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Nations and peoples are largely the stories they feed themselves. If they tell
themselves stories that are lies, they will suffer the future consequences of

those lies. If they tell themselves stories that face their own truths, they will

free their stories from future flowerings.

Ben Okri, Birds of Heaven
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ABSTRACT

This study contributes to an understanding of how the nation is textualized in African
literature. It offers readings of three Zimbabwean writers - John Eppel, Dambudzo
Marechera, and Yvonne Vera - to show how the notion of difference underlies
representations of the nation in their texts selected for study. It begins with an overview
of a number of theories of the nation and, then, notes the importance of an approach that
takes account of the interplay between nation and narration but also attends to the notion
of difference in examining representations of the nation in literature. It justifies the choice
of writers by arguing that John Eppel, Dambudzo Marechera, and Yvonne Vera can be

regarded as representatives of their country's literature. All these points are made in

Chapter One.

In Chapter Two, the thesis examines John Eppel's The Great North Road with a focus on
the polyphonic structure of this text and its description of the settler culture. It shows that
both these strategies disclose an othering of the natives, within Rhodesian culture, which
is reflected in the imagined geography of the nation described in the novel. Selected
poems from his collection Spoils of War (1989) are also analyzed as grounds for further

exploring Eppel's questioning of Rhodesian identity.

In Chapter Three, the thesis reads Yvonne Vera's Nehanda as a text which represents an
early colonial Shona community as a nation struggling to recover its cultural identity and
land. It shows that Vera's representation of this nation is achieved through various

strategies, such as, firstly, the inscription of her heroine as an intermediary between two
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sections (the dead and their descendants) of what appears to be a 'family-nation' and,

secondly, the inversion of the binary roles between the settler and the native.

Marechera's texts, examined in Chapter Four, reveal a representation of Rhodesia/
Zimbabwe as a concentration camp and, generally, a space of violence leading the subject
to alienation. Such portrayals, the thesis argues, are consistent with Marechera's refusal
to identify with his nation. The issue of the variety of his representation of Zimbabwe leads
to an inquiry into the complexity of his representation of nation in his work, for example,
guestioning why notions of margins, displacemerit, and mimicry underpin such a

representation.

In Chapter Five, the thesis returns to Eppel in order to consider how his novel Hatchings
suggests the emergence of a modern Zimbabwean nation even as it concentrates on

corruption in the Zimbabwean society.

In the concluding chapter, the thesis summarizes its main arguments. It stresses that the
common thread running through all the texts selected for study is the imagining of the
Zimbabwean nation as a community divided along some category of difference, thus
validating the study's main assumption that difference informs representations of the nation

in much of Zimbabwean literature.

Key terms: Zimbabwe(an) nation. representation. cultural space. difference.

margin(alization). settler. native. John Eppel. Dambudzo Marechera. Yvonne Vera.
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Vi

OPSOMMING

Die wyses waarop die begrip 'nasie' in literére teksverband (en spesifiek in Zimbabwiese
literatuur) figureer, vorm die ondersoek terrein van hierdie studie. Vertolkings van die
Zimbabwiese skrywers, John Eppel, Dambudzo Marechera en Yvonne Vera word
aangebied ten einde die verskille in hul onderskeie voorstellings van die begrip 'nasie’
bloot te I1&. Ter inleiding word 'n oorsig van die teorieé oor 'nasie' verskaf, waarna die
belangrikheid van 'n benadering waarin die wisselwerking tussen nasie en vertelling (met
inbegrip van die verskillende voorstellings van die begrip 'nasie' in die Zimbabwiese
literatuur) ondersoek word. Die keuse van skrywers is geregverdig omdat John Eppel,
Dambudzo Marechera en Yvonne Vera as verteenwoordigend van Zimbabwiese literatuur

beskou kan word.

In Hoofstuk Twee word John Eppel se The Great North Road ondersoek en daar word
gefokus op die veelstemmige kultuur in hierdie teks asook die beskrywing van 'n
setlaarskultuur. Daar word aangetoon dat albei hierdie strategieé 'n "othering" van die
inboorlinge in die breé Rhodesiese kultuur openbaar wat ook in die denkbeeldige
geografie van 'nasie' in die roman reflekteer word. Geselekteerde gedigte van sy bundel,
Spoils of War (1989) word ook as verteenwoordigend van hierdie bevraagtekening van die

Rhodesiese identiteit ontleed.

In Hoofstuk Drie kom Yvonne Vera se Nehanda aan die beurt as 'n teks waarin die vroeé
koloniale Shona-gemeenskap as nasie 'n stryd voer om hulle kulturele identiteit en grond

te herwin. Vera se voorstelling van haar heldin as 'n tussenganger tussen twee entiteite
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(die gestorwenes en hul afstammelinge) wat as 'n 'familie-nasie’' voorkom asook die

tweeledige omgekeerde rolle van setlaar en inboorling dien as voorbeeld van hierdie stryd.

Hoofstuk Vier sentreer rondom die geskrifte van Marechera waarin Rhodesié/Zimbabwe
as 'n konsentrasiekamp en 'n geweldsruimte wat tot vervreemding lei, voorgestel word.
Sulke voorstellings hou verband met Marechera se weiering om met sy nasie te
identifiseer. Die vraagstuk na die verskeidenheid van sy voorstellings oor Zimbabwe lei
tct die ondersoek van die komplekse voorstelling van 'nasie’ in sy werk, wat onderskryf

word deur begrippe soos marginalisering, verplasing en koloniale bespotting.

In Hoofstuk Vyf word terug gegaan na die werk van Eppel met die doel om te kyk op welke
wyse sy roman Hatchings die verskyning van 'n moderne Zimbabwiese nasie voorstel te

midde van korrupsie in die Zimbabwiese samelewing.

Die laaste hoofstuk van die verhandeling is 'n opsomming van die hoofargumente, wat
beklemtoon dat die gemeenskaplike draad wat deur al die bestudeerde tekste loop, 'n
denkbeeldige voorstelling van die Zimbabwiese nasie as 'n verdeelde gemeenskap is. Die
kernopvatting is dus dat dié diversiteit in die gemeenskap gereflekteer word in die

eksemplariese tekste van Zimbabwiese literatuur wat in hierdie studie bespreek word.

Sleutelterme: Zimbabwe nasie. representasie. kultuur. ruimte, verskil. grens.

marginalisering. setlaar. inboorling. John Eppel. Dambudzo Marechera. Yvonne Vera.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

A number of works of African literature are about naticnhood. The reason for this, as critic
Simon Gikandi (1991:13)" has observed, is that the development of African literature runs
parallel to that of nation formation in the continent. In narrating the nation, the African
writer, and particularly the African novelist, wears a number of hats: he or she sees himself
or herself, like Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe, as a teacher or, like Ousmane Sembene,
as an historian or a griot who chronicles and 'interpret(s) the socio-historical and cultural
heritage of his community' (Francoise Pfaff, 1993:15) in an attempt to raise its national
consciousness. Sometimes the African novelist writes from the perspective of a witness
who tells about neocolonial practices that threaten nation formation, and, sometimes, from
that of an exile who, in the words of Timothy Brennan (1989:26), 'proclaims his identity with
a country whose artificiality and exclusiveness has driven him into a kind of exile - a
simultaneous recognition of nationhood and an alienation from it'. And in some instances
he or she acts simply as a propagandist. Whatever the standpoint from which a national
narrative is written, it is definitely worth examining the representation of the nation it

provides, as this will enhance the significance of the text.

The purpose of this thesis is to consider representations of the Zimbabwean nation as
revealed in a selected sample of texts by Zimbabwean writers. This chapter sets the scene
of this study by exploring the possibility of reading African narratives of the nation in the

light of current theories of nation in postcolonial cultural studies. It begins by presenting

! For the purpose of notation, an annotated Harvard system has been adopted.
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an overview of a number of these theories, in order to demonstrate the need to shift the
focus from an analysis of nationalism in Zimbabwean literature, as has been done in a
number of studies (see, for example, Morrison and Ngara, 1989; O'Brien, 1994; Sibanyoni,
1995; and Taitz, 1996), to a study of representations of the Zimbabwean nation as cultural
construct. The overview is also warranted by the need to define the uses of the term
‘nation’ in this project and highlight the limitations of the kind of criticism that has read
African literature as either celebrating or undermining this notion. Further, the chapter
engages the view that there exists no naticnal (as opposed to nationalist) literature in
Africa. It argues that such a view overlooks the common concern among Zimbabwean
writers, of all races, genders and classes, with issues of difference and identity in their

shared cultural space. The chapter then justifies the choice of approach, authors and texts.

Until quite recently the idea of the nation as a historically and geographically determined
reality was a well-established view among political theorists. Ernest Renan (in Homi K.
Bhabha,1990:19) expresses this traditional view when he states that the idea of the nation
lies in 'the possession in common of a rich legacy of memories' and 'the desire to live
together, the will to perpetuate the value of the heritage one has received in an undivided
form’. A common past implies not only the sharing of a common culture and history but
also, in most cases, the same geography. In the Third World context, Frantz Fanon's
critique of bourgeois nationalism, articulated in The Wretched of the Earth (1968), rests

on this traditional and, some say, conservative, concept of nation.

Fanon's perceived failure to question nationhood in the colonial states of Africa which rose

to the status of independent nation-states has amazed some of his liberal critics.
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Christopher Miller (1992:73), for example, is surprised that Fanon applies the term 'nation’
to 'ethnic entities' that are far from being nations. Explaining Miller's position on this point,
Neil Lazarus (1993:73) observes that Fanon 'takes for granted the unforgoability even the
world-historical "appropriateness" of what has been imposed upon Africa by the colonial
powers'. According to Lazarus (1993:73), by doing so, Fanon privileges the nation not only
as the "obvious” but also as the decisive unit of anti-imperialist struggle’. Atthe same time,
both Miller and Lazarus seem to suggest that, in using this discursive framework for his
critigue of colonialism, Fanon unwittingly locates himself plainly iri the very conservative

and colcnial terrain he seeks to reject.

To be sure, Fanon's re-appropriation of the concept of nation serves his purpose, for it
provides him with a base from which he can launch his critique of colonialism and
neocolonialism. He purposefully remains within the terms of the colonizer's model of the
colonial nation for he believes that colonial nations can rise to the status of new nations
if precolonial national culture is taken into consideration. In Fanon's (1968b:169) view,
precolonial culture helps 'rehabilitate [a] nation and serve as a justification for the hope of
a future national culture'. This is why he sees 'literature of combat' as playing a vital role
in helping foster national consciousness by drawing on past culture. As he puts it,
"[literature of combat] moulds the national consciousness, giving it form and contours and

flinging open before it new and boundless horizons...' (Fanon, 1968b:193).

It is a dimension of Fanon's influence that his ideas about the nation resonate in the works
of a number of Third World writers, such as Ayi Kwei Armah, Ngugi wa Thiong'o and

Yambo QOuologouem to name but a few, whose texts construct Africa as a space of
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struggle against colonialism and its aftermath, neo-colonialism. Armah, in his novel Two
Thousand Seasons (1978), idealizes this precolonial culture, which he refers to as the
'way', whose loss he situates at the arrival of first the Arab, then the European 'invaders'
and whose recovery, through armed struggle and resistance to foreign cultural imperialism,
he sees as a necessary condition for the emancipation of the African nations. The same
valorization of national culture as an antidote to colonialism can be seen in resistance
narratives by Zimbabwean writers. One of the chapters of this thesis (see Chapter Three)
focuses on a representative narrative of the liberation war. Drawing upon Edward Said's
Culture and Imperialism (1983), it pays attention to the way this novel (see discussion of
Yvonne Vera's Nehanda) conveys a notion of the nation that is, in the words used by
Svetlana Boym (1995:152) in a different context, 'not merely a specific geographic entity,

but a state of the soul, a world-view, a spiritual continent'.

As has been pointed out by Kwame Anthony Appiah (1991:353), this type of ideological
African literary text that celebrates the nation has been followed in the post-independence
period by texts that 'reject not only the Western imperium but also the nationalist project
of the postcolonial bourgeoisie'. Nonetheless, the concept of nation underpinning all these
various texts is the traditional one handed in by the Enlightenment. Accordingly,
discussions of images of the nation in such texts have largely been conducted with this

notion in mind.

The emergence of new nation-states in the Third World, their vulnerability to secessions
and, more recently, the disintegration of some countries in the former Eastern Bloc have

however discredited this traditional idea of nation. Benedict Anderson's seminal work,
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Imagined Communities (1983), represents perhaps the boldest attempt to reconsider this
concept of the nation. Anderson's thesis (1983:19) is that the idea of nation should be
associated 'not with self-consciously held political ideologies, but with the large cultural
system that preceded it, out of which - as well as against which - it came into being'. He
sees its development as resulting from 'a half-fortuitous, but explosive interaction between
a system of production and productive relations (capitalism), a technology of
communications (print), and the fatality of human linguistic diversity' (46). Of significance
to the argument of this study is Anderson's view that print media, notably the newspaper
and the novel, have been instrumental in shaping the idea of the nation and still
perpetuate the myth of the nation by constituting readers as subjects who regard

themselves as members of a national community.

The nation as imagined community, Anderson argues, affirms its existence through a
number of traditions and symbols. In a defence of this argument, Eric Hobsbawm (1983:7)
suggests that it is symbols such as flags, anthems, ceremonials, monuments, mottoes and
the traditions associated with them, as well as nationalism, which constitute our referents
of the idea of nation. In a similar vein, Ernest Gellner (1983:55) states that 'it is nationalism
which engenders nations, and not the other way round', adding that 'the cultures it claims
to defend and revive are often its own invention, or are modified out of all recognition'. Also
relaying this view, Timothy Brennan (1989:4) observes that, 'nations are mental
projections, or polyglot renderings of a single epic creation that is in the world rather than
about it; that nation-forming is of the present, rather than the past ...". Not so, says Anthony
D. Smith. In a clear dismissal of Hobsbawm's view that the invention of traditions

legitimizes the nation, Smith remarks that 'there is more to the formations of nations than
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nationalist fabrication, and “invention” must be understood in its other sense of a novel
recombination of existing elements' (Smith, 1992:72). In an implicit criticism of Benedict
Anderson's view of the role of print capitalism in spreading the idea of the nation, Smith
asserts that such a view does not account for important elements in the pre-modern era,
including pre-existent ethnic ties and the existence of nations even in Antiquity, which

contributed to the construction of modern nations.

Of relevance to the African context is Partha Chatterjee's (1993) similar criticism of
Anderson. According to Chatterjee (1993:7), the 'specifities of the colonial situation do not
allow a simple transposition of European patterns of development'. Indeed, in Africa the
illiterate masses do not have access to the print media, which are a luxury in many parts
of the continent, and they are not even fluent in the colonial language which is the medium
of most of those print media. In terms of Anderson's argument, this means that an
important section of the nation is not served with the ideological discourse that he sees as
vital for spreading and reinforcing nationalism. Because of the lack of adequate printing
infrastructure and the high cost of books, there is even less access to the novel, even for
literate members of the community. Whether to write in an indigenous language (as Ngugi
wa Thiong'o has argued) for an insignificant public, or write for a largely foreign public
whose nationalism does not need to be reinforced by narratives from another nation (as
writers like Chinua Achebe and Wole Soyinka have done), are questions that give a sense
of how difficult it is for African writers to promote nationalism in a medium that is foreign

to their nations.
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Viewed in this context, the debate about the language issue in African literature becomes,
in fact, a debate about whether nation formation in Africa runs the risk of coming to a
standstill if that literature does not achieve its goal of moulding the 'national' community.
Ngugi in Decolonising the Mind (1986) has a point when, following Fanon, he expresses
concern about the use of a foreign language to carry national cultures and draws attention
to the fact that a foreign language can serve the colonizing purposes of an oppressor
nation. Ngugi's argument carries over from the literary and cultural domain to the political
field as is particularly evident in his refererice to Africa and the West as oppressed and
oppressor, respectively. Perhaps more resolutely than other African writers, Ngugi
contests a universalistic discourse which considers local (African) writers as agents of a

universal (Western) culture.

The analysis of the concept of nation presented above reveals that the term 'nation' falls
prey to a contradiction of its own. Samir Amin (1997:8) captures this tension, inherent in
the concept of nation itself, when he observes that 'it opposes universality - of the human
species, of its destiny, of its societal forms - to the particularity of the communities that
make up humanity'. This ambivalence between 'societas' and 'universitas' is what Homi.
Bhabha (1990:3) characterizes, after Tom Nairn, as the 'Janus-faced discourse of the
nation'. The emphasis on the notion of a global or cosmopolitan nation that has emerged
in recent works on nationalism bestows on the concept of nation the universalistic sense
Amin speaks about. Such a notion is framed in Julia Kristeva (1991, 1993) as a condition
for displacing the kind of petty nationalism that she has observed in France. In Strangers
to Ourselves (1991), she alerts her reader to the fact that the foreigner, far from being the

Other, is someone like us for we are also strangers to others. Such a situation, she argues,
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is a crucial reminder of the limits of nationalism. The title of her book Nations Without
Nationalism (1983) evinces Kristeva's interest in cosmopolitanism for, although she does
conclude that French nationalism should not be done away with, she clearly favours a
notion of nationalism that is inclusive of other cultural groups which inhabit French
territorial space. Kristeva (1993:13) herself finds comfort in what she terms 'atransnational

or international position situated at the crossing of boundaries'.

The belief in a global or international village as implied by Kristeva's observation is a
cornerstone of postcolonial theories which bolster a universalist rather than a nationalist
conception of national identity and which place an accent on the cultural representation
of the nation. Proponents of such theories include Homi Bhabha, Kwame Anthony Appiah,
Stuart Hall, Edward Said, and Salman Rushdie. For present purposes, Bhabha's, Appiah's,
and Hall's positions will be considered. It is pertinent to note at this juncture that their
notion of universalism has been perceived to reproduce an imperial discourse that equates
western culture with modern and universal culture (see Bill Ashcroft et al. 1995; and
Theodore H. Von Laue, 1997). Interestingly, Von Laue suggests that the universalizing
tendency of Western culture is helped by Third World 'intellectuals who emigrate to the
West, often creating, with the help of compassionate Western scholars, a Westernized
version of their traditional cultures' (1997). However, writing from a Marxist perspective,
Aijaz Ahmad presents an alternative perspective, arguing that universalist theories of
nation serve a captilalism cause. As he sees it, 'the national bourgeoisie, like imperialist
capitalism itself, want a weak nation-state in relation to capital and a strong one in relation

to labour' (1995:11).
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Embodying as it does a universalist perspective, Homi Bhabha's concept of nation is
closely linked to his view of national culture, not as a 'homogeneous' reality but as being
continually in 'a process of displacement and disjunction' (1994b:5). He identifies
postcolonial migration (in its various forms, including 'cultural and political diaspora', 'exile’,
'political and economic refugees') as the major factor in the emergence and spread of a
national culture. In his view, a national culture in the context of a modern nation is a hybrid
culture resulting from the coexistence of the indigenous cultural community and the
nation's new communities of migration. It is typical of his theorization that these ncw
'minorities' are seen as key players in the cultural politics of the modern nation, as is clear

from his observation that

The discourse of minorities, spoken for and against in the multicultural wars,
proposes a social subject constituted through cultural hybridization, the
overdetermination of communal or group differences, the articulation of baffling
alikeness and banal divergence. (Bhabha, 1996:54)

According to Bhabha, the reality of this coexistence of various communities attests to the
fact that the modern nation is larger than geographical entities, not just in terms of its
territorial boundaries but also in terms of the number of cultural communities it
encompasses - hence the metaphor of nation as a cultural space. In this context, the terms
frontiers'/'borders' and 'borderposts' acquire new meanings for they refer not only to
territorial demarcations between nation-states but are also tied to the distinctions between
cultural communities, as can be seen in the following extract from an essay by Smadan

Lavie and Ted Swedenberg (1997:166-167):

Borderzones are sites of creative cultural creolizations, places where criss-crossed
identities are forged out of debris of corroded, formerly (would-be) homogeneous
identities, zones where the residents often refuse the geo-political univocality of the
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lines. As such, the border is a process of deterritorialization that occurs both to, and
between, the delimited political realities of a First World and the Third World. Yet
borders are not just places of imaginative interminglings and happy hybridities to
be celebrated. They are mobile territories whose constant clashes with the
Eurocenter's imposition of fixity of culture makes them minefields.... They are zones
of loss, alienation, pain, death - spaces where formations of violence are
continually in the making.

The postcolonial appropriation and formulation of these terms is by no means a suggestion
that the modern nation has a postcolonial identity. In fact, the modern nation is explicitly
construed in many discussions as involving the reality of displacement to the metropolis.
Thus, as Bhabha (1994b:9) suggests, identification with the nation through what he refers
to as 'the borderline community of migration' is a function of whether the migrant manages
to identify with a culture that is at once his/hers and the native’s. In his essay
‘Frontiers/Borderposts' (1994a: 271), he implicitly restates this point when he asks the

guestion:

As the migrant and the refugee become the 'unhomely' inhabitants of the
contemporary world, how do we rethink collective , communal concepts like
homeland, the people, cultural exile, national cultures, interpretative communities?

Here again, it is pertinent to note how the issue of the global nation is phrased in terms of
the location of its centre, and the relation between communities and cultures of origin and

migration to the centre.

Unlike Renan, for example, Bhabha considers that the past alone plays no major role in
the emergence of national culture. He speaks of the culturally defined space of the nation
as 'a space of intervention' wherein takes place 'an encounter with “newness” that is not

part of the continuum of past and present' (1994b:7). Such a redefining of the concept of
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national culture reveals that the modern nation as theorized by Bhabha is not the same
'nation’ as that understood by political theorists such as Renan, Hobsbawm and Gellner,

who were discussed earlier.

