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RN A 3 A poet is one who knew how to
. remain a child.

Jean Cocteau

To all 'children in Sierra Leone and in Canada, but

especially to my nieces and nephewé Modupeh, Oiabisi,

Abioseh, Olufemi; Joy, Toot, Julian, Ina, Serge, Yann,‘

Laiki, Safi and Stepho. -
With love,
A. M. P.
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o | T ABSTRACT | ,

o . This thesis prbposes to stuéy'the treatment of .children as
narrators in“the fiction of selected writers who, though'geographically
tho«sands of miles-apart, depict societies which have certain historical

g

ané cultural heritages in common.

After introdﬁction.in which I will éive a schematic éurvey of
tﬁe origins and developmeht of the éoncept of chiidhood in real life in
geﬁe;al and in literature in particular, I wili'then examine the different
ways’in which the'child—ﬁarrator has Eeen.employed in the following

novels:

Richard Wright's Black Boy .(1945)

George Lamming's In the Castle of my Skin (1953)

vMéngo_Befi'g Le Pauvre Christ de Bomba (1956)

Ferdinand Oyono's Une vie de boy (1956)

IFV. S. - Naipaul's Miguel Street (1959)

A question that will constantly be poéed or‘implied durihg the

investigation will be, "Why chooSe‘a child instéad of an adult as

nérrdfor?"l I.will try to answer this question by suggesting the probable

rotivations for the authors' choice of their nafrative vehicles, as well'

L as by 100king_at the. narrator's functions within éach work. By shdwing

- why these novelists'préferred children.to adults as narrators, and by

demonstrgpingcvhat»advantagesﬂqr disgdvantagés such a choice has, I hépe

°

td point out the importance of the childhbod’theme—-é subject that has

often been neglected in the criticism of fiection by black authors.
L . ) / ~
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CHAPTER T =

Intfoductién

For the contempoiary reéder, the concept of chiidhqoa, béth in
lifeféturé and in real life, is taken for granted. 1In the domginvof '
literature, a never-ﬁaggng interest in children can be seen in the pheno- (—~h
menal number of books that have been written over the last century, |
about and for childrén. Parallel to this literary interest is a social
one as is manifested by the recent United Nations' declaration of 1979

‘as "the year of the child." |

Childr;n‘havélalwéys appeared, at least in western litefzture, from
its earliest times Abraham's son Isaaé in the 014 Tesfamenf; and Hector's
Astyanax in Homer's Iliad may be regarded as two of the earliest examples,
of children recorded in literature; In the interpretation of the'scene
where Abraham is about to slaughter’Isaac as a testimony of his faith in
Goa, the émphaéis has néarly always been put on.fhé féfher's unshaken
.con;iction'about qu'5npowers, bﬁt the.usﬁally-ﬁnnotiéed rqle of the

child in this drama should hdt;be underestimated, for it is only because
bbf Isaac's presence that the morél«of the sfory i; regiEtered (Genggis 21:
8—21).‘>Homef has'received praigg férnthe‘exgeptional and ";ﬁgreek" ﬁ;ﬁné£ 
in which he preséntsAa child'sv;motionS'and response 1in thgyfaméus;écene:‘

where‘Aétyanax‘recoils_from‘his féther Hector,'Just'before he goes to

battle against the Achaians, contrary to his wife Andromache's advice

» . “
: o ; » F
It should Be nofed, however, that though a few writers like Homer

o L

(The Tlisd, Bk. VI IT 400-95).%

‘l » - o e 7 SR
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and Sophocles (for instance in his Philoctetes) occasionally gave child-

»

‘Kken important roles'in their works, Greek and classical wriyers, by and’

Elange, ignored the world of the child This can also be shld of
"Ellzabethan, Jacobean and Restoratlon dramatlsts and poets [whol,” " 1¥ke"
theixr’ predecessors, did not consider the child a suitable medlum through
Whlch to comment on the. condltlon of man. n2 Some notable exceptlons to

thls view are, of course the unknown Spanish author 5 plcaresque La

vida de Lazarillo de: Tormes (195k4), Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet (1591)

and Voltalre S Candlde (1758) works in wh1ch adolescents who were con-

sidered as children 1n their respective societies, contribute immensely
. . . .

to the unfolding of themes.
. . ] ) [
It was not until the nineteenth century that authors started

s

treating the personalfﬁy,-the fate and the world of children as dominant
themes. Authors from the romantic perlod in particular, developed a new

attltude towards the chlld whom they saw as a;perfect medium to give

expresslon to:their overall and personal dlssatlsfactlon with soc1ety,
hence a new thematlc tradltlon with the chlld as 1ts ‘base was establlshed.3

In English liferature, Dickens will.always be_remembered, among other
thingsg'for"his powerful description of childhood which hHas sensitized

generations of readers to the special problems of children--a theme

which ‘also helped him'to'comment'on the deplorable-social conditions of

<

the " time in celebrated works like Ollver Twist (1837 39) David C %pperfleld

(18&9—50), Hard Times (185h) and Great Exp“\tatlons (1860) ThlS inter-

est in. chlldhood was also expressed by wrlters in other countrles as. well

as by those writing in dlfferent genres, as can be seen in Victor Hugo s
\

poems "Lorsque 1 enfant parait (1831) "Jeanne ‘etait au pain sec" (1877)

Alphonse Daudet's Le petit chose (1868) and Mark Twaln 8 Huckleberry F1nn

°

~
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(1855). ¢

This observation about the great interest in childhood in the

v

1 v v

nineteenth centhry leeds to soﬁe important questions: Ddd nineteenth
century authors suddenly discover a phenomenon kndwneaS“cpildhOOd?.sIf
they did not, wh;t generated such interest in this aree? Once the
C%hematic tradition was established;.how was it developed? :To answer

i hd - - . . 4 . - - . .
these questions it is necessary, even 1f 1n a cursory manner, to look at

‘thelgenesis, history gnd evolution of childhood as ‘a concept:

According to a historian-of chlldhood Philippe Arles, childhood

was never seriously con51dered .as an aspect of 1life in its own right

until the seventeenth century. . Ariés further suggests that though

children had deflnltely been portrayed in artistic forms such as grdnting

since aptiquity, they had merely been represented as miniature adults.

This attitude continued untilvthe'seventeenth century when artists

P

: : . - 4 :
_ started considering children as being categorically separate from adults.

Iy]

=3

N .

Ariss aSserts that a major reason for this change of attitude'among
artlsts was their. growing awareness of the fleetlng nature of what is

. -
now known as chlldhood Although Arids does not clearly state tt, one

may conjecture’ that th1s fleetlng nature of childhood was 1argely due to

the- structure of soc1ety, which up to the seventeenth century was essen- .

tially feudal . L . T B -

’

Under the feudal system, prlmogenlture and caste meant early adult-

“hood for a¥l children; the chlldren,of the nobles accepted adult respons-.“ )

vibilit&'through early marriage.and_inheritance of family wealth, and the

a ¥ X ) ' : ’ . L .
children of the serfs were thrown into the adult world mainly through.

the early work life whlch they were. forced 1nto for surw;val As a result'

of this early, and oft?ﬁ‘§nprepared—for work: llfe, chlldren of the- poor

2
2
oy

(Y]
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,(ﬁhkoere aiways in fhe majority).hardly surViVed the crucial formative
years of childhood.

. By the seventeenth century, capifalism had.begun to;repiece feudalism,
and one of its‘by—products,vphe concept of a nuclear.femiiy (éostered

primarily By the ruling class), was another reason why society then

_started making a distinction between children and adults. The'propagation :

of the Christian reiigion also contributed towards this attitude; the
' . %

¢hurch, with its_ihsistance on the innocence of the chilg, tried to pro-

v

tect children from the sinful, éontaminated, adult world.5 Another
reason which can be surmised, especially after reading Diokens‘,Hard

Times, lies in the attitude of the bourge0151e towards chlldren, espe--

-c1alky w1th regpeet to educatlon The. bourge01s class reallzed that 1f

&S’\J

'they required”deferred adulthood i.e. if they made everyone concentrate
upon children as chlldren (unllke under feudallsm where the tran51t10n .
between chlldhood and adulthood was very rapld), and allowed these
children to gq; a moré solld theory intensive educatlon before becomlngv
adults, then the capltallsts would Pave more chance of success in the“
commercial, indhstrial and financial‘worlds;- In Hara Tiﬁesg Diokens
makes ‘this uﬁilitarian'concept‘of childhood/ggzrobjeofioffa'most devasl
oating‘sétire andgwe get this in the:brilliaoﬁ contrast‘he mekes EetweenA

"girl.numbet twenty, Sissy Jupe", the girl who "wrongly" defines a horse

as we know ip, and’Bitzer;~the,reé produect of the ruling class, whose

pedantic and ridiculous definiti of a horSe is eecepted as correot.
This satire is'also demonstrated in

. 3 ' -
.assoc1ated w1th the "hard facts" school of Gradgrlnd and company. ~<_"

<2

e llfe—denylng images Ehaﬁ are

As’ 1nterest in chlldren developed in the real world, so aid 1t in
5

the world of 1etpers. " Peter Coveney rightly refers to the” semlnal

f



influence of Jean-Jacqués Rous;eau, who in his educational treatise
Emile (1762) came og; with "the revolutionary idea [for its time] that
the child is impd?%ant in.himself and not as diminutive aqﬁlt."'
Covenéy also maintains that Rousseau saw chil ] od "as tﬁe periéd of .

N

life when man most closely approximated to thé state of nature",6 and

because of this lapter idea one can sge,why childhood wés.to ﬁecome one
of the recurgent'themés in Romantic literature. The Romantics regarded
the industrialization in bourgeois éociety_and_its concomittants as
symbolic-of thé fall éf mén, and hence they looked upon childhood as a

t
model of emulation for regaining that period of lost innoq;nce.

<

Children héve continyed the long march along the liﬁerary road ever
since thefromantié:périod, they have ;ppeared in various forms an@
inyall literafuresf By %ﬁe turn of the nineteenth century, Freﬁdian‘and
other forms of psychblogy, which 5ften la§";£ress on fhe importénce of
childhood comportment and,expériences as determinants of later adult;

_behaviour, gave rise to a fresh treatment of the childhood théﬁe. Where-
as romantic.writers like Dickené had centred ﬁheir interest on the .

Physical plight of children; authors like Henry James in Vhat Maisie Knew

~1897), and Gide in 61 le grain ne meurt (1926), started concentrating

.
on the psychological'dilemma of children of the conservative bourgeois
c%}ss, by thé-early part of this century.’ |

Theltwentiéth ceﬁturyfhas seen a prolifefation;of writings by black
aufhors, and childhood hgs been a major theme for some of them; but it
éhoﬁld~bé observed.that in spite of the éver—growing aw;reness>of,child—
hood in works by- these black authors, no cpméréhénsive,stgﬂy has up till

now been done on even a single aspect of childhood treated by these

. writérs.



My primary concern in this thesis will, therefore, be an exgmination
of childhoéd-as it is presented in novels of five writers éOQering a
geographic spread from Africa, ;hroggh the West Indies, to the United
‘Statés. Ani investigation of cﬁildﬁgga iq literature at this point in
time certainly demands'sbmé selection and limitation, if the thesis is
not to become either a‘meré.cOmpilation of aﬁthors and works in which‘
childhoqd”has been treafpd, or a detailed but inordimately long study.
I have, therefore, debidéd to analyzé'rather‘closely.selécted novels by
Mongo Beti and Ferdinand Oyono_(C;meroén), George Lamming (Barbados),
V. S. Naipaul (Trinidad), and Richard Wright (U. S. 1{.);‘

‘Geographié;l and lipguistic considerations are, of course, criteria
I have used in my selection, but the major standard I have employed in
selecting these representative texts has been the multiple use to which
their authors have pﬁt childhobd in the works. 1In %ach of>the hovelsvb
I will examine, it will be seen that childhood. becomes botﬁ a theme and
a technique.‘.Because each talé is ﬁarrated by&a first-person narrétor

\

in these works, aspects of the narrator's life become a theme, and
structurally eéch authpr usés his narrator as a means of commenting ;pOn
Societ&. | |

It is mainly because of this particular use of childhood that some )
other authors? wﬁose wofks Qould have been relevﬁnt in inquiring into

the theme of childhood, have been left out. Among these are the.GuyaneSe

René Maran, whose autobiographical Le Coeur sefré'(l93l); which recalls

the author's -loneliness in a French boarding school and'Roberﬁ,Wellesley-

Cole's Kossoh Town Boy (1960), a work in which the author reflects on
~ ' :

his childhood and adolescence in his native Freetown, Siefra Leone.

‘Camara‘Laye's L'Enfant noir (1953) which gives a vivid though at times

7
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idealized descript}on of childhood in traditional African society is yet
anothef book that could have 5een treated. Now, although these authors
deserve praise for their thematic tregtment‘of childhobd, I do not
think théir stylistic uses of childhood warrant their inclusion in:fhis
thesis.

A major éoint of focus in the whblé study will, pheréfore, be on é?
narrative technique as;a key to the question of verisimilitude. It is
for this reason that I héve divided the chapters according to the differ;

en®ways in which the authors have used their narrators,.instéad of

merely.linking them by either their geographical backgrounds or linguistic

affinity. Chapter II, "The Child-Narrator as Diarist™ will look into
the possible reasons for Beti's and Oyono's use of their boy-narrators,

I

as well as into the effectiveness of su¢h'usage. In Chapter III; which
shows Richérd-wright and George L;ﬁming using éheir respective narrators
as autobidgraphers, I will not only tfy to éeé why these authors decide
to usé the autobiégraphical form which can be intensely personal, but
also to see whether apyISPecial use of this formihas.péen made, since
the gutobidgfaphérs-are'children. Chapter IV has beeg'labelléd,as "The .

Child-Narrator as Cynic" obviously because of‘the narrator's cynicism;

my meth@d’ip this chapter (as in the others) will be to wofk inductively

from the,text, and try to suggest reasons why Naipaullbreates such a

cyhical.raéonteur, as well as to show the kind of society depicted in the
. : Q ) - :
work. .
N . : / .
"In my Conclusion, I will briefly reiterate the different ways these

A

;uthorS'have_usea their children as narrators. If‘my'éommenfs, together
with the in-depth examination I would have made of the noveis, in each

of the chapters, will help elucidate the effectiveness, or otherwise, &



of the use of children as narrators in fiction by black authors, the aim

of this thesis would have been accomplished..

{

B,
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CEAPTER II

The Child-~Narrator as Diarist

Inﬁ1962, Geréld Moore,’é pioheering eritic of African literature
indicated Cameroon's special role in the evolution of African literary‘
history. According to Moore,‘"nowhere‘on the continent of Affica has
Athere been a more sudden eiplosion of creative activity than in the
former French Cameroons, now the Cameroon republic."1 Mongo Beti aﬁd -
Ferdinand Oyono are undoubtedly two of the dominant-figures thét contrib-
uted tgﬁthis literary expldéion. Beti\(whose original name was Ale*gnder
Qiyidi); was born in 1932, in Mbélmayo, Cameroon. He started pis writing

tareer in 1954 when, as a young student in France, he published his first

novel Ville cruelle2'under the pseudonym of Eza Boto. In the ensuing

. four years, Beti increased his. creative output by writing_three more

novels including Mission‘terminée3'which won the .prix Sainte-Beuve in
1957. (These three novels were published under the pseudonym by which
he %ifnow universally known.) It is a curious fact, however, that whereas

Mission terminée was received with great enthusiasm, Beti's third novel

Le Pauvre’Christ de Bombah (which was published a year'earlier‘than

a

) . . . - . 4 - - -
Mission terminée), provoked horrified reactions even years after its

 publication. Initially, it -was banned in both France and Cameroon; and
unlike other books of equal merit by'francophone African authdfs it was
only translated into English in 1971, fifteen years after ité first

appearance. Even a curéory glance at thesé two novels clearly reveals

the reason why the hostile response to Le Pauvre Christ de Bomba changed

10



to applause in Mission terminfe.

Tn Mission terminée the main target of Beti's satiric thrust is

half—eduééted Africans who assume that because of a partial exposure to-

Eyropean ways they have a right to feel sﬁperior to their illiterate

countrymen. Jean-Marie Mezda, the hero of Mission terminée is a young,

pompoué énd-coqdescending senJoruhigh school studen£ w?o goes back to
his hative village, Vimili, a;;;l two unsugcessful attempts to pass his
bacéglaurégt. In spite of his failure at school, he is treated with
deference and respect by his relgtives and friends in the village, wﬂo
'regard his education (albeitwincomplebe) as. a. credential ofyﬁrivile;e.

