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ABSTRACT

This thesis, "A Thematic Study of Peter 
Abrahams’ Hovels", consits of the Introduction, 
Chapter One, Chapter Two, Chapter Three and the 
Conclusion.

The Introduction deals with who Abrahams
is, and what influenced his writings. An assessment 
of the criticism already done on his whrks is made 
so as to justify the need for the study of Peter 
Abrahams. In this section, we define what method
of analysis we are going to use in approaching 
Peter Abrahams’ works.

Chapter One examines the way Abrahams 
views apartheid in '.Vild Conouest and Kine Boy. In
it, we chow that Peter Abrahams does not see apart
heid as having its basis in the economic system in 
South Africa. He 3ees it only in terms of racial 
differences. His correct belief is that racism 
stands in the way of human relationships. This 
leads to the false conclusion that its removal auto
matically leads to equality among the different 
racial groups.

Abrahams disregards the feet that racism 
is used by capitalism a3 a justification for exploit
ing the black section of the South African society. 
Therefore, racial integration as suggested by Abrahams 
cannot be a solution if the economic system does not 
change.
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Chapter Two deal3 with the ways Abrahams 
depicts an attempt to fight against colonialism in
A Wreath For IJdomo and A Night of Their Own. Abrahams 
makes the mistake of seeing it as a fight of a few 
black people against colonialism. He ignores tho 
majority of the people’s participation in this 
struggle.

By virtue of their cla33 position, the 
interests of the middle class are inimical to those 
of the majority ,of the peoole. Since they are 
inculcated with this elitist mentality, the type 
of independence These Udoraos fight for does not 
necessarily improve the condition of the majority 
of the people.

Chapter Three deals with Abrahams' depiction 
of an atterr.ot to change the power structure in an 
independent black country that suffers foreign domina
tion in This Island Now. In his attempt to create 
a plausible power structure that caters for the 
majority of the people, Abrahams does not see the 
capitalism he advocated for the Island as inherently 
exploitative; therefore, in prescribing it as a 
solution to the Island's problems, he ends up contra
dicting himself.

In the Conclusion, we give a summary of 
liow Abrahams consistently fails to suggest positive 
solutions to the problems of imperialism because of 
his inability to see hi3 own and his characters' class
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positions, and what these stand for. He also 
ignores the majority of the people who have the 
potential for positive innovations.

In this section, we look into the achieve
ments and failures of Abrahams in handling the issues 
he deals with in his works. A'e also suggest areas 
of further work on Abrahams.

.../I



INTRODUCTION

Peter Abrahams is a black South African 
writer, whose writing career started in the early 
forties. According to his autobiography, Tell Free
dom,^ his creative bent waa sparked off by English 
writers like Shakespeare and Keats, whose works he 
came in contact while attending the Mission School, 
Grace Dieu.

These writers inspired him to write poem3 
that he circulated among his class-mates. Such poems 
were very similar to the English poetry they learned 
at School.

Abrahams’ early collection of poems which 
was entitled A Black Man Speaks of Freedom (1940) 
was the first work by Abrahams to be published. 
Commenting on the poems in thi3 volume, Kolawole 
Ogungbeaan says, "the poems are unpolished although 
they never lack energy" . Ho proceeds to say that 
there was one particular poem that reflected Abrahams 
yearning to overcome the daily frustrations of the 
life of a black man in South Africa.

Since there is no way of making a personal 
assessment of this book because it is out of print, 
it is difficult to establish what could have made

■'"Peter Abrahams, 'fell Freed on (London: Faber 
and Faber, 1954).
Kolawole Cgungbesan, The Writing of Petor  ̂
Abrahams (London: Hodlfer anu Haugbton, -l'579)
pp. 1-2
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Abrahams such a progressive writer at this stage. His 
bbok of short stories, Perk Testament .̂ appeared in 
1942. This means that Abrahams started writing in the ear] 
forties, during his self exile in Britain, where he 
got involved with the Communist party, but their 
insistence on censoring his first books made Abrahams 
feel that marxism was just as inhibiting as the South 
African censorship regulations. As a result he broke 
away from the Communist party. Due to hi3 petty 
bourgeois class position, Abrahams viewed Communism 
as negative, perhaps thi3 is the reason why he never 
suggests Communism a3 an alternative to capitalism in 
his works.

Peter Abrahams started writing at a time 
when writers like Alan Paton, Nadine Gordimer, Doris 
Lessing and later, Ezekiel Mphahlele were writing.
This period is characterised by 'hhe liberal traditions 
in thought, literary sensibility and politics contained 
from the onset a fusion of social, political and 
racial egalitarianism.

At this time, South African writers, especial
ly black writers were beginning to V7i'i+,e about them
selves and matters concerning the pi'ecent situation.

This writing addressed itself to: arousing 
white consciousness to black misery. Alan Paton ' 3 

Cr.v the Beloved Country (1948), for instance emphasizes

^Peter Abrahams' Dork Test-:/lent (London : George 
Allen and Unwin Ltd., i94a)

^Christopher Heywood, Aspects of South African 
Literature (London: Hel!mann7-r5,Z*dy*~pl i'x

/3
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the need for a religious solution to the problems of 
apartheid, so as to touch the consciences of the whites.

Liberalism is a middle class ideology that 
served a3 an ideal political attitude for the rising 
middle class of capitalist societies. Liberalism 
does not accommodate the working class movements and 
parties a3 instruments of change. The class that 
holds thi3 ideology is only progressive when its 
desire to become the big bourgeoisie i3 threatened 
by the international comprador bourgeoisie. Liberalism 
does not believe in class struggles.

Liberalism lacks a convincing view of the 
structure of the society as a whole. It disregards 
the whole question of class because claos identifica
tion contradicts the egeditarian or the principle of 
equality of mankind, which is characteristic of the 
period.

Since liberalism disregards class considera
tions, change is not seen through a revolution, but 
through individual actions and co-operation in attempt-*" 
ing to change the situation despite their class position 
This is faulty because it is one’s cla33 position that 
shapes one’s attitude towards positive social change. 
Those who own property cannot support a workers’ 
revolution because it is a threat to their ownership. 
They therefore work hard to maintain their position 
by suppressing the revolution. Liberalism ignores the 
fact that genuine freedom is attained when the control 
of the means of production by tne working class becomes 
a reality.

Another yardstick that Abrahams uses in 
assessing imperialism and colonialism i3 nationalism.

.../4

- 3 -



In this case, the fight against colonialism begins 
by the African people patting up a fight against certain 
unjust practices like forced labour and inadequate 
salaries. At this stage the colonial subjects begin 
to identify and fight against the coloniser. Eventual
ly this fight takes on a more nationalistic turn and 
the demands made on the colonial power are of
nation-hood. Up to thi3 stage nationalism is positive 
because it seeks to liberate the nation from colonial 
powers. The national bourgeoisie that takes over 
from the colonial powers, besides being a minority, 
i3 far removed from the majority of the people. So 
at this stage nationalism becomes negative as a libera
tion tool because it only end3 at mobilising the people 
"instead of being the all embracing crystalisatior. 
of the inmost hopes of the whole people"^

The national bourgeoisie that takes over 
from the colonial power has no economic power; hence 
it has to roly entirely on the former colonial power 
for economic assistance. This class is not engaged 
in production of any kind, sc it only serves as the 
western bourgeois business agent3. The country still 
provides raw materials or unfinished goods that return 
to the country as finished products and are 3old at 
very high prices. The economy of the country in never 
put on a new footing after independence.^

The opportunism of the national elite and 
their using of workers as objects become manifest.
The system of greed set by the former colonial masters

- 4 -

5Frantz Faroe, The ..’retched of the Earth 
(Harmond3*orth Penguin liooksT”T^oT} P- 119
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makes it impossible for the national bourgeoisie to 
behave differently, and to ally themselves with the 
people by using +/\.e intellectual and technical 
experience . acquired while going through colonial 
Universities. Instead, they exploit their countries 
by investing the money they make out of their people 
outoide the country, and by indulging in unnecessary 
luxuries like big cars and houses. As a weapon against 
economic competition, the working class i3 cal" ed 
upon to renounce foreign businesses, so nationalism 
becomes mere racism.

Abrahams writing within such aframework was 
bound to be caught up in the pitfalls of liberalism 
and nationalism. His insistence on integration i3 
a manifestation of his liberal outlook.

Looking at the critical works that have 
been done on Abrahams' novels , we^found that Michael 
Wade does not point out Abrahams' failure to see 
the South African history from the point of view of 
the blacks in Wild Conquest. He only mentions this 
in passing and does not explain how Abrahams doe3

- 5 -
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Wild Conquest (Hew York:
Harper 19t>0) ♦
Mine :doy (London: Dorothy Crisp 
and Cc., 1945).
A Wreath for Udono (London: Faber 
and Faner,' l'9?o).
A Night of thnir Own (London: 
Faber and Faber, 19t>5).
This Island No.v (London: Faber 
ana Faoer, I'^ao).

All references shall be to these editions.
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this, he gives no examples of what he means.

According to Georg Lukacs, "perspective ... 
plays a decisive role as a selective principle in

7literature" . So Wade should have sean that by 
viewing history from the standpoint of the imperialists, 
Abrahams clearly comes out a3 pro-imperialist, he sets 
out to apologise on behalf of the whites and sympathises 
with them. In other words, from the onset he takes a
stand. He condones imperialism.

%

Wade clearly articulates some of Abrahams' 
world views, such as seeing the coming of the whites 
as a beginning of a new day. Thi3 is negative because 
it implies that Africa wa3 all darkness before the 
coming of the whites, so their coming brought light.
As far as I am concerned, it was a new day for the 
imperialists because they were going to be masters of 
a continent. Wade does not criticise this, he confixias 
it, which means he also shares a similar view.

Y/ade also comments on Abrahams concern with 
individuals developing hate and the desire to destroy.
He views the humanism of the whites as positive and 
disregards the fact that this is due to Abrahams' 
liberal outlook. Wade therefore shares in Abrahams' 
ignoring of class position.

7/adc has made comments on issues like 
imperialism, liberalism, racism and nationalism, but

^Georg Lukacs, The leaning of Contemporary
Realist "(London: iTerlin Press, 
T9bXT p. 94



he does not understand them. He does not demonstrate 
how these have shaped Abrahams' vision regarding the 
South African situation. Generally speaking, V/ade 
ends up pointing out issues a3 they arise in Abrahams' 
works, but he makes very little critical assessment 
of them. This makes him give more of a summary of 
Abrahams' works.

»

Kolawole Ogungbesan echoes V/ade when 
commenting on Abrahams' works. He asserts that Mine 
B0£ is based on the marxist theory, but he does not 
explain what he means by this. He also touches on 
Abrahams* concern for "individual change", but he does 
not elaborate on this either. Ogungbesan accepts 
Abrahams* idea of integration as a way of bringing 
about equality among black3 and whites. He views the 
humanism of Abrahams' whites as positive. C-gungbesan 
believes that Paddy rallied around Xuma in Mine Boy, 
v/hen in actual fact it was Xuma rallying around Padd;^.v- 
Ogungbesan affirms the idea of blacks rallying around 
their mentors. He agrees with Abrahams’ seeing the 
black cause in terms of white leadership and black 
assistance. This can be seen as a lack of faith in 
the black people on the part of Abrahams.

Like V/ade, Ogungbesan is able to point out 
important issues like imperialism, liberalism, racism _ 
and nationalism in Abrahams' works, but only by way 
of accepting the way Abrahams views them. For example 
he asserts that after becoming Prime Minister of 
Pan-Africa,..Udomo aimed at building a modern African 
State in A wreath For TJdcmo. Ogungbesan does net 
realise that this implied that the economy of Pan-Africa

- 7 -
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would still be controlled fro.-n outside. He points 
out the fact that Abrahams blames both the dictator
ship of Josiah and the masses for the fact that 
capitalism still prevailed on the Island in This Island 
Now, but he does not even challenge the fact that the 
masses are blamed end yet they have been left out in 
the whole novel, except they are only mentioned in 
passing. This ruling out of the masses is an assump
tion that they would not be in a position to take part 
in solving the problems of the neo-colonial situation 
in the Island. In other words, they are without a 
social consciousness.

Ogungbesan sees no further implications of 
the steps taken by Jo3iah after the death of Moses 
Joshua. Josiah forced every institution to serve his 
own intentions, but Ogungbesan does not see the glaring 
dictatorship in Josiah.

O
On the whole, Ogungbesan has made a_good 

interpretation of Abrahams' world views, such *as 
liberalism and nationalism and as a result, he comes 
up with valid statements and conclusions but he makes 
little attempt to asse33 the author's outlook. He 
does not examine the workability of such a world view 
in solving the problems of imperialism.

oChristopher Heywood in ’’The Novels of Peter 
Abrahams", makes a comparative study of Abrahams and 
the Liiglish novel. In other word3, the emphasis is 
on how well Abrahams compares with western writers.

- 8 -
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°Christopher Heywood (ed), Persnec '.ives on African 
literature (London: Keinemann, 1 5 IT) pp 137~i'/2
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This . mean3 he uses the western novel as a standard 
of literary criticism, and views issues from the 
standpoint of the west. Commenting on the theme in 
A Wreath For Udomo, Heywocd says that this novel like 
William Golding's Lord of the Flies^ deals with the v 
fact that man is depraved and therefore, needs ritual 
cleansing. Ke does not 3how how this relates to the 
struggle against colonialism in Pan-Africa. He merely 
reads his own ideas in the work without bothering 
what the novel is all about.

Wilfred Cartey"^, comments only on Abrahams' 
autobiography, Tell Freedom. He asserts that Abrahams 
as a young man saw his dreams and education opportuni
ties crumbling before him because of the ferment in 
his society. Cartey does not view western education 
as a source of one's alienation from the problems of 
the majority of the African people. He believes that 
Abrahams had become aware of the problems of apartheid 
because of such education.

Cartey, like Abrahams, undermines the social 
consciousness of the masses by implying that only the 
educated,that is, the national and petty bourgeois 
class members experience the stifling atmosphere of 
the apartheid system. Cartey proceeds to say that 
Abrahams' Toll Freedom portrays the harsh encounter 
with colonialism but he doe3 not. comment on how Abrahams 
reacts to colonialism.

J William Gelding, Lord of the Flic-:* (London:
Faber and. Faber, T5p2;.

10 Wilfred Cartey, .'<hi3uers From A Continent 
(London: Heinemann, 1971).

- 9 -
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Arthur Gakwandi11, in "Abrahems* A Wreath 
For Udomo and Aluko’ 3 One L'.an One Hatchet", has 
treated the theme of nationalism. Gnkwandi doe3 not 
emphasize the extent to which nationalism has been 
a positive element in the struggle against colonialism, 
lie does not make a systematic analysis of the weakness
es of nationalism. This makes it difficult to assess 
how nationalism con be a positive or negative element 
in the face of colonialism.

&  i

12Janheinz John in "Modern Literature in 
Africa" has commented on iiine Boy and Wild Conquest.
Jahn makes very general and sweeping statements concern
ing these works. He asserts that these works merely 
assimilate European elements and do not indicate any 
African stylistic features, pattern and expressions, 
even though they are written by an African. John does 
not back up such a statement, and makes no mention of 
the rest of Abrahams’ works.

Jame3 Gecau in "The various levels of Betrayal 
in A Wreath For Udomo"^, explores the different levels 
of betrayal in the novel. Gecau does not show how 
this relates to the overall picture of Abrahams’ 
response to the issue of colonialism, since it is 
only then that the theme of betrayal becomes significant 
in the book.

In this thesis tfe\ intend to study the theme
11Arthur Gakwandi, The Hovel of Oontemnornry 
Experience in Africa (London:" Heinemann, 1"977) 
pp. 43 - ob.

12Janheinz Jn.hr., Muntu: An Outline of neo-African 
Literature (London: Faber and Faber Ltd, l$)t>l).

^\lames Gecau, "The Various Levels of Betrayal in 
A .’.reath For Udono" Vol.ll (busara, 1969).

.../II
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of imperialism, liberalism, racism and nationalism because 
it is through such themes tliat we shall be able to trace the 
development of Abrahams in terms of awareness. These themes 
will enable us to assess the extent to which Abrahams has 
contributed to African Literary achievement. Through these 
themes we shall also examine how far Abrahams has contributed 
towards the battle for freedom in Africa and all blacks 
elsewhere. To assess if, through liberalism and nationalism, 
Abrahams has been a major contributor to this or he has 
simply fallen in the pitfalls of "art for Art's sake".

In order to bring out Abraham's limitations better,
we shall assess his works irom the Socialist realist point
of view because "Socialist realism is in a position ---- —
to potray the totality of a society in its immediacy and the

4
reveal its patterns of development."

Since Socialist realism is in a position to view issues 
from the Society's point of view, it is able to present the 
different class view especially in a class Society.

It does not ignore style even though we arc examining 
the worUs in question at a thematic level.

It also deals with characterisation fully, that is 
not only how the different characters interact but also 

• how the character's interact with the Society, as a whole.

14 Georg Lukacs, The Meanir.w of Con-omuorcry 
Realism (London: Her!in tress, 1963) p. 99

/12
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CHAPTER ONE

Imperialism is the monopoly stage of 
capitalism. It involves the charing of the world 
among international capitalists, that is, the 
territorial division of the world among the greatest 
capitalist powers. This involves both the domination 
and monopoly of finance and political policy.

Imperialist nations wanted to make huge 
profits in the fastest possible way by supplying their 
countries with raw materials, as well as manpower in 
the form of slaves.

The local peoples were only used as tools to 
accomplish this. They were exploited ana brutalised 
in the process, arid their continent was under-developed 
because imperialism deprived it of its natural 
resources arid mancower.

In the continent of Africa, South Africa 
and other African states like Kenya, Zimbabwe and 
Malawi, the imperialists did not come to take what 
they would out of those countries but to make a home. 
They subdued the indigenous people by exploiting them 
economically, socially and politically. These people 
were deprived of their rights and privileges as 
citizens of these countries.

In order to maintain his "superior" position, 
the white man in South Africa instituted laws that 
were meant to keep the African in "his place" u3 it 
were. Apartheid is the basic law for the accomnlish- 
ment of this.

.../i3
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In the earlier stages of Boer 3Cttlerism, 

classical slavery existed. The Boers at this tine 
practised slavery as an institution. This differed 
fron the domestic type of slavery that existed after 
the communal starve in the development of societies, 
whereby everybody did the work; yet they were discri
minated on the basis: of having been captured from 
other communities during inter-conmunal wars, or 
people given to other communities in order to e attle 
differences. Such people also consisted of individuals 
who for some reasons, like having been exiled from 
their communities looked for asylum outside their own 
societies.

This form of slavery was more domestic than 
economic in the 3ense that the society was at the 
patriachal stage, where even though the men disting
uished. themselves as superior, everybody still did 
the work and there was a fair distribution of the 
fruits of labour.

The type of slavery depicted in .. ild Conquest, 
was the beginning of apartheid in South Africa. It 
differed from the earlier form of slavery because the 
whites who started it were part of the western bourgeois 
society whose aim of coming to Africa was the search 
for profits. This form of slavery was meant to discri
minate against the blacks so an to exploit them.

Old Johannes and his children's children 
were slaves in the latter sense. They did all the 
work and earned nothing. Other white families owned 
slaves both in the Cape and elsewhere, that is why



there was such an uproar among the Boers when the 
emancipation proclamation was made by the British at 
the Cape.

The British, on the other hand, advocated 
the abolition of slavery for economic reasons. Slavery 
was becoming less profitable as a result of the fast 
growing industries in Europe. It was cheaper to have 
people selling their labour to the capitalist instead 
of being part of the property of the capitalist 
because that meant that the capitalist had to maintain 
the slaves as well. Another thing, importing raw 
materials wgs less tedious than importing human beings. 
The abolition advocated by the British therefore was 
more of a change in the form of slavery. They did not 
do it for humanitarian reasons as propaganda has it.