Appiah (1997), in a discussion of cosmopolitanism, clearly aligns himself with Kristeva's
critique of nationalism, alluded to earlier, when he portrays himself as a cosmopolitan
patriot and not a nationalist. By showing that patriotism is not incompatible with
cosmopolitanism, ke is able to point to the limitations of nationalism through his
understanding of the nation as an arbitrary concept. 'Nations,' he states (1997:624),
‘matter morally, when they do, in other words, for the same reason that football and opera
matter: as things desired by autonomous agents, whose autonomous desires we ought to

acknowledge and take account of, even if we cannot always accede to them'.

Thus, Appiah does not look at nationalism as either a permanent or even a desirable
attribute. In his conception, the nation in the traditional sense discussed above has a
reduced status. His view of the global nation as a 'cosmopolis of which we cosmopolitans
would be not figurative but literal citizens' (1997:624) sides with Kristeva's notion alluded
to above, for he speaks of 'the rich possibilities of association within and across their
borders; states of which [cosmopolitans] can be patriotic citizens' (624). Appiah argues
that the precariousness of the concept of the 'nation' surfaces in connection with 'the
creation of a national common culture to center our lives' and the supposed necessity 'for
us to center [sic] ourselves on a national culture' (632). For Appiah, like other universalist

theorists referred to above, presumes an emphasis on and celebration of cultural hybridity
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and migration, as reflected in his characterization of the cosmopolitan patriot as someone

who

can entertain the possibility of a world in which everyone is a rooted cosmopolitan,
attached to a home of one's own, with its own cultural particularities, but taking
pleasure from the presence of other, different places that are home to other,
different people. The cosmopolitan imagines that in such a world not everyone will
find it best to stay in their natal patria, so that the circulation of people among
different localities will involve not only cultural tourism (which the cosmopolitan
admits to enjoying) but migration, nomadism, diaspora. (1997: 618)

The stress on 'pluralized identity’, which Appiah's statement underscores, highlights
another dimension of the global nation, which is predicated by Stuart Hall (1985) on 'the
break[ing] out of the boundaries once the nation begins to weaken out ...". However, Hall
is careful to point out that he believes in the weakening of the nation state, not its outright
disappearance. Referring to the process of identification that accompanies the crossing
of boundaries, he explains that as the gendered self moves on to occupy different spaces
(class, ethnic group, nation state, global nation, the postmodern, and so on), so it becomes
‘pluralized’. With a clear reference to Benedict Anderson's concept of the nation as
iImagined community, Hall (1995) emphasizes the symbolic significance of his spatial

allusions. In his words,

The boundaries we draw are always in part symbolic. The communities with which
we identify are not always places we can put on the map. But they are places in the
mind.... They are imaginary communities. It is an imaginary geography in part
which produces the places to which we belong.

Hall's remarks confirm Anderson's argument that identity communities are mental
constructions. Underlining as they do the fact that identities are spatially defined, they

certainly provide a caveat for the reading of narratives of national identity as fictional
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constructions of multiple identities. Indeed, what emerges from Hall's argument, and is
interesting as far as this study is concerned, is the suggestion that, in the same way that
the self is 'pluralized’, representations of such communities as family, ethnic community,
diasporic community, nation, and global village can be intricately linked. His
characterization of identities as 'more the product of difference and exclusion, than they
are the sign of of an identical, naturally constituted unity' (1996:4) both reinforces his point
about multiple identity and aligns him with Appiah's school of thinking about cosmopolitan

identity, referred to above.

After this overview of the main theoretical discourses of the nation, it becomes necessary
to establish the approach which is used in this thesis. Bhabha (19390:3) suggests that an
approach that takes account of 'the Janus-faced ambivalence of the language itself in the
construction of the Janus-faced discourse of the nation' (already alluded to in a different
context) is the most appropriate for a reading of narratives of the nation. Such an approach
requires the critic to be alert to the 'in-between spaces through which the meanings of
cultural and political authority are negotiated' (1990:4). In his essay 'DissemiNation: time,
narrative, and the margins of the modern nation', Bhabha goes on to explain that rather
than simply attending to those spaces, one needs also to consider the temporality of the
nation (its 'double-time’). In his view, this condition requires appropriate strategies -
‘complex strategies of cultural identification and discursive address that function in the
name of “the people” or “the nation” and make them the immanent subjects and objects of
a range of social and literary narratives' (1990:292) - so that the national text allows itself
to be understood. As he sees it, a discussion of the people and their social condition, and

particularly their way of living difference in the context of the 'modern' nation, requires a
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consideration of the 'space of the people' or nation-space. In Bhabha's theorizing, the
nation-space is not only a geo-political entity but also ‘a liminal form of social
representation, a space that is internally marked by cultural difference and the
heterogeneous histories of contending peoples, antagonistic authorities, and tense cultural

authorities' (1990:299).

The emphasis on difference as a representational mode is an important dimension of the
present project. Indeed the main assumption of this thesis is that difference lies at the
heart of the representations of the nation offered in the texts selected for analysis.
Accordingly, the purpose of this thesis is to explore the complex and central role of
difference in these representations of the nation as well as the various strategies
employed by the authors of those texts to incorporate difference into their construction of
the imagined community of the Zimbabwean nation. This focus is warranted by the fact
that, a multi-racial and multi-ethnic nation, Zimbabwe has a history of celebration of
difference, not just as a characteristic of a plural society but also as a space of
dis-identification with the racialized, cultural and social Other. For this reason, concern
with categories of difference (racial and cultural, obviously, but also class, gender, social,
moral, and so on) is central in much of Zimbabwean literature. Indeed, Zimbabwean
writers share with their fellow African writers what Revathi Krishnaswamy (1995) has
identified as a desire to 'continue to assert a localized postcolonial identity based on
essentialist notions of purity and difference’ [emphasis mine] (140) in contrast to migrant
writers like V.S. Naipaul and Salman Rushdie who display 'a deterritorialized
consciousness freed from such collectivities as race, class, gender, or nation...' (139).

Most Zimbabwean writers, with perhaps the exception of Dambudzo Marechera whose
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work testifies to a sense of 'deterritorialized consciousness', easily conform to

Krishnaswamy's characterization.

Thus, this chapter takes account of the need to explore the interplay between nation and
narration advocated by Bhabha which, as already intimated, derives from Anderson's view
that nations are 'imagined communities' and therefore can be textualized. This theoretical
model provides the possibility to question the ways in which African narratives of the
nation have been read thus far. With the emphasis placed in this theorization on the
'imaginary geography' of the nation, there is a further need to investigate the ways in which
Zimbabwe is imagined as a cultural space. This concept of an imagined space of the
nation entails in turn a close consideration of the notion of difference implicit in the use of
the terms border, periphery, centre, and so on. In different ways, each of the texts selected
for analysis focuses on communities within the space of the nation and explores the ways
In which they exist in relation to one another. Thus, as a model that encourages an
exploration of the imaginary construction of the nation and an interpretation of difference
within cultural spaces, Bhabha's theory of nation as a cultural space suits the purpose of
this project. But to avoid the danger of subscribing to a single approach, this study calls
for a consideration of other critical rejoinders to the theory of nation, including those by
Appiah, Edward Said, Stuart Hall and Gayatri Spivak which are further elaborated'when

and as necessary.

The idea of representation implied in the title of the thesis is understood in the
Foucauldian sense of 're-presentation’, which also informs Bhabha's theory of nation. Itis

purposefully chosen to allow space for a discussion of strategies of representation of
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Zimbabwe as cultural space and a consideration of how relationships between people
within that space are culturally characterized, in the text under scrutiny. As Michael Gerald
Maranda puts it in his essay entitled 'Mirroring Nations' (1996), 'what is important about
the nation is not what it is but what it represents itself to be'. This observation is
particularly relevant to the thrust of this study as it implies the possibility of understanding
the master narrative of the Zimbabwean nation through comprehending the 'individual’

narratives discussed in this study.

In addition to drawing on the theoretical framework outlined above, the thesis will also refer
to other aspects of literary theory, particularly those of the current theoretical discourses
on the gendering of the nation, given the fact that there seems to be a consensus among
the three writers selected for discussion - John Eppel, Dambudzo Marechera and Yvonne
Vera - in using female characters as national icons and in inscribing the female body as
a trope for the nation. This thesis attempts to uncover these and other symbolisms in its
readings of the selected texts, namely Eppel's Spoils of War (1989), D G G Berry's The
Great North Road (1992), Hatchings (1993) and Sonata for Matabeleland (1995); Vera's
Nehanda (1993); and Marechera's The House of Hunger (1978), Mindblast (1984), The
Depth of Diamond (1985, unpublished), The Black Insider (1990), Cemetery of Mind
(1992) and Scrapiron Blues (1994).

In addition to the theoretical framework and the approach presented above, attention to
the nationalist trend of Zimbabwean literature and to the authors of the texts selected for
analysis in this thesis is central to the following chapters. Flora Veit-Wild, in Teachers,
Preachers, Non-Believers (1992b:1), observes that Zimbabwe's literary history presents

very few similarities with that of other African countries:
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The typical pattern in the development of African literature - a phase of cultural
nationalism and arti-colonial protest followed by a phase of post-colonial
disillusionment - shifted in the case of Zimbabwe. Here post-colonial
disenchantment and criticism of African leadership emerged even before
Independence was achieved; a residual cultural nationalism co-existed with a
modernist existentialist perspective.

This is undoubtedly a useful tip for those interested in examining cultural and ideological
elements in Zimbabwean tales of the nation. Veit-Wild's presentation of Zimbabwean
literature carries the idea of an exclus-rely black literature, which is understandable in
terms of her objectives in her seminal book. However, the conception of Zimbabwean
literature that this thesis adheres to is that literary texts produced by white Zimbabweans
are an integral part of Zimbabwean literature, a point that Preben Kaarsholm (1994:327)
makes in his review essay on Veit-Wild's book. It is common enough not to recognize this
fact, because of the divided history of the country and the fact that the dominant feature
of that literature is, as pertinently noted by Veit-Wild (1992b), a preoccupation with cultural
nationalism. The work of John Eppel, one of the three authors whose works are examined
In this thesis, shows that the conception of an inclusive Zimbabwean literature, when
adhered to by critics and students of Zimbabwean literature, could generate a more

complete picture of that literature.

And yet, the colonial literary history of Zimbabwe could indeed give the conception
denounced here some justification. As Anthony Chennells (1996:128) has noted in relation

to white Rhodesian fictional literary texts:
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None provides new insights into Rhodesia; they instigate no new understanding of
either the settlers or the Black world, although for nearly 30 years before
Zimbabwean independence, more and more articulate statements by Black leaders
had demanded that Rhodesian whites look at blacks in a different way.

In Chennells's retrospective view, there were two discursive spaces that characterized the

fictional world in colonial Rhodesia:

... white space which was open to appropriate new items for the discourse which
named itself progressive; a Black space which belonced to a primitive past and
which, because it was closed by the white discourse, was incapable of any new
disclosure of what Blacks were within that space or could become if they rejected
its boundaries. In the end both the discursive space and the literal geographical
space in which racist legislation had over the years embodied the discourse were
smashed by war. (1996:129)

Because of this history, much of contemporary Zimbabwean literature appears as a
literature that attempts to create the new discursive space that is necessary to contribute
to the grand narrative of the new postcolonial nation, alluded to above. This master
narrative is that of a once fragmented nation that negotiates the differences within itself
in order to promote a multicultural citizenship. It is one further challenge of this study to

examine how each of the micro-narratives selected for this study engages with this master

narrative.

At this juncture, it seems useful to address briefly the question of whether a national
Zimbabwean literature, in fact, exists and, if so, what nationalist purposes it serves, for
Bernth Lindfors' (1997) claim that there are no national literatures in sub-Saharan Africa
entails the supposition that the texts selected for analysis in this project have no national

value. Lindfors argues his thesis on the grounds that African nations are ethnically,



University of Pretoria etd — Mangwanda K M 1998

19

culturally and linguistically divided nations. In his view, the notion of a national literature

is tied to the commonality of experience for its population groups:

A “national literature” presupposes a national experience which is unique and
distinguishable from national experiences elsewhere. Most African nations are so
heterogeneous in population and consequently so incredibly complicated in social
structure, political organization and historical development that the experiences of
one group in the society will not be representative of those of all other groups in the
society. If a writer elects to treat a theme such as birth, marriage or death - to
mention only the most basic possibilities - he will have to set it in a special social
context which will immediately make it uncharacteristic of groups which exist in
different social circumstances. (1997:126-127)

Lindfors is certainly right to point to the fact that African nations are, as he puts it,
creations of European statesmen. Needless to say, however, his entire argument is
circular and characteristic of a conservative Western discourse on nationalism according
to which the juxtaposition of different tribes within African nation-states means that such
states can never become nations. Such a position, which develops from a history of
representation of the African as the Other, disregards the fact that decades of struggle for
independence may have united people from different tribes and even from different racial
groups. Such a view also helps to understand why Mordechai Tamarkin (1996:366), who
is convinced that 'The African nation-state was constructed by the intellectual imagination
of African leaders and foreign scholars, rather than by the socio-moral imagination of its
African citizens', advocates a return for Africans to 'a traditional moral order' based on
ethnic consciousness. Tamarkin seeks support in Ngugi's assertion that there is no
inherent contradiction for Africans 'between belonging to their immediate nationality, to
their multinational state along the Berlin-drawn boundaries, and to Africa as a whole'

(1986:23) in order to repudiate the notion of the nation-state in Africa. In the literary
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sphere, this argument can be situated within a conservative strand in African criticism
which holds that African nations cannot develop national literatures and which regards

African literatures as appendices of Europhone literatures.

To prove his point Lindfors further argues that the distinction between tribes in African
countries is so acute that no one group's experiences can have meaning for another
group. In a paradoxical revision of Lindfors's argument in his own country (the USA),
writers such as Toni Morrison and and Alice Walker narrate experiences of the African
American population group in terms that do not always apply to other groups in the
country. But, if as Morrison (1992:17) also concedes - aligning herself theoretically with
Lindfors - that Iiteraturé reflects how peoples 'choose to talk about themselves', then
African American literature is both national and tribal. It follows that the texts examined in
this thesis are also part of a Zimbabwean national literature. Written by authors who
belong to different races, classes and genders in Zimbabwean society, these texts
describe experiences and deal with themes that have national significance as they reveal
preoccupations with issues of national identity in a culturally hybrid space. The same can
be said of a number of other African national literatures, including South African literature
which, incidentally and somewhat paradoxically (because it implies the very notion of
hybridity propounded here which he rejects for the rest of the African continent), Lindfors

regards as the only truly emerging national literature in sub-Saharan Africa.

Turning now to the issue of the nationalist concerns of Zimbabwean literature, it is widely
acknowledged that this literature is mainly preoccupied, through its first generation of

writers, with "attempts to recreate history and a national identity' and, through writers of the
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second generation, with 'the process of deracination they underwent as children'
(Veit-Wild, 1992b:10). The first has been the central motif underpinning narratives of the
liberation war, which constitute an important part of Zimbabwean literature. Chenjerai
Hove's observation (in Michael Chapman,1996:301) that 'the war forced us back into
history from the margins' captures the essence of the nationalist thrust of Zimbabwean war
narratives. Interestingly, such nationalist concerns are not peculiar to literature by

Zimbabwean blacks, as Chennells's (1996) discussion of Rhodesian war novels reveals.

As already stated, this thesis focuses on the strategies of representing the nation in the
works of three Zimbabwean writers: John Eppel, Yvonne Vera and Dambudzo Marechera.
These three authors have been chosen not only as representatives of various groups
within the Zimbabwean society but also because of their common interest in using
difference as a representational strategy in their treatment of the nation. Furthermore, their
works selected for study offer various standpoints from which the writing of the
Zimbabwean nation can be understood. Marechera writes from the position of a
universalist bohemian writer positioned at the margins of his society, Eppel from that of a
‘white Zimbabwean who belongs and yet does not belong to his country, and has very
mixed feelings about his past' (Eppel, 1996:19), while Vera provides the perspective of a
female writer strongly influenced by her experiences of life in rural Zimbabwe. Seen from
these two angles, their writings of Zimbabwe reveal something about the complexity of the
concept of nation that cannot be interpreted solely in terms of the established frame of
reference in Zimbabwean literature, and it is this unique quality that provides some
justification for the present enterprise. Worth stressing is a relative paucity of critical

attention to these authors who are seminal to the debate on writing the nation. Their texts
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selected for analysis represent a varied corpus as they include a settler narrative, a novel
of the first Chimurenga, narratives of exile, a thriller, a narrative of postcolonial culture and
poems. The argument for this study is the need to fill a perceived gap in research that has
thus far been conducted on the writing of the nation in Zimbabwean literature. This thesis
thus addresses an aspect that has hitherto been neglected by critics and that warrants

critical attention.

Eppel's work consists of three satirical novels and two collections of poems. In an interview
with Richard Saunders, he insists that his works are committed to his country and his past.
As Eppel himself says in that interview, he is very conscious of his particular situation as
a white man in his country. His writing, he says, 'echoes the dialectical relationship | have
with my past - and present - as first a white Rhodesian and now a white Zimbabwean'
(Eppel and Saunders, 1995:15). He has explained his use of satire in his novels, and
lyricism in his poetry, as his ways of expressing this relationship. By focusing on his work,
this thesis attempts to show that his satire contributes to his representation of the
Zimbabwean nation as a complex and changing nation. Unlike writers writing from a
position of exiles or immigrants, he can look at the reality of his country, and write about

it fearlessly and, more importantly, authoritatively, though in fictional form.

The difficulty of writing from an immigrant's or expatriate's perspective is well captured in
Salman Rushdie's (1991:10) remarks, inspired by his experience in revisiting India, that
‘writers in my position, exiles or immigrants or expatriates, are haunted by some sense of
loss, some urge to reclaim, to look back, even at the risk of being mutated into pillars of

salt'. In Eppel's case, as will become clear in this thesis, there is no such sense of loss
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but rather a desire either to provide a testimony of the colonial or postcolonial national
culture, exploring the danger of difference for such a culture, as he does in his novels and
some of his poems, or to describe and narrate national landscapes, as he does mostly in
his poetry. Thus, the two aspects of his writing of his nation which this thesis examines are
his writing of the nation as people and his writing of the nation as a cultural space. In the
novels, he very often focuses on small rural communities which are microcosms of the
Zimbabwean society as a whole. Relationships between individual characters within those
microcosms acquire greater significance once understood in the general context of the

Zimbabwean nation.

John Eppel's personal circumstances shed light on his imaginary construction of the
Rhodesian/Zimbabwean nation. A white man, he did not have to leave the country; a
situation which theoretically placed him in a position of antagonism towards the liberation
war. As this thesis hopes to show, Eppel's work exudes not racism and bitterness as one
might expect from a white Rhodesian (Zimbabwean) but a deep love for his country, and
particularly his native Matabeleland, and also a deep concern for its postcolonial situation.
His satire is directed not at individual characters per se but at representatives of colonial
or postcolonial national culture. Part of his novelty thus has to do with his representation
of Zimbabwe as a space wherein the various cultures of the nation interact with one
another and, particularly with his attempt at undermining difference. His work introduces
a new perspective in Zimbabwean literature as it blends images of the past with concerns
about dislocation in a society marked by the new power relations between racial groups.
He adopts stances that mirror the divided soul of white Zimbabwe and the relation of

settler history to the present and future of Zimbabwe.
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Writing from a perspective which is different from that of Eppel, Marechera 'gives violent
expression to all the violence his generation has experienced, to the deracination,
homelessness, alienation, anger and despair which have marked their spiritual being’
(Flora Veit-Wild, 1992a:258). According to Veit-Wild, Marechera's generation of writers
differ from their predecessors whose writings betrayed a strong nationalist sentiment, by
producing works of a more fictional nature and which were more marked by their everyday
experiences of life in racist Rhodesia. This thesis subscribes to Veit-Wild's view but argues
that Marechera's work, like that of other writers of his generation, reveals amtivalent
images of his country. As Veit-Wild has also noted, his own problems as a student at the
University of Rhodesia, his homelessness and marginalization both in England and in his
home country after his return - all these experiences deeply affected his attitude towards
his country, and account for the negative image of his country that his work reveals. As a
result, critics and colleagues have seen Marechera's work as the product of a deranged
mind. The designation of his oeuvre in those terms does not, however, do justice to the
fact that disillusionment with his own country could be at the origin of the anarchist views
expressed in his writings. It should be remembered that Zimbabweans, both in England
and in his own country, were critical and ashamed of Marechera's lifestyle. The fact that
he was perceived, and perceived himself, as a controversial figure also contributed

significantly to the way he portrays himself and his home environment in his work.

Marechera's self-imposed status as a bohemian writer alerts us to the fact that he was a
marginalized writer. His marginalization was not only social but was also related to
Zimbabwean literature and African literature as a whole, as Veit-Wild (1987:113) has

pointed out:
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Dambudzo Marechera is an outsider. He cannot be included in any of the
categories into which modern African literature is currently divided; his writings
have nothing in common with the various forms of anti-colonial or anti-neocolonial
protest literature, nor can they be interpreted as being an expression of the identity
crisis suffered by an African exiled in Europe.

David Buuck (1997:118) endorses this view when he asserts that Marechera 'stands
outside the conventions of categorisations of African writing due largely to his class status.
By not functioning within the international exchange of cultural production, Marechera
remains doubly marginalised: invisible in the West and misunderstood at "home". Of
particular interest to this project is Marechera's location of his literary approach in the idea
that his primary attachment as a writer is to the world, not to a single nation, a point he

stresses in his self-interview, quoted in Veit-Wild (1992a:221):

I think | am the doppelganger whom, until | appeared, African literature had not yet
met. And in this sense | would question anyone calling me an African writer. Either
you are a writer or you are a writer for a specific nation or a specific race, then fuck
you. In other words, the direct international experience of every single living entity
Is for me the inspiration to write. But at the same time | am aware of my vulnerability
- that | am only me - and of my mortality: and that's why it seems to me a waste of
time to waste anybody's life in regulation. In ordering them ....