He is, therefore, given the prestigious'task of retrieving a woman who

has run off from his village to another village known as Kala with a

man from another ethnic group. iWhen Mezda gets to Kala, he stays with an

_unclevwho introduces him to people as a most distingﬁishgd schola¥ and
 this makes the Kala people also regard this emissary with veneration.
They loock up to him for guiaance, give him numerous gifts and even get
him a-wife;~5ut by thé end of the novel the rgader realizes that the

" hero is eésentially an empty-headed, semijliteratelstudent who has to be
taught a lot éf things by the very fillégéfs he considers"uncivilized'

and 'irresponsible'. One is, therefore, not surprised that, given the

. innocuous nature of the subject matter and the polished style in which

it is rendered, Mission terminée should have received so much praise.

. . With Le Pauvre Christ de Bomba. , however, it is obvious that, in
spite of the author's accomplished use of narrative technique, its
thematic,coﬁtgﬁtfwas'enough reason for it to be outlawed by the powers-‘

that-be; in fact, thematically and to a large extent stylistically, this

novel has distinct affinities not with Mission termihée, but with Une

11



vie de boxs, also written in 1956, by Ferdinand Oyono, a fellow
¢ . .

Cameroonian and contemporary of Beti. )

Both authors use their native Cameroon as the'éetting for their
respective novels, and even though the narretion in these works is done
mainly by boy-narrators, the theme of childhood 1s hardly treated As
we shall see, the chlldren prov1de strateglcally positive narratlve
engles oh action that is net irectly the concern of children, hence this
discrepancf’hetween vehicle and content.,

VIt ﬁas, perhaps, inevitable that, given Cameroon's peculiar colonial
history, these two novelists should have.shown so huch concetn in expoeing
~ the collusion between‘the colonial administratioh end the chufch and

alse that they should have been so unequivocai in their denunciation of
.these two‘ihstitutions; Cameroon's colonial history is _different from
that of other former eolonies because of the large number of colonial
‘rulers it had before "independence"'ﬁas granteéd to one of the constit—
uent sections in 1957 It was first of all thebGermahs who, between'
1885 and 1916——at the helght of European exﬁan31onlsm——tr1ed to make a
‘model colony.out of this country. Then, after the "Cameroon war" of
19l£—i916,'the allied forces of Britain and Frence oecupied‘the,whole_of
CemerOOn, which they divtﬁeg\into two parts, In 1;22 these twd imperial
nations received mandates from the League 5f Nations'teﬂrun the country;
east Cameroon by the French and the smaller west Cameroon bordetlng with
'nger%a, by the Brltlsh By’ 19&5, the country's status was changed again
and this time it became a_trusteevof the United ﬁatiohe,‘but with theﬂ
proviso that the governmental’affairs were still to be supefvised.by

"both the governments of Westminster and L'Elysée respectively.

In this system of goverhment, as with most'colonial institutions, power

12
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was largely vested in the ommipotent cclonial governor and‘his¢supporting
‘stafonf administrators like regionél‘commandants and district commissioners,
officials who at times ruled with ﬁhe utmost seferity and brutality.‘ The
colonized people were divided into two categofies—-"thé French citizens"
éndx"the'nativ_'" (or "l'inqigenat"); fhe "natives" who, by virtue of

their poverty, ifliteracy and "business" could not qualify for "citizen-
. ) ;

ship" were inwﬁiii:iy subjected to subhuman treatment.T;
LIt 1is éspecia 1y important for such hisforico~sociological details

to be borne in mind when reading Beti's_Lé Pauvre Christ de Bomba and

Oyono's Une vie de bby, for in these two novels we see that the respec-

tive authors are putting the colonial regime and its allied institution,
the church under close scrutiny, It is also significant, however, that

because critics have above all and appropriately concerned themselves

’

with *the obvious themés'of'anti—clericalism and colonial oppression aﬂd
to é lesser extent with elucidating tﬁe authoés'_narrative ékiils (espe~
- ecially thé'uSe éf irony), the role of child-narrators has not been given
.its due pfominencé in these works.8 ‘ ‘ - T

Beti and Qyono, who show tremendous consciousness of their craft,

r

realize that in treating topical isshes such as the relationships between .

the colonizer anq;thé colonized (whiEﬁ‘invariably means the relationships

between one race and another)5 and the role of the church or of religion

in a giveh society, they stand the risk of beingvchargéd by hostile

critics with‘eiFher distorting or eéchewing reality. They also understand
‘that’if tﬁevaeré to p}esent tﬁese inflammato;y subject matters-thfough
thé eyes of an omgiscient narratdr, they VOﬁld make themsélves‘vulnerablé
to écéusgtiqns of "authorial interference" WH%Fh would hencevmake the

 two~nQvé1s read like’trapts raiher than novels.’ My objective will, there-

[T N
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fore, be to show how these two Cafeiponian authors avoid being liable

to these charges and, at the same time, write novels of distincfion.

-

One tec ical device both Beti and Uyono manipulate deftly is a
satindcal rst;person narrator. The main advantage of this choiee of
narrgtivelstra£egy is’ the obliteration of the presence of the author;
it also has the advanfage oflallowipg the author to look critic%ily

and, perhaps, objectively at both the sociefx being described and the
narrater. This being the case, a question which poses itself is."Why

use a child instead of an adult-narrator in ?orks that are nearly devoid

i

"of the childhood theme?" My'answer to this is found pa}tly in a comment

Toﬁhdi, the narrator in Une vie de boy makes when M. Salvaln the pater—

‘nalistic school®master "avec autorité . . . tint & expllqder g tout le

monde (meaning the racist bigots gathering there) 1le comportement des

négres ., . . " In the narrator's words: N

chacun, pour'le contredire, raconta sa petite \
histoire personelle avec un indigeéne pour con-
clure que le negre n'est qu'un enfant ou un
couillon. _ N

- ‘ (29& p. 81 Emphasis ﬁiney

Tt is significanp thaﬁ‘according to these colonialists, the exclusi?e

end equivalent eiternative‘to being a child is being a fool, an opihion'

which has the underiying implication of regardinglnot only the African

but ail children in geﬁefal as beingé lacking in inte}ligence. -But

Eeti an Oyoﬁo know‘better They ‘use thelr boy-narrators so that we can
///get a full expose of the lives and conduct of characters in the society
| :wh;chvcon51ders them insipid and hence harmlees. The novelists also -

| give more cf%dence to their nafratorshby meking themeﬁse the diary form--
an ert form which ha;ithe disfinct Edvantages‘noﬁ only of maintaining

continuity in varied episodes, which might otherwise_seem unrelated, But

1k
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also of presenting intimate details- of the diarist and his world iﬁ a.

more convincing’manner. -

Le Pauvre~Chriét de Boﬁbg is”thé chronicle of the desperate but
unsuccessful\atfempgs made by le pére Dfumoﬁd,*who has been a French
miSsionary’inrAfricé for twenty years, to_convertfthe "pagan natives" tq
Chriséianity. Events in the novel are mainly‘centred around the lives
of thg\priest and his young, naive acolyte, Denis, who presents every-
fhiﬁg to ﬁhe’reader:througi the,mgdium ;f his diéry; At the start of the

sfory-th;y léave Bomba, the reg%oggl heaéquarters of the catholic mission
_on a‘picaresque adventure to win back "the lost sheep' tﬁé Tala people

2

who have.reﬁegled-against Christiaﬁity. As in Véltaire's;Candide;‘in

Lazarillo de Torﬁgs or in other novels in the picaresque tradition, the

-main'proﬁagonisis"in_Le Pauvre Christ de Bomba acquire considerable .

" experience in the coufse of their travels, Father Drumond first of .all

- .

becoﬁes‘éware of the people's scepticism towards réiigion;lhe fﬁen»dis—i
covers the‘cénnivance between the spiritual and.the secﬁlarfcolonialists;
but'hié most painful experience occurs when, on their ietﬁrn to:Bo@ba,
he.A£inds out to hi? hbrrdr that "the s%xa"j—an iﬁstitutiéﬁ he had created
.'qstéﬁgibly foffthe'méral upbringing gf cgristianibrides;to—bé—-hadkﬁéén
used'aé ; brothel and 33{3 centre fof_the prdpégation of venereai‘diseases'l
zby ﬂis éhfistigp brethren.‘ The reverend father finail& ébandons these

"godless" people and goes back to Europe;

It is, therefore,‘understandable’that the majbrityvof critiés'whd

éxamine the themes of Le féuvre Christ de Bo?ba do so from.ausoéio_
politiéal.éngle, but it éaniaiSo bé éeeﬁ that in discussing Beti's
.ﬁarrative techhique‘in é%is.novel, a good number ;f crifics attribute'
the novéliétfs suCceés mérely to’his’ingéﬁibus'exploitation of the

.
*
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"innocence" of his narrator.9 Now, while it is true.that Denis displéys
an astonishing amount of naiveté inicertéin_scenes (fbr instance in the:.
episode where he assumes that tﬁe n&iée'comiﬁg f;om Zacharie's neigh-,
bouring room is due té Zacharie's diarrhea when in actua% fact-Zécharie £

is enjoyirffigTan epic, romping sexual episode with a sixa woman), it is

Y »

my view that the narrator's "innocence" should not be used solely as a

N . . . . .. o .
meA8s for generating an-ironical perspective on actions in the novel, and
A - .

.

 that, perhaps, a deeper consideration qgkat)least some of Denis' experi-
» \Z/
ences would throw more light on events as they happen in the book as well’

as on the author's s£y1e. That is“to say, Denis is important as a person
7 . . ) ) v » .
or character, not jJust as a vehicle or perspective, and his innocence is

e to specific itemé of his experience and not jJust a result of his

3

being & childl In'order to_see how the practical knowledge gained by

Denis during the tour of Tala countryydetermines the thematic direction

a

taken and the stylistic:structure that emerges iﬁ Le Pauvre Christ de

Bomba, it will be necessary to look at the theme of love--a theme which

some critics do not notice in Beti's writings until Pegpétue_(l97h), but
which T regard as an old theme that has been neglected im criticism of

Beti's novels of the pre-independence era.lo

In lLe Péﬁvre Christ de'ﬁémba there are éeverai love relatibnships.'
The reader can distingui institutionaliied ones like that between
Zacharie and his wife, ementine, illicif rappqrts such as those-
between the "sixa" women and some men aésbciated witﬁ the churgh,'and the
'youthgul liaison between”Depis and Catherine. Howevér, the best -demon-
gtration of«the fheme‘of love and its rolevin the ﬁorld.of the child;v
ﬁafrator is seen ip the effectiveJrelationships between Denis and- two

,peoplé,'le'péfe.Drumond and Catherine.



.

In order to iiiustrate this_cenviction I~shall detide theinovel into
two sections correspondiné to these two relatidnships The flrst part ‘ \-
starts from the time Denis is handed over to the m1351on authorities and

o ends with the teginning of his sexual'experiences; The rest of.the novel

obviously‘constitutes the second psrt. In the éarlier section,-le.pEre
Dfunond's ﬁat;rnalism leads Denis to deveiop a very strong filial love
for.him. The Boy remarks that wnereas the other priest in the mission,
le pére Le Guen, appearsdto him as a friend, le pere Drumond becomes more
like a father. It is thls attachment to the "holy" man, which becomes
even more prominent when one realizes that Denis has virtually been
abendoned by his onlj‘living parent, his‘father;‘that makes tne young”
ngi>bécome sucn a faithful lackey. It is a sign of Beti's oraftmanshlp
<tﬁ§% he demonstrates his dlsapproval o? this kind of purely subjectlve‘
Move" while developing the more popular themes in the work. The novel-/
ist’ seems to be hinting here that love must nave Epiobjective‘basis and |
“should not‘resé)on bure snpjectivity, a theme which he gives greater
dimension in Perpétue. “ i
I refer to Denis' "love" for Drumond as subjective beeause of tne’ %;'
' ) ' N

narrow, adulatory way he shows his love for "le pauvre Christ" Drumond.

e young boy gives unequivocal support to'the man of God ne matter what

'h do%s- Denis endorses the punlshment" meted out by Drumond to the Tala
'ﬂp ople' he dlsapproves of the prlest s nlckname 'Le malln and he has
nothing but disdain for the young man whose flancee has been 1mpounded

by the church and who thus questlons the priest about the legltlmacy of

such an actlon. Through such 1nc1dents the novellst shows that uncri
love dlrected at a SIngle 1nd1v1dual leads to bllndness and stupiq

Na e
ThlB love for Drumond samp ¥ aliows Denis to llve in a sel €luding
_ o . o



e
;

world and as a consequenice he often ratifies some of the most urong—
headed actions taken by his mentor, and for whlch we know the author 13.
obv10usly‘condemn1ng h1m.. For 1nstance, the child’ enthu51ast1ca11y glves
support to the prlest's unsympathetlc rejectlon of ‘the old toothless.

> \
and pennrless chrlstlan woman who could not afford to pay her church dues-

N

I do not think,’ as Kwabena Brltwum suggests,/that Denls malntalns an

unw1tting ironic dlstance" here or that 1t/1s only father Drumond who

recelves Beti's gibes. 11 leen the waver;ng manner 1n wh}ch Denis %1nally

>

glves support to his boss 1n thls eplsode one suspects that if it were

“

some other clergyman who had rejected ‘the poor old woman , - the boy' s

reaétlon would have been dlfferent
The reader also notlcesﬂthat Drumond's/religious frenzy is not only
It . / : t
grotesque but can also be dangerous, hene€ we see the high premlum he

' attaches to the splrltual" 31de of llfe when he 1s called to offer aid

(.

s

\
4 Joseph Garba, the v1llager who has been 1mpaled by a tree even

2

though he is summoned to give phy31cal help to this dylng man, the

spirptual father goes through a ridiculous (one mrght even say useless)

ritupl of asklng the man for'confession. Joseph Garba dleS and, for this, )

the Jpriest gets the warmest commendatlon from DenlS' f
J'etalsaheureux en songeant que cet évenement - ol
les remettrait peut-&tre dans le droit chemin. ®
© Et peut-&tre, si les gens_s 'amendaient, le R P.s.
ne renonceralt pas i ce beau paxs

(PCB p. h2)

The boy expresses similar satlsfactlon and hope when he 1earns that the
LJ ’ A
colonlal adm1nlstratlon wlll forc1bly throw people out of their homes and

?
conscrlpt them for forced labour the people will not only learn thelr ’

lessgn about God but will qulckly €0 back to the maqgour narrator loves

"vso well, le pére Drumond. #No surprlse, therefore, that Denis almost

18
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leaps for Joy when the church leader 1aunches!an unjusfified ettack on
the village dancers, and more so when hesghumiliates the charlatan wﬁtch
doctor, Sanga Boto;

In each of these scenes Beti is turning~his ironie focus from ore
aspect of colonial life to another and, at the same time, directing it at
tﬁe’narretor, but there is no evidence here to'sogéest thaf the author
succeeds in this dual and effective use of narrative technique by'simply
capitalizing on the narratof}s.innocence. Rether, the novelist is making
the point that asulong as Denis meihtains tﬁis narrow relationship with
Drumond, of.ahy other person for that matter, hé§}visi0n of the ekternalv
realifies of the world will remain befogged. Such e standpoint not only
aliows Beti to comﬁent on the reletienships betﬁeen people but gives
him enough room to manoeuvfe with stylistic deﬁices~like irony. Because’
Denis is shown to be such a zealot of the clerlc, the novelist 1s able
“to direct .double~edged 1rony at both of them and the same tlme glve the
_ reader reason other than merely the boy's innocence for some of his
actlons in the novel, ’

The love relationship between Denis‘aﬁd Catherice in fhe second
part coﬁfirﬁs the opinion that Monéo Beti wviews real objecti;e‘love as
':a major goal in liberated humao relationshlps end the opp031te;'subjec—
'tlve love as a by—product of oppre351ve social relatlons This. 1s the
”main.reasop why the sexual, counter between Denis and Catherine becomes
the pivotal point for the transitioc of Denis' love for‘le pére Drumond

from a;subjective to an objective plane.' Furthermore, focus on this
. - 7. )

relationship facilitates the interpretation of}Le'Pauvré Christ de Bomba

I'e

12 ‘

as a work .dealing witﬁq"education".or "initiation" for, as the paiochial

love relationship of the first part co@tfibutee to a very effective use

ERE
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of irony, so doeé the bfoader; more humane kind. of love (demonétrated
by Denis and Catherine in.the seéond par{), lead the boy to a greater
awareness of the harsh realities of life.

