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CHAPTEXR 1

INTRODUCTTION

The assimilation of Africa into western civil-
ization has been a painful process involving much |
struggle and hardship for African tribal society. Europe
was successful in conquering Black Africa because she
was superior in arms and techﬁology; but World War 1II
undermined the authority of European colonial powers in
Africa by revealing their internal weaknesses and by
engaging their attention elséwhere, Since then, in-
creasing numbers of African states have achieved their
independence, and the world has become very aware of
Africa, Africa is no longer merely the site for commer-
cial exploitation; it is seen now as an immense complex
of culturai energies, and of agricultural and mineral
resources, with a destiny closely linked to the future
of all mankind., Africa is at present a continent under-
going vast changes; the growing sense of an African
éonsciousness, and the conflicts and tensions she is
experiencing, inevitably find expression in the writings
of her peoples. Literature becomes a means of inter=-
preting Africa both to her own pecoples and to the out-
side world. The South African writer, because of his
countrytg complicated racial and political conditions,
has an unusually tense and confused situation to deal

with, and he therefore has a special obligation to



deal with it responsibly.

Because South African Jiterature is so closely
linked to her historical background and political system,
it might be of some value to give a brief review of her
history.

South Africa's main problem has always been
the relations between the different groups that live
in the country. 1In 1652, the first whites arrived in
South Africa, when the Dutch East India Company decided
to establish a refreshment station at the Cape of Good
Hope. Jan Van Riebeeck's expedition was not considered
a move towards colonization; but in 1657 some men were
allowed to settle as free burghers (farmers) and they
became the first colonists. The establishment of a free
burgher class and the introduction of slaves led to an
expansion of the frontier. But the Cape was already
occupied by native tribes like the Hottentots., The right
to land quickiy became a central South African problem.

Gradually Dutch farmers began to move away from
the Cape in seafch of more land and they became known as
Trekboers (travelling farmers). The nomadic way of life
shaped the emerging society. The Trekboer became hardy
and independent and self-reliant, but his freedom was
anarchic, not disciplined; his individualism was of the
frontier, not of democratic society; his sense of free-
dom and individualism was bred apart from settled society

where the rights of a man are limited by the rights of



his neighbour. As he expanded his frontier, he camé
into contact with native tribes,whkic:, because of his
superior-arms, he was able to conquer; he developed the
attitude that there was plenty of land, and that it was
the right of the white man to own the land., His stern
and dogmatic falvinistic religion, with its doctrine of
predestination, enabled the white man to regard the black
man as inferior. The Trekboers maintained a sense of
-social cohesion through family ties, religion, and wars
with the native people; centuries later this cohesion
found expression in Afrikaaner Nationalism,

In the Eastern Cape, Europe and Africa met in
the persons of the Trekﬁoers and the Bantu tribes. The
Bantﬁ tribes were moving south, and the Trekboers were
moving north; both were extending frontiers in search of
more land. But they had different conceptions of the
ownership of land. Private ownership was a part of
Furopean custom and law. In Africzan custom, the land
was owned by the tribe;, not the individual; the individ-
ual merely occupied and used the land. Each‘group was
ignorant of the other's customs, and this led to mis-
understandings snd injustice, Ffeqﬁently there were
ward over frontier boundaries, land ownership, trade
and theft. The Bantu people; the greatest obstacle to
the white conquest of Southern Africa, were defeated
after a century, but they still retain their national

identity.



Around 1793, Britain occupied the Cape, The
British had a different language, habits and traditions
from the Dutch, and these differences were responsible.
for much of South Africa's subsequent history. At this
time in Britain, there were many evangelical and human-
itarian movements; it is not surprising that missionaries
had a great influence on South .Africa. %Phey brought
Christianity and we€stern Civilizatidn to Africa and thus
began the process by which tribalism was fatally under-
mined. These missionaries championed the African cause
and were resented by the Boers.

The British antagonized the Boers with the
abolition of slavery, with the introduction of ideas that
regarded black. and white as equal, and with their pro-
posals to anglicise the Cape. By 183%6, the Dutch frontiers-
men decided to trek away from British rule and nineteenth .
century liberal ideas, and to establishAtheir own states;
but British troops and British legislative authority
were forced to follow them to Natal and to the interior

of Southern Africa because of the internal weaknesses
| in the Boer_Republics; and because of the danger of
native uprisings.

The Great Trek brought the Afr%can tribesmen
into armed conflict with Boér Commandog , but after eéch
local conflict, the social 1ife of the African was not

greatly different from what it had been; he might lose



some land or might be ghjected to Boer rule, but he
continued to live his simple tribal life. When he
worked on Boer farms, he found the white man's ways
strange, but he continued to do things he had been
accustomed to: he tended cattle and sheep, grew maize
and vegetables, and lived the unhurried seasonal life of
a farmer; he retained his social custorﬁse Despite the
difference between the Christian white and heathen black,
there was much in common between them because they were
both farmers, and each had the leisure to adapt himself
to the other's habits.

But gold and diamonds were discovered in South
Africa, In Europe, scientists from the seventeenth
~century had paved the way for the industrial revolution
that enabled their descendents to conguer Southern
Africag i develop its mineral and agricultural resources,
to establish travel routes and to plant western civil-
ization firmly on African soil. The mining treks were
more catastrophic in their impact on the African than was
the Great Trek. In Johannesburg the pace of 1life was
much faster than it was on the farms. There was no place
for women and children in the industrial towns where
the men were drawn to work; in the overcrowded urban
slums, tribal dignity, good manners and diécipline dis-
integrated.

The rapid industrial and commercial expansion

brought to light the inherent weakness of the social



and economic structure of South Africa., While the
relations between "blacks and whites* were seen in terms
of boundaries settled by war or annexation, the issues
were fairly simple; the African could be ruled and his
labour used as something separate from the social and
political life of the country. Industrialization
hastened the breakup of tribalism. It brought vast numbers
of Africans to towns and cities, to overcrowded and un-
sanitary slums. It destroyed the customary social bonds
of tribalism faster than they could be replaced by
European standards; it uprooted the African from the land
and created a black landless proletariat,

The next significgnt occurence in South African
history was the Boer War, which was a manifestation of
the antagonistic relations between the Boers and British.&fter
thig in 1910 the South African States were united at the
National Convention. Relations between the Afrikaaner
and British were improved, but the Africans, who formed
eighty per cent of the population, were unrebresented
and their voting rights were unprotected.

Union made economic expansion possible, As a
result of urbanization, African and Afrikaaner moved into
the industrial world of the city. The land problem re-
mained; thousands of Africans were landless and the
reserves were inadequate for their needs. The European

ruling class found it difficult to admit the African



into the changing economic system and impossible to
absorb him politicélly and socially. Ecbnomic integ-
ration is a prerequisite for industrial expansion, but
it leads to political and social demands; the refusal
to accede to those demands leads to economic disequi-
libriun.

In 1948, the Nationalist Party proposed a policy
of Apartheid - the separate development of the different
races. But the blacks, the overwhelming majority of
the population were allowed only fourteen per cent of
the land - which land in any case was overstocked and of
poor quality. These reserves are scattered and are
unlikely to achievé viable economies. Also non-whites
were prevented by banning 1aws‘from making»their opinions
known. There are colour restrictions on skilled and
professional jobs, The black Soutﬁ African exists under
a burden of poverty and oppression.

In South Africa today, then, there are four
different races with different languages, cultures, and
religious and political beliefs; the atmosphere in the
country is one of ever-increasing emotional and'politicall
tension. The sense of strain can be a powerful stimulus
for the South African writer, At a Conference on
English and Literature in South Africa in 1956, William
_Plomer expressed his belief that people write partly

because



they feel themselves caught in a situation
they are driven to explain; they feel they
have some special knowledge, some special
perception; which they must communicate, and
which they can communicate to others in their
own way. Thig feeling of compulsion1some»
times calls out their best efforts.

In his speech at the same Conference, Alan Paton
asserted that a South African writer
can interpret South Africa in such a way
that countless numbers of readers will
respond to his vision, they will be excited
by a revelation, not of something they do
not know, but of something they do know,
revealed to them in such a way that what
they dimly sensed is suddenly illuminated,
sometdimes brightly, sometimes by an arrow of
light that pierces the very heart, causing
an emotional storm of grief, recggnition,
~ pain, exaltation, guilt and joy.