In other words, Marechera sees himself as a cosmopolitan writer whose mission is not to
celebrate a nation but to celebrate the centrality, the universality of cultural experience.
As will become clear in Chapter Four, his refusal of national identity has significant
implications for a discussion of the representation of Zimbabwe in his work. The challenge
will be to show that, though his work is marked by 'postcolonial repudiations of fixity and
purity’, to use Krishnaswamy's phrase (1995:140), his location at the Third Space (cf. Veit-

Wild, 1996) and exile, because of the dis(location) they entail, constitute contexts of
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difference from which he wrote his nation. Because a nation is a community that
encompasses 'other nations', other communities, different characters, his work is bound
to reflect and comment on the types of difference that characterize relations between such

communities and/or characters.

By contrast, Yvonne Vera writes from the perspective of the subaltern in the Spivakan
sense that her work highlights the experiences of the Zimbabwean black female subject,
and is infused with a strong desire to provide a female peasant perspective which, with
perhaps the exception of Chenjerai Hove and Tsitsi Dangarembga's work, has been sadly
absent from Zimbabwean literature. One reviewer of Vera's most recent novel Under the
Tongue (1996) has captured the uniqueness of Vera's art by noting that her entire work
is influenced by her childhood life experience in a rural township during the liberation war
and that this particular novel is 'a celebration of home, of Africa, of Zimbabwe, of life in the
villages and townships' (Jane Rosenthal, 18996: 41). This influence and experience
resonate in her work whether she writes about the contemporary situation (as she has
done in Without a Name, 1994; and Under the Tongue, 1996) or when she goes back into
the early colonial past as she does in her novel Nehanda (1994), discussed in Chapter
Five, to situate the origins of the nation. This thesis posits that VVera explores difference
in her writing of the nation through her re-writing of the first liberation war, a project in

which she inverts the binary relations between the settler and the indigene.

The thesis as a whole consists of six chapters. Following this introductory chapter, which
sets the theoretical framework for this study, Chapter Two shows that John Eppel

constructs in The Great North Road an imaginary settler community in which the natives
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are constituted as occupying the margins of the colonial nation-state. It argues that such
a construction is compatible with the othering of the natives in the Rhodesian colonial

narrative that Eppel's novel disrupts.

In Chapter Three, the thesis looks at another novel set in the colonial period, although the
time here is early colonial in contrast to the late colonial setting of Eppel's text discussed
in the previous chapter. It reads Yvonne Vera's Nehanda as a novel which promotes
cultural difference as a way to underscore a representation of the Shona people in the
early days of colonial rule, as a nation assaulted culturally and deprived of its territory and

one which fights to recover its lost identity and land.

Focusing on selected texts by Dambudzo Marechera, Chapter Four explores the ways in
which this writer provides representations of a (colonial and postcolonial) nation he refuses
to identify with. It proposes that Marechera's occupation of a position of marginality, the

'third space’, allows him to give an uncompromising picture of his nation and to claim a

universalist identity.

In Chapter Five, the thesis returns to Eppel in order to consider his representation of the
postcolonial Zimbabwean nation in his novel Hatchings and in some poems from his
collection Sonata for Matabeleland. The argument here is that a concern with moral as well

as immigrant/ native differences informs Eppel's representation in these texts.

Chapter Six summarizes the main arguments presented in the analyses of representations

of Zimbabwe in the works selected for this study, focusing on the ways in which these
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representations reveal a common interest among the three writers selected for discussion

in using of difference as a strategy for writing the plurality of the Zimbabwean nation.

Thus, the arrangement of the four central chapters is governed by the need to provide
different facets of representation of the nation in both the pre- and post-independence
contexts. Chapters Two and Three are presented as contiguous in terms of representation
as they both deal with ‘imagined communities' that are constructed around the
colonizer/colonized dichotomy. Chapter Four, which discusses Marechera's representation
of his nation under and after colonialism, can be seen as a bridge between the two
previous chapters and Chapter Five. Moreover, Chapters Four and Five focus on texts in
which other kinds of difference and the issue of cosmopolitanism in a postcolonial context
are brought in to displace racial difference as a significant ingredient in the narratives of

the Zimbabwean nation.
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CHAPTER TWO: 'DE-SCRIBING' THE RHODESIAN NATION

John Eppel's Duiker Berry's The Great North Road is structured as a series of
non-chronological flashbacks to different periods in the life of the main character, Duiker
Berry. The novel begins witn Duiker's recollections of the events during his first year as
an apprentice fitter and turner at the Umdidi factory, and particularly of the circi'mstances
that led to the launch of his Perfumed Wind business. Then in another flashback the
reader is transported to Duiker's early days at a boarding school in Bulawayo. A further
shift situates him in England where his conversations with his great-aunt during his exile
there move the time sequence further back in the emerging 'history' of the Rhodesian
‘nation’ as they revolve around her recollections of the early days of colonial occupation,
when the British pioneers first set foot on what was to become Rhodesia. In yet another
time shift, Duiker's experiences as an army reservist on a camp duty near the Mozambique
border, are recounted. The narrative is also interspersed with accounts of his relationship
with his cousin Rosie Hadi who died on the Great North Road, and of his joining of a

conservative church, two accounts which feature prominently in the novel.

It is pertinent to note early in the chapter the significance of Eppel's setting of the
narrative in Bulawayo and Umdidi. The word 'Bulawayo' derives from 'gu bulawayo' ('place
ofkilling'), a namé chosen by King Lobengula for his capitals after he succeeded his father
King Mzilikazi. It was from one of these capitals that he fled in 1893 when a pioneer
column marched towards the town. The capture of Bulawayo marked the beginning of the

British occupation of Matabeleland. The term 'umdidi’ is less sinister in its indictment of the
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colonial enterprise but conveys the crudely satiric thrust of the novel in that the word
means backside or 'bum’ (more politely, of course, one's posterior!). In colloquial form, the
word adds nuances to the significance of this imaginary colonial enclave, and of its settler
population! So, before the narrative begins, the thrust of this colonial diatribe is voiced
'loud and clear' - this also provides a counter-argument to Anthony Chennells's assertion
that Eppel's first novel 'is much more a satire about Rhodie nostalgia than Rhodesia's
realities’ (1995:12). The significance of this fictional name is reinforced by Eppel's
indictment of Rhodes as both 'bum-bandit' (The Great North Road) and Rhodies as
‘bandits’ (Spoils of War), allusions to Rhodes's reputed sexual proclivity, on the one hand,
and to his colonizing enterprise, on the other; a legacy which perhaps goes some way
towards explaining the rationale for the present somewhat draconian legislation against

homosexuality in Zimbabwe!

This chapter examines the ways in which Eppel dismantles the myth of the Rhodesian
nation, focusing on those circumstances within which Duiker Berry negotiates his own
identity as well as on the ways in which the status of the native as Other is constructed.
Chris Tiffin and Alan Lawson's observation that the 'texts of Empire need to be described
as part of the anatomy of Empire, but they also need to be de-scribed as part of the
liquidation of Empire's effects’ nicely captures Eppel's descriptive method in this text. Part
of the intention here, therefore, is to locate the difference that lies at the heart of the
Rhodesian national narrative and to show how it is foregrounded in Eppel's text. The
argument is that both the polyphonic structure of the novel and Eppel's depiction of the
settler culture conjoin to highlight racial and cultural difference as a means of self-

reflexively positioning the native at the margins of the Rhodesian nation. An attempt is
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also made to show how such foregrounding of otherness discloses Eppel's representation
of the Rhodesian nation. A useful way to approach these concerns is by drawing on
Bhabha's work on difference in colonialist discourse alluded to in the first chapter, and
explained fully below. In the second part of the chapter an analysis of some poems from
Eppel's first collection entitled Spoils of War (1989) is offered to show their
complementarity with the novel for they, too, register his interrogation of the concept of the

Rhodesian nation.

Before addressing these issues, it is appropriate to note that the term 'nation’ in the
colonial context was used to refer to the settler community, to the exclusion of the
indigenous people, and, as D. K. Fieldhouse asserts in Colonial Empires, it implied a
special link between the colony and the metropolis: 'loyalty sprang from common race,
language, religion and institutions' (1966:198). This point is implicitly endorsed by Anthony

Chennells (1996:103) who observes that

Rhodesia, as a space, defines the English race that discovers through the process
of conquest and appropriation the nature of its civilisation. The English become a
race only through relation to their empire; Rhodesians as spokespeople of the
discourses of empire are also naming their own identity.

As Chennells's remark suggests, underlying this restrictive concept of nation is the
assumption in colonial discourse that, as a race, the settlers are different from the natives.
For the colonists, preoccupied as they were with the economic growth of the colony and
with political and cultural domination, the natives' only usefulness was to contribute to that
economic growth. The term 'nation' acquired additional meaning after Rhodesia severed

its ties with Britain in 1965. Thereafter, the Rhodesian 'nation' came to define itself as an
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independent nation. Hence, the desire of Rhodesians to affirm their own identity, which
Chennells points out. As will become clear later on, Eppel offers in his text a
representation of the Rhodesian 'nation' that reveals the illusion of a hegemonic society

unaffected by the presence of the Other at its margins.

That the novel is a narrative of the declining Rhodesian nation which has its inception in
anecdotes from daily life, what Bhabha refers to as 'the scraps, patches, and rags of daily
life' (1980:297) (reflected in the flachbacks referred to above), is first confirmed by the
following self-reflexive remark about the protagonist's favourite pastime: 'He spends his
free time writing badly-rhymed poetry on the subject closest to his heart, Rhodesia' (9).
This remark is symptomatic of Duiker Berry's claiming of the Rhodesian identity that
permeates the book. This constructed identity is also emphasized at the beginning of the
narrative by Duiker's self-confession that 'l will never be able to call it Zimbabwe' (12). The
context of this remark is significant in terms of Duiker's own perceived Rhodesian identity.
His comment is made as he notes Honey's lack of respect for her fellow Afrikaners.
Expecting her to show to her people (the Afrikaners) the same kind of loyalty that he shows
to his fellow Rhodesians, he projects into her his sense of identity, which she really does
not care about. His remark that 'I'm not being pathetic. I'm proud of my heritage' (12) only
elicits an outraged response from her. (The chapter will return to this passage later, as it
illustrates the dialogic contest over the colonial narrative of Rhodesia.) Duiker's
determination to situate himself in the 'national' colonial culture is also evident in his
wearing of a T-shirt bearing the inscription 'Rhodesia is Super' (14). Duiker's unconscious
identification with Rhodes develops into a sense of worship, as is also confirmed not only

in the passage above, but in addition by what is described as his purpose in life:
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... to vindicate the man who had given his name to the nation to which Duiker
proudly, splendidly, and with oft a moistened eye, belonged. Yes belonged. None
of your past tenses, your had had's with Duiker Gilbert Grace Berry: school colours
for rugby, team tabs for cricket and water polo; war veteran (but reluctant to talk
about it); self-made man; shook hands with lan [lan Smith].. . (13)

This passage highlights the complexity of the authorial viewpoint in this novel. It pokes fun
at Duiker Berry, thus pointing to a distancing of the author from his leading character who
becomes an archetype distinct from the author. The naming of places in Rhodesia where
Duiker's Perfumed Wind product is sold echoes the procass of annexation that marked
colonial conquest. Perhaps the only difference is that in this instance he uses the powerful

strategy of advertizing as his tool of territorial conquest.

The idea of Rhodesia as an'imagined' community becomes more 'real'. This can be clearly

seen in the following passage where Duiker reminisces about the day he first kissed

Honey:

What happened was this. Friday afternoon had come round and Duiker was happy.
There was the weekend to look forward to: sleeping late in the morning, bacon and
eggs for breakfast, a spot of fishing down at the dam, and, best of all, Friday night
bioscope up at the club. The Caruso Story was showing, with Mario Lanza, Duiker's
Dad's favourite singer. Duiker preferred the golden oldies like Gigli, Tauber,
McCormack, and Caruso himself, but Mario Lanza was not to be sneezed at. Much
more exciting than the film, however, was the prospect of seeing, maybe even
sitting next to, maybe even holding hands with, maybe even - cease your thumping,
heart! - kissing Honey Swanepoel. It was school days; the high school children
were home: the village was alive. Most of the boarders went to Bulawayo schools:
Milton, Eveline, Townsend, Gifford; some went to Plumtree, and some went as far
afield as Guinea Fowl in Gwelo and - the diehard Afrikaners - to Tom Naude Hoér
Skool in Pietersburg, South Africa. The snooty manager and his even more
stuck-up wife, just because they had degrees, sent their children to private schools:
Amanda to St Peter's and Robert to Falcon. The disgusting thing about these
schools was that they were multiracial. Even when Duiker had been at school, two
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years ago, was it? They had started taking in Africans. St Peter's used to use the
Milton swimming pool and Duiker remembered how he and his Charter House
friends would shudder at the thought of having to dive into the water after piccanins
had used it. Sis man. (16)

This passage not only records a day in the life of the protagonist, but also presents a
picture of social life in a c:om-munity. It is significant that the day mentioned in the passage
is Friday, because it is an ideal day for social intercourse. Although the reader is given just
a general feel of the social gatherings that take place on such a day, there is & sense that
the passage provides a representation of the Rhodesian society on a microcosmic level
so that the lifestyle depicted here takes on archetypal significance as an indictment of
colonial behaviour. There is arlso a sense that the focus on schools indicates what it means
to live in Rhodesia and what culture one learns in order to function within that society. 'Like
the army ... challenging the values in his small world', it is clear that this is a national
culture that excludes indigenous people, thus replicating an imperial ideoclogy built on
prejudices of race and colour. The mention that some of the schools have started taking
in Africans indicates that the novel is set in the late period of colonial rule, which justifies
Peter Kohler's (1993:67) designation of the text as 'the late Rhodesian novel', an allusion
to the temporal setting of the novel and, more importantly in terms of this study, to its
thematic content. The passage also underscores the nature of the relationship within the
white community between the English and the non-English. L. Adele Jinadu (1986: 36)
offers an insight into this state of affairs when he writes that 'The colonial situation is not
a closed system from which whites other than those from the colonising society are
excluded. Mercantilist assumptions, particularly in matters of trade, define relationships
between such whites, often referred to as foreigners and whites from the metropolitan

country'.
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PART ONE

As noted earlier, an important strategy employed by Eppel to highlight the marginalization
of the natives in The Great North Road is his structuring of the novel as a polyphonic text.
. He also suggests this othering by foregrounding the use of stereotypes in his settler
characters' discourse, as will be shown later in this section. In his theorization of the
novelistic discourse, Mikhail Bakhtin (1981) conceives of literary language as a field of
ideological confrontation. According to him (see Bakhtin, 1984), a polyphonic text is
characterized by a diversity of languages or voices representing different ideological
positions. Such voices, he argues, reflect not only the consciousness of the narrator alone
but of all the 'voices' participating in the dialogue, that is, all the other main characters as
well. Such voices, according to Bakhtin, are 'in dialogue' with one another. Hence, the
virtual synonymity between 'dialogic' and 'polyphonic,' as David Lodge (1990:86) has
noted. Thus, central to Bakhtin's theory of novelistic discourse is an element of
confrontation between the various ideological positions present in the novel. This thesis
posits that Eppel's first novel is a site of confrontation over the Rhodesian colonial
narrative, which situates the origin of the nation in the arrival of the first British pioneers
and emphasizes a common culture and destiny for its white, (mostly) English-speaking
members. For this reason, the question of the way in which the dialogic nature of this novel
discloses Eppel's representation of Rhodesia deserves close attention. It is hoped that an
analysis of selected passages from the novel illustrating this dialogism will not only reveal
the existence of dissonant voices within the colonial discourse, pointing to a contestation
of the very idea of a Rhodesian nation, but will also draw attention to the representation

of this nation as exclusive of the non-settler populaticn. Such an analysis wil also show
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that, although the dialogue taking place in Eppel’ novel is mainly a dialogue between “in-
groups” themselves’, in Kyung-Won Lee's (19387:104) words, it is certainly not intended by

Eppel as a “tempest in a tea pot” as Lee would suggest.

But, before examining the polyphony proper, it may be useful to consider the extract below,
inwhich Duiker recollects his favourite subjects at Milton School in Bulawayo, an important

passage which situates him firmly in the colonial culture.

But then English was one of Duiker's best subjects, his second best in fact. History
had been number one, especially Rhodesian history. After all, he, Duiker, came
from pioneer stock. So it was virtually like learning about his own family. Even now,
so far away from it all in time and place, incidents like the massacre of Major Allan
Wilson's patrol at Shangani brought tears to Duiker's eyes. That was the Ndebele
War of 1893.... And it was all still inside Duiker's head, practically word for word,
complete with titles and sub-titles:

The Ndebele War. 1893
The seeds of this war can be traced to two converging factors: 1) the long-standing
enmity between the Shona tribes and the invading Ndebele, 2) the arrival in
Mashonaland of the Pioneers... (24-25).

The fact that English and Rhodesian history are Duiker's favourite subjects is worth noting
because these two school subjects are associated with the transmission of imperial culture
and ideology. The role of the English language as a cultural tool of the British Empire is
well documented (see, for example, Ngugi wa Thiong'o, 1993; Simon Gikandi, 1996:;
Kyung-Won Lee, 1997). Despite the fact that it functions as the lingua franca of the world,
it is often perceived, in Lee's words, as 'the arch-imperial language that carries with itself
numerous metrocentric metaphors and connotations' (1997:112). In the colonial context

of Eppel's novel, English is hegemonic as the language of the settlers who wield political
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and economic power in the occupied land. Given Duiker's ideological leanings, one can
assume that he is aware and proud of the cultural domination that the settler community
exerts on the colonized natives through its language. Thus, the reader can see that
Duiker's interest in English is more than an educational hobby; this interest seems to be
part of a conscious realization of the language's past role in the subjectivization of the
natives. Language's role in the constitution of subjects is a point emphasized by Louis
Althusser (1971) in his seminal essay 'The Ideological State Apparatuses'. In the context
of Eppel's text, as is shown later, the natives are constituted as other subjects through a
process of 'interpellation’ that conveys an awareness of racial and cultural difference, and

that thus conditions the natives to accept their inferiority.

English is also literature. The purpose of literature, Althusser (1971:174) states, is to
reveal 'the ideology from which it is born, in which it bathes, from which it detaches itself
as art, and to which it alludes'. Pierre Macherey and Etienne Balibar (1992), building on
Althusser's notion of ideological apparatuses, have explained how literature as a field of
ideological class struggle stages, via the fictional world and its values, the process of the
subjectivization of individuals to the dominant ideology. Working from the premise that
literature has, as its primary material, history, they are able to argue that beneath the
literary discourse lie the other ideological discourses (moral, political, religious, aesthetic,
and so on) in which the dominant ideology is realized and which are recognized as such
by members of the dominant class. Another Marxist literary theorist, Terry Eagleton (1978),
states that since history survives in the text in the form of a 'double-absence', ideclogy thus

becomes the dominant constituent of literature.
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The significance of Duiker Berry's interest in Rhodesian history is all too clear. As already
indicated and as will be now discussed in more detail, his concern lies in his sense of
identification with the pioneers of whom he is a descendant and, through these, with the
Rhodesian nation. As will also become clear, Duiker displays a diachronic vision of the
world in contrast with Honey Swanepoel's static vision. Given the relation of language,
literature and history to ideology which is highlighted in the above considerations, it
appears that the mentioning in the above passage from the novel of Duiker Berry's hobbies
Is an invitation by Eppel to read Duiker's story in ideological terms. The suggestion in the
passage that Duiker knew 'everything' about the Ndebele War of 1833 is indicative of the
extent to which he is brainwashed by the settler ideology, so that the ultimate significance
of his interest in Rhodesian history appears to lie in his sense of identification with the
pioneers. (Reading the novel, one is aware of the irony beneath the narrator's comment
that, having secured a grant to study for a BA degree with concentration in English and
History, 'He scraped through first year but failed second year outright, whereupon he
returned to Umdidi and began an apprenticeship in his father's trade, fitting and turning'
(15). This contrasts with Honey's impressive, yet diffuse academic record, which includes
a Bachelor of Science degree in Chemistry, a Bachelor of Commerce with specialization
in Accounting and a Bachelor of Arts majoring in English and Geography. This record,
which puts her at an advantage over Duiker, emphasizes the sense that her interpretation
of history is more reliable than Duiker's, a point which is further discussed later in the
chapter.) The extract from the history textbook which Duiker remembers by heart helps one
to see how the colonial ideology erases the natives' past, by constructing the pioneers'
arrival as a bright moment in the history of a savage land when a superior civilization

arrives, to halt the inexorable cycle of violence that supposedly engulfed precolonial Africa.
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One is reminded here of Fanon's observation that the settler 'is the absolute beginning:
"this land was created by us"; he is the unceasing cause: "If we leave, all is lost, and the

country will go back to the Middle Ages™ (1968b:39-40).

Dialogism over the narrative of the Rhodesian nation is evident in the passage below,
which records a conversation between Duiker and his great-aunt, Aunt Frances, during
which her sense of identification with the natives causes her to claim that she was the
mistress of the Matabele king, Lobengula, a ludicrous distortion of historical time
highlighting the satirical thrust of the extract. Despite this, Aunt Frances's version of history
appears to be more authentic than Duiker's. Duiker's version is interesting in that it shows,
as Benedict Anderson has indicated, how official history participates in the creation of
national identity. There is a confirmation of this insight in the following passage which

revolves around the Ndebele War, already mentioned.

“How many were killed, Aunty? Was it about fifty?”

“Fifty! More like a hundred - in Matabeleland alone. Anderson at Boola Boola,
Baragwanath at Filabusi, the Cunningham family, eight of them, at Inzisa; Dr and
Mrs Langford at Rixon's farm, that surveyor... what was his name?... Edwards or
Edkins, at Inyati; the Dutchman Fourie and his family; six children, along with Mr
and Mrs Ross and their adopted daughter, Agnes... all eleven were massacred on
the Tekwe River... Oh, the list goes on and on. Umlimo had given the order to spill
the white man's blood, and it was spilt - make no mistake about that.”