One can almost give a stage by stage»doaumentation of Denis' coming
into awareness from the moment he has his first sexual expérience_with -
Catherine. In'thisisegond secéion, Beti is not suggesting that sex is
synonymous with love, but he certainly seems to be suggesting that réﬁ
sex, a very Sbjective act, is closer fo iove than the obsequious devotion,

full of self—effaéement, that Denis had hitherto displayed. We notice

- that. from a youthful initiating encounter, real love develops between

Denis and Catherine and in this situation the stupidity aqd blindness

which had characterizéd Denis'! points‘of view on previoﬁs occasioné are
noﬁ‘repl&ced‘ﬁy clarity and open—mindednesé. It‘is true that the”boy T
is still loyal to Father Drumond even after his sexual initiation, but

Beti makes him also realize now that love for "le pauvre christ” (Drumond, .

or even Jesﬁs Christ), devoid of feelings for people is a pure chimera

promoted by oppressors, - Objectivity brings compassion and thus, whereas

-earlier instances such as the reverend's attack of the people received

Dénis' complete assent,‘hé now begins to see validity in Zacharie's

scepticism tbwards his patron's fanatical and violent présélytizing
mission. ﬁe wonders whether Zacharié might, after all, ﬁot be right in
mainfaining this critical attitudé; We get glimpses of mental growth
here, and the childénarfator-is on his way to self—illuminatibn;'but hev
is still not f?ee'from the irgnic"barbs‘;f.the‘auﬁhor sinée he.stili
hopes the reverend father superior will stéy and "save" hié people; the .

collusion between the church and the colénial oppressiVe.state machinery

is still not very clear to him.

~



As the story progresses, however, the boy's waning interest in his

religious obligations become more obvious; he shows little enthusiasm for

and even dodges serving mass at Zibi and Akamba respectively. While still

at Akamba, Denis agrees with the village catechist who, in a discussion

wiﬁh_the R.P.S. Drumond, equates Sanga Boto with God, as can be seen .in

[}

this brief discussion:

Le R.P.S. a demandé au catéchiste:

~ Dis-moi, si le sorcier les trouvait en train
de transgresser un de ses commandements, est-ce
qu'ils prendraient peur aussi?

.~ Et comment, pére? Bien slr qu'ils prendraient
peur, .

- Et pourquoi? Le sorcier ne représente pas Dieu!

- Non, pére, mais il représente le Diable!

- Le Diable aussi falt peur.

.Denis: Je trouvais quant & m01 que le catechlste avait

entiéremeént raison

(PCB p. 150 Empha51s mlne)
‘These fiews which put God and the devil on- the same footing, would have
been scorned by Den1s prior to his introduction to the mysterles of the
flesh. The process of derelflcatlon contlnues, and he sums up his
' previoeséstatue‘neatly when he ;ealizes what had been going on in the

AN

"Sixa':

croyais rien . . . Dieu suis-je bét lest
toujours la mPme histoire: Tl se passe des tas
de choses et m01 Je ne vois Jamais rien.

<

(PCP pp. 160-1 Fmphasis mine)
This illumination on the paft of Denis is greatly enhanced~by.his
rapport with Catherine. ‘He has now received a taste of and<acquiredAd

feel for sex and love, and there is the strong suggesnlon that this

’ o
<

- mekes hi% come to terms with the‘world. The scales which had prev1ously
been placed over his eyes by the "love" he had for Drumond are removed,

‘and little wonder that Denis feels as if he has come out of a dream

21



22

when they return to Bomba after their tour.‘ Significantly he speaks of
that part of hi; life before the tour (obviously before the commencemeh?
off a real love relationship), as the life of " . ;'. quitpefdccoﬁnéissance,
s'évgpore en nuée de réve, comme au sortir d'un sommeil . . . "--no doubt

a-very subjective state,

: e ) : . N . .
\\*§§Q§Ezsaz3he development of the narrator's perception is shown in its final

stage on hié cominnggck to Bomba. He admits that he haa been unduly
k ;évere in Judging the Tala people and‘he finally expreés;s unreserved
doubts about the efficacy of the-chrighian religion.‘ Althougﬁ'the boy's
option of going tc work'for a Greek merchant is far from the best one, )
we are 1eft'witﬁ'positive hope thaf this view of the world in general
~and that of love in' particular will be more open-minded.

This detailed examination of the child-natrator and the theme of

love should suggest the possibilities for more thematic investigations

of Le Pauvre Christ de Bomba, but I consider them even more relevant in
discussipg Beti's style. By making Dénis love the tﬁo people‘in the
way he dpes, the npvelist makes his narrator have a natural reason“for
givﬁﬁg us intimate details of.his lifelin'the diary form, as well as

~,

making him into a vehicle for and a target of his ironic thrusts, It is

-

partly in this sense that Beti's novel shares similarities with a closely-

related tale, Oyono's Une vie de boy.

* The narrator-hero in Une vie dg boyvis a joung[boy, Toundi, who is
- forced to flee from hoge~primaril§ becausé of his sadistic,‘aufhéri£tziéa?
.fafhér and aiso'ﬁecause of his own .gluttony. On the day before his |
circumcision, Toundi runs aéay to fhe Head of the‘catholic ﬁission in
. the imaginary town of Dangan; le pére Giibert, who‘has-offen attra;ted;i
| the‘ybung bp& and other chiidren with sweets, with ; bid to convert them

&



to Christianity. During his short-lived stay with the priests, Toundi,

like Denis in le Pauvre Christ de'Bomba, manifests profound love and
admiration for FatherVGilbert,'to whom, he claimq,vhe owes everything in
life. Father Gilbert soon dies ahd Touhdi theh has to worh as houseboy
'for the regional commandant,'h. Decazy. Initially, the commahdanf ano -
his newly-arrived wife treat Toundi with eome_compassion, thoogh’it is
always tinged VithAcohdescension. As the novel gdvances,‘however, the boy
becomes a wifnese more and more to the corruption, hypocrisy, bruteliﬁy
end deceit that characterize coloni;lism, and because of his "knowledge"
the colonial oﬁpressors finally geb rid of Toundi in the most inhuman and
'savage.manner; They trump up robbery charges agalnst him, throw h1m
into Jall where he is cudgelled tortured, ‘and forced to work until he
cbllapses’ he is taken to hospltal under the veneer of giving h1m medlcal
aid, but the boy escapes from the hospital and even from Cameroon but
he is unable to survive the brutal beatlngs he had suffered in Jall and
he flnaliy dies in Spanish Guinea,

, Ruseell Linnemann cogentlf shms up what has been the dominant’mode

of criticism of Une vie de ng}when he\suggeéts that:

‘The overwhelming bulk of Oyono's bitterness about
colonialism is directed towards members of the
. governmental-administration. It is they, who, with
gestapo tactics and a totally unjustified superiority
complex, brutalize & helpless people. Devoid of
compassion, understanding and even a modicum of
human decency s the workings of the French colonial
system unfold as a never endlng, methodical nlghtmare i3
of horrors for those Africans who are subjected to it.

But while the critics have been almost unanimous in their identification
‘ of Toundi'e haive and artless reportfng as the most,effective method
Oyono usas to give a rather detached dlsapprobatlon of colonlallsm, they

have hardly ventured to ask why the boy—narrator -who is shown to be-

.
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quite intelligent in many ways; ean be so extraordinarily naive on some
oéher occasions. T wo;ld, therefore, iike té suggest that in his
virulent and justifiable attack on colonialism, Oyoqo is using"ﬁis
‘vnarraﬁof's "innocence” in a speciel way. He is not suggestihg in a
‘Wordsworthian sense that the child, because of his froximity ﬁo:nature,
is the innecent being. This novelist is perfectly aware'thét childhood
is not necessarily a'period of state of innocence and naivete, and we
-are shown tﬁie in the sysfematic And detailedeeay Toundi records events ,
in his-life.as ﬁellAas in his;maﬁner.of deriving sensﬁal pleasure from‘

girls even during church services. In order to see how Oyono manipulates

Tdundi's.partial naiveté, it is necessary to-look at the relationship

3
¢

between the narrator and- Father Gllbert,'ln some detall
When Toundi. gets accepted by Gilbert, the boy ‘gets from the prlest
a\kind of parental warmth Vhich he had never gotten.from his real father.
This makeé the child aevelop deep ioVe-and admiretion fof his guardian
and this is shown in his rhetoric when he describes Their relat;onehipt
Je aois ce que Je suis -devenu ae pére Gilbert. Jde

1'aime beaucoup, mon bienfaiteur. C'est un homme
gai, qui lorsque j'étais petit, me dbnsiderait

comme un petit animal familier . . . Le pére Gilbert
m'a connu nu comme un ver, "1l m'a appris g lire et &
écrire . , . Rien ne vaut cette richesse, bien-que

Je sache maintenant ce que c'est que d'étre mal habillé.
| .  (Boy p. 24)
Toqnai has every righi to be,gratefultfo his benefactor who, as he points
out, does many good thlngs for him in .spite of eccasional brutality,'but
in readlng between the llnes of thls speech and also in looking at
Toundi's reaction to Father Gilbert's death-and bﬁriai, dee gets fhe

feellng that this is not mere gratltude, it is, like with Denis and

®

Drummond 1n Le Pauvre Chrlst de Bomba, a case of fanatlcal love. ‘Oyoho

\seems to ‘be’ maklng the p01nt that because of le pere Gllbert s father-'

-.'v
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like attitude towards Toundi, thé bgy puts treﬁendous trust in him and
oﬁher.white coldnialists. And‘because of this unconditional belief,
Toundi.wéuld often act in the most;artiess manpér (eSpeciélly in front
.df the colbniali;ts), even ihough we know he is not siupid. 'This is
best Hemonstrated when éoundi;-who thinks thaﬁ,uas,a hoﬁseboy to thg
commandant,. he is "le:foi des chiens"--has hié first discussion with the

commandant :

Aprés m'avoir longuement observé mon nouveau maitre

me demanda & brllle-pour-point si J'&tais un voleur.

- Non, commandgnt, répondis-je.

~ Pourquoi n'es~tu pas un voleur?

- - Parce gque Je ne veux pas aller en enfer,
" . - Comment.est-ce, l'enfer? _ ) »

~ Ben, c'est des flammes, les serpents et Satan avec
des cornes . . . J'ali une image de 1'enfer dans mon
livre ‘de priéres . . . Je . ., . Je peux vous la

.. montrer, ’ ' : ;

(Boy p. 33 Emphasis mine)
Toundi's description of hell here shows the childish nature of hiS.miﬁh,
but the flow of the prose and his decision to g0 and show the picture

of Satan in his prayer book to M. Decazy, the éommandant, suggest that

3

the boy looks upon his "maftre" with the same intimacy he aid Father
Gilbert, One can infer that Toundi is going to trust M.'Decazyvaé he
trusféd le pére Gilbért énd_itvis in this uncritical trust that the P
éh;ldsnarfator's naivg&é rests.

Having thus established Toundi aé a resourceful but naive reporte;,
Oyono g?es on to the real business of exposing aﬁd_denoﬁncing the world
of the narrator. ‘Relying to évlarge degree on the ganipulation of
Toundi'é naiveté, the nofelisﬁ skillfuily_uses irony to unmask the hypbc—

risy, viciousness and other evils of the colonial world. This is not to.
he , . .

suggest that the colonialists are the onlfbsubjects of Oyono's attacks;

the narrgtor's,death, which makes Une vie de bey end on-a pessimistic
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note, should be seen as the author's overall critical attitude to Toundi
and all those other colonials Who regard their colonial lords: as people
to be trusted. Two of the narrator's relatives--his dictatorial father

&
and gluttonous uncle--also come under the novelist's censure, but the

best example of how Oyono uses Toundi's simplicity to pour scorn even on 

his fellow nationals is seen when the grovelling Chief Akoma comes to
pay‘a coﬁ:tesy éail oﬁ the new commandaﬁt. Chief Akoma is shown to be
ridiculous, neafly burlesque in hisvostentatious pose; 5écause he had
been to France he struts around ﬁith ring—fiil¢d fingers, ?retending to
. be what he is not. There is unmistékable irony and sarcasm in the
descriétion of»thé chief's meeting with M. le commandant: "

Quand il (Akoma) pénétra au salon, mon maftre se
leva et vint & lui, le bras tendu. Akoma le '

- saisit de ses deux mains en le balangant de droit
d gauche , . . A toutes les questions du commandant
il repondait "OQui, Oui" en gloussant comme une poule,
Akoma fait mine de comprendre le frangais, mail il
n'y comprend absolument rien. ‘Il parait qu'on 1l'a
présenté a Paris comme un grand ami de la France.

(Boy p. 56)

Toundi's role as the innocent beholder is quite’effective here, for

behind this seeming unsophisticated_narration we can see Oyono the

1

<

author beckoning for the reader's attention to this ghief}s inanity as‘ 

well as to the likelihood that he will betray his people (as. can be seen

a

in the sentencé "Il parait qu{on”l'a-présentébcomme un‘grand‘ami de la . -

L}

France"). This kind of simple; uninvolved description by the rﬁébnteur
is further used by the author to lay open the depravities of the coloni-

alists. The portrayal of the church service will serve as an example;
~ J'aime surtout la distribution de la communion’ le
dimanche. ~ Tous les fidéles se présentent & la
Sainte Talbe, yeux fermés, bouche ouverte, langue
tendue, comme s'ils faisaient une grimace, Les
B . Blancs ont leur Sainte Table & part. Ils n'ont pas
\\\ de belles dents. J'aime caresser les Jeunes filles

26



blanches sous le menton avec la paténe que Je leur
présente lorsque le prétre leur introduit 1'hostie
dans la bouche. C'est le boy d'un prétre de Yaoundé
qui m'a apprig.le truc. ‘C'est par ce moyen que nous
pouvons les caresser . . . e '

»

(Boy p. 23)
fThe_blatant racial diserimination of the chur;ﬂ {(which often preacheé
equality of all people), would apparently apbear as a secondary issue -
to Oyono's humour in this paséage,vbut it is not. Whilé showing the
pranks of a Juvenile, the novelist is using this episode és a poinfer
forward to othef scenes where the discriminatory attitude of £he church
will be shown in full., Later on in the novel, the "église Saint-Pierre
de_ﬁangan" is_describéd as a hub of racism; whites have_sﬁperior and
comfortable sééts whilst their black bretﬁren in Christ (af?er scrambling
ﬁhrough ﬁhé only door specially reserved for them), have to squat on
wooden trunks, .The blac/ks are also constantly under the su'pe‘rvisi'on.of
brutal catechists who are always prepared to whack any one of them guilty
:sf inaftentivepess.’ Héwevef; in the‘descriptiqn‘of_these scenes,tTouﬁdiv
péver lays anyAemphasis.oﬁ thgfiséue;fﬁ§ kndw gre mést érﬁ;iéijt§.¥he .
'agthdr{'{His uge'of‘ianguéééfého;s'hb;mgiicg—gﬁaféli:ﬁe_seegs fo_bef
7iﬁt§rested ip_;é'£61éive?ésnacCufété gjfe£or£‘aélpéséibie. VHeﬁce, in
deécriging-a‘dgspigable scéne likelﬁhax in’the chufch, he commengs about
Father Vandermayer (an arch racist) who looks "sﬁperbe ayec'sa chgéuble

étincelante . . . " The poignant but smooth attack on the church may

perhaps explain’ why Une vie de boy Wwas éccépted with less hostility

than Le Pauvre Christ de Bomba, by the colonialists who certainly

regarded the church as one of their most viable weapons of:fdstgring
their imperial designs.

Nevertheless,'Oyono's'ver%al onslaught against the colonial

-



administrative and commercial sectors is more savage that Beti's, 1In

Une vie de boy Toundi grows up in a world where racism is rampant and

-where the indigenous people are treated with utmost cruelty and barbarisma
Janopoulos; the cruel and fleecing Greek merchant, sadistically creates
fun and amusement for his white counterparts by letting his Alsatian dog.
chase and bite the ordinary black people when they m111 around to see

the new commandant . The agricultural engineer mereiy accepts the black
~woman, Sophie,‘who is girl friend, cum.cook, as a repository or even an
instrument for quenching his sexual desires, and,.thus, he never admits
to anyone that she is his lover.or, at least, sexmate, and he even for-
bids her from calling him when ‘he is in the company of other whites.
}Wlth the exceptlon of M, Qalvaln the school teacher, who demonstrates
some "11bera11sm , the rest of the European community are shown to be - J
hard—core racists Led by Gos1er d'0iseau, the fasc1st head of pollce
they compete among themselves in thelr verbal degradatlon of the Afrlcan‘
'vpeople and adopt a typlcal whlte supremacist line when they go to welcome
the commandant's wife. The admlnlstratlon s segregatlonlst pollcy also‘
allows Gosier d'Olseau to make unjustifiasble ' ralds on the local-inhab-
1tants, and durlng such scenes the latter are subjected to grave inhuman
.treatment But this is not all. When the chlld—narrator who is unwlt—
ﬁtlngly led into the secret adulterous affalr of M. Moreau and Mnme, Decazy_
(the prlson director and the commandant 's wlfe), commits the unpardon—
able blunder of allow1ng his employers to reallze that he knows part of
their dlrty, secret life, hé.is destroyed after an unspeakable travesty
~ of Justice labelled "investigation".

