has return to' E
. “the- Gold Coast was to found and edit a newspaper the Accra Lep_lgg News Wthh‘
" . dlSth out a steady supply of slogans and freedom polltlcs to his countrymen shortly o
_ after h|s return to Panafrlca Udomo founds and edlts a newspaper the Queenstown"“
Post the aim of Whlch is to. rouse the people of Panafnca to pohtlcal actlon if the wordv .
Accra in the title of Nkrumah s newspaper was the capltal of the Gold Coast the word '} '
Queenstown in the title of. Udomo s paper is the ‘cap apital of . Panafrlcg, Ilke the Accra

vemng News which- subsequently suffered financial problems because it antagomsed" B

Nkrumah 'S Ghanalan and Brmsh polltlcal opponentf Udomo’s Queenstown Post soon "

runs ‘into fmancral dlffbcultnes because it incurs the hostlluty of the colonlal authorities and .
a Udomo s Panafncan polmcal enemles _' T - - .
~~ There are more lmportant parallels between Udomo and Nkrumah Amllcar Cabral -

the late Gumea-Blssau leader,. once descnbed Nkrumah as "the strategnst of gemus |n the;

tad

Coast in 1850. 'Posmve Actlon ‘was, in Nkrumahs words "as, a Iast '_
) %onstltutlonal appllcatlon of strlkes boycotts and non-co-operatlon based ot e*;'-r‘
/ prnncuples of’ absolute non-vrolence "1 When "Positive Actlon began in earnest in the
| Gold. Coast between January Béﬁend January : 1950 says Nkrumah in his
autoblography "All the stores were closed, the trauns were. statlonary, all Government '
servnces had closed Q‘own and the workers were- s:ttmg at home The whole economlcv
- life of the country was at.a standstlll "2 Abrahams s hero is, hke Nkrumah a tactuc;an in
Gandhi's - a_tyargraha tradltnon He calls a strlke and his people heed the call No
' Panafrlcan goes to work and ’The town [Queenstown] on the surface lay qulet under A
the bumlng sun. All the shups lay ldle in the harbour The. normally busy port was sllent ;
Even the noonday sun seemed flxed 0verhead as though it, too was on strike” (U _L : _'
p 191) There is good reason to belleve that Nkrumah in his "Positive Actlon" campalgn
| dellberately courted |mprlsonment in hus autobnography, he says: "l was.qune resngned to *
; '.‘ my “fate. | had foreseen .what in all probablllty lay in store for me éhd | had prepared -
myself to accept the consequenpes lt ‘was all a part of the struggle that | had embarked_ :
upon." Udomo is sumnlarly anxuous for the Brlttsh authorrtles to make L hero of hlm He -

-,



i the |mpr|soned Nkrumah won the 1951 electlons the Gold Coast would Stl" not be_ 3

: 'tells the powerful Selma ‘No matter what happens you are not. to pay any flne I must..- »l : '
. stay |n jall and serva my tlme Your duty WI" be to keep up the anger of the people and.
"‘-to burld up a party tyat would lead them to freedom Dont you see Selma7 ln ;all l Il be‘-v". ‘
: -‘ the rallymg pomt for our people lUdomo p 171) ater m prlson Udomo mstructs his " "
‘defence counsel on the polltlcal sngmf-cance of hlS lmpnsonment "Don t you understand S
“ what s happened man7 The case. [Udomo s defencel |sn 't anythmg now.. Go to the
j people and tell them I wept Say ' 'Udomo stoocl at hlS pnson w--*dow and held the bars _.:,
: _and Iooked out.... And then U rru wept’" (Udomo pp 203 204) The last sentence
) . cannot 'but be remmnscent of the Blble s shortest verse‘ 'Jesus wept m and |t suggests
' :‘that Udomo -llke Nkrumah in. hls glorlous days has an lmmodest sense of hlS own
_-'lmportance Also worthy of mentlon is the fact that llke the man of whom he is ; - .
»'flctlonal portralt Udomo wfns an electlon whlle he lS in prlson and leaves prlson to form S

&
__a government stralghtaway Abrahams does not however yramatlse the fac:t that, after’

o o,

o "granted undependence untnl two more electnons later those of 1954 and. 1956 the only

5 Vprovuslon for

{ defenea about a year latermm March 1952 the co-operatlve Governor"

- _._'_:Nkrumarl to become nomlnal Prlme Mlnlster In snmllar c|rcumstances to those in-which

B ol

l _ .mdlcatlon ln the novel that Udomo 's electfd'l vnctory does not yef mean pohtlcal‘
mdependence for Panafnca is’ the vestlgual presence of oolomal authonty un the country,, S
o When Nkrumah came out of prison, the Gold Coast constltutlon ‘g the tlme lﬂ’te C0ussey_ ,

:CODStItUtIOn) was ¢so unprepared for Afrlcan self-government that |t contalned no»_ .'“.~:

g8 post of Prlme Mlmster The vlctorlous Nkrumah therefore became'-- a

e 1Leader of Gove(n_ __ent Busmess a 0hlgh-soundmg offlce wuthout much ,;eal power

7 '_especlally when |tn,came to the vutal'areas of lntérnal securlty forengn poh-

; Coast‘ Slr Charles Arden-CIarke helped effect a constltutlonal change Wthh~ enabled SO

. K
‘¢ e PR T

S Nkrumah found hrmself on. leavmg pruson Udomo seems to have mcomparably more.'
R B
; power and on@ cannot help the mpressuon that Abrahams has conSLderably blurred for,e

"o

flCtIOI{\aJ purposqs the dgfference between Nkrumah as nomlnal Prume Mlnlster and the “

":‘.,?.very powerful megalomamac who emerged when the Gold Coast attamed full polmcal

L ’ . '-";Q" ,‘ L M e %
mdependence N B R A R R ‘, e
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The other hlstoncal personage to whom Abrahams pays homage m Udomo is the'-_v co

| _' West lndlan George Padmore who wrth the black Amerncan Rlchard anht shares the |
flctlonal character of Tom Lanwood Padmo,re the grand theoretncuan of pan-Afrlcamsm e
S was perhaps the most learned and journahstlc of the London-based black mtellectuals of ':'
: '[_ﬂ'le post-World War Il era Here is Mnehae.l Udomo who at the thought of meetlng e
ALanwood lS m a state of unoontrollab‘le anxnety 'Goc. Lanwoodl He'd see him tomght :
I -'.anwoodl The greatest pol:tlcal wrlter 'and f:ghter Panafnca had prczduced“ (\_Jg__ p S
7) Strlpped of thelr dramatlc mould these words of Udomo are slmllar to the followinga g

'_ ~ words by Nkrumah about Padmore ’l'he only person I knew of |n England was George : |

‘:..'."Padmore a West lndlan Jourﬁallst who Ilved m London end was the author of several "

: artlcles whlch had arOused my mterest and sympathy | was so lmpre:sed by his wrntlngs " |
1,_31 that l wrote a Ietter to hlm from the States RS Luke George Padmdre who came to :

. mdependent Ghana as Nkrumah s polmcal adwser Tom Lanwood ends a thlrty year stay- :
in London and goes to Panafrlca to- help |n the work of Udomo s revolutlon Once' ,
Lanwood |s in Panafnca however hns relatlonshlp w;th Udomo takes a turn for the

worse Panafrlca a world Wthh |s complex subtle and nndlrect ln lts polltlcs has noihf' o
apprecuatlon for Lanwood s frank polutlcal dlatnbes, and Udomo who |s in. tune wntg thrs'.“_' s
world drlfts away from Lanwood who is not At furst 1t is a matter of Lanwood sawng' L
to P,,aul Mabll "’ m noteneeded here Paul la/e enough sense left to see that " arld of o

Udomo complammg to Mabu "He [Larlwood] :jdjstressed ‘when they bathed my reet in . .

blood Coyldn t understandq it dom PPt 2‘74;‘;and 277) Then thmgs come to a:.

head when Udomo in an agltated state pushés Lanwood who half falls mto a settee and v

who upon nsung speaks these pathos-laden words "Mlke you don t have to be rude to;'_‘ L :‘iv
me. you know Al yQp "have to do is tell me to go l wonf stay where lm not warlted -
l m a man not a dog" (Udomo pp 292-293) That same day, Lanwood leaves Pmat"nca
for London where he soon dtes "Truth |s " he thmks aloud on hls way to make hls tral?el_ ' :
Larrangements, "l'm homeswk for London Hadn t realnzed how used l d grown to London'.'_’;';"!' "
‘tl" noy lUdomo p 294) Tha words recall thpse of Abrehems who, anrborne on hls -
i i'return to Golnl' gn 1952 reahsed "how deeply i had come to I"" :-Eﬂgl,td m the years I""' "
had spent there REalIy it was home not the place l as‘bound for'; (ﬁg_l, p 13) Unllke
Tom Lanwood George Padmore dred nn Ghana and was buned __there“ Was »hls




P

‘ waves passes men plddllng in the open gutter . becomes "aware of the strong foul o

PR

relatlonshup wrth Presndent Nkrumah cordlal t|II the end7 It would be énterestmg to know

-

In one: scene in the novel--the scene lmmednately followmg the one i whnchg_
Lanwood |s nll treated by Udomo-'Lanwood |s not Padmore but Rlchard anht When JT

during an armless walk in Queenstown Lanwood suffers from the unbearable "Heat"__. . -

stench of puddle and laments. that "For all hls dark skln the barruer between hlm and thls.,..; -
WOrld wds’ too great' (U‘domo Pp: 293*294) he is belng made to re- Ilve m flctlon what.‘v. . v
anht ‘had experlenced in the real hfe Gold Coast Abrahams s 1959 essay The .

Blacks tells of erght s dligust & ths ' open dralns into whlch young boys and. old men-l.

plddled " of- anht ] conclusron that 'Afrldg\s blddled rather more than other people

and of anht s feehng tﬁ allenatlon Wrught had sald.

: were black but it d|d>not help me.s. " o

Were Udomo merely a flctuonallsatton of aspects of the |IVGS of Nkrumah and

~

Mazrul s The Trual of Chrlstopher Oklgbo that "fhe passmg prommence of a parttcylar -

hlstorlcal flgure should not be mlstaken "for the real causes behlnd a partlcular hnstoncal

Abrahams could not have so ably prophe5|ed the downfall of Nkrumah 'f he had not'
mstmctlvely khown m the words of Mazrun S, lmmortal that "Sometlmes kmgs prlnces s

presndents and generals are more mcrdental as causes behund great events than"

Journalnsts and hnstonans have often assumed " A W_%a_ for Udomo is a good
hlstorlcal novel prnmanly because it dramatlses Udomo s spectacular presence m a brlef
hlstoncal moment wuthout faulmg to grapple wuth an ageless truth tmrdty expressmte
about polmcs and human consc1ence and hfe and death The novel ts about the

ever present confllct ini human affalrs l@tween poht:cal necesslty and human decency

N one of. nts cllmaxes Udomo m tl‘ue ealgohtlk fashlon betrays a close frlend to the

- t racnst governmant of Pluralla (South Afruca) m return,fort, techmcal assustance Mhendn has

‘ .

./“\

speht h;s ttfe hghtung to Ilberate hlS country, Pluralla from the yoke of gmj_ and hus
betrayaf by Udomo |s dnsgustmg and unpardonable However qne searches |n vam for

the basns of the follo\mng observat;on by Lewns Nkosl Abrahams endorsement of

J
H ' . . .