‘Aunty, you sound as if you approve of what they did,” said Duiker with an
accusing whine in his voice.

“Of course | don't approve,” she replied. “What monster can approve of the
butchering of helpless children? Poor little Agnes Kirk's hat was found in a kaffir hut
a long way from her corpse. But | do understand why they revolted. Had | been in
their position | should have done the same. Only not the children...”

“Well, how would you expect the children to survive if their parents had been
butchered?”
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“Suffer the little children to come unto me. | would adopt them. The tribe would
adopt them. Do you think Lobengula would have allowed his impi, on their raids into
Mashonaland, to kill children? Never. The children were spared.”

“To be brought up as slaves, or, at best, to become second-class citizens of the
tribe, despised by the Matabele of Zulu descent...”

“The Abenzantsi.”

“Is that what they called themselves? Aunty, surely you don't condone Lobengula's
raids against the Shona people, even if they did spare the children, which | doubt.”

‘I don't condone it and | don't condemn it. Do we condemn the lion for killing the
buck? The Matabele were hunters, carnivores. Tilling the soil was not for them:
spinning cotton was not for them. They lived by the sword-"

“You mean the assegai,” Duiker interrupted.

“‘All right. They lived by the assegai, and they died by the assegai.”

2 “They died by the thousands when the white man came along. And a jolly good
thing too."

Aunt Frances unnerved Duiker with a delayed look of her semi-demented eyes.

“How can you say a thing like that?”

“With great pleasure, Aunty. The Matabele deserved what they got. They invaded
Rhodesia and plundered everything in sight. The poor, innocent local natives, the
Shona-types, were massacred. Their villages were burned down, their cattle and
crops taken... the survivors were driven into the hills. I'm going back to Mzilikazi
now: the father of your precious Lobengula.” Mr Thomas's history notes began to
assemble in his mind's eye. Titles, sub-titles, and dates swam with little squiggly
tails into focus. (50-52)

This passage is quoted at length to reveal Aunt Frances's precise recollection of the
casualties suffered by the pioneers, as well as to highlight her balanced interpretation of
historical events, as suggested by her remark that she under-stood the Matabele's
position - although her sense of historical objectivity is somewhat undermined by her clear
preference for the Matabele over the Shona. The long extract above also offers an
interesting insight into the effect of official discourse on Duiker. His ability to recall the
historical events which were fed to him by his history teacher and his conviction that this
historical knowledge is true confirms the role of the school curriculum in the constitution

of Rhodesian subjects. As is typical in pioneer tales, Duiker's rejoinders replicate the
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notion alluded to earlier, that colonial conquest brings civilization to the natives. In this
particular instance, the ideology of blame as a justification for the invasion is powerfully
used against the Ndebele. Also, characteristically, there is in Duiker's remarks the
suggestion that deaths in the pioneers' ranks were totally undeserved as they were

so-called bearers of civilized values.

Lyn Ridett (1995), in a powerfully argued article about the construction of history in settler
societies, makes observations that are apt here. Referring to the way Australian colonial
discourse presents two incidents in which a group of settlers was killed by Aborigines,
followed in each case by the massacre of Aborigines by colonial police, she has suggested

that

In both accounts the chilling excitement of massacres is used to strengthen the
separateness of the 'other', to demonstrate the good-heartedness of intrepid
settlers who are forced to live among primitive people, and also to distract from the
fact of the massacres of Aboriginal people by settlers. (20)

Where The Great North Road is concerned, Duiker's remarks in this extract from the novel.
quoted above, illustrates how emphasis is laid on the natives (in this case, the Matabele)
as away of suggesting their responsibility for the massacres suffered by the pioneers, and
also as a means of constructing the latter's own massacres of the natives as acts of
self-defence. This focus on the Matabele raids and Duiker's approving of the massacres
perpetrated against the Matabele denotes what Riddett describes as 'selective memory'

in the construction of history in settler societies. As she argues:
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This emphasis on the 'otherness' of [natives] is functional in the construction of
non-[native] social memory in a settler society. In combination with a process of
social amnesia it allows the separation between the groups to continue; it sanctions
the separation of settler social memory from [native] social memory: it reinforces the
settler identity as a group which continues to struggle against the odds; and it
privileges settler history over a more comprehensive and inclusive history.
Selective memory and social amnesia are both functional in the construction of
settler history which depends on its uniqueness and its exotic nature to maintain a
special place in white history of Australia. (21)

The insight Ridett provides hel.3 us understand why, despite the atrocities committed
against the natives, the settler narrative of the Rhodesian nation insists on excluding them
as members of the nation. In this context, the following excerpt from the novel is also worth
considering:

‘Let me remind you,” she resumed, “that it was the Shona who drove you and me
from the land of our birth. They hated, and hate, us far more than the Matabele ever
did. The Matabele might have raided Mashonaland but they never occupied it. We
simply marched in there, the pioneer column, representing the British South Africa
Company, we marched in and took over.”

... "We didn't just take over, Aunty. We brought civilization, we brought prosperity

to a primitive land, we brought protection for the Shona tribesmen against the
Matabele raids, we -

“Why did the Shona revolt against us then? Six years after we raised the Union
Jack?”

“Those were just a few isolated incidents, Aunty, organised by leaders of the
Matabele insurrection and a couple of religious fanatics.” (52-53)

The overall tone of this passage, and particularly Duiker's reaction to his great-aunt's tale,
forces the reader to accept Frances's perspective as the more valid one. Her age, and the
fact that her early life was nearly contemporary with the events, lend editorial credence to
her story. Notice how it is in its selectiveness between what it .deems significant ("We

brought civilization... prosperity... protection...') and insignificant ('just a few isolated
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incidents...") that the official discourse Duiker duplicates constructs 'history'. This very
selectiveness generates a view of the Matabele as bioodthirsty rascals and of the Shona
as simple-minded victims. Thus this passage becomes a sphere in which two discourses
about the origin of the Rhodesian nation transgress each other: a discourse of lived history

with its inherent flaws, and the official discourse perpetuated through school history books.

In another revealing passage in the novel, Aunt Frances defines this latter discourse in the

following terms:

What you did at school was Rhodesian Government propaganda. You did history
from the white man's point of view, specifically the white businessman's point of
view. Matabeleland was a nation, Reggie; Rhodesia was a company with interests
primarily in mining and farming. It was born a company and died a company. (53)

This passage points to the tension between 'living' history énd 'doing' history. Aunt
Frances's interpretation of Rhodesian history (and also Honey's as will soon become
evident) displaces Duiker's view of Rhodesian history as a justification for an exclusive
Rhodesian national identity. For his is a view that separates the pioneers, and more
generally the whites, from the indigenous component of the nation, as already quoted, all
but advocating the view that the native is an outsider. This passage is central to the novel
because it poses an explicit question as to the reliability of settler discourse and about the
notion of a Rhodesian nation. It undermines the authority of official history and the white
settler's viewpoint. With this comment, both as an empathetic participant and by stripping
it of its most important justification of the colonial enterprise, Aunt Frances rewrites the
Rhodesian official history. In other words, her view challenges the claim that it was a
civilizing enterprise: 'lt was born a company and died a company'. In another episode in

the novel, Wilma, a friend of Honey Swanepoel's, endorses this view of colonization as a
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commercial enterprise when she refers to Rhodesia as 'a ninety year old corporation

(meaning Rhodesia) that did not have the grace to die' (82).

It is a tragic dimension of Duiker's fixation that, confronted with the reality that the idea of
the Rhodesian nation is an evaporated dream, he refuses to accept the fait accompli,

clinging to the anecdotes from a white past:

“I'll tell you something, Aunt Frances,” Duiker was almost angry ncw, “Rhodesia
will never die. We may have been driven from our land by communist werrorists, we
may have been scattered all over the world - look at me; look at you - but as long
as we live, and our children live, and our children's children live, we will keep
Rhodesia alive in our hearts. How can you say that we were not a nation? We had
our government, our own laws; we played rugby against the All Blacks, the
Wallabies, the Lions, the Springboks, we competed in the Empire Games - won

medals for yatching, shooting, boxing... we fought as a nation in both world wars. ...
lan Smith was shot down in Germany...." (53)

Duiker's allegiance to an evanescent dream, evident in this passage, leaves no doubt as
to the difficulty which uncompromising settlers experience in joining in the process of
national reconciliation. It is clear from the above that Eppel focuses on the pioneer motif
as a strategy for offering a revision of official Rhodesian history. This rewriting of history
sometimes takes a satirical turn as when Frances mentions Lomagundi as the place where
pioneer J D Campbell was killed. There is irony in Duiker's discovery that the name of a
Shona chief killed by the Matabele - whom he considers as the whites' worst enemies -

could be retained as a war cry by his conservative Milton school:

“Lomagundi, for your information, Reggie,” said Aunt Frances who was singularly
unimpressed by his demonstration, “was a Shona chief killed by the Matabele.”

Duiker had returned to his armchair, slightly out of breath. “Is that so, Aunty?”
“It's a place, and a person, and a war cry.” (55)
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As has already been noted, the contestation over the civilizing purposes of the colonial
enterprise is very strongly expressed in the novel. A further illustration of this debate can

be seen in the exchange be!ow between Honey Swanepoel and Duiker Berry:

"Heritage," she scoffed, “you call it a heritage? How can we claim an heritage from
our origins? A fucking commercial company owned by the capitalist bum-bandit
exploiter, Cecil Pusface Rhodes.”

"Rhodes was a great man," replied Duiker, selecting his words from a mental
image of a page from his school history exercise book. "Despite ill-health he helped
bring civilization to a primitive land... [and] ... he did so at his own expense.
Rhodes -"

"Bullshit."(12)

As in previous examples, in this passage two different opinions of the colonial history of
Rhodesia are revealed: Honey's conception of Rhodesia as a mere business enterprise
contests the official discourse which Duiker appears to have internalized. Ironically,
Duiker's own business enterprise undermines his view about the civilizing purpose of
Rhodes's expedition. The text seems to suggest, here, that in the same way that he
erroneously views his business not primarily in mercantilist terms but as an important
contribution to release the pain of those suffering from haemorrhoids, Berry fails to see
Rhodes's conquest as anything other than an altruistic civilizing mission. By contrast, what
Honey's response also reveals is Eppel's strategy for undermining the logic of Rhodesian
national identity that Duiker insists on preserving, a strategy that is all too apparent in the
subtext to the farcical name [Perfumed Wind] given to his pharmaceutical product and its
purpose. Here, the near farcical allusions conjoin with Honey's indictment of Rhodes not
only to subvert this notion of nationhood but also to erase it through the deployment of

satire.
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Honey's opinion of the colonial history of Rhodesia, expressed in the exchange above, is
reminiscent of that of the stranger's in Olive Schreiner's Trooper Peter Halket of
Mashonaland. In a revealing scene in Schreiner's novel, Peter Halket, a settler who has
been in the new colony for some time and was initially a staunch supporter of Cecil
Rhodes like Duiker Berry, discusses the colonial history with the stranger, the thinly

masked figure of Christ:

"\"Who gave you your land?" the stranger asked.

"Mine! Why, the Chartered Company," said Peter.

The stranger looked back into the fire. "And who gave it to them?" he asked softly.

"Why, England, of course. She gave them the land to far beyond the Zambesi to
do what they liked with, and make as much money out of as they could, and she'd
back 'em.’

"Who gave the land to the men and women of England?" asked the stranger
softly.

"Why, the devil! They said it was theirs, and of course it was," said Peter.

"And the people of the land: did England give you the people also?"

Peter looked a little doubtfully at the stranger. "Yes, of course, she gave us the
people; what use would the land have been to us otherwise?"

"And who gave her the people, the living flesh and blood, that she might give them
away, into the hands of others?" asked the stranger, raising himself.

Peter looked at him and was half afraid. "Well, what could she do with a lot of
miserable niggers, if she didn't give them to us? A lot of good-for-nothing rebels
they are, too," said Peter. (55-56)

By recognizing that it is the purpose of colonialism that men and women of England should
make as much money as they can out of the land 'given' to them by England through
Rhodes's Chartered Company, Peter Halket subscribes to Honey's idea that Rhodesia is
a business enterprise that was set up to exploit the land and the natives. This view also
conjoins with Honey and Aunt Frances's opinion that Rhodes was a ruthless businessman,

not the philanthropist he was portrayed to be in colonial history. Schreiner's treatment of
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this episode is made effective by the way it reflects badly not only on the, as yet
uninitiated, trooper Peter Halket himself but also on the Chartered Company and on
England as the imperial centre. The difference between Schreiner and Eppel lies in the
bildungsroman mode. Peter Halket is transformed in Schreiner's novella and is finally shot
- willingly sacrificing his life for the Other. John Eppel, with an economy of details, reveals
Duiker as a naive, even ignorant soul. Beneath the narratorial comment 'selecting his
words from a mental image of a page from his school history exercise', Eppel satirizes the
unthinking young settler who repeats mechanically what he was force-fed, which reflects
the discourse of white colonization of Africa. Another challenge, an implicit one, is evident
in the author's satirical tone, and thus reinforcing the argument presented here that The

Great North Road presents a polyphony of voices.

Hence, the challenge to the nationalist discourse is offered quite explicitly by Duiker
Berry's Aunt Frances and his girlfriend Honey Swanepoel, as argued earlier. They
articulate .an ideological position that is consistent in its conviction that, as a business
venture first and last, Rhodesia can never be a nation. With this revision of Rhodesian
history, the counter-hegemonic discourse undermines any claim by Duiker, and others who
think like him, of Rhodesian identity. What is also revealed here is that the colonial
narrative underpinning the novel embodies its own contradiction. It is pertinent that the
counter-hegemonic voices are those of a so-called pioneer, on the one hand, and an
Afrikaans female, on the other. In this way, the pioneer motif, coupled with the intuitive
female voice, serves to underline the narrative of the 'nation' through its effort to

rehabilitate the 'native'. It is also significant that in The Great North Road, Eppel (as one
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of the narrative voices) seems to identify himself, through his principal narrator, with these

two female characters whom he depicts sympathetically.

In the narrative of the Rhodesian nation, the second Chimurenga, or war of liberation of
the sixties and seventies, assumes a great importanc_e as an event that threatens the
nation's survival. It is conceived as a phase in the history of the nation during which the
racialized Other seeks to reverse the colonial process. As Chennells (1996:104) points
out,

The war, when it came could not be; it could only be a rebellion which meant, in
settler mythology, primitive space attempting to reabsorb civilized space; and itwas
a battle against this reassertion of the primitive that the war was described and
indeed fought.

As with the Ndebele War alluded to above, Eppel's novel reveals two distinct positions on
the issue of the liberation war: one, voiced by Duiker and his fellow Section C comrades,
which is the official Rhodesian discourse, and the other, of the silenced colonized
population, 'whispered' by the silent women and the 'terrs' on the other side of the
Mozambican border. Located as they are in this bush war episode within the context of
institutional opposition, the characters referred to above assume their roles as
representatives of the two racial groups of colonial Zimbabwe. They are not selves within
this context, rather they (and this is particularly true of the Rhodesian conscripts) obey a
discourse of authority that presents the racialized Other as a menace to the settler space.
In this respect, their treatment (in their imagination) of the women, which is discussed
below in more detail in the context of Eppel's depiction of settler culture, appears as a
logical reaction in the presence of a menacing enemy. It is worth stressing that with this

episode Eppel's novel provides a double perspective on the war. Taking Gayatri
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Chakravorty Spivak's (1988) notion of the subaltern's inability to speak as a guide, it can
be argued that the women's silence is an act of resistance. It represents an anti-imperialist
response to the settler speech. This underlines further the point that, in his narrative,

Eppel challenges the settler discourse on the liberation war.

The settler discourse is now examined for the abundant use of stereotypes it contains, and
uses to legitimize the natives' exclusion from the imaginary borders of the Rhodesian
nation. It can also be argued that Eppel problematizes this othering by fccusing on the
existentialist dilemma posed to the settler by the very presence of the native in the space
s/he claims as her/his own. In this context, Bhabha's argument (1994b:81) about what he

terms 'the regime of visibility deployed in colonial discourse' is illuminating. As he explains,

The visibility of the racial/colonial Other is at once a point of identity ('Look, a
Negro') and at the same time a problem for the attempted closure within discourse.
For the recognition of difference as 'imaginary' points of identity and origin - such
as black and white - is disturbed by the representation of splitting in discourse.

Bhabha offers this argument to make the point that the presence of the native is
problematic to the settler because it opens up the possibility of identification with him/ her.
Hence, the use of stereotypes in settler discourse to demarcate the space between him/her
and the native and to legitimize difference. In light of this insight, it makes sense to read
the cultural assumptions of the settler group as manifestations of the racist ideology of
colonialism. For the point is that, in the racially segregated Rhodesian society of the novel,
the colonial discourse of the settler group makes use of its own racist stereotypes to
legitimize the colonial project. In the words of Chennells (1996:103), 'The settler discourse

always claims to be able to read under the appurtenances of Christianity and to see what
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is really there: the genetically, racially determined nature of the Black' and 'the discourse
presupposes subject Whites and object Blacks' (104). Chennells's understanding of the
settler discourse confirms Abdul R. JanMohamed's (1991) characterization of colonialist
literature (and discourse) as displaying black/white, European/native, self/other binarisms.
Some examples of these stereotypes, considered below, reveal that the terms of reference

used to designate the natives are totally exclusionary, as suggested earlier.

Two types of stereotypes are considered here: those that are constructed around the
theme of the (black) native's mental inferiority and those that refer to his body.
As suggested earlier, Bhabha (1994b) sees such stereotypes as constituting a mode of
representation in colonialist discourse by which the colonizing subject seeks to construct
the otherness of the colonized. Appropriately enough, Eppel's text is replete with
utterances, that are racially charged, by settler characters conveying such stereotypes.
Underlying all these statements is the notion of difference from the native. Consider, for

example, how the first type of stereotype is presented through Dr Frankfurter's opinion of

what makes a 'kaffir' happy:

‘I tell you, pal,” he had said to the man with gumboils, “your average kaffir, do you
think he gives a damn about your motor car, your three-bedroomed house stuffed
with furniture, your university education and what-have you? Not a bit of it, pal.
Your booze is all your average kaffir wants to make him happy - your booze, a bit
of your old slap and tickle, your full belly of course, and then, maybe, a couple of
your mombies. That's it, pal. Enough booze, enough food, enough fanny, a few
mombies, and what have you got? You've got a happy kaffir.” ( 153)

Dr Frankfurter's opinion epitomizes the colonial discourse's demarcation of the natives as

simple-minded, appetitive and lustful. Juxtaposed with the bush war fantasy, alluded to
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earlier, the satirical parallel is all too apparent. The surface meaning in the above
passage constructs the natives as children of nature, only happy when their physical
needs have been satisfied and not at all preoccupied with needs beyond the physical
ones, while the deeper meaning deconstructs this meaning, extending it to embrace,

through pointed irony, the settler culture.

Reg Bench's questioning of the 'kaffir"s honesty provides further evidence of the use of
stereotypes in settler discourse, only this time it represents the native as morally different:

Shorty was the barman. Good little kaffir, thought Reg. Polite, reasonably honest -
Reg smiled cynically to himself as he walked through the club doors, past the notice
boards and out onto the balcony - show me an honest kaffir and I'll show you a
donkey with a two-inch cock. Wouldn't trust one - not even Shorty - as far as | could
kick a piano. For sixpence, the little shit would cut my throat. (158)

The implication is that in Reg Bench's opinion, the level of honesty of a Black is one step
below that of a White. The passage thus confirms Abdul JanMohamed's point that the
colonizer perceives 'a profound moral difference between self and Other' (1991:84).
Shorty, although a good man by Black standards, is not honest enough in Reg Bench's
eyes. If further evidence were needed to support the colonizer's view that the native is
different, it is articulated in the following passage that records part of the conversation

between Reg Bench and his friend Spawnch Fitzburg:

“Like if my daughter married a kaffir? | tell you, Reg, it would break me.”

‘It would break me too, Spawnchie, but not before | had broken that kaffir into little
pieces.” And Reg demonstrated his method by breaking a cardboard coaster into
little pieces and dropping it into the spittoon. * Ja, “ Reg repeated, “not before | had
broken that kaffir - whoever that kaffir might be - into tiny little pieces.”

“Spoken like a true Rhodesian,” said Spawnch.... (167)
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This passage is interesting in the way it sanctions the desire of the two friends, not to allow
a physical union between a white woman and a 'kaffir', as Rhodesian wisdom. In this
opinion, physical contact is unseeming if not immoral. The subtext here is not just the
representation of the native as morally inferior but also asserts a denial of his or her
humanity, as well as claiming a loss of racial purity (through miscegenation) that such a
union supposedly generates. Since the Other is, by implication, equated with the animal,

it follows that he is unfit to share in national identity with the settler.

One of the tactics of this negative characterization of the racialized Other in the settler's
discourse is the conscious distinction between the white man and the black man, a tactic
that in fact amounts to an underscoring of the latter's inhumanity. Consider, for example,
the following incidents: on one occasion, the narrator tells the reader that Corrie Spunt,
one of the two white apprentices at the Umdidi factory, was 'a huge eighteen year old,
already half a foot nearer to God than any man or "kaffir" in the factory' (105). Elsewhere,
the statistics about the victims of accidents on the Great North Road are given by Blesbok
White and Spawnch Fitzburg as follows: 'that's three people it's killed in the |ast few years
'Plus a stack of kaffirs,' added Spawnch. 'Yes, that's true...' (164). Adding authority to
these exclusionary representations of the natives is the idea that beating up or killing black
men is a worthy cause, which confirms JanMohamed's view that the colonizer is governed
by an unconscious 'desire to exterminate the brutes' (1991:67). Among Blesbok White's
credentials as a tough man, feared by his fellow settlers, is the fact that he killed three
black men with his bare hands, although the narrator suggests that this number may be
exaggerated. The two apprentices Corry Spunt and Monty Bubbles, keen admirers of

White, have two ambitions in life: 'to fuck up kaffirs and box for their country' (105). Crude
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racist remarks of this type show that within the settler discourse the other race is
constituted and experienced as an enemy. They also echo Fanon's theorization of 'the
black man's body as the site of projected paranoid fantasies, as a threatening, menacing

body that must be destroyed' (Francgoise Verges,1997:582-3).