When two different cultures come inio contact,
the people they influence compare them and have to
choose between different values., In South Africa,
the black people are becoming more separated from
certain aspectiof traditional tribal 1life and have to
adapt rapidly to the influence and demands of white
civilization. Modern African literature is express-
ive of the tensions and conflicts created between the
black people's indigenous tribal experience and the
western colonial experience.

The fact of race is everpresent in South

African life. The doctrine of Apartheid presupposes

1 b
A.C., Partridee (ed.)
Yiitoons, Publighervs, Flitors oud
W, (U"_:;, ~0 TT T
24.;& ".‘:9 [ S S S S ' L Low e
Ibid, p. 247,




and proposes separate worlds for the different peoples;
but in fact these do not exist. The fact of racial
interaction and interrelation is all-encompassing and
omnipresent in South African life. Race is not merely
the material for a plot or structural pattern, or an
obsession; it igs the stuff of life in South Africa. The
South African novelist naturallv turns to race as his
main theme; he is drawn to the drama and conflict inherent
in the subject of race.

South African writers, and particularly black
South African writers, frequently write from their own
personal and tragic experience. In order to write creat-
ively and not merely resort to self-pity, they must be
sufficiently disciplined to distance themselves from
their experiences. They face another problem too: the
conditions for non-whites in South Africa are so bizarre
and repressive that the outside world regularly finds
incomprehensible situations and conditions the average
South African black has been conditioned to accept and
consider natural. These experiences demand expression,
Most South African literature, by both blacks and
whites, revolves around the conflicts, complexities and

tragedies of the South African way of life,
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A1l African writers face the difficulty of
communicating from one people to another, from one culture
to another; the problem is more acute for the South
African writer, who, because he is frquently concerned
with racial matters in his writings, often has his
writings banned in his country and may even be denied the
opportunity to write at all. ﬁénce the South African
writer can hope, at best, to write for a very limited
number of his own people; he must instead attempt primarily to
communicate with the outside wofld. Frequently, he is
called upon to explain situations; hence at times the
reader, and perhaps especially the South African reader,
senses that the author is‘intruding into the story with
explanations; though this often ®rusesvalid objection,
the conditiocns imposed upon the writer must be borne in
mind.

Race relations and the disintegration of
African cultural and social traditions are the most
important themes in South African literature. Many of
fhe best known South African novels explore these themes,
An outstanding novel of the early fifties was Alan

Paton's Cry, the Beloved Country. Plomer says of it,

YAt a moment in the evolution of South Africa when a kind

of inward crisis seemed to have occured in the Scuth
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novels, two autobiographical works, a travel book and

several articles and reviews. Abrahams now lives in
Jamaica, where he woiks as a radio broadcaster
commentator and freelance writer.

The major strength in Abrahams' writings derives
" from his profoundly-felt personal experiences. In his
early novels he gives amintaxrpretation 6f the history and
ways of the people of South Affica. One gains a partial
insight into his method of writing from a short story

in Dark Testament where the artist says: "With my pen

and my burning heart I built canvas after canvas. The
words beceme pictures. The pictures became stories.

The stories became people " (Dark Testament p. 152).

Abrahams repeatedly expreéses his love and concern for his
people in all his writings. In his South African
writings, it is primarily with the restrictions and
inhumanity imposed upon the Black people by Apartheid that

Abrahams deals, although in his novel Song of the City

he also dramatises the division between the white people

of South Africa.



CHAPTER 2

TELL FREEDCM,

Although Tell Freedom was written in 1954,

after several other works, it will be considered first,
'because a study of his autobiography might provide one
with a greater understanding and appreciation of Peter

Abrahams and his other writings. Tell Freedom is one

of Abrahams' most moving and accomplished works, where
biographical information is very_effegtively presented
in novelistic form. | |

James Olnéy believes that autobiography has
provided the finest literary vehicle for South African
writers, because they have.found it to be the form best
suited to expressing and interpreting their experience.
He goes on to say that black writers have produced auto-
biographical writing that is thé most vital, intense and
energetic that we have from Africa. South African auto-
biography deals repeatedly with progressive alienation
and exile.1

Olney's remarks apply well to Abrahams' writings,

for Tell Freedom seems to me to be one of his most

successful works. Becauvse of the tragic and unjust
conditions in South Africa, such works run the risk of

descending into mere self-pity; tut Peter Abrahams,

1 J. Olney, Tell Me Mirico , (New Jersey: Princeton

Univ, Press, 19750 D.
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though he expresses strongly in his writings his anger
and unhappiness over the South African situation,
repeatedly shows his ability to see gome light in a dis-
mal situation. Perhaps this is a part of his South
African heritage, for he says at one point in

Tell Freedom, "Here, in our land, in the midst of our

miseries, we had moments of laughter, moments of
playingg"z It is partly this ability to see some ray -
of hope, while being deeply aware of the unfair and

wretched conditions, that makes Tell Freedom one of the

most powerful autobiographies in South African literature.
Three different themes are presented in

Tell Freedom., First , . the work deals with Peter

Abrahams' early life and development, and with the
various forces that had an influence on his life., The
second theme is the gradual awakening of his artistic
consciousness as one part of the development towards
manhood., Finally, his growth towards maturity has its
basis in the experience of the black people of South
Africa; the quality of the lives of black South Africans
is the third theme in the work. The ease and skill with
which Abrahams develops and unites these themes makes

Tell Freedom a very sophisticated piece of writing.

2 P. Abrahamg, Tell Freedom, (New York: Knovnf, 1956), p.226.

Page references for all other quotations from the novel
will be given in brackets after each_suotation ,
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The work will be examined then with these three themes
as the central consideration,

The opening paragraph of the work is a poetic
statement of a theme that Abrahams explores continudlly
in his South African novels: that of the black man’s -
plight in South Africa. Here, Peter Lee Abrahams is
drawn away from the discomfort of his own surroundings
into the enchanting world of nature. There is in fact
something Keatsian in his evocation of the beauty and
warmth within his raindrop world:

I pushed my nose and 1lips against the pane
and tried to lick a raindrop sliding down on
the other side. As it slid past my eyes, 1 saw
the many colours in the raindrop...lt must
be warm in there. Warm and dry. And perhaps
the sun would be shining in there. The green
mugt be the trees and the grass; and the
brightness, the sun...l was inside the
raindrop, away from the misery of the
cold damp room. I was in a place of
warmth and sunshine, inside my raindrop
“rorldo - (pa 3)0
But just as the young boy is inevitably called away
from the magic of the window to the dampness of his
room, so he is cut off from the good things in life;
it is this latter condition that the book goes on to explore,.
The autobiography begins with information about

his early life. Sketches of childhood incidents tell us

about Peter, and also abouﬁ the lives his people live,
Such sketches not only retreate graphically the

gquality of 1life, but also fulfil an artistic function.
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The incident concerning Moe, for instance, suggests something

of Abrahams' determination to get what he must have,
(which quality of persistence was necessary to enable
him to transcend the limitations the South African
situation placed on him,) At the same time, Moe's
death precedes thé death of Abrahams' own father, and
suggests the conscious build«ub of a climactic
structure.

At Aunt Liza's place, he learns about the hard
lives Coloured farm workers leaﬁ. These poverty-stricken
people live on tiny plots of land and barely manage to
eke out a living. The average coloured woman works
from dawn to dark doing fhe white man's laundry. The
outburst of resentment that comes only occasicnally, -
"I'm fed up with their dirt!" (p. 28) - intimates the
quality of a life-time of repression and suffering.
Yet they:. can do nothing to change things. Even the
children do not live lives of carefree joy and innocencge.
The urgency of the stfuggle for survival is impressed
upon them; when they collect dung for the fire, there
is a tight desperation in the search because their:
lives are so dependent on it.

The harshness of the land is in keeping with

the harshness of their lives. We are told that
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The place itself seemed to fit into the

bleak austerity of the land about it. There

was not a tree in the valley below. To the

east and west there was just the harshness

of the sloping land under the curving sky.