: event,"_ ertmg m the euphorlc penod of Afncan natlonahsm durmg the mnd—flftlee

/-?.‘

‘“’i{brahams “F'was black and they‘ o

. Padmore fit sub;ects of h:storu.al drama as these men are the novel would not deserve' o

_‘its good reputatlon Abrahams understands to' borrow words from an lmmortall in Ah g

te



Udomo ? betra/al of Mhend: and hls cautlous approval of Udcmo s alhance wnth an 4
unnamed rac|st whlte state afe some of the most curlous aspects of thns work "” =
Abral'ams s at:tltude to Udomo s betrayal of Mhendu must be dlscerned in part from the
reactlon of Paul Mabn the sens;tlve artlst through whom the novellst vmces most of hIS T
sentrme* The moment Udomo confesses hls deed to Mabl the Iatter fhngs a glass at '
Udomo s head and resngns from Udomo s cablnet the next mormng To all Udomo s o

' pleas of pOlltlcal necessnty Mabn rephes p can only see the selllng of & frlend“ (Udomol

P 339) Mab;, s letter to L0|s at the end of the novel wntten SIX years after Udomos
death :s mamly an apologna for Udomo but |t must be consndered v:s-a-vus Mabi’ s earlier
reactlon to Udomo s act of betrayal Besudes the apologla is hardly an all-out vmdlcatlon
of Udomo, in It Mabl admlts m splte of hlmself ‘that "Yes there was somethmg terrlble |
about hnm [Udomo] On one hand Mabl cannot thmk retrospectlvely of Udomo "wuthout

E respect and admlratlon" on the other hand he cannot help wondermg "Can a man betray
“love and fnendshlp and stull be good7" On one hand Mabn knows "the wrong he IUdomo]
dud [Lons] and Mhendn on the other hand ‘he also knows "the good he IUdomol dld

Afrlca" lUdomo p 356) What one gathers from all thls |s that ‘Mabi. (and Abrahams

presumably) admures Udomo for wmmng mdependence for Panafrlca but cannot really

forguve him for betraymg Mhendl The probleml for Mab; can be farr to
UJomo W|thout bemg Unfalr to LOIS and¢ Mhendr Udo
answers thas is why he. wonders conf\\dly about Udomo _
great man7 And us greatnesé beyond good and evnl?" (_ud_rrl_ 12 356) _

. Through the character of Paul Mabl theh Aorahams expresses no approval for

. _‘ Udomo s treachery, nor does he mducate any sympathy for "Udomq s alhance w&th an . 3 |

.‘ unnamed rac:st whlte state L Instead Abrahams ha& through the chara’!:ter of Mabl -

c,ome close to achlevmg the romantlc state of mlnd- whlch "Keats t:alled "negatuve . *

| “ capablhty"--the state of mlnd "m whlch a man ls capable of bemg m uncertalntles o
Tnystenes and doubts " Abrahams s not completely successful at reallsmg "negatlve

'f;; capeblllty" because unllke Keats |n hns fmest poetry (the lest 6des, _for instance) he ls ) -

not entlrely free of an nrrutabée reachlng af_ter fact and»reason’ tt is Obwpus that

. S




o llfe Must the reader really be surprlsed that thd Udomo who betrays his- lover because..i"-

: .of concuplscence should deem |t necessary tp betray h|s fellow fréedom-flghter' |

becauee of polltlcal convemence? lf the sexual’ urge makes a man betray hIS lover, wnll SO

' not. the urge for polmpl glory r m betray hls fnend? ln Abrahams s fundamentally

’ humanlst morallty the ehd does not justify, the - means and: Udomo therefore stands . S

condemned for lt does not matter that l,ldomo has all the world if he has not decency in .

hrs relatlons wnth hIS fellow human belngs People llke Udomo do not |IV6 on what .
. TAbrahams calls "the last level of llvmg ln Return to GOlI Abrahams explalns the lnflmte_, o

e goodness of "the last level of llvmg as "the level of the~ whole man freed ultlmately

' from his . fear lt makes such beautlful sense of €. M Forster s hope that he would have .

S

the guts to. choose hns frlend should the chcﬂce arlse between fnend and country" (Goh S

p 26) it must be Abrahams s regret that Udomo when faced w1th the chouce between :

- frlend and country chooses country '

Of all the: cntlcnsm levelled agalnst Udomo the most sardomc lS of Abrahams s. .0

attltude in the novel to Afrlcan trnbahsm Thg ntuallstlc slaymg of Udomo |n the closlng‘

"',pages of the novel has been smgled out by many an offended "Afrlcamst" brlt:c for 3

especsally scornful scrutlny To Shatto Arthur Gakwandl ona of the passages ln the :
’ scene o. Udomo s death "could be mustaken for an extract from one of Rlder Haggard s A
novels The cr|t|c accuses Abrahams/of maklng a conscnous attempt to create an BXOtIC R

settlng to sult the taste of his [Weétern] audlence? and "of trylng to create a prummve_

.. ";, -

'socnety Wthh l§ m desperate need of modermzatlon 39 Kolawole Ogungbesan another" g

: "defender" of Afrlca o’n the llterary front consnders the death-scene of Udomo "whlch‘ o

. .competes With. the 5nost melodram,atit: scene of w:tch huntmg m Wlld Congu_e" " as' '
evldence that "Abrahams had materlal left over from the earher novel [_\QQI_ Conguestl‘ :

':vvhlch he - felt reluctant to throw away 0. The annoylng phoblem wuth these
o 'l.:dlsparagements“ is that they contam no essentlal Ilterary argument for Gakwandu and -
o Ogungbesan are engaged not in llterary crutncnsm but in polmeal cnmlnatlon The central " e
o " polnt about Udomo s death-scene ls not and ought’not to ba |ts polmcal palatablllty ., _
:ndeed,l the scene l$ so obvnously devoui of reaigm las fa; as the gssassmatlen of a i

modem Afncan pqlltlcal leader is conoerned) that thg oqu reasonable challenge |t Offers - i

Cote

the crltlc ls the dlscovery df |ts !ISOH d g the lcomprehenslon of lts createra

Dl e e G
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;.' mtentlon There is. a sense in Whlch in. A Wreath for Udomo Abrahams and hls haro

have vanants of the same program l-f Udomo IS determuned to nd hls country of what 3
‘ he consnders its three mam enemnes namaly ‘*the whlte man " "poverty g and "the past "

vl;lj_Abrahams is taken up with dramatlsnng these same "three enemles " lt IS of the last of e
S .these "three enemles " the Imgermg tnbal past of Panafnca, that Udomo 'S death-scene ls : “
-“\"a satmc pro jectlon. ln that scene, Abrahams pamts the destructwe aspects of trlbahsm ln -
E ) the darkest colours umagmable lt should never be forgotten however that at the heart

o vof the matter in: thls dep:otlon of Udomo s death lues ; elther reallsm nor- a des:r‘e to =

e

. msult Afruca but a novehst s Iegltlmate satmc mtentron

Abrahams is, no‘tfan enemy of. Afrlcan trlbal ‘tradltuons ‘but he is- not blnnd to the

ore: lmportant he is not, Ilke G
,puBllc some, of the dlrtlest

destructn?e manlfestatlons" ot these tracutlons 4

socnetles were less exclusuve than they are 'The lme 'are drawn very c‘rly, very .
~ sharply " -he asserts in "l‘he Blacks " "Anybody not, an msrder lS an ehemy, actually or~ '&o
5 1 potent:ally~-someone to dlstrust someone to fear someone .to keep et bay i *ro

® L
'Abrahams tnbal socnety has vnrtually no room fo; the exerclse of mdwldual freedom as

__‘,_'Paul Mabl says in Udomo "The real evul of tﬂballsrg m thls dgy and age was ' . |
o rltuahstu: °°d° °f fear end authonty had robbed man of hls md:vudual manhood"'h}}'low"_f.'?"v . -_
'.'-'easnly the dnctator state could flournsh he;‘e!" ‘l,L_l_dg__ p 270) lt m Abrahams s bellef mt-j_i‘,:_ SR

a responslble and honest Afncan wh must spend hls llfe npt only in addressnng 3he

evnls of whnte Pebple but also m summepmg,“the courage;@&,say to- hus ‘own peoplg “And ‘.
.--'_IYOu ﬂw black br'bther what of~ yourﬁjuduchs ygountnbal hatreds your dlscnmlnatlonfﬂ

amdng youreelves‘? ls |t any less evrl for an Ibo to sneer at a Yorubmthan for a whtte to_. SR
; black? 1s rt not the same pre;uduce when a Xosa looks down on a Shangun’:;

"A;{Lewls _Nk‘ ‘sa Kolawole Ogungﬁasa}, andUlln Beler lwho, nn spste.pf bnngi German le an_,:

"'h .



' h1m through dnshonest means. Says Nkosu' "A ahams s tnbal chneftalqs are nothlng more e

LK

than fools men so unaware of the real me ng of power that a twm-engme aeroplane -
brlnglng Udomo m from the capltal |s enough to lmpress them to such an extent that

; they are prepared to relmquush their . authorlty at a stroke "3 Does Nkos: flnd |t hard to ',

accept that, in the fortles and the frftnes Afrlcan vnllagers were fascmated by aeroplanes

whuch flew through thelr skles" Contrary to what the cntnc thmks |t ls Aot foollshness
9

that makes people behave thus it lS the newness mdeed the stangeness of what they

behold 1t is not dufflcult to |magrne that m the years followmg the mventlon of the
g e :
erght brothers rural westerners also watched aeroplanes WIth chuldlsh glee and even

some awe lf Nkosu flnds it mconce:vable that Abrahams 3 chnefs should have been scu, . ',',"

.-

- lmpressed’ by an aeroplane then, perhaps one should remlnd hlm that hlStOI’V 'has

._‘

§
- it
>
e

and thelr customs--mdeed of the country--seems to come from travel brochures For ,' AR

recorded that some flfteenth century coastal Afr:can chlefs were S0 lmpressed by the

whlsky and the whute complexlon of Don Dlego d Azambu;a that they gave thenr gold and

land to that Portugue ik
of. Abrahams s presentatlon of tnbal socnety m Udomo but the followmg observatlon by

Kolawole Ogungbesan lS especnally unacceptable "Much of the desorlptlon of the people

example the descnptlon of- Queenstown "“ Here -is Abrahams s descrlpt:on of

Queenstown as. Tom Lanwood roams in 1t v The glare of the sun ms too much for V

KR

hsm He cllpped the blackened shade' over hns glasses He Iooked about for a taxl

L _.-.s"flf_i';.--_

> ".‘ xplorer There |s no scarcnty of thls klnd of dlShOhBSt cntuc:sm o

None w\as in, slght Heat waves rose from the earth They made h|m feel duzzy He

passed two men plddllng m the open gutter ‘He became aware of the strong foul stench

’ of pnddle" ll.ldomo p 293) How can anyone call thns travel brochure materual? Wrutmg

A

under the pseudonym :"Akﬂnjl " UI|| Beler ,conslders trlbahsm nothlng other than "the
pre}udlt:es of the wlﬁte ma& " and goes on to make the mcredlbly untrue ‘assertlon that
#the opposmon partles ln<all West Afrlcan territorles are led by mtellectuals of the same

class and hold basically snmular behefs as the representatwes of government "“ An

honest analysns of the pohtucal hlstorues of Ghana and Nngerla alone should amply

demonstrate the falsl.ty of’ Be‘ibr 'S. remarks ' .f' s .? LT SR

Ly »'

o lt.,us snmply not true as the "Afncamst" Crmcs would have us beheve that Peter

Abrehams has no knnd werds for Afrlca 5 tradltlons It ts the destructwe mamfestatrons . Fa

e

o



recorded |n Ret@to Golu that R _, N Sile

. It was there [if the' Freni‘,h v:llageiof E‘aley] among the French peasants that] e
-~ had come to reslise the absurdity 'of colour ;udgements ‘of any:kind. hady < "‘
- ... found there the same. prejudnces ‘and superstmons ‘the-same backwardnes S '!
. the almost tripal ways: of-living. of Africa. This:was the white counterpart of
s \évh)at made the whrtes of Afrlca call the dark folkrthere unc:lvmseclb (821

N » AR : : Lol N é

-,,_Abrahams knows that tnbal man m hls mach-rewled state .of nature ! had some vnrtues
B ~-v'-'Wthh have been destroyed by aspects of European culture he beheves that trlbal

- 'people were before the advent qf European machlnery \nbrantly heélthy and physlcally

,' dynamlc Whlle pondenng about the "uglyer s:de of trlbahsrn "’Mhendv ll"l Udomo cannot

;'help marvellmg at the phySIcal prowess and dlsclphne of the tnbal men who paddle the
:.'_,"canoe whlch takes hlm part of the- dlstance on hlS’ fatal return to gugrllla actuv:ty |n the - i

o :"most beautlfully shaped men" he has‘l ever seen m he ls fasclnated by the "'easy

L]

'tnreless rhythm" wlth whlch they move "Could ordlnary mortals"keep’up thns machmehke B

'.; rhythm hour after hour? HIS father as a young man had p::formedfeats of endurance

.. such as these canoeusts now dld Men in the tnbal state oould stlll do this. _The—\ the c L
- machlne age caught up w:th them s g pp 245 246 and 247) Abrahams also :
, ”pralses tnbal soc:et:es in’ Afrnca for thelr relatlve lack of colour pre;udlce : ‘; %‘E’ g ( W‘“‘ ;

) ,-L-Belng black is-a small matter dn tnbal Afrlca because the attltude toward color 1

. o «is healthy. and normal.:Color does: nor. matter. Color is an act of.God that = . . °

v g,nelther confers privileges nor imposes handicaps on a man. A -man’s skinis -
.+~ lige the day: the day is either clear -or dark. There is- nothlng more fo-it-until
- [ternal agencles come in and mvest lt wnth speclal meamng and lrnportance o
Ther f

: ore, to conclude thus fnrst half of the duscussnon on‘Abrahama s "Iong eye .
of hlston one may m all safety state emphatucally that whlle Abrahams can be a hal'Sh
e .commentator\w on Afncan trlballsm hns v»ews are falr dlspasmonate, and substantlated
'OWsan lls nght in has belnef that "There is a lack of cultural natnonallsm in

Abraham b\Ut clearly the cnt;c “ls wrong ll‘\ hls VlBW that Abraham's aeema to

-

- Abr W had such a low opmlon of pre-Europem Africa why would he pray for
) '.-Afrm 5 post-colonlal leaders to "have the sense and lhe patnnce to precerve the finer

R



e ne’e”ds of human benngs at thls moment\ in. hlstory) As he says in_ "The Con

-.H, '.A‘_l

qualntnes of the old ways and fuse these wuth the new ‘1?“ Throughout h|s book on. -

Abrahams Ogungbesan Qonsnstently mlsunderstands the true reasons for Abrahams s_'

. desrre to partake of the good thlngs of western culture' Ahl‘ahamS does not thmk- that o

western culture is, in. lts ent:rety, super;or to tradltlonal Afncan culture but he belneves’

that there lS very Iattle Ieft un tnbal tradltuon that mn serve the pf‘actncal and‘_ e emotlonal"f REE

i t of Culture"'

'k-

“in Afnca one of hls most analytrcal essayé "The trlbal structure served ! e 'eeds of'_'.:

tnbal man ,The moral codes of tnbal man were adequate to hls tnme The:’needs of -

' modern man the condmons under WhICh modern man I:ves demand new stru tures and

’ new values "‘9 These words do not lndlcate an aversuon on the part of Ab ahams to'

Ea

Afrlcan culture mstead they testlfy to Abrahams s sense of hlstory the s nse whlch_ ,'

tells hlm that the . real)xy of+ hlstoncal change in Afrlca wull not vamsh be ‘ use of— "The"v

! touchmg Iove of some anthropolbglsts for the old ways 30 lt is also from thls sense of."

hlstory that Abrahams s |dea of a collectlve global culture sprmgs '”Western European' _

cuvnl:satlon he argues s not "somethlng unlquely exclusnve that owed nothlng to vf

) vnon European peoples such as the Chmese the lndlans and the. Egyptlans B The real': o

: |ssue to Abrahams is not a chouce between Afrlcan culture and westem culture it is an"_."