As a reaction to the abolition a3 advocated 
by the British, the Boers embarked on their move towards 
the interior, av.-ay from the Cape where the British 
pressurised for the freeing of slrves.

During the "trekk", a great number of blacks
were wiped out. These "trakkers" actually hunted for
blacks. Before setting out on their journey towards
the north, Koos Jansen used to go out hunting for them.

Once they sighted a band 
of roving kaffirs. They hod 
made a long detour, another 
time they had seen a bush 
move. A rare thing because 
Bushmen are such wonderful 
hunters. A well aimed shot 
had stopped the bush. Koos
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had dismounted and kicked 
the shrubs away from the body 
of a fat shinny little bush- 
man. 1

During the "trekk" there were always armed 
men going ahead of the "trekkers" and killing every 
black they came across.

When they finally came in contact with the 
Ndebele, they fought hard in order to take possession 
of the land. The "trekker3" had the advantage of the 
gun, which is a technologically advanced weaoon, un
like the spear and shield that the Ndebele depended 
on. The Ndebele were finally 3-ubdued, and the founda
tions for the political, economic and social set up of 
domination were laid.

'.Vila Conouest deals with events arising out 
of the arrival of the whites in South Africa. Cld 
Johannes had been a slave for almost all his life. The 
slaves had to guard the entrance to the valley against 
"kaffir" invasions day and night. They tilled the 
land and produced a31 the necessary food; yet every
thing, including the slaves themselves, belonged to 
the Jansens as Johannes points out:

Look at the house and the earth 
anu the trees end the beasts. All 
that you see belongs to the Jansens, 
to Kasper Jansen and his family, 
yet we, built tne house and 
tilled the earth and got rid of 
the weeds and planted the food 
and looked after the cattle.2

^Peter Abrahams, Wild Conouest (New York: 
Harper, 1950) p.Tb2Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.24

.A*



-16 -
It was the slaves who did all the work, and yet the 
fruits of their labour went to the Jansens. The 
Jansens had over twenty slaves, but Kasper ordered 
that the number of slave women cooking for the oxher 
slaves he reduced from throe to two. This implies 
that the slaves were overworked.

The food Jan ate when he cane to tell old
Johannes and the other slaves about the emancipation
suggests that the slaves were poorly fed despite the
fact that they had to work hard.

A young woman brought 
back the hurriedly hidden 
plate of food Jan had 
been eating. He took it 
and stuffed a handful 
of brown pappy food 
into his mouth.3

For shelter, the slaves stayed in shack3, which
suggests that the 3lave housing was very poor.

Inside the shack, Johannes* 
wife IJa Johannes, was flat 
on her back on a wooden 
bed built into the far 
wall of the shack. A pile 
of sacking and rugs made 
of animal skin3 trailed 
over the side of the bod.4

Besides poor shelter, the description of the form of 
bedding suggests the poor type of clothing the slaves 
had. The welfare of the slaves was no concern of 
their masters. They were merely used for the produc
tion of food and looking after animals. Since the 
wealth of the settlers was still in the form of land 
and domesticated animals, the slaves were actually * 4

^Peter Abrahams, ibid.f p.21
4 Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.20

. ../l7
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involved in taking care of the wealth of their 
owners. The slaves were al30 responsible for the 
safety of their owners, that is why they were 
taught how to shoot. They also had to guard the 
entrance to the valley day and night.

When the emancipation proclamation came, 
the Jansens intensified their cruelty against the 
slaves. Old Johannes was forced to apologise for 
referring to Koos as "you" instead of "Baas K0 0 3".
His son, Paul was shot dead for revolting against this 
and for shewing a rebellious spirit. Paul wanted to 
fight and free himself and his people from the Jansens 
because they had kept them in bondage when the emancipa 
tion had been declared a year before.

The news brought by Jan about the emancipa
tion created tremendous unity among the slaves of the 
Jansen family; yet it was- Paul who was prepared to 
fight. The rest of the slaves waited for the day the 
Jansens would decide to leave the valley to the slaves.

Well, this could be a strategy as old 
Johannes argued that there was no need to fight when 
freedom could be attained without fighting.

Johannes iA not convincing as a character. 
His consciousness as regards the slave situation was 
very clear. He knew what slavery meant toad what free
dom wss; yet Abrahams depicts him as having been 
completely brutalized and resigned to slavery. Abrahams 
distorts Johannes' consciousness to soit his purpose.
It is actually Abrahams himself who is against the 
attaining of freedom through fighting. He i3 against

.../18
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violence, so he disapproves of Paul's rebellion and 
he merely puts it into Johannes' mouth.

Old Johannes himself clearly articulated
what freedom meant to the slaves.

When the valley belongs 
to us, and that house belongs 
to us, and when the things 
we build and the food we 
grow i3 ours, and we and 
our children can eat and 
sleep in that house and 
there is no Baas Koos and 
no Baas Kasper to take 
what is ourg; I say that 
is freedom.5

Old Johannes and his fellow slaves had six 
rifles and had been taught how to use them. Their 
masters consisted of just two men, a woman and a child, 
but Johannes did not want to attack them, not even 
after the cold blooded killing of his son by Kasper.

There were slave revolts in different farms 
after the emancipation proclamation was made. Slaves 
killed their masters to secure their freedom, which 
I think could have encouraged the Jansens' slaves to 
fight for their freedom. Abrahams does not even show 
us these revolts, he merely mentions them in passing. 
He disapproves of them and advocates peaceful means 
in tackling the problems of imperialism. His liberal 
attitude makes him avoid class struggles.

Old Johannes' lenient attitude towards the 
slave masters is a manifestation of Abrahams' failure
to grasp the worl:ings of imperialism. Me suggests that' ^

^Peter Abrahams, i'cid., p.25
.../ 19
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It was the slaves <vho did all the work, and yet the 
fruits of their labour went to the Jansens. The 
Jansens had over twenty slaves, but Kasper ordered 
that the number of slave women cooking for the other 
slaves be reduced from three to two. This implies 
that the slaves were overworked.

The food Jan ate when he came to tell old
Johannes and the other slaves about the emancipation
suggests that the slaves were poorly fed despite the
fact that they had to work hard.

A young woman brought 
back the hurriedly hidden 
plate of food Jan had 
been eating. He took it 
and stuffed a handful 
of brown pappy food 
into his mouth.3

For shelter, the slaves stayed in shacks, which
suggests that the 3lave housing wa3 very poor.

Inside the shack, Johannes' 
wife Ma Johannes, was flat 
on her back on a wood or
bed built into the far 
wall of the shack. A pile 
of sacking ani rugs made 
of animal skins trailed 
over the 3ide of the beu,4

Besides poor shelter, the description of the form of 
bedding suggests the poor type of clothing the slaves 
had. The welfare of the slaves was no concern of 
their masters. They were merely used for the produc
tion of food and looking after animals. Since the 
wealth of the settlers was still in the form of land 
and domesticated animals, the slaves were actually

'Peter Abrahams,
Abrahams,

ibid., 
i r» I d«,

p. 21
p. 20
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time will solve the problems of imperialism in Africa. 
When that time comes, imperialist powers will just with
draw and freedom will be restored without a struggle.
He really comes out as pro-imperialism.

This attitude also makes the slaves appear 
completely brutalized in the sense that they appear 
helpless and they are made to appear like they expected 
their freedom to come on a silver platter even though 
they could easily get rid of their masters without much 
effort. Even if stopping to work for the Jansens as 
old Johannes suggested was meant to hit back at the 
enslavers, it was a less effective strategy because 
the Jansens could easily force them to do work or even 
make then do it at gun point if there was any resistance, 
since killing blacks was normal practice for the enslavers 
They killed for the slightest reason so as to terrorise 
the slaves into subjection.

Kasper justified his killing of Paul, saying
that he was only fulfilling the law of his forefathers.

Shoot first and speak 
afterwards. It'3 a good 
old Boer rule Anna.
Our forebears who had 
to fight the kaffirs knew 
just how good it was.^

The sieve masters were ready to shoot the 
slaves at the slightest excuse. The whole slave-master 
relationship was based on this. Their iive3 were 
spared as long as they were docile end "therefore use
ful to the enslavers. They were 3hot down as soon as 
they showed any sign of disobedience. That i3 why I 
feel the passive resistance suggested cy Abrahams

Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.48
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through Johannes would not work. In fact there is 
nowhere in the book where Abrahams su<2gest3 that 
military resistance is the answer to slavery or 
oppression in general.

As soon as the Jansens lesmed that the 
slaves knew aoout the English ruling at tne Cape 
concerning the emancipation, all the fear and suspi
cion towards the slaves became manifest. In response 
to Koos' cautioning the other members of the family 
that they should keep an eye on the slaves, Anna ran 
for her son Stefan.

She hod dashed out of the 
room and only stopped to 
think when Stefan wa3 
firmly clasped to her bo33om.^

The slave masters were 30 much on their guard
that they had to take turns to watch the clove who
guarded the entrance to their place day and night.
Anna recalled her father's old saying which he used
to intone now and again - saying:

With my rifle and my bible 
I fear no man, I fear no 
beast, Ifear no spirit.^

The rifle and the bible were the most power
ful weapons of imperialism. Praying at the grave side 
of his fellow "trekkers" who had been killed by blacks, 
Van As asked the god of his religion to strike 
and destroy the blacks.

And, God curse with all 
your anger the heathen 
savage kaffirs. Strike them 
dead. Curse them unto 
the last generation with

(Peter Abrahams, ibid.t p.2o 
eFeter Abrahams, ioi'd., p.52

.../ 22



everlasting damnation.
Curse their croos and their 
cattle for they are devil3, 
the children of devils.J
This language is very similar to the langu

age of the gun. The principle is that of killing and 
subduing. Foreign powers used the rifle and the bible 
to entrench themselves in militarily less developed 
countries, particularly in Africa. They subdued 
African nations by the use of the rifle, and imposed 
their cultural values. Abrahams condones cultural 
imperialism by implying that westernization delivered 
black nations from the evil3 of old Africa. He regards 
imperialism as the coming of a "new day" and anything 
African is dismissed as "tribal".

Foreign powers used blacks either as slaves 
or as instruments of cheap labour for -the enrichment 
of their countries.

They used the bible for oppression. It 
completed the process of subjection by insisting on 
humility and forgiveness, so. as to keep the black 
people submissive , and not seeing the contradictions 
in the way the foreigners did things. It was meant 
to lull the blacks while the whites were commiting the 
most monstrous deeds to the black peopXe. They also 
used it to Justify the privileged oosit;icn they had 
taken upon themselves. The Boers in particular use 
it to back up the myth that they are a chosen people 
as a nation, and that South Africa is the promised 
land that they must occupy and make sure that the

? Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.130 /23



blacks do not take it away from them. This is the 
basis of Boer nationalism.

The Afrikaners have used it to justify the 
unjust laws they instituted in South Africa. Their 
hostility towards change is dû e to the fact that 
any change would adversely affebt their privileged 
position, and would be contrary to what they said was 
the divine plan. This i3 a clear indication of how 
the bible is used opportunistically in support of 
Boer nationalism.

They regarded the trek as a call to the 
promised land, therefore ju3t before the Jansens left 
the valley, Anna read the chapter of the bible that 
deals with the wonderings of the Israelites in the 
desert.

Abrahams handles the whole process of the
trek very sympathetically. First of all he makes U3
see the Jansens leaving the valley which they had
known to be their home. Commenting on what the valley
meant to Anna Jansen, Abrahams says:

She had come as a young 
girl into this valley. In it, 
she had changed into a woman, 
a mother. Into this earth had 
gone part of her. It had gone 
deep. It had soread very wide. The 
life that was in her was a 
part of this valley. It was home.1

Abrahams views the trek as an act of faith 
on the part of the Boers. He regards it as a people 
going out to the unknown with nothing more than just
wagons for nomes, and a few possessions. Abrahams

1 ( ' Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.59
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is Wailing the fact that the whole life of a people
was reduced to wagons in the sense that all they bad
was a wagon and a few animals for each family, and
that it was only determination that made them continue
with their journey.

The women rode in the rear, 
under the canvas tents of the 
wagons. There, they worked on the 
clothing of their menfolk, re
paired them and made others.
There they prepared the food that 
their men would eat. The space 
covered by the tent was the 
extent of their home, and 
under it they did the things 
that were normal in a
home.11

Abrahams is really concerned with the change
in relationships among the "trekkers", instead of
being critical of the motives and the impact of the
trek on the indigenous people. He consistently shov»3

how Anna and Kasper drifted apart everyday.
She had known that Kasper 
wanted her. She felt it in 
his movements and in the 
way he turned and touched 
her; she had known it by 
his breathing. And something 
in her had gone cold and 
hard. She did not mean 
to be like that. It had just 
been so.12

More and more Boers were becoming like Koos, 
by talcing pleasure in killing. Abrahams persuades U3 
to believe that they had become like this in order to 
survive. He handles the whole question of the trek

11 Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.ll8
12 Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.110
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During the trek, the Boers killed every 
black that they found on the way. Then they met 
the Barolong who were organised and stayed as a 
bigger community. These did not oven resist, they 
accepted the white man's help against the "Ida tab ole", 
who were militarily strong.

In actual fact, what Abrahams calls t' e 
"Llatabele" are the Ndebele who under the leadership 
of Mzilikazi, one of Shaka' 3 army commanders, broke 
away from Sheika's jurisdiction. The term "Idatabele" 
is a white racist term that is part of the distortions 
that whites made in African words simply because they 
did not take the trouble to know the Africans. Abrahams 
merely uses this term without questioning its implica
tions. His use of racist language could be due to his 
petty bourgeois position which makes him not identify 
with these people.

At this stage when the trek came across the 
more organized South African peoples, there should 
have been a lot of resistance particularly from the 
Ndebele who had a strong army. In fact Abrahams sees 
no greatness in the Ndebele. He depicts Mzilikazi, 
the Ndebele king, a3 a bully who imposed taxes on 
smaller nations like the Barolong. The Ndebele are 
depicted as savages who went about half naked, when 
actually what they wore w?3 a full national dre30.
If any part of their bodies was showing, it was be
cause it was acceptable to the society.

- 25 -
sympathetically, which makes him pro-imperiolicm

The trekkers' weird ideas about the Ndebele
and the Zulu from whom the Ndebele broke away are



indicative of Abrahams' attitude towards these nations

As the trekkera discussed these nations,
Martinus told the other trekkers that:

An Englishman called Harris 
tell3 of a fat old man with 
feathers in his hair who goes 
around naked and likes to 
be given presents. They say 
he’s drunk all the time. He’s 
king of the kaffirs. No, I 
don't think we have to 
worry about the north. It 
i3 in Natal, among the 
Zulu kaffirs, where trouble 
will be. There is talk of a 
heathen savage called 
Chaka who kills for 
pleasure ... He makes 
slaves of all the kaffirs 
who are not Zulus. 13

The military competence of the Ndebele is 
undermined, and even where it is shown, Abrahams does 
not identify with the Ndebele. When they faced the 
white man - 3 gun with simple weapons like spears and 
shields, that is not applauded as an act of bravery 
by Abrahams. He makes it appear like the Ndebele 
foolishly rushed to their death.

The trekkers even felt it was safer to go 
to the North because the Ndebele were not that much 
of a threat.

ShaJca too is depicted as a monster that 
rejoiced in killing without reason. Shaka's states
manship is completely ignored by Abrahams. The accusa
tion of Shaka's taking peocle into slavery is a complete

13 peter Abrahams, ibid., D .  1 0 1
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distortion because Shaka captured conquered nations 
v/i th the aim of uniting the black peonies of South 
Africa. By this attempt, it should be clear that 
Shaka was the product of his society which had become 
feudolistic, and was in the process of consolidation. 
Abraiia.ru reduces -his to outright savagery. He has 
nothing positive to say about the black people of 
Southern Africa before the coming of the whites.

Due to his petty bourgeois class position, 
Abrahams views the Ndebele and the Barolong as an 
outsider. Like the white racists ho distorts issues 
on the life of the African before the advent of the 
white man. He does not even stop to consider that 
there was a lot that was good in these communities.

There were good and powerful kings who did 
great things for their people. The people were merely 
at a specific stage of development. Abrahams distorts 
the whole picture and makes it appear as if life among 
,he Africans was all drunkenness and superstition.

Tawana, the Barolong king 13 depicted as 
having been wallowing in drunkenness, and the Ndobcla 
were busy with their weird "tribal practices" and 
cruel exploits like witch-hunting and unnecessary 
spilling of blood. In other words, Abrahams is suggest
ing that such a life wa3 an evil one from which the 
whites delivered African nations. Abrohaas always ends 
up pro-imperialism. He romanticises, distorts and 
apologises on behalf of the whites.

Using liberalism a3 a frame-work, Abrahams 
was caught up in some of its weaknesses, such as it3 
lack of class considerations.



-  28

Paul, a Boer young nan did not only associate 
with the Barolong but learned and spoke their language 
fluently. He became an interpreter for the other 
trekkers, and he always insisted that they had to 
know the blacks if they were going to stay with them. 
V/hen Paul and Loses met Dabulu, Paul took his time to 
chat with Dabula in a casual, friendly manner.

Abrahams views Paul as positive. This kind 
of attitude reflects Abrahams' conception of the nature 
of the meeting between imperialists and African peoples. 
He believes this meeting could have been peaceful if 
both parties had accepted each other without any suspi
cion or misgivings. This is part of Abrahams' idealism. 
Abrahams seems to imagine that imperialists came either 
looking for hospitality or playing hosts. He forgets 
that they came to conquer and subdue the African peodes 
for the benefit of imperialist countries. The black 
person was only important as far as he was the "robust 
nigger'1 who could serve their purpose better.

This attitude of the imperialists towards
the blacks is illustrated by the way Van As viewed
the killing of blacks. He felt it was inevitable and
it was the only way to survive. Explaining this to
his son, Paul, he said:

War changes a man Paul.
To live you hove to be nard 
in war. If you are not hard; 
you are killed, you are lost, 
you are defeated. In order to 
win, to live, you have to be 
hard, without pity, without 
mercy. That is the only way.
With the kaffirs and us, it 
must be so. 14

14Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.124
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Paul on the other hand, condemned Koos
for hi3 taking pleasure in killing blacks. He felt 
that Koos* lust for killing was so great that he 
was becoming more like an animal, and this lust was 
becoming infectious among the trckkers.

$ Paul’s sentiments were directed towards the
rong people in the sense that instead of promoting 
he interests of his fellow imperialists, which was 

j ubduing the blacks, he was busy sympathising with 
i he blacks, and in so doing, he wa3 actually going

hole purpose of the white man’s coming not only to 
outh Africa but to Africa ns a whole.

war moralistically. The concern is about the way 
individuals are affected by it. Abrahams romanticises 
violence. This element is present in most of his 
works. He is concerned about the fact that war changes 
and hardens people, this makes the ideal of love 
impossible. This pacifist attitude is negative or 
rather reactionary. Such an attitude would be contrary 
to the direction events are beginning to take in present 
South Africa.

confessing to Gubuza that he was for peace, insisted 
that Elsie, his wife should teach their child to avoid

relationshins.

As they lay 3ide by side, Paul and Gubusa 
conversed in the following manner:

against v/hat he stood for, and also contradicted the

In fact the novel moves towards looking at

Even at the point of death, Paul after

war because it destroys, de-humanizes and spoils human

• • •/ 30
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"I was for peace".
'•But you killed".
"There is hate in my people".
"Now there is hate in my people too".
"I am sorry".
"You are so young ... so young 
to die and by my hand".

"What is your name?"
"Gubuza".
"You are wise," Paul said 
but Gubuza did not hear.
He had Ceased breathing after 
telling the young man his name.

"What did he say?" Elsie asked.
Paul began to choke. Teach ... 
our ... child."

This i3 melodramatic and Abrahams is hoping that 
children will learn in the future even though the 
material condition will remain the same.