Even the sky seemed cold and remote and far

away, (p. 15).
Winter is an arch-enemy and is personified as a monster.
But - and this is characteristic of most of Abrahams'
writings - he is not totally negative and pessimistic.
Here, although he is a young child alone in a strange
new world, he is able to find stething to hope for or
dream about:

Only the river promised a touch of softness

in this hard place. A line of willows

marked the course it took. , They were the

only trees in all the land about. I would

go there, 1 promised myself, I would go

down the river and look at the trees, (p. 15).

The seasons are in keeping with the conditions

of the people's lives, With the first cold touches of
winter, Joseph leaves because his father dies in the
mines. With the summer comes the lightening of hearts
that is expressed by the passionate interest that is
taken in music and dancing. The fact that music is
symbolic of the life throb of black South Africans is
conveyed effectively throughout the work. It is through
their music that the black people express their joys,
sorrows, frustrations and anger. The evening dances

and sing-songs serve the function of fortifying the

people for the next day's struggle. The annual Coon
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- Carnival revitalize:zthe people and sustains them
through the hard year. At one point we are told that
a man flays the guitar so movingly that he comes close
to making Dinny, a rough street urchin, cry. Music and
religion go together too; when the preacher sings, the
people on the street join him,:and the occasion calls forth
an emotional response in them - the priest cries and
Abrahams himself feels a throb'of exoitemenf. The
black man's music is one of his last holds on human
dignity and self respect, and is both a means of escape
from pain, and an assertion of self.

- Suddenly young Lee is transferred from the
farming area of Elsburg to the slums of Johannesburg,
where he grows accustomed to an urban life. Little
scenes and details that are so much a part of South
African 1life - the bonsella, the dice schools and pick-
up vans = are sketched graphically for the reader,
Because of the experiences of those close to him, certain
conditions or results of the South African way of 1life
are impressed upon him, Maggie, if she cannot afford
to get an education and become a teacher (which profession
afforded the sole possibility for advancement for the
black), has no other way out of her situation but to work
for the white people. When she does so, she can expect,
unless she is very fortunate, the treatment her mother,

Betty and Jim have at the hands of their white masters.
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Betty steals from her employers to clothe ILee, and her
reasoning (that her white masters have too much and that
they are stealing her sweat) has a strange and bitter
logic., When Lee returns to Vrédedorp, he watches Maggie
dress his mother's wound, and his meticulous description
of the painful scene calls forth almost a physical
response from the reader, Then we learn about the in-
human part the white mistress has played in his mother's
suffering. One can easily undefstand Maggie's bitterness
when she says to her mother, "Now I must go and work

for the whites; clean their dirt‘and look after their
children just like you and all the others " (p. 70).

Both Maggie and Harry find it difficult to bow to the
white man, and are resentful of injustice. But though

a modern.psychologist would consider this a healthy
response, there is no secure place for such people in South
Africa under its present conditions; Harry is unable to
adjust to or accept the black man's situation, and is
broken by the system,

Abrahams strives to look at 'the white man honestly
and without prejudice. But, for the white woman who gives
him a slice of bread when he sells her firewood, there
is the white man who expects Lee to be a thief and is
angry when he is proved wrong; for the redhead who be-

friends him at the market, there is the policeman whose
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anger and resentment of him makes ILee say, "I knew

there would be trouble for me if I ever ran into that

man, no matter where " (p. 197). But such incidents

serve to point out Abrahams' broadening awareness.

He finds the redhead confusing: It made it so much

more difficult to know where one was with whites. Tt
complicated the business of building up defences" (p. 198),

The white man's demaﬁds make themselves felt
in every part of the black man's life. Jim tells Lee
how his desire as a man to be with his woman had caused
trouble between him and his white mistress, as a result
of which he lost his woman and his 1ife was ruined.

Lee learns from Jim how totally the black man's life

is controlled by passes. The ridiculous nature of the
pass system is well conveyed by the tale of the pass that
enables certain blacks to-live without passes., The pass
system in South Africa insidiously attacks the black
man's sense of human dignity.

It is not only by deliberate acts of repression
and cruelty that whites hurt blacks. When Dinny and ILee
play the game Debs, we realize their great need and
longing for the everyday things that are a part of the
white world, Yet, thoughtlessly and unnecessarily,
whites crush the innocent dreams of sernsitive people

like Anne,
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We learn about the grinding poverty of the
coloured people in Vrededorp., Aunt Mattie is forced to
sell liquor illicitly to maintain her family. When she
is caught at this, her fine is about six pounds -~ a
large sum for an African to obtain. The family put
together all their savings, but they have to sell all
Mattie's furniture and she has to spend several days in
prison, before they manage t5~collect enough money for
her fine. One can readily imagine the difficulties
involved in her getting started again.

Yet though the blacks suffer most under African
racialism, Abrahams learns that not all whites escape
the pain., The shame and self hatred of people like
Zena serve to round off the picture.

Such then are the experience that are a part
of Abrahams' background and heritage. Let us now look
at Abrahams' personal develcopment amidst these forces.

Alxdhams begins his story at a crucial stage
_ in his consciousness. He says:

These were my people and I was seeing them
for the first time in a way I could remember
for the rest of my 1life. What went before

I know only from hearsay. A little of what

came after has slipred back into t?e sh?dows.
p. 4).

He then proceeds to give us biographical information
about his parents, His mother emerges as a strong,

nositive and sensitive woman, who is a source of
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security and safety. Strong, reliable and efficient
women appear repeatedly in Abrahams' novels, and often
these characters seem to be based on the mother figure

presented in Tell Freedom, Although ILee's father dies

when he is young, his mother helps to reinforce a
positive image of a father figure and this gives Lee 2
certain degree of security. A healthy pride in his
family is developed; he is taught to recite his family
tree., This type of security is not aiways a part of
the coloured background. The coloured people have no
real roots of their own; they have neither the past nor
the traditions of the white or the black, They are
attracted toward the world of both the whites and the
blacks, and because the whites are the privileged class
they attempt to move towards and identify with the

. white world. But they are denied a place with either
group. The unstable position of the coloureds as a
nation or race is reflected in the insecurity of their
family lives, where pcverty, slum conditions and the
struggle for survival all serve to break up family ties.

Towards the end of Tell ¥rcodom Abrahams remarks on his

mother's ability to give them a strong sense of family
even though they were often apart. Perhaps this sense
of security was one of the characteristics of his

heritage that gave him the gtrength to break away from



South Africa.

At Elsburg,.Lee becomes aware of the white
man for the first time when he goes to buy crackling.
The white man watches, amused and mocking, while the
young Lee learns that the white man is the "baas",
This scene is followed by a moyre significant contact
with the white people. TLee gets involved in a fight
with some white boys because they insult his parents.
Resentful of the insults and injustice he retaliates,
and in doing so shows a healthy sense of pride aund
self-respect, White South Africens make attempts to
eradicate this awareness of human dignity from the
minds of the black people, to undermine their self-
respect. The black man is intimidated and reduced to
érovelling before the white man as the only way out.
Uncle Sam is forced to beat Lee for striking a wnite
boy; after the beating he cries; what he expresses is'
not only his pain and sorrow but also his humiliation at
being forced into such a position. Such situations break
sensitive men for in the interests of survival they must
yield to the white man's commands, but in the process
they lose their own self respect and sense of manhood.
Still, while the black man resents and reacts against

injustice there is some hope for him.



But in the person of his brother, Lee is forced
to see that this is not always the solution to the
problem. Harry and Maggie, as a result of their father's
influence, are conscious and resentful of unfairness

.of the black man's lot. Harfy's sense of pride and
self respect will not let him humble himself before the
white man. #hen Lee sees Harry at the prison, he says
of him, "He had the expression.of an unhappy, whipped dog,
hurt terribly without quite knowing why " (p. 154).
When Lee sees Harry later in the novel, he says:
When I first met him in Elsburg he had been
gay and spruce, clear-eyed and sure of
himself, Now I left him dirty, unshaven,
baffled, bitter, a father, seething with a
futile rage, yelling at the top of his
voice in a filthy room, (p. 170).
At this stage, Lee notes in himself the "beginnings
oY a new awareness. oomething was happening to me and
the way I saw the world in which I lived " (p. 171).
Later he says of himself, "I had submitted to their
superior strength. But submission can be a subtle
thing. A man can submit today in order to resist
tomorrow. My submission had been such. " (p. 369).