»many Iands and peoples sorted and slfted and added to untnl it can: ansyver more"':,_ o

S

' runderstandlng of the’ hustoncal essence of culture of the fluldlty and the umversalrty of;‘ _
g culture What is. known as Afrlcan culture today is,. in sngmﬁcant part, also western3 T

o culture and western culture |s as Abrahams states "the dlstlllatron and mtegratlon of_.‘-""

'w"

'completely than .any: other man s deepest needs in the technologlcal pe%sent of the._,[ o
twentneth century 52 In Abrahal‘ns s oprruon then the western world l,s merely the'.:?

current custodlan of what is - really a. unwersal culture m ‘a constant state of flux
Western culture is a world culture he asserts "not reserved for Europeans only e
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R IV 'The Long Eye of History c. 1960 X3 1979

o

1t took Abrahams nearly a decade after the pubhcatnon of Wréath for Udomo in

«

1956 to come out wnth hus next novei However ‘when he dld produae‘one in 1965 it
bore unmlstakable marks of kmshlp wrth the two precedmg novels Thrs novel A Ng
' of Their Own depncts the Ioglcal outcome for South Afrlca about a century later of'

' the ‘mid- 19th century events dramatnsed in - Wild Conquest there is even a blatant

connexlon between the two novels in the fact that Karl Van As of A ght is’ the‘
great-great-grandson of Paul Van As .of Wlld Conguest A ght also pre\sents the ‘

catastas:s of the Mhpndu Pluralna drama begun in A Wreath for Udomo and -examines in a |

d:fferent contevt the underlymg theme of Udomo namely, the confhc Q‘Ve’:ﬁiveenhuman
decency and polmcal expedlency ' :

-The mght of evul' from whnch the people of Seuth Afnca are busy seekmg DR

dehverence 1‘0_ thelr own makmq hereun lies the meanlng of the title, "A nght ‘of theur" -
o AO -t |s almost as lf _in. hns chc}lce of title, Abrahams is trylng to establlsh ;J

‘, relatlonshlp between his - novel and- Alex La Guma s A Walk in the __g_ Wthh lik
Abrahams s novel,- descrlbes a South Afrlcan world ‘of - utter derehctlon mlsety and“

'terror l-l’owé‘vel"* in’ A WaIk“‘h the’ﬂn ht La Gun:'a%fo:“a*ll hrs professed Marxlsm casts
. his characters* in what looks Ilke an exlstentnahst universe, whereas in AN _g_l_g of Their
Own, Abrahams, who has a demonstrated capacity for a provadent:al view of thmgs ls_'

' worldly enough to make d&the dnfferent racual peoples of South Afnca responslble for '
theur calamlty The South Afrlca Abrahams portrays is the police state of the 1960s, the :; .
mevutable result of that country s hnstory of conflagrant racism; it. is a totahtanan state ;
that one wnshes were not a reflectlon of any country anywhere in the real world lt is
the unfortunate product of, m the words of oné of the novel's characters "all the thlngs_f{ |

mlnontnes have always done ‘throughout hlstory when they have trled to hold power,v.
agamst the w:ll of majorltnes "l ln the conversatlon between l(arl Van As {the deputy head‘, -
of the Natal Bureau of lnternal Secuntyl and "the. man from the Department of Reclords "
Abrahams shows the extent to WhICh South Afnca s whltes have tumed theu' country

m into somethmg close to what Orwell wrote 1984 to warn the world agalns The'
Department of Records has carbon copues of "birth reglstration school reglstratnon, the .

old time pass regustratnon the' old-tume travel permlts, resndence permits work permlts
l

o,
: L4



tax receipts' eyerything" Ot watches the country s black populatlon wnth an. effucnency B
g that Blg Brother would have enwed ‘Boasts the llttle man from Records o

..we can tell you not oely when and where a Natlve was born, but also how
e ‘much time he ‘spent at school, when he took his first job and with-whom, and ~ .
©~ how he was paid; we can also tell, aimost to the hour, when he made his first -

~_trip from his village or location, where he went, when he arrived there, and: a’z.-
“how ‘long_he stayed. In ‘fact, we have, in these Yiles, .an' almost complete
-record of ‘everything that happens to a Native from the’ moment of birth to ' -

the moment of death. He can do nothing.of- any lmportanCe without: it commg'

- into these flles A Nnght p 141) o o ‘

The whltes lncludmg some of the most polmcally powerful are also vnctlmnsed by thenr, N
' _"_Frankenstem “Just two days ago, " the man from Records tells Van As, 'rny chlef got a-
senous dresssing-down from a very semor Cabat Mlntster because the Mlmster found; '

out how complete a flle we: had on hlm" lA ght P 142) Even Van As, ‘the nmportanu
. &
deputy ch:ef of Secunty is ternfled of the monstrous State he serves, for thns )
' mfluentlal member of the Afrlkaner communlty is deeply lnvolved |n s:xteen years of an.

: odd klnd of l¢>ve with a Colotxred woman Maldred Scott lA g 3‘ 173) ln a pamful
' effort 10 explallf to Mulﬁed why he has stayed away from her for two ‘years, Van As.

h ‘flnally glv%he true reaébn ) :-~' ‘ " Mlldred' ! was afrald what they mlght

say and do if they caught u lA Nght P- 174) 'One is remlnded

here p’f Orwell s remark 'A'when the whlte man turns tyrant

|t is hlS own. freedom Y

The reason -'
‘the . same reasog for
‘South African Vehite

‘pnvuleged posltlon “in ,A _ ,lfudw:g Snel haad of the Natal Bureau

\ of Internal Securlty trles to explam thus fear

7o this day | don't think. i can honestly say what we were afrald of. The :

1" ultimate loss of political power to the Africans? Yes, that was part of it. The
_guilty fear that they might do-unto us what'we had done unto them? Yes, that
t00. The fesr of wholesale miscegenation? This one I'in not-sure. of After:.

~all, it is we, the whitas, who took:the initiative in. bringing the Coloyreds ifto”
bemg That was a nice way of exploiting .and: feediny sex jealousiss of

_the male white, no'moré: he. wanted to have no compatition where his own

woman was concerned and yet he wanted to be free to have hns fltng with .
the others (Ang - 138) " . A

‘ In hlS essay, "The Challenge of Fear g Alan Paton too tnes to explaln the polltlcal :
consequences of- fear: LOE ' . '

Fear of change is, no doulyt ln all of us but lt most mucu the man who

' ,A..' ' oW



o the reader flnds

- fears that any change must lead to Ioss of hlS'Wealth and status When thts
v;.“_fear becomes inordinate, -he will, if he has political power, abrogat\e 'such
" things as civil nghts and-the rule of law,.using the argument that he abrogates -
.. .. - them only to preserve them. In my own courtry, the overnment, in order-to
- - = preserve Christian cnvnllzatlon uses.methods incompatible with: Chnst:amty and
TE ' abrogates values’ which aré. essential -to any: civilization which :calls  itself:
.« Christian. If only a man would say, "I do'"this bacause.!'m afraid,” one could

- bear it; but when he. says "l do thls because m good " that is: a blt too
Ry much 3 _ _ t

-~

.”In A ght lt ts as a protector of the publlc good that the man from Records |mag|nes

hlmself wr;en he says "l don't know why ‘but mos't people are wary of a: government. |

.....

‘ ght p. 142) But the )oke llf,lt may be called that) is on the man from Records What

rong wnth hlm is the fact that he is S0 slnlster that he |s nameless, and’

:that he is one of » handful on whorQ nobody can keep fsles" (A ___g_ p 143) He is the.’

f’ "perfect embodl_ - of tyranny by the mmorlty--the condltlon towards Wthh South.
Africa, has gravrtated mexorably smc:e the woeful days of the Great Trek. . :
' If South\ Afnce s blacks are vnct:ms -they. - are also ~in Abrahams s wew .
_oppressors whose bloody potentlal was. seen m the . 1949 Durban nots the ever- present
slice of documented hlstory m the fnctlon of A _g_t\ln the provmce of Natal where;
blacks and Indlans have had a Ionger pernod of cbntact thaih the two groups have had'

anywhere else m the country, the black people have lgpy resented what has seemed tor

| : _--them the comparatuvely pruwleged life of the indian’ populatuon Unllke the blacks tl'te"

" lndlans have always been free from the cumbersome and humlllatmgpass laws and like ‘,.
.. the Jews in Eastern Europe dunng the mter-war years, they have played a conspucpous
role m domestlc commerce lt is a psychologlcal fact o_f,égfe that an oppressed group is
- often in: many petty ways, more mtolerant of racusm from another oppressed grcup

than it is of the domlnant racvsm of the master 3roup So |t is wuth the black people of

: South Afrlca who- flnd unbeareble any dlscnmlnatlon from the sllghtly |UCkl9l’ lndlans
_Mphahlele sllustrates thlS pomt well in his book The fn@ g

“For mstance there are two lndlan-owned cuhemas in Johannesburg-the Lyr*t:'

and the Majestuc For a long time Africans have been going to these houses

" ahd made- to sit in front, near the scré 50 +~The back rows were for Indians and

+ Coloured, -and. it didn't matter how. miich the.African could afford to pay. |

* remember “the .burning hurt | felt on the, twe occasions | went .to each of

these cinemas. Then stopped gonng there altogether So did ‘a number of
'other Africans* "~

'As wnth many violent cOnflucts with deep-rooted causes, vthe Durban nots were actlvated




.-'_by a mlnor uncndent--m thns case, bﬁan exchange between an lndlan shop asslstan and a

black boy Flfty lnduans were kllled in the rlots“about flve hundred of them wereomjured

_and many of their shops were destroyed B '_ , -

lt is obvuous in A gl_1 that Abrahams attaches no slgmflcance to the fact that
| in-the riots;” more blacks (about nlnety of them) dled than lndlans he sumply--and

.'&Ilberately it seems-om:ts thls fact from the novel He is not tntere ed m dramatnsnng ;‘“ )
"th‘_ t causes of the confluct nor is- ther’e any mducatuon in the novel 'hat he consuders

|mportant Mphahlelels vuew that ’l‘h&' Enghsh openly mcnted tlt Afri ns agamsr the_

lnd:ans in those riots," In A N ght then g“Abrahams has clearly mvokad the artlstlc Iucence,‘-‘ ‘

Y

Wthh has allowed hnm to. select what hlstorlcal materlal is useful for his purpose and to

'-|gnore what is not m order to be able to emphasxze what is to h|m the slgnnflcant/truth B

. of the matter namely, that the blacks must net be allowed to evade respons:blllty for
thelr barbarlc slaughter of the Indlans What angers Abrahams is the fact that the blacks

- attacked/the lndlans and attackéd brutally not what caused the attacks or who condoned )

\ them Thns is why; ‘in A lig t ‘he casts the Spotllght through flashback on the fatal

v’clubbmg—oﬁan lndran~Bee—Nunkhoo an lndlan recounts the mc:dent to Fllchard Nkosn a

'black o S L e A."

1 wasin a taxi on Durban's Esplanade comlng from the" shlp "On. the road l :

" saw two strapping young Zulu fellows chasing a skinny little indian: The Indian

" .taxi diver wouldn't stdp. He said they would kill us as' well. Anyway’ one of" a
: errie. |

- . was looking out of the back of the taxi and | saw the little Indian.die. 1 swearl -
© . know the mament he died. | felt'it a split second after the huge stick had split

~the.two caught up .with thelittle Indian and hit him with his big kno

- the back of is head. His momentum carried him on a.few yards and-then he

folded up like a limp sack, his bones turned to jelly.... | saw two others..

"~ And when 1. got home | heard our younger brother had been knlled the mght iy

‘before... L_Nng p. 48)°

Abra%s alscf saddened by. the behavuour of some black revolutlonary groups durlng'j :
- the early s:xtles “the perlod m whlch the novel is- set He deplores __3_ the most
_,__exttemlsLof the black llberatnon groups whose predllectlon was for "the methods of:

. the counter-terror., and he crmcuses the habit, among the so-called Afrlcannsts of_

. repudlatmg and denouncmg all co-operatuon between black and whlte" (AN ght p- 60) R

%
Y

_But what. he fmds more shockmg than the methods of . g ‘and those of the_ .