The exchange of views by Gubuza and Paul 
is crowned by Paul’s injunction to his wife. He 
exhorted his wife to teach their child the ways of 
peace.

After this very war during which this scene 
took place, the victorious Boers knelt down to thank 
their God for delivering the "kaffirs" into their 
hands, and made it possible for them to acquire the 
land they had fought for. This goes to show how 
misplaced Paul’s sentiments v;ere, and how contradictory 
they were to the aspirations of every Boer. * •

^  Peter Abrahams, ibid., pp. 379-60
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In response to the white invasion, "Moshesh", 
king of the "Basuto" accepted English imoerialism 
by requesting the English to "protect” hi3 kingdom 
against Boer invasion. Due to his pro-imperialist 
stand, Abrahams thinks this is positive.

Abrahams uses the name "Uoshesh" and "Basuto" 
comfortably. Apparently, he merely picked on these 
words as they appear in history books written by white 
racists. He overlooked the fact that it is a sign that 
the whites'never cared to know the African better. 
Abrahams seems to have had the same attitude and just 
used terms like "Moshesh" and "Basuto" without scrunples. 
The correct version of these terms is Moshoeshoe and 
Basotho.

Moshoeshoe had put up a strong resistance 
against the Zulu and by the use of simple weapons like 
stones managed to drive away the Zulu army. Therefore, 
there is all the reason to believe that if such resista
nce was put against the white man, Moshoeshoe could 
have contributed in the resistance against white 
invasion in South Africa. Moshoeshoe is depicted as 
having accepted the English flag readily and harboured 
a white missionary in Thaba Bosigo, his stronghold. 
Abrahams approves of this and handles Moshoeshoe sympa
thetically because he believes that this as how the 
imperialists should have been received.

Unlike Shaka who is said to have been taking 
conquered nations into slavery, and also Mzilikazi 
who destroyed Kunans, Moshoeshoe is depicted as having 
honoured his captives by ordering that their wounds 
be annointed with oil. The defeated Zulu army was 
given /rifts and a feast was made on their behall.

- 31. -
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Abrahams portrays Moshoeshoe a3 a man of wisdom who 
was not as blood-thirsty as the Zulu. Abrahams takes 
pains to condemn violence by depicting Moshoeshoe the 
way he does. Moshoeshoe even taught the Zulu that 
there was no need to fight the white man since there 
was the option of a treaty. Abrahams views the 
question of a treaty as positive, he is not aware that 
by putting the Basotho under English protection, 
Moshoeshoe offered hi3 country as an English colony. 
Abrahams therefore comes out as pro-imperialism.

Moshoeshoe had already become a Christian
and wore the white man's clothes.

A strange one to be king, this.
Very small. And no sign of the 
warrior about him. And he was 
dressed in the clothes that were 
shaped like a human body. The 
kind of clothes white man wore.

Abrahams dwells much on the size of Moshoeshoe to
emphasize that he was not a fighter but a man of
wisdom who solved problems without fighting.

The Naebele on the other hand are depicted 
as giants, but not in the positive sense. Abrahams 
ridicules their big statures, and they are made to be 
out-witted by a man of small stature like Moshoeshoe.

Moshoeshoe is portrayed as having worn a kind 
expression:

And his eyes, when he looked 
up were the eyes of Mkomozi. It 
was as if sndnes3 never left 
them. Yet his mouth seemed 
always to smile. *7

^Peter Abrahams, ibid., p301 
1‘ Peter Abrahams, rUTcT., p.301

/  33



f w  r  qy A  •
i(tf* o D o ' i  fl*c
I* Jl̂ f
< 1 ‘ ^ 7  . . . .

n“

* . ^ y

y

_ 33 _

0 /  Uoshoeshoe is depicted as a saint, a very 
insignicant man in stature, who achieves great tilings 
without much effort, and treating the Ndebele as his 
erring brothers who need forgiveness and understanding.

Abraham3 thinks wearing the white man ' 3 

clothes, having religion and being literate are the
l —Jr k > A ̂  ■ J . __- .itJQ ̂ /

signs of a positive menj f *  d*.'

*  Mine Boy introduces us to a different slant 
of the confrontation between whites and blacks, in 
the sense that it deals with more recent times in terms 
of the history of South Africa, and therefore handles 
this confrontation at a more sophisticated level. 1 ?

The working class living conditions in M: ne 
Boy were very squalid. Malay Camp, which was a black 
township was dark, filthy and overcrowded. There were 
no proper roads and drainage system. lsj»f

According to falter Rodney, development or. 
*^^the individual level iaolie3 increased skills and
■ 1
4

capacity, creativity, responsibility and material 
well being, that is, adequate food, prooer shelter 
and clothing. At the group level, development means 
increased capacity to regulate both internal and 
external, relationships.

Tn Mine Boy we see undcr-dcvelopment both»
at individual and group levels,

Grouos of children walking 
down the street carefully studying 
the gutters and vying with each 
other to pounce upon dirty edibles-? 
and fighting each other for them. ° ‘

IF.Peter Abrahams, Mine Boy (London: Faber oc Faber 
1946) p.77
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From tne behaviour of these children, it is obvious 
that food for the people in Malay w? 3 not adequate, 
therefore the children tried in vain to satisfy their 
hanger by picking dirty bits of food from the streets 
and eating them.

The miners also had very little to eat
despite the fact that they had to work very hard.

All the men had the same 
kind of little tins. In each 
tin was a chunk of mealie- 
meal porridge cooked into a 
hardened chunk, a piece of 
meat and a piece of coaroe 
compound bread.^

Obviously, this kind of food was 
enough both in quality as well as in quar 
carried in little tins, which suggests, 
little. These people did not' gel enough 
satisfy their hunger, and the little the/' got was not 
nourishing enough to reinforce their strength after
the hard work, hence their capacity to do work was
uampered. — . ■co'\v\ty'<̂

The houses in Malay Comp were tiny and built

i\CV ' >JVĈ 'A.V S'«

close to each other^ ®'L*Lc',yn ’ 4- *. /]
At Leah's place there was little space 

compared to the number of people who stayed there.
When Xuua came to Join Leah's household, there was not 
enough space for all of them. Xum.a had to use bliza's
room because she was not t h e r e . ,

From the description of the furniture that

20 Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.43
. .  . / 3 5
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wag in the room where the members of the house-hold .&■' 
were seated when Xuma arrived, it is obvious that***0

f

the place w&3 not properly furnished. In_fact the 
only piece of furniture mentioned i3 only one long 
bench.

£
r

yf

Some of these people 3lept on the floor.
And in the other room 
the old one they call Daddy 
was sleeping against a v/all 
with an open mouth and
with nothing to cover him.21 - ot\

y\ 6 °  °
/own.

vy£-Y** ,

Eventually Xuma got a room of his 
It was small and it served as an all purpose room.^

K

 ̂On one side there was his bed, on the other, there ̂  
3$ was his belongings, his food and a can full of char- 

coal that served as a stove. The same applied to
^  *̂T>r- j tMalay's room. ..r-wts ^

A'

s  " YO V
In winter, the inhabitants of Malay Camp

endured extreme cold because many of them were not
properly clothed. Xuma did not have enough clothing c n
for the cold weather. Hi3 shoes were thip, and the f

- ‘V- •cold got through. His room was also cold.
r o u d -  o  u»v*3 vrftfc ^  J L V ^ <  ‘r ̂

Some people walking along the streets were 
bare-footed and had no coats. Daddy at Leah's y
plane lay on the floor uncovered. , f

\* Ivh 4Yn**< waw. v»««-*•
These peode were denied thaju^/1>asic necessi-- 

ties by the society they lived in, (therefore') it w^s V 1
v V

r
^HTTfiminated ■V')an unjust society. The blacks w 

against so a3 to exploit them better. H a d  
prevalent, but Abrahams is not aware that thin/was,.

i •■va3 T' y f  
this/was L*

Or***
2iPeter Abrahams, ibid., p.6
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The system segregates, deprives end .restricts/  
individuals physically and mentally in order to make
them less human, so as to make it easy for the system 
to exploit them.

While Xuma and Joseph walked leisurely on 
a Saturday afternoon, there was suddenly a police raid 
in the streets. Police pounced on them for no reason. 
Xuma and his friend had tc run or else they would be 
arrested.

"Come" Joseph urged again.
"But we have done nothing."
"They will not ask you".
Joseph said in disgust and 
dashed down the street.2̂

In a sense, the law assumes that blacks are guilty 
and they should be arrested when they are found.

C W X J k c , -o r t U c . i t  U c . c ,  f£ c_
*=* *5*0iZ ilsk  C*vwui ',Qk UWt, 4&aM, MW .-=5? r v t '^  t> v _ U ^ v ,

Ah a naw-comer in the city, Xuma did not

22 Peter Abrahacr.3, ibid., p.16
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wrong, he wag struck by a police man and he had to
* A \ \\y ijfc or t hs»-

-W^s '
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see the need for running since he had dene nothing

Taking a walk towards Johannesburg in the 
evening, Xuma found himself in the midst of whites
a3 he neared the heart oi the city. He had to step 
aside for them now and again because they were white, 
and he was black, so he could not rub shoulders with 
them. White people were eating and chating in warm 
restaurants while Xuma endured the cold outside. He 
could only watch from the outside. A policeman 
stopped him for a pass and warned him to behave
himself.

Migrant labourers were kept in compounds. 
Here. peoDle are restricted ,to filthy hovels from '■> 
which they are,driven,out to work in the mines ana 
taken back in the evening, just like animals. o n m . ^ U  
Explaining this to Xuma, Johannes said: n ^

They are not of the city, they 
come from the farms and some s> fS/ovv' *
are from the land of the Portu- 
guese and others sre from Rhodesia.■
The white man fetched them. And 
those that are fetched must live
in the compounds, 
here.^

It is the law v

Such conditions were verv^temoralising and 
the movements of these people wei>e restricted. There 
were no recreation, facilities and they had to stay 
away from their families for long periods. The lack 
of recreation facilities for the black population 
resulted in drinking too much and disorderly behaviour.

2  ̂ Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.34
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There were no drinicing places for blacks, except 
shebeens, but even these were not allowed, so people 
drank in shebeens at their own risk. JohannesVife^jA-* *0* 
was arrested for being drunk and rowdy.

"They have taken my woman."
"Taken your woman - Lena?"

I will"Yes sonofabitch police, 
kill one!"
"Why?"
"Seven days or a pound." 
"Why did they take her?"
"Drunk and noisy.

Johannes' resentment was Drompted by th 
feeling of being treated unfairly, even though he

\  V

could not clearly express the source of his resent
ment, when Xurna tried to find out why Johannes refused 
paying a fine, and yet he threatened to break the jail. 
Johannes could not find words for his feelings.

"Then why do you want to 
break the jail?" Johannes 
flung his arm around 
Xuma‘s shoulder and smiled.

<=) L

^ I .don't know, brother", he 
“ ‘ v£swhispered.2^4^,-tt, cAksV 

Even in his drunken stste, which was almost permanent,
7 7

Johannes was conscious of the forces that destroyed him.
---------- "ff ^

' 'TiT \
Daddy who was also drunk most of the time 

understood his environment. Kis drinking was a way
of escaping from the painful re-JLifiea of the situa^ti 
When summarising the situation ho says:

One day the city came to visit 
the custom, Xuma. And the custom
was kind. It gave the city food and

~2h
2.5 Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.102

Poter Abrahams, ibid. , p.102 /39• • • #/ -



it gave the city beer and it gave
the city beautiful women ... The
city didn’t say "No thunk you" and
it didn't say "thank you". And the
people said "Ah everything will be
all right now, the custom and
the city are friends." Hmmm
.... They did say that and
they went out into the fields
to look after their crops. And
when the sun was going down
they came back and looked
for their beer but their beer wa3
gone. And they looked for the custom
but the custom W 2 . 3  gone too. And the
city was there laughing at them. And
now they go to jail if they drink beer.^6

Daddy suggests that his condition and that 
of the blacks in general, is a result of deprivation^ 

v by the system. The racist government instituted laws 
that excluded the black roan from having any right or

r  f 1 t |̂
enjoying any privilege in the society/*"^

As a young man, Daddy used to fight against 
some of the discriminatory lows, for instance, the
pass law.

/

And when there wqs trouble 
about the passes he stood 
the head of the oeople and 
spoke to hundreds of them 
the police feared him.2'/ p

ĉ UiSr
^  -H-vX- viOOUfcA ■

The old woman, Ma Plank, admired Daddy
because of such exploits. This woman understood 

' what Daddy stood for, and that this made him unhappy, 
v yet he continued to fight against the unjust laws. He

Ia£<) Ao
took Leah from the streets and gave her a borne.

^& Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.ll 
^  Peter Abrahams, ThlcT., p.8l



Leah viewed the situation with defiance.
She always strived to remain unchanged by it. Her 
man was in prison, serving a three year sentence, but 
she resisted being affected.by this. This hardness 
was part of her mask of survival. She always assumed 
a hardness that defied any softness in her. When Daddy 
died, she did not cry even though she had loved Daddy 
very much. She discouraged Xuma from going to work 
in the mines. Leah was aware that working in t le mines 
was a source of destruction for a man because no matter 
how strong he was, he ended up being reduced to nothing 
in a short time. s- >u «,cti

Leah beat the law at its own game by using 
one of the police as her informer who warned her each 
time there was going to be a police raid looking for 
the liquor that she sold for a living. When she was 
finally caught, she remained unchenged and defiant
of the e. «tt -ij

$  v . S

VtLnAft'v\ dVw.0. ^

K  Eliza on the other hand was an aspirant to 
the unfair- advantages enjoyed by the whites, and 
because of the false consciousness, that is, her 
identification, of her social position with her black
ness, she essentially hated herself. She wanted a 
man who could read and write, and one who cduld speak

<Q cX AJ>- ̂
the white man’s language- • * ■
V ^ v  ^  <xU« lvs.**c*v>

JL tfaX  •*->a x-V^ Va*0-C>̂ CV \r' tc*
This ppotrayal of Eliza is indicative of

i  : 

1
y

the fact that Abrahams sees racism as something that 
prevents people from relating well and freely. He

i**—  o-- * yf does not view the whole problem as having its basis
•«•...

Vf l 1

jgC.̂

'  Pr * v

!*•.***■ on the type of economy that is in the South African

\I )
system.

><̂ r
* ^ a t “‘ v * » v 4 . * ^ y «

f o i*T ^  e-c<tN.\ ---
^  ■0<i
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In actual fact, Abrahems advocates racial 
Integration as a solution to the problem of apartheids 
He is not aware that this would not be oossible unless1̂
the economic system changes. »v̂> C

%
\S;

Abrahams makes the lied one and hi strife/) 
a white couple condemn the system they are oart ana VuSn«<v«-
parcel of. In a racist situation, colour determines 

u class, so by virtue cf being white the Red one and rV_ — - \Tt—
his wife were part of the white ruling class and q J, 
therefore the oppressor, yet Abrahams makes them \jjCldo JC*0*
entertain Xuma, a black man in thsir hone, and thereby® ^  
breaking the racial law that the system enforced in -io ( *“'1"order to protect the privileged position cf the white
section of the society^

4?y v
r  y
\

*
r

i

i  J

The white couple argued that people are 
basically the same, that is why they crave for the 
same things. Eliza wanted to live like a white woman 
because of this. They insisted on one being a man 
first before being black or* white. This i3 a clear 
indication of the fact tnat Abrahams 3ees the problem 
cf racism in terms of colour only, that 1 3  why he 
believes that ignoring it; would make it non-existent.
He suggests the ‘•man without colour” idea as a solution.

Abrahams overlooks the question of race
and class in a capitalist society. Race is used for" %
che exploitation of the black section of the society^

/^\b o the concern for racial integrationffi.hat Abrahams / 
Suggests through this white couple is a false one. 1
The Red, being a white m?n wa3 part of the ruling 
minority class, tr.erefore he could not help being 
arrogant and- condescending in the way he expressed his

, .c V' <c*-' • • •/&
K_po- - W  * U  tA .IM
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t, concern for blacks. His whole attitude was corn end

ing. He simply dictated what was good for the blacks

u v

V

as Xuraa pointed outs

o

lj\)

J5rO-

With the Red one, one felt 
that he wanted you to trust 
him and- gc to him when 
there was trouble. And it was 
hard to be friendly with a 
white person thu3.*8

-O *> pO.-m.uJc o Jk-
t*>» t»p *,

This dtrpcriority complex'on the part of the

■Hou

Red one was
he was entitled
bad for the blacks.

white man, he felt ^  
good and what v/as

Xuma could see the discrepancy in the idea
of "man without colour" because he wa3 aware that if
the concept worked, his people would not 3uffer. As
a black man, Xuma felt the pinch and had a personal
experience of suffering, whereas Paddy, the Red one
and his wife belonged to a different world of experience,
and had only an intellectual view of the suffering
of the blacks, as Xuma argued:

"You cay you understand"
Xuma said, "but how can
you?* you are a white man. /
You do not carry a pass. You 
do not know how it feels 
to be stopped by a policeman 
in the street. You go where you 
like. You do not know how 
it feels when they say "Get 
out! white pooole only."
Did your woman leave 
ycu because she is mad 
with wanting the seine 
things the white man ha3?
Did you know Leah? Did 
you love her? Do you know 
how it feels to sec her go

28 Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.70
../*3
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to jail for nine months? 
.... you understand with 
your head. Iunderstand 
with pain".-25̂

Due to his liberal outlook, Abrahams over
looks the question, of race and class. He ignores the 
fact that a white man in a racist situation has the 
consciousness of the ruling class even if he is part 
of the working clao3 like the Red one. Abrahams makes  ̂
the Red one launch a fight against the unjust treat
ment of the black miners and actually schooled them, 
since it was already assumed that being black, they 
were ignorant, He schooled them into revolting against 
the unjufit treatment of the black miners.

ry 'Zuma is right! They pay 
you little! They don’t care 
if you risk your lives!
Why is that so! Is not / v,
the blood of a black ^
man red like that of a 

. white man? Does not 
a black man love lifo 
too? I am with you!
Let then fix up the ' l-cJ *, c U
place first I 29 30 . fc, II M l .  ~ rfo

L  * ’
11 f W  ' ) U  W*-s'

trm ?,

This is all false idealism that results
# < A£• jo* from Abrahams’ liberal outlook. He suggests that the 

£  fate of both the black and white miners is the s a m e y ' |
4? £ yet the white miners enjoy a high standard of living.

ey get big salaries, and a job done by them auto- ^  i * 
tically becomes a skilled job, but the same job ^

. u *  They

$■ >  S.

■ » / >
*  #

done by a black miner is considered unskilled, .hites
get more out of the super-exploitation cf blacks,

29 Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.172
'Peter Abrahams, ibid.. n.l8l

. .  * / 4 4



Obviously, people of such different 
material conditions can never be said to have the same
fate.6-^'"»^.io TT c*h 1K*_

1 1* To further emphasize this point, ABraliams
A A  made a black and a white man miner die underground 

fjf/l and the men who risked their lives going down to fetch 
1 the bodies of those who died were Paddy and Xuma. Paul 

and Gubuza in .Vild Concmest died side by side after 
confessing to each other that they were for peace;
again a black and a white man.

iuet &>C4>CA
This'falseV integration is a sign of n o t ^ ^ ^ X  

f  understanding the imolication3 of imperialism on t h e ^  
part of Abrahams because he believes that mixed races 
will naturally solve the problem even if the material 
condition remains the same.

V The Red one was the first to go to jail 
when the arrests were made as a result of the revolt 
in the nines. Paddy, a white man went to jail on 
behalf of the blacks, "i .... t

Xuraa felt he had to go to jail too because 
the white man had sacrificed himself for the sake of 
the blacks.