Lee begins to go to school and in time this
opens new horizons to him, Because of his new needs
and desires, a restraint grows up between him and his

street gang. It is at this stage that he goes walking

in white neighbourhoods, longing for the good things
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that are reserved only for whites in South Africa. Signs
of prohibition separate him from them. The idea of
division that is suggested by the opening paragraph of
the novel is reinforced here,

His critical consciousness grows more acute, The
‘incident with the redhead teaches him that all whites
do not behave in one way, hencé his recponse to white
peopie has to be a considered one, With his newly-
discovered critical powers, and perhaps with the artistic
disposition to see into the truth of things, he sees
his people as thej are; he feels temporarily alienated
from Maggie when she expresses her resentment of Aﬁne's
"slum" family, without shéwing any understanding of
their position., Abrahams for the first time feels
ashamed of his sister, though he understands the situation.
(Incidentily, this scene comes after Abrahams meets an
educated black man who explains to him the attitude of
educated blacks towards the uneducated: that they reject
the uneducated blacks because they feel ashamed of themn,
but that they fail to consider the difficult circumstances
these people are in.)

At college he undergoes another step in his
development towards manhood; he learns to forget the
white man's colour, and moves towards being a whole man,

When he goes home at Christmas, Maggie senses the change
H g &5
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in him; for at college, not only has he lost his consc-
iousness of colour, but he hag also had much intellectual
stimulation. His family worry about what is to become

of him and he is forced to face the question himself.

At the Bantu World, the comnunity centre for educated
blacks, the difficulties involved in being a black writer
in South Africa are acknowledged; Abrahams has now
become an educated and cultured person but the white

man still expresses disgust at the sight of him. Abrahanms,
because he does not wish to become a teacher, and because
he is so conscious of the injustice and inconsistencies
in the South African way of life, feels compelled to
leave the college.

He is then introduced to the doctrines of Marxism;
as a result of his contact with Harold and Cathy, he real-
izes the humanity of even white people. He becomes a
public figure, and then becomes involved in political
protests. When he sees Maggie's desperate struggle for
her survival, his determination to leave South Africa is
crystallized. He analyses the effect of the South African
system on him:

In my contact with them the Europeans had made
it clear that they were the overlords, thet the
earth and all its wealth belonged to them, They
had spoken the language of physical strength,
the language of force. And I had submitted to
their superior strength., Put submission can

be a subtle thing. A man can submit today in
order to resist tomorrow. My submission had
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been such. And because I had not been free
to show my real feeling, to voice my true
thoughts, my submission had bred bitterness
and anger. And there were nearly ten million
others who had submitted with equal anger and
bitterness. One day the whites would have to
reckon with these people. (p.369).

Eventually he manages to work his way out of

South Africa., He says in the end,
I needed, not friends, not gestures, but my
manhood. And the need was desperate,
Perhaps 1life had a meaning that trans-
cended race and colour. If it had, I could
not find it in South Africa. Also there was

the need to write, to tell freedom, and for
this I needed to be personally free. (p.370).

Stories and dreams are presented as a constant
part of Abrahams' world. -The work itself opens with Lee
secure within his raindrop world. Stories and.fantasies
are associated repeatedly and positively with his father,
and this helps to create for him a father image., At
Vrededorp, Betty and his mother tell him stories, and
young Lee says,

That night I entered a world in which the divid-
ing line between reality and dream was so fine
as not to exist. And 1 lived many guiet moments

of many years in that strange region that is
neither pf this world nor out of it. (p.73).

At Aunt Matfie's, the children tell stories around the

fireplace, and the atmosphere infects them with a sense
of freedom, hopefulness and happiness. We see Lee as a
sort of romantic dreamer when the boys go out stealing;

he goes last because it is most dangerous; the romance
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of the situation appeals to him,

At the smithy, Lee meets the dreamer, Nondi, and
he says of him, "Sometimes his mad words fell into oxder
in my mind. When that happened he revealed vivid depths
of feeling " (p.138). Later, Lee has a certain vision
of the land - "A strong sense of space and grandeur over-
whelmed me. I longed suddenly for Nondi to be on this
hill with me " (p.141). At this moment, his mother and
sister seem strangers to him, The awakening of the
artistic consc_iousness alienates him from ordinary
people.

The turning point in Abrahams'! life comes when
he is read his first story. He is determined to go to
school and makes his pledge that "when I can read and
‘write, I'1l1 make stories like that " (p.173). Ther, for
the first time, he states his name - "Peter is my real
name, Peter Abrahams." (p.173).

Learning opens a new world to him, He learns
English and finds the range of his thoughts expanding
with his new language. He says of himself at this stage:

With Shakespeare and poetry, a new world was
born. New dreams, new desires, a new self-
consciousness, were born. I desired to know
myself in terms of the new standards set by
these books. I lived in two worlds, the world
of Vrededorp and the world of these books.
And, somehow, both were equally real., Each
was a potent force in my 1life, compelling. My
heart and mind were in a turmoil, Only the

victory of one or the other could bring me peace.
. (p.189).
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When he works at the Bantu World, he comes into
contact with other educated and artistic people. Thedlack
singer with the glorious voice gives the black people a
sense of common identity and Abrahams shares and is
moved by the experience. The significance of the exper-
ience can be understood when one realizes how difficult
it is for the black and colourea to achieve any sense of
nationalism in South Africa. In writings by black people,
Abrahams sees expressed what he knew and felt; the reader
is made strongly aware of the excitement he feels:

I turned the pages of The YNew Negro., These
poemg and stories were written by negroes!
Something burst deep inside me, The world

could never again belong to the white people
only! Never again! (p.226).

Later Abrahams says of negro writers, "To them I owe a
great debt for crystallizing my vague yearning to write ,
and for showing me the long dream was attainable." (p.23%0),.
South Africa offers no opportunity for advancement
for the bléck writer. Abrahams is drawan both to England
and her literary tradition, and to America with her
many opportunities. The pull towards England proves
stronger and Abrahams determines to make what is in fact
a pilgrimage to a spiritual home.
One of Abreshams’last experiences in South Africa
is with the poverty-stricken people in the Cape Flats,

Here he learns about the starving people in Namaqualand.
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The menmory of the men from Namaqualand and his
quiet statement about death and starvation kept
me awake for two nights., On the third night,

I slipped paper into my battered typewriter

and wrote. I called what I had written "Cape
"Flats Ltd." Then I went to iskeep. (p,353§-

The compulsion to write of his experiences becomes the

potent force in his 1life, and he begins to fulfil  one

of the demands he places on himself: "I want to write

books and tell them about life in this country......l

will try te tell everything; the bad as well as the

good " (p‘356).



CHAPTER 3

SONG OF THE CITY and MINE BOY

Peter Abrahams' first novel, Song

of the City;

was published in 1943, Ten years later, in
Abrahams says of this work,

I had made the most awful mess
at white people in Song of the

Return to Goli,

in my attempt
City. They

had come out unreal pastebeard

figures+with

no 1ife to them., And the other non-white

writers whose works I had seen

had not

Tared much better. Either those who claimed
that there were innate and fundamental diff-
erences between people of different colours.
were right, or else we had become so blinded
by prejudice that none of us could see a
person of a different colour in the round
and as a whole human being. This was the
mosi challenging problem that faced me as

a writer and a man, :

Abrahams' criticism of his early novel is of interest.

Though the novel is in some respects a limited one, and

Abrahams' criticism of it valid to a certain degree, it

nonetheless establishes Abrahams as a balanced and dis-

passionate writer who consistently refuses to side with

particular racial or social groups. A reader of a number

of Abrahams' novels is struck immediately by his ability

to explore sympathetically the experiences of people from

different cultural backgrounds. The quotation above

suggests that such sympathetic awareness and understanding

was a hard-won achievement, and Abrahams is

all the more

1?. Abrahems, Return te G011, (London: Taber and Taber,
1953), p. 18.

Page references Ior &1l otner quoistions frem the novel
will be given in brackets after eacn quotation,

]
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to be applauded for his determination to deal with
what is a crucial problem, especially for all South
Africans. It is perhaps this determination to deal
with and solve a problem, together with the artistks
need to love deeply in order to creéte, that enabled
him to survive the type of bitterness and destructive-
ness that overcame other weséernized, intellectual
blacks like Jomo Kenyatta (whbse position Abrahams
explores in some detail in his essay "The Blacks").