This enumeratlon of colon1al corruptlon is necessary because 1t ‘ ‘\\\

stresses the exp1031ve nature of. Oyono's subject matter but it is a

l
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of‘view, the temptation to make obstrusive nofﬁative eomments about

- Gosier d'Oiseau's actions would be greéter'and this.cou%d easily5mﬁkek

tribute to the guthor's éﬁiil that he conquers any indictmen of‘?acism,\
europhobia or .polemical ranting,b@ his excellenf use of the ¢hild as

narrator. By making Toundi showafondn'ss and iration for \his social

¢

superiors in the way he does, Oyono assures the reader of the narrator's

-

reliability. The boy's profound excitement on both the anno cement of

and actual arrival of Mme. Décazy from Rrance, his total disgﬁst with

Mme. Decazy s fllrtatlous affalr with M. oréau, the prison dnrector,

and his refusal to flee (even when he has\been w1sely adv1sed by Kallsla,

the chamber maid), are atl manifestations o ffection and trust he

has in his employers. The trustworthiness of the raconteur;is further

9 . i -

I
h

'strengthened.by the impe;;onal,nature of his narration, eveﬁ when it

expresses intense suffering by him as when he is taken to Qee!Gosier

d'Oiseau:
J'ai vomi du sang, mon corps m'a trahi, Je sens une
glouleur lancinante dans ma poitrine, on dirait gue
mes poumons sont pris dans un hamegon.

Ce matin, Mendim m'a conduit chez Gosier d'Oiseau qui
"'n'a d'abord rien voulu entendre sur mon mal.

) . ' L - .

'= On ne me couillonne pas facilement comme ga, disait-
il en raidissant. son cou, oh ne me couillonne pas
facilement, mon z. 'ami . . . L

»

- (Boy p- 4T6)

- Even thougg Toundi has’ been feroeiouslyAhandlea in w11 iﬁagineble waye-

by Gosier a'Oiseeu and others of his clique, his tone of voice is always
assﬁredly under control (as in this passage); when reporting the e;ents.
Such a copt{olled form of harratioh not only gives.the teller mo#e'
eredibility but alsg prevents the actuél aﬁther Oyono, from‘"playing god."

Ir this scene with Gosier d'Qiseau ﬁere;related from an omniscient point

S

29.



<y

30

_ } e | -
the Qork read more like a'po}itical pamphlet than a literary work of =art.
Discussing: the various ways in which éuthorial silence can be
mainfained (this being one of the‘aimé of both Beti and O&ono); Weyne
Bpé@h in\his Rhetoric of Fiétion declares that: _ - -

¢

By the kind of silence he maintains, by the manner
in which he leaves his characters to work out their
own destinies or tell their own stories, the:author
can achieve effects which would be difficult or im-
possible if he allowed himself or a reliable spoEﬁs— ©
man tovspeak_directly-and authoritatively to us.

By meking Denis and Toundi the reliable and "dramatized" narrators that
they are, both® Beti and Oyono, have, by the use of these children, been
able to treat fiery problems with thelértistic distance ané~finesse Eooth

has in»min& here, More emphasis has, however, been put on Denis, the

» .

’ N .
narrator in -Le Pauvre Christ de Bomba because of the more complex wdy he

,is”presénted; this is probably due, as was hinted, earlier, to the author's

Cameroon,after\ihdependencels, he is in.Une vie de boy, like Beti.-in -

awareness'that by putting the churchfuhder heavy fire as\i;igoes, he-is

attacking a more powerful pillar of the colonial establishment than evén

PN

the administration and. hence needs a compelling narrative technique to-
A ) “ ;é. '

carry out his attack.
“This is not to sﬁéggst that Oyoho.is an inferior artist, for

although he,ﬁas later to form a part of the nev~colonial regime in :

& -

Le Pauvre Christ de Bomba,‘quite aware of the nefarious practicés

, of colonialists and, therefore, feels the need to decry them. As artists

conscious of their craft;~they carefully manipulate theirvnarrapors in

"ways that allow their message to be garried acros$ with humour, while

a

at the same time protecting themselves from charges of meddling with and-

misrepresenting reality.,

i
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NOTES

4 TG oore, "Mongo Beti: The voice of the rebel"” in Seven -
African Writers (London: Oxford University Press, 1962) p. 76. Interest .
in Cameroonian literature is still of growing concern to. African liter-
ature scholars; as ‘evidence of this one can cite the colloquium on
"Cameroonian literature and literary.criticism" held at the Ugiversity

of Yaoundé on 18-22 April, 1977 (See Research in African Literatures

9:1, 1978, 79-86). It should also be pointed out that Cameroonian
literature is the only national litérature that will ever have had a
whole half day devoted to it at an annual meeting of the "African
Literature Assoc1at10n"“ it is to be highlighted during the 9-12 April,

' 1980 meetings at the University of Florida, Gainesville (See African

Literature Association Newsletter 5:3 Summer 1979) 2.

3 EzaJBoto Ville cruelle (Paris: Préserice Afrlcalne, '1971). The

'orlglnal edition was published by Edition Africaine in 195h

3 Mongo Beti, Mission termlnee (Paris: Correa-Buchet- Chastel, 1957)
R .

) A '

hVMongo Beti, Le Pauvre Christ de Bomba (Paris: Presence Afrlcalne
1976). This novel was first published by Lafont Publishers in Paris in.
1956. -Page references are, however, to the 1976 edltlon whlch shall be
abbrev1ated PCB after long quotatlons

> Ferdlnand Oyono Une vie de boy CPeris Presses Poeket 1956).

© All references are to this edltlon whlch shall be abbrev1ated as Boy
-after. long quotat ions.

—

6 Ferdinand Oyono was born on lh September, 1929 ih Ngulemakong,
Camerocn. His writing career started 1n 1956 when he published the two
satiric novels for which he is well- k@own Une vie de boy and Le Vieux

' Neégre et'la médaille. He has been a diplomat for his country since 1960.

K

There have been numerous: studles on the colonlal hlstory of
Cameroon but the following will sufflce for our purpose
. ““\\ﬁ

Jean Imbert, Le Cameroun (Pans Presses Universitair\e‘s\de
France, 1973) pp. 32-h9 L , )

9

Vietor Lev1ne and Roger P. Nye, Historical chtlonary of

\Cameroonr(Metuchen, N.J.: The Scarecrow Press Inc. 197h) pp. 132-37.

- Engelbert Mveng, Histoire du Cameroun (Parls' Présence Africaine,
¢
31
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P- h8—68 \

. postulates that the grimness of Pe£é§tue unlike Beti's other novels‘

\\,

~Ch. thdjl, "Approche soclo-hlstorlque d'un roman africain.

"Une vie de boy de Ferdinand Oyono.". Annales de 1'Université d'Abidjan

7D (1974) 105-2k.\
3 i . N .

The anti—clgrical and anti-colonial themes have been treated by

a large nugmber of critics among whom the following can be mentioned:
S «
- . v v
. * Jingiri Achiriga, "Une vié de boy: procés du commandant” La
Révolte des romanciers de langue frangaise (Shgrbrook Naaman, 1973)
PP. . 3

™

: ' Douglas Alexander, "Le traglque dans le romans de Ferdlnand
Oyono" Présence Francophone, T (1963) pp. 2k-30.

v \ 4} .
Thomas 03531re;, "The dilemma of leadership as tragi-comedy
in the.novéls of Mongo Beti," L'Esprit Créateur 10 (1970) pp. 223-33.

Thomas Melone, Mongo Beti: L'homme et le destin (Paris:
Présence Africaine, 1971).

. o
Sy I

William Umezinwa, "Révolte et création artistique dans 1'oeuvre

de Mongo Beti." Présence Francoghone 10 (1975) PP- 35-L8, .

-

The stylistic v1rtu051ty of oth Beti and Oyono, especially in thelr use

of irony, has also been emph531zed in varlous artlcles
Kwabena Britwum, "Irony and the paradox of 1deallsm in Mongo
Beti's Le Pauvre Christ de Bomba," Re Artes Libérales 6 ii (1972)

\\ )
Fernando Lambert, "Narratlve perspectives in Mongo Beti's Le
Pauvre Christ de Bomba", Yale French Studles 53 (1976). pp. 381-9k.

-

Russell Llnnemann, "The anti-colonialism of Ferdlnand Oyone"
Yale French Studles 53 (1976) pp: 164-77.

9

[>) '

s

: 10
was'publlshed, and in an article on this book, Robert P. Smith, Jr. .
shows "The seriousness of purposg and manner which th¥ themes of pglltl
and of women demand of the authory.." (College Language Associatio
Journal XIX 3 (1976), pp. 301-11.) According to Smith; & new Beti

emerged’w1th‘PerEetue I won't take up. thls debate ncy but would rather

suggest that if an older work like Le Pauvre Christ de Bomba is read

with the fresh optics of Pegpetue it will be seen that the theme of love
;s‘not reelly new in the writing of Beti. This was a question I discussed

in a paper, "The Child-narrator and the theme of love in Mongo Beti's

.(\—:ng;Pauvre Christ de Bomba", delivered at the 1978 annual meeting of the

A
A Y

African Literature Associstion" held st Indiana Univérsity,‘Blogmington._

o

. 7 The narrator s "innocence" 1s-nearlylalways stressed in each of
the .articles or works mentloned above .

In 197k, Mongo Béti's Perpétue (ParlS' Buchet. and Chastel, 1974)

e
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1’Kwé$ena Britwum, op cit. p. 51. Britwum is one of those critics
who at times fails to see the double-edged irony employed by Beti.
12 Both Thomas Cassirer and Fernando Lambert, op cit. make refer-
ences to the process of "education" or "initiation" that takes place in
Le Pauvre Christ de Bomba but they fail to show the direct link between
the "love" theme and the "educatlon process.

13

..

Russell Linneman, op cit. p. T1.

1h Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago and London' The
’ Unlver51ty of Chlcago Press, 1961) p. 273.

15 Eloise Briére, "La Littérature Camerounaise: Nouvelles Tendances
ou faux Espoirs", Peuples Noirs Peuples Africains 9 (mai-juin 1979) p. 78
Briére rightly mentions the collaboration of Qyono, who as Cameroon's
Ambassador to France, gave assent to the banning of Mongo Beti's Main
Basse sur le Cameroun (1972)--a political treatise attacking the
Cameroonian government--in France in 197Th.
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CHAPTER III

The Child-Narrator as Autobiographer

In discuesimg the ro%e of the éhild—narrator as diarist, I observed
that because of both Beti's and Oyono's social preoccupations, these
authors' treatment of chlldhood is mainly stylistic in their respectlve
works. This observatlon smould not lead one to 1nfer that black authors
who use children as narrators to comment on social issues merely regard
these child—nerrators as stylistic devices. I shall, therefore,vin this
chapter,,demonstfate how Richard Wright, an AfrOAAmerican,;and George

Lamming, a Barbadian, manipﬁlate both the thematic and stylistic aspects

of childhood in their autobiographical novels--Black BoXl and In the

Castle of my Skinz—;to give expression to their social concerns.
Critics of Wright, includ%ng his biographer;CodstanCe Webb, have
spotted out the persoﬁal details of%Ehevauthor in Black Box; as these
-few‘examples which correspond to information given in the fext will
show: Wright was born in Natchez} Mississippi in 1908 to Nathan and
élla Wright. At age four the youﬁg boy accidentally burned down his
grandmother's house, and the family later on.had to mcve to Memphis,
Tennessee. :Whiie in ﬁemphis, Nathan Wright deserted the household to -
live with anothercwoman. 'Im order-to combat the extreme state of poverty
she end the children had been left in, Ella Wright found a Job as a
cook (which provided her with very.meagre earnings), and tried 1egally,

with no success, to get some flnanclal support for the children from her

estranged-husband. When all ‘her efforts falled Elle handed her two sons

2

-
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over to an orphanage, from which'tﬁe young Wright fled. The names and
descriptions of the author's relatives such as Granny, Aunt Maggie and
Uncle Haskins, the constant moving from one place to another, the details
of Wright's education and his eventual flight to Chicago Have allvbeen
verified‘as authentic.3
/
Alfhough the relevance of biographical criticism is best demonstrated

when applied to a text such as Black Boy, it should not be over-empha- -

sized. There are two main reasons for this cautionary note. First, if,

‘as in R. B. Wellesley-Cole's Kossoh Town Boy (1960), the emphasis is
unduly placed on the life hisfory of the autﬁor and the portrayal of it
ip the novel, inﬁerpfetations cluttered with sociological information

" <and normative judgementé about the mimetic rendex%pg of events and thé
likel;hood of truth are likely to come to the fore. Second, over-empha-
sis of biographical items would readily thréﬁ_the work into the grips of

Texistential' crities who would easily see Richard the narrator as &

2

typical example of "alienate&" twentieth century man, a‘forerunner‘bf a
" black- existentialist like Ralph ﬁlliéon.

My view is ﬁhat;by singlihg out and dweiling on his childhdod and
certaiﬁ-aspects of his family life, Wright consczously uses‘one famiiy
(the one‘hé‘knows best) as a symbol -to show the predicament of the :
manritx of‘Afro-Americans before the c¢ivil rights movements and,ggita—
tions of the 1960s. 'It should be stressed ﬁhat Wright's evocation éf
childhood'is one that represents:that of most but not all Afro—Americans.

A brief glanéé at late chapters of Alex‘Héléy's‘gggggP, cévéring F

’the‘samé‘peréﬁd and nearly thé‘sémé_setting as Blégk Boy. verifies this
assertion. In Haley's bock, it is evident that the black femily being

- described is socially miles above Richard's family in Black Boy. In
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Roots,- Bertha Palmer, who later on becomes Alex Haley's mother, has a

‘completely different childhood from Richard, as this description shows:

‘Bertha's father . . . had arranged that she had credit
at every Henning store that sold candy, .and he paid the
bill each month, though he made her keep accounting, o
which he solemnly checked "to teach her business". ' As .
her fifteenth birthday present, when he ‘opened a Sears,
Roebuck mail-order account in her name, the people shook
and wagged their heads in mingled astonishment, dismay--
and pride . . . Later that same year, Will [Bertha's
father], hired a teacher to come weekly all the way from
Memphis to give Bertha piano lessons.

(Roots pp. 698-99)
The story continues and shows how Bertha finishes high school, and, as

should be expected, goes to college--a privilege denied then to most

AfroaAﬁericans.m The environment and social attitudes that characterize

Bertha's chaldhood stand as a marked contrast to Riohard's in Black Boy.
In this latter norel, poverty, violent racial discrimination and their -
conccmlttants seem to be the lot of Amerlcan blacks

Black Box can, therefore, ‘be regarded as a "roman & thése" in which
the novelist uses events rz‘aﬁs own ohildhood and in his family to_
uncover the evils perpetrated against working ciaés Afro—Americans, by
whlte racial blgots, in the southern ﬁnlted States of the twentles. \As
w1th some other novelists dealing with social issues, erght uses a boy-~

narrator but 1t is necessary to point out from the outset one major

artistic weakness thls novellst demonstrates 1n his use of this narratlve
~strategy All through the book the dlstance between the author and his

'v'boy-narrator’ is not cléarly_defined. This is most obvious in passages

where the narrator tries to make phllosophlcal pronouncements not likely

to have been made by 8 boy The point of v1ew of the narrator often gets

mlxed up with what looks_like the philosophical refleotions of the adult-

author. An example of this is seen just after the narrator says good-bye
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in the United States, Afro-Americans ‘had by virtue of the capitalist

37

to his friends in Natchez before moving to Jackson, Mississippi:

After I had outlived the shocks of childhood, after

the habit of reflection had been born in me, I used .
to mull over the strange absence of real kindness in
Negroes, how unstable was our tendermess . . ., and

how shallow was even our despair . . . and when I
brooded upon the cultural barrenness of black life,

I wondered if clean, positive tendepfiess, love, honor,
loyalty, and the capacity to remember were native to
man. I asked myself if these human qual)ties were

not fostered, won,.struggled and suffered for, preserved
in ritual from one generation to anocther. :

‘,' n : : (Black Boy p. L45)

Wright cannot seriously claim that these thoughts would have been coming

-

from his young narrator's mind; this is the mature author expressing an

opinion'about'what he considers to be the lack of virtues in the black

" man. In spite of this artistic weakness, however, it can ke said that

Black Boy still owes most of its strength to Wrigh%'s superb handling of

~

the theme of childhood, for as we shall see, the novelist’s social mes
sage becomes more poignant and meanihgful to the reader because all the
atrocities that take place in the novel are not only reported by, bﬁt do

affect a child.

In Black Box, the novelist is mindful of the fact that in spite of

.the 'abolition of slavery' and the 'proclamaﬁion of the four freedams'

. system been held under continued though altered slaveéry. One is, there-

»

fore, not surprised to see that in showing hdw this new form of slavery

«

‘had operated and what damaging results’ it hadvprdduced, Wright resorted

to a narrative form that had largely died away after the nineteenth
century, "the Slave narrative". According to critics, the "Slave Y

narrafive"'was an art form that had been-déveloped by slaves duriﬁg the

;periddvof.slavery. It was normally the chronicle of events in the life



of a slave who,vwhile enduring the ordeal of bondage, refused to conform
to either of the two alternatives given to him--"acceptance of the fate
of oppression" or "the apparent acquiescence of iﬁ through the conscious
maSkiog of feelings:"h He often relied on himsel¥ for escape and free-

dom, as his desired goals. The first notable example of the "Slave.