The Red one is there. He is not 
a black man but he is going
to jail for our Deoole, how can 
I not go?31 ‘

Abrahams does not even chai 
that Xuma and Paddy were going

■ S

3-*-Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 183



'P'f
\

■ ? # V ‘
- 45 - /

jails, that is, if Paddy was going to be jailed at 
all. The treatment he was going to get was going toA{rd 
be far ihô e comfortable than the one Xuma would get 
Paddy's racial position and financial standing put 
him in a better position to manipulate the law.
■>/■>-*/ CvvCw iXv'i Xo i

I , ,
Abrahams treats Paddy like a Je3U8 in whom 

the salvation of the blacks depends. He is the one 
who gives the example and urges the blacks to revolt

r ,~o as to force the law to give them better treatment.
vb Vî f* tOic, [

4

Abrahams suggests that this type of thing 
it * is going to change the situation in South Africa. If 
/  there is a white saviour who gives himself un for 

js ^  'the black cause as the Rod one doe3, the whole problem 
will be solved.—"fat* ^ ctl h+-

I/personalljr/believe that the situation 
will only change if blacks in South Africa unite against 
the white minority who own all the wealth, and then

r 7i

t f -

w \
\  ------------- - ------- -----  ---  A

* r / fight towards instituting a system whereby the economy//
v t '/of the country will be^put at thfe service of the wholej/' i

nation;, and not just a small section of the society,
. otherwise the integration Abrahams suggests can never
ensure political, social and economic equality.

- recXAim? ^
iA^,U ^
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CHAPTER TWO

£

Peter Abrahams took part in the Pan-African Conference lield 
in London in 1945. Kwame Nkrnmah and Jomo Kenyatta, who later 
became Presidents of Ghana and Kenya respectively, were 
also present. Apparently, Abrahams was very close to these 
people who were directly involved in the fight for the 
liberation of their countries.

At this stage the literary field also began to reflect 
on what was happening on the political and cultural plane.
African writers started writing about themselves.

Organised opposition to colonial rule increased 
significantly after 1945 which was also the year that 
saw the end of the second world war. The demand for 
liberation was to find its highest expression in the wars of 
liberation that took place in such countries as Kenya and 
Algeria in the fifties and very early sixties. 7\nd, with 
the granting of political independence to Ghana in 1957, 
the era of political independence was ushered in on the continent.

Abrahams wrote A Wreath For Udornc in 1956, just a year
~ before Ghana attained its political independence. He uses ^
"HGhana as a model in this novel. Ghana's independence was,<V ---  * re a <4 cJl xykA **« *-dt-

> celebrated by the whole of Africa because it was the most -=5> n,#®
y  f concrete example of the successful realisation of their

f t A  l .-“TV v t a J T < v >
' struggle against imperialist rowers. ^

In order to demonstrate the inequalities between 
blacks and whites in Pan-Africa in A Wreath For Udrmo;
Abrahams gives a description of the conditions under which tlie 
two groups lived.

. / 4 7

\

)
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The whites who were mainly civil servants had their
residential area on the high lands, far from the sea.
Here the weather was cooler, especially in the evenings.

These homes have a feel 
of English country about 
them. xhere are spacious lawns 
and wonderful flower beds.
The rooms are large and cool.
Almost, this little area of Africa 
where the civil servants live 
is a bit of England trans
ported to the tropics.1

Another part of this area w&3 occupied by 
the black petty bourgeois, for example, doctors, 
lawyers and teachers. Indian and Assyrian merchants 
also lived here. Their houses were built of bricks 
and they were reasonably comfortable.

The majority of the people, that is, workers
and peasants lived in squalor. The houses were
huddled on top of each other in an unplanned way:

Once away from the main 
Centres, the houses huddled 
on top of each other any way 
you like. Kud and wattle 
jostled with timber or corruga
ted iron.^

There was also overcrowding of people, hence 
the place had to take more than it could hold. There 
was al30 an open drainage that men used as a public 
toilet and women used to empty night pots in it.J

■^Peter Abrahams, A Wreath For TJdomo (London: Faber 
• and Faber, 195o) p. 137O
Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.136
, ----- . 48
JPeter Abrahams, ibid., p,13t>



r
48

The place stank and added to the squalid
x..

surroundings. It was a breeding place for flie3 
that in turn crawled on the uncovered food that was 
sold in the streets.

/
i

The market, too, was extremely crowded and 
the sellers had to spread their wares on the piece 
of ground for which they paid rent, so the food was 
always exposed to dirt and germs.

Udomo’s office was very tiny and filthy.
The only furniture was just two benches, a chair 
and a table. These were very old. The building 
Udomo’s office was found in, was old and rotting.
The chairs were shaky from age. The floor was covered 
by a thick layer of dirt and the window panes were 
opaque due to the accunmulation of dirt. The yard 
was filthy and stank of piddle. In fact the whole 
place was reeking witn dirt.

Such an environment was not conducive to 
healthy living because dirt i3 a souroe of diseases.
Dirty surroundings reduce individuals to cv sub-
human level cf existence/ P 1— —  sr <J\ V-*

^  ~  -  —  — 0 ‘

Black passengers travelling by sea from
England to Pan-Axrica were put under similar condi
tions.

No lights of many colours here:
No cleanliness and Stewards. The 
music from the dance up there 
cane through an extension. But 
there was no room for dancing 
.... down here, the heat of the 
tropical night was oppressive,
stifling.4

^Feter Abrahams, ibid., p.l2p .../ */:9
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The only music they had in the third 

class was what came through an extension speaker 
from the upper section of the ship where the whites 
and a few selected blacks had a dance. The third 
class Dassengers, who we re all blacks, did not have 
full entertainment from the music. All they could 
do was to sit and brood. There was no variety of 
activities on their long journey.

One little cabin was shared by three people. 
It was stiflingly hot, and therefore people lay naked. 
There was no privacy in the cabins because there 
was more than one person in a tiny cabin and the 
heat forced them to stay naked. This part of the 
ship was nearer the engine and was therefore noisy, 
especially at night when the passengers were sleeping.

At the Pan-African port, all the whites
were processed first. They all went through pas3-port
control while the blacks waited. Racism played a
major role here. The 'whites did not only enjoy a high
standard of living but took precedence when service
was /riven. Like any other colonial_ group, they were/------ — t
lor«l£ ■ and ladies (of Africay"^ '

The same was hacnening in Pluralia. Colonialn
ists were lords of that country. They used all sorts
of means to suppress any uprising so as to maintain
that position, like they did witJi the one ilhendi had
attempted to lead;

Now my friends, .you've all 
heard about that place called 
Pluralia where five million 
whites are the lords and masters

. . ./ 50-
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over forty million of our 
fellow Africans. To-day our 
people have no rights ... 
they have fought for tneir 
rights and they have been 
ruthlessly crushed.5

Blacks lost their lands through displacement
^ by whites if the land they occupied wa3 fertile

enough. Mher.di's wife and other women were shot
down for revolting against injustice in Pluraiia.i

Mhendi emotied his third 
glass. He said: "I have just 
heard from home that they 
shot my wife.” "Oh God",
Lois whispered.
"She and other women were 
victims of 'squatter A'. They've 
been -crying to move my people 
from their old lands to a 
near-desert strip of land.
The settlers don't like to see 
us on fertile land."®

H J v To justify their occupation of Pan-Africa, 
colonialists maintained that conquest and occupa

tion are part and parcel of human history, hence it
rwas not unique to the African situation.

"We in these lands, have 
ourselves been occunied. 
Britain was once a Roman 
colony, was once invaded 
by the barbarians from the 
German foresx3, and was 
conquered by the Normans 
But we gained from these 
conquests. They helped to 

„ make us what we are today
Pci pc/ rfPj- 'V V*1

;;.7 c/Oi* o«4*

'’peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 189
^Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 26 
7Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 66
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Well, Roman conquest was different from 
the colonial situation of Pan-Africa and Pluralia.
The Roman conquered territories but they did not 
interfere with the life of the people. The conquered 

^ people continued to rule themselves. A Roman 
? governor was put there to defend the interests of 
'-vRome, and Rome kept him in check so that he did 

not grow so powerful as to rebel against Rome,
Tributes in form of taxes were paid to Rome by the 
conquered, and subjects of conquered territories were 
taken into captivity by Rome, but through valour snd 
other recognised deeds, a clave could not only acquire 
his freedom, but could even become one of the rulers 
.of the Roman empire.^<"£. M*** H  I1''"

other conquests like the French, the British J 
and the Boers were based on the direct exploitation 
of the conquered and subdued. That is why imperialists 
never bothered to know who the African was, and /
whether he had a culture or not. If anything stood
in the way, it was the culture of the people whose 
land they occupied, because culture is a strong 
political tool. The colonial power's concern about 
the colonised people learning something from them i3 
not applicable in this erse. If they were as concerned 
as they sound, they would not have imposed themselves 
on the colony concerned in the first place because 
like any other human community, it was developing 
at its own pace. The coming of the Europeans dis
rupted thi3 development, so the concern expressed by 
members of the colonising grou.D about the colonised 
masses i3 very hypocritical because they ar.e the ones

— -C «►(*>« jw. \X>-L. -*-(
-‘"■V̂ ô T few

\tyC- h*-*-}-'
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who had exoloited the mas3ee and put them in a 
position where they can be manipulated by whoever 
is in power.

To hand over the masses to 
these individuals before the 
masses are sufficiently educa
ted to control and restrain 
these individuals by the 
proper exercise of their rights 
would be to betray our own 
trust and responsibility to the 
colonial masses.d

The British should not have accused the 
African freedom group of wanting independence for 
their own ends, for example that these people were 
going to turn around and exploit the masses after 
independence, since the masses were not sufficiently 
educated to claim their rights if the new leaders 
decided to mistreat them.UTt. *****

wkC. t\
The petty bourgeois intellectuals were the 

creation of the English education system they had 
gene through. They were a sign of the English
success in colonizing Pan-Afriqa and Piuralia.

•— v. «3*-o

The colonialists al30 argued that They had
spent big sums of money building roads, improving
housing, and also on educational and health services:

We have spent enormous 
sums for the benefit of the 
colonial paoDles, millions of 
pounds - the figures are on 
record for those who want 
to check them - on medical 
and educational services, 
on housing, on improving

T7----------
°?eter Abrahams, ibid.. p.ob
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&
7/ H roads and rail services; *r

\  on improving agricultural - ̂  y  
\ methods ... where did all v3
\,|’this money come from?x \ y ^
')|came from the ordinaryv,/ *■
tax-payer in this country.
We are no longer a rich 
country; we are no longer

< V

U *

the first power in the world.9 ^

This sounds good, but one wonders as to 
whose benefit this was done. The life of the majority 
of the people was adversely affected by such high 
sounding projects. They had to work like slaves to 
ensure that these projects were s u c c e s s f u l ^ - ^ ' ^ L * 7t'v' ~Utcl. t> be

Investment of capital in the colonies 
was calculated to draw profits, so the tax-payer 
of the colonising power was actually being supported 
by the colonics, and not the other way round. This 
argument was simnly a manifestation of the belief
in the civilising mission of colonialism, ‘"*Zv0 " ̂----------------  — -

At Lois' party, the young peer criticised 
the members of the African freedom party for attack
ing even those whites who were on their side.

The peer stabbed an unsteady 
finger at Mhendi's chest. "I 
agree. But you chap3 aren't 
reasonable. You're always attac
king those of us who are on 
your side.V^O

. • ./*

^Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 67
■^Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 35

\
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This argument is vey similar to what transoired 
in the meeting between the African freedom party 
members and the colonialists. The young peer

ic\
insisted on peaceful negotiations and co-operation 
between the colonialists, and the colonized because 
as a member of the'colonizing group, freedom is an 
abstraction. He had no personal experience of the 
sufferings of the colonized people, as Ichendi pointed 
out:

You don* t understand, my 
friend. Look it's simple. I 'm 
black; my friend, Kike here 
is black. We don't have to 
be on our side. We are our 
side. «e don’t have to under
stand the problem: we are it.
When you say "colour bar" they're 
words to you; to U3 they're an 
experience, a reality which 

' you never have and never 
will enter into. It’s easy 
for you to say be reasonable.
It's an abstraction, so you 
can afford the luxury of 
reasonableness. •u-

Even though Abrahams 3 till sees the problem 
of in terms of colour, his rejection of this
white liberal is quite positive because such people 
only paid lip service to the Pan-African struggled 
At least this argument makes Abrahams sound like he 
was no more carried away by the sentiments of seme 
white liberals, who insoite of being members of the 
colonizing power, made themselves patrons of the 
African struggle against colonialism.

"^Peter Abrahams, ibid., pp. 35-6
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Khendi and Udono rejected the peer's
idea that a responsible and constructive approach
by the Africans could. form a basis for co-operation
between the colonizers and the colonized in solving
the problems of the colonies.

It's our business to be 
irresponsible! A slave's 
business is to get rid 
of his chains; not to 
be reasonable! Only the 
free can afford to be 
diplomats. J-2

This argument sums up the unworkability 
of any co-operation between oppressor and the oppres
sed because the two groups can only co-operate if 
they meet each other as equals. In other words, 
this argument could have been valid if Abrahams did 
not single cut the petty bourgeois intellectuals as 
the only people who were in a position to fight for 
the liberation of Pan-Africa and Pluralia. Abrahams 
ignores the fact that even among the oppressed the 
class phenomena existC ♦

Colonial people are oppressed in the sense 
that they are being exploited by a colonial power, 
but within the colonized group, there are individuals 
who through education or v;ealth nave risen above 
the majority of the colonized people.

The nationalists who were preparing for 
the struggle against colonialism in Pan-Africa 
and Pluralia consisted of a few intellectuals who

Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 36
/36



v/ere studying in England. This kind of education 
was net relevant to the conditions at home because 
they were being prepared to think in line with their 
colonial masters. The English education system creat
ed individuals who v/ere inculcated with a bourgeois 
mentality, just a3 the Pranco-phone system resulted 
in assimilation, which created a minority that 
approximated the colonial group, so independence for 
these people was the taking over from the colonial 
masters and not the change of the system.-

The group that was preparing to go back 
to Africa to launch a struggle against colonialism 
consisted of a few intellectuals who were far removed 
from the majority of the peonle, yet the success of 
a struggle depends on the participation of the majority 
of the people.

O «
As soon as Adebhoy returned to Pan-Africa, 

he initiated the struggle through chiefs and. elders. 
These people were involved in the colonial government, 
hence they had no reason to fight against it.

Having failed to get the chiefs and elders 
to support the struggle, the next '̂ roup Adebhoy turned 
to were the merchants. These pe c had money and 
could give financial assistance t< :e struggle, but 
this put them in a position to die te to the leaders 
of the liberation group. This v/ao anotner class that 
had a lot to lose, and therefore could^vive their 
support in so far as their position v/as not threatened.

Udomo thought it would be possible to make
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use of their coney and still control them.
Promise them oositions like 
patron or president or even 
treasurer of the party when it

_ 57 _
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them anything on policy.
If those people were going to finance the 

party, they were going to have a strong grip on it, 
whether they were involved in policy making or not, 
because they could easily cripple the liberation 
movement by withdrawing their aid, so there was no 
way of avoiding their dictating to the party. The 
majority of the people were mobilised in tho end,

^ ( though Abrahams keeps them in the background, they 
V  \ are the ones who heloed in the distribution of the

■ x1paper and they carried out the strike. Abrahams 
concentrates on the participation of the University 
ana merchant classes who were a minority, and there
fore confines the struggle to a few people who had 
no access to the majority of the people.

This class distinction even among the 
oppressed is indicated by the attitude of the Council 
and elders. The chiefs and elders were oppressed in 
so far as they were colonial subjects, but unlike the 
majority of the people they had been incorporated 
into the colonial government and they enjoyed certain 
privileges. They rejected Udomo's request of 
meeting them partly on the grounds that none of hi3 
family ever held any position of authority, either 
as chief or elder, so they were net ready to listen

ITPeter Abrahams, ibj d . , p. 106
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to an ambitious nonentity.

This class felt threatened not only by 
Udorao’s rising as an individual, but they were 
also threatened by the idea of a liberation move
ment because that suggested the possibility of a 
revolution which could change the present order in 
the society, and therefore endanger their position.

merchants were always on Udooo's heels and controlled 
the local paper, the Queenstown paper that Udomo used 
in order to roach the people. They ordered him to
stop sunDorting the strike for instance, and his hands 
were tied because the existence of this paper depended
entirely on the merchants.

As Fanon argueb, besides its financial bsiron 
ness, the nationalist leaders only mobilise the people 
with slogans of independence, but they nro comoletely 
ignorant of the economy of the country. After rallying 
the people, Udorao in prison had no other message for 
them. He sent his lawyer to tell the poople that ho

Having given their financial support, the

had wept.

.  \ ^
po to the people and

«  ___ __ A. C n i /  • ”

oath. Ana Udomo wept. T 
them that."14oath

/*.e e •



,a  Having rallied the people, Udomo does not
J seem to know what to do next. Selina had done her 

^  xbit by making sure that the majority of the people 
^  £got the message by smuggling the paper* to all parts 
§ ^  of the country, and had actually formc-d a party. It
t- was at this crucial stage that Udomo should have made 

a good follow-up by giving a well thought out and 
definite plan: e.3 to what was to be done since the 
majority cf the people had given him and the party 
their support. Instead, all he tcld them was that 
he wept. By so doing, he only made an emotional 
appeal to the masses ao that they could sympathise 
with him without knowing why they were doing it

therDuring the welcoming of the three other 
leaders of the African freedom oarty who had remained, 
Lanwood who had fought for the liberation of Pan-Africa 
from outside for a long time, was so imoressed by the 
developments in Pan-Africa that he made up hi3 mind 
he was going to write a book on this occurrence.
"I must write the hiotory of this bloodless revolu- 
tion.''15

Lanwood, like any other intellectual had 
a bookish idea of the revolution. He thought of a 
successful revolution without blood. lialcom X 
makes it explicit that there i3 nothing like a blood
less revolution. A real revolution involves blood.

This emphasizes the gap betvreen Lanwood

■^Peter Abra/iams, ibid., p. 186
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and the rest of the Pan-Africans. First of all i*
had been away from his home country for too Ion
and the type of education he had gone through h: d 
alienated him from his people, so he had lost touch 
with his people and their problems.

After the elections in which members of
the freedom party5ecame the majority, those whites
who could not take it started leaving Pan-Africa. This
upset Udomo very much. Well. Udomots being disturbed 
by their leaving could mean that being the product, 
not only of the English education system, but of their 
culture as well, he could not envisage Pan-Africa
without white people. In justification of this
attitude, he argued that there were areas in the run
ning of the country that local people could not
handle. "We have to have men to replace these English
men. Running departments isn't the some as making
speeches you kncw."^ A  ^

This is a clear indication that the coloniser 
had not prepared the colonial people for the running 
of the country independently. This also shows that 
being an intellectual doc3 not necessarily mean that 
one can be a leader, and being aspirants to the nation
al bourgeois class, the leaders of the freedom party 
fought for the kind of independence that would only 
incorporate the educated few into the government with
out upsetting the whole structure. Even if it did

tv-

upset it, all it would require would be the ̂ replacement
of the English bourgeois class by a national one. It. t\is this limited view of nationalism th=t mcas the

TbPeter Abrahams, ibid.t p. 200
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independence of Pan-Africa abortive, and also led 
to the importation of whites from Pluralia.

X \
X
\

Udomo had dismissed "tribalism", by which f 
he meant the customs and practices of the people of 
Pan-Africa. He had dismi^se^d all thp3e as hindrances
to "progress". He later relapsed into othnism 'rt in 

/' \ order to get the people's support. He was merely 
exploiting ethnism for his own ~ends^ He made 

- Jdabi a Minister for the mountain people 30 that the

V

.p«r.

ft
\ x \

V  < & i fv V.V

people from these areas could feel represented and
therefore suoport the new government.