In fact, Abrahams himself expfesses these ildeas in

Return to Goli; he considers his emotional state before

he left South Africa, assessing that:

- My spiritusl and emotional want, much more
than my physical want, had been the driving
motive behind my leaving the land of my
birth. The need to be psychologically Iree
of the colour bar had, over the years, grown
into an obsession, blinding as all obsessions
are. And in that year my obsession with
this need had reached breaking point. I had
to escape or slip into that negative destruct-
iveness that is the offspring of bitterness
and frustration. (p. 14).

He goes on a few pages later:

My business as a writer was with pecnle, with
human thoughts, conflicts, longings and
strivings, not with causes., Painfully I was
slowly groping to a view of 1ife that trans-
cended my own person2] problems as a member of
one oppressed group c¢i humanity.....I koew
that in order to wri®~ T would have to purge
myself of hatred, for jcod writing has always
been bhorn of love, (p. 17).
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In Song of the City, Abrahams attempted to deal

many of the problems that face South African society.
Although the work aprpears strained at times because it
strives to cover 1oo wide a range of material, it presents
several of the themes and problems that Abrahams goes
on to explore in greater depth and with greater efficiency .
in his later novels. The novel describes the political
conditions in South Africa on the eve of her entry into
World War II, and the ctrained relations between the
English and Afrikaaner pecople is one of the central
concerns of the work. But the most important theme is
the one embodied in the Song of the City - the song that
gives the novel its title:

They came from their homes to the city

They came from the green of the fields

They left a1l their loved far bekind them

The sky and the stars and the earth.

And now they are slaves of the city

Away from the ones whom they love -

But none will return from the city 5

Here they'll die for the song is in their blooad.
The song is a ballad improvised at dances and beer hells
and is presented as a part of the oral - o
tradition; its vitality and authenticity derive. from
the personal experiences and emotions of the black

people living in the industrial surroundings of the

city. The song tells ofthe people who leave their

o]

“ P, Abrahams, Song of the City, (London: Crisp, 1943),
p. 174. '
Page references for all other quotations from thé novel
will be given in brackels aller each quotation,
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simple, peaceful lives in the villages and come to the
big city wheré they are faced with a very different
way of life. Despite the harshness of the lives they
lead in the city, it claims them as her own and they are
unable to shake off their emotional tie to her. It is
chiefly on this theme of the detrivalization of the
native people of South Africa that the following comment-
ary will focus.

The novel opens in a Bantu village where,
although the simplicity and compiexity of tribal life
is intimated in the first few paragraphs, it is acknow-
ledged to be a dying way of 1life. feeling of pathos
in the awareness of thisdying of an ancient way of life
is movingly conveyed. The story tells how Dick Nduli,
a simple village boy, leaves his home for the city and
learns a new way of life, and in the process develops
a political consciousness. When Dick leaves for the city
we are told that the people "shielded their eyes against
the glare of the sun as they watched the solitary
figure against the skyline"_(p. 8); the brief description
suggests the deep pathos of a whole way of life being
brushed away and destroyed by a technically superior
force, whiie the people can only protest ineffectually -
for who can really defy the sun? The movement from the

0ld world to the new world is described in the opening
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paragraph of the novel:
The grey sandy path wouiid up the hill. Away
from the village this time. Always it had
been to the village, but now it was away
from it. It led to the outer world now, To
the world of the big city. (p. 7).
Later the curving of the railway tracks suggests the
swing from one life style to another:
Behind him, far behind, lay all the things
he knew and understood. Ahead, rushing on to
meet him, lay the big city of Johannesburg
and new ways he had to learn and the new
people he had to learn to understand. (p. 12).
Gradually Dick is initiated into the ways of white
South Africa. Daisy thinks this of Dick when she first
meets him:
Desire is strong in his breast but he controls
it. That is like a man who is strong. A man
who is from the farms, But the city will get
him. She looked at him, His broad smooth
black face was beautiful. He still looks
proud, she thought, the city has not touched
him yet. It has not broken him yet., He still
has the look of the Zulu warrior, proud and
pushing, but soft in his strength .... (p. 48).
Daisy, who has been in the city many years, asks him
if he loves his mother; he answers, "She's my mother"(p,47),
The simplicity of his response serves to point out the
differences between the ideologies and attitudes of
tribal and western man., Dick has to learn new responses
suitable for a more complex system of values. Soon Dick
goes to a dance dressed in a gentleman's suit; the
attraction towards western ways is inevitable. He

looks into a mirror and sees a sophisticated, well-dressed



person, like the educated Timbata, who visits and

drinks with white people. Daisy too is dressed as beau-
tifully as white people. But though they adopt new

ways they are not allowed into the new world. They are
not allowed on a bus reserved for whites but muét instead
await a crowded non-white bus, ani some of the magic of
their évening is destroyed.

On the whole, the African- in the city, whether
he is the seasoned city man or an unsophisticated
village boy, faces the same problems. He lives in con-
stant fear of policemen, pick-up vans and white men,

Dick gets arrested for no good reason and is thrown into
‘prison, where he learns about the white system of justice.
Court cases are run in a corrupt and unfair manner where
no attempt is made to understand or evaluate different
value systems, Men are judged and condemned without
_undefstanding what they have done wrong; hence no effective
effort is made to reduce or eliminate crime,

As a result of his experiences in the city
Dick's political consciousness is awalkened, When he
first mzets Timbata his response is one‘of nervous
diffidence. But, halfvconscbusly, he analyses the
situation: Timbata, a black man, is drinking with
whites; yet drinking is i1llegal for blacks and Dick's
friend%iérrested for having teer in their possession,
Dick, when he is first taken into prison, looks wild,

lost and frightened; he comes out a different person.



Mbale thinks of him, "This was a new Dick who said things
without speaking. The excitéd one from the farms is
gone, =--- this one wants to know things " (p. 142)
After hearing the man with np fear make a speech while
he is in prison, Dick begins to think politically. He
dwells continually on the idea.of having no fear, or
of having the white man as a comrade or brother., Dick
is disturbed by the new things he learns, and by the
inconsistancies between Christianity and Western philo-
sophy on one side, and, on the other, the actual way of
life of the people. Eventually he returns to his village;
but the sickness of his mind is not healed., " Though he
finds it is good to be away from the city and the white
man, he finds no peace., His horizons have been broad-
ened and he longs now for the city ahd for the understand-
ing of its western ways. He has become a child of the
city, and, as the song tells, will ever be drawn to it.
The tension between urban and tribal life is
epitomized by the figures of the women, Mnandi and
Daisy. In the first chapter of the novel, we are told
that "Faintly he heard the voices of the young women of
the village. They rang out clear, with a faint insistence
that would not die " (p. 7); the scene seems to foreshadow
the persistence of the Mnandi vision, Dick's first
visions of Mnandi are éf a simple village girl who would

"com every day'to the house of my mother and work with
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her, and always it was she who made my food ready and set
it before me." (p.48). 1In the city he meets Daisy, a
creature of joy, laughter and vitality, and finds soon
that he "listened to the clear voice of Daisy and thought
of Mnandi " (p.49). At the dance with Daisy, he feels
that the peace that m=ent Mnandi has crept into his
heart: "It was Mnandi that leénéd:on his breast

and listened to his pounding heart. And round him were
the things that made Mnandi more beautiful " (p.74).

The vision of Mnandi is superimﬁosed upon the reality

of Daisy and the moon, and the song of life is associated
with both. The moon shines on him and the folks at home;
the vision of Mnandi helpé him retain his contact with
the village; the vision is based on Daisy who marks his
tie with the city. Mnandi serves the function of bridging
the worlds., This duwal dream vision is cne of the compen-
sations for detribalization.