/

narrative" is Oluadah Equiano’s The Interesting Narrative of the Life of

Oluadeh Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African (1759). 1In this work
(which was followed by hundreds.of others), the Aarrator-hero paints a

warm and realistic picture of his childhood® in Benin before he was cap-

tured as a slave, his experiences and sufferings both in slave ships and

'in the new world as well as his ultimate escape to freedom.
Although by the-beginning of this century, the "Slave narrative"
had lost 1ts popularlty (perhaps due to suppress1on) in the Amerlcan

world of letters, erght certalnly felt the need for it in-his Black

Boy. He portreys Rlchard as the rebel in this modern slave soc1ety who

refuses to aceeptvthe fatallty of oppre851on, and who seeS'eecape
through his own efforts as the solution. The whole of Black Boz_Justi—
fies this Opioiog but aePrecise example can be:taken'from a'convereation
ﬁichard has with a white woman who has employed him as a boy:

"What grade are you in school?"
"Seventh, ma'am." .
"Then why are yow goling to -sthool?" she asked‘mn surprise.
"Well, I want to be a writer," I mnmbled, unsure of
myself ¢
I had not plenned to tell her that, but she had made
‘me feel so utterly wrong and .of no account that I
needed- to bolster myself.
"A what?" she demanded.
"A writer," I mumbled.
""For ‘what?"

. "To write stories,” I mumbled defensively.

"You'll never be a writer," she said. "Who on earth

put such ideas into your nlgger head?"

"Nobody," ‘X said. -



"T didn't think anybody ever would," she declared
indignantly.

‘(Narrator) As I walked around her house to the street,
I knew I would not go back,

(Biack BOX" pp. 162-63)
The narrsator's feeling of being insulted aﬁd his refusal to accept

' what this woméniahd the sociefy consider to be the right thiné for him

are all demonstratire elemepts of'thelsléve narrative.

If it is agreed, as was suggested earlier, that the ndvelist is
using aspects of his childhood and the 1life of gés family to demonstrate
__.a thesis; it becomes easier to see why he resorts to the "Slave narrative"
-forq in this tWentiethvcenturyiwork. Wright has'deliﬁerately chosen a
form of‘narratidn which isvrefleétive of the lamentable social conditions
of his time. But what makesiﬁhe events deséribed even more’pathétic“is
\the-effect'they‘have on the growing narrator.

-'fhe world of the narrator is showﬁvto be a deprived world'whére
poverty, misery and squalor are the lot of the black peoplé. ’?he reader
gets the feeling of absolﬁte destrtprion whén Richard describés scenes
like theirlliving‘dﬁérters'in Memphis, where "1iving‘space" for the
family 6f four is restriéted to a kitchen and a bedroom; but the pathos
6f'the situation lies not so much in thelray it is described (for thgt
could. also have been achleved by an adult omnlsc1ent narrator) as the
effect it has on the teller who is but a child. A 81m11ar,51tuatf0n'is
seen in the eplsode where Rlc@ard,.ln trying to portray the ihdigent ’v
nature of his family, depicts hungér and the destructive effects itvhad
on hlm, in these words: |

| Hunger ‘stole upon me so slowly that at first I was not

aware of what Hunger really meant. Hunger has always
been more or less at my elbow when I played, but now I

began to wake up at night to find hunger standing by my
'bedside,.stgring at me gauntly. The hunger I had known



before this had been no grim hostile stranger; it had

been a normal hunger that had made me beg constantly

for bread, and when I ate a crust or two Il\was satis-

fied. But this new hunger baffled me, scared me,

made me angry and insistent . . . I would grow dizzy .

and my vision would dim. I became less active in my

play . ' : v :

(Black Boy p. 21)

The personification of hﬁnger in this passage certainly underscores its
importance, but the terrible effect of this huhger (which would have
‘been bad enough had it come from an adult), is multiplied by the fact
th&t it is described by a child who has been a victim of such suffering.
Richard's references to his begging for a 'crust or two' of bread, as
- well as to his becoging diziy, less perceptive and unhealthy beause of

hunger, do forcefully bring out the dire consequences of poverty and

oppression in the society. .

Wright's insistanee.oh hunger and its effects on the narrator (for

.instance, Richardvruns away from the orphan home because of hunger, and’
1ater on hevnearlylsells his only pet in order‘to get some money to buy-
food), heve more dppeal to ué because they affect a child. It should

also be p01nted out however that recurrlng references to.hunger and

sufferlng sound more credible when they are assoc1ated with a chlld In
fact, hunger looms ;2 large in the novel that it nearly,becomes a char-
acter in itslown right; The main reason for thls deplctlon of hunger 1s
 to show that the world of the narrator is a deprlved world. ’Hunger'
connotes crav1ng and yearnlng that are more than phy81cal and thus

‘we are. not surprlsed to see the chlld-narrator longlng for»better soc1al
and 1nte11ectual env1ronments.

It has been emphasized that the theme of childhood, much more than

1ts styllstlc use, is. vhat erght exp101ts to make his social comments,‘

='and it is perhaps 1n place now to ccmpare br1efly erght's and other

ko ’



hovelists‘ ‘treatment of the childhood theme to see the different but
~effective way Wright has manipulated it in order to revolt against the

social order. Unlike Denis in Le Pauvre Christ de Bomba, or Toundi in-

Une vie de boy, the presentation of Richard in Black Boy is more straight-

forward and less ironical, but again in opposition to either of these

" two boy-narrators or to the hero of WéilesieyACole's Kossah Town Boy,
the narrator, éichard in Black Boy loses his innocence at'a‘very eafly
"age. By the time he is six, the iﬁfant is a complete drunk and well-
versed in the use'éf.invectiﬁeé. By showing a child of that age to be
so perverse in his behaviour, Wright is succintly using the childhodd
tﬁeme to comment agout the society's evils and if%’effects on,the‘yoqng.
In this world "innocence" and "child" are in no way synonymous. Inno-
cence is impossible and the4nove1ist does not sentimentalizeAchiidhoo&.
Rather, by‘alloéing his nafrator to describe the viées he is prbne to
(such as d{inkiﬁg, peeping in brothéls'and swearing), at a very early
age, he invites the feader to see the direct_effects,ofmélass eiploita;'
fibn and one of its acéompényiﬁg traité,rfacism; more gléfinély;

In fhe other novels tfeated so far, details of the narrators’ liveé

" within thelr 1mmed1ate families are generally given minimum treatment-

we scarcely know anything about Denls’ relatlves or thelr way of 11v1ng

in Le Pauvre Chrlst and although some reference-ls made to Toundi's

parents 1n Une v1e de boy, the boy s role within. the famlly is not

stressed. In Black Boy, however, the toplc of chlldhood isg malnly

deﬁonstrated by .the narrator's account of himself and his place within
his immediate famiiy}énvironment, 'Thrdugh his desériptibﬁ; we . .are made
aware that Richard is growing up in a household dominated b& fear,

L ': . '

‘povertyAand»insecurity. Before the boy's father ébsconds.he is potrtrayed

.
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as an autocrat at home, thereby adding to the already suffocating atmos-~

phere:

-

He worked as a night porter in a Beale Street drug~ -
store and he became important and forbidding to me only
when I learned that I could not make noise when he

was asleep’in the daytime.. He was the lawgiver in

our family and I never laughed,in his presence . .

He was always a stranger “to me, always some how alien
remote. :

A o (Black ﬁoX p. 17).

“The father becomes even.more remote ‘when he runs away from home to’llve
J&th another woman, but although we admonish him for hlS parental irre-
spon51b111ty, we must also regard this man as a product .of the system
KThe narrator's father acquiesces to the demands of the racist Southerners
and;one way he shows this is the abandonmentgof his family, With the
father gonebahd hhe mother‘receiving aqhere“pittance‘for a salary, before

she falls ill &nd can no longer work, it neariy follows as a natural

consequence that Richard should have had the upbrihging he had. There

are,dhowever, other.factorSVIinked-to the economic manipulation of blacks

'yhioh maﬁe the narratorﬁs childhood 1ook.quife hleak and negative.

" VWhen, at ‘the start of Black Box. Richard acc1dentally burns down
his grandmother s house, -one ‘senses from the. descrlptlgneg*Veﬁ‘bywthe
narrator that he is growlhg up in a very opore531ve atmosphere; the boy
is always restless, longlng to.- do something but all he gets (and perhaps
".understandably so) -from his mother are scoldings and threats. The room
holds nothlng of interest for h1m yet.he is forced to stay in there and
this leads h1m to divert his 1maglnat1ve powers elsewhere' accordlng
to Sldonle Ann Smlth:

Riphard déﬁfifé&lsf ﬁhe‘hormal outlets for his crea-
tive energies—-running, playing, shguting; seeks an

alternate form of self—afflrmatlon.
@)
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‘This 'seeking ¢f an alternate form of self-affirmation' unfortunately
happens to lead to the burni%k down of Richard's’grandmotherfe house,
but it should &lso beaseen as an example of how Wright uses -the child-
hood theme to bring out other themes. This house-burning episode Vhich
can be regarded as a mistake made by a child, i$ really an indicator to
xthe many scenes in élack»Boz where the narrafor's power of imagination
woéld become a source of constaot trouble for him.

What seems to be one of Wright's major concerns in this workvis the
use of literacy as an effeetive weapon for the emancipation of his
people. Throughouf Black Boy, there is a dichotomxﬁbetween illiteracy,
which breeds ignorence and.gullibility,'egd ligeracy, ehich has intelli-
gent,-if not scientific, thought es its eonsequence. Iﬁ stressing the
need for literacy as a means of liberating his peoﬁle; Wright looks at
the development of phe child's creative potential as'one way in which
this can bevdone. Richard'is thusbshown to be quite. incisive in hts
.. thoughts and actions. .

Most oharactere io Black Boy accept racial oppressioo ina 3
deﬁerministic manner: ﬁicﬁard's‘friend Griggs, suggests that Richard
fails because, unllke Grlggs hlmself Rlchard does got demonstrate’ o

i 7 e
racial 1nfer10r1ty when he is around whlte‘people. Shortv, the llft
boy, a.led accepts racial slurs e.nd physical abuse as part ova his dally ,
’ exisfence; This fataliétic attitude towaras the condirion of black
.Amerloans is most powerfully shown among members of Rlchard s” famlly.
Gr;nny, Aunt Addie and Richard's mother are portrayed as rellglous -
‘rzealots of the worst k1nd They totally lack 1mag1natlon and they '
| constantly try to impose rellglous dogma on the boy—nerrator, and thls
“is exempllfled 1n the-numberous clashes in Granny s house, but much

|



more so after Afint Addie's graduation from the Seventh Day Adventist -
, religious school in Huntsville, Algbama Aunt Addie becomes a teacn\r
in a rellglous school where Richard is forced to go, but where the boy

rightly shows "a sullen appearance." It is worth dwelling upon some
episodes in t 's\school, for the& show how Richard's intelligence, his

. § .- . N R ,
powerful imeginab%ion and his constanf desire to ‘question things make

him a misfit in the environment he grows up in.

Aunt Addie, whose'religious fanaticism has deprived her of nearly

.all contacts with the real world, and who demonstrates profound 1gno—
rance of chlld pé/chology, goes into a frenzy one day when Richard
legltlmately dedﬁes having committed the heinous crlme of throw1ng
walnuts on the fjpor of the school whlch according to Aunt Addle is

'God's holy ground,' She peremptorily and unjustifiably attempts to

whip Richard, who, while pleading his innocence, nearly knifes her B

o .

in self-defence. Because Aunt Addie is so insecure and'lacking'in'
imagination and tenderness, she nurtures a deep grudge and later on

-~ tries to get her revenge. The real problem in this encounter is not

that Aunt Addie has such a high notion of ethics that she feels Richard

should be punished for his "erimes"; it is mainly because ‘the boy

»

questlons certain ba31c but wrong assumptlons, he does not fit into the
group of chlldren in this rellglous school. Thé\narrator S<portrayal

-, of these school chlldren reflects not only his own but probably the

author s contempt for rellglon. It also stresses agaln thls call for
the development of the 1mag1nat1ve powers of chlldren.

The puplls were ‘a docile’ lot . . These boys and
girls were w111~1ess their speech flat, their
gestures vague, their personalities devold of

- anger, ‘hope, laughter, enthusiasm, passion or
despair .. . . They were wholly claimed by thelr
env1ronment and dould 1maglne no other . .

(Black-Boy  pp. 115-6)

Lk
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The author disparages religion because he regards it as a major ~

instrument that has been used to keep Afro-Americans in servitud¢, but

he never makes aﬁy direct comment on this’. Wright has ng qua abouti3/

 never taken to be a personal pronouncement because it is filtered to the
reader through the viéionAofwthe child-narrator:
' . : . A O &

* Grenny made it imperative, however, that I attend

certain all-night ritualistic prayer meetings.| She »
. was the oldest_§Eﬁpg£;9i>ﬁer church and ieﬂjgphd have .
been unseemly if the o grandchild .in her Home :
could not be brought to these important services; .
she felt that if I were completely remiss in rellg-
ious confermlty it would cast doubt upon the
. , staunchness ofdher faith, her capacity to con-—
vince and persuade, or, merely upon her ablllty to
* -apply the rod to my backside « .
During the p@351onate pra?ers jgi/éianted hymns
I would sit squirming on a ben ging to grow
"up so I ‘cdould run away .f.

»

(Bladk Boy P. 123)

The narrator s reportlng ‘of . such an 1nc1dent does help to show

erght s rejectlon of the/gﬁaggﬁ‘\but the savage ridicule Chrlstlanlty.

)

is subject to in Black Box gomes about largely as a result of erght'

thematlc handllng of his narrator s chlldhood.l Because the narrator s -
home. life has beep a recurrent subJece in the novei, events sucb as
when Granny and3her‘cfew try'te"coﬁvert' Richard are acceptediijthe
'reader as normal everyday happenlngs. JThere is no reason ;hy.the 

-'narrator would make up such storles agalnst hlS relatlves. fThié'

'conver31on episode shows Chrlstlanlty, not as a religion yhich demande

. that human’ belngs show campa551on and understandlng toward thelr fellow

human belngs, but as an oppre531ve unsympathetlc and hypocrltlpal

¢ oa

force._ Rlchard's grandmoqper lays all klnds of snares to trap the boy

“ . \
-

) ;into'éc7?piihg the hypocrltlcal rellglous bellef. the famlly, whlch

/
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had hltherto been hostlle and unk1nd<§o Rlchard, suddenly "become kind
and forgiving". Some of Rlchard's classmates who had been warned to

avoid him since he was considered a reprobate also become frlendly, and

when one of his friends fails in the conversion bid, Granny and others

delinerately concoct a story about Richard having seen an angelQ-a false-.

hood which the "sinner" obviously denies. Granny then tries eajolery

“and parental manipulation but te no avail, ané. we are/}hﬁé not surprised

‘dead to them."

5

that Granny and Aunt Addle soon change and re—adopt thelr hostlllty
towards Rlchard They refer to him as a lost cause and 1ron1cally but
31gn1flcantly tell him that "they [Granny and her crew] were dead to the

vorld and those of thel

blood who lived in that world were therefore\

1 w3

In the debcription of

. through dialogue) that Richard's vrﬁgon goes beyond the narrow, rellg—

ious world of his relatlves. Wright-is stre331ng the polnt that in the
world of the narrator, rellglon is one of the instruments that has been

used £6 sap the,intellectual 1iVes of .people. He reinforcesAthis view

. , ) | _ ‘
by meking Richard who is a child (and~iscconsidered stupid), enunciate

lthe right~ideas. The ch11d does not belleve .in a utopla after death

and, therefore, unllke hlS relatlves, he. does not accept the sllngs
and arrows which have been imposed upon them.

Mentlon has already been made of Wright's consted presentatlon

I

of 'p01nts of v1ew' in- Black Boy. It is true that we would llke to have

o € .

seen more cons:.stent shlfts in pomt of vnew, but this should not bllnd

. us to the artlstlc merlts ofcﬁlack Boy, for by the author s ingenious

,manlpulatlon of: the theme of chlldhood we are able to empathlze with )

;

" the protagonlst—narrator, and thls 13, ‘in fg%t, one of %he maJor 1links

Q.
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between Black Boy and George Lamming's In the Castle of my Skin.

George Lamming was born in 1927 in the village of Carrington,:
Barbados. After a spell of school teaching in Trinidad and creative
.wrltlng for Bim, a popular West Indlan magazine, Lammlng emigrated to

England in 1950, and in 1953 he published his first novel In the Castle

of my Skin.