And tribal loyalties are s trong % 
man, You should understand 1
that. We'll overcome them in \
tine. That's where you can help.\
We need to build up national \
loyalties so against tribal loya- . 
lties. Endura ahd hi3 crowd 
play on all tribal prejudices 
in people. We have to counter 
that otherwise we'll never 
build a strong African state 
that is as modern as any.V ' l  ' V  

V ,\

/\ I

/ ’ c \
I o °

XV

Udomo*s ideal state is one that is similar ju~ 
to a European state. According to him, not only

of the European states, 17

C
W - / L  rv- /\ f “ "*“ '«***«** —  **•*“*» -------- „ JUo \ĉ *

Pan-Africa but African states in general will only->*>
_  . . .

/ 1 be recognized if they acquire similarity with 
' European states. There would be nothing wrong with^
! • • f j • * * D*• ~ 3-̂'Udomo’s aiming at modernisation if by this he dia 
not mean the perpetuation of bourgeois values in '
independent Pan-Africa.

0̂ 0

17Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 203
• . %/ t>2
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This attitude is not only due to colonial
mutilation, but is also the result of the bourgeois
consciousness of the middle class, it3 "Spiritual
penury and its profoundly cosmopolitan mould that

1 ftits mind is set in ", so their goal is to create
a European modern state. ^ ’̂ ^ V -4*

This sets them off balance from the onset

5ecause instead of seeking to provide the needs of he masses, they are eager to measure their success 
y creating a bourgeois state within Africa, and 
n so doing, they do not only import western expertise 
but western bourgeois values as well.

'—P ■ i r . >
After political independence the economy 

remains the same. No industries are set up, hence 
the country still sends its raw materials to Europe. 
The country still specialises in unfinished products* * I
-Cy'<Jib

f
y'' "Tribalism" was never. - used to strengthen 

r i some of the nation's values, it was used as long a3 
^iit would enable nationalists to accomplish their 

own ends. Udomo got all the support from the people 
” because he rallied them by promising to get rid of 

the Y.hite3 . Later, he crashed any opposition against] 
his putting the economy of Pan-Africa in the hands 
of the Pluralian whites:

Accept it. It's a fact. If
I came out against it to-day 
I'd be out of office to-morrow.
Accept it and attack it from 
the rear. That's the answer.
That's why I am pushing 
industrialisation as hurd 
as possible. That's why I

lbFrantz Fanon, The Wretched of the_Earth (Herraondswortt
Penguin Looks, 19^5) p.I19 .../ 6:
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need l.lhendi's whites so
desperately.19

Udbmo would discard "tribalism" later 
because he regarded it a3 a stumbling block to 
“progress". In other words, when he started fra

ternising with the whites, the people who elected 
him to office would be silenced if they criticised 
him for having lost sight of the goals for which 
they had elected him.

Udomo seems to dismiss everything 
African as "tribal", and ho accepts everything 
western as representative of "progress". In fact 
Abrahams paints a gloomy picture of what he terms 
"tribalism". People who stand for African traditions 
in Patriaehal societies, like Selina are depicted 
negatively. Selina is portrayed as a "male" | 
chauvinist^ who, besides malting it possible for the 
men 'who had been abroad to take over the running of 
the country, dishes oi
care of their physical needs while they are involved 
in the s t r u g g l e . K y  tti.

The women Selina uses are very stupid, 
subservient and^ well trained only in the part Selina 
makes them play, that is, the part of pleasing the 
men.^

•t women to these men to take

vXv-, ^

Though Selina is a revolutionary, she is 
depicted a3 having no feelings or warmth. Lci3, the 
English woman is portrayed a3 very warm, sympathetic * •

19Fetor Abrahams, ibid., p. 242
/ 64• • •/
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and understanding. She is not ju3t a sex tool, she 
provides 3ome spiritual and material comfort, and 
acts as a uniting factor for the members of the 
African freedom party while they were abroad.

r

Abrahams has nothing positive to say about- 
African women. He makes them either crude and [fb<
masculine or simple to the jaoint of being stupid. 1 
Selina, the only woman in the Pan-African struggle 
for independence sits with the leaders and makes 
plans. She is the one who actually formed the party 
and made sure that Udomo beci e the leader of the 
country. She is the one who organised for the removal 
of Udomo because he had betrayed the trust of the 
people
her mercy. ;iust ±ii:e nean m  ;cins Boy,'*'-*— — y** 1 ■■■    — ^ c-

1 t- I
There is no where in Abrahams* works where 

African women are portrayed positively. Both Leah 
and Selina are portrayed negatively by Abrahams 
except that for Selina there is no justification for 

'what she is. There are no circumstances that lead 
to Selina’s ruthlessness. She is just presented as 
being like that by the author. 'T%\xW«d (e

ale. She is ruthless and she puts everybody at 
mercy, just like Leah in Mine Boy. c-t̂

Leah is portrayed as physically a giant.
Her structure is so imposing that no man can challenge 
her in a fight. She is depicted as a beautiful amazon. 
When her man went to Jail, she took Dladla to care 
~for her physical needs..She is the one who arranged 
the love affair between Xuma and "Eliza. Leoh found 
men for women. Unlike Selina, Leah’s environment 
demanded that she had to fight for her survival,

• • •/6S
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so there is cause for sympathising with her.

Eliza is depicted a3 She would like
to live like a white woman, and have all the things 
the whites had. Even the affair she had with Xuma 
did not satisfy her. Abrahams suggests that apart
heid stands in the way of human relationships.
Instead of seeing its economic implications, Abrahams 
feels that people would love freely if it was 
for racism.^4*3 w

o o ..w v J r  \PVJ- y^c d
—  - t »  - t v t H  —  •^vCioacU.

Her whole a -̂> <>
life is centred around having Xuma as her man. d—

Maisy is depicted as tco simple.

They
In Wild Conquest, the faceless Ndeb^Lo 

women are there to comfort thoir men emotionally, 
do not contribute constructively to the circumstances 
that threatened the society, namely, the intrusion 
of the whites.

In A Wreath For Udomo, l.Ihendi’s wife is
depicted as a mere object in the house:

She liked to sit on the floor 
then, near me, not saying a 
word. I felt the quiet of her 
presence then. At first when 
she did thi3, I used to open a 
book and read aloud.

This woman had no ideas of her own, according to 
Abrahams. She was just timid and docile.

The drama of Udomo’s killing makes Selina 
not only ugly but a backward savage wallowing in

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 27
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monstrous killings.
The man who had been at the 
window shrieked, dipped and 
hacked at Udomo's body ... 
the second can dipped and 
hacked at Udoao's neck.
Blood spurted into the man’s 
face. Udomo died. They hacked 
at the life-less body in a frenzy that 
kept time with the drums.21

Abrahams suggests that this is on African 
traditional ritual killing, but so far there is no 
African society that kills people this way.^T 
\Abrahams also feels that the greatest crime o f ^  
"tribalism" is the stifling of human personality.This 
is the illusion of individual "freedom". He feels 
the western bourgeois way of life would be ideal if it 
was without racism. He laments the fact that these peopl 
do-not put their values above colour, otherwise he 
would make a wholesale acceptance of their way of
life at the expense of African traditional life.

I - -
At this stage, Abrahams had discarded the 

idea of man without colour, and had become aware that 
racism excludes the blacks from full participation in 
the western culture.

Abrahams* negative attitude towards African 
traditional practices is demonstrated by the apprehen
sions liabi had when ho had to meet the mountain 
people. He longed for his mother yet he did not like 
the ritual that surrounds such a meeting. This 
so-called ritual turned out tc be no ritU33. at all

rr-------------------------------------------------Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 306
.../67
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but a hand-shaking in order of seniority:

A wave of bitterness welled up 
in Ldabi as the chief and elders 
left their stools and came to 
him. The real evil of tribalism 
in this day and age was that its 
ritualistic code of fear and rutho- 
rity had robbed man of his indi- 

s. vidual man-hood.22

V V<•

c\
>
<r

The ritual of washing of feet in blood was 
obviously reserved for Udomo. Such a ritual must have 
had a special significance in the society concerned.
It was pei’formed on Udomo, not just anybody, so it 

^ must have been^ reserved for people in high authority.
^ A s T a r  as[i am concerned,) there was nothing wrong 
with 
blood

the ritual, as long as it did not require human
l. _ W

uUc[ 2*^  hx
I

- *
UeuAfl- XUC.A ^ 0 X 0  iou.'jd -

Blood plays a very important role in African

oux

♦*̂ rrT

societi because it is regarded as a symbol of life, 
d̂o not see why Abrriham3 should be so 

negative towards what he calls ''tribalism". First 
of all the term itself is inappropriate. Abrahams
\ views these things from the point of view of the 
imperialists. Like the western novelist he views 
African exploits as savagery and bloody and devoid

, of any respect for hucian life.

Tne Encyclopedia Britannica defines a tribe
V  c \  vSy ,vf̂
>  \/ i/ as a social group of a simple kind, whose members 

have a common dialect, a common way of life and a 
single government. This term does not- apply to

^Pe ber Abrahams, ibid., p. 237
/os

t ♦
68



societies that have achieved a strictly territorial 
organisation in large states. Its application is 
confined to social groups whose unity is based on ? 
kinship. , . iv Ac, ^

__W _____  ^  Jr- *
^ ---" --  ̂ ^  ^  ̂  ^

The(Pan-African society cannot be referred
to as "tribal'1. Like any other nation it had some
langue.ge groups, so the term "tribal" should be a
white racist term that whites use when referring to
African societies.

Js Abrahams confines the term to African 
traditional practices during the patriachal stage in 
the development of societies.

As far as I know, there are both positive and 
negative things in such practices, so dismissing them 
completely i3 unfair. Some of these practices are 
(very harmless^to human life and also to "progress^ 
and yet their meaning form the back-bone of the society. 
After all, every society has it9 own practices and 
rituals; it is only fair to criticise what is bad in 
them without dismissing them completely.

1

Udomo rallied the people by promising to 
get rid of the whites, but at the same time he wanted 
the whites for their expertise and capital..

Even Lenwood who was very much against the 
white man's presence in the country felt the need for 
the destruction of imperialism without going back to 
"tribalism". Like Udomo, Lanwood wanted the country 
to be 'bodernised". The modernising process implied
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white control of the economy of the country.

Abrahams makes the Pluralism whites offer 
financial assistance and expertise because he advoca
tes the idea of a constellation of states.

^ By accepting the necessary help from Pluralia,
Udomo betrayed another African cause, that is, the 
struggle of Pluralia against a racist regime. By 
inviting the Pluralian business men and techni
cians, Udono denounced his support of Uhandi. . The 
choice he made put him in no position to continue his 
support of Mhendi because the Pluralians could easily 
withdraw their assistance and bring the economy of 
Pan-Africa to a standstill. In fact when Mhendi's 
sabotage of goods trains and power plants succeeded, 
Udomo became very worried because Mhendi had come in 
through Pan-Africa. This alone was a very sen.*I’trvc 
spot because the Pluralian government could easily 
accuse Pan-Africa of bringing in llhendi. More-over, 
the de-railing of goods trains and cutting cf power 
could then have direct effects on the Pan-African 
economy.

/

(j ^ In self justification for handing over
?s. o. k ^ ^ J Mhendi to the Pluralian government, Udcmo argued that 

he did it because of a sense of duty to Africa andHe

w  ̂ eje. tWJ- her people. Udomo's greater duty V. •• v- m-rfrica was
.\aot t o plunge it into exploitation by Pluralia, bat
Ito fight exploitation whenever it occured. If he

Svjh, T . av
b _  c had supported the Pluralian struggle against eoloriiol-Vg ̂  ^ ---- “ ] "* 1 (Jf
~ ^ ism he could have done the greatest service to Africa VICf i “ ”' —-—■— ~

^ V  |by helping in the liberation of a nation from colonialist)
’’s' i  .../70



Eight years after Udomo had become Prime Minister, 
nothing had changed. The only change was that there 
were more black faces among the ministers, but colonial
ism still persisted. The whites were not only dicta
ting economic terms but political policy as well. The 
blacks who were supposed to be in power were just 
stooges.

"The Cabinet's ours. We 
sign the laws. But the 
white man run all the 
big industrialisation 
and construction projects.
They control us with their 
money, and you know 
it. That's why you have 
shut your eyes to their 
clubs- for whites only. Every
where in the land, in 
factories on building 
and construction projects, 
where roads are being made, 
whiten give orders and 
blacks do the work

Obviously, conditions in Pan-Africa were 
similar to conditions in racist Pluralia. Colour bar 
was still practised shamelessly. There were still 
clubs set aside for whites only. Whites were msre 
supervisors while the blacks were doing the work.

When condemned by the people for betraying 
Ilhendi, and for betraying their trust, Udomo found 
comfort in thinking of Lois, the_white woman in 
England. This is indicative of total alienation from 
his people. He was even thinking of bringing her 
■to Africa. \} - °
-------- - V-WiW u UJ<C,
^Feter Abrahams, ibid., p. 229
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Udomo was still bent on bringing more 
whites because he felt more at home with them.

After the death of Udomo, Mabi also found "Cv-‘ ̂  
comfort in thinking about the same woman. He 
icnuone.d Udomo’s exploi Is, even developed personal 
admiration for him. In other words, he saw no other

J^adTtemative given the same circumstances.
__US2̂The essence of neo-colonialism is the 

country's experiencing political independence in
theory. In other words, a f country has all the out
side signs of being independent, yet in practice 
its economic system and its political policy is 
directed by an imperialist power.

Abrahams, therefore, sees the liberation of 
Africa from colonialism in terms of neo-colonialism.
According to him, lest Africa sinlcs back to "tribalism", 
neo-colonialism provides that something which is 
African but not primitive. In other words, neo
colonialism perpetuates the values of the colonial 
period when the leadership has shifxed from whites A. , 
to blacks. T? 1te ^  pvbU~, All ,

 ̂ • < r
In A Hight of Their Own, the society consists 

of the hunters and the hunted. The division is 
based on race. There are the whites who enjoy all 
the privileges in the land cn one hand, and on tha 
other, all those who are discriminated agairlft, on 
ths basis of colour, and who are denied not only 
privileges but bare necessities of life.

.. ./72
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Most of Doctor Nankhoo's patients were 

poor, small and shrivelled up. This i3 a clear sign 
of lack of proper feeding. Their bodies were almost 
drying up because of starvation. Numberless political 
prisoners, in some instances both fatner and mother 
were in prison and there was nobody to look after 
their children and pay for their food.

The young man who drove Nkosi-Dube to the
Nankhoo farm was very thin and sickly:

It was driven by a thin young 
man from the settlement, who was 
tall and willowy. He had a 
sickly ashen sheen over his 
skin and coughed nearly 
all the time.

The colour of his skin suggested that there were 
important food substances lacking in his body. This 
lack of proper nourishment denied tho children the 
chance of growing into healthy individuals. This 
did not only underdevelop< them physically but 
mentally as well because a sound mind exists in a 
healthy body. The adults were denied their capacity 
to do work because a hungry man cannot do as much 
work as when he ha3 had enough to eat. I'an realises 
himself through work, so if his capacity to work is 
frustrated he feels useless.

The area between the white and Indian 
residential areas consisted of a squalid strip where 
a few blacks of nixed blood lived. As one approached 
the Indian quarters, the surroundings were drab 
and ugly.
£eter Abrahar.s, A Nieht of Their Own (London; Faber & Faber, 196.'
P. 107. /73



Only the nain street kJ«s 
surfaced; the others were 
dust-bowls in the dry 
season and muddy pools - 
in the wet. The houses 
were equally drab and 
ugly and unpainted. 24

As Dicky Naiker smuggled oat Nkosi-Dube 
from the Nankhoo house to their farm, they passed 
filthy back yards where dirty bits of food had armies 
of flies feeding on them.

Filthy conditions are a health hazard, so 
the blacks were exposed to all the diseases that 
are connected with dirt. Since they were surround
ed by filth, they were deprived the chance of living 
like human beings, hence such conditions reduced 
them to the sub-human level of existence.

Coetzee-sVe3 thaizen in A Night of Their Cwn 
after years of being a white man w&s declared black 
by law.

To be white one day in a world 
where being white i3 the most impor
tant thing there is and then have 
that whiteness taken from you is 
enough to create bitterness and 
desolation in any m a n .25

It is this bitterness that prompted Coetzee-»esth:uizen 
to work for the underground movement to revenge 
himself and those like him on the white racist govern
ment, now that the struggle had gone underground, 
since, the platform had proved dangerous to the 
movement.

_  73 _

2 A^Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 7105‘‘ Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 25



"They're going to pay for it. 
They're going to pay dearly for 
their foolishness. I'm only one 
of a number, you know. And 
if all those people decide on 
revenge as I'm now doing, 
they are going to be in real 
trouble. Deciding who is and 
isn't white! It's something you 
see and know and feel! But 
they'll learn and then they'll 
come begging!"26

•

Even though Coetzee-V/esthuizen did services 
to the black movement for money and to revenge him
self on the whites, he also contributed in a small 
way by using his double identity to help the move
ment.

Dee, the Indian girl, worked hard for the 
underground movement, but suffered an enormous psyeliolo 
gical deformity which was symbolised by her physical 
handicap. This was due to her experiences with both 
Africans and whites. Her London University lover had 
exploited her both materially and emotionally. He 
made her pay his bills, cook and clean for him, and 
then turned her into a mistress who had to keep away 
if he wan ted to have another woman. Her failure 
to finance his tour ellicited his true feelings about 
her. He was repelled by the fact that she was de
formed, but above all he resented her being an Indian, 
and therefore sent her packing.

Abrahams* calling such a man a marxist is 
indicative of his negative attitude towards marxists. 
Instead of seeing a contradiction of marxist beliefs

Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 27
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in thi3 man, Abrahams claims that the lover's 
behaviour is typical of marxists.

The 1949 race riots between Indians and 
Africans, where many Indians lost their lives in the 
hands of Africans created an unbreakable wall between 
Dee and Africans. Nkosi-Dube's arrival and stay at 
the Nankhoo house aroused these deep-seated painful 
experiences in Dee.

First of all Nkosi-Dube had stayed abroad 
for almost ten years, and as far as Dee was concern
ed, he had imbued the individualistic, detached 
middle class attitude of that society.

"Like you are, uncommitted, 
detached, objective - any of 
those words would do: you
know what I mean.

Nkosi-Dube was also a black man and therefore accord
ing to Dee, accountable for the race riots between 
Indians and Africans in 1949.t

Poqo, the extremist African group that 
initiated the struggle along racial lines insisted 
on the policy of open terror. This group was rally
ing Africans and excluding other blacks. By so doing, 
though unconsciously, they were responding to the 
attempts by the racist government to make blacks 
discriminate against one another, so as to weaken 
their resistance. The race riots between Indians 
and Africans were due to white incitement to effect

27Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 47
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this, so the participation of Indians in the move
ment v/as a very positive step because it made the 
movement a truly black movement, not only in the 
racial 3ense, but also in the sense that it was now 
oppressed groups joining forces against a common 
enemy.

- 76 -

Karl Van As, a deputy head of the Natal 
Bureau of Internal Security was z. backbone of the 
system. He had served it faithfully and successfully. 
He had travelled extensively in the service of the 
regime. Such travels put him in contact with South 
Africans who were fighting the sy steed from outside 
the country. He had met Nkosi-Dube abroad, hence 
he had a clear knowledge of the man, and had all the 
details including his physical features. This contact 
had enabled him to know Nkosi-Dube*s belief that 
South Africans should get out of the limiting environ
ment of their country if they are to see their situa
tion in proper perspective. Van As with-held this 
information when Nkosi-Dube was locked for. This 
information could be enough to make it possible to 
track down Nk03i-Dube, but Van As did not release 
it.

Abrahams wants to make us believe that 
Van As with-held thisinJTormation because he was 
in a dilemma. Van As is depicted as somebody in a 
tragic situation. Abrahams is just being idealistic. 
Van As might have had his moments of having a bad 
conscience because of the opo<Mei«<. system, but 
Abrahams distorts this and makes it appear a3 if

— /?7
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Van As was different from the rest of those on the 
white side of the colour line.