: Afrncamsts |s “the apparent warmth w1th whlch the Afncan masses welcomed the stand _
of" these extremlst groups (A Night, p. 61) Actually these crmcusms are as they appear :
_in A ght VOICGd not by he mellst but by one of his characters the Indoan resnstance -



leader. Sammy Navdoo However there can be no doubt that |t rs Abrahams.@e mtruswe'.

: narrator characterlsttcally expressung hns vnews through a character fb\-m Return to

o Golu Abrahams has already warnedxbiack people that the fact o& thetr yﬁfreedom does

" not make them morally mfalhble

.'"'
i

'Large numbers of them lNegroesl are turmng the:r backs on the dream of the, S

" . _.dast level of living and hugging about them the dark void in which there are no” '

" stars, no moon, and, of . course, no laughter.... many Negroes have arrived at . =
~ a ppsition .where thay would counter _the whlte bigot's race-hatred with

»: ‘ race-hatred agalnst whltes. (Goli; pp: 20 21)

o The Indians, more than any other racnal group |n A Nght enjoy Abrahams s» e

. ¥
‘ sympathy and admuratuon The reasons for thls dramatlsed and hmtgd at in the novel

" have. already been expllcltly presented in the. factual report Return to Goh where .-i} o

Abrahams debunks the myth of lndnan pruvnlege Flrst’ he remmds us |n§ of the sad. A

’hrstoncal reason for the Indlan presence m South Afnca ;Fﬁr 'Dark serfs w:th stralght - E

B hau:_and sharp features were brought from across the dark waters to make good the‘, )

E Iabour shortage" created by the* rebelhous Zulus of mneteenth cgntury Natal. The "Dark_ -

‘ serfs were ofi‘course, poor Indlan peasants who readlly selzed this econom:c

o opportumty, especnally because they were promnsed that they could after completion.:

of thenr penod of mdenture choose elther to remaln in the new. country as cmzens or‘

return to the land of theur bnrth" (Goh P 81) Then Abrahams cttes specrflc mstances of

o ﬂantu-lndlan leglslatnon passed by a whlte c:tlzenry become alarmed by the hard-worknng-’

. and competltwe nature of the Iljtdians - » o ) ’

—

. The Transvaal was the ﬂrst to act. #t demed lndlans all cltlzen nghts in. 1885 o
‘Six years' later the’ Orange Free State banned ‘Indians completely.... Natal -

| - turned on the indians she had beeri so anxious to bring into the- country Natal

imposed a L3 tax on each Ingian at the end of his period as an indentured L

~ labourer. Next it withdrew the Indian vote. Next, in 1897, it outlawed
' = marriage betweeen Indian and White. Soon there was total prohibition of -all

immigration from Asia. In 1924 the |nd|ans were deprived of thelr mumcnpar " ‘\_

vote in'Natal. (Goh p: 821

'Th:s is the background of antu-lndlan host:luty agalnst whuch must be placed the spectacle_ -
B ‘of I|m|ted busmess prosperrty the Induans had made by the 1950s and the' 19605 For ,_ N
. Abrahams does not deny that, compared to the blat:ks the Indians of South Afrlca have'-'
"'achleved a certaln level of mercantule success He tells us, in @_ that some 1ndtans .
albeit “Less than 5 per cent of the total Indlanpopulatlon ! are succeseful merchants and v
busmessmen " Some of these he adds "have made vast fortunes end "have tf ed to
f'mvest the;r money wnsely in real estate (§_ p 83) In A _n_gh_t. one notable member of' - S

8



--thls class of successful Indnans lS Doctor Dawood Nunkhoo ”a handsome upper-class :

'Hmdu of wealthy famlly who had the best educatlon Europe could offer and money"v-
could buy (A __gh_t p 37) another is Old Man Nanda "the ruchest lndlan in- the land" - e
_ _\ &9_ P- 213) Abrahams s Pb‘int then lS not that athe lndlans have not fared better than ; -
) ,the blacks |t is tl;aat lndlan me (mgt’le prosperlty, whlch m truth ls so ||m|ted that it’ dees -
'_ not justlfy the resentment of blacks 1‘las been exaggerated lmpudently He declares m
’ Goll S l 3 U . ° ) i 4 é s - L R o

,“ ! J

' One of the most popular and most successful South Afrlcan hes IS the R

‘picture oL 365,000 Indians -ail rollmg in dubiously acquired wealth, buying up:
‘White' residential ‘areas and’ turning .them -into siums, exploiting” Blacks, and
cooking up horrible. plots for. turning. South Africa; -and indeed the whole of
the Afrigan east coast, into a‘colony of India. : e
.  trutht is the complete oppos:te of thls Hollywoodlsh plcture of
, ——f _ ornen lalny (Goli, p.: 83) . :

- 3 . . .

Abrahams admnres the lndlans becauSe thelr hlstory in South Afnca is, desplte the." L

‘hostnlltues Indians - have suffered from blacks fun of mstances “of thBll' wnlhngness to" |

) cooperate with the blacks m the struggle agaqnst gg rtheid. ln 1952 only three years B .

~after the 19489 riots, the Indians of Klmberley t!eamed up wuth the blacks of that clty ina
: ;protest agamst the' mumcupal bm on the homl—brewmg of beer The South Afrlcan,: '

* Jewish. wrlter Dan Jacobson tells us in- an ess y, "R'lOt in Kimberley " that "ln that

’campalgn six thousand Afrrcans and Indnans had gone peacefully to Jaﬂ” c{bpractlcally

R TN

every . town of smportance in South Afrlca uncludjng Klmberley " n A _g_t of Their |
_Own the Indlan reslstance leader Sammy Nandoo explams to ‘the black fugmve Rlchard ‘b
Nkosi . how Indlans have had to beg blacks m the underground movement "for an
‘opportumty to prove the commntment of the lndlans we have to beg for a chance to
‘, make our contrubutlon" (A ‘_lgh_ P. 61). Sammy, Nandoo explams why the. lndnans shouldi o
»desperately join forces wnth the blacks "Whether we llke lt or not, we must Work'our_
"passage |nto the movement and into the future If . we fa:l we lI have no future here. . |
- This, whatever we feel or thmk of it, ns the hard reallty of the lndlan srtuatlon" (A Night, .
. p 61). In fact the story og A _gh_ t of ThBII' Own IS among other thlngs a celebratlon‘ :

of. Induan-black cooperatuon--and it is to the lndlans that Abrahams glves thanks for this.

The. story itself is snmple Rlchard Nkosi sneaks mto Sbuth Affica in an attempt to dehver‘

funds to the black underground movement and qulckly sllp back out to England -

_However -what Abrahams keeps constantly before the reader is the contnbutlon of

'C
& .

AR



’ '_Indnans know everythmg won 't be fme and ut mnght be worse and so they say what |s -

) 9ff°ft$ Of men like Sammy Naudoo to |om the blac‘ks m‘the struggle because as he see'f__' RN

nt the lnduans have no (ogncal reason for behevmg that the( future under blaok rule wﬂl

be better than thelr present conchtnons under whntg,domamtnon A pohtncal sophlstnc'ate.f o
'vllke Sammy Nandoe may be disposed to~stnvmg for ‘lnduan-black cooperatnon but the RN

w\nple-hearted Dteky Nar;:ker knows the true sentlrnents of the many lnduans m whose

5 i"m‘idst he lives. For _not. wrthstandmg the efforts of activists like Sammy Na:doo to brnng_""f" -
Indians and blacks together Dccky Na:cker |s accutely/aware that 'T’he majonty of .

the sense to flght for %omethn@ that may make it worse for us" ‘A g . p.. 1 1) That. s
'such musapprehenswn may yet prove to have some basns has been made dlsturbmglyb' -

3 ',-.pOSSIble by the fate &!ndvans suffered under the black tyranny of Uganda s 1d| Amm in -

i v
1972. Y N R .

_:‘_:.2 £ S

The polutxcal maturnty of South ,Afrlca s lndlans ns ttte mam reason for whuc'\f-"f"-‘ .

Abrahams esteems 'them hnghly Abrahams respects theur ablllty uncharactenstnc of i

*ﬁnderprwcleged ‘groups to. develop conslderable ummunlty agamst feelmgs of mjerlornty

a?‘/ery conscrous ' e nchness of the|r oWn cultural herltage they stubbornly refuse to .-

s Jape the whrtes i fily mstead they take great pnde in their unasslmulabmty Th‘“ o

-.\

attrtbutes hav; . _":ed to glve the Indlans an envuable d:uhty at qualutamve pohtical

ar ' 'atched y ng men Ilke Seedat Amra and Meer in co-operatlon w:th

fout the new approach that was to lead to today s jomt Indtan @\/d \

strqgglas from 1911 onwards Tha\ he went over to lndua to lead a natlon to |ts.:'_' L

freedom"'(ﬁm, p 83) Abrahams s expressuon of respect for Gandhl develops nnto a._: - :.;'“

4_v:.‘. L



laudatlon of the As;atlc country w.uch gave blrth to,the Mahatma

Today the leaders of that free nation that Gandhu fathered are among the -
__most sane and. humane of the world's statesmen. Today that free nation has.
““taken.the cause of the Indians of South Africa on to the floor of. the United .

Nations. But, more important than that, that. free nation, whose view of life . .. "

Gandhi fathered, has assumed, and been accorded by. the vast bulk of the .

“newly awakening Africans; the’ role of; mora leadar in the fight for human ' _’

Ilberty and dlgnlty (Gol( p: 83) - . ( L Do \_w L :
: And all thus Abrahams rerhlnds us "|s part of the hentage of the South Afncan Indnans -
" (Goli, p. 83) In A _g_h_t in the dramatlc way ln whlch the lndlans dngUlSB NkOSl and splflt
hlm off’ to safety on an :solated fa{m in the hllls df Natal Abrahams graphlcally llbstrates.

the orgamsatlonal comp tence of the Ind(ans Flrst the two |8dl6$ of the Nunkhoo _—

hous _hold Dee and Cissie, g0 work on Nkosi's negrond features. W(th admlrable'
make-up artlstry they transfor ‘the ooppery brown colgur of NkOSl 5 face neck and
ears into the lustreless black complexlon of ‘an_Indian, they darken hlS arms and his -
hands they change the shape of his nose by a hne of staln'here and there reduce the-f
size of his: forehead change the shapé of hlS eyes o and they reduce the fuilness of ”
~ his’ hps (A _g__ “pp- 97- 98) Then chky Nalcker guades Nkosn out of the Nunkhoo .
house and onto a street where they try. to mlngle wsth 3 rellglous processlon wﬁlch is :
closely watched by partheld detect:ves wnth sunglasses We see the young Dncky e

Nascker m all hls experlence and sophlstlcatlon as he mstructs Nkosl‘to walk at an even ;

pace in order ’hot ‘to arouse suspnc:on 2 wave back in” apparent recognltlon of peoplev‘ o

: who wave at them and to "Smlle and’ make llke you are talklng" (A _g___ p. 103L The'

Indlan underground is so successful that lt has; even manageg_\_t_g/m/fultrate Natal s

- ag rtheid securltyl establlshment for it is. to the tffncuency and solld structure of hls

o mc;vement that Dicky. Nalcker alludes when he informs Nkosi that Corporal Smgh
Polltacal Dnvnsnon Natal c.D., is also 8 member of our movement" (A _gh_ P- 106)

Abrahams s crntncnsm of the role of South Afrlca s blacks |n the "nlght of thenr'

own IS balanced by the homage he pays to the non~racnst non-vuolent heroes of the

% black antn-apartheld movement Evndently speakmg for Abrahams Sammy Naldoo, in A

N ght praises "the pecple who Ied the Congress before it was banned" in. 1960 Wnth o

glffectnon he . remembers '-'the moderates g the "people who urged restralnt and who»
" deplored the’ matchlng of a whlte racnahsm with a black racuallsm " the people of whom -

"Luthuh [1961 Nobel Peace Prlze-Wlnner] was, and- still is, the great spokesman - (A



o

N "'_“sa'd wrth undarstmdable hyperbole E

g:avar produced graater heroes than’ S
3,) _f_avenly‘bilanced avsilable*support. .
F ;,‘ od ‘where consndaratnons

S . Hlstory will yet record :
-« 7. these; in.a war where the: fole
. forthe "hunters” far .o .

of financial interests superc

. forms of-barbarism are audeﬁf
. and antn-commumsm 353{ \
. 7Y s B e !

| 'legend of Mawn& e

; -capture Therefore,

.-&& =

think’ came > 1o an end

: fugmve hero of A’ gt_1 ocateK

:’ e

network in all of %fqmca Abra

ce ‘on the hero s abuhty to evpdeﬂ
‘ ﬁgo Iegend whach he seems toz.
%la, |n 1965 Abrahams makes the - .

. y'dwﬁh the most formudable secunty
N 5T R .

hﬁl‘ns; ro infic attraotuon to tha eluslve outlaw |s'_;

' ';, ¥ of sfruafratron by Van As's superior

\ e wa&i him badly ..... ‘A myth is being
-': ‘At -illegal meetmgs in’ Pretoria -and-
Sthe Fiee _there has bean talk sbout a new’.