An example of the stereotypes related to the body of the native is provided in the scene
where Reg Bench visits his sister-in-law and lover Sweetie Hadi. After Marie, the 'nanny’,
has brought tea for Reg, Sweetie Hadi observes that she stinks. Reg Berich is duick with
the generalization that 'They all do it, it's their diet' (127). 'They', of course, are the natives.
This statement is exclusionary in its association of the black body with bodily odour and
the suggestion that close contact with the natives is detrimental to the white. Underlying
the statement is also the suggestion that the national space would be better off without the
‘kaffirs'. Interestingly, Reg and Sweetie's remarks are made after Sweetie has advised her
daughter Rosie Hadi to avoid contact with the black children: 'l don't like you running
around in a costume with all those picannins around' (127). This statement echoes
Duiker's remark, referred to earlier in the chapter, that he and his friends shuddered at the
thought of swimming in a pool that had been useq by black children. All these statements
emphasize an unconscious desire to exclude blacks from the settler space while, at the
same time, depending on their labour. So the irony here lies in the idea that the native is
physically and morally different, though a kind of 'unnecessary evil' that goes with the
territory, so to speak, which permeates the colonial diséourse in the novel. All the
examples considered above emphasize race as 'the ultimate trope of difference,' in Henry

Louis Gates' (1992:49) apt phrase.
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In his book The Rhetoric of Empire (1993), David Spurr contends that

The European role in colonial territory depends on the clear demarcation of cultural
and moral difference between the civilized and the uncivilized. But the ultimate aim
of colonial discourse is not to establish a racial opposition between colonizer and
colonized. It seeks to dominate by inclusion and domestication rather than by a
confrontation which recognizes the independent identity of the Other. ( 32)

This is a valid point. The Berry family's connection with their servants exemplifies this
complex relation between the settler and the native. While their discourse is remarkable
in its portrayal of the native as ugly and primitive, their dependence on the natives' labour
makes it possible for them to bear the latter's presence. Although Spurr's statement is a
little contentious in its suggestion that colonial discourse does not attempt to 'establish a
racial opposition’, he is correct in pointing out that maintaining colonial power relations
depends crucially on the continued construction of cultural and moral difference from the

colonized.

The othering of the native that the settler discourse highlights is also reflected in the
depiction of settler culture which Eppel offers in his novel. A number of incidents at the
army duty camp and in the Umdidi community allow the reader to enter into the imaginary,
racially separated, world this novel depicts. The two bush war incidents examined in some
detail here involve Duiker Berry and his fellow conscripts of Section C of the Thirteenth
Battalion of the Reserve force on camp duty near the Mozambique Border. Although the
narrator makes it clear that more than one section, in fact a whole battalion was involved,
it is obvious that Section C is given representative value as a symbol of the 'Rhodies'
involved in the protection of their 'national space’ against the 'terrorists'. Therefore, the

incidents considered here acquire the status of a shared experience of national dimension.
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This enables Eppel to look at how the experience affects the characters' affirmation of their

(Rhodesian) identity.

The bush war episode is interesting in that it shows racist practices as a daily experience
in Rhodesian society. At the kitchen camp where Duiker and an African police constable
meet, Duiker objects to the constable's reading of a James Hadley Chase novel on the
grounds that,

Africans should not be allowed to see pictures like that, or read obscene books that
describe in intimate detail the sexual activities of white people. Still, it's not the
boys' fault. It's the people who write those books and make them available to
children and kaf... Africans. (65)

Duiker does not simplistically object to the fact that the African conscript reads Chase-type
novels. His objection underlies the colonial fear of the Other's 'entry into [white] female
space’, to use Bridgett Orr's (1994:160) apt phrase. Such an entry is experienced as a
threat by the colonial male subject. Instead of this type of reading, Duiker suggests
Shakespeare, quotes his 'To be or not to be' conundrum although, not without irony, the
reader learns that Duiker himself has never read Hamlet. The suggestion of reading
Shakespeare conforms to the colonial need to feed the Other with the culture of the
Empire. The reference to the Africans as 'boys' also fits with the colonial stereotype of the
Africans as children. It is in this way that this incident can also be viewed as illuminating
the narrative of Rhodesian nationhood. It can be seen that in the hands of John Eppel
nation-writing is about difference and transformation. What begins as a tale of crossing
geographical borders [the pioneer motif] becomes a narrative of the defying and redefining
of metaphoric borders: experiential and aesthetic. The narrative, in turn, claims public

space for the portable - and competing - mythology of Rhodesiana.
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In another significant scene, Duiker and his C Section comrades, who have now reached
the border fence, meet a group of indigenous women and children. The incident, which
was read earlier as illustrating a 'silent' dialogue between the white Rhodesian soldiers
and the natives, is now examined for the manner it reveals the othering of the native

population. For this purpose, it is pertinent to consider the following passage:

The party stopped. There were three old women, a teenage girl, and two little girls.
The women were carrying on their heads large bundles of sticks tied with strips of
bark. Sydney asked ti.am where they came from; they pointed vaguely ahead. Their
faces were expressionless. The young girl, had she not been... you know... a
‘nanny'... would have been very pretty and quite sexy. The latest in Johannesburg
haute couture could not have offset her body to the same superb effect as the
colourless rags she wore. Naturally Sydney and his patrol men, like all true
Rhodesians, were not in the least bit sexually attracted to 'nannies'... and if all five
of them were now making intensely detailed visual examinations of this young thing,
you, dear reader, can be assured that these examinations were accompanied by
no feelings of lust.

Sydney asked them - or rather, since 'kitchen Kaffir' evolved as a means of telling,
not asking - Sydney told them to tell him if they had seen any terrorists in the area.
They shook their heads stupidly.

“Give the bitches a clout, Syddo,” said Billy, “it's the only language they verstaan.”
Sydney raised his fist suddenly and the woman nearest to him flinched; but she
stood her ground. “Go on, man,” shouted Billy, “knock her fuckin' block off.” But
Billy wasn't looking at the old woman Sydney had threatened; neither was Con for
that matter; neither was Lofty; neither was our Duiker. An examination is an
examination, and when you're in the Rhodesian armed forces, be it the RLI, the
SAS, the BSAP, Grey's Scouts, Selous Scouts...Sixth Batt... Thirteenth Batt... you
name it... when you carry out an examination of anything, but anything, that may be
a danger to the security of your beloved country, and as | said before, you are a
member of the Rhodesian armed forces, then you carry out that examination
thoroughly. You do not leave a breast - in the present case the phrase “stone
unturned' would be singularly inappropriate - | say you do not leave a breast
unscanned. Thus it was that the patrol men were still conscientiously carrying out
their examinations of the teenage girl. Indeed these faithful soldiers, let it now be
recorded for posterity, were exceeding the expectations of even the most
demanding of the Rhodesian Army precepts. When they had reached the limits of
their visual searchings, these men brought in the expertise of their imaginations.
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Lofty, for instance, had the girl on her back with her legs open; Con had her
stripped naked, bound hand and foot, and suspended from a chain that was bolted
onto his garage roof; Billy was doing something very thorough to her with her
fingers; Sydney had her up against the back seat of his Toyota station wagon and
seemed to be frisking her for a concealed weapon. Duiker had her down on all
fours - but only for an instant. (68-69)

Underlying the bitterly satirical comments in this passage is the suggestion that the
brutality and racism of the Rhodesian soldiers are national features but ones which mark
a sexually-oriented hedonism. In reading this pas sage, Frantz Fanon's (1980) discussion
of the role of the Algerian woman in the imagination of the European colonial settlers in
Algeria springs to mind. Fanon argues that the European's desire to unveil the Algerian
woman was motivated by his intention to possess her, to dominate her, and, through her,
to subjugate the Algerian society. For, as Fanon sees it, the veil worn by the Algerian
woman was perceived by the frustrated colonizer as an obstacle, as a symbol of
resistance, to his project of cultural conquest. In Fanon's own words (1980:21), 'Unveiling
this woman is revealing her beauty; it is baring her secret, breaking her resistance, making
her available for adventure'. He goes on to argue that the European's frustration at not
conquering the Algerian woman leads to the kind of aggressiveness that characterizes the
‘rape of the Algerian woman in the dream of a European' (23). As Fanon (1980:24) goes
on to explain:

With an Algerian woman, there is no progressive conguest, no mutual revelation.
Straight off, with the maximum of violence, there is possession, rape, near-murder.
The act assumes a para-neurotic brutality and sadism, even in a normal European.
This brutality and this sadism are in fact emphasised by the frightened attitude of
the Algerian woman. In the dream the woman-victim screams, struggles like a doe,
and as she weakens and faints, is penetrated, martyred, ripped apart.
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Thus behind the satirical tone of the above extract lies what in Fanonian terms amounts
to a national feature, as already noted. And the inscription of this 'national' feature into the
shared experience of national service is particularly significant in terms of the discussion
offered in this chapter. The passage from Eppel's novel quoted above suggests parallels
between the indigenous 'Zimbabwean' woman and the Algerian woman. Although there is
no specific mention of the veil in this extract - it is replaced by 'the colourless rags she
wore' - the repeated references to the 'visual examinations' and the mental rape of the
young girl by the soldiers show that there are parallels between the Algerian woman and
the native 'Rhodesian' woman represented by the teenage girl. With these various
elements in place, the situation described in this scene corresponds to that Fanon
discusses in 'The Algerian woman', as indicated in the foregoing argument.. From the
conscripts’ perspective, the women's silence when asked whether they have seen terrorists
constitutes them as an obstacle in getting at the terrorists. The 'epistemic violence', (to use
Spivak's (1988) telling phrase), perpetrated on them and the mental rape of the young
native can rightly be seen as intended to constitute the native women as 'other'. From
another point of view, this incident shows that the othering of the women and the terrorists
is exposed by Eppel as part of the colonial strategy of positioning the natives outside the
borders of the Rhodesian national space, to deny them national identity. As already
mentioned, the call-up itself is justified as an exercise during which the conscripts

experience their Rhodesian identity through protecting the settler space.

As this incident shows, they experience it by denying it to the other. Albert Memmi in The
Colonizer and the Colonized (1974) has drawn attention to the mental effect of this denial

on the colonized. According to Memmi (1974:96): 'As a result of colonization, the
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colonized almost never experienced nationality and citizenship, except privately. Nationally
and civically he is only what the colonizer is not'. Chennells (1996:106) makes a similar
point with particular reference to the Zimbabwean situation when he remarks that 'settler
discourse always attempted to externalize Blacks from White-controlled space - literally
through the creation of Reserves and through the Land Apportionment Act, discursively

through terms like 'savage' and 'child' which made them alien in civilized or adult space'.

Eppel reveals with sardonic humour yet clearly his stance on the native's marginalization
by staging a reversal of roles between the 'Rhodies' and the Other in the scene near the
border fence. The conscripts have been eating and drinking after they had made
themselves a resting place on a termite mound. Now, exhausted, they have all sunk into
sleep. Duiker is woken up when he hears a cow's footsteps approaching, which the
Section mistakes for those of the 'terrs'. 'For the rest of that night, the footsteps around
their camp and the nerves of those men were as tight as piano wires, when in the
gathering of the day some footsteps began to climb the termite mound: crump...
crump...crump' (71). But, as Lofty, one of the conscripts, later says, 'lt sounded just like
terr footsteps' (72). With this incident, in which the Other, in unmistakable farce, takes the
form of a cow, Eppel accomplishes a reversal of roles between the 'Rhodies' and the

natives by showing the former on the receiving end of fear and humiliation.

The quote from the Rhodesian national anthem -

Rise O voices of Rhodesia, God may we Thy bounty share. Give us strength to face
all danger, and where challenge is, to dare. (72)



University of Pretoria etd — Mangwanda K M 1998

60

- has a sarcastic overtone. It makes clear that Eppel overturns the Rhodesian government
discourse on the bush war in which the 'Rhodies' were depicted as heroes and the
liberation fighters as cowards. When the section is really attacked by the 'terrs' on the
second day of their patrol, just after having made a pact to meet again after twenty years,
the helplessness of their situation as they run for survival, some of them wounded like
Duiker, is apparent and the reader is invited to reflect upon the senselessness of a war
that divides a nation. Even Duiker, the typical 'Rhodie’, is made to feel the negativity of this
army camp experience and to interrogate his Rhodesian identity in a passage that

resounds with a retreat to the womb syndrome:

He didn't give a damn, at that moment, for Honey, or his mail-order business which
was bringing him a small fortune; he did not give a cory bastard for his schooldays,
or his time at university, or his army camps, or Rhodesia, or the universe... he
wanted to be at home with his mother and father - and his sister too - and Lady, and
Socks, and Nyoni, and Aaron in his 'houseboy' uniform... (76)

In his discussion of Michael Hartmann's Games of Vultures (1973), Anthony Chennells
(1996:123) comments that Hartmann's novel is unlike other Rhodesian novels about the
bush war because 'most of its characters are to a greater or lesser extent confused' and
the novel deals with 'a situation which... is also an acknowledgement that settler discourse
has lost any claim it might once have had to name and control settler space'. This
observation also applies to The Great North Road forDuiker is presented in the above
passage from the novel as confused about the necessity of the bush war and even about
claiming Rhodesian identity. Chennells finds Hartmann's novel objective because of its
implied recognition that the bush war is a civil war, not an invasion of settler space. This
aspect of the two novels provides interesting points of comparison between Hartmann and

Eppel who, otherwise, write from two different perspectives.
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This duty camp episode is telling in terms of the dialogism of Eppel's text, discussed
earlier, because it helps the reader to realize that another form of silence characterizes
the 'dialogue’ between Section C and the 'terrorists'. Sharing the narrator's privileged
position the reader can see that the Rhodesian collective, here represented by Section C,
perceives the guerrilla as the Other and engages with him in a dialogue whose purpose
is to erase him. Being in this privileged position, the reader also sees that the protagonist
Duiker Berry at the end of this episode interrogates his identity, which is an indication that
he is unsettled by t‘he nature of the dialogue he has been involved in. Thus, in this
incident, a different discourse on the bush war is heard, not just from the 'silent' Other but
also from the disillusioned settler, in this case Duiker Berry. It is a discourse that points to
the construction of a peaceful and inclusive nation, posited on the coming together of the

different racial groups in the country.

In the same way Eppel has established, primarily through Duiker's Aunty Frances and his
girlfriend Honey, a counter-discourse that contests the discourse of the Rhodesian nation;
he has deconstructed the colonial narrative by highlighting, in Chennells's apt words, the
‘tension between a rhetoric of a complacent Rhodesian nationalism and the grotesquerie
of his Rhodesians' (1995:16-17). This subversion is evident in a number of instances,
including those already explored, but a further three examples are offered for
consideration here. Blesbok White, a terror not only to 'kaffirs' but also to his white peers,
Is the unsuspected lover of Maria, Sweetie Hadi's ‘nanny’, and the father of the baby in her
womb. Ironically, the discovery is made by his own daughter Baby who, the reader is told,
sometimes shuddered at the sight of her boss Finkel Papz because of his promiscuous

relationships with native women: 'Finkel Papz was despised by the people of Umdidi, not
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because he was Jewish, although that did not help, but because he slept with “nannies”.

That was unforgivable. Sis. Dirty little kaffirboetie' (134).

The other character, already mentioned, who embodies the paradox between the
Rhodesian values he articulates and his own behaviour is Reg Bench whose self-identity
tags ['Rancher, white man and - don't you forget it - Rhodesian' (165)], like Duiker's
observation about Cecil Rhodes already quoted, indicate his pride in his Rhodesian
identity. He holds that the natives are dishonest. And yet his own morality is questionable.
Eppel is at his most satirical when he tells his reader that Reg once urinated into one of
the water tanks that supplied drinking water to the village and that, reported to the
manager by one of his indigenous assistants, he flatly denied the offence. 'Nevertheless,
word had got round, and there were many in the village who wouldn't have put it past Reg
Bench to piss in the water supply' (124). With this comment, Eppel disrupts Bench's
pretence to moral superiority which his judgment of Shorty, the black barman, has
highlighted. His other criminal acts include buying stolen factory tools, selling poisoned
meat, and committing adultery with the wives of his fellow workers, including his own
sister-in-law Sweetie Hadi. Finally, Dr Frankfurter's opinion about the natives is also
undermined by the narrator's negative presentation of him as an incompetent man and a
tireless talker: 'He was an amateur prospector. Vindictive people said it was the other way
round, that he was an amateur doctor and a professional prospector. He gave you pills for
nothing and charged you for being forced to listen to him...' (152). It is clear that the
narrator expects the average reader to side with the 'vindictive people'. One of
Dr Frankfurter's passions, the reader is repeatedly told, is 'conversational

generosity' (153).
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In presenting the contradiction between the settlers' beliefs and their behaviour, Eppel has
effectively shown the ugliness of the settler culture. This process is completed in the
conversion episode at the end of the narrative. This episode is significant in that it
provides the perspective of a native, one that is more fully revealed in the next chapter of
this thesis, in the discussion of Yvonne Vera's Nehanda. In this instance, the narrative is
told from the point of view of Moses Phiri. It focuses on the return of Duiker to his home
town in Zimbabwe after spending some time abroad. As the reader will remember, the
narrative is a long flashback about Duiker's life in colonial Rhodesia. But Moses Phiri's
account is also significant in two other ways. First, it consecrates the death of Rhodesia,
symbolized by the death of Rosie Hadi (an anagram, as a number of critics [see, for
example, De Kock (1993), Kohler (1993), and Chennells (1995)] have pointed out, for
Rhodesia) and its racist ideology of the nation in its suggestion that even the most radical
‘Rhodies' have accepted reality and become part of the new nation. But, as Kohler
(1993:72) rightly points out, the seemingly happy ending of the novel with its suggestion
that with the end of the Chimurenga, the birth of the new nation has reunited its divided
population - with Brother Moral MacBraggert as the moral unifier - is undermined by the
‘'moral emptiness, lack of spiritual and physical grace' of 'this renewed culture'. Secondly,
it shows how MacBraggert's religious venture duplicates the commercial nature of the
Rhodesian nation by promising its members a new prosperity, though through treacherous
means, as the incident of the resurrection of Pop Clitnip demonstrates. Brother Moral
MacBraggert, who prominently reappears in Eppel's second novel Hatchings, discussed

in Chapter Five, thus emerges as the fictional re-incarnation of Cecil Rhodes.
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What this discussion of the settler culture has also shown is that the discourse which
inscribes it is, not surprisingly, hegemonic and racist. As Katiya Gibel Azoulay (1996: 132)
notes, in a counter-argument to Kwame Anthony Appiah's In My Father's House stressing
the possibility of loss of identity for Black Americans in a Western culture, 'the social
vocabulary of culture is intimately linked to issues of representation and therefore refers
to the question of power: who has the power to define whom, when, and how and, finally,
for what purpose’. He goes on to argue that 'Where a particular sector of the population
is defined as a distinctive group - a cultural entity - often the markers of race and ethnicity
reinscribe the very boundaries that negate the effort to convey the porousness and
interrelationship of group identities as well as the complexity of an individual's identity'
(132). Inthese terms, Eppel's project in The Great North Road appears to be precisely one
of exposing and subverting such a discursive practice, which, as mentioned earlier, feeds
on difference in order to exclude the native from the settler space. It also exposes the

settler culture, showing that

The “Rhodesian Way of Life” is not only bizarre and comic but it is only able to
define itself, and then only in the most flatulent terms, by belonging to “bridge
parties, barbecues, country clubs, going to the hairdresser, and organizing the
servants.” There is no sense of belonging to Africa, nor of having any purpose
beyond the most immediate and banal of concerns. (Kohler, 1993:70)

By this novel's end, the reader has a clear sense of the inadequacy of such a discourse.
As the narratiVe perspective shifts from Duiker's to the indigenous journalist Michael
Phiri's, it becomes obvious that another discourse and another mode of representation has
taken over. Furthermore, Duiker's return to the country after its independence marks the
end of the Rhodesian dream and suggests the re-appropriation of national identity and 'the

power to define' by the formerly silenced other.
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Having established that The Great North Road deconstructs the notion of the Rhodesian
nation, this chapter now addresses the question of how the novel represents Rhodesia as
a nation. As should be obvious by now, perhaps the most striking aspect of the novel is
the relative invisibility and silence of the native people. As has been seen, it is Duiker
Berry's Aunty Frances and his girlfriend Honey Swanepoel, not the natives, who challenge
the ideological and cultural assumptions of the colonial discourse. There is little indication
of what the natives' attitudes towards the settler culture are. The closest the reader comes
to a reaction or attitude from the colonized group is, as the incident involving the soldiers
and the native women has revealed, a reluctance and even a refusal to articulate their
attitudes explicitly. Helpful in this regard is the position taken by Stephen Slemon (1994).
For Slemon (1994:28), drawing on Gayatri Spivak's notion of subaltern culture, asserts that
‘Under colonialism... the colonized speaks only through speaking positions which imperial
and other powers permit to its Others...". This insight helps one to understand the women's
reaction to the soldiers' provocation. The invisibility of the indigenous population is also
underscored by the fact that much of what the reader learns about them is filtered through
the settler discourse; the exception being Moses Phiri, the waiter turned journalist, whose
narration of the conversion episode may be said to channel an 'indigenous' perspective.
Also, apart from those natives who work as servants in the settlers' houses, the reader is
not apprised of any knowledge of how they live. Fanon gives his reader an insight into this
structure of the settler society in The Wretched of The Earth (1968) when he points out
that the two spaces occupied by the settlers and the natives are not complementary but

exclusionary.
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Thus the natives' invisibility and silence point to their positioning at the margins of the
Rhodesian nation. Eppel further suggests this marginalization through his foregrounding
of the insistence, in settler discourse, on a separate national identity. Thus what his novel
reveals is a representation of colonial Rhodesia as a space where a white minority
population occupies the centre and the larger indigenous group is confined to the
periphery. Although not all the indigenous characters in the novel are figured literally at
the frontiers of Rhodesia, Eppel makes use of the border strategy to underscore their
marginality. The group cf women the young Rhodesian conscripts harass near the
Mozambican border, already discussed, is central to Eppel's strategy of constructing the
indigenous subject as living at the frontier. Their harassment can be seen as the
expression of an unconscious desire to drive them to the other side of the border where
they should belong. After all, as the text makes it clear, that side is where their kind (the
“terrs”) are supposed to be. The women were harassed because they were supposed to
have seentheterrorists. The border is also institutional and cultural. This explains Duiker's
disgust (commented on earlier) that some schools have started taking in Africans and that
white and black schoolchildren swim together in the same pools. At the same time, very
satirically, Eppel lets it known that such barriers often have currency in daylight only, as
his account of the affair between arch-racist Blesbok White and an African 'nanny'

indicates.