Abrahams makes Sammy Naidoo argue that 
apartheid was all stupidity, only the "enlightened", 
the educated keep it going.

But you work the system: in fact you
are its brains. Without people like you, 
without ycur brains and your talents, 
the wild fanatics of apartheid would 
not be able to operate for long. You 
and I know that the genuine believer in 
apartheid is a curiously stupid and 
gullible creature. But it is you, Mr.
Van As, people like you who keep the 
system alive and strengthen it. 28

This argument ties very well with faith in
intellectuals. He believes they are the people who
are in a position to bring about change.

Abrahams depicts Van As as somebody who 
wa3 aware of the brutality of the apartheid system 
and at the same time Van As believed that one's 
life is embedded in one’s society, and that thi3
makes it difficult for one to make an independent

#
decision, or a decision that is against one's society
because he would be ostracised by that society:

You can't walk alone. Uany have 
given the illusion but none have 
really walked alone. Han is not 
made that way. Each man is 
bedded in his people, in their 
history and their culture and 
their values ... and so each 
man wants and works almost 
automatically for the aooroval 
of his people.

Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 193 
^'Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 172 • • *//8
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Abrahams apologises for the apartheid 
system and persuades us to see it as being a 
stumbling block to human relationships. As a 
result Van As could not marry the woman he loved, 
and from whom he drew sc much comfort. This woman 
was black and therefore, the love affair was unlaw
ful according to the South African racial standards.
Van As therefore was in no dilemma as Abrahams would 
make us believe. By virtue of his class position, 
he did not have to make a choice but to serve the 
system, just as he was doing so, through the 
administrative work he did for it.

I personally find Van As very sincere 
within his context. He is more in keeping with what 
he stood for because as a member of the white bourgeois 
class, his relationship with blacks was based on 
exploitation.

Van As* love for Mildred, the black high 
school mistress was important in so far as it gave 
him some emotional satisfaction. This love affair 
never created a real conflict in him, if it did, Van 
As took the easiest option out of it, that is, he 
chose to conform with the expectations of his society.

Mildred’s fin?J. rejection of the love 
between Van As and herself consolidates the black 
-forces in the sense that all the underprivileged 
groups, namely, the Africans, the Indians and the 
blacks ox mixed blood fought against the white 
racists in one form or another.

79
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Abrahams distorts the race factor though, 
because these different black groups have always 
fought against the apartheid system in isolation. 
Abrahams is being idealistic.

_ 79 _

Abrahams makes Iikosi-Du.be cure Dee*s 
psychological deformity so as to solder the rela
tionship between the Indians and the Africans. Dee’s 
desira to have Nkosi-Dube's children points to 
Abrahems* belief that if race did not stop people 
from loving each other, the off-springs of such love 
would neutralise the colour problem and lead to 
complete integration:

Even if he died ... I’d be 
in the most awful mess ...
But it won't be like before ...
I'll always know where I am 
going ana what is right. It 
is like having year way through 
the jungle. You may not get 
through, that i3 chance, but 
you know the v*ay and that 
whatever happens you can* t 
get lost. I hope we get through.
I'd love to have his children ... ^

Abrahams makes Dee the symbol of the conti
nuation of the struggle, and her whole attitude towards 
it, is very positive. She believes that the struggle 
will finally be a success even though many will die 
in the process.

Dawood, her brother shares the same belief 
by maintaining that the absence of stars in the sky 
does not mean that the night will last forever.

^Peter Abrahams, ibid., c. 201
.. ./80
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Dee too believes in the coming of the
morning after a long night.

... And so our men must 
leave us. Some to die, some to 
go to prison; some to hide, 
sene to far lends. And we 
must be alone in the land, 
waiting and working and 
fighting and scheming for the 
day of re-union, that day 
must follow this terrible night 
... For that morning will 
come: a good morning after
the terrors of this night. It is 
for this that Sammy died; 
for thi3 that they have just 
slipped across the skyline 
of the 3ea; for this that we 
must do many things, endure 
many things, and see our 
men leave.31

Unfortunately, Abrahams makes rich Hindus 
like Old Nanda and the Nankhoos, Mildred, a high 
school headmistress and Nkosi-Dube, the artist who 
stayed abroad take part in the resistance. The 
rest of the majority of the people are completely 
left out. The middle class interests are contradic
tory to those of the people, so the interests of 
the people who are involved in the fight against 
apartheid are not representative of the interests 
of the majority. More-over, this is just another 
nationalist movement that would result in the few 
educated and the rich taking part in^ governing of 
the country if majority rule v/a3 attained.

. . ./8L



CHAPT5S THHSE

Neo-colonialism is when a state has all 
the outward 3igns of being independent, but the 
economic system, and therefore its political policy 
is controlled by foreign investors-from outside.

There are various ways in which foreign 
capital can continue to exploit poor countries even 
after political independence. The government of 
the neo-colonial state may be controlled by the 
troops from the imperial power, and civil servants 
who have the interests of the imperial nation at 
heart can be put in positions where they can easily 
dictate policy.

The imperialist power or any financial 
body can imnose a banking system in order to have 
control over foreign exchange. Aid and loans given 
at high interests only help to drain more money 
from the country instead of helping in its develop
ment. A'hen giving loans and aid, capitalist 
countries are the ones that dictate terms, which 
might be in contradiction with national plans. In 
thi3 case, foreign capital i3 used for exploitation 
and not development.

The monopoly of the press and magazines



contribute in exploitation because apart from being 
expensive, they, in conjunction with other mass 
media like the radio and television help to propa
gate values that do not have the interests of the 
nation at heart. This media also help in promoting 
propaganda directed against those countries which 
are involved in the struggle against the different 
manifestations of imperialism.

The United States of America, for instance, 
has succeeded in using aid to have the monopoly of 
information agencies in developing countries, threat
ening to withdraw aid unless monopoly is assured by 
renouncing other information centres, particularly 
those by socialist countries, Neo-colonialism there
fore, is just colonialism at a more sophisticated 
level, having the comprador and the ruling classes 
acting as vassals for the international bourgeoisie.

In This Island Now, the economy wa3 in the 
hands of people like the Isaac "crowd", who were only 
acting as middle men for foreign investors, they 
owned no industries of their own. The compradors 
and the national bourgeois class invested their 
money outside the Island. The press, the radio and 
television were controlled from outside too. After 
the death of Hoses Joshua, the first President of 
the Island, Josiah who took over the Presidency still 
relied on foreign aid. Josiah actually made a deal 
with the Isaacs, by getting them into partnership 
with the government.

_  82 _
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The majority of the people in This Inland 
Now lived in the hills and cultivated the hillsides 
for a little com. The hills were their only source 
of food production, and the harvest v/a3 never good, 
so tho food they grew never covered their needs.

Independence had not brought 
running water or electric light 
or more food and better hones 
or schools; it had been’ 
around for a long time and 
it had changed nothing and 
so it was as it was before 
it had cone.l

The working clas9 pnd the peasants did not 
benefit from the political independence that the 
Island had attained. They still lacked basic neces
sities like food, shelter and clothing.

The palace staff lived in a group of build
ings behind the palace. The place where these build
ings were situated does not suggest that they were 
good enough to be seen from the entrance to the palace.

If those people who were privileged to 
work for the palace lived under such conditions, those 
who were not so privileged must have been living in 
more miserable conditions.

The people of the hills had earth stained
clothes, and the people Josiah used as his security
were poorly dressed.

Very late that night a non 
descript, poorly dressed black

Peter Abrahams, Thi.s Island Now (London: Faber <£
Faber, 1966) p. 79
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man appeared in the palace 
gates. 2

The people of the Island were deprived
of their basic necessities. The lack of these 
three things, food, shelter and clothing can be seen 
in the way Abrahams describes what the people ate, 
wore and lived in.

The basic needs of these people were not 
taken care of, which means the society they lived 
in was an unjust society. The material condition 
of the majority of the people was still the same 
as during the colonial period. The economic and 
political power remained in the hands of a few.

Moses Joshua, the first President never 
attempted to change the exploitative system of the 
colonial period. He manipulated and turned the 
people into puppets. The running of the Island 
remained virtually the same. The only difference 
was that the leaders were then black. This is an 
important feature of neo-colonialism, race plays a 
minor role.

In Moses’ whole Cabinet, there was only 
one Minister, Ralph Smith who had been an ordinary 
working man before joining politics as a Minister 
of Labour Relations. It is ironic that a former 
worker should be a Minister in a bourgeois system.
It is actually buying out the workers' consciousness 
by token rewards for their leaders. Moreover, there
—----------------------------------------- _
^Peter Abrahams, ibid.. p. 190
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is no evidence that Ralph had a worker’s conscious
ness. F.F. Freeways, the Frime Minister and Minister 
of Financial Affairs was a white Islander from the 
comprador class. K.E. Powers, Minister of Works, 
Post3 and Telegraphs, Richard Young, Mabel Anderson 
and Albert Jcciali belonged * 0 the petty bourgeois 
class.

The comprador bourgeois-act as vassals for 
the international bourgeoisie. Thi3 class depends 
on imperialism for its existence and development.
As a result it always sides with imperialism, and 
it is extremely reactionary towards a positive social 
change.

8 5 .

The petty bourgeoisie vacillates between 
being revolutionary and anti-revolutionary. When 
its position is threatened by the revolutionary 
proletariat, it becomes very reactionary. When their 
chances of becoming the big bourgeoisie are hampered 
by the comprador bourgeoisie, members of thi3 class 
support a "revolution".

A bourgeois system is based on manipula
tion and misuse of power. The Prime Minister and 
Minister for Finance was chosen by the President 
not because he was particularly suitable for the 
position, but on the basi3 of his colour. President 
Joshua believed that this man was going to be a bait 
to the white merchants, since all the merchants in 
the Island were white, this man would have to speak 
to his fellow whites ana a3k for money for the 
benefit of the state. He argued:

86
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It is better if .ve send a white 
man to ask other white men 
for money. And all our merchants 
here are white too and 
they like to deal with their own 
kind. So I let them have their 
own to soeak to if it neann 
we will get the benefit. It is 
like using a good rubber 3tampl^

This was part of the manipulation Joshua was doing
in the Island, but in this case he- thought he was
using the bourgeoisie when in actual fact it was
them who used him. Whites in this case are the
property and business owners.

After independence the economy of the 
Island remained solely in the hands of the whites. 
Moses Joshua confirmed that the whites had the money, 
so the Island depended on the western controlled 
economy in the sense that the local comprador acted 
as middle men for the international bourgeoisie.

In justification for this, the President 
maintained that white men respect and understand one 
another more than blacks and whites would. This 
advocates racism in the sense that, first of all, 
it depicts the whites as superior beings who have 
attained the monopoly of respect and understanding; 
which the black men cannot be party to. This means 
that according to Joshua, blacks are inferior.

The Minister of External Affairs was chosen
on the basis of his black colour because the World 
Assembly whore he represented the Island was predomina-
------------------------------------------------------------------------------ -
JPeter Abrahams, Ibid.. p. 104
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ntly black. Again colour is being used to manipulate 
human beings. Hoses Joshua squandered state money 
through expensive dinners entertaining minority 
comprador and petty bourgeois members, v/hile the 
majority of the people '.vent without essentials. He 
found it necessary to entertain the petty bourgeois 
people so as to win their favours so tliat they would 
not see the comprador as their enemy.

The gift of a road to Clara Sterning was 
one of the abuses. Using the best materials to 
build a road that would serve the Sterning’s home 
was one of the instances of state machinery being 
used for the purpose of rewarding friends, and there
by helping them ,in their personal accummulation of 
wealth.

The opposition party initiated by indivi
duals of the petty bourgeois class tried to challenge 
this misuse of state machinery. They used a high 
class hotel as a venue for rallying members of their 
own class who could attend.

This "black tie affair" could not accom
modate the majority of the people, in fact Abrahams 
does not indicate that the majority of the people 
could be consulted. The majority w_:s conveniently 
left out because their involvement would have 
implied the sharing of the benefits that would 
come later.

When the matter came up in one of the
sessions of parliament, the President made a big



joke oat of it and was dismissed without having been
discussed.

The old man had apoeared at 
the door of the chamber, wriggled 
the index finger at the members 
on the government benches, laughed 
out loud and poked out his 
tongue at the opposition benches.
The government ministers had 
risen and solemnly marched 
out of the chamber followed 
by their back benchers. The 
Chairman of the chamber had 
been forced to adjourn the 
session for want of a quo
rum. And that woS the 
end of the opposition.4

Joshua was virtually an absolute ruler, 
even though there was a parliament and also the 
opposition party. He ruled unopposed, so when the 
one party state was declared, it was only endorsing 
what had been happening since Joshua became President 
of the Island. Even though this is not .necessarily 
correct, the idea of a one party state, as long as 
this party is in a bourgeois system, is a system of 
dictatorship because such a system does not ^ low 
opposition, which means it ha3 no room for cri 
That is why Joshua had become such a bully an 
on the people till he died.

In a socialist aystem, the one party state,
hat is, a workers and peasants- party become,, 
nstrument that will help towards the treat n^of 
he dictatorship of the proletariat, which

Peter Abrahams, ibid; p< 24 / 89 • • • •/



the man who had been raining the Island *a3 dead, 
so a substitute had to be found to ensure that the 
masses did not get out of hand. '.Then Josiah took 
over, it was merely a substitution of one dictator 
by another. He took advantage of the moment of 
confusion and rallied the majority of the people 
into voting him for power. It io inter- : ting *( 
note that some of the strongest fascistic retires 
in history like Mussolini's, Hitler's a popular 
base.

When Jo3iah became President, his intercut 
in the welfare of the masses became less and Iocs 
real in each step he took. He knevr the maccra had 
been terrorised into accepting who-cver clairaod to 
be the symbol of power. This is what made Josiah 
turn to them at this time, and the very fact that 
he did it when everybody was ccnfuscd strengthened 
his position.

Since he had already assumed the roic of
being the symbol of authority, his fellow Minister# 
simply fell into line and allowed him to go ah ad 
even though they had not elected him.

After Josiah was unanimously chosen ss 
hairman of the Cabinet meeting^cven befo 
ame President, he immediately embarked 
Lewing of the policy and pro,res of 
soon as he took the President's coat 
the Cabinet meeting, Josiah declared tha



The history of power in the Island had 
been based on one individual's caprice for half a 
century, and therefore a way to dictatorship had 
been prepared. Josiah, who was both a descendant 
of the bourgeois class and a Minister in Joshua's 
Cabinet could not be any different, despite his 
aiming at creating a plausible power structure ;hat 
would cater for the majority of the people. His 
petty bourgeois class position made him condone the 
very things he was trying to change.

The circumstances that led to Josiah' 3 

becoming a President were indicative of the fact 
that conditions were conducive for the struggle for 
power in a dictatorship. There was no definite 
procedural elections after the death of Joshua. In 
fact as soon as it became known that Joshua was dead, 
the whole Cabinet was thrown in such a confusion that 
they could not come to any decision a3 to what had 
to be done next.

After the death of Joshua, the Cabinet 
Ministers, for the firsu time, had to make decisions 
for the smooth running of the Island, but they were 
thrown off guard. They had never made decisions.
They had only been rubber stamps, and when the person 
who used them died, the rubber stamps could not find 
a will of their own.

The Presidential Secretary called in the 
military for no apparent reason. It was ju3t that 

- ..,/ 9t

democracy of the people who actually work.
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... I suggest we each 
cancel our other business 
and convert this into an 
extra-ordinary session to 
review policy and work of all 
Ministries from top to bottom. 
The drift xnus c come to an 
end. The country needs 
directing and expects it from 
us. The problems are immen
se and a start in tack
ling them is long overdue.5

As soon as Josiah wr>s given the reigns, he 
started to work towards entrenching his own dictator
ship in the Island. He worked till late, fixing files. 
He made it explicit to John Stanhope, the Presiden
tial Secretary, that from then on, both private and 
public associations with members of the mercantile 
community was to come to an end because government 
policy wes soon going to be in conflict with this 
group. Stanhope could either conform or resign his 
job.

In the final anlysis, Josiah was going 
to be in conflict with the mercantile community a3 
long as it was not ready to co-operate with him. 
Being a product of the bourgeois class, he could not 
survive without imnerialism, that is, the foreign 
economy on which the Island depended on.

Josiah could only sack Stanhope through 
manipulation of the law, otnerwise ho could not do 
it legally, that is, if there was law in the Island.

c1 --- — ------
"'Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 115
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The law that governed the Island had been made by 
the colonial power to suit its Durposes, and could 
be manipulated comfortably by those in power. There
fore such laws were made without the participation 
of the majority of i;he people of the Island, so 
Josiah could easily adopt these same laws to suit 
his purposes. Josiah had manipulated the petty 
bourgeois and succeded in getting himself in power, 
and this did not necessarily make him the elect of 
the people, he was only a representative of a certain 
group, that i3 the petty bourgeois intellectuals, 
that is, people who were prevented from being the 
elite by their colour, the type of schools they 
attended, land. ' did not have the right social 
connections.

Most of them were senior 
public servants stationed 
at key administrative post3 
all over the Island.0

/

Josiah*s sup sorters were senior officials 
put at key positions all over the country. The blacks 
were in the majority, bu< they had not attained higher 
positions because of the colour of their skin, and 
the fact that they did not have the right connections 
and had not gone to tne ri&nt schools. As a result, 
they had remained in the fringe of the elite. These 
were not people who w^re necessarily going to change 
or improve things once they took over from the pale 
skinned comprador bourgeoisie. It is not because

i
they cared for the people that Josiah wanted them

fr
°Peter Abrahams, ibid.. p. 134
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to replace the pale skinned people. In fact they 
were aspiring to be the black skinned comprador, so 
they would not be any different. This was going to 
be mere replacement prompted by nationalistic feel
ings as Andrew pointed out that:

I think they care but that 
isn't the important thing.
What is important is to 
shift the balance of power 
and responsibility.7

Andrew Simpson, the young diplomat mainta
ined that whether this move changed the situation or 
not, was not the issue. The important thing was that 
it was a beginning of something positive because power 
was going to shift from the white minority and the 
light skinned people who were in control of the whole 
Island.

This was only positive in so far as the 
running of the Island was going to be done by blacks 
but unfortunately, it was still going to be in the 
hands of a black minority. As can be seen from the 
above quotation, Abrahams considers this as completely 
positive, he does not see that the bourgeois system 
uses any colour to exploit, hence it is the system 
that needs changing. Abrahams cn the other hand 3ees 
the ooposition to the system in terms of select blacks 
changing everything.

Through Llartha, the political writer in 
"The Voice of the Island" Josiah manipulated the press, 
he told her what to write and what to omit. He also

-----------------------------------------------------------------------  —
Peter Abrahams, ibid.. p. 134
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warned her against her associations with Steming
and Stanhope. Josiah was therefore beginning to use 
the press for his own ends. The fact that other 
groups, for instance, the "margin gatherers” had 
always used it, did not justify any other group 
using it for its own ends, not even if it was said 
to be in the name of the people.

Andrew Simpson, v.ho was Josiah* s fo? lower
maintained that in order to do something good, one
could not help making somebody suffer. He argued:

It is you who make it 
sound very easy; it is you who 
talk about the small beginnings 
of tyranny. Tell me how 
can we do a job, which I 
know you agree needs to 
be done, without soiling 
our hands.®

Apparently, Josiah and his supporters
believed in the over-ruling of certain institutions
as long as it was done under the guise of having the
people's interest in mind.