Many autobiographical facts of the novelist's life have been

identified in In the Castle of my Skin as a few examples will show:

'The narrator in this novel, fike;the author; is called'George, and he
grows'up'in'e village called Creighton Village, Both novelist and
narrator eventuaily:go to England, and even an event like ‘the strike
by workers in Creighton ﬁgllage is an artistic representation of a‘strike
that actually took place in l937¥3877‘ |

 What strikes the reader in hamming's novel, however, is the way the
author (as Richard Wright did in Black Boy) uses his own ehilﬁdhood to
give‘a concrete, detailed depietion of a-people. From the startfof In

:The Castle of my Skin, the world of the child flgures qu1te prominently.

Even though the exp081tory opening pages describe the v111age, its

people and so on, the focus is malnly dn the narrator and hlS peers. One
. reason vhy Lammlng gives so much attentlon to the ch;ldren from the
outset is because it is largegy through thls theme that the other !
1mportant-subjects such as the anti-colonial and class exploltatlon
.'themes are brought out for thls reason the theme of chlldhood w111 be
bjtreated in greater detall.

Childhood is powerfully portrayed in the flrst 51x chapters of In

The Castle of my Skin, ma1n1y by the narrator's renderlng of the every-

~day agt1v1t1es of h1mself and his friends. In.this sectlon, the hopes,



i
.fears and expectations of the children are clearly documented; they see

themselves as people who should be loved and taken care of, and - for that

reason the young George is disappointed when his poor mother cannot offer

. v
him a present on his ninth birthday. When their mothers are ennoyed

with them, both George and his,pal,_Bob, acknowledge ‘the legrtimacy of
this aﬁﬁoyance and also theAlove their mothers havé for them.

" One effective method Lamming employs to impress the theme of
childhocd in the reader's midd is the creation of rsalistically convipcing
children. The innocence and naivetd of George and other children are -

‘ " carefully displayed, and are, in fact, fully dsedvto upbraid the system.
But the novelist{foes. not make.saiots out of ihese chdldren either; they

- are shown tovbe, as most real~life children are, rascallf and wily, and

this portrayal makes us belleve that we are not merely\\sallng w1th

- stock chqracters or types

At the start of In the Castlerof my Skln the narrator recounts

N

MlSS Forster s encounter with Mr. Crelghton the "Landlord" of Creighton

‘Village. Miss Forster whose house has been swept away by floods, flnally
manages to see Mr. Creighton. During theis discussionm®, the Landlord

gives Miss Forster a do%g of a gift and the woman accépts it as something
" of substance; she alsodregards Mr. éreighton's skilful; patroniiihg and

e

.exploitative enunciations as genuine manifestations of benevolence and .

o

/ . ) . ¢ . : ;
she praises the "gooq,mér" for his "good works." There is no doubt that - .

Lamming is attacking the colonial system and the attitéde of the oolooi—

alists, whose constant éssumption was that a little pittance for subsis—

~ tence, would always keep the colonlzed under control the novelist, how-

ever, refralns from soap-box rhetoric by allowlng his narrator to report
J

inc1dents [such as this one between the Landlord and Missg Forster] in a

rather chlldlsh dlslnterested manner. This unbiased kind of reportlng,

- .

\



which shows Lamming's stylistic treatment of childhood, is crystallized
in.the narrator's account of Empire Day celebrations; without subjecting
George to &ny censure, Lamming lambastes the colonial system'with
unmistakable irony when he makes the narrator speak of'the rqlationship
between Eﬁgland and Barbados (Little England),‘inlthese tefms:

On all sides the walls were crowded with people .

~ Now it was a king. But the throne was the same.
Good 0ld England Little England. They had never
parted company since they met way back in the reign
of James or was it"Charles? . . . Barbados or Little
England was the oldest and’purest of England’'s
children, and may it always be so . . .

(Castle p. 37)
These viewé, which might have sounded strange from an adultharﬁadian,
éeem quite natural and accebtableﬂfroﬁ a colonized schoolboy; and the
' réader finds no fault either in the uncritical wsy in which the narrator
recounts the condescenaing speeches made duringxthe celebrations by both
the,;egional school inspeétor and the village school headmaster. ABoth,v

BEs]

of them in a typically pompous &nd falsifying manner extol Britiéh

«

. o .
imperialism; the inspéctor speaks of the children's loyalty to the Empire

and about the job assigned_to his imperial Lords by‘God, and he ends by
flatteringly comparing the Barbadian school “performance with.thatvof
ﬁthellgds at home," meahing England. The headtgachéf also continues té

- heap praisés on the Empire qn@ gspecialiy on fhe "greép old Queen Victoria."

In all of these episodes which depict Lamming's anti-colonial position,
v R

the.eontrolled, "naive" tone of voice oftthe.harrator, prevents the work
froﬁ b§cominé a mere politiéal ffeatise"On colonialism.
B v N
Iinked’vith.thié anti-colonial theme is ghofher theme that is often
found ih'Caribbean‘ﬁritiné, i.e. the theme of the pas%.v According to ?

\;/,Arthur Kémbli, the present 1andscap§ of the West Indiés is not considered



as original home by most West Indians, since the black inhabitants who

- constitute the greater part of the West Indian population are descendants -

of slaves who were originally uprooted and transported from Africa. It
is L wonder, thefeforé,vthat the W?stzindian'wfiter is preoccupied with
his pést.8

Laﬁming does not preach a negritudihal sermon about those wonderful
gone-by times in\"nativé Africa," but through\the'médiuﬁ of the children

in In the Castle of my Skin, he makes us know that the. "Prosperos” of

\
the Caribbean had deliberately tried to blur historical reality, as this

narration about Queen Victoria, by George, again during the Empire Day

v

celebration shows:

.
Y

But the o0ld people on the wall had talked about the
Queen [Victorial] in another way. They had talked
about her as a good Queen because she freed them.
That's what they said, & little boy was repeating.
They said she made us free, you and me and him and
Yyou . . . One boy said he had asked the teacher, but. .
the teacher said he didn't know what the o0ld people
- 'were talking about. They might have been getting
dotish, = : U = } .

(Castle p. 56)

\ ———
When another 1little boy brings out the information ah 0ld woman hwd
given him about slavery, the teacher dismisses the boy with.allie, "no
one there was ever a slave ... . It was in another part of the world
that fhosé things had happened. Not'in Littlé England.” In those
scenes, Lamming gti%jzes‘theichildren's-artlessnessvto the full and
hence after naivély relat}ng the efforts that had been made tofsuppressi
or distort historical‘tru%h,,the little boy concludes "Thank God nobody '

in Barbados was ever a slave."

- -~

The mocking distance mdintained by the author is evident and it
becomes even more pronounced wvhen a young lad whose mother is obvlously

‘a Sunday School teacher, tries to ratlonallze slavery in terms of Paullne

50



dogma. According to this boy, Barbadians are still slaves and this is
so because their ancestors had joined Lucifer in rebelling against God

who had thus chased them .away from the,Gardeh of Eden. Queen Victoria
, : , v .

had hence "freed" them because she wanted them to realize the signifi-
cance of the Fmpire, and Lemming's biting sarcasm surfaces more openly

when he makes the boy conclude his spurious explanation with these wordé:

~
We are slaves. We are 5till slaves to these two.
The Empiré and the garden. And we are happy to be
slaves. It isn't the same as being a prisoner.
But it is ‘different when°you are a slave. When
you are a slave of the Empire and the garden at
the game time, you can be free to belong to both

. « . My mother who is a Sunday School teacher

has explained it well. There is nothing for us

to do, she tells me, but rejoice in our bondage.
That is what she:calls it. She doesn't say slave.
She says bondage. When the time comes we shall

be taken out of bondage by what she calls grace.
That's not a girl she is tdlking about. 1It's _
_something else. It's a sort of salvation. That's
what she says sometimes. Salvation through grace.

(Castle pp. T1-2) - A

\

The boy's use of short staccato sentences,Ahis prefefence for the high-
blown "bondage" iﬁstead of "slaveﬁ and also the way he ﬁakes'avdistinc-
tion beﬁweeﬁ Grace, a girl's name;‘ana "graée", a religious éoncept, all
help.to éhow thaﬁ those.areythOughts ¢oming ouﬁ of a Juvenile mina.’
vLamming in£r§duces comedy here,'reﬁinds us -that we are in the world of
"qhiIAfen‘and,‘at the same time, trsats a serioushpheme. He makes sure
there is always a cgrtaiﬁ disténcing frombthe poiLts of view of the
various characters iﬁcludiﬁg the narrator.and other children.

Up to this point the narfétor'sgwofld has been shown as one tn

-

" which the ills of colonmialism are exposed, but this is not all that is

in In the Céstle‘of'my Skin, In this povel, Lamming al%o‘prObes into

) . ' o . - : . ~
the class question—-a problem that was to confront former colonies, even

more glaringly, after they had been granted "indepéndence." Most post- - -
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independence "political™ novels, with a few exceptions like Ngug® Wa

Thiang'o's Petals of Blood, have often ignored the class nature of\pol-

itics and corruption and have merely been centred on political corru
and the abuse of power and privilege by individuals.9 The novelist
certainly deserves E}edit for having Highlighted the problem of class

~exploitatioﬂ in his society even at'that relatively early stage of
‘ Caribbean writing. ' s

Part of Lamming’s thesis is that the world in which the child-
narrator grows up in is not merely dominated by- colonlallst exp101ters
but also by the rising éatlonal petty bourgeoisie (not bouré\oisie; as
Tan Munro says), 10 who often collude w1th foreigners in the fleeeing ef
their fellow nationals. This view is mainly -borne out'sy,Mr.’Slime
(whose Dickensian‘name‘is symboiic of his character), the schoolteacher .
who qult the teaching profe531oa after his liaison with hls boss's wife
. was acc1dentally brought to light by one of the puplls.”

When Mr Sllme starts "the pennybank and frlendly soclety", most
of the people in Cre1ghton s v111age, except for a few cynies like old
Ma, see the1;>salvatlon 1n him. 1In the dlscu351on 014 Pa and 0ld Ma
have about the 81tuat10n in the' v1llage after the strlke, Old Ma! s
" unstinted religious conviction as well as her conservatzsm wouldn't
allow her to accept Mr. Slime as their saviour; unllke what 0ld Pa thlnks,
she does not agree that it is rlght or fair to equate Mr. Sllme and the
blbllcal Moses. 0ld Ma cannot see how Mr. Slime can save them when he\
is not God—elect but the progre351ve though confused sentlments of Old‘
| Pa make him p1n more hopes on Mr Sllme, who, by posing as a soclallst"

unlon leader, " sklllfully 1ngrat1ates hlmself into the confldence of the

N people. The workers go on strlke relylng on: Mr Sllme to negoﬂlate
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for theﬁ, but all ‘this rank ‘opportunist does is work his way into the
class of "the great" by betraying the confidence of the people. We see
this treachery in its most glaring form when, instead of giving the

strikers his most needed endorsement when- they want to attack the

Landlord and owner of the shipping cempany, Mf. Creighton Mr. Slime

adopts the cowardly posture of "compromise". When Mr. Crelghton escapes,
Lammlng s ire at tricksters 11ke Mr. Slime is voiced out by George. But
agaln, as in most of the scenes, the moral comment»and indignation do

‘not degenerate into bare pelemics because of the narrativetangle from

which they are seen.u'The[harrstor describes the scene referred to f“L’/’—i>.

follows: “x
Then all eyes [eyes of the strikers] were fixed on'
Mr. Slime. His head spun with the terror:and. con-
fusion of the scene. He didn't know what he should
do. The men looked like beasts without reason. He
wondered whether he should dare risk an order not to
fire. They watched his face for a signal as the
Landlord tottered exhausted and stupid through the .
wood . . , Mr Slime sighed as he reached the men who
looked dlsapp01nted angry and above gll obedient.
"Thank you," he said, "I'm glad you didn' t do it."
-Some of them dropped their stones and held their
heads down.

. - N S (Castle Pp. 207-8)

As should be expected the people never regaln the1r rlghts and
some of them, 1nclud1ng 014 Pa, are dlspossessed The Landlord consol—v
idates his- p051t10n and “in collaborat1on with Slime, the headmaster and
'some other ‘members of the splneless, exploltatlve petty bourge01s class
»brlng the ruln of the v111agers to 1ts final phase. What 1s remsrkable'
in this éxamlnatlon of class exp101tat10n however, is Lammlng s bril- _
liant use of p01nt of view. In the descrlptlon of Mr. Slime's timid
refusal to. support the strlkers' attack of the Landlord one senses a
__certain sympathy on the part of the narrator for Mr. Slime. This feeling

-



comes out clearly in comments*such as "His head [Slime's] spun with the -

terror and confu51on of the scene. He dldn t know what he should do.

The men- looked llke beasts without reason.” This young narrator who had .

all his’lifetime been;used to seeing the Landlord invcommand, righthlly
sees the scene of workers wanting'tO'attaek.Mr._Creighton asGa confused_ -
one and the workers as senseless creatures, but ve.know‘thaﬁ fhese ere
not the'novelistfs'viewsr;

Lamming has acknowledged his personal involvement in In the Castle

-

f my Skin when, in an 1nterv1ew he sald among other thlngs'

The relation of the artist to the drama of politics
is in fact one of the basic themes running through
everything T write . . . I find it very..difficult
to see how a writer of serious intention cannot be
organlcally related to the polltli?l movement of
that society in the w1dest sense. :

\_/)Kithough tHe writer indicates his relationship wlth the work, I feel he

v

_ gives his narrator credlblllty by effectlvely blending hlS views Vlth

’

5k

) o
. ~those of his narrator.at times and at other times maintaining an aesthe- -

[

tic’distance. The reader is always reminded that the narrator is a child

.. { . . . v-.l M .
and this is-not merely shown by isolated'"naive",or,"innocent" statements

" but by the escapades of George and his compeers. We see how George s
friends rellsh the s1ght of his nakedness at the tlme the boy s mother
is busy trylng to give him a bath _they poke so much fun at him that Bob's

dmother gets annoyed and.there is near-dlsaster when, in a‘bld'to punish ;

her son, Bob's mother falls 1nto George ] compound together w1th the

fence d1v1d1ng the two ‘compounds. ‘Miss Forster narrateS’"the botheratlon"_

@ A}
the chlldren bflng to thelr parents’ when she gives an account of how

Gordon (one of George 8 pals) had 5011ed up a whlte mah's face with fowl
,excrement and also how the pollceman who had come to’ make enqu1r1es

iafter tne incident had beenvduped'by*the chlldren.~ Boﬁ nearly 'drowns
: ; ' T o o :

1,



" when they go on a swimning and crabécatching spree,_without theirznerent's
consent. They are also nearly caught red-handed whefi they creep in to
spy on the act1v1t1es of "the great", and even in the midst of ‘severe
,flghtlng in. the. v1llage, Bob and Trumper sneak from the1r individual
homes into the c1ty to get first-hand information. . Lammlng shows good
knowledge of child psychology by. the way. he makes hls narrator descrlbe
both the pranks and prates of children and thls knowledge is often
.‘utiliZed to_bringkout other themes. ‘A perfect example can be seen in the

unmasklng of some rellglous sects.

The anonymous child who is hypnotlzed into ' confessing" and being
converted" 1nto rellglon obv1ously does so .merely as a result of the

_ner51stent wheedllng by the rellglous authorltles, and Lammlng reglsters

hlS dlsgust with such pharlsalcal gestures by pletlstlc blgots by maklng

the narrator and his allles react stubbornly agalnst this attempt to

force rellglon down peoples' throats. Unllke the converted" boy,
-‘Trumper, Boy Blue and Geonge understand what the gestures of the church

'leader and his followers mean, so the boys dec1de to have none of 1t In
'splte of the hypocr1t1¢a1 glares the boys get from _some of ‘the falthful
~at the‘religious gatherlng, George and others refuse any splrltual

change" and, 1n fact Trumper artlculates thelr whole v1ew (and very

y

”llkely that of the author as well), about rellglon and life when he hlts

out thus:

Tis what Mr. Sllme say . . .. they turn us dotish with o
all these nancy stories 'bout born agaln, an' we never
ever give ourself a chance to get up an' get. Nothln' :
- gin't goin' change here till we sort o' stop paying. ' g
" notice to that sort o' joke 'bout a old man goin' born . o
" again. It ain't only stupid but it sound kind of
nasty,.... . And he call it- tsnfoolery. "TIS what
- got us as ve is, he say. . :

Z(Castle p.*lS?)h
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This speech by Trumper is significent because it shows how the Boyfs
power of perception is developing, as-is seen in his total and Justifi-
" able relection of the eham religious doctrine being espoused by the

priest and cOngregetion here. Lamming's portrayal of Trumper from this
, S ‘ » TUHPE ‘

scene onvurds clearly shows that the novelist looks up to level-headed

youth for the redemptionof his country. Trumper goes to the United

States for a while and on his return he becomes a true mentor for the
narrator, George. . He explains to George the neture'of class exploita-
tion in either big citieevlike New York City or in a small village like'
Creighton Village. Trumpet‘also makee George realize that he, could now

see through miry Charactersjlike Mr. Slime and he expresses this very .