The last chapter of the novel brings the narrative to the early days of Zimbabwe's
independence. In this context, a different imaginary map of the national space is drawn.
With Moses Phiri having been granted the role of narrator, the text draws attention to

Duiker Berry's return from exile, a reminder to the reader that the representation offered
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in the larger part of the narrative reflects a recent past of the nation. Duiker's return from
his exile in Britain is interesting in terms of the novel's exploration of national identity. His
re-crossing of the border is presented not so much as evidence of his conversion to a new
national ethos, but rather as a return to the source of Rhodesianism. Tellingly, his first visit
is to the pub where he hopes to meet his comrades from Section C of the Thirteenth
Battalion following the promise they made to each other when doing duty at the Reserve
near the Mozambican border. The end of the novel sees him joining Brother Moral
MacBraggert's ultra-conservative Blood of Jesus Temple, a congregation of right-wing
whites. Thus, the narrative offers a largely static representation of the nation - one that is
divided between a white conservative minority and a black majority. Perhaps the only

change in the picture is that the former settler does not occupy the centre any more.

PART TWO

Attention now turns to selected poems in Spoils of War to corroborate the foregoing
argument on The Great North Road. The suggestion here is that the four poems under
scrutiny, namely 'Rhodesian Lullaby', "Thin White Iihe', '‘Call it "In Memory of General
Josiah Tongogara™ and 'Spoils of War' disrupt the appropriation of Rhodesian identity and
thus reflect one of the central themes of Eppel's first novel. It is necessary to point out that
some other poems in the collection are not as politically engaged as those selected for
detailed analysis. Other poems in this anthology express Eppel's sensitivity to the beauty
of the nature and life which provided a context for the social injustice that his poetry

typically denounces.
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The poem entitled 'Rhodesian Lullaby' characteristically registers Eppel's questioning of
the politics of Rhodesian nationalism. More particularly, it speaks of the end of the
Rhodesian dream which is, as has been seen, the focus of the last episode of the novel.
The poem opens with an image of shrapnel that serves to convey a sense of the shock and
suddenness surrounding the end of the dream:

Like shrapnel from an old bomb we scatter

to other lands, delivering reasons.

On our elbows and our knees, a season's
grass-burns. On the backs of our hands, faces,
and necks - the first traces of skin cancer.
Yes, we're Rhodesians. Does it matter?

Although the idea of war is suggested by the image of the shrapnel in this first stanza, it
is not with war that the poem is mainly concerned. The underlying concern in the poem is
with the aftermath of the liberation war for a people that seems to have lost a sense of its
constructed identity. The poem is part of what Peter Kohler (1993:84) rightly sees as 'an
attempt to bring calm and understanding to a people who got emotionally stuck, who in
their disillusion defeated themselves, morally and spiritually, by going it alone.' The image
of disease ('skin cancer') emphasizes the pain and disillusion that this predicament
causes. The statement 'Yes, we're Rhodesians' and the rhetorical question at the end of
the stanza underscore the speaker's sense of the irreversibility of this predicament. From
this initial question 'Does it matter?' follows a description of various aspects of the
Rhodesian lifestyle which was interrupted by the departure from the country, already

alluded to.

Even our children have learned not to cry
for their puppies' graves. The women weep
no more for their gardens. And the men sleep
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less fitfully on their way to Smithland
or Salisbury-by-the-sea. A boozy band
Of rebels, we fought the world and lost. Why

Should it matter? Rhodesians never die.
From our mouths flat patriotisms slide

tight as trouser-legs, unbending as pride.
Stories of war spread like phosphorous

To our eyes. In a trickling of pus

and blood down cheeks, we shout our |ullaby.

Our wallets were fat, our bellies fatter.
Memories of war slip like envelopes

under the doors of our minds. Each one copes
in his own way - a defiant slogan

on a T-shirt, the old flag printed on

a dishcloth ... hush now - it doesn't matter.

Kohler (1993:75) reads the last two lines of the second stanza as suggesting the idea of
as he writes, 'a people whose aggressive obstinacy was a way of coping with the
foreboding of its own disillusion and historical demise'. This assessment seems to be
justified in the face of the poem's overall satirical questioning of the notion of Rhodesian
identity. Notice how the initial question, 'Does it matter?', already referred to and repeated
at the end of the second stanza, points to the conclusion stated in the last line of the
novel. The cruel simplicity of the comment 'it does not matter' is poignant. In the face of
this conclusion, comments such as 'We're Rhodesians' and 'Rhodesians never die'
assume a hollow, if ironic, ring. The irony is evident when one considers that this poem
has a significant intertextual relation to the following Rhodesian ballad by Clem Tholet and

Andy Dillon (used as an epigraph in Peter Godwin and lan Hancock, 1993):
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We're all Rhodesians

And we'll fight through thick and thin,
We'll keep our land a free land,

Stop the enemy coming in,

We'll keep them north of the Zambezi
Till that river's running dry,

And this mighty land will prosper

For Rhodesians never die.

As a metatext of this ballad, Eppel's poem presents the Rhodies' exodus from 'our land’
as anironic situation. For, contrary to the spirit of the ballad, they have been unable to win
the war and to stop the 'terrorists', an internal enemy, from taking power in 'their' land.
Eppel's poem is not about staying in the country so as to see to it that 'this mighty land
(will) prosper’, but it is about leaving the country precisely as a result of a military
capitulation in the face of international politics. The image of 'flat patriotisms slid(ing) tight
as trousers-legs' may refer to the emptiness of the Rhodesian government propaganda
that was force-fed to White Rhodesians. The falsity of the settler discourse on the bush
war is suggested in the lines 'Stories of war spread like phosphorous in our eyes'. A
similar image, '‘Memories of war slip(ping) like envelopes', suggests that the discourse
fades away with the end of the war. In the poem, the old flag is mentioned to reinforce the
idea of the end of the Rhodesian dream. The mention of all these elements of Rhodesian
nationalism is put in the context of a lost dream. The irony in this poem is clinched by the
juxtaposition of all these symbols of the old order with the defiant slogan 'Rhodesians

never die'.

Another significant image in the poem is that of pus and blood rolling down cheeks while

‘we shout our lullaby’, which action is associated with the title of the poem. The association
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of pus and blood seems to suggest the cruelty perpetrated by the settler community which
the poet deplores. The cynical tone is confirmed by .t‘he use of the word 'shout' instead of
'sing’, and the paradox of 'shout(ing)' a 'lullaby', which conjoin to suggest, at once. the
brutality and insensitivity of the settlers. Thus the title of the poem appears as a contrast
to the event narrated. The poem appears to focus on the end of the Rhodesian dream and
the subsequen-t-' emigration of a substantial number of the white population. The

predicament of those scattering to other lands is likened to 'the first traces of skin cancer’

In the poem Eppel debunks the myth of a powerful Rhodesian national identity through the
image of the settlers fleeing Rhodesia and being forced to invent reasons for their demise.
Their uncomfortable predicament is emphasized by the image of disease ('traces of our
cancer') that the poet introduces. As was seen in Chapter One, Fanon in The Wretched
of the Earth exp[ains the relationship between the colonizer and the colonized in
psychiatric terms. In his poetry, Eppel often represents the settler in terms that suggest
that s/he suffers from some kind of ailment. Such an image recurs in some of the poems
analyzed in this section of the chapter. Eppel also subverts the colonial discourse as he
refers to the Rhodesians as a'boozy band of rebels', thus labelling them with the very term
used in colonial discourse to refer to the liberation fighters. Peter Kohler (1993:84) sees
in this poem an example of what he describes as 'the generosity in Eppel's writing'
because it 'points to what he has spoken about as the need for Rhodesian mythology to

find the grace to die, to find closure for itself'.

In the poem 'Call It "In Memory of General Josiah Tongogara", Eppel problematizes

Rhodesian nationalism from a different angle. The poem begins with Eppel drawing
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attention to the structural similarity of his text to Donald Davie's poem, 'Dream Forest', and
W. B. Yeats's poem, 'In Memory of Major Robert Gregory'. The thematic preoccupation of

the poem really starts in the third line of the first stanza.

With your permission, William Butler Yeats?
And yours, Mr Davie? Is it Donald Alfred?

| have set up these three sophisticates:
types of thin-lipped greed, authenticated
not by art but by their thin-lipped times.

First, the cash-box bandit Cecil John,

tossed like coins a thousand thousand crimes

that fell on heads and tails, or rolled along

those hunters' tracks pressing northward from the Cape,
acquiring land from a promise and a song.

Next, guilty of riot-een, loot-een, rape-
een in nearly every speech: the Wrong
(but) Honourable lan Douglas Smith,
extant. Fearless as a tiger, he did

a lot of bona fide damage with

the likes of me, in this set up, the third
and final pair of lips; so tight they'd break
the circle of a rhyme; so thin they'd cut

a kiss in two; so sorry they'd embarrass
General Josiah Tongogara, extinct.

The title of this poem refers to General Josiah Tongogara, who is regarded as a hero of
the war of liberation. He is described in Makers of Modern Africa (Uwechue, 1996:754) as
'not just a military man in the conventional sense. He was first and foremost a politician,
a quality he combined with his military ability to become one of the most influential
personalities in ZANU's [Zimbabwe African National Union] Central Committee'. The

General's nobility and heroism in reconquering his land is contrasted with what the poet
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perceives as the foolishness of heroes in the Rhodesian historiography (Cecil John
Rhodes and lan Smith), but also with those Rhodesians who espoused the causes
championed by nationalist leaders. As already indicated, Eppel sees Rhodes's conquest
of Zimbabwe as a commercial crime and lan Smith as guilty of poor judgement. It is
pertinent to note the poet's use of the words 'bandit' (reminiscent of his indictment in The
Great North Road), 'thousand thousand crimes', 'hunters', 'riot-een’, 'loot-een’, 'rape-een’,
‘Wrong', and 'damage’ in constructing Rhodes's colonial venture as criminal and lan
Smith's nationalist discourse as damaging to national harmony between all the racial
groups. Underlying this poem is the view that national reconciliation passes through a

recognition of the historical wrongs the poem mentions.

The poem 'Thin White Line' is also typical of Eppel in its association of colonial rule with
destruction. One notices in this poem the same preoccupation with history as in the poem
just analyzed and the same directness of address. While the emphasis in the previous
poem is on the wrongs committed by the colonials, here it is upon the construction of
settlers sacrificed to the cause of the colony as heroes. The speaker in this poem points

an accusing finger at his forebears:

You, Great-Grandfather:

colonial volunteer;

Ladysmith, Wagon Hill, Spion Kop;
(Killed in action):

you came home a hero.

You, Oupa:

despatch rider;

Windhoek, Swakopmund, Tsumeb;
(Wounded in the hand):

you came home a hero.
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You, Dad:

lorry driver;

Tobruk, Alamein, Halfaya Pass;
(slightly shell-shocked):

you came home a hero.

You, son:

rifleman;

(Plumtree, Bube, Vila Salazar);
(confused)

you came home a polecat.

An essential feature of Eppel's language in this poem is its structure characterized by a
quasi-absence of sentences. It is as if the poet has intended by the mere listing of items
(relation, profession, places, outcomes, and so on) to impress upon the reader the family
link, occupation, and circumstances of suffering that entitle the person concerned to the
status acquired. Another feature of the poem is the use of the vocative "You'. The
significance of this mode is to enact a dialogue with the addressee. The impression thus
created is that of a speaker pointing an accusing finger at the addressee. The contrast in
the fates of the first three addressees (heroes in the eyes of the people of their
generations) and that of the son (polecat) is precisely the purpose of the poem: to
emphasize why it does not make sense for the younger generation to embrace an outdated
nationalist ideology, the Rhodesianism of 'Spoils of War' analyzed below. The confusion
of the son is reminiscent of that of Duiker in The Great North Road after the incident at
the duty camp discussed earlier. As has been seren, Duiker is led to doubt by his
realization that there is more in life than fighting against the other. From this perspective,
the poem 'Thin White Line' puts the reader in a position to accept Fanon's view in The
Wretched of the Earth that colonial wars have dire physical and mental consequences for

the settlers and the natives. Furthermore, this poem serves to provide a counter-discourse



University of Pretoria etd — Mangwanda K M 1998

D

to power and the colonial enterprise that is comparable with that of Aunt Frances and

Honey Swanepoel, referred to earlier in this chapter.

The poem is also characterized by the use of names of places. Naming places is an
important aspect of colonialist discourse. It is a 'grammatical form[...] of appropriation’, as
David Spurr (1993:32) has argued, following Roland Barthes. It is also an act of creating
histories. In this light, it appears that the speaker's intention in naming these places is to
construct their historicity. However, given the postcolonial perspective of the text, one can
also assume that what is achieved here is a de-scribing of these places, a deconstruction
of their hisioricity clinched by their association with an unjust cause. The above insight
also helps one to understand why in The Great North Road the name of the school Duiker
attends is Milton School and why his hall of residence is named after Rhodes's Chartered
Company: this politics of naming may be situated in terms of Eppel's critique of the agency
of the colonial school system in the transmission of imperial ideology, which Duiker's
interest in English and Rhodesian history has highlighted. The title of this poem introduces
a racial element hitherto only implicit in the other poems. The association of 'white' and
'thin' pejoratively refers to the short history of colonial presence in the country. The nature
of the men's experiences reveals what the speaker sees as the military nature of colonial

conguest.

The title poem 'Spoils of War', suggests a conceptualization of the colonial period as a
time of moral and physical destruction and looting. It is worth analyzing for it illuminates

Eppel's intention in his account of the army camp episode in his first novel. For the
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purpose of this discussion, only the last part of this long poem is reproduced and closely

examined.

The LMG drags me through the bush,
its muzzle close to the ground. A sour,
smoky stink of terror checks it. | push
forward, then flatten in a commotion
that slits a bag of raisins in my brain.

When the screaming starts, | have a notion,
lying on my back - horizontal rain

of tracer bullets just above r.y nose -

a notion that some cattle have been shot.

| start feeling pity and fear for those

Poor bellowing beasts. Surely that is not

a human sound. The screams go on all night.

Next morning our section finds their shelter,
fifteen metres from where we lay. The sight
of corpses, and their smell, like an abattoir,
forces warm pilchards into my throat. “Look
at that,” says sarge, “ a Tokarev pistol

still in its grease.” He pockets it. They take
a portable radio, a fistful

of rounds, an empty AK magazine,

a portable radio, a penis, a number of ears,
and a picture of someone in a green
uniform. Sarge tells me to save my tears

for the civilians these gooks have slaughtered.
But | am not thinking of them, and |

cannot explain that | am being purged

of my Rhodesianism. That ugly

word with its jagged edge is opening

me. Through a haze of baked beans in chilli
sauce | move to the past tense.

The going

was tough but at last | had my frilly-
petalled (highly protected) succulent
shrub buried up to its neck in granite
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sub-soil. Adenium does not transplant

well, but this one flourished. You can see it
there today. It flowers in September.

And if ever you live in our old home -

the one in the village - please remember
not to over-water my cuddlesome

stump. And if you are bothered by the law,
tell them that the plant is a spoil of war.

That this poem refers to the same bush war incident in the novel discussed earlier is
indicated by the references, some of them absent from .ne above stanzas, to the Army
(Section, Sarge), place of operation (Vila Salazar), Frelimo, cattle, drinks, guns (LMG),
and the nature of the experience - the terror that paralyzes the men. Perhaps more
significant is the underlying purpose of the two texts captured in the following two
sentences from the poem: '... | am being purged / of my Rhodesianism. That ugly / word
with its jagged edge is opening me'. These are key-sentences, shedding light on Eppel's
Intention in both the poem and the novel. It is highly significant that this statement is made
after the poet has listed the spoils of war, for it points to his repulsion by the type of
experience he has been through. The listing of the spoils of war (a Tokarev pistol, a
portable radio, an empty AK magazine, a photograph of someone in green uniform, etc.)
emphasizes both the insignificance of the war and the emptiness of the ideal for which the

war is fought.

Perhaps because of the condensed nature of poetry, the tone in the poem appears to be
intended to be more serious than that of the novel. Eppel's intention here is to highlight the
fear and the misunderstanding between the settler and the autochthonous communities

in colonial Zimbabwe, which are represented in this poem by the conscripts and the
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guerrillas. Each detail is given with emotional intensity so as to make the poem

memorable.

In the poem the Frelimo soldiers are still represented as Others. But they are distanced
from the reader by the poet's insistence on the activities of the men in 'our section'. As in
the episode in the novel, the Rhodesians in the poem are depicted in a previous stanza
as cowards: 'No one of us wanted to carry ... We had to spin for it' but also as
representatives of a decad "nt system. The juxtaposition in the poem of words with martial
connotation (‘weapon', 'camp’, 'danger’, 'dangerous', 'weaponry', 'Army life', 'squeeze',
'tragedy', 'terror', 'fear','war',' bullets', 'corpses’, and so on) and words referring to peace
('law', 'flowers, 'flourished', and so on) appears to be intended to reflect the mixed political
mood of the period in which the text is set. The statement 'l am purged of my
Rhodesianism' is central in the poem as it suggests the end of an illusion. This follows the
note of bitterness which the attentive reader can detect earlier on in the poem as the

speaker regrets his section's involvement in a ' tragedy' that opposes them to 'someone

just like ourselves', a clear reference to their black fellow Zimbabweans.

The poem figures the poet as in love with the Adenium. In this way the plant is constructed
as a metaphor for the country the speaker loves. This metaphor is particularly revealing
in the final stanza (not reproduced here). Implicit in his plea, that those who have taken
over the narrator's home should take care of his plant, is a concern for the well-being of
his country even if he is forced to live in exile. The narrator's attachment to the plant
provides a motive for hope and communication for, although the plant is identified as a
spoil of war, in contrast with other spoils of war against which it is played off, its symbolism

seems to hint at the possibility of reconciliation and love in the new nation.
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As has been seen, The Great North Road and Spoils of War complement each other in
their telling of the Rhodesian 'nation’ and their auscultation of the Rhodesian subject. The
Great North Road presents a settler working-class community as a microcosm of what
settler discourse constructed as a 'civilized nation' within the wilderness and savagery of
Africa. This discourse also constructed the settler identities as hierarchized, and defined
the colonial space itself in terms of racial differences. Furthermore, the chapter has shown
that, in this polyphonic text, Eppel achieves a deconstruction of the settler hegemonic
discourse by offering a rational, counter-discourse that displaces the colonial discourse.
Both these conflicting discourses are presented within a cultural context characterized by
the insistence of the dominant group on making use of hegemonist stereotypes to justify

its nationalist project.

Spoils of War collaborates with the novel to offer negative images of the colonist. These
two works are significant in the ways they explore questions of national identity and culture
from within the settler community. In his imagined geography of the colonial nation, Eppel
has represented the settler space as centre, and the natives' space as a space of
difference, that is, as marginalized location. In their marginalized position, the natives are
presented as voiceless and relatively 'invisible' subjects. All the texts examined in this
chapter insist on the end, the shattering of the elusive dream of the Rhodesian nation,

symbolized by the death of Rose Hadi.

In his interview with Richard Saunders, referred to in Chapter One, Eppel laments that his
black countrymen were displeased with the content of his first novel because of what they
saw as his perpetuation of racial stereotypes. However, reading the novel and the poems

as a critique of the colonial ideology of the nation, as has been done in this chapter, shows
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that these allegations are unfounded. It is not because the novel reflects the colonial
Rhodesian perspective that it is a racist novel. In his works examined in this chapter, Eppel
clearly subverts the Rhodesian discourse of the nation; which subversion, by implication,

suggests his hope of a future national culture embracing all the peoples of Zimbabwe.

In a discussion of Zimbabwean white authors, inleding Eppel, Michael Chapman
(1996:302-303) observes that '[their] struggle has involved rescuing the sustaining memory
from a discredited past, and all these writers speak in an ambiguous amalgam of nostalgia,
bravado, moral evasion and determined self-scrutiny’. The most revealing illustration of
Eppel's 'determined self-scrutiny' can be found in the poems from Spoils of War which
have been discussed in this chapter. What the analysis of the novel and the poems has
also revealed is the other side of Eppel's work, that is, what in the first place constituted
this 'discredited past'. In providing an unashamedly honest portrayal of settler Rhodesia
as a society whose central cultural beliefs are rooted in the imperial ideology of racial

difference, Eppel has with 'determined self-scrutiny' and 'bravado’ come to terms with his

settler heritage.