8:and who cannot.be killed because
therefore mvmclble lt's poppmg up all over o

§ underg ou -hat

T ne is g;lt{ Freedom and i§
AT, theplace gn pv 181). -

Such romantncnsm m flctnon-~and it ;s most notlceably there in the charactor of Macheath e

e ~in John Ga%g Begg D&a--is of courso’éften dnv ced from what obtams in the -
REN :

’ % cea %,yvorld Throughout the vnolent polmoal hwtory of 'frtca, the capture and

|mpr|§onment of famous polntlcal fugmves has ncver kmad‘ ’



¢ Kip "‘fs}onate man w@out a trace of the ruthless smglemmdedness whlch defmes j

\3.‘\
s \q \'

| ::;'-'-the colour~ hne to NkOSI the only man m her cwcle whose heart is unaffected by Medusa

‘I‘he lssue fln Abrahams s hlstorncal flctnon then, is ‘not, contrary to Mlchael

Wade 3 tmpllcatu /h vas(:lllatlon ln authorlal vnewpomt between sympathy for polltlcal

actloh ln Wild Conguest\and Udomo “‘d a "rejectlon of almost all kinds of actlon" inA

N ig t "' The lssue is the aée—old llberal obsessnon with the tensnon between morallty and’

b -*ﬂpohtncal |mperat1ve thus explalned this |ssue |s there m gll Abrahams s hlstorlcal novels

o, f

N I Covaba Wild Congues and Udomo there is as.much condemnatlon of mhumane ’

"‘,pollt:cal conduct as there is praise for Ilbera’tlng political actlon It is the same m A Ngh o
of Thelr Own where Abrehams 1s concerned with dustmgunshnng ‘the luberatlng polmcal

actuon cf Nkosu from the terrorlsm of ~Sammy Nandoo However Abrahams does not

: : s
SO make snmplustlc dlstmctlons He places equally powerful arguments iR the mouths of both -

Sammy NaldOO and Nkosn and, thereby stops hls and Nkosn s pomt of view from belng
solldly unchpllengeable For even as we admnre NkOSI s noble-mmdedness we cannot nd

: ourselves of the feellng that this artnst-spokesman has too idealised a view of the world



L and, although we turn our eyes from Sammy Nandoo s terror methods we cannot deny j

.‘that they are mdrspensable to Nkosu s protectlon ln a sltuat;on where the pacnfnst enjoys ;

the protectlon of the vcolent—’the chouce betwéen pacufusm and vaolence becomes o

: palnfully dnfhcult Dee Nunkhoo trles to make Nkosl understand she explalns to hlm that ,

if Sammy Nandoo had not had Westhunzen kllled l'He [Westhulzenl could lead them [the . o

I poﬁce] to’ Samm’y and you" AN g . p. B7L Dee a{ W:Ifred Certey ol:lserves "sees T
reahstncally the hornble truth of socrau cnrcumstances |n South Afnca;. She knows that' |

-

'»"The outer world is always present lmplnglng upon an mdlvud,uals more |deal|st|c
- romantlc notions.” Abfahsms is, as it were thmkmg aloud and through Sammy Naldoo

flmgmg at us the unpleasantx truths whlch constltute \&1 mextrlcable aspect

*
revolutlonary pohtlcal actlon “

.

.‘ _Another cornucopla of such unpleasant truths is Thls dsland Now publushed n s

' 1966 the only novel by Abrahams whlch is not even partlally set in. Afnca It |s wuth a‘__'

' loud bang that Albert JoSlah the novel' S central character assumes the presade,ncy of

the unnamed Carnbean rsland in Wthh the novel tS set. ‘He ns ‘a man. who belleves that the =

: |sland s mercantlle community exerc1ses a power and an mfluence out of all. proportlon
 to the contrlbutlon it makes m typrcal man-of-the-people style he fashions "a -
g programme which is meant ”to brmg rnto play anew pattern of power relatnons in whrch

" more value ~and rmportance and honour wnll be accorded those

dople who' contrlbute'
: _more to the productlve wealth of the natnon."" 0vervvhetmmgly supported by the .
' predommantly black electorate of the country Josuah socm mtroduces legislatlon whlch_ ,

I

compels "all _torengn compames on the. |sland to sell half ther’%ares to local nvstors :

o 1"wh|ch restncts ”the freehold ownershlp of° property" to the lsland 's natives, and which

allows forelgners to Iease property only "up to a max:mum ‘time penod of twenty-fwel- |
r'years (Thns lsland p 147) Josnah s offensrve on the busmess communlty is: successful |
v{ and popular but it would not have been possnble had he hesltated to do some very cruel
| and unconstvtutnonal thmgs R o '_ ; ;_. . '

Flrst Joslah forces the premature retnrement of John Stenhope an uprlght man. |

whose posltlon as Presndentual Secretary ‘makes: hlm the. head of the country s crvulf'_ L

| servnce Stﬁnhope mcurs Josaah"s enmlty when he trles to stop the Presldent from.‘"
B _ ‘maknng hls own appomtments to the pubhc servuce Stanhope opposes thse obwous K

-«

. : ,‘.v k o . o L . * i
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' _'-pohtlcal move by the Presndent to full the pubhc servnce wnth hus supporters because as

who framed our Const' tutuon saw flt o0 put all c:vnl servnce appomtments in the hands of

the Serv:ces Commlssnon aqg,provnded freedom from pressure to that Comm:sslon

(Thns lstand pp 161 162) But Stanhope wastes his. breath Joslah is, in the tradttlon of
Machaavoll: and Blsrnarck a pragmatlst who belleves that the end justlﬁes even foul

means Ltke Sammy Naldoo in A Night aqd Muchael Udomo Josiah® ls in the bus:ness of

- revolutlonary pohtncs wuth both eyes open, and he is ruthless resilient, :and wnllmg to pay

) »tells the young Andr-ew .Snmpson

R Commnssnon will have. to be ¥

‘ protege of Stanhope Josq}t-m

’-protest the fact that the Government releases mformatlon to the state-controlled press :

‘ any pnce lf Stanhope lnslsts that the Constltutlo{\ must be respected then as’ Josrah

. '.(Thls lsland p. 163). Josiah senses a need
justlfy his dlctatonal ways t_ ”o although a supporter of the Presndent lS a

,&ul to gtve Stanhope h|s due he tells Snmpson that

- Stanhope is "a decent and honest man who has served his country falthfully " (This h|s

lsland p 165) But: what are we to do.” he-asks Slmpson "Abandon everythmg because

E one man an honourable but mlsgunded man, stands in our way7' (T his lsland p. 164)

Polltucal necessnty dlctates that Josaah force Stanhope out of: the country on. a sux

months' pre-retlrement leave “then it dictates that he make the country s publnc servuce

" toe the lme (This lsland, p 171)

Another unpleasant truth about revolutuonary polstlmans that we see: vnvudly in

’ ‘ThlS Island—rs that they have no regard for any such thlng as a free press Followmg a

—_—_——————— —

~ but denies it to mdependent newspapers hke hus own. ')Ne cannot as. yet afford the kind

: of press you hold up as a wrtue " Josiah explams wuth charactenstlc bluntness and then _

: and economlc ‘and polltlcal relat»ons |n the socrety 14

proceeds to givé the edltor a Iecture on ealpolutu "For us, for oyl need, the press

must be involved in the struggle to brlng lnto bevng a&ompletely new pattern of socsal .

ust be an mstrument of change

ﬁvmg the polmcal will, much as | am an mstrument of change sarvmg the polltncal w:ll' ’

is_Island,- p 211) Even in debate Josnahs lgolltn IS pamfully evident; he throws ‘

“

— - . . r

'The law and' regulatnons governmg the Servuc:s E

falrness to the wmds,,,executes a coup de theatre, .and transf_orm_s what ls_ essentlally a |

“he remlnds Jos:ah ”In the mterest of a,non-polmcal and mdependent pubhc servnce those ‘,;
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A debate on press fteedom mto a dlscourse on race Ihe Issue is no longer X_vho is for a

- free press and who is agalnst it the Issue |s now who is talklng hke a coloured?tan that B
: e

v»ctlm of the centunes and ‘who |s talkmg lnke "a pampered whrte man Jos;.h teIIs
- Johnson L * . - ,

You are pnmanly concerned wuth the salvatnon of your W I am-— -
- hot that free. Between me..and your ‘kind of freedom: terrible wall_ -
*  which I and those/ike me cannot climb until we have achieved the salvation of
our racial soul. en -your concern about your ‘individual soul is a rare and .’
- enviable luxury I'recognize longingly and then put. behind me. Till then. "~ 1~
we cannot be indi 'duals in‘the senge that you are and until we are all relations =~ . -
t2>e1tyveen white and coloured must be counterfelt by deflmtlon (Thns Island p

When Johnson gets to the. heart of the matter and asks Josuah "..you want a black or =
brown edltor in my plage,” the Presndent rephes cuﬁly "Preferably blaek thmk you
know that S(why | agreed to see you" (This island, p. 213) ’ ' ,
; " These words and the general attatude of Joslah must not be construed to mean a
"""‘3‘ ']UStIflcathl'I by Abrahams of black counter-raclsm Almost every lme of fIctlon that - .
:'- f' : Abrahams has wntten has been as much agamst.the domlnai!lt whlte racnsm as agaanst the r—. E

fast-emergmg black counter-racusm In This Island Abrahams,has been careful to Eres’ent :

Jqsrah in: such a way as to make lt clear that he doe§"not approve of Joslah s raclsm % 5
£

- Josmh justlfles hns every. deed in the name of the mvnsuble biack masses; he argues that."

{,.

the masSes w:ll only know that they are truly in power that the domfnance of the whlte ‘
v skm has been removed when they see the whrtes domg some crawlmg too (T his Island -n :
- pp. 212 213) However Abrahams shows that. Josmh does not have the conv»ctuon of N
“his p;onouncements why does the 9res»dent get nd of a decent man Itke Johnson who,
has endeared hrmself to the Island s non-whltes but stnkes an alllance thh Joal Stermhg“- -
and the lsaacs -white- prof:teers who are much dlsllked by the black and the br0wn
masses? Abrahams exposes JOSlah for what he truly Is and the Presndent stands
- revealed not as a man who acts in a raclst fashlon out of a genulne belief that—such,,
racnsmr will help his people but as a man who explons hus people s hetghtened sanse of ‘
’ race fof" his own polmcal good Is he not after all the man. whose ”brownness was_ s
: ._ stnknng" but who nevertheless "had pro;ected so strongly ﬁ\e .image of hnmself as a
black man that everybody accepted him as a black frar? (This istand, pp. 158 159) As a )
practmoner o?" molmk and chgglmk Joslah is mterested ot | in the colour of .
people s skm& but In vVhether or not they wm do hts blddmg e

—

'?’/..t
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21 follows therefore that Mr Justice anht a steadfast man who wnll ,not place .
‘hlmself at Joslah s beck and call must although he is black be gacnflced and wrth him, '
i vthe twrn concepts of the r Vule of law and the mdependence of the ju‘dlc:ary In the most

n ’*\ L
‘ mtense debate on polltucal necessaty in the novel Justlce erght is Pltted agamst Joslah

i iand young Andrew Sim{y
_Secretjy The lssue at s ke is the umpendlng treas n trial ofy Frankhn F. Freeways‘ .t
'.-'.former Prume Mlmster ap
::'Publnc Prosecutlons " head of the mulntary and the head of the secunty forces ‘Josnah .
" expounds the alms of the trial: ) ' ' L
Never forget for a moment.. that primarily - thls is a pohtlcal trial with very

clearly defined aims. First, it will. assert our .authority in the land unm:stakablyv,
for all our enemies to see, those at home and those abroad.... Second, it will

n the ‘man. who' has replace Sianhope as’ Presndentlal S

Mmlster of Fmanc:al Affaxrs To Slmpson the Dlrector of .

make plain to all investors...that _capital, foreign or local, will no longer be -

permitted to manipulate power in this land.... Third, and most important of- 3l
this trial- must make cledr to the people in the hills and in the villages and in
_the fields and in the little shacks that this is their government exercising
—— - power on their behalf. They must see this trial as the assertion of their
- .interests, the interests of the downtrodden and the dispossessed and the

black, against the interests of the rich’ and the powerful and the falr ...... (Thns.

\ |

B Istand, p. 218) - o
The Presndent then asks Andrew Simpson to communlcate these aims of the tnal to Mr
Justuce anht the Presndent of the Supreme Court Slmpson fJnds the judge to be a
"formudable opponent in debate 9"Don 't these thlngs bother you " the ;udge asks the
young man, #The mampulatlon of the police and the~cnvnl servnce;" (This lsland p. 229)
Sumpson 5 debatlng style is Iawyerly and he performs hlS best but after he has made3
hus emotlonal pleas of pOlltlcal necessnty, the 1udge states even more strongly his refusal |
to-be mfluenced "' II defend and uphold the Iaw agamst anyone because™1 belleve that in
the long run _the law mdependent and defendlng the letter and the splrtt of the
Constltutnon is'a greater guarantor of the real- unterests of the majorlty obthe people '
.than any one man, no matter how benevolent wise,. all-seelng or committed he might be”
(Thls lsland p 232l Even when he is in the pressurused presence of the. powerful

EN

* Josiah, the great judge refuses to budgev Justice Wright draws?’ strength for his pomt of ~

. view. from an event in the lsland s recent history. “You know your country s hnstory Mr o "

Presndent " he tells Joslah "$0 you wull remember how your predecessor came to Lo

power 1 ,was a very grgn young barnster when | defended in my very furst brg ‘case, -

‘an agltator called Moses Joshua who was accused of plottlng the overthrow of the duly.