The values of free speech and
free institution are relative. There
are people - not only here but
all over what has become known
as the third world - who will
happily trade free speech and
free institutions for three
square meals a day, a roof over
their heads and reasonable
health services.^

°Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 144 
^Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 144
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This argument implies that the only way 
the people in the third world can get material 
freedom is by selling their free speech. This is 
the sort of argument that prejudices Josiah's 
motives because the first step towards exploiting 
and de-humanising a people is denying them their 
freedom of speech. This renders them incapable of 
having a say in their own fate, and therefore some
body else takes upon himself the task of making decis
ions in matters affecting their lives. They would 
never be able to claim their rights if somebody decid
ed to take them away from the people. This is the 
limitations of bourgeois freedom.

Andrew Simpson maintained that Josiah 
would only interfere with the press when forced to 
do so, but the fact is that Josiah would expect the 
press and all other institutions in the land to 
serve his purpose, indirectly he 3till controlled 
them. The press therefore would censor itself to 
suit Josiah. By so doing, Josiah was going to inherit 
the paper from the "margin gatherers" and make it 
become: a voice of one man. One man can never be an 
embodiment of all the people. Putting the fate of 
a whole people in the hand3 of one person can.Jiever 
work because that would be exposing such people to 
the whims of one particular person, whose personal 
interest need not be the best for the society.

A3 part of hi3 camoaign for the elections, 
Josiah made pronouncements as to how he intended to 
localise the economy. Localised capitalism does not
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change, it 3till remains capitalism. In fact 
localising capitalism i3 not a possibility because 
a case of capitalism being localised for the use of 
the local people has never existed.

Free-hold property was going to be confined 
to Islanders only. Foreigners could only lease pro
perty for a limited period. This may sound very 
positive, but it is not clear if there was going 
to be any criteria to ensure that land did not re
main in the hands of a few Islanders, 3ince the set 
up was still bourgeois.

Islanders were to declare money, shares 
and property deposited outside the country. Educa
tion was to be inte grated, and schools would be 
directly under the government. Frimary education 
was going to be free and compulsory. This sounds 
good, but it was still going to be bourgeois educa
tion.

/ •

Freeways, a white man was running against 
oosiah and this programme, not because he sav/ any 
discrepancies in it, but because of personal interests. 
Josiah, on the other hand was asking the Isaacs 
mercantile community to co-operate with him or else 
he threatened to localise the economy, make uoe of 
racialism, drive all capitalists out of the Island 
and ask for help from communist countries as Andrew 
pointed out:

He said if it happened, he would
simpljr be forced to go further than
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he wants to. He would have to 
nationalise everything, beat the 
racial drums, drive all capitalists 
out of the country, and ask for help 
from the communist world.10

In other words, Josiah would be forced 
by circumstances to do this, he does not consider 
it as a possible attempt for the change of the power 
structure in the Island.

It is very significant that Josiah knew 
v/hat capitalism was all about and what communism 
meant, but proceeded to refuse to genuinely serve 
the interest of the people by merely reforming 
capitalism instead of looking for alterna
tive that would release the people from the clutches 
of capitalism.

Reformed capitalism is not an answer.
Josiah was allying himself with the mercantile
community of the Isaacs in his attempts to fight
the rest of the mercantile community. By so doing,
he Y/as actually forming a business monopoly with the
sanctions of the state. The Isaacs enterprise Y/as
to become the government advisor in economic matters,
and they were going to make a profit out of it.
This was going to make the "Isaacs crowd" maintain
their economic power in the Island even though Josiah
thought he was using them to destroy other foreign
businesses. Old Nathan pointed out that:

In business; you must eat 
your rivals or they will eat

10Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 150 / 98 • • •/
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you. This is nothing new.
And this minister Jo3iah comes 
to us not because he like3  
us but because he wants 
to do something, he looks 
for skills and know-how 
to get the jcb done. If wo 
don’t do it, he will find 
others to do it.11

In actual fact, Josiah had no choiee. He 
could even go to the light skinned Islanders for 
help.

The Isaacs enterprise turned down Freeway’s 
request for financial support in his campaigning, 
not because they supported Josiah out of moral concern, 
but just for their own security. Josiah had offered 
to use- them against other foreign investors, and as 
a reward, they 'would be able to have the economic 
power in the land.

Josiah recommended three appointments to 
the Public Service to be made whether it was constitu
tional or not. He argued that Stanhope as a Chairman 
of the service Commission could easily put pressure 
on the Commission and made sure that the appointments 
were made.

The Constitution of the Island had been 
made under the influence of colonial power and was 
made to suit particular circumstances and time. It 
was not made with the interest of the masses in mind, c 
so it only served the ruling minority that manipulated 
and used it against the people.

11Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 153



Mo363 Joshua had merely used the constitu
tion without assessing whether it was in the interest 
of the people or not, so the type of constitution 
that operated * in the Island served only a minority.

As Josiah argued, change was necessary, 
but the problem was that there was no constitution 
that catered for the majority of the people, there
fore any positive change was impossible becauss 
Josiah was definitely going to make changes that 
suited individual feelings and ideals, and those 
would not be representative of the majority of the 
people whose interest he claimed to uphold.
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Since it was in the nature of the constitu
tion to be manipulated, Josiah recommended the three 
appointments because that was a sure way of winning 
the elections.

The breaking of Freeways and Stanhope was 
a way of demonstrating Josiah's strength, so as to 
frighten everybody into submission.

We can side-step Stanhope 
and still carry on with our 
plans. But if the Isaacs crowd 
dug in their heals and refused 
to co-operate everything would 
be undone. At the moment 
there is nothing I can do to 
force them into line were they 
to defy me. Then why have they 
not defied me? I'll tell you 
Andy. Because at the critical 
moment of confusion I took

.../ iocr
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over the palace and acted 
decisively; because when old 
P.F. defied me the Cabinet broke 
him and he resigned; so in 
their eyes I am a strong man!^

Obviously, Josiah was intending to uso 
everybody for self interests, which he called progress. 
Stanhope had to be forced into retirement because 
he refused to be used by Josiah.

Josiah worked his strategy so well that by 
the time the elections took place, he automatically 
took the President’s seat unopposed. Freeways, the 
only candidate who was running against him was sup
ported by a white minority and the elite. Josiah 
had the support of most of the mercantile organiza
tions as well as the masses he had succeeded to rally.

Martha Lee, the political writer in "The 
Voice of the Island" wrote a very long article campaign
ing on behalf of Josiah. In this article, she argued 
that Freeway’s running for the presidency was illegal 
because the Island was a one party state, and its 
legal candidate was Josiah. She argued that the 
presence of any other candidate implied the presence 
of a rival party.

First of all, it is not clear how Martha 
Lee arrived at the conclusion that Josiah was the only 
legal candidate of the ruling party because the quest
ion should have been how Josiah became the sole candi
date in the first place. Even in a one party state

T o -------------------------------------------------------- --------- --------------------------------
Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.165
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there can be more than one candidate. It is true 
that the situation of a one party state implies 
bourgeois dictatorship, but candidates from the same 
party can run for elections.

Freeways had resigned being a Cabinet Minister 
but he remained a member of the ruling party, so his 
running against Josiah was no indication of the prese
nce of an opposition party. Freeways v/aa at liberty 
to run for the presidency.

After having been summoned by the President, 
Max Johnson, the editor of "The Voice of the Island" 
made sure that Martha did not get in touch with him 
while she was abroad. This was a way of avoiding 
commenting critically on the leadership in the Island. 
Even during Martha's home coming party, they never 
exchanged ideas as journalists. All that was accompli
shed was that everybody had enough drink and was hapoy. 
Commenting on this, Martha said:

And all you have to do is 
supply liquor and food and 
everything is made right. Even 
the best of you whites cannot 
help being arrogant and 
patronising with us. ̂-3

Max Johnson had become very defensive and 
evasive, and each time Martha wanted an explanation 
about his behaviour, he dragged colour into it in 
order to evade the issue. He completely ignored 
their commitment and shared ideals as journalists.

"^Peter Abrahams, ibid., p. 180
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He made it plain to Martha that:

If you or anyone else try 
to use this paper in a manner 
that goes outside the scope of 
getting and oresenting of the 
news 1 snail stop it in any 
way I see fit, ail your char
ges of racial arrogance not
withstanding. If you don’t like 
it you are free to get out or 
use the influence of your friends 
to get me fired.

Despite his long stay, his love for one 
of the daughters of the Island, Johnson could never
have that total inborn commitment to the Island 
because, being part of the bourgeois class, he was 
an agent of imperialism, and his reason for being 
in the Island had always been exploitative.

Josiah argued that the paper was the strong 
weapon in the society, and that since it was directed 
from outside, it was an instrument of neo-colonialism, 
and therefore an enemy of the people.

It was v/hile Josiah was posing the quest
ion of what was to be done about "The Voice of the 
Island", that the Prime Minister and Minister of 
Financial Affairs came to report how his attempts to 
raise money had failed.

« •
The former colonial power was only ready 

to give aid after the Island had paid off its membership

14Peter Abrahams, ibid., d.185
.../103
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arrears. While Josiah was condemning the paper as 
an instrument of neo-colonialism, the Minister of 
Finance was busy looking for aid and loans. This 
is ironic because these are pure instruments of 
neo-colonialism. If Jo9iah was ready to accept such \ 
help, it would mean that the economy of the Island 
was going to be controlled from outside.

The former colonial power, for instance, 
would only help after having assessed the development 
plan. Such interference with the plan would definite
ly affect the political policy of the Island.

Josiah had ordered the tightening of the 
exchange control regulations, so as to stop capital 
from leaving the Island. In the long run, it is likely 
that all . the bodies the financial Minister approached 
would demand that Josiah should abandon the provisions 
he had already made in regard to foreign investment 
in the Island.

Josiah turned to these bodies for financial 
help and at the same time he was launching a fight 
against neo-colonialism. This contradiction is due 
to Abrahams’ petty bourgeois position. This class 
criticises ths bourgeoisie as long a3 it is denied 
the opportunity to become the bourgeoisie.

Josiah was critical of the paper on the 
basis of its being a neo-colonial weapon; yet he 
was busy looking for aid from the bourgeoisie. In 
the final analysis, Josiah was not against capitalism

/10ft• * •/
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and its evils. All he was aiming at was that he 
should be able to manipulate every organization and 
every institution in the Island and also benefit 
from capitalism.

The paper, for example, was to him a nega
tive element in the society as long as he was not 
in a position to dictate to it. The Isaacs were 
enemies as long a3 they had not offered to co-operate 
with Josiah.

When Freeways and others, two of whom were 
Islanders were reported to be plotting against the 
government, the news about the arrests was communicated 
through the government controlled radio and television. 
The minority that questioned this act was quickly 
silenced by a programme in the radio tracing the 
Freeways back to the slave days to demonstrate that the 
Freeways had always been the enemy of the people.

If the plot was successful, another dictator 
could have taken over the running of the Island. Josiah 
stopped it in time but still this did not stop Josiah’s 
dictatorship either, so Abrahams seems to suggest that 
the present power structure of the Island could not 
be changed. It was inevitable.

The embassies that requested audience with 
the President were turned down. Andrew Simpson, the 
acting Presidential Secretary made it explicit to the 
American Embassy official that:

../los
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All people in this land, native 
and foreigner alike, are subject 
to the laws of the land and to 
the same process should they 
violate these laws; anything else 
would be a denial of national 
sovereignty. 15

President Josiah in a telephone conversa
tion with the American Ambassador insisted that the 
lav/ was supreme in the land, so there could never be 
any negotiations for the arrested American citizens. 
This argument seems to imply that Josiah and the 
la?/ had become synonymous, which is a sign of dictator
ship.

Josiah argued that it would be possible 
to negotiate with Joshua, the late President, because 
he manipulated the law.

It is ironic that although Joshua and 
Josiah used different methods, they both ended up 
manipulating the law for their own selfish ends. 
Abrahams is actually showing that Josiah and Joshua 
are basically the same, and that there is no salvation 
for the Island.

The informer who warned Josiah about the 
plot for instance, told the sergeant that the President 
and the informer and others like him were now in charge.

TS

The police force in general 
and this sergeant in particular 
had never had much time

.../ 106
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for these symbols of wasted ■ man
hood of a nation. And this 
man had told him that they 
were running the law now, and 
the man who sat in the Presi
dent's office seemed to agree.16

Without condoning the foreign law that 3till 
operated in the Island even after independence, in 
order to refrain from manipulating the law, Josiah 
should have started off by getting rid of the colonial 
lav/, and then united the people into making their 
own laws, so as to set up a standard law with which 
to assess the wrongs in the society. The random 
change of the law that Josiah practised boiled down 
to outright manipulation, and this destroyed any posi
tive step that Josiah could have taken. It is the 
author who wants us to see Josiah in this light.

When discussing the role of the press in 
the society, Josiah clearly articulated the part that 
should be played by the press in the liberation process.

For us, for our needs, the press 
must be involved in the stru
ggle to bring into being a 
completely new pattern of 
social and economic and 
political relations in the 
society. '

In order to enable a paper to fulfill its 
role properly, it would have to be completely free

"^Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.193 
17Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.211



_ 107 „

from all forms of manipulation either by government 
or directors. Without necessarily becoming neutral, 
the paper would form a third alternative, in other 
words, it would stand aside so as to view the situa
tion critically.

Josiah's need for backing by the paper 
would not necessarily make it serve the society positi
vely, all it meant wa3 that instead of being manipulated 
by its foreign owners it would be influenced by 
Josiah's government, and this would not make it serve 
the interests of the society better.

The editor of the paper, Max Johnson was 
a white man and whiteness in the Island represented 
the bourgeois class. His insistence on the independe
nce of the paper was valid, except that being a member 
of his class, he viewed the freedom of the press from 
a bourgeois class position, and therefore could not 
be be free from self interests.

Martha Lee and Johnson are said to have 
been sharing ideals and commitment as members of the 
staff of "The Voice of the Island", and they conflicted 
because cf colour differences. This is because 
Abrahams does not see the material or economic implica
tions of the conflict, hence he sees it only in terms 
of colour.

Despite his having been in the Island for 
a long time, and married an Islander, Johnson still 
maintained his superior attitude towards the Islanders 
because of his colour.

/"C3• • •/



Vihen Martha tried to discuss the prospects 
of what would happen after Moses Joshua’s death, Max 
accused blacks of looking for solutions outside 
themselves.

It is this white superiority complex that 
made Freeways propose that Josiah be disciplined for 
usurping power after the death of Moses Joshua. 
Freeways was not necessarily concerned about the wel
fare of the state. He just thought that his whiteness 
was going to earn him the privilege of being right.

In fairness to Mr. Josiah 
let me say now that my 
proposal is that we strip 
him of his portfolio, expel 
him from the Cabinet and 
deprive him of all politi
cal rights for the statutory 
period decreed by the law on 
the charges of gross viola
tion of the Constitution. 18

Freeways was unaware that the Constitution 
and the law he based his argument on could be easily 
manipulated and be used against him. It was the 
shock of discovering that he under-estimated the 
situation, and was proved wrong that made him resign. 
As his name suggests ironically that there are no 
"free ways", whichever step one takes, he is bound 
to pay dearly for it.

Josiah manipulated the law for the sake

18 Peter Abrahams, ibid.. pp.110-111



of punishing his personal enemies. When the cons
piracy was discovered, the accused who were willing 
to give evidence against their fellow conspirators 
were used against Freeways. The trial of the conspira
tors had clearly defined aims. Josiah demanded that 
Freeways have a very strong case built against him, 
and the penalty be a death sentence. The trial of 
the rest of the conspirators would only come when 
Freeways w?.s condemned and done away with.

Freeways' name is very significant in the 
events that take place in the novel, in the sense that 
it seems to suggest that the freedom of the Island was 
on trial. The final breaking of Freeways points to the 
gloomy fate of the Island.

This indicates Abrahams' negative attitude 
towards blacks achieving freedom and stability. He 
does not believe that blacks are capable of governing 
themselves.

The aim of these trials wa3 meant to be a 
show of strength. First of all, Josiah wanted to 
assert the authority of his government, secondly,
Josiah wanted it to mark the break with neo-colonialism, 
and lastly, to demonstrate that money was no longer 
in a position to manipulate power. It was also a way 
of asserting the position of the poor as against the 
rich and fair. He aimed at changing the power structure. 
Unfortunately, Josiah contradicted these aims by losing 
sight of such aims and ended up aligning himself with 
the forces he set out to destroy. In fact, Abrahams 
is merely ridiculing Josiah as a black head of state

' _ 109 _
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whose aim was to change the power structure. In 
other words he is saying there is no alternative to 
the present power structure in the Island.

The very fact that the trials had specific 
aims prejudices Josiah'3 stand, because if the accused 
were guilty, and their trial was a way of bringing 
about justice, there was no reason for those aims.
It would be through the justice with which the < ase 
was going to be handled that would make Josiah achieve 
his aims. A trial with pre-conceived aims is ’’rigged", 
and therefore not just.

Another aim of the trial was to make the 
people aware that Josiah’s government had accommodated 
individuals from a class of people that had been in 
the periphery, that is, people who did hot have the 
required qualifications to be absorbed by the public 
service. This was meant to give the impression that 
Josiah's government was an assertion of the interests 
of the masses, when in actual fact these people were not 
necessarily representative of the majority of people.

People who had not passed 
the schoold examinations that 
would get them admitted 
into the Island’s vast, cumber
some and over staffed public 
service, but who were suffi
ciently educated to impress 
the mass of their fellow-men 
who were neither totally illi
terate or semi-literate 
and who cut great store by 
the ability to read and 
write and SDeak in the

.•./ ill
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pseudo-accents of the 
Island’s great northern
neighbour.19

I do not think the presence of such people 
in Josial.’s government nec-ssarily made it the govern
ment of the down-trodden. This was a class which had 
more of the petty bourgeois consciousness that they 
had acquired while going through the western education. 
They had no working class consciousness, therefore it 
was the authority of the petty bourgeois class that 
would be asserted if the objectives of the trial were 
achieved.

Josiah had done away with the unnecessary 
cocktail parties, receptions and stag parties that 
Moses Joshua indulged in. At first sight thi3 act 
could be applauded as an attempt to cut down on the 
misuse of state funds, but Josiah also had his informal 
dinners now and again. It was a matter of substitu
ting one by the ether, He used these dinners to pave 
his way to dictatorship. He used them to keep informed 
about the feelings of his supporters, and the problems 
they had. Party peoDle who were the link between 
Josiah and the people discussed issues and solved 
problems. It was also through these people who support 
ed him that Josiah explained policies for future 
action.

This sounds positive, but Josiah was only 
more open to these party members than he was with

19Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.192
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the whole nation. The Parliament, the press and the 
mercantile community were left out.

By dealing with a group that supported 
him, Josiah was creating a special privileged group, 
which in ifcie/f could be easily manipulated.
The press could have enabled him to communicate his 
plans to the 'whole nation, but since everything was 
based on manipulation he could only use the press 
if it was in a position to co-operate with him.

The creation of dictatorships involves 
identification of power with an individual. This 
is why all aspects of the Island’s power had to be 
grabbed by Josiah. A dictator does not think that 
any part of the state or nation can function without 
him.

All the people in the presidential staff 
were personally committed to Josiah. Judge Wright 
was going to be useful only if he saw things the 
Josiah way. Josiah argued that a show of strength 
is necessary for a man in authority because, having 
shown it to strengthen his position, only a show of 
strength would be enough to elicit comforraity from 
the people.

?iow in order to make them 
work for the good of the nation, 
in order for them to accept 
directions of labour, compulsory 
shifting of populations, controls 
and taxes on wages, there 
must be a series of more stri-

_ 112 _

.../ 113



king and impressive shows
of strength.20

Basically, Josiah believed in the manipu
lation of certain institutions like the police and 
the law to accomolish his aims. Simpson
argued that Josiah Wps forced by circumstances to 
manipulate. He said the fact that the poor were 
black and they were in the majority was the driving 
force behind his manipulations. Simpson also telieved 
that it would be better if the faces of the rich 
and the poor were of the same colour. In other words, 
Andrew would condone the fact that the wealth of the 
Island was in the hands of a few if this minority 
was black, most probably because he happened to be 
black. This is a limitation of nationalism. Andrew 
was not challenging the fact that only a few owned 
everything while the majority starved, but the fact 
that the wealth was in white hands.