Thus, set against the background of the colonial politics of the nation, Eppel's
representation of colonial Zimbabwe in the various texts examined in this chapter may be
judged as plausible, for Rhodesia emerges as the racially and culturally divided society
it was. While colonial Zimbabwe is represented in Eppel's text largely as a space in which
natives are marginalized, the next chapter focuses on Yvonne Vera's Nehanda, a narrative
of the liberation war, to examine how it displaces the focus from the settler to the native

culture in an attempt to reclaim identity and geography.
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CHAPTER THREE:

REMAPPING THE COLONIAL SPACE: YVONNE VERA'S NEHANDA

The discussion of the duty camp incident in John Eppel's novel The Great North Road in
Chapter Two has revealed that the liberation war was perceived by the colonial settlers
in Rhodesia as a threat to their 'national' space. The term 'terr' (short for terrorist) used in
Rhodesian nfficial discourse (and in Eppel's novel by the men in Duiker Berry's C Section)
to refer to the liberation fighter carries the suggestion, implied in the Anthony Chennells
(1996:104) passage quoted in Chapter Two (see part 1), that its referent destabilizes the
settler community's supposedly moral and civilized order. Read in the light of Chennells's
observation about the settler's perception of the liberation war quoted in Chapter Two,
Yvonne Vera's Nehanda, though set in the first Chimurenga, can be seen to challenge this
settler-constructed representation of the liberation war, by constructing it as resistance to
what Barbara Harlow (1987:10) terms 'the programmatic cultural imperialism which
accompanied western economic, military, and political domination of the Third World'. This
chapter argues that, unlike Eppel's The Great North Road which disrupts the colonialist
narrative by problematizing difference, Vera's text reclaims difference to refute the settler's
mapping of the colonial space. In this way she is able to construct the indigenous
community of her novel as a 'nation' threatened in its cohesiveness and identity by a
foreign invasion. The chapter shows how such a representation of the 'nation' is made
explicit through Vera's figuration of her heroine Nehanda as an intermediary between the
‘natives' and their ancestors, as well as through her text's foregrounding of the uprising as

a struggle for national liberation.
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Geography, in narratives of resistance, is important because of its association with the
cultural consciousness of the nation through the ancestors who are believed to own the
land. For this reason, the living cherish the land and are ready to fight for it. It is this very
special and emotional association with the land and the granting of, so to speak, an
affective personality to the geography, as well as the difference between foreigner/outsider
and native/insider, that this discussion hopes to show as informing Vera's representation
of colonial Zimbabwe. As the reader would have understood, the term 'nation' and 'natives'
as used in the context of this chaptar refer to the Shona people whose uprising against the

early Rhodesian settlers is fictionalized in Vera's text.

The argument in this chapter is informed by Edward Said's discussion of the territorial and
cultural dimension of resistance in the colonial context offered in his seminal book Culture
and Imperialism (1993). Particularly useful to the purpose of this chapter is Said's notion
of the narrative of resistance as essentially a tale of land re-appropriation that

deconstructs the imperial narrative of appropriation. As he argues:

If there is anything that radically distinguishes the imagination of anti-imperialism,
it is the primacy of the geographical element. Imperialism after all is an act of
geographical violence through which every space in the world is explored, charted,
and finally, brought under control. For the native, the history of colonial servitude
Is inaugurated by loss of locality to the outsider; its geographical identity must
thereafter be searched for and somehow restored. Because of the colonizing
outsider, the land is recoverable at first through the imagination. (1993:225)

The extent to which geography as well as the outsider/native dichotomy are central in
Nehanda will become clear as the chapter concentrates, in Part One, on Vera's

construction of her heroine, and, in Part Two, on that of the settler. In Part Three, the
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chapter considers the way in which the text reveals two representations of the nation: one
that relates to the colonial setting and another, futuristic, that relates to the postcolonial
context, not unlike those representations proposed in Ayi Kwei Armah's Two Thousand

Seasons (1978).

PART ONE

Vera's text is structured around Nehanda, the prophetess and war leader, who embodies
resistance to colonialism. Her representation in the novel provides a site in which the
mythical aspect of her personality works to underscore her role in the liberation war as
ancestor-inspired and thus patriotic, in contrast to the imperial and commercial motives of
the colonial invaders. To the degree that Nehanda is constructed as an intermediary
between the ancestral spirits and the living, she symbolizes the nation in its African sense
of a community consisting of the departed and the living. As Vera's heroine is reminded
by her mother: 'The dead are not dead. They are always around us, protecting us' (27).
Nehanda's life story provides Vera with a narrative space in which to explore the
relationship between these two parts of the nation. The novel suggests that Nehanda's life,
and particularly the events in her life narrativized in the text, attest to the intervention of
the ancestors in the affairs of the nation. Thus, in her novel, Vera rewrites the colonial
history of her nation by suggesting that the anti-colonial uprising which Nehanda embodies
is not, as colonial history would see it, an attempt by natives to resist civilization but the
expression of her people's desire to recover what they believe to be their land and their

way of life.
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Eldred D. Jones (1997:50) has argued that

Although it is dominated by the life of one woman, Nehanda, with whose birth it
opens and whose defiant encounter with Browning in the prison cell ends the linear
narration, the novel is really concerned with the spirit of the people which stretches
back into time and is inextricably linked with the land itself which in turn enshrines
the spirits of the ancestors.

Jones makes here a valid point, which reinforces another one made earlier in this chapter,
namely that land is important because of its association with the ancestors. However, the
suggestion that Nehanda plays no central role in the story is less convincing. It would be
a mistake to dismiss Nehanda's life as an accessory to an exploration of the spirit of the
people, as Jones's statement seems to imply. For it is through the story of her life that the
issues of national identity and national liberation which Vera's text answers are textualized.
It is in delving into her character's life that Vera is able to explore these issues. As this
discussion hopes to show, constructed as it is as a gift from one part of the nation to
another and thus as a bridge between them, a point well understood in the Shona
traditional beliefs which inform Vera's text, Nehanda's life is a centrepiece in Vera's project
of reclaiming national geography and identity. Therefore, an analysis of the representation
of the nation in Vera's text would not be complete unless it examines the connection Vera
establishes between Nehanda's life and the concept of cultural nationalism her life

embodies.

In considering Vera's construction of Nehanda as a mythic persona, three events in her
life will be considered: her birth, her involvement in the anti-colonial uprising, and her
death. Nehanda's death in a prison cell provides the novel with its starting-point. This

would appear as a surprising beginning for a novel that celebrates armed resistance
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against imperialism. However, Nehanda's death is not narrativized as an ordinary death.
In the first section of the novel, Vera portrays her as a Christ-figure dying from wounds she
suffered from her beating at the hands of the agents of an usurping and ruthless colonial
power. Like Christ, Nehanda is presented as a person who believes that her death serves
if not immediately to liberate her nation from colonial bondage, at least to plant the seed
of their future liberation. It is possible to see this admixture of Christianity and tribal
mythology as the only space of compromise with the colonizer's worldview in a novel in
which, as mentioned earlier, the articulation of difference - in a way that is different from

Eppel's in The Great North Road - forms the cornerstone of Vera's writing of the nation.

The opening paragraph describes her sufferings in the prison cell:

Ants pull carcasses into a hole, and she is not surprised. Pain sears the lines on
her palms, and she turns her eyes to her hands in wonder. Rivers and trees cover
her palms; the trees are lifeless and the rivers dry. She feels that gaping wound,
everywhere. It is red like embers, but soft like water. The wound has been shifting
all over her body, and she can no longer find it. (1)

This passage is striking because the pain to which Nehanda is exposed contrasts with her
optimistic state of mind. As suggested earlier, she does not conceive of her death as a
tragedy but as a price that needs to be paid for the liberation of her nation. This may help
to explain why she is able to experience pain as she does. As the sentence 'l is red like
embers, and soft like water vividly illustrates, Nehanda appears to possess the ability to
transcend pain. It seems clear from this sentence and from the second paragraph in the
text that, by speaking of her heroine's ability to detach herself from her body and to see

herself from the perspective of another, Vera wants to emphasize Nehanda's mythic

nature.
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It is also pertinent to consider the second paragraph:

.. Her arms feel boneless to her spirit. The earth moves. She feels her body turn
to water. Insects sing in and out of her armpits. She looks up in surprise and her
body has changed from water to stone. Water gathers in her eyes, which have been
filled with dark heavy clouds, and it is as though it has rained.... She gasps as she
feels another part of her depart in a graceless trickling of yellow liquid. (1-2)

As if standing in the background is the other part of Vera's protagonist, her spirit, which
looks on her body's sufferings and fragmentation. This passage illustrates Vera's way of
stressing the predominance of Nehanda's spiritual being over her corporeal being.
Because of this, Nehanda is surprised to see that 'her body has changed from water to

stone' and that 'another part of her has left her' (1).

Nehanda's description in the third paragraph as a depositor of words, that is, of tradition.

adds to her image as a mythic figure:

Nehanda carries her bag of words in a pouch that lies tied round her waist. She
wears some along her arms. Words and bones. Yellow becomes crimson. She
follows the crimson path that forms a meandering shape in the distance, in the
world of dreams. She travels to the faraway place where her body turns to smoke.

The comforting crimson brings her closer to her own death. She raises her hands
above her head as though supporting a falling roof. She gestures into the sky with
frantic arms. She laughs. The skin tears further away from her, and she knows that
the damage to herself is now irreversible. Nothing will save her from this final
crimson of death; it is too much like her inner self. (2)

The true meaning of the above passage is located in the terms 'words' and 'dreams'. With
these words Vera invests Nehanda with the power of ideas and discourse. This power is
registered by the image of the pouch of words that she is described as carrying. Once
again the reader is made to realize that Nehanda is more than a creature of bones and

body, the insignificance of her physical being at this moment of her death being here
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underscored by the suggestion that it turns into smoke. It is significant that later on in the
narrative, Nehanda is granted agency as a narrator. This strategy allows Vera to state her

own views on national politics as if they were those of her heroine.

With this dramatic episode of Nehanda's last moments in her prison cell, the reader is
given a glimpse of Vera's construction of her heroine. However, it is through the account
of her birth and of her subsequent role as an intermediary between the ancestors and their
descendants that the narrator reveals more clearly Nehanda's agency in her nation's
recovery of its cultural consciousness. As already noted, the book opens with her death,
but this is quickly followed by her birth - the cyclic patterning is both deliberate and telling.

The text presents her incoming birth as a special gift to the living from the departed:

The departed had come to deliver a gift to the living, to shape the birth of voices,
to grant the safe passage of the unborn. (3)

It is worth restating the point that, according to Shona traditional beliefs, the concept of the
nation encompasses both the living and the departed ancestors who continue to take care
of the living, a point that Terence O. Ranger (1979:18) alludes to when he speaks of '(the
dead's) role as protector of the land and the people' and 'as forming the tender bridge
between the living and the divine'. As the above extract from the novel also reveals,
Nehanda's birth is described in terms that challenge the logic of biological conception. As
in the case of the birth of Christ, hers was announced in dreams (the significance of which
Is captured later in this chapter) to a select group of individuals in the community by the

ancestral spirits. These privileged individuals are the three women sitting ih the room with
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the young mother-to-be. Vera's narrator describes them as being fully aware of their

privilege of being chosen:

The circle of women asserted their strength through their calm posture, waiting.
They looked upon their presence as a gift; this was not a chance for them to fail or
to succeed:; it was a time to rejoice, or else to mourn. They knew that the birth of the
child, for whom they all awaited, was something that they did not have the power
to control. They were here to accompany the mother, and the child, on their
separate journeys. No one is allowed to make a journey alone. (4)

The characterization of the presence of the women in the room as a gift is something that
is consistent with the idea, developed in Vera's text, of Nehanda as a landmark in the life
of her nation. Notice how the above passage suggests that the women were privileged yet
passive participants in an event that the ancestors of the land have organized. Notice also
how the text analogizes Nehanda's birth to the beginning of a journey. Vera's use of the
trope of ajourney is considered later in the chapter. For the moment, though, it is important
to consider how the circumstances of Nehanda's birth connect with the purpose of the
novel through the presentation of the characters. The final word of the quotation 'alone’ is
also pregnant with meaning in its suggestion that the unity of the national community is

reflected in the ways it prepares for the coming of its new members.

The presentation of the three women is made ‘national' with the mention that they come
from various parts of the land and represent a range of age groups, civil status,
professions, and temperaments. The first woman is presented as a newlywed woman: ‘She
belonged to the village only through marriage, an event that had taken place three years
previously' (4). This mode of presentation suggests that the nation is constructed as

consisting of many villages. By her presence in the room this woman gives a national
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sense to the event she is witnessing. Vera's narrator presents the second woman as a
laborious, rural woman as is indicated by the remark that 'The day's waiting was perhaps
more difficult for her than for the others because for her it was unnatural to sit still' (5). This
remark suggests the impatience with idleness associated with peasant women. The third
woman is described as a debonair widow and a trader who 'knew where the best markets
were, and how people lived in far-flung villages' (5). This remark also points to the
importance geography is given in this text. The nation is here presented as consisting of
many villages located at some distance from a centre that appears to be Nehanda's
birthplace. The importance of the land is further emphasized by the following description
of the woman: 'she had a circle of huts, and land to plant her crops ' (5). The remark that
'She had no qualms about sitting on a stool like a man' serves to subvert what is
considered as a masculine posture and is also part of Vera's narrative process, to assert
the national representation effected by the women present. As in Armah, Vera looks to the

woman for recovery of the land.

The two other women in the room are Vatete, the midwife, and the young mother-to-be.
The midwife is described as 'the most important of the human presences in the room' (5)
by virtue of the fact that she was the depositor of 'many memories' (5). The text further
reveals that '[She] had tucked some of her secrets into the fold of skin around her knees
and ankles, and around her elbows' (5). However, the aspect of her personality that the

narrator stresses most prominently is her profession:

Vatete was highly respected. When she failed to deliver a child into the world, it
was understood that the spirits had intervened in the occurrence. For no matter how
powerful and ambitious a mortal might be, the departed were in control. They
determined who came into the world, and who did not. (6)
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A careful reading of this passage indicates that Vatete's expertise as a midwife depends
on the will of the 'dead'. This passage is one of the several reminders in the text that the
ancestors have a say in the affairs of their descendants and that, in reality, there is no
boundary between the living and the departed. The last member in this group of women
is the mother-to-be. The description of the mother-to-be is a remarkable illustration of what

Jones (1997) characterizes as Vera's close observation and fine portrayal:

In this smoke-filled hut with its reluctant yellow light, a young woman was lying
along the edge of mud wall, close to the raised mud platform on which the cooking
utensils were kept. A series of rounded pots were piled delicately one on top of the
otherto a height that nearly reached the thatching, successively curving inward and
outward to create a tall figure which filled her imagination with wonders of her
existence.

She slept on a wide grass mat with a low flat stool supporting her head. She was
completely naked. The night was warm and her heels rested on a small
black-haired goatskin which would later be used to make an apron to carry the
child. The light that fell on her tired face revealed that her wrinkled brow was
beaded with sweat. Though this was her first child, she was fortified by the
presence of the other women. (6-7)

There is empathy and dignity in the description of this young woman and her surroundings,
which befits the role that she plays in the story. The fact that her child's birth is a
significant event is once more suggested by her realization of 'the wonders of her

existence' and her fortitude.

In the following passage Vera's narrator offers an explanation of the gathering of the

women in the room:

The women were here to welcome the child. Each of them had already met the child
in dreams which they could not recall. By visiting their dreams, the child had picked
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them out to receive her. If she had not wanted them, she would have kept them
away from her birth. By their ungrudging presence the women had tied themselves
irrevocably to the future of the child whom they had not yet seen. In the future,
others would recognize the child by her gifts and her difference - her eyes that
would see distances. Her eyes would brim with dancing prophecies of hope and
despair. (6)

This passage is complex in its suggestion that Nehanda is both an object of spiritual
intervention and an agent of this intervention. She is a gift from the departed. But she is
also saio ‘0 have visited the women in their dreams and chosen them to receive her. This
shows that in a sense she is endowed with the same powers as the spirits of the departed.
The passage once again calls attention to the women's being blessed in being selected
for this privilege. Considered in the context of the whole story, this passage is pivotal in
that it prepares the reader for future events in the story. It links Nehanda's birth to the
future of the nation. She will emerge as a leader, making 'others', that is her people,
recognize her as such. Her ability to see 'distances' and her 'prophecies of hope and
despair' will affect the course of her people's history. The link between Nehanda's birth
and the suggested birth or rebirth of the nation is an aspect that will be given consideration
later in this chapter. At this juncture it is necessary to address the importance of the
discourse of dreams in Vera's process of constructing Nehanda as a mythical figure, which

is revealed by this episode of Nehanda's birth.

Part of Vera's broad strategy for constructing Nehanda as a mythical subject is precisely
to play on the ontological analogy between dream and reality in African traditional society.
Maggi Philips (1994:102), in her article on the use of the dreams in the works of African
women writers Ama Ata Aidoo, Tsitsi Dangarembga, Bushi Emecheta, Bessie Head, and

Flora Nwapa, argues convincingly that it does not make sense to consider dreams and
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dreaming in African texts from non-African perspectives, because 'the dream activity of
these texts challenges interpretative closure’. She goes on to explain that 'for African
writers, dream activity is a valuable storehouse of experience with which to explore
narratives and question the nature of knowing across the breath and depth of the unending
human history' (Philips, 1994:91). In her novel Vera constantly juxtaposes dream and
reality so that the distinction between them becomes completely blurred. As used in her
novel, this strategy enables her to construct Nehanda's life as an intervention of the
ancestors in the affairs of the nation. It is also a narrative device that Vera uses effectively

in the novel to recover the historical memory of the people.

The woman trader's dream exemplifies Vera's use of the dream for her mythic construction
of her heroine. This dream is important in its structure as well as in its content, as can be

seen in the following excerpt:

"Did you say you walked for two days to arrive at the trading place?" the listeners
asked, trustfully patting the dung-covered ground with open palms. With one mouth,
the first two women questioned the trader, and moved closer together, their
shoulders touching.

"I said it took two days. That does not mean we walked for two days."

"Do not hide your words, like ripe fruit in a tree. Tell us your true meaning."

"That is the time it took before we could arrive, but | do not know how long we
walked. We walked part of the time, and part of the time we rested. How much time
Is that?" She mocked her companions whom she knew had travelled little beyond
their own homesteads.

"You forgot to say that some of the time you were lost! Time is not something you
can retrieve from behind an anthill after you have been lost all day. But then, only
the owner of the dream knows what wonders have happened in dream."

"Have you known a traveller who did not lose the way at least once? Unless you
have walked the path before, how can you not get lost some of the time? Even an
ant-eater, which is the rarest of wild animals, is one day seen crossing the clearing
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which surrounds a homestead, before the sun has gone to its mother. Is the
ant-eater in search of human company or is it lost?" She answered defensively.

"Perhaps we should say it took only half a day to arrive. In dream, the spaces
between event and event are full of darkness. Only the departed can tell us how to
journey through them. One does not ask what causes the skin of the chameleon to
change. There are some mysteries which it is good to hide from the eye."

"How long did it take you to return? Was the journey forward the same as the
journey back? Did you lose your way on returning as you did going?" the first
woman asked. She clapped her hands emphatically, her ivory earings visible in the
dark.

"Only the crab knows its own journey, if it is going forward or backward." (7-8)

The dream unravels gradually as the trader rather grudgingly replies to the questions put
to her by her two companions. The conversation between the three women is
characterized by a language that is double-voiced and that subverts the traditional
category of co-operative story-telling. The content of the dream is particular in the way it
establishes Nehanda as truly a gift from the ancestors. This happens as the questioning
women appear to be satisfied that the words (of wisdom) coming from the trader's mouth
are signifiers of a special intervention of the spirits in the birth of the child. More
importantly, it enacts a connection between the reason and the fact of Nehanda's birth.
Vera's positioning of this conversation at this stage of the narrative is significant. It is an
attempt to alert the reader to the fact that it is because colonial invaders arrived in the land

that Nehanda's birth became a necessity.

Because of her special nature, Nehanda is endowed with supernatural gifts. She sees
what others cannot see and does things that others cannot do. She sees the black crows
in the sky or vultures (a metaphor for the settlers) and can watch the village celebration
at the dare or gathering place from her mother's hut: 'lf Mother had the gift of sight, she

would see her daughter in the clouds of dust that the men raise around them. Mother
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thinks her in the hut. Nehanda sees all the activities, and dances on the shoulders of the
best dancers among those gathered' (33). The reader learns that when she touches the
beetle, 'she wails until she brings herself to deafness, until she has closed out the earthly
sounds that try to penetrate and disturb her silence' (34). And yet 'nothing can be heard
from her' (34). No one but she can even see that 'the spirits perform prophetic dances on
the ground before her, and send deafening echoes through the ground' (34). Undisturbed
by her physical surroundings she waits in desperation for the spirit world to establish

contact with her. Her sense of expectancy is captured in the following passage:

No words come out of her mouth in desperation. She rocks back and forth, but no
one hears her invocation. She speaks with the guidance of the departed which
shape her tongue into words. Words grow like grass from her tongue. Nehanda
waits in the darkness for the masked presence that will tell her of the long night that
has been sent to the earth, and of the moon that sits rotting in the heavens. (36)

Images of darkness and night recur quite frequently in the text to symbolize the period of
enslavement and domination that followed the colonial invasion. Nehanda's ability to see
her people from the vantage point of the spirit world enables her to see what this long

period of domination has done to her people:

The light of the heavens has been stolen from the eyes of her people, and only the
fire gives them warmth, when they can once again find each other's faces. Only the
scarred faces of her people tell them they have been in the battle. They are
shocked at this transformation of their bodies because they cannot remember the
call of battle. On which plateau has the battle been fought, and against which
adversary? Surely they have not fought one another?