The single most powerful force in the lives of
the black people of South Africa, as expressed repeatedly
in Abrahams' novels, is music. Music is fhe sustaining
force of the people in the city; they sing and dance
to it, they hammer out their frusirations, hopes, dreams
and fears to the passionate sound. There is also the
savagely monotcnous rhythm that is reminiscent of the

drum=-beats of tribal Africa. In Song of the City,

Abrahams gives one of his fullest expositions of the role
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that music and dance play in the lives of the people:

The tom=tom beat of the maraba was like a stream
through which flowed the pent up emoticns of

a repressed people, In it they danced away the
seething bitterness that is attendant upon
repression, And like a stream the two-point
rhythm washed away those nameless volcanoes

so that on the mnrrow the houseboy would be a
good and humble houseboy! And the kitchen-
maid too.  And the mine-boy. And the rikshe-
boy... Then days of viork would flow smoothly
ti1ll there was again too much beating at the
heart. Then again the maraba., And again peace
and good work and again the maraba, So the
circle weént round. (p.73).

But the song of the maraba is a'lessef song than the

1

song of the city which comes from the bowels of the
earth, The landscape forms the ﬁackdrop to the exper-
iences of the people. A heightened awareness of the nat-
ural surroundings serves to point out the drama of the
people's position. Generally, the mooen and the stars
form an impersonal or ambiguous background. The mines
are the potent fbrce in the lives of the people:;

On the earth the personality of Johannesburg
was expressed in a hum, Incessant. Monotonous.
Wrenched from the bowels of *he earth; creeping
through walls and windows, invading stillness
and drowning it in the oppressing monotony....
For it alone there is no colour, no
wealth, no race, no creed., Almost it seemed to
say:"Without me there can be no ricin., No poor.
No black. Yo white. ¥XNo gold....No city.
(p.23).

At another stage we are told:

The moon hunlg low, DNimly the mine dumps towered

on the fringes of the city, T3 the night light
p $ L4 T : o

they were sinister. They conjured up.a picture

of a Tan riling up earth, grain by grain, in
searchr of gold, till the grains made a mountain,

higher than the highest building in the city.

<

(p.78).
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The Africans are drawn of necessity to the nmines,

and numerous social problems ensue,

Some of the results of detribalization are
considered briefly in the predicament of one of the
minor characters, Mtini. DBecause of the imposition of
taxes, Mtini is forced to go to the mines where he,
like countless others, works lorg and hard until he con-
tmcts the bleeding-lung disease. Then he spends his last
days dying painfully in the overcrowded and insanitary
compound, away from the love and comfort of his wife
and children. The brief sketch of Mtini's 1life effect-
ively conveys the sense of the tragedy involved in the
break-up of family 1life.

Such is the 1life-style of numerous Africans., In
the face of such problems, Timbata'proposes his plan
for the separate development of the various races. But
his plan is in reality unfeasible. He does not really
feel or understand the suffering of the people. He is,
indeed, the tool of the white people, like the man in

Tell Freedom who carries a pass in order not to carry

passes. Ndaba, Timbata's political rival, isvthe true
fighter for his people, DBecause he is never presented
directly, and instead we ﬁear of the tales that have
grown up around him, Ndaba is effective as a contrast
with Timbata.

The white people in the book are chiefly involved

in English-Afrikaaner relations, But they are also seen
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responding to the black people. Richardson's meeting

with Timbata is reminiscent of the scene in Tell Freedom

where a white man expresses disgust at any contact with

Abrahams. In Tell Freedom Abrahams emotional state is

movingly suggeéted, perhaps because it was drawn from his
personal experience. Here he tries to recreate the scene
from the white maﬂ’s point of view. Richardson feels
insulted by the contact with an educated, sophisticated
black person; but, perhaps because there is no understand-
able logic or reason behind his response, the scene is

not convincingly created. ILater, Abrahams conveys more
effectively the shock and revulsion Van der Merwe feels

at the discovery of Uys' bastard, half-breed child. He
decides to pay off the mother and wash his hands of. the
responsibility for the child. We are told that "he
wondered which hurt the most, the madman abusing the woman,
or the blackness of the abused woman, or the yellowness

of the bastard child. " (p.126). And yet that should have
been easy to decide. But, to balance the picture, Myra,
the Ehglish woman, expresses concern for the child. |

In Song of the City, Abrahams attempted to deal

with a wide range of material relating to South African
life., The song theme forms the skeleton or outline of
the novel, and is also a part of its content; its

pattern is imposed on the characters and is more important
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than the characters themselves. It serves a uvnifying

function, holding together the various themes Abrahams

explores in his first novel,

Song of the City presents a panoramic view of

South African society, where one focus of Abrahams'
interest is the position ofthe African houseboy. In
Mine Boy, the variety of characters is reduced, and the
action of the story is based on the experiences of the
mine boy ¥uma. Here, in his second novel,Abrahams
moves on to a more sophisticated level of racial contact
and interaction in South Africa,

Xuma comes from the north, where there is no

work, to the mining city. Teah, almost echoing Daisy's

words in Song of the City says of him "You're all right
ceve... But the city is a strange place."? A few pages
later she elaborates on this theme:
I came from my people, but I am no longer of
my people. It is so in the city and I have
been here many years. And the city makes
you strange to the ways of your people. (p. 23%)

Abrahams again examines what is one of the most import-

ant conditions of South African 1ife: the transition

3 P. Abrahams, Mins Boy Tondon: Heinemann Educational
Bks;, 1969)7 p° ‘7
Page references {for 211 cother gquotations from the novel

will be given in brackets after each quectation.
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from one way of life to another.

One of the first episodes showing Xuma in
action comes when, as a novice in the city, he strikes
‘a policeman who attacks him without cause. He is not
yet accustomed to the corrupt system of justice in the
city and rebels., His healthy (though dangerous)

response to the situation is similar tc Abrahams'

reaction to injustice in Tell Freedom.

| Leah teaches Xuma the law for survival in
the city; one must fend for oneself, or one has no
hope; one cannot afford the luxury of worrying about
others because one's own immediate responsibilities and
needs are so great., Xuma find it difficult to accept or
urderstand this new philosophy, for in tribal custon,
all the members of the group are protected together,
The tragedy of the situation is that is apparently no
solution to things other than Leah's way.

Xuma becomes a mine boy and he finds the men
in the mines have the look of sheep when a dog barks.
Qualities of individualism or personal initiative are
largely eliminated. Music is the only source of ease
and comfort.¥en the men start humming, Xuma feels
the stiffness leave his body and finds the aching of
his back is lessened. Again music is shown plgying

its role in every phase of black life,
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In Mine Boy the theme of detribalization is
worked largely in terms of Xuma's relationship with
Eliza, Xuma is the simple man, Jjust out of the tribal
village; Eligza is attracted to western ways, but also
to Xuma; the scene is set for a conflict of interests.
When they first meet, Eliza is smoking a cigarette
like a white woman; immediately there is a barrier
between them. TLeah tells Xuma:

That one likes you but she's a fool. It is
going to school. She likes you but wants
one who read books and dresses like the
white folks and speaks the language of the
whites and wears the 1little bit of cloth
they call a tie. Take her by force or you
will be a fool. ' (p. 51).
Abrahams himself has a more sensitive, sympathetic
understanding of Eliza's plight. She is in the un~
fortunate position of being caught between two worlds.
Her educated,; well-dressed young men are unable to
satisfy her needs., But even when she is at peace with
Xuma, she then finds "Something hard drives me...One
minute I know what I want, the next minute I do not
know" (p. 87). ©She tries to explain herself to
Xuma:
Inside me there is something wrong. And it
is because I want the things of white people.
I want to be like the white people and go
where they go and do the things they do and
I am black. I cannot help it. Inside I am
-not black and I do not want to be a black
person. 1 want to be like they are, you

understand, Xuma. It is no good but I cannot
help-it. (p. 89)
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Eliza feels deeply the injustice of a system where,
having learned to appreciate things like carpets and
books, music and wine, she is, because of her colour,
denied her right to any of them. She rebels against
the system. ZXuma is unable to respond to her plea
for understanding. He feels "A white man and a black
man cannot be friends. They work together. Thaﬁs.
all . .... He did not want the things of the white
man., He did not want to be friends with the white
man " (p. 93). Xuma's resentment of the white man is
partly due to the fact that the white man's ways have
come between him and Eligza.