Andrew’s attitude towards the arrest of 
the conspirators wa3 that Josiah’s manipulations of 
the police, security and the law was a lesser evil 
than . the economic inequalities in the society, 
Trying to convince the judge he said:

You talk about manipulating the 
police and the civil service and the 
law and you imply it is something 
new. But these forces have been mani
pulated first to run the slave state, 
then to run the colonial state, then 
to run the independent state which

2 0 Peter Abrahams, ibid.. p.221
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was handed over not to the mass 
of the people but to the descendants 
of the slave-owners and the heir3 
of colonial state. Is it such a 
crime then for us now bo mani
pulate the police and the civil 
service and the law in the 
interest of the majority of the people?^

It is true that the bourgeois law that 
operated in the Island was based on manipulation, but 

>5inrstu also believed in the steping into the former 
masters’ shoes regardless of whether this improved 
the condition of the majority of the people or not.

Andrew quoted very negative examples to 
illustrate his point. Obviously the slave state, 
the colonial state, and the type of independence that 
served the interests of the heirs of the colonial 
state were all forces working against the interest 
of the majority of the people. By using the same 
tactics, and this is exactly what Abrahams wants to 
point out:, Josiah’s exploits become negative and, 
therefore, his intentions become similar to those of 
his predecessors, as judge Wright pointed out:

How do we know what those 
interests are? How are they expre
ssed after he has destroyed all 
opposition and criticism? and 
how do the people remove 
him if the day ever comes 
when they want to get rid 
of him? These are the things 
that worry me, young man.
And it worries me that you,

2TPeter Abrahams, ibid.. p.231
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the people around the President 
accept him as infallible.4-̂

In fact since the Island depended on a 
system that was based on manipulation, that is, 
the perpetuation of the bourgeois system, it is even 
ridiculous to talk of the interest of the majority 
of the people because in such a system there is 
nothing to guarantee this interest. The masses 
were actually at the mercy of the whims of Whoever 
was in power.

The judge's insistence on the independence 
of the law on the other hand would only be valid if 
the lav/ had been made with the interests of the 
majority of the people in mind. The judge maintained 
that:

The rule of the law must 
never depend on the strength 
or weakness of the position of 
any ruler. It must be constant, 
above person and position.40

Lav/ serves definite class interests. The 
judge's refusal to be manipulated could have been 
positive only if the law he was defending guaranteed 
the interest of the people, otherwise his argument 
becomes naive because it shows how uncritical of the 
law the judge was. If the law is independent of; 
the wishes of the people, then the law is inimical * •

22Peter Aoraham3, ibid., p.232
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to their interests. The idea is not to have an 
independent system bat rather that system that will 
have the interest of the down-trodden majority at 
heart.

It is on this basis that the bourgeois 
system becomes the system of convenience for the 
bourgeois class. The directors of "The Voice of 
the Island" sent Max Johnson away in order to appease 
Josiah, so that they were sure of a stronger grip 
on the Island, ju3t as the Isaacs 'crowd* had decided 
to co-operate with Josiah for their own ends.

At the point of departure Max Johnson 
confessed that he had to leave because ho felt guilty 
of the part he and his fellow whites had played in 
the Island. He declared that:

The real reason why I an going, 
.... is because I feel guilty. 
Josiah made me see it. I am part 
of that white crowd that was in 
control for so long that it could 
have made the necessary changes 
gradually. Think v/hat we could 
have done with this Island over 
the past fifty years. Then think 
what we did do. And if my 
board had said stay and 
defy him I think I would 
have; they didn't and for 
the most disreputable reasons. 4

Max was part of the bourgeois system that 
had brought slavery centuries earlier, and whose

24Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.241
.. . / H 7



_ 117
influence had persisted since the Island had attained 
its political independence fifty years back. Both 
Joshua and Josiah were direct descendants of such a 
system. The similarity of names of the two Presidents 
is very significant because it points to the fact 
that both Joshua and Josiah were to play the same 
role in the Island.

Abrahams depicts Max Johnson as a man of 
conscience. He is the only one to ever resign on 
grounds of his conscience, and also admits the damage 
colonialism had done to the development of the Island. 
Abrahams makes Johnson a hero.

Again Abrahams has his facts mixed up as 
regards the question of class position. Max was the 
conscious or unconscious tool of the bourgeois class 
of people who had come to the colonies with clearly 
defined aims, such as exploitation and subduing the 
colonial peoples.

Abrahams makes tlax contradict these aims 
by resigning because his conscience bothered him.
Max condemned colonialism for having retarded the 
development of the Island, which in my opinion is 
precisely what colonisation is all about.

Through Max, Abrahams suggests the salva
tion from above type of solution, which can never 
work. Max accused the board of directors of ''The 
Voice of the Island" of sending him away for the most 
disreputable reasons. It is surprising a3 to what 
Max was doing in the Island for all these years if 
he considered the white presence as negative. It is
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not clear why he only realised this at the point of 
his departure*

Another character that is obsessed with 
guilt is Joel Sterning. As far as I can see, his 
guilty feelings were prompted by the inferiority 
complex that the Isaacs instilled in him. When argu
ing with his wife Clara, about the oppressive, patroni
sing attitude of the Isaacs towards him, he sai is

Isn't it enough? Isn't the 
taking of my manhood enough?
What else would you like?
Would you now invade 
my last privacy and tell me 
which of my thoughts are good 
and which are bad?25

His loveless married life also made him 
feel guilty because according to Judea - Christian 
western values, sex relationships in such a marriage 
are purely animal instincts. Abrahams makes it appear 
a3 if Steming was critical of Isaacs' using their 
wealth to oppress the masses, and also for allowing 
themselves to be manipulated by those in power, for 
instance their co-operating with Josiah in order to 
gain mere influence in the Island. This is a distort
ion on the part of Abrahams because Sterning'3 problems 
actually arose from his class position, in other words, 
he was suffering as a result of the idiosyncracies of 
his class as regards marriage and sex.

After seeing Max off, Martha Lee realised

25Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.26
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that he was going into a lonely life which nothing 
could compensate.

She knew that at bedrock, 
when stripped of all the jingoi
stic rubbish of race and class 
and colour and nationality, 
all humans were plain people; 
made richer and more beauti
ful by their variety, but still 
only people; the same under 
the skin.^k

Abrahams still maintains that people are 
basically the same regardless of their colour and 
class. In other words, he is saying all these are 
artificial barriers that we can easily break by 
ignoring them. The truth is, colour and class are 
very real* so to try and ignore them would be to do 
the impossible. This is the same idea of Abrahams, 
that of man without colour. It is actually an act 
of refusal to face up to reality. Abrahams implicitly 
supports the bourgeoisie.

Kartha is one person who was very aware 
of the colour issue, that is why her affair with 
Sterning never worked. She could not marry him because 
of the colour barrier. Again Abrahams treats colour 
as something that stands in the way of human relation
ships. It is in fact Abrahams himself, who due to 
his petty bourgeois class position, believed that 
having overlooked the problem of class, colour and 
nationality, people would live happily there-after.

2 6Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.242
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The outcome of the trial enabled Josiah 
to drive the expatriates out of the Island, this 
was positive enough. Josiah found himself having 
to use force against the people of the Island in his 
a+4"^mpt 3ol'r*c> the economic problems. Abrahams 
implies that Josiah had actually turned into the 
monster he was fighting. Abrahams is actually using 
Josiah to point out what he considers the "evils" of 
reconstruction of the economy.

Abrahams condemns violence. The people 
revolted against voluntary service. In the riots 
that followed, two hundred people lost their lives. 
Force was used to make the people vote for Josiah 
once more.

So at the beginning of the fourth 
and final year of Josiah’s first term 
of office there has been a referendum 
and the people had voted under pre
ssure of a massive and vigorous 
party campaign to suspend all 
further elections until the econo
mic revolution was completed.27

The military, the police, the press and 
the radio were being manipulated to drive the people. 
Seeing the hostility in the people, Josiah concluded 
that there was no way out of the situation because 
he did not believe in easy ways.

The exploiters do not suffer a 
change of heart and cease to 
exploit. The great powers do not

nl fcA*0®1

27Peter Abrahams, ibid., p.250
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suddenly discover the morality 
that tell them it is wrong to 
manipulate small countries 
and use their lands as base 
and battlefields and their 
people as living targets in 
the newer chewing
muscles. If this way is 
wrong then there is no 
way for the people of the 
so-called underdeveloped 
world. The people of that other 
world were lucky; they had 
countries in which to work 
out their institutions and 
grow rich and strong and 
stable; and of course they 
had the sources of the under
developed world, human mate
rial, at their ready disoosal. 
And inspite of their lip service 
today they are still bent on 
exploitation..Subtler and more 
sophisticated it is^true, but no 
less real for that.^k

Abrahams is refusing to give all the prer 
raises. It is true that developing countries had their 
development retarded by the great powers for their 
own enrichment, but Abrahams has left out the communist 
alternative. There is a false assumption that the 
western world is good, stable and civilised. This is 
a false assumption because as long as there is no 
dictatorship of the workers themselves, which communism 
can provide, it is not true that there is no way out.

As an attempt to regain the people’s favour, 
Josiah organized a massive occassion for feeding the 
people in the country side. Though he was apprehensive,

oO
°Peter Abrahams, ibid.f d.252
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Josiah was trying to revive a positive kind of 
emotional interest that they had towards him when 
he first took over.

Abrahams suggests that the post-independe
nce period has its own problems, and that colonialism 
and those that have taken power , after it. have commit
ted the Island to a future that have to be obtained 
through hard experiences, and everybody has to ’'ear 
the consequences because all have played a part. 
Abrahams blames the masses who never had a chance to 
voice their interests.

Josiah's limousine passed out 
of sight along the winding road. 
The man lowered his head 
over the beautiful precision 
instrument with which he 
could have ended so much.
He burst out crying; he 
wept with the desperate abandon 
of a lost child for whom there 
was no comfort. A lost child 
alone on an Island over which 9 
the long shadows were creeping.“

This failure to kill the dictator is indica- 
/ tive of Abrahams' belief that Josiah was not the only 

one to blame, the whole population was responsible 
for the hopelessness of the condition of the Island. 
Abrahams disregards the fact that the masses are a 
positive element in a positive social change, so by 
ignoring them, he aligns himself with the powers that 
be, this is negative/itself because by 3 0 doing he

29Peter Abrahams, ibid.,p.255
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evades pointing a finger at the wrong people, so 
he resorts to blaming both the victims and those 
responsible for the evil. In fact Abrahams presents 
the whole problem sympathetically from characters 
who comprise the ruling class, which is the enemy of 
the people. His refusal to involve the masses in 
solving the problems of the Island indicates his lack 
of faith in their ability to express the problem 
coherently. In other words, he regards them as stupid.

Abrahams paints an extremely gloomy picture 
of the fate of the Island. Andrew's helplessness 
indicates that there is no way out of the situation.

In this chapter we have attempted to prove 
that Abrahams' attempts to change the power structure 
in the Island, so as to create a situation whereby the 
majority of the people take part in the running of 
the Island are self defeating. He leaves out the 
majority who are a positive element in a positive 
social change. He does not view capitalism as the 
root cause of the Island's exploitation by foreign 
powers, therefore, he advocates the localisation of 
capitalism as a solution to foreign exploitation.
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Liberalism is a political ideology for 
\ the midale class of capitalist societies,. As a 

result, it fails to accommodate the majority of the 
people, Since it ignores the majority, it cannot 
therefore be en effective tool in solving the pro
blems of imperialism and colonialism for the benefit 
of the people.

Writers writing within this tradition are 
bound to come up v.’ith very superficial alternatives 
when trying to solve the problems of imperialism.

Using liberalism as a frame-work, Abrahams 
suggests racial integration and humanism, that is, 
the idea of-people coming together as human beings 
and learning from each other. He believes this 
would be enough to solve the problems of imperialism.

In seeking to arrive at more effective 
solutions, we have viewed issues from the point of 
view of the majority of the people, when analysing 
Abrahams1 novels.

In our analysis'we discovered that Abrahams 
views imperialism positively. He believes that it 
is a source of "enlightenment" for the colonised.
As a result, he dismisses African customs and behaviour* 
as primitive. He actually goes out of his way to
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down-play and distort life among the Africans 
before the coming of the white man.

Abrahams distorts the social consciousness 
of blacks and makes them appear helpless in the 
face of imperialism. This, he does purposely so as 
to evade the attaining of freedom from imperialism 
through national a,nd class struggles, since violence 
makes the ideal of loving one another impossible. 
Abrahams advocates peaceful negotiations in solving 
the problems of imperialism.

Abrahams' anti-people attitude is manifest 
( in the way he depicts blacks, particularly the masses. 
\ Blacks are depicted as savage and superstitious, as * •

morally inferior and primitive. This can be seen 
from phe way he portrays blacks in Wild Conouost.

Abrahams portrays imperialists, particu-
• larly the Boers, as human beings who suffered and 
endured lots of deprivations. They are depicted as 
people of faith, v#ho embarked on the long and danger
ous journey to the interior of a strange country that 
was inhabited by hostile people. Abrahams undermines 
the economic and cultural impact of tills on the black 
people. He i3 not aware that the slavery instituted 
by the Boers was an earlier form of apartheid. He 
views imperialism as a question of individuals. In 
other words, he does not regard the wfciole idea of 
imperialism as having been harmful to the blacks, but 
he sees it only in terns of certain evil individuals.

i

Likewise, he sees the rectification of the
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situation in terms of kind hearted individuals and 
not through class struggles.

Abrahams does not see apartheid as an 
institution whose destruction is the only answer, 
instead he believes that if there are individuals 
who, regardless of their class position fight side 
by side, the whole problem will be solved, but even 
in such co-operation he makes the white man take 
the lead. This implies that according to Abrahams, 
the whites know better, so they have to take the lead. 
He further implies that the blacks need the white.nraan.

Abrahams handles the whole question of 
imperialism with great sympathy for the imperialists. 
Any wrong they did to the blacks is considered as 
something that was inevitable, and as the only way 
the imperialists could survive, Abrahams does not 
view their killing of blacks as part of their conquer
ing mission. He believes it was a mean.3 of self 
protection. Blacks on the other hand are portrayed 
as having been engaged in killing for pleasure. 
Abrahams considers any Killing by blacks as a mani
festation of savagery and superstition. He sees no 
bravery in it. In fact he blames the blacks for 
resisting white invasion because according to him 
[this altitude is a stumbling block to the civilising 
i3sion of colonialism.

Abrahams does not attack institutions of 
exploitation, in fact he does not understand them.
He only views evil at the level cf individuals. This 
would be positive if he did not only show how indivi-

.. ./»27
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duals are affected by imperialism cn isolated issues 
like love, because it is the whole society that 
experiences imperialism. It is every .aspect of the 
society that is affected.

As a result of his isolating individuals 
and moralising on issues in solving the problems 
of imperialism, Abrahams comes up with very distorted 
solutions like having both the imperialists and the 
colonised coming together as human beings and learning 
from each other. He i3 not aware that racism was 
instituted and used for purposes of exploitation by 
the imperialists, that is why Abrahams sees integra
tion as a possibility. He disregards the economic 
basis of apartheid and insists that people are thp 
same, all they have to do is to co-operate in solving 
the problems of imperialism.

He views the coming of the whites as 
positive and not as the beginning of the exploitation 
process. He condones imperialism and cannot visualise 
Africa progressing without it. Abrahams consistently 
implies that the white man is "superior", so he has 
to teach and guide blacks, which means that according 
to him, blacks are ignorant, therefore they need the 
white man.

Abrahams also suggests that the blacks can 
only stand on their own if they have gone through 
western education, in other words, they can handle 
their problems only after they have been imbued with 
a bourgeois consciousness. Again he implies that
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it is the white man's education that can better 
prepare blacks to run their own affairs. As a result 
Abrahams sees the struggle against the evils of imper
ialism in terms of the petty bourgeois class. This 
is why he always places liberation struggles in the 
hands of the petty bourgeoisie in his works.

Abrahams completely ignores the majority 
of the people because since they have not had such 
an education it is assumed that they have no social 
consciousness. Abrahams also believes that even the 
"enlightened" blacks, that is, the petty bourgeoisie 
can never manage their affairs without white influence. 
For example, Abrahams cannot visualise the blacks 
progressing without capitalism, that is why even when 
he realises its exploitative side, he suggests locali
sing it with the hope of taming it for the benefit of 
the local people. As a result, Abrahams tries every 
possible way to make it appear less evil because he 
regards it as indispensable, more especially because 
he uses it as a yardstick to measure the extent to 
which blacks have progressed.

Abrahams' failure to understand that the
only way of getting rid of the evil3 of imperialism
is doing away with capitalism as a system, and look
for a second alternative makes him a very unprogres- J

-----------------------
sive writer. He does not see the fight against 
imperialism beyond the nationalist outlook, and nation
alism as we have seen has its limitations.

, Alex la Guma who deals with the same situa
tion for instance, has succeeded in involving the masses

_ 128 _
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in the fight against imperialism with, the aim cf 
instituting a system whereby the mean-3 of production 
would belong to the people.

Sembene Ousmane and Ilgugi Thiong'o have 
done the same when tackling the problems of imperialism 
in their respective environment. Ngugi in particular 
has shown a systematic development from the nationalis
tic outlook of his earlier works, and has actively 
involved the masses in the fight against the evil3 
of imperialism, This is_very progressive.

v

, Abrahams is not only unprogressive, but
a negative writer because he leaves out^the^masses 
who are a positive element in a positive^/change. Since 
he attacks imperialism within its confines, he ends 

l up condoning it, and thereby siding with the oppressor.

Despite these limitations, Abrahams is 30 

subtle in his presentation of situations and characters 
that he can be easily misinterpreted. /

It is through looking at issues from the 
' masses' point of view that we have been able to expose 

his negative attitudes towards blacks, particularly 
the masses.

Scholars who have worked on Abrahams have 
not used this method of assessment.

However, our study has been limited by 
the fact that in order to avoid malting this work too

- 129 _
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wide and not easy for us to have control over the 
material involved, we had to leave out making ref
erences to other writers in our analysis. This 
would not only make our work too big and lacking in 
direction, but would even divert us from our original 
intention.

~ 130 -

Any one study of an author cannot be 
exhaustive, so critics who are interested in Abrahams 
could study him at the level of form, that is, through 
making a language analysis of the author’s works, 
they can better illustrate Abrahams' attitude towards 
the different racial groups he deals with.

An analysis of the type of marxism Abrahams 
got involved with while in Britain would enable a 
critic to establish how far Abrahams has been influe
nced by this.

A comparative stud;/ of Abrahams and other 
criM-cs would enable us to establish the extent to 
which Abrahams has contributed to African literature, 
particularly in relation to the theme of imperialism 
which most African writers have treated.

Writers like Chinua Achebe and Wole Soyinka
have dealt with thi3 theme mainly at the cultural

*
level, so they could form a good basis for comparison 
with Abrahams who accepts cultural imperialism.

A comparative study of Abrahams and some 
progressive writers like Alex la Gurna who deals wth 
the South African situation would enable us to see 
Abrahams' short-comings better.
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Also a comparative study of Abrahams and 
Ngugi wa Thiong'o, Sembene Ousmane can clearly bring 
out Abrahams* stand on the question of imperialism 
because these writers suggest a direct attack of 
imperialism. They have the interest of the majority 
at heart, and they have faith in them, whereas 
Abrahams does not believe in them, and his sympathies 
go for the imperialists.

A study of the way Abrahams successfully 
portrays bourgeois characters would enable us to see 
how far Abrahams can be categorised as a bourgeois 
writer.

In this thesis, our wish was to contribute 
to the understanding of Peter Abrahams’ novels at 
the thematic level.
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