’

concisely when he says:

But that's life.. 'Tis. the way of the world, an' in v :
a world ¢' slimes there ain't no way out for those who ’
don't know how to be slimy.

R (Castle p. 286)
Behind Trumper's utterances we also suspect the ‘author's voice, helping

to ﬁpur venom ou the siimes of eoeiety; Trumper's explanatioﬁ{df these

basic issues\such es cless dominatiou, racism in the State;, the trene

" quilizing effect of_religion, help to open the narrator's eyes.ﬁﬁieh had..
o . N . .

hitherto been half-closed to reality, end'hence'George leaves Barbados

with a much more enlightened mind about his people, the relationship

“between claeees»and so fortu; Lammlng s final note therefore, seems to

be(that _whether 1n hls native Barbados or.abroad, the younger generatlon

(as exempllfled by Trumper and the narrator respectlvely) w111 help

- make thelr country a place worth~l1v1ng“for 1ts people.‘

Throughout thls chgpter, my Interest has been centred on Wrzght'

and Lammlng s respectlve treatments of chlldhood both as a theme and as

a techn;que, to brlng out a BOCl&l message. Howeve;, this d1scu551on



wgzi be incomplete i1f mention is not made of the fact that, by presenting

bo Rlchard and George as autoblographers, the authors of Black Box and

In ihe Castle of my Skin were emphasizing an aspect of childhood 1n black

wrltlng which is a recent phenomenon hlstorlcally ' (Even‘in'French'

. llterature, for 1nstance, it was only in the early rart of the twentieth
century that writers like Saint-John Perse, Coletté and others started
g1v1ng the creative powers of the chlld thelr due fe;pectablllty) In
.both of the novels I have con51dered in this chapter the narrator s

creatlve genlus 1s constantly stressed and.thls is’ surely one way the

two authors show the 1mportance of childhood in their works.

1
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NOTES

1 Richard Wright, Black Boy: A Record of Childhood and Youth
(New York: Harper and Row, 1966). The original text was published by
Harper and Brothers in 1945, but all my references are to the 1966 edltlon
For the sake of clarity I shall differentiate between Richard Wright,
“the author, and Richard, his narrator, by referring. to them as erght
and Rlchard respectlvely. .

2 George Lamming, In the Castle of my Skln (London: Longman
Drumbeat, 1979). My references, are to this 1979 edition which gives
the complete text of the orlglnal published in 1953 by Michael Joseph.
I shall distinguish the narrator from the author by simply referring to
. the narrator as George and the author as Lamming. The novel's title
‘will also be abbrev1ated as Castle after all lorg quotatlons.

: 3 Much blographlcal research has been done on Rlchard erght
especially in connection with Black Boz the followlng can be seen as a
representatlve sample of such blographlcal cr1t1c1sm.

Constance Webb , Richard Wright: A Blographx (New York:
G. P. Putnam s sons, 1968), Chapters I-IV. B

Blyden Jackson, "Rlchard Wright: Black Boy from America's
- Ghettos." College Language Association Journal XII L, (June, 1969)
~.pp. 287-97. o o

Russell Brlgnano Rlchard Wright:  An Introduction to ‘the Man
and his Works, (Plttsburg. University of Plttsburg Press, 1970), pp. 3—15

Alex Haley, ROOtS“ The Saga of,an American Family (New York:-'
" Dell, 1976), pp. 698-702. ' ' , : :

\ > Arna Bontemps, Great Slave Narratlves (Boston. Beacon Press;
969) p. vii. . . '
- ‘ 5
‘ Sldonle Ann Smlth "Rlchard erght s Black Boy: The Creative -
- Impulse as-Rebellion." The Southern therary Journal V i, (1972) . 123

-6

o

“Smith,'p; 127.

T Ian H. Munro, "The Theme of. Ex11e in George Lammlng s In the'
Castle of my Skln."‘ World Literature Written inYEnglish, 20, 2197
Pp. 51-2. , . S . ‘ ) s
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8 Arthur Kemoli, "The Theme of 'the past' in Caribbean therature.
World Literature Wr1tten in English, 12, (1973), pp. 30h-25.

9

In the mid and late 19603, the eprsure of’political and intél—J

© - lectual-frauds became a dominant theme in post-colonial and especially

“African literature: Achebe, in A Man of the People (London:, Heinemann,
1966), Robert Serumaga in-Return to the Shadows (London: Helnemann 1969)
and T. M. Aluko in Chief The Honourable Minister, (London: Helnemann,
1970), all treat this theme. It was, however, not until Ngugi Wa -
Thiong'o's Petals of Blood (London: Heinemann, 1977) was published that
we have a further exploration of the class question, which had been’
started in the pre-independence era by writers like Lamming and the
Senegalese, Sembene Ousmane, who had treated this issue in hlS Les Bouts
de bois de Dieu, -a novel first publlshed in 1960.

10 Munro, p. 52.

v

11 Munro; p. 55, Quotes this particular statement from an unpublished"

ﬁ1nterv1ew the novelist had given at the Unlver51ty of Texas, at Austln,
in October, 1970.

Q
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- CHAPTER IV g

¢ The Child-Narrator‘as Cynic ’ -

(el

Among post—colonlal wrlters, V S. Nalpaul (born 1932) whose
grandparents emlgrated from Indla to Trlnldad ranks among the most -

celebrated.v ThlS is obvlous not only from his- prollflc wrltlngs-—whlch

3

1nc1ude at least “eight novels, two novellas, two travelogues one book

of hlstory and scores of articles on hlstOrical, political and literary ;

P

concerns-—but also from the 1nternat10nal recognltlon he has recelved on

i .

ﬂ,_\\;ite ba51s of hlS works. He has been awarded several prlzes among whlch

are the Somerset Maugham Award (1959), the Hawthorden. Prlze (1963)

«

the prestlglous Booker Prize (1971).

>

2

In splte of these. trlbutes to hls literary merlt Nalpaul has been

4

at the centre of a great controversy'revolv1ng around the artlst——

esRe01ally-the artist from.a,developlng country——and his role'in his

, _ ' b
society. Crltlcs of Nalpaul have generally been d1v1ded 1nto two camps;

& ' -
for some of them, the, domlnant concern has been his artlstry, and for thls,

they have sung hls pralses. ’Dav1d Ormerod, for 1nstance, says that

Nalpaul "is by now recognlzed as the most talented of those West Indlan

novelists vho have appeared on the llterarw'scene srnce the pdbllcatlon

N -7
nl

in 19“9 of V. 8. ReZdTETEEE:nga\\ Another cr1t1c echoes 31m11ar =

sentiments en he suggests that Nalpaul "1s very p0381hlx\the best of

the younger imltlsh novellsts .'.’. 2 There<aré\st111 other crltlcs, i

however who, whlle acknowledglng the novellst 8- lﬁterary sk111 reprlmand
: [ » . .."
<:> h1m severely for hls shallow and even reactlonary soc1al v131on. They
o : a0t B . ; ot
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-regard'Naipaul as nothiné'but a neo-colonialist stooge who receiyes

payment and laurels from his imperialist patrons3, and this view is given

even clearer expression by Naipaulls‘fellow West Indian, George Lamming
who described Naipaul's writings in these terms:: L

"His books can't move beyond a castrated satire; and
although satire may be a useful element in fiction,
no important work comparable to Selvon's can rest on
satire alone. ' When such a writer is a colonial,
ashamed of his cultural background and str1v1ng like
‘  mad to prove hlmselfithrough ‘promotion to the peaks
'ﬁs of a supeflor culture whoSe values are gravely in
doubt, then satire, like the charge o£ phlllstlnlsm,
is for me nothing more than a refuge. "

Two questlons which need further probing erge from these riEVs: Is

Naipaul an artist whose consumate skill and ‘artistic preoccupation have

_ won him due praise but at the same time haffled sond critics,.or'is this

‘novelist's representation of reality a carefully distorted one which .

brlngs adm1rat1on for h1m from quarters whlch value such descrlptlons?

T will attempt to answer these questions by u81ng Mlguel Streets

;the flrst novel to be wrltten though the thlrd to be publlshed by

»

Na1paul. The maJor reason thlS novel has been chosen is that among

Nalpaul's works, Mlguel Street glves the most exten51ve treatment of the

theme of ChlldhOOd.g One also notices that though the settlng of the

'Trlnldadlan people.s._ This is a v1ew thatgbecomes untena.ble i the pomt

e

t.
novel 1s'restr1cteduto only one area of Trlnldad society, ile. a slim

areaoin Port'of"Spqén, the eanital of Trinidad, there‘is 2 whole pdra-

‘phernalla of characters and 1nc1dents reflectlng he everyday 11fe of

people, and thus through a chlld's eyes we. gee almost an entlre soclety.'

Another reason whw Mlggel Street is especlally approprlate for th;s“

¥

_the81s is that 1t is oft%n used by some cr1t1cs (especlally defenders of

kNalpaul), to Justify the author 8 demonstratlon of sympathy,towards the

* - . B c o
: .
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of view' in this novel is analyzed.

Miguel Stréét is indeed the story of a young boy's growing up into

“ ,
'

manhood, for by the end of the story the eight-year old narrator is now

eighteen and is.on his way to Britain for further studieé; In this
- series ofﬁsketcheé wh{ch makg up the‘book, the boy-narrator gives a con-
cise description ofichgfactefs‘and events and theif effects on his life
Lduring his ten-year stay in Port of Spain. |

In order to brlng out the childhood theme, Na1pau1 attrlbutes certain
. ’ . )
"~ naive or "innocent" patterns of behaviour to the narrator and his peers

which the reader. readily recognizes as characteristic of children. The

T

superb use of ‘the narrator's naiveté is shown from the outset when he
L * : ;

comments, "Being a child, I never wondered how Bogart [an adult character]: -
_came by any money. I assumed'thaf grown-ups had money as a matter of

course." It is this native candour that is shoﬁn again in the narrator's
. . “ 2 . '
outrightv"buSh" behaviour on board the bus in Port of Spain, the first

\

»time the narrator and his mother move irnto the city from the small town,

Chagnanas: 4 :
It was the first time I had travelled in a city bus.
I'said to my mother, "Ma, look, they forget to ring
B the bell here."
. My mother said, "If you ring the bell you damn well
. going to get off and walk home by yourself, you hear."
- And then a little later I said, "Ma, look, the sea."
»People 1n the bus began to laugh. ) “ -

(M p. 71)

‘a,

Such childlike naiveté is reflecteﬁ again jnmthe boy's admiration of

~
-

local "heroes" like Eddoes, the skilled "aristocrat™ of a cart driver,

vMan-man,;the neurotic, an@‘also in discussibns such.as thié between the

narrator and-other boys‘of Miguel Street:

o

Errol, Boyee and myself sat on the pavement
dlscusslng ‘the war.‘ Errol said, "If they Just make

~ ~



Lord Anthony Eden Prime Mlnlster, we go beat up the
Germans and them bad bad. :
Boyee said, "What Lord Eden go do so?
Errol just haaed in a knowing way. 4
I said, "Yes, I always think that if they make Lord
Anthony ‘Eden Prime Minister, the war go and qulck

: qulck.
Boyee said, "You people just don't know the Germans.
The Germans strong like hell, you know. A boy was
telllng me that these Germans and them could eat a
nail with their teeth alone.

(M8 pp. 58-9)

. This passage clearly shows Naipaul's brilliant manner of detaching him-

self from his characters when he wants to, for as ve see,‘the views
expressed here are effusions of infantile minds ‘and do not reflect the

opinions of the author. It also shows how the author succeeds in using

T

vernacular realism and not Just "quaint language" for its own sake , the
quality of language used by the children coincides with the level of

sophistication of the ideas they express about the war. Childhood is

A3
further emphaslzed by descrlptlons of boylsh capers such as playlng

rd

-

@md the- Amerlcan soldier. - ) o ©

o
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vcrlcket on the pavement and the gum-begglng 1nc1deht between the narrator

» Now, whereas Nalpaul, like Beti;;Oyono, Wfight, or Lemming, deserves

‘a beta plus for his presentation of childhood and his unhquestionable

A

'mastery of language, he, unlike these authors, certainly’merits a bets

double'minus-for'his negative social comment Mlguel Street 1ndlsputably

~ \

- portrays the comlng of’ age of a young boy but thls is not all there is

:to the story It can be seen as the methodlcal degradat1on of a people ;

. by one of the1r fellqp compatrlots who happens to -be a wrlter. For us

”~

- to get the reasons for such a harsh v1ew of Nalpaul clearer, we have to

-

'K\i:ok at. so%g/opinlons expressed about thls novellst by an authorlty on '

m, R. D Hamner, as well as by Nalpaul himself. Acoordlng to Hamner:

N .
~ .
. e . ¢
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~ Naipual is the kind of artist whose personal outlook
and experience merge distinectly,with everythlng he writes,
whether fiction or non-fiction,
‘Hamner also maintainsvthat "Naipaul's penchant for involvement, for
'relating literature to life' can hardly be‘overemphasized.ﬁ9 If, as

Hamner claims, Naipual has am inclination towards using literature as a

mirror of life, then what are Naipaul's views of Trinidad (the setting

of Miguethtreet) in real life? The answer to this is found partiy in

a response he.gave to anquestion_ahout how environment had changed his

imagination:
o \
Coming from a place 11ke Trlnldad which I always
-felt existed on the edge of the world, far - auay from~
everything else, not. only physically but also in
terms of culture, T felt_that I had to trx very h&rd
to rejoin the old world, "

[my emphas1s]

’ ' RN ‘ '
Indeed Nalpaul uses his chlld-narrator and the’ theme of chlldhood

to re-create tQis dlstorted view of Trlnldad whlch he confesses he has.

The narrator, who ‘can be seen as a symbol of boundless ego, seems to
. [ - . '
represent Naipaul himself, especially from the manner he regards the

i

- other chgracters; for him these‘characters'(male and female,'children'ash

well as adults) ere mere incompetents. In this society that is presented :

to us, 'all of the people fall in an 1nverse proportlon to the narrator s

success/ These people are often either made to appear as. buffoons from
3

the out

-stat1o higher than the one they were born into, they only end in woeful

'“fail - Bogart the tallor, snd Popo, the carpenter have two rain

1n common v1th most of the other adult characters presented in the

R}

they do not know the trades they are supposed to be practlslng

and they ere great eccentrlcs. In the narrator 8 .words:
Bogart‘. , .Abought.avSewing machine gnd some blue

&

et or, if they do genulnely aspire towards and try to achleve a

6k
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and white and brown chalks. But I never could
imagine him ccompeting with anyone; and I cannot
remember him making a suit. He was a little like
Popo, the carpenter nextgdoor, who never made a
stick of furniture, and was always planning and
chiselling and maklng what I think he called
mortises.

(M§_p. 10)
Just as Bogart and Popo fail to be productive so do the other
characters' George is shown to be a stupid ruffian who brutalizes his
|4

' b
famlly and who only "succeeds in bullylng his son Elias into & sullen

doclle lad, and his daughter Dolly into an obtuse, giggling glrl. In

" ‘Miguel Street, the best the most ambitious child can hope for is to

become either a scavenging cart driver (ironically labelled "aristocrat"

»

: ﬁ? Naipaul) or a sanitary inspector.' No woﬁher, therefore, that in
o spife of Elias'ideep devotion to his school work and his embition, he
is never able to make &, 8econd grade in the Senior Cambridge school

certlflcate examlnatlons—-a grade whlch would enable h1m to pursue

|

A :
hlgher studles and become a doctor._ After numerous attempts, w1thout '

success, of course, to pass this examlnatlon, Elias resorts to the less’

sophlstlcated and apparently less dlfflcult sanltary 1nspector examlna-

tlons, but here agaln after five ludicrous attempts, whlch 1nclude some °

~ . kN t ~

- in_Guyana and;Barbados, he still fails and he thus has to abandon the

-

. L ) . ) ' . - - ‘v. ) ‘. - -
. idea of ever Pprogressing through success in examinations. It is signi-

ficant that Naipeﬁi captiohs‘phe‘chaﬁtere,io which this episode ie
.related as‘"His;Chosen Calling."f By exeggerating Elias’k"stupidity? to
the point thet.he does; ﬂaipaulvis'iﬁplicitiy criticising this young boy
for attempting‘to choose a calling: vhlch would mean rlslng above a nearly
..genetlcally determined status.‘ According to Nalpaul the chosen’calllng

f ‘of every boy in M1guel Street, w1th the exceptlon of the narrator, was

,to be a cart drlver or 1ess. How can Elias then presumptuously asp1re
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to become a doctor? There is the‘strong suggestion here that Naipaul is

‘giving full endorsement to the rigid class stratificatiOn that novelists

v

like chkens had deplored about a century before. He seems to be sug-

gesting thdt those born in slums should never even abplre to get out of
the ghettoes.