L"u‘—xJ\
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= constltuted government of the day anht goes oﬁ "My‘pomt Mr. Presudent |s that
~ “the’ Judge who presu:ied at thaftrlal jodged the Gase. on lts menf 1n law solely He was e
not. an’ 1s|ande? not"‘ne of.us by bll’th or colour. it ‘evou[d hive been easy and

.

.colomal power But he refused to and 1 won my case" (This Island p, 236)

g : junderstandable for h|m to have seen the polmcal mteres;s of hns own country the'_" e

| anht wins the great depate on polltucal necessuty m This Jsland Now tbts is not "

: surprusmg because"ﬁ'rs pomt of vvev&s so obvuously nght-why else is he so dehberately o

: named 'Wrught"7 Equally unsurpnsmg are the fates of prmclpled hoher-than-thou men
"hke anht and Maxwel. Johnson on this Carnbean nsland bestnde ‘which . Josuah stands
 like a colossus. Thlsns not. the dehghtful lslanMuden from whom Abriha?ns got the -

: tntle for his novel Here ns the first stania of Auden s Look Stranger

- 3 & "L _‘é J‘_Y‘
- Look, stranger on. this - lsland now R o Sh ‘.
e - Theleaping light for your dehght dnscovers oo~ R
: _ Stand stable here . A A P
e~ -And-silent be, T o BT o R
S That through the channels of the ear S Ty

_, . May wander like a river
The swaymg sound of the sea.’®

. Auden’s_stanza is a celebrat:on as‘mu‘ch ‘of the\ ower of. the human senses as of the

deep pleasures embedded in physrcal nature It is a plea for man not to be a "stranger"to :

' 'the natural envuronment around mm‘ it only man will "stand stable be "silent,” _and lLook

5

vl

, alone with no one to welcoMe me: ] Ieave alone w:th no one to say God~speed " (X hls'_

on thls lsland now‘ he will enjoy the beautlful scenery which is allummated by "the. ‘_'

Ieapnng hght" from the heavens and he will enjoy "The swaylng sound of the sea "

Abrahams s novel the men who "look” dlscover not dehghts but terribie potenﬁalittes in

thenr country s governmént Justuce anht and Maxwell Johnson hke John- Stanhopev

before them fmd it hard to'be passlve and "silent” in the face of mountmg tyranny; and o

once ‘they speak out Josrah sees to it that 0y can no longer- "Stand stable Johnson

now feehng like a "stranger" ‘on the island. where ;

,_—,-

Island, p;a 240) The fact that the ;ournahst Martha Lee eventually arrlves to see him off'

"does nof‘ nﬁ Johnson s reﬂectsons fundamentally untrue ln Auden s poem you are a'ﬂ-;

g

*"stranger if you do not" Iook at and percelve what ts happemng around you, m -

Abrahams s novel, you are mace-a "stranger" +4f you do.u Justnce anht too is made to S

. ‘7 . ’ N .

ha} lived for forty years, dectd_es to. o |

|eave for good ln the saddest scene m the novel, J hnson\thlnks aloud : wdl arrived_: '



feel Itke a stranger on’ the lsland cf hls blrth He is flrst relleved of his posntlon as
'-_PreSIdent of the Supreme Court; then he is taken into custody because if the Presxdent' ’

is to. be belleved Wrught had tned to use his hlgh offlce to glve comfort and protectlon S

'to the polntncal enemles of the natlon {This h|s Island, p. 244)

e Lo ls d|ctatorshtp ;ustlflable m the context in whuch it is presented in ThIS Island

. Now7 Have there been tlmes |n hlstory when it has been possnble to justify dlctatorsh|p7 AU

o Andrew Slmpson says to Martha Lee: 'There are people--not only here but all over what S

! ';has become known as the thll'd worId--who wnII happlly trade” free speech and free

g mstntutuons for three square meals a day a roof over thelr heads and reasonable health "
services.. (Thls Island p 145) ThIS argument IS one’ that is often heard but tt is
: ‘_.’-'fallamous If a Ieader can provude his people w:th food shelter and health care he will
'_ not have reason to suppress thelr freedom lt is’ when ‘a Ieader cannot provude hls'
people thh thelr basnc needs that he Tesorts to suppressmg free speech and free

lnstltutlons in . orderf ta . escape cr|t|cnsm and strong opposmen Any Ievel headedv'.

-‘contemplatlon of the real world shows that countrnes where people are economlcally

vcomfortable also en;oy far more freedom than countnes where people cannot obtam

. thBIf most basnc needs The chances are that a people who w1ll happlly trade f’ree_

’ "speech for three square meals a day " do not, to begln with; have any free speech .
B ‘worth tradmg This'is the pllght of Albert Josuah‘s people The reallty whlch operates in.
. ,Josnah 3 country demes him any justlflcatlon for hls tyranny, “for, after Josnah has tumed- e

the cwnl service, the press and the judlclary mto érgans of his polltlcal machme he fmds .

"hlmself on a célllsnon course wuth the very masses. in whose name he has waged the

..'revolutlon In taklng stock of hls life and his pohcues Josnah paunfully concedes the fact

that it is hIS assault on the economlc problems " not hus polltacal program whlch has not

been recelved well by the massés whom it |s "almost mpossnble to persuade .to give -

'some of therr labour to the: natlon wuthout bemg pald" (T his lsland p 249) Hostlhty

} from the masses makes Josnah more of a tyrant Dunng one "unhappy week of notlng

o f'Josmh uses so much force\to control the situation that two hundred people are Killed *

(T hlS Island p 249) and at the beglnmng of. the flnal year of- hls flrst term of offlce for .

. fear that he wnll not be returned to power he suspends electlons unt1l further notlce L

te "The Revolutuon says the central character in Georg Buchner s Danton s Death ' "|s llke'

o
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' Saturn and devours her own chuldern"" The chlllmg w:sdom n these words comes toi_; e

“ Joslah..tewards the end g: the novel ”T o use force agamst the people themselves that_‘,: o

hurts in & way nobody understood" ﬂ’hls Island p. 250): About two pages from the end

. of the novel in the most dldactlc passage of all, Abrahams presents the tragedy of the"‘ ’

‘ vusnonary whose vssnons l;ave begun to yleld place to clear snght "And for a moment

»there |n the moonhght feellng as Ionely as’ he had ever felt doubt came to Albert -

. '_Josmh And fear touched him. And the tbought that thls way ‘might be wrong that thls E

'was not the road to freedom for his people (T hls Island p- 252)

Abrahams s ‘most recent ‘novel, The VIGW from Coy_j_ whxch takes us farthest .
back mto hlstory, also brmgs us closest to the present The Iast eectlon of the novel'
| opens wnhﬁa~ sustalned trlbute to Nkrumah the former p fjldent of - Ghana ln the hnghly,:”
novelistic A Wreath for Udomo Abrahams had net been free- to dramatlse without "
amblvalenoe hls view of Nkrumah s role in modern African hlstory now |n the last
sectuon of C_ya__b_g a. sectlon far more Joumahstlc than novehstlc Abrahams lauds ‘
Nkrumah as the creator of ”the great Afrncan dream of freedom .which flowered so
- brlluantly " and because of WhICh "nearly a score of Afrlcan countrles gatned thelr‘_

‘ polmcal lndependence in: one sungle year." 'Nothmg llke that rush to lndependence says'

-Abrahams 'fhad ever happened in the hlstory of any other contlnent et The year is

>1972 the. locale is C:on%a in Sekou Toure's Gunnea) and the occasnon is Nkrumah's
" funeral. However -although the spotllght is on Nkrumah Abraharns assembles for the.
reader a number of the hlstorlcal personages who have walked the Afro-Aslan stage
There are Nehru of Indla Nasser of Egypt, and Ben Bella of Algerla wuth all of whom
' Nkrumah had shared the dream now. fast becomlng a contemptlble |dea of "the earth s.'

o dark folk mfluenclng the shape of ‘the world by ‘the. moral quallty of their leadershlp :

(Coya . p 322) These are the four men ho had shaped the Thll'd World VISIOﬂ and

the non-ahgned dream " but says Abrahams Nkrumah - was dlfferent from the other

tlllree Nkrumah was "a comphcated man. wnthra confusnon of motwes and lmpulsas and'. :
he was. "totally commlttedno Afracan freedom NP" in: the clear and starkly almple way of
i-Ben Bella, or the vusuonary and almost rellguous way of Nasaar, but totally commntted" .‘ ;
E @L_ pp 322 323) The other dream-makers who app.' in ng_a_bg (and whom we-

" have- already seen in Abrahams s flctlon) are' "the venerable Dr DuBms who had nu'tured.'l 3

-~
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'.the dream longest of all and George Padmore the steady methodncal C\rgamzer over the

E years lC yab p- 323). The death of the dream l% reﬂected in the deaths or the fall

——

,from prommence of the dream- makers‘ "Kwame dead ln exnle at slxty-three and- his .

: _Adream in ashes all about us DuBoas gone too, at the npe old age of nmety-fwe and

Padmore too. Nehru a year after DuBons and Nasser two years ago m hIS pnme Only

. Ben Bella Ieft and. he and hlS dream -under house arrest by men of a mOre practlcal tum o

of mind" (_C;gyg_b_ P- 323) Polmcs has a sure way ‘of turmng dream lnto dlsappomtmg .

_dreallty This is why "DuBois - must have dted happlest of all.. Yes perhaps he was the '
: greatest of the dream-keepers because he was not dlrectly mvolved with the day-to-day
.polltlcs of power (_oya_ p 323) ‘ ‘_

_ In an’ audacnous mvocatnon of the artlsttc licence of the.. hrstorlcal novehstg:‘
' Abrahams has Nkrumah burled m the Guinean' capital of ConakLy and in case anyone’ »'

‘ 'mlsses th|s falslflcatlon of hlstoncal fact, he states dlrectly° “At last lt was over Kwame:
Nkrumah s grave ‘was not in hIS belovad Ghana (Q_gy_ab_ p- 323) But the truth |s thet.
: Nkrumah ] grave is in h|s beloved Ghana in his natlve town of Nkroful; glven Abrahams S .

personal kno ledge of aneunterest in Nkrumah and given his close jourhallstlc attentlon

- to detail that he pages of Coyab testlfy to, he could not possubly have been |gnorant .

of thus fact during the thlrteen years between 1972 {when Nkrumah dled) and 1985
(when Coyaba was publnshed) How, then, explam what is’ o_bvuously a dellberate |
vdnsregard forahustorlcal fact? ¢ | . B _ |

- .To speculate on Abrahani\s possnble motlves one must understand somethmg
“of Ghana s offucual view of Nkrumah ln the years between hlS overthrow and hns death
-‘and the dramatlc change in this offuclal view in the days after his death Thare was P ‘
| " nothmg surptising in the fact that the junta which ousted Nkrumah in 1966 denounced |
‘every one of his.economic and ‘political programs The strange thing was the" extent, th; o
‘thoroughness and the seemmg endlessness of‘ thls denunc:atlon and- vulnflcatlon of
- Nkrumah A few months after the coup, m a government-prepared comlc booklet WhICh- '
'was sold on the streets of Accra and in boardlng schools Nkrumah was lampooned wrth B
the utmost crudity. Soldlers broke mto homes and destroyé/d dlsplayed photographs of \
‘. Nkrumah and all insignia assocnated W.lth hns Conventlon Peﬁale [ Party The new' A

_government issued. decrees in response to Nkrumah s broadcasts from Gumea to f'

4
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Ghana whlch forbade Ghanalans from havnng any form of contact with the 8XI|Bd» .
-Nkrumah and from appearmg resentful of fus overthrow When the. cuvnhan government -
of Dr. Busla was ushered in in 1969, a residue of thns hostrle official view, purged of-

rthe Dracomsm wrth which the mulrtary government had enforcod lt remalned However

_whlle Nkrumah was . belng demgrated in_his natlve country, he was “being ldollsed in a"’ ‘

forelgn country Gumea where he had been appomted co-Presldent About three months

' 'before Nkrumah s death in a Roma an hospltal Busna s crvman government was toppled o

, by mthtary offlcers fr:er.dly to Nkrun‘ah Ghana s offtcual wew of Nk.rumah therefore :
_changed At fll’S‘t Presndent Sekou Toure of Gulnea was not sure that Ghana was raady
to treat Nkrumah s burlal wnth the honour ‘he thought |t deserved 'so he asked for '

Nkrumah s body to be returned to Guunea However after Ghana' s new Head of State

' Colonel Acheampong had proven m a serles of ; negotlatlons that he felt only toof"

. pnwleged to treat Nkrumah s burlal with honour and respect Sekou Toure released hIS_‘...- :

fnend s body for bunal in Ghana where it was flrst laid in state in Accra

Now -what: Abrahams has done wnth the fact of the place of Nkrumah s bunal is

L somethxng that a professaonal hlstorran would not dare do ln makmg Gumea bury'_. n

hE not Ghana whnch had acted |lk6 Nkrumah s mother-country_

Nkrumah in flctuon when Ghana dld it in fact Abrahams has sacrlfnced hlstoncal

'accuracy |n order to sketch his own personal view of thnngs in order to judge Ghana as .

g ‘not deservmg of the burlal of the tllustrlous son it had treated 80 shamefully Abrahams‘“

~ has mterfered wnth hnstory so as to glve to Gulnea the nght of Nkrumah s burlal to

| ._|nd|cate his admlratlon of the country wh:ch offered respectable sanctuary to the

. 'who was once hlS own frlend What Abrahams IS saylng in effect is that it was: Gumea o

v

It is through the mterlor monologues of Davnd Brown that Abrahams dellvers hls .

commentary on Nkrumah s funeral., Davud is: the son of Jacob Brown whom we last saw

- doing mlssaonary work ln Liberia. Davud and hlS father are as unl:ke each other 85 two‘

':‘well-meanmg men can bel Da\nd has not chosen the way of God:; he. isa practlcal man of;. :

E actnon who belueves m necessary vnolence He once worked as a meducal doctor in

' _Algena ano durmg the revolutlonary struggle whlch culmmated in the Algerlan War of‘
_ ‘-lndependence in the mnd-1950s, he fought for Ben Bella 3 Natlonal leeratlon Front. His =

'_frequently stmgmg crmcusms of ~his father 'S pnestly calm ln a world of racral and -'
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' polmcal stnfe have often seemed ‘to stram their. relatlonshup to breaklng pomt but they E

e have mlraculously left the love. between father and son unscathed At thls time, in 1972 T

“ Jacob Brown is a retlred bishop in Uganda and as soon-as Nkrumah s funeral m Gurnea L

is over Davud begms to hurry to Uganda to rescue hIS father before Amln has "had tlme ’

to. glve full rein to hls murderous |mpulses agamst Chnstlan mlssnons in general and hlS R

. father s mission in partlcular (Co y a, p. 332) , '
It is this" ugly picture of |dl Amm s Uganda Wthh Iooms large m the last hundred .

pages of The View from Coyaba Jacob Brown has been runmng hlS mission:in Uganda

T smce the last years of the colonlal rule of that country He has seen. and felt the .violent
effects of both colonlallsm and the flrst black govemment of the. country but Uganda‘ :
could stlll justlfuably Be - called "the-most stable orderly and peaceful country in Afrlca |

(Co __m p 317)--that is, untvl the advent of Amm John Chitole, the Ugandan who IS.