Gradually Xuma feels comfortable enough with
white folks and especially with Di to talk about Eliza.
He is firmly convinced that the whites and blacks are
different, and that there is no point in wishing for
the same things. Di says of him, that he's "not a
human being yet. Just a mine boy. His girl's human
and he can't understand her, He can't understand her
wanting the things I want and have ....There is con-
fusion and bewilderment and acceptance ... The man in
your Zuma has not come out yet " (p. 99). At the
doctor's home, he finds black people living like wiites,
ﬁe is disturbed; the doctor then explains the situation

to himy, and Xuma is forced to reconsider things; the
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doctor says:
it is] not like the white people's place.
Just a comfortable place., You are not copying
the white man when you live in a place like
this., This is the sort of place a man should
live in because it is good for him. Whether
he is white or black does not matter. A place
like this is good for him., It is the other
places that are the white people's. The places
they make you live in. (p. 109

As a result of his association with Paddy, Xuma begins

to think of people independentlyof their colour:
People were people. DNot white and bdlack people
.+ And one could understand a white person as
wvell as a black....The vision carried him along.
He could see himself and Eliza and Paddy and
Paddy's woman all sitting at a little table in
one of those little tea places in the heart of
Johannesburg and drinking tea and laughing and
talking. And all around them would bte other
people all happy and without colour. (p. 239)

Xuma's struggle to conquer his colour conscious-
ness reminds one of Abrahams' ocwn similar struggle. By
the end of the novel Xuma decides to go to prison with
his white man. Throughout the novel his personality
grows in depth as he learns to make new responses to
different experiences,

The other character in the novel who has gone
through conflict 1like Bliza's is Daddy. He is intro-
duced as a drunken old man who delights in street fights
and brawls. PRBut it is hinted that this fascination with
fighting is a result of the fact that it brings back
memories of his old war dances and battle cries. At

one stage Fuma reveals his disgust with Daddy's
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slovenliness and Ma Plank says:

You scorn him heh? Yet when he first came
to the city he was a man, Such a man! He
was strong and he was feared and he was
respected AP He understood and fought
for his people but he understood too much
and it made him unhappy and he kame like
FEliza., He can read and write even better
than she can, (pp, 115-116) .

One cannot but be moved by the tragedy that befalls
so mary unfortunate people in South Africa.
Maisy is a child of the city. She is also,

like Daisy in Song of the City, a child of joy and

laughter and her happiness is infectious; she knows
how to be happy and makes others happy too. It is
Maisy who helps Xuma cross the bridge into city life.
‘Maisy knows instinctively what will please Xuma; she
sodthes him after Fliza upsets him, She takes him to
Hoopvlei where Xuma feels closer to home., And this
eases the painful process of detribalization., In the
end it is Maisy who waits for Xuma to come out of
prison to rejoin her in the city.

We learn that the city causes transformations
in the white maﬁ toco. Once, while walking in the street,
Xuma meets a policeman and we are told, "Xuma could see
he was a kind one "; he thinks of him, "Not a bad one
that. Maybe he's ﬁew" (p. 92). 1Interracial contact
can lead to a greater understanding of different
people."The Fox", despite the harsh function he performs,

understands and is understood by his victims, He is
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one of the most greatly feared policemen, but his

power derives from his humanity; he was the type who

"did not mind sitting beside black people " (p. 190),

One of the most powerful features éf Abrahams'

writings is his ability to recreate the quality of

black life., His strong affirmation of its vitality

informs all his South African novels, and one ig left

with a lasting and profound impression of 1ife in that

country:

The warmth in the air even on a cold night.
The warmth of living bodies; of living,
breathing, moving people., The warmth that was
richer than the air and earth and the sun.
Richer than all things. The warmth of 1life,

~throbbing. Of hearts pounding. Of silence

and of sound. Of movement and of lack of
movement, A warm, thick, dark blanket of
life., That was Malay Camp. Something name-
less and living., A stream of dark life.
(p.112)



CHAPTER IV,

"The Blacks" & A Wreath For Udomo.

In Song of the City and Mine Boy, Abrahams

considerefl the nature of the process of detribalization
as the African comes into contact with the white man

and western ways. In A Wreath For Udomo (1956),.he deals

with a defribalized, westernized African leader who has
to contend with the forces of tribal 1life in his struggle
for his country's freedom, independence and progress.
Abrahams' essay "The Blacks" Q195§)ris a non-~fictionalized
expression of his interest in and concern for the de~ -
tribalized man., This essay will be considered first,
before we proceed to examine Abrahams' fictional version

of the westernized black man in A Wreath For Udomo.,

In "The Blacks", Abrahams concentrates on illum-
inating the position of the African intellectual elite
who have been separated by western civilization and
sophistication from the simple tribesmen. Western ‘tech-
nology is the dominant power of the twentieth century;
it is for Africa, through her own intellectual elite, who
see and feel most clearly and deeply the complications
and far-~reaching effec% of contact between the west
and trival Africa, to work out a fusion between tribal

custom and modern ways. But the painful nature of the

49
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transition from tribalism to westernism makes the task
of these intellectual leaders a difficult one.

"The Blacks"'" is primarily an account of Peter
Abrahams' meeting with Xwame Nkru mah, then the prime
minister of Gkhana, and ofhisrecollections of an earlier

meeting with Jomo Kenyatta; both men are representative

-t

of the westerniged intlellectual elite of Africa, They

are the protfotypes of the many detribalized ficlional

The Blacks" is no mere factual documentary; it
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nurtling acceross the country-side with 1little
regord Tor 1ife or limb, Each truck hags its
owrn distinctive glogen, suck as "Repent for

e f
Peath iz ound the Corner, cr Enter without
Iiope, or The Lasl Ride, or If Iv Must

cocee 0T Nol Today O Tiord Xot Today",

Avrahams' descriptions of African life arec very.cohvincing,
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ritics like Langston Hughes Leel that "'pernaps it

-

remains for colourad writers. ... mnative to the soil,
to 1

211 us most falthiully what Africa is like tedey "

(pDX). Abrahams himsel?f ezpresses the belief that one

onegsell from the experience, in order to understand truly,
and to consider sympathetically =nd sensitively, the life
of black Africa,

In his essay, Abrahazns remarks on

1

Richard Wright was bewildered and disturbed by his visgit
to the Gold Coagt, the land of his forefatihers.

Abrahams comments:

What Wright did not urderstand, what his whole
background and training had “de difficult

for him to understand, was that being black
did not qualily ore for acceptance in tribal
Africa., 2ut how could he, when thousands of
urbane- “0d Africans up and dowvn the vast
contlne t do not thedhel res understand this?
The more perczpiive ol the urban Afr”c~ns are
only now bog11 1ing te comprenend, but slowly,

g

(p. 44

Later, in Lis novel A Wrcatih For Udoms, Abrahams

5 -t ~ =¥ [ IR T e -r HIETN - T - - m ¥ T, -
illuminates sympathetically, in the rerson of Tom Lanwood
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the position of a detribalized and westernized men like
Wright, who canncot find his place in black Africa,.
Abrshams himself establishes his own claim to Africa

in the essay, by stating that he neither likes nor
dislikes‘her - only outziders do that,

He then goes on to say:

Being black is a small matiter in tribal Africa.
The attitude toward colour is healthy and normal.
Colour does not matier.... There is nothing

miore to it until external agencies come in and
invest it with special meaning and importance,

(p.44)

The last statement is especially significant in relation
to the South African black, who, at the recéiving end
of Apartheid, is acutely conscious of his colour.

Peter Abrahams then describes hig visit with
¥wame Wkrumezh; he recollects their past association in
Tondon as members of a Pan African group, where Nkrumah
suggested.that "eazh of us spill a few drops of our blood
into a bowl.and... teke a blood oath of secrecy and

dedication to

v
[o¥]

. emancipation of Africa " (p.47).
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governing British African state,

Tribal myths grew up arcund him, e could

nake himuu]f invisible at will., He counld
go without food and sleep and drirk longer
than ordinary mortals, Ye wasg in fact the
reincarnation of some of the most powerful
ancestral spirits. ¥e allowed his fcet
to be bathed in blood. (p. 48)

But in the interests of the progress of a twentieth-
century state, the claims and superstitions of triltalism
have to be disciplined and controlled and even eradic-
ated, and this necessity led to great conflicts between
Flrumah and the tribal chieis. The contrast between two
different ideologies and ways of life is strikingly

st 2 SRLE W Y -
conveyedi., In A Wreath For Udomo, Abrahams illuminates

brilliantly the difficult position a man like Nkrumah

is placed in.

a

0

"the most relaxed, sophisticated and 'weslternized'

of the lot of us." (p.47). He adds that '
Kenyatta enjoyed the persounal Irieuadship of
the most distinguished people in EBnglish .
}olitjcal and intellectual sccietly; {ie was ajf
palanced and extremely cultured man,

tregically between wwo vorlds, As onc of the intelligent

- - -3 s ~3 st Y I 3+H~
and educated moubers of Yig gsoziety, hs hags a duty and

1 - 1 - P -
responsibility to zerve his poodle
- -~ A S 4 A e ~ 1 I~ )
cducation, travelling and eryperlences,; e hag moved cway
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worlds, while fitting into neither; this concern finds
expression in his writings repeatedly.