Apologists. for Naipaul have, naturally, been quick to suggest that

this novelist has been misunderstood. One reviewer of Naipaul's Vorke .

»claime‘that'"the wit, irony, and sophi$tication;of his early worke [which )

include Miguel Street, of course] , were mistaken for irresponsible satire.

As Naiﬁaul has said you don't need to satirize some aspects of the West

Iddi&n\Sbenﬁ,‘end‘he.haS'to understate the farcicai'elements rather than

nll

exaggerate them. Taklng off from this initial premlse about the

. peculiarly inherent, 'farc1cal" characterlstlcs of Trlnldadlan life,
» ‘ -

David Ormerod continues by afflrmlng that:

Lo . Nalpaul has consclously 1nvoked‘comedy in order
to say something deeply and seriously felt about a
social predicament. Naipaul himself has told us, in
- characterlstlcally cgutious fashion, that his works
aim at social comment and criticism. He does not
seek .to produce documentary propaganda but neverthe-
less sees the act of literary creation as being deeply
1nvolvei2w1th the desire of a qu331 sociological - A
nature. . v ’

Whot,kind of social comment does Naipaul make and who are his

objects of~critici§§?. If the presentation of avwhole stream of helpless,

' ordinary‘péople as imbeciles can be regarded as a social comment, then

: Miguel Street can be regarded as‘a.raluable social document, but no}

valuable to the people it wrongfully portrays. What we actually get in

ithls novel is an excellent use of carlcature for the Purpose of satis-

-

| «fylng a partlcular class of people the oppre581ve rullng class,_the

class that awards the 11terary prlzes Nalpaul so frequently recelves.'

4
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Characters in Miguel Street become poor caricatures of their real-

_life and fictitious counterparts: Hat and Bogart are shown to be very

cheap imitatibns of the film stars they represent; after the normal
displey of antlcs Man-man adopts a religious pose and becomes a

Trinidadian "Jesus Christ! with the sole difference that he cannot bear

the crucifixion, hence, Christ's "Eli Eli Lama Sebachtani® becomes "Look,
get me dovn from this thing quick. Let me down quick, and I go settle

with that son of a bitch who pelt‘a stone at me." Black Wordsworth

\

resembles his romantic counterpart in some ways: he loves nature and

z

_succumbs to its 1nfluence “but he turns out to be a poetaster whose -
greatest poem is made. up of a -single and rather meaningless llne, "the
past 1s(deep,' which he spends g whole month writing. Bhacku "the
mechanicai.génius" shoss his uncommon knoﬁledge of automobile engineering

b& tearing down the'parts of every vehicle he buys, at times beyond
repairs., HlS mania for fldgetlng with the parts of his vehlcles is only
matched by ‘his capacity for maklng wrong d601810n8.' For 1nstance when

on hlS w1fe 8 adV1ce he buys a lorry, Bhacku does not only ruin the

lorry s starter for good but he crashes into the concrete fence, and as ’

we should by now suspect the lorry. ylelds no- proflt because lorries are

by
-

practlcally useless by the t1me he buys hls. WhenlBhacku sells thev'
lorry and- purchases a tax1 cab 1nstead, it- 1s the exact opp081te result

he gets' lorrles now start maklng enormous proflts whereas taxls become{

redundant : Parallel to Bhacku's fallure is his w1fe 8 mlsJudgement she |

N mlstakenly adv1ses her busband to go into the transport bu81ness whlch

y1elds no galns, and when she attempts belng a trader of hens and frults.

consecutlvely, the result 1s foreseen, she falls. ‘ f] S Y

”: One would have thought that for a wrrter who purports to be maklng .

.
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a social comment in his work, Naipaul would show some sympathy towards
) X : . 7 ] , ’
these people or at least try to analyze the causes of their  failure in

society. He does aeither of tﬁese, but rather uses'his narrator as a
mouthpiece tc deride fhe Trinidadians who are’shoﬁr here to be notaiag
but cretins. lﬁig Fbotvdoes not.liﬁit hia circus-like beha?iour:to cal-
ling the aarrator’nick—names or throwing. stones unwarrantediy at‘the..
ﬁadie Trinidad Buildiné; he makes a complete mess of himeelf when he is
employed as a bus driver, and demonstrates tremendouseuncrustworthiness
when he becomes a postman. When finally Big foot goes into boxing he is

o

easily humiliated by'the English boxer who only turns out to be an

- imposter. Morgan "the pyrotechn1c1st",.1s shown to be a 'big jester who
opens both himself and his family to molestation and r1d1cule as is seen
-71n the mock-court scene,'1n'vh1Ch'hejpreeldesaas“Yﬁﬁgge"aaﬂd;mamberscef
his famiiy'play‘the grotesque role of "accused" Hevsoop aisappears

1

_ with the dangerous flreworks whlch are his great 'invention."
» ,

" What mlght have been regarded as a redeemlng feature of’Nalpaul'

attltude towards the Trinidadian people is his demonstratlon of fellow-.

feellng among the characters of Mlguel Street. Hat Tltus Hoyt, B.
'Wbrdsworth and Laura are among the characters who not only show conv1v--i/
’ 1a11ty”amopg thegselves as adults but also friendehip:tovards therchild- '
ren in the qovel.‘ The boy~narrator commeats.on Laara's affaﬁleness-ana '”
.generceityAtcwards:him and others'ic a very positive vey: .
: >I\donft‘think a woman likerfzhra could. have ever had
too many children. She loved all her chlldren, though _7

_ " you wouldn't have believed it from the language sne
e ‘used when she spage to them.

(Ms. p’. '85) -

-

_More comments 11ke these from the- narrator would have shown that the 'f‘,

S
. 'y .

«'author has a sympathetic attltude towards the people and that he dlstances
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: the worst street rough 11ke Nathanlel to have children with her, and

'r follow1ng the. pattern Naipaul has set for hls characters, it is no sur-.

69

»

himself from his narrator who regards all of the%%Qher characters as

children, incompetents and beasts. Unfortunately, this not so; Naipaul,

-

who has immense command of stylistic devices such as irony‘does nothing

to dissociate his views from those of his narrator, at least for the

greater. part of Miguel.Street :

Although Laura is shown to be warm and kind towards other people,

a

what is stressed in her case is her propensity towards having children

for different irresponsible louts who pose as fa@hersf The novelist

could,bthrough double irony or through the use of a multiple points of

_ view, have directed criticism at Laura.for-her éullibility, and certainly

1] e

at these men who.exploit rather helpless women,in society. He could
also have even examined the_larger social forces_which lead to such
<p—

exploitation, but what do we get instead? Laura; as is seen by the .

narrator, is a sex-manlac whose indiscriminate passion encourages even

X |
'prlse that Laura s eldest daughter ends up comm1tt1ng su1c1de after

g1v1ng blrth to an unwanted baby. Accordlng to Nalpaulﬁs formula, there

was no‘way Lorna could succeed, given the kind ofAfamily background she

'comea from.

The more the narrator contlnues to unfold events or 1ntroduce - !

'characters 1n Mlguel Street the more var1ed and dlsgustlng the dlsplay

. of 1d10cy becomeS"Bolo havxng falled to advance hlmself by other means,
7g'tr1ed to’dg so through chance. Inltlally, thls character spends up w0 a
‘.staggerlng $300 (three hundred dollars) buylng newspapers wlth the hope e

-that he mlght win the spot the ball" prlze, and of course, he never\

":'vans.~ His next venture is estate investment' he tr1es to put hls money

.
A
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into an inexpensive house-buying project and this time he is duped by

~the crook who had advertised sbout the scheme in the papers. Bolots

"stupidity" is such that h? is duped yet another ‘time when a boat captain
dumps him off somewhere in Trinidad after assuring him that thf place is

Venezuela, where Bolo had paid to go. He comes back to Miguel Street

~and he finally settles down to buylng sweepstake tlckets secretly and on
f .

’

*

the one occa81on when Bolo wlns, he is driven by 1mbec111ty to tear up

the winning tlcket
- 'The other characters are not shown to be any better; they’are
thlck-skulled or snobbish, and Hat's brother, Edward, serves as the

epltome of thls snobbery. When it is suggested to him that he partici-

pates in a local talent pgkade Edward replied "Don't make me 1a§gh

* What sort of talent they think Trlnldad have?" (Empha31s is mine) On

another occ351on when‘Hat asks Edward to compete in a 51ng1ng program,

Y

fEdward derlslvely asks, "Singlng for who, Trlnldad People?"--a rhetor-

ical questlon which shows this character's low opinion of his People.

My emphasls has contlnually been on the way the characters appear

in Mlguel Street because that is the vay they are seen by the Chlld—

RN

narrator._ As has been prev1ously 1nd1cated the narrator sees these

) adult characters in M;guel Stf%!t as nothlng but dolts and chlldren, and

what 1s 31gn1f1cant here is the fund of sympathy or even 1dent1ty that

exlsts between the creator ahd hls narrator. Na1pau1 unllke Betx, for

] from hls own ThlB not to suggest that Nalpaul 1s unaware of the uses e

example does nothlng to dlfferentlate his narrator 8. p01nt of v1ew

)

of 1rony and other dev1ces- hlB use of 1rony, whlch can. . be plquant as @f/*

.

. when he uses 1t agalnst Mr Chlttaranjan, the 1awyer, is hardly used to -

/

show support for the people.' : : L N o
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Even in articles by critics who are otherwise favourably disposed

toward V. S. Nalpaul, some glarlng defects of Miguel Street have been

pu

pointed out: R. H. Lee speaks of the overpopulathn of 'eccentric char-

acters in the novel, 14 and Gordon-Rohlehr gsees Naipaul at times as "the

1rrespon81ble ironist, subtle, but lacking in a sen31t1ve partlclpatlon

w5

in the life he anatomizes; Such comments are partly true, but they-

are basically under-statemejts which stem from a failure to look atttheﬂ

novel from a class perspectilve. Naipaul is'writing for the petty bour-

geois class he represents, nd, in & typlcally arrogant menner, he. por-t

trays ordinary working c)ass people as children who are devoid of 1ntel—
ligence and good gsense. He exploits the naive point of view of a ehild

to call the Trlnldadlans names and 1t is meeted out with tremendous comic

gusto. Occa51onally, he condescends\to give ‘the characters some human
s
qualltles as tenderness, but by and large the world Nalpaul through his

narrator-spokesman, presents to us is full of 1nan1ty, brutallty, complete

gloom and hopelessness- and for a chlld to look upon adults as chlldren

;:18 the ultimate insult and distortion.’ ‘ ,' . -
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‘ CONCLUSION ' “ ]

. ‘When human actions are formed to make an art work
the form that ig made can never ‘be divorced frem the
human beings, 1nc1ud1ng the moral JudgeTents, that
.are 1mp11c1t whenever human’ belngs act,

Looklng at each of the novels that have 5een studied id detall for

“ this thesis, one reallzes that each author has p01nted out ‘the 1nferlor

Vstatus that is accorded to chlldren 1n hls sbc1ety._ As was previously

~

1nd1cated Toundi in Oyono s Une v1e de. boy suggests that the colonlal—v'

"1sts regarded the 1ndlgenous Cameroonlans as chlldren a condescendlng

statement whlch has connotatlons of '1nnocence ’and 1gnorance. ThlS~

»

oplnlon is echoed by Rlchard in Black Boy, when he recalls 'hqarlng that
. o T

white people looked upon Negroes as a varlety of children . ., !

.z

George s mother, 1n In- the Castle of my Skln never stops remlndlng th

boy—narrator that he is only a boy and should not start actlng as a man,u

. \
and ‘in Nalpaul's Mlguel Strebt the narrator speclflcally attrlbute his

. ignorahce about the way peqple get money, to Ris belng a chlrd
‘ It\}s easy to dev1ne the probable reasons why these novellsts wouldc‘

have pref rred chlldren (con31dered as second-rate belngs in. thelr R

AN

SOClEtlE$§, as: narrators, espgc1ally when one examines the other maJor
S L ‘ ——

a

{<themes treated ln these novels. In Le Pauvre Chrlst de Bomba Une vie

:de boy, Black Boy, and In the Castle of my . Sklp, the maJor problems

haudled by the authors 1nclude stormy subjects such as race relatlons,_}

and the unéigkcal roles of the. state ‘and the church Consclous of the

-

":dangerous nature.of such themes the noveilsts probably declded to use
:5chlldr@n as narrators 1n thelr works for two prlnclple reasons.;

B
Vo oL e I B

e

e . . . . a
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A}

f:  well as m;nlmlses the chances'd% eny long;winded,authorial commentary—-

‘ the 1nhumane effects of such experlences become even more o when we

) : e

First, vhen the eriticism of.certein institmtions and individuals is' .

¢

‘ levelled (es,in:thése‘novels), By a child, some adult members of the

3

" sgeciety (including those in the ruling class), may be blind to such ..

criticism since, in their opinion, it is emitted by a child—-an inexpe-~

rlenced and less” 1ntelllgent belng 1n an adult—orlented soc1ety. Such

:'a technlque also énhances the 12}ggiional effacement of the author, as

”

_\nnqnestioneble virtues in‘twentie%h century ﬁrose. Second by allowlng

the;r respectlve narrators to dramatize the varred expen%ences they go

!

through the novellsts-constantly 1nduce the reader s sympathy because
reallze that they affect the lives of ch11dren.
' j "In'the case‘oﬁ V. S. Na1paul' one can say that he, like the other

novellsts, is aware of the full potentlalltles of the theme o? ch11dhood
Q

but he develops 1t(1n 8 dlfferent way. Nalpaul uses ¢h11dhood 1nnocence"

-: as a decoy, 1n M;ﬁuel SbrEet to glve artistic artlculatlon to’ the con- ‘

tempt he has fo; hle ellow’ Trlnldadlans. As Vlth the Betl and others’,

he couches hls pefsonv statements by maklng them emanate from the con-

sc1ousness of’hls chll'

v

{ nA maJor concluslon I hame thus drawn from thls stuqy 1s that the-

-narrator‘

thupatlc dev1ce of‘chlldhood.is an extremely viable means by vhlch the,'“

k .
world oﬂ‘the page can be llnked u1th that of the real vorld. Such -an

o

. "72assertlon&may perhaps lead«to the age-old questlon of ﬁact and f1ct1an— e

?uLoThe literary historxans mistak;qg books fbr 11fe, .
- cohstruct-a fictional piature of childhood, ‘as though

,QJ_:century.Anerican hame py g&ading §g§[er.

_ L IRt S

" one could know what.really hhppeﬂed in the néneteenth ' :5:'
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‘Mlthough it is true that no'reader»mey xnow all that happened in
any historical period oy simply reading works of fi?yion written in that -
perlod, it must be stressed that, contrary to what Dbmause 1mp11es, the
fictional world created Ly authors can, and in fact does qoften g1ve
indications about real life sitﬁations.’ Writers like Dickens ~and Mark
Twain d1d not aim at emplrlcal truths (as authors of sc1ent1f1c texts
bdo), out there 13 no doubt that one’ gets a better understandlng of

soc1et1es deplcted by tkese two authors if one understands events and

peoplelfromithe points of view of both the young Pip in Great Expectations

and Huck in Huckleberry Finn. This is not to euggest that Demgdse's

‘

~ assertion is entirely wrnpg,fforiit:hiﬁs:attthefcbre;of‘aﬁprobleﬁ
encountered .during this inyestigation.
It has been difficult‘to'prove whether‘thedboy—narratofs in the

. novels examined are Just'pert'of the whole gamﬁt of stock.characters

‘such as the naire;foreiéner in-Montesquieufs Les Lettres persannes, or®
the prostitute (for éxamp}é,fthose ih'Zola’s Nana or Cyprian¥Ekﬁeﬁsi's-

d Jagua Nana (1961)), found in all literatures, or ﬁhetﬁer»these»children
_are real representations of children as they are ithheir reSPective

societies:. For thls ‘reason, I cannot make a deflnltlve declaratlon about

ver1sim111tude in these works but from work on- this thesis one certalnly
. Sk

tlces other areas that can be explored SlnCe it 18 stlll 1mp0381b1e
AN

_voto determlne whether chlldren are Just styllzed 11terary creatlons or

f”trne portralts of children in black socletles, 1t w111 be necessary tO

",f‘look at the anthropolog1cal ,soclologlcal and psychologlcal aspects of ;

’children in these socletles, and see how they match Hlth their llterary

’d-lccounterparts- Thls, however, cannot all be done for a Master gf Arts -

(S
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1 Wayne C. Booth, op cit.p. '307

) Lloyd Demause, The History of Ch11dhood
“Press, 197&), P.
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