Jacob s protege and who Has succeeded him' as blshop "has no doubt that Amin - is 8 N
bloodhound gone mad: ‘In reply to his (Chutole s) wufe who thmks that Amm wouldnt
| dare - touch” Jacob Chltole says Wouldnt he7 He bombed the Kabaka s Palace he

selzed power from the man who in hus fOO|lSh arrogance made him what was supposed '

L to be the puppet commander of the army; he used the Jews, then threw them out; he

orders ‘murder and plunder wnthout hesltatnon !m*an old m1ssnonary blshop to Lo
. him?" (Co yab P 345) Abrahams glves us a feel of the country s mood nn the days

' '-’when Uganda s air. was saturated wnth rumours aboéut Amm 'S lmpendlng eXpulsmn of the
Asuans Mlchael Odera an admlnlstrator in Jacob s church explalns to Chitole that the
4 _‘[umours are more than rumours '

..the idea of - frlghtenmg the Asnans is not unattractlve to people who have. :

_been the . victims . of their ‘prejudice. -So.it could be just talk to see .the

welcome new nervousness replacing the old -arrogance in Asian eyes. But the -

. talk persisted and was always the same: all Asians would be ordered to leave

. the country and to leave their possessions and property behind.... When |
heard it from two: senior officials in the district 1 knew it was more than

empty talk to frighten the Asians... lCoyab pp 350- 351) _—

There is mcn(ental satlrlc comedy in these pages. of Qoyab - and Jts mam butt is Amin's

soldlers A young soldner, Captam Musaka |s sent by hlS superlor Colonel ldnsu to

v extort some "tribute” from Jacob and Chltole Musaka's mock-bravura fauls to |mpress, o

. oy
the two expenenced bnshops who see in him a redeemable soldler (@o is not yet used' -

" to klllmg Jacob s calculated sermomsmg proves mlghtler than Musaka s plstols and the i



:'._;-young captam flnds hlmself on the defens:ve throughout We cannot help belng.amused W

when we see Musaka trylng to remember that he is supposed to be an unthmkmg _ ’

: 'ruthless soldler N must not allow myself to be trapped by this old man's way w:th ,

words | must not allow has peacefulness to drown me -l am a soldier. That is not what~

. 'ldrnsl sent me here for The wrath of Idrnsu is terruble A soldler must not relax wnth our S

' -.enemles, and 1 am a soldler and these are our enemues (C oyab p 357) Jacob,, .

contmues~to preach the sacredness of lntegrlty truth. and human |lf6 and Musaka grows S

" lncreasmgly unsure “of. his. soldlerly abllmes The Captam says to hnmself t will not et

2 .hlm mesmerlze me wrl:h words. lf he' goes oh with this l wnll call in the soldler wuth the' .

'_gun to be wntness and SO that there wull be two of us agamst two of them He must“ e

: understand the power is. wnth us, not with them:..” (C oya p -359). ln the end, Musaka s B

deaperatlon becomes unbearable and he dec:des to do- what he came there for and get

out. He appeals to- the blshops "l mean you no harm '$SO. stop |t' Do not- rnake it worse: '

- for. yourselves Give me tnbute somethlng to take back money and a promuse of B

hffood-somethmg | can take back--and | wull try to get them to agree to leave you alone

Do V°“ understand what | am saymg?" (_L_l\ p. 360) Abrahams has reduced Captain 5

: ,'Musaka to the level of a beggmg coward and made hlm the object of our amusement " o

' contempt and plty However lt lS clear that the noaellst s mtentlon has not been to

. present Musaka as a soldler c@graded beyond repalr J-le tells us that- Musaka |s 2 man in

. whom "respect [for elders] was an hlstoncally bullt-m tnbal mstmct" whlch is capable of

, _transcendmg ”'d'ae new

ponnt seems to be that 1t would not be such a shocklng thlng |f the men who did Amun s
: klllnngs were |rredeem le thugs and assasms. What is sad ts the thought that many of |
' Amms angels of. d ath” must once have been ‘considerably decent men llke :
"~ Musaka--untul thenr soul were corrupted end possessed by the devnl |dl Amm Dada

in lmmment dar ger from 1di Amm Jacob wuth great reluctance and after much:"'_

mtarlsm he wore so uneaslly [[o oyaba p 360) Abrahams s‘

3 _encouragement from Chntole, Ieaves Uganda for his natave country, Jamanca Jacob and. S

Emma ‘Butari, Chntol s wnfe secretly cross the border lnto Kenya from where they are

’ "whnsked into Eth|o ia by Davnd and some volunteers. ‘men alongsnde whom Davld had "

‘once’ fought in Algv ria. Then by helicopter, Jacob Emma and David all go to Cdyd:a in

Jamanca s Red Hll s' The mormng after Jacob and Emma leave Uganda Armn 8 soldlers




'»_Ied by Colonel ldnsu visit Jacob’ s chu ch and commlt unspeakable brutalltues they burn
‘,the church down, and KillChitole. S | o o
Abrahams s search through hnstory whrch begms in the Jamalca of the 15305

'ends m the Jamalca of the late 19705 It is " clear that m The Vuew from Covaba -

o Abrahams has a hterary relatuonshrp wnth his- central character. Jacob Brown He and :

. Jacob have moved in opposrte drrectlons Abrahams from his natlve Afnca to- Jamalca

| and Jacob from his natlve Jamalca 1o Afrlca In: the last’ chapter of the novel we see,' : |

Jacob seven years after his' return to. Jamalca workmg on:his memours and We realise,

-8 the f°"°W"‘9 passage makes clear that Abrahamss ‘The . View from Coyaba and” -

: Jacob s memolrs tackle the same hlstorrcal theme "lt [Jacob s manuscrrpt] would make a -
- wonderful book a fnne record of Grandpa s lJacob s] work as a mnssuonary, of the

orlgms and outlook of hns church ‘of the many-slded struggles of black people in the"

twentleth century, and the role of one partlcular black famnly in those struggles" (Coyab -

' TP 389) Even as Jacob is busy wrrtmg his memonrs the smany- snded struggles of black

people are bemg dramatnsed before hns very eyes in- 1979 Jamalca ThlS is the vnolent
' pernod 1mmed|ately precedmg the . electlons in’ 11980, whrch will remove the soclahst."'-;
.' government of Michael Manley from power There is a long dlscussmn among Jacob"
A Emma, and Davnd about the state * of Jamalcan polmcs and ” fgtom 'the"
'1:.characters --especnally David’ s"comments one senses that Abrahams :s at once

' .sympathetlc to and crltucal of Manley s government The novelist s sympathy 'is'_' :

- 'engendered by his beluef that Manley s government |s bemg deluberately vuctnmlsed by

mternatnonal capltalusm When David pomts out that the ‘guns used ‘in the Jamancan :
vnolence are M16s whnch are Amerrcan weapons Emma (now Davrd ] wrfe) rephes that :
the M165 €ould have been brought to Jamalca by the Vuetnamese who captured them in -

- thelr war. w:th Amernca “The questron ls " Dawd cllnches hls pount "dld they [the“'

V:etnamese] then ship- them [the Mle] to Cuba tc shlp to Jamalca in order that ghetto

. youth should kill each other? Could be; but it is much more llkely that they [the M16s]

came from a stockpnle in the Flonda area" (__zg__bg p 1403). He also observes that ‘the e

capltahst democracles have an mterest in turmng Jamanca excesswely violent since such
vnolence demoraluses the populataon and underscores ‘the mabullty of those m control. to-

: control the sltuatnon lC yab p 404) Thls is the extent of Abrahams s sympathy for’

K
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:the Manley govemment the natural sympathy in decent people for the underdog ', .

"'Abrahams then crmcuses Manley s attempt at revolutlon and - his . cntlcssm is little "

’ -dlfferent from Fnednch Engels s analysns of the |Il-t|med and unreallslc revolutlon -
' Commentmg on an aborw peasant upnsmg in snxteenth century Germany Engels wrote -

» 'The worst thmg ‘that can befall the leader of an extreme party is to be compelled to :

L dommat‘ ile] o the class he represents and for the reallzatlon of the measures whnch thgt

r the government m an epoch when the movement |s not - yet rnpe for the L

domlnatlon would lmply e Sxmllarly i Coyaba Davud Brown crltwlses a revolutnonary‘

o Manley who seems blind to the soc:al real:ty in Whlch he is operatmg

No government of a socuety as dnvnded by. deeply entrenched colour and class s

: . . interests as this can seriously expect to transform that society by way of .
~—- + - consensus. It cannect be done; dominant people and classes always fight to.
. hold on to-what they have, no matter how it was acquired. Not to see and.-

' understand that reality and still to' embark: on the politics of revolytion is at .
. ‘once romantic_and brutally cruel to those who are the foot soldlers of that ,
.revolutlon (Coyab p 406) '

o 8
Polltlcal dlSCUSSIOnS of thls kmd constltute the remalnmg content of The View from_',

Coyaba The passage of time too: comes. to a halt in the more. recent past, m 1979 or

. 1980 Idi: Amm s overthrow by Tanzaman troops is |mmunent a matter of weeks if not -
, of days and Jacob‘s church in- Uganda has appealed to him to teturn. :
e How' keen or perceptxve, then is Abrahams s "long" eye of hlstory ?. What is the

'-_._power and- scope of |ts scannmg of black hnstory? Ultlmately, how clear ns Abraharns s"" '

vuew from Coyaba7 The phrase and title, "The' Vlew from Coyaba" has both a ltteral and a. |

flguratlve appllcatnon f.lterally "Coyaba“ is the name of Abrahams s hlll-top resndence in '
Jamalca "I have named ‘this house of ours Coyaba whlch is an Arawak word meamng '

,‘heaven' ‘peace’ 'tranqunlllty " Abrahams explalns ln a 1965 essay "because 1. have'

- found a large measure of these states of mund on thls hlgh hnll in Jamalca 1 However as_ - -

+

soon as the Ilteral meanmg and reference of "Coyaba are understood the phrase “the

vuew from Coyaba" gams addutnonal slgnuflcance The fact that Coyaba is ona hlll makes .

; thé vnew ,from |t the vnew from a point of vantage Abrahams is, |f one rnay bolnse

| llght-heartedly lke Matthew Arnold s Shdtespeare, he is Ilke the persomfled "loftlest htll" )
who made “the heaven of heavens his dwellnng place, " Who "dadst the stars and eunbeams ‘

' know Rl Fuguratnvely, then the vcew from Coyaba is, the wew of a man in srity, of _‘ :

- an agmg man with an unagmg mtellect Thus man has, alnce his’ yomger days, | Iyand g
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‘ "conSlstentIy contemplated the hlstory of the relaponshlp between the whlte races and'
" the darker. peoples of thns world g_e has also noted--and this has often made hlrn sad
and angry--that the darker peoples attempts at ﬁwelr own emancupatlon haye lagged”i

“woefully behind thenr lamentable capacuty for self-destructlon From Coyaba. therefore,{

o the view is one of the hlstory of oppressnon and mjustlce ramal or otherwlse Within .