In "The Blacks", Abrahams gives oae of his

&}

fullest expositions of the detribalized.man's

dilemma:

And then Ken 5 tta began to speak in a 1ow,
bitter voice of his frustrations and of the
isolated p0%1t101 in which he found himself.

He had no friends. There was no one in the
tribe who could give kim the intellectual com-
pan ilonghip that had becone so important to him
in his years in Europe, The things that were
uwporuLnL to him - conseguential anvefsatza;

—
ot
C’)

16 drih‘ that represelted a social ac blV ity

ather than the intention to get drunk, the
concept of individualism,; the inviolabilitly
of privacy - all these wexre alien t¢ tae
tribesmen in whose midst he lived., So
Kenyatta, the western man, was driven in on
himeelf and was forced to agssert himself in
tribal terms. Only thus would the tribesmen

follow him and givse k1w hls posdtion of power
and importance as

a leader,

To live without roots is to live-in
hell, and no man choooeu voluniarily to live
in hell, The people who could answer his
needs as a man had rec ;2d a barrier of c¢olour
against him in spite of the fact that the tap
roots of thcir culture had beccme the tap roots
of his culture too. DBy denying him accesg 1o
those things wnich complete the 1life of weslern
man, they had forced him back into the tribalisna
from which he had so painfully freed himself
over ihe yeaxrs. (p. 52)

There is no way out of Kenyatta's tragic predicament, and
the only responge he and Abrahamsg are able to.make to the
situation is to "drink steadily and in silence unvil

we were both miserably, deprcssingly drunk " (p. 52).
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type report of his visit to Africa, but Kenyaita's
tragic position is an important consideration.
Here Abraliamz says of Kenyatta:
I thirk Kenyeatta has passed the point of
creative possibility. I do not think ithe
Tine creative scholar who wrote "Facing
Mount K " will return again, Bitlerness
has gone too decep. But -~ oh, the trageldy that
a2 man of such giftis chould go to waste and
darkness because the plural societies today
have no room for pioud, sensgltive, self-
respecting black intelleciunls who would
not lower their eyes vefore the white man!
In Revurn in Celdi, he noves the humiliation
inflicted upen the chiefs and black intellectual leaders,

3 3 T o N Ty e £
and he considers the problems ol the ownership of land
L . BN ) —~
and of the colour bar sgyster One of the last scenes
3 3 - ~ ey vy Ty e - -1 [p)]
he describes is that of the chief's preyer to the God
. N EX . e . -y
of Abraham and Isaac, before the sacred mountain:
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people. PBut Udomo ig not merely passiomte he isalco

a compevent thinker and worker; as Lois thinks,

He worker terribly hard, harder then all the
rest of the group rut Lobe*hc* e wvas the
real force., His COu;L& nad affected the whol
group. 2elore Le came they had been a g“ Uy
of wighful dreamers. Now an o-g@ﬂAbhtlo“ had
come into beiag. And they had plans rather
than dreanms, 3

Back in BMfrice, though Udomo has problems with

£L

'rr)

theCouncil menters and the merchants, he finds gupport
in the people; the people are ripe for change, and
Udomo is the person 1o use and direct their emotions

and energy. dJones gays of Udomo, "There's an element of

fan

greatness, T think ycu'll agree, in recognizing the

4.
L

}.Jc

situation and using it; it needs boldness and daring
at the level of greatness " (p. 180).
Udomo is a far-sighted thinker; he realizes
the changes that must be initiated for an African state

to become a powerful modern state and, as he says, in

r

crder to achieve this end,

We need to build up national loyalties as
against tribal 1Qja1t es, Endura end his
crowd play on all the trival prejudices in
the peopls. We have to counter ihat, other-
wise we will never build a sireng Alrican
state that is as udubvn ag any of the
Juropszn states, DBefore Afpica's voice will
be listened to in the vﬁv1 we need strong
modern states, (p. 203)

P, Abrahams, A Wreath Por Tomn, (London: Taber &

Taber, 1055) 2

D Terer g from Thoinovel
'L ' otation.
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Industries have to be developed to provide economic
power and for this he needs Furopean investment, It
is on this issue that Udomo faces opposition within
his party.

The most important members of Udomo's party

are Selina and Adebhoy. Selina is the powerful

¢t

tribal African woman who finds Tondon, the cultural
centre of the western world, intolerable, and prefers

to walk barefooted on her own African soil, Udomo

finds her in the market place, which is described as
tineless Africa. Selina is closely atlituned to iribal
customs; at one stage she offers Udomo a woman, and zays
in explanation, "She is your land, She is for you. You
are é man and she's a woman. Is that not enough®? Is
that not how it has alvays been with us?" (p.162).
Selina enliats the loyaltly of the people for Udomo and
is a powerful force in the achievement of frecdom; but
ghe 1s "comgle+97j illiterate, basically completely
tribal still." (p. 178). The conflict between Udomo
and Selina is caused by his recognition of the need
for Turopeans in his country and her wish to be rid of

the white neople, Mhendhi senses her discontent with

Tdomo when she saye, "The white men is still with us
yE them all yet, Udomo

saye we svill need them," and tuen sarugs., Udomo
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moved away from twnb iem too rapidly. They
arec foolish peop]e Q don't underctand the
true nature of % D“TIQW Udomo did. He
worked against 1t; quietly, mecretly at [first
and then, as rccent accounts of developments
there show, more boldly, more opc’ﬂv Ard so
he had to he hacked to pieces in true tribal
-fashion, But they were {oo late He'd carried
things too far forward to be BULO to put the
cleock back now. (p. 308)

" 5 % 5 e 6

I thinlk he
knew the p
he wags the
it.

T
F1 o

of whet had to be done. And
Ly ©oune among ug retared

nd Mhendhi werc the Only two who
e 2
1 t
p. 307)
In this novel, Abrahams alsc considers the
positicon of the westernized black man who loses his
contact with tribal life 50 completely that he can
no longer find & place for himself in Africa, Tom
Lanwood 1s the great political writer vwho inspires all
the young African Keticonalist In his poertrayal of
Lanwocd, Abrahams mixes criticism with sympathy. Tom
is prescnied as an insdegusate leader from the beginniag:
he is not interested in meeting Udomo Tecause it is
cold outside Such details effecctive capture his character,
One beging to sense that Tom is not involved intensely
the black stz uggle. Ags Mhendhi says

of him, "Tom's the luckiest, though. Tor him its an
.

mm 7 Loy A - PN - e
impzrsonnl game of chess. o docan't care aboutbt people,

He hatec imperialil

}
b))

i and wants Africen power imperssanally M
(pe 23), Hence later, he iz unadble to cope with the

reality of blockr African/life,

&
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The fact thzal Tom is wunable to understand things

at a personal level is illustratced in tlie scene wuere

he responds unsympathetically to Mhendhi's plight, Mbhondhi's

ER

-

outburst is appropriate: "Movements are led by more tha

god=1ike speeches and pontifical Do

>

ks from the safety

of Tondon. Go toc Africa! Tight there! 4And then come

they. "saw past the self-deception; down to the real
Lanwecd; ... Lanweod was a frustrated ageing man, on

the verge of sol1f doubt ... Tom needed his de

: .. - ] P LR = . - 1 .
S2lina does not nrovide 2im Wit 4 WOMABN A8 8ng 4068

. e ey ety b Ay - + 7 o~ vy
te grow accugiomed to the country and

1, . LRI o O R I T A r 1 T T -

the nrogition of the detyribalized bBlack, TIn the end,
3 - A - 3 P R SR | 1 4

Ton learns to undersvand and accept hiz plightl:
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