'1,,16_'."",

. the vision of Abrahams s "long eye" is the history of oppresslon between 1530 and the " T

_preséent day, and itisa hnstory that has played 1tself out in vastly dlfferent parts of the-,

-world, between races and within races But Abrahams s "long eye’ ‘has not only scope e

but also power a poiv’e\r breathed mto it by a humamstlc polltlcal mind, by what Stephen, .
Spender once called "The polltncs of the artist...the polltscs of the unpolmcal embraced
for the sake of lnfe and not of polutlcs "9 ' ) )

Abrahamss "polltlcs of the artlst" is glarmgly evndent in hIS bellef that there is. a: '

hustorlcal progressnon from the lowest level to the hnghest Ievel that everyone should‘

' . -encourage in hls personal llfe On the furst and lowest level Abrahams believes, is the

basic and lnstmctlve struggle for food, shelter 'd security; on the second level lS the

-\

deslre to be ldentlfled wnth a group, be lt 3 trlbe a race or a natlon but on the last

] level,,Abrahams emphasnses, “the mind takes hold of the lnstunct," and "The will casts o_ut_

" fear" (Goli, p. 26). This last level is the level on which life is lived fully; it marks the point T

o at whlch an andlwdual IS capable of hvmg accordlng to the dlctates of hIS conscuence not

:according to group ldeology it is that mature phase in llfe at whlch a person acquwes' .

“what Wordsworth in his ode on lmmortallty calls "the phllosophlc mmd This message :

from Abrahams is, mdeed what Spender meant by “the pohtucs of the unpolltucal " the

o message of a ‘man who is not lmprlsoned by one of the ‘world's polltlcal creeds. It is

. evndent in all of Abrahams s fiction, and it IS emphaSIsed in hus hlstorucal novels; and,
'because of it, we should treat with. cautlon what seems to be an advo&cy by Abrahams
in the closmg pages of C_y@ for group solndarlty and wrthdrawal ln a dlscusswn on
black hlStOl’y and: the future of black people Dav:d Brown tells hns wnfe that bIac:,k'j
_people must collectlvely wuthdraw from all this [the western llfe-style] as fully as is
humanly posssble .in order to free ourselves from that long occupatlon of .our ‘minds”
‘ l_C_g_yg_b_a p 435) ‘However, it is. possnble to see, in these very pages, that the group‘.-".

':soludanty and wnthdrawal suggested here have nothmg to do wuth Marcus Garvey s '
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back-to-Afnca phrlosophy Davud Brown quallfles hlS suggestlon of thhdrawal thus 1t is.

)
: not betng agalnst anythlng or anybody it is/ not anh-Westermsm not antl-Capltahst or .

' antr-Marxrst’ (Coyaba p. 435) The suggested wuthdrawal is a wuthdrawal from a certain

"ﬁdestructrve westernlsm just as. Abrabams s re;ectnon of destructlve African trlbal
‘.-practlces does not suggest antr-Afncamsm so hls calt for a wrthdrawal from some

western ways does not suggest antl-westermsm The call for wuthdrawal |s an -

T 7'expressuon of Abrahams s concern about the extent of ‘the mental colomsatron of black .

C of the latest generatuons all the feelrngs expenenced by therr predecessors and thoss

’ people Davnd Brown explalns 'Those who have gone through it [wrthdrawal] will know o o
' when they are’ their own people and thelr minds are thelr own, no Ionger colonles of: ?
| other mrnds One of the most terrlble things ab;m the Westernlsm from which we must_ .
- w;thdraw to fmd ourselves ls |ts Ioss of falth and dlrectron “of the capacrty to know ‘

lnstmctwely the true lmperatlves for hlstoncal survuval" (Q_y_al p. 437) However the |
fact that Abrahams s call for wnthdrawal is a vrrtuous act does not save it from belng an‘". T
' emotlonal formulatlon wuthout any solldlty in the practrcalyworld How' does Abrahams;
‘suppose that black people all over the world are gonng to undergo thns spmtual
) wrthdrawal" Moreover glven Abrahamss preoccupatlon wrth the theme of wuthdrawal in :
the last pages of _nggm ‘one may ask the followmg questron was Abrahams practrslng
" wrthdrawal in the penod between 1966 and 1985 when nobody seems to have heard_ R
.ﬁ from hlm when he produoed nothrng? If he ‘was, then he must know that even

_' well-mtentloned wnﬂfdrawal can cause the most excruciating psychologncal para|ysls for

- some lperhgps most) people and the most frustratlng artlstlc debulrty for the aesthete B
. The.creative writer who utilises hlstory must therefore m hls own llfe, be wary - -

of excesslve wrthdrawal or even sheer moodmess Wrthdrawal whuch is by deflmtro_: a
form of retreat can easrly become opposed to hlstory whrch for |l| or -good., always: o
marches forward Wlthdrawal can cause the uncom‘ortable sltuatron in whrch inA _gm

: of Thelr 0wn l_<arl Van As and Mlldred Scott find themselves trapped the situation in
fwhxch "tlme past time present tlme future merged lnto a statlc moment of endless :
rntual" lA l_\l_g_ P. 170) Art, by contrast is a most natural handmalden of hlstory Here.;_: .

LY _1'
is Tolstoy on the relatlonshrp between art and hlstory art renders' acce.‘e\ble ‘to m

- siso Wthh are bemg felt by their best and foremost contemporarres And as the_;__5 s
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evolutuon of knpwledge proceeds by truer and more necessary knowledge,.‘...so ﬂae-.
-evolutxon of feellng proceeds through art " Thns art demands the hlghest |mag|nat|on '
’ ';WIth |t Abrahams has been able to.- present in dramat«c context an Arawak s |

helplessness in svxteenth-cenmry Jamalca ploneer hfe in two slave commumtnes in

'nmeteenth century Jamalca the agony of a trekklng Boer and the dnlemma of an‘old .

| Matabele king in mneteenth-century South Afrlca wolent racnsm in the Amencan south of -
.the early part of th|s century, and many crles 1 suffermg and rebelhon m colomal and

mdependent Afruca If art has served Abra

ns. well in- hlS utilisation and mterpretatcon of
hustory, |t has also served him effectnv y' in hls account of the flrst twenty years of his

hfe Th:s latter Abrahams s autob;ograp y. is the subject of the next and final chapter
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oL V 'The Need to Write to Tell Freedom The therarlness of an Autobiography

TeII Freedom Abrahams s autoblography' wag pubhshed in’ 1954 and it |s truly an'-;

unforgettable narratlva%f‘ unquestxonably Abrahamss ‘most successful work of art To say_.? S

. this lS to hint ata flaw-in conventtonal hterary crmcnsm m whrc’h postry, drama ‘and the_",

—t

: novel have become synonymous with art and in whlch the t‘:St hackneyed popularv -
: romance is consndered more worthy of rlgorous lttqrary analysis than is autoblography
| ‘No: doubt thlS tradmonal attll:de--whose re,formatlon is ‘now well on - the way-ls.
attnbutable ta the mlstaken view that the autoblographer does no more than record- |
:, actuahty that he lacks the flexlblhty and mventnveness of the novellst that he has an .
oblugatuon to facts as they were and as they happened in his past. Tell Freedom helps to'

make the case that the wrrtlng of autob:ography can be a full-tlme Ilterary actlwty in the :

~+ long wntmg career of Peter Abrahams it rs the only book ln whlch manner is hardly ever '

unworthy of matter in whrch technlque almost never fails to relnforce sub;ect

Al| Mazrun has hononflcally called Kwame Nkrumah s, autoblography "a polltlcal T

classnc |n Afncan autoblographlcal exerclses n and rt is strange that an rmpressuve
all-round commentator of the stature of Mazrur should have made thls remark. Even a

- —pohtlcal document especuall g ', oblographucal one if rt |s to be a- classlc ‘must alsov

be a work of art Nkrumah s a

Wolf

i |ography is an example of what Roger Porter and H. R .

'{thelr book The Vorce Within, - label,"celebﬂtv autoblographv ? &P' oceeds

. chronologlc lly from Chapter ito. Chapter XXV, and we read it for Nkrumah s sensatlonel' ,' e

accounts of hi "Hard Tlmes" in Amerlca his "Arrest and Detentlon" in the Gold Coast hls .

launchlng of "PosNive Actnon 4 h|s skill - in "Tactical Actlon * and hrs 'Hour of Trlumph " it

__—\ is very much-like a xtbook of hustory wntten in a pseudo-grand style and completely

lackmg in mag’es of "s lid ob;ects and scraps of useless mformatvon" whnch as Orwell =

has pointed out, are mevrtable presences in a prose work of: art We do not read N

..Nkrumah's autoblography for an aesthetic expenence or for an insight mto‘the artustlc ‘

|mag|nat|on of the autoblographer it |s,hard then, to flnd the ;ustlflcatlon for callrng this-

autoblography a tlassic even lf Nkrumah hlmself |s now regarded as e c‘ﬁassvc African~ )

statesman w7 : SIS e

| “The' other kmd of autobnography |s"'hterary autobiography.. end it-is .in 'this"‘
category that Tell Fregdom b;longs Luterar’y, autoblography calls attentlon to rtself a8 a
. [ R . - ) . . )
. . \ ) - t . ‘ g
ns

e
L.
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) work of art and the flnest rllustratlon of\ thlS fact is. . perhaps Salnt Augustme s
Confesslons In Book -IX, Chapter iv of Confessmns we' do not merely sense that Samt'

'Augustme is" about to conclude the narratlve part of hls autoblography in order to devote:-

~

' hnmself ‘in the last four books to hls medltatlve dlscourse on Genesls we. actually read‘
‘these words "But ’Te could never suffuce for me to set down on paper all the great,
'. blessmgs whnch you bestowed upon me partrcularly at that tlme sunce 1 must hurry on;_-'.v -

' to tell of greater thmgs " Greater thlngs are about to be told--thls |s Augustlne s

?f”'message How can the reader at the mercy of such rhetorlcal manlpulatlon help belng

o anxnous to turn another page7 In the fnrst two chapters of Book Xi, we see fascmatmg a

_-'examples of the reflexlvnty of autoblographlcal prose; of a work calln"\g attentnon to its -

own procegses ""Can any pralse be worthy of the Lord s majesty’ Augustlne recutes _
: '_Psalm 14{3 and then states affectlonately, ."l have saud before and I shall say agam L
that 3 wrnte thls book for Iove of your Iove "'He explauns that hns autoblography is a'
" labour of devotnon 'To the best of my power and the best of my wnll l have la|d thls

-long account before you L 'and then he recrtes Psalm 117 1, "'For you are graclous

= ‘you;o mercy endures for fver 9 Even |f Augustlne had not made coplous ‘use of' "‘

e

: quotatnons from the Blble, it.would- still have been. ob\nous that Confessnons is wrutten in A

._-the form of a prayer But by mcorporatung borrowings . from the scnptures xnto almost -

, every other sentence of the book the autoblographe? underlmes the fact that he is usmg -

' the Bnbllcal prose style and that in hlS very language form and content are harmonlsed

If Saunt Augustme s purely Chrlstlan autobnography wrltten a‘t the close -of the .

fourth century draws attentlon to the processes of |ts composmon so do some far

' _lesshhc:tly Chnstlan and far more pohtucal autoblographles of twentleth-century South o

| Afnca ||lum|nate thelr own textual processes |n Towards the Mountaln in explaunmg why B

,'.¢h1s teachlng days at lxopo ngh School were "unforgettable Alan Paton says £t fell m -

love, and then proceeds to remark in parenthesus not m a footnote, but in the body of :

the text

_—

)

‘ ,I Lo N have come. to a halt here The reason is that l have already told thls story in

 *KONTAKION For ‘You Departed..., but | realise that part of .it must be told -

agsh, because F For You Degarted was wntten after Dorrie’s lPaton s wifa's] - .

~. . death, under the: 5 influence of deep.emations that | do not.feel now.... it must
~be in a way written—anew, and won't be easy. | am wrltlng this-
“parenthétical note -.in. the Hope that . .the mere writing - will remove the
dlfflCU|tl8$“Of llterary craft rather than emotlon--m the way of retelllng the .

: ‘story



o ln sumllar-albent less detauledr-manner Ezekrel Mphahlele ln Down Second Avenue says .

- As soon as | Ianded in Nngerna in September 1957 and settled lnto school

.‘ work, I wrote and finished the second, half of . this ‘book [Down Second
Avenus). immediately .| felt- the difference between writing here and in a
~South African climate. Somehow it feels like: having just climbed’ down from U
- a vehlcle that has been rocklng vrolently for countless miles.r o s

_ The pomt Paton and Mphahlele lmpress upon us |s that the way we Iearn of what they :

: ell us IS as nmportant as what they tell us Paton warns us that hIS two accounts of hrs"‘:. )

" love a‘fanr wrth Dorrle are bound to be dlfferent because the frrst is. wntten under the o

: mfluence of deep emotxons caused by the recent de?th of Dorrne whlle the second m .

) Towards the Mountam |s free of these: ernotlons Mphahlele too addresses the lssue off» ‘-

o the relatlonshlp between emotlon and wntlng but he is concerned wrth emotnon that is; : f o
unluke Paton s essentlally publlc it |s emotlon that affllcts all black wrrters who practlse .'

R therr craft under the oppresswe burden of ggartheld ‘ Lo e

ln Tell Freedom Abrahams also thematlses the wntmg process but he does |t‘ .

. My

;j_'more mdlrectly than Mphahlele or Paton or. the dlstant Samt Augustme The tltle "T ell
: Freedom ! |s as mstructrve as lt is. sumple ln a prudently posrtloned passage on the very. "3
last page of the narratrve in exceptlonally movmg -and memorable pros