The distances are now hidden by the darkness, and they cannot see into the
future, or into the past. They are trapped in the moment of their abandonment. (36)

There is an implicit reference in this passage to forced labour under a harsh colonial rule,

as suggested inthe phrases 'scarred faces' and 'transformations of their bodies'. Obviously
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the absence of remembrance - which presumably hinders the people's search for their lost
identity - as well as their lack of foresight is also attributed to 'the darkness' that has fallen
on the land. The following passage, which records a conversation between Nehanda and
the spirits who 'reveal ... distances to her spirit' (37), reinforces the notion that colonial
domination has lasted too long and suggests that it has been facilitated by the trickery of

imperial discourse :

"Indeed it is dark, but it has been dark for a long time. We are in the season of
night. It has been night since morning. The sun has vanished from the sky. We
bear the marks of the moon on our faces."

"Something has passed over our heads. Beware of trickery. Yes, some trickery is
in the blindness rendered through words. Beware of blinding words!" (37)

By describing Nehanda as one who is inspired by the ancestors of the nation, who is able
to understand her people's predicament and who possesses vision, Vera effectively
constructs her as a symbol of the nation. In the narrative, Nehanda is indeed positioned
at the centre of the confrontation between darkness (colonial domination) and its
antithesis, 'light from the heavens' (cultural identity) which needs to be retrieved. This
construction of Nehanda as medium cum resistance leader effects a 'spiritual
marginalization of the settlers and justifies Anthony Chennells's (1995:13) assertion that
the uprising in Vera's text 'is not primarily a resistance of battle but grounded on some
other plane of being and cognition to which the whites have no access'. Claiming this
ontological ground is precisely Vera's way of affirming difference and unsettling the
settler's discursive space ailuded to by Chennells (see Chapter One). Vera herself has
implicitly acknowledged this aspect of her text by describing it as a 'mythical work'

depicting a 'mystical world' (John Vekris, 1997:10).
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PART TWO

The following extract from the trader woman's dream provides an apt starting-point for
considering Vera's inscription of the settler in her text, because while it implies the
inaccessibility for the whites of the African system of knowledges alluded to by Chennells,

it also casts the invader as a danger to the nation.

. We were indeed surprised by what we saw. We thought our eyes had
abandoned us. Make me remember, was it not said by the late chief that our
<indness would be our death?"

"You met the symbol of death on your journey's path? Is that what you saw? Did
something cross your path then?" The two women swallowed more distance
between themselves and the story-teller. They now sat very close together.

"If it had crossed our path and passed, we would have been satisfied, and
cleansed ourselves in the river. That is not what chanced. We saw the sign, but the
sign had decided to remain among us."

"Was it a sign? What did it see? Here we stand in the middle of the river. Tell us
what you witnessed."

"The sign was in the form of a human being. A stranger, but a human
nevertheless." ...

"Did the stranger walk on two legs? For how else does a stranger become a sign?
Did he walk on two feet? or on four? Did he walk forward or backward?"

"The stranger had decided to stay. Did you not hear me tell you of it? We
discovered that the stranger had decided to stay among us. The stranger became
a sign of our future. What does it mean to have a stranger, with unknown customs,
live among you? To live | say, not to visit?"

"That is indeed a sign." (10-11) [emphasis mine]

According to Edward Said (1993), the journey as a central trope is typical of imperial
narratives about the non-European world. He argues that the deployment of this trope is
a literary means of suggesting, as in the case of Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness, the
‘colonial trajectory' and a ‘reclamation of the fictive territory' (1993:212). This latter is

undermined, in the extract chosen, through the participatory nature of the story-telling
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process. The imaginative immersion - 'Here we stand in the middle of the river' - suggests
this reclamation. Its broader frame of reference is, of course, the implicit comment being
made about the construction of the nation through the evocation of the communal ethos.
In a somewhat different but complementary way, Eric Savoy (1990:294) associates the
journey trope in imperial narratives with 'a self-conscious examination of the impulses to
interrogate and interpret the unreadable "text" of the Other, and the defensive.
pseudo-interpretive articulations against the unreadable'. Considering the context of
Nehanda, and taking account of Maggi's point that dreams in African literature could have
particular meanings, the trader's dream appears to provide a deconstructive reading of the
journey motif in colonial narratives. This appears so in view of the fact that the dream
entails a return and an encounter with the stranger. The passage suggests that, in this
case, itis the native rather than the Western traveller and so-called explorer who tries and
interpret the unreadable 'text' of the Other. Interestingly, the roles are reversed here, with
the native in the role of the Self and the stranger becoming the Other. The question 'What
does it mean to have a stzanger, with unknown customs, live among us? To live | say, not
to visit?' constitutes the terms in which this interrogation is articulated. With this reversal
of roles, Vera underlines the concept that the invasion of the land by the stranger
constitutes a cause for concern about the danger it poses to the nature of communication

between the departed and the living.

In this respect, Vera's interrogation of the stranger's presence reminds one of Fanon
(1968:31) who states that '[in] defiance of his successful transplantation, in spite of his
appropriation, the settler still remains a foreigner...", a point that appears to justify Vera's

resignation of the settler as a stranger. Her use of this term is also significant in light of
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the distinction Nikos Papastergiadis (1996:180), writing in another context, makes between

the notions of outsider and the stranger:

The identity of the outsider carries with it an a priori exclusion: a relation of
non-relation. Whereas the stranger possesses an identity which is internalizable
but unlocatable. The outsider's identity is one of non-identity, an intranscendable

stigma, whereas the ambiguity of the stranger's identity has the potential to blur the
categories of identification.

The above observation illuminates the inscripti in of the settler in Vera's text for it
combines both notions. To the native, the invader represents both the stranger and the
outsider (as suggested in Said's argument about the importance of locality in resistance
narratives, quoted earlier). Inthis sense, the above quote also helps the reader to see that
the notion of the stranger as used in Vera's text becomes a site for the native to confront
his or her own identity. Unable to locate the identity of the colonial invader and refusing
to identify with him, the native eventually resorts to war as a means of erasing this
ambiguity and of regaining control of the discursive space. There is another dimension,
not emphasized in the novel, to the way the native confronts his or her identity: that is the

ironical fact that the Shonas are not the first occupants of the land they reclaim as theirs.

This construction of the colonial invasion as a metaphor for cultural lethargy in traditional
African societies is a device that Ayi Kwei Armah also uses in his novel Two Thousand
Seasons (1978), which explores the internal and external disruptions of what Armah's
communal narrator calls the 'living way' of the black race as a consequence of foreign -
European and Arab - invasions. Armah's communal narrator is much given to the repetition
of such words as 'ostentatious cripples', 'killers', 'enslavers', 'predatory tormentors',

‘conquerors', 'devotees of death', 'attackers', 'enslavers', and 'slaughterers' to characterize
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the invaders and to the use of lexical items with positive loading such as 'thinkers',
‘remembers’, 'seers' and 'utterers' to suggest an African rationality (the 'way'), that
contrasts with the 'white disease'. Vera, in contrast, is less inclined to use terms with
negative loading to refer to the invaders. Her strategy is to let her readers draw their own
conclusions. Both Armah and Vera, however, are concerned about the impact of colonial
invasions on African people and traditional ways of life. Armah sees colonialism, which he
also refers to as the 'white road', as a source of the destruction of the African way of living.
In his opinion, the European way of living or culture carries within it the sead of destruction
of the African culture. Similarly, Vera identifies the coming of the Europeans as a symbol
of death. In her text, she highlights the undesirability of the European presence in the land
because of the pernicious effect 'unknown customs' might have on indigenous people.
For these reasons, both writers' novels emphasize the necessity of fighting the invaders

and rejecting their world-views.

Vera identifies, through the trader's dream, the stranger's motives in a way that is also
reminiscent of Armah in Two Thousand Seasons, a text in which the 'white man from the
sea' is depicted as chiefly interested in capitalist exploitation of the land. Isanusi, the wise
councillor who is portrayed as a keeper and defender of the 'way', presents to the nation
on behalf of the greedy king Koranche a list of the invaders' demands, which include a
total franchise for the exploitation of natural and mineral resources, in return for trinkets
given to the king and his courtiers. In Nehanda, land and its natural and mineral resources
also figure prominently as the reasons why the strangers want to stay. In a scene

reminiscent of Isanusi's presentation of the settlers' demands, Ibwe reports to the village
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audience at the village square that the settlers have suggested that the natives let them

exploit the soil in return for protection and the benefits of civilization.

In the following extract in which the woman trader tells how the stranger in her dream set
out to occupy the land, the stranger's motive is identified as commercial exploitation:

He had built a home.... He had taken many cattle away from us. He had moved us
away into the barren part of our land where crops would not grow. Many people
were killed by the stranger. When we saw his arrival we gave him pieces of gold,
and he gave us that which he had brought from his own land. What we saw on that
hill tied our mouths, and we left in silence. (11)

Building a house on the top of a hill is an act of claiming possession of the entire land
surrounding the hill. The trader woman and her companion's surprise and astonishment
convey their deep conviction that there was a grim plan behind the stranger's arrival in
their land. This implication does not go unnoticed by the two women in the room who
comment: A visitor to a strange land must be humble enough not to choose the highest
ground in the land to build his home' (12). Thus, seen in the general context of the story,
the trader's dream serves to set the scene for the resistance struggle in which Nehanda

plays a leading role.

The commercial dimension of colonial conquest is also stressed in the following remarks
contained in Vatete's tale:

We were certain that they had come for gold... . The strangers cared only for the
wealth of the forest ... (24)

However, Vatete's story, which describes the encounter with the strangers at the base of

the sacred big tree of rain, also appears to validate Chennells's (1995:13) view that the
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'up?ising narrated in the novel is mainly motivated by the 'spiritual assault' associated with
the settler's presence in the land. The journey to the tree of rain is made in order to
appease the ancestors so that there can be rain. Vatete tells the child Nehanda: 'For four
days we were supposed to leave food at the foot of the tree. We were there to worship and
praise our great ancestors so that we could have rain.' (22) The big, sacred tree, which
'was older than anyone in the village' (22) is the home of the rain spirit. As Vatete
emphasizes, ‘'only those who had been chosen by the great spirit that we prayed to could
be allowed inside' (22). As the villagers reach the big tree they are met with the sight of
strangers desecrating this holy site. For at the base of the tree, these people are not only
eating the food that they have cooked but they are also digging the ground around the tree
in search of gold. These acts of desecration bemuse the villagers who consider them to
be offensive to their ancestors: '"We had never seen such desecration' (23). And Vatete

goes on to lament in the following terms:

It is @ hard thing to see strangers on your land. It is even harder to find a stranger
dancing on your sacred ground. What mouth can carry a sight such as that?.... We
were afraid of our ancestors who had been offended. (23)

Through Vatete's story Vera introduces the notion that the stranger's presence in the land
may not be as temporary as it appears. Consider this exchange between the child

Nehanda and Vatete:

"Why did the strangers stay then, if they could not find what they wanted? Why
did they stay if they failed to find gold?" '

"Often we say that the mouth is like a wounded tree, it will heal itself. But there
were no answers to satisfy our asking. The stranger had come to us on a long
journey, and his kin had forgotten him." (24)
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The conquest motif is central in both the midwife Vatete's stories and Nehanda's mother's
dreams. Vatete's story about the child who was abducted by strangers and put in a
goatskin bag, but who managed to free herself by singing a traditional song that 'put them
to sleep' and 'by chewing off the skin of the bag' is rightly described by Jones (1997:52)
as a foreboding tale. 'This foreboding', he states, 'is realized in the clash heralded by the
arrival of Browning and Smith', interesting in its fairly obvious literary allusion to Things
Fall Apart with the early missionaries Brown and Smith, now become an archetypical name
choice. Given the context of the novel, it is clear that the abducted girl symbolizes
Zimbabwe. The singing of the traditional song her mother taught her is a clear reference
to the cultural legacy of the ancestors and the chewing off of the skin of the bag, a clear
reference to the liberation struggle. Through the metaphors interspersed in the narrative
of this dream Vera forces the reader to see that it is possible for a nation to regain control
of its destiny by resorting to the resources of its cultural heritage. The foreboding Jones
refers to is also encapsulated by Nehanda's mother's dream the night before her
daughter's naming ceremony. In the dream, the mother sees herself running desperately
through a rain of feathers 'surrounded by mysteries' to try and find her lost child. To the
mother, this dream is a bad omen for her daughter's future. It looks as if Vera's narrator
duplicates the same plot device to make the point that the presence of foreigners in the
land heralds chaos. It also seems consistent with the general thrust of the novel that the
rain of black feathers symbolizes the colonial conquest of the land, which will affect the

destiny of her child. This view is confirmed in the following narratorial comment:

Mother sees the birds fly off the trees and disappear into the shadows of the tall
anthills. Mother is very afraid for her daughter, whom she feels will not be with her
long. (20-21)
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Significantly, both Mother's dream and Vatete's story incorporate the abduction in their
plots. They revolve around the abduction of a child. These two stories complete each
other, considering that the silence in Mother's dream about the perpetrators of the

abduction is filled in Vatete's tale where the strangers are identified as the culprits.

The notion introduced in Vatete's reply, that the stranger is on a long journey which may
have severed his ties with his native land, is important in this passage. It was mentioned
earlier that, according to Said, the journey as a central trope is typical of imperial
narratives about the non-European world. It is clear from the above passage that here
again, through Vatete's story, Vera deconstructs the journey motif in colonial narratives.
Notice how her narrator presents the stranger's journey in contrast to the villagers'
relatively short journey to the tree of rain - four days of sacrifice and then the return home.
This notion is ambiguous in that, while it establishes the fact that, because of his extremely
long journey from home, the stranger no longer belongs to his place of origin, it also raises
the question of what course of action to take, given the danger his permanent presence
In the land would present to the villagers' traditional way of life. In light of this latter
Interpretation, Vatete's words can be interpreted as a call for resistance. There is some
optimism, though, at the end of this essentially sad story, which is suggested by the image
of the millipede. Despite the fact that the ancestors had been offended by the presence
of the strangers, which resulted in a more severe drought in the land, an unexpected thing

happened:

We did not dream, because we had no sight with which to feed our dreams. Then
a millipede moved across the earth, though there had been no rain. In the black
sand, it left a soft trail that led behind a rock. (25)
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There is a clear suggestion in this passage that even in times of serious difficulties some
extraordinary happenings may occur. The millipede moving to the tree of rain serves as
a metaphor for an agent of change. The metaphor clearly points to Nehanda. The analogy
with Nehanda is also implied in Vatete's phrase 'black sand', which can be read as
referring to Zimbabwe. Thus the end of this story suggests the possibility of an intervention
of the spirits in the liberation struggle, which is what the rest of this novel is about. All
these narratives - dreams and 'real stories' - that Vera has intertwined in her main plot
contain signals about the nature of the foreign invasion and the intentions of the colonists,

and about the role Nehanda is cast to play for the liberation of her land.

It has been shown that colonial presence is suggested in terms that reveal a complete
rejection of a multicultural politics of nation-formation. The image of the settler as a vulture
In the dreams, and of colonial invasion as darkness, would have been recognized by the
reader as important in this novel. The transformation Vera has made from crow to vulture
somehow complicates her construction of the colonial invader, considering that the crow
and the vulture are scavengers rather than birds of prey, which is what she means the
settler to symbolize. As the narrative proceeds, related images are used in Nehanda's
speech to underscore the disruption of the life of her nation by the fact of this

unwholesome presence.

After the council held at the dare during which discussion concentrates on the white men's
refusal of the elders' injunction that they should leave the land, it becomes clear that the
conflict between the colonists and the indigenous people is inevitable. The latter's

reactions to the village spokesman Ibwe's replaying of the meeting between the colonial
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administrator and the village elders indicate well how the positions between the colonized
and the colonizer are revealed to be irreconcilable. The members of the community
support their elders' rejection of the white man's offer of guns and invitation to join in his
religion. They are horrified at the white man's suggestion that the chief signs an act of
allegiance to his Queen. The frustrated comment made by one person in the crowd that
[tlhe white man will not leave this land willingly' (39) and the question repeatedly asked
by another 'For how many moons will the stranger be among us?' (42, 43 and 44) capture

the natives’ anger caused by the presence of the white man.

The scene then shifts away from the dare to Mr Browning's house. Here Vera provides the
reader with an additional dimension of the divide between the settlers and the natives. The
misunderstanding between Mr Browning, the colonial administrator, and his houseboy
Mashoko, dramatized through their thoughts, is portrayed as emblematic of the tension
between the two groups. Mashoko does not understand why Mr Browning has renamed
him Moses. Browning reasons that the 'new name is easier to remember and, more
importantly, it is a step toward the goal of civilizing the country' (44). The narrator
interprets the misunderstanding in terms of the cultural difference between the groups to
which the two men belong: 'Like the embryonic garden outside Mr Browning's window, the
name creates a space in which Mr Browning can feel comfortable' (44). But the point is
also that civilization and the white man's religion are seen as synonymous. With this
episode Vera's narrator suggests the loss of African cultural identity as a consequence of
colonization. The two men also have differing views on Mashoko' s work. Being in the
service of Mr Browning is felt by Mashoko as an humiliating experience whereas to Mr

Browning the work ennobles Moses.
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Vera's treatment of this scene is interesting in the way it recalls that of Guillaume Oyono
in his anticolonial novel Houseboy (1990). In his discussion of the novel, Christopher Miller
(1993) reads the evolving relationship between the houseboy Toundi and his master, the
French administrative commandant, as informed by what he refers to, after Homi Bhabha
(1994), as 'the politics of the glance' . As he explains: 'From Sartre to Foucauld and Homi
Bhabha, the power to look and see has been recognized as a crucial sign of colonial
control and resistance’ (Miller, 1993:78). Referring clearly to what Bhabha (1 994b:76) has
termed the 'surveillance of colonial power as functioning in relation to the regime of the
scopic drive', what strikes Miller in Houseboy is that Toundi and the French commandant
'glare at each other according to an elaborate system of hierarchies and taboos, a system
that is taken apart and laid waste by the novel' (1993:78). As Miller explains, Oyono's
novel starts with the colonizer having the upper hand in all the glances, looks, and stares
exchanged by Toundi and him and then the reader witnesses a weakening of the
commandant's glance. This, Miller argues, reveals that ‘Oyono's treatment of the glance
amounts to a fairly explicit demonstration of anti-colonial resistance on a small scale, the

reversal of explicit power relations' (81).

In the scene between Mashoko and Mr Browning Vera dramatizes this aspect of anti-
colonial resistance in much the same way. Consider, for instance, the passage below

which describes Mashoko' s attending to Mr Browning when the latter is washing:

While Moses stands very stiffly in the centre of the room, Mr Browning dips the
soap into the water and proceeds to wash his face. Some of the soapy water
splashes onto Moses's uniform; and he will have to change it. Moses closes his
eyes against the droplets, but does not move.. He keeps his eyes closed until Mr
Browning has stopped splashing. "You can open your eyes now, Moses "
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Mr Browning says. What a fool Moses is, a real clown. He wonders what his wife
will think of Moses. His habits are embarrassing.

What a fool Mr Browning is, Mashoko thinks .... Having completed his inspection
of the garden , Mr Browning re-enters the house. His eyes are wrinkled, and small
moist patches have already appeared below each of his armpits; later, a much
larger one will spread across his back. Mashoko tries to avoid looking at him. (44-5)

In terms of the postcolonial 'politics of the glance' Miller refers to, it is clear that through
this scene Vera successfully inscribes the colonizer as holding the balance of power at the
beginning of the uprising Vera depicts him as the one who dictates the terms of the
relationships. At the same time the colonizer's apparent control is undercut by an internal
mode of resistance that expresses itself not through the looks but in thoughts. Mashoko
cannot face Mr Browning because he does not feel confident enough to do so, even
though he is sure to have the last word as suggested by the reference to a larger patch on
Browning' s back. Not surprisingly, when later in the story he comes to announce his
departure, he is in control. 'Mr Browning had been surprised to see him wearing his
traditional clothes. He carried his shield under his arm’ (74). The traditional apparel and
the arm symbolize national identity and resistance, respectively. Jones (1997:52) correctly
reads this scene as indicating 'the liberation of the spirit of the people'. It is significant that,
when Mashoko reappears in the novel, he joins the crowds which are listening to the rebel
leader Kaguvi. The text suggests that his purpose in joining the rebellion is in order to
settle his personal account with the colonizers: 'He dances to the crowds, affirming the
truth that has been spoken, shedding the humiliation he has suffered since the arrival of
the white men' (73). In this episode Mashoko is made to represent his nation for it is the

entire nation that, the text suggests, has suffered from the presence of the settlers.
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The colonizer's voice, though less loud here than in Eppel's The Great North Road, is also
heard in the novel through Mr Browning and his assistant Mr Smith. Despite their mutual
dislike on a personal level, the two men share a strong commitment to the empire and to
the colonization of Africa. In a scene in the novel, the two men exchange views on Africa
and its inhabitants. It is not surprising that their conversation is cast in a language which
recent postcolonial theories have identified as the colonial discourse. Such a discourse
s crystallized in several utterances in the conversation. A short selection (which has been
given letters for the purpose of easy reference) is given below:

A "Smith, do you know the difference between us and the natives? The
difference is that we know where we are and the native does not."
"Surely, the Africans know the land..." Mr Smith answers dispassionately. (52)

B I mean the knowledge of the world that we have. We have drawn maps,and
know how to locate ourselves on the globe. The native only knows where he
Is standing. | have been collecting maps since | was a boy. This is what we
should teach at the new school, a knowledge of the earth. (52).

C  The African must begin to go somewhere. He must be given a goal in the
future. (53)

D  Isometimes wonder why | have stayed in Africa so long, although it is a fairly
appealing place. One can easily stand outside things... (53)

E ... lvalue myfreedom. Freedom emanates from nature itself. It is the charm of
Africa that ideals coincide so perfectly with nature. (53)

F It seems natural to keep one's eyes focused on the distance in Africa.... The
landscape appears monotonous since the horizon is always before one's eyes,
without any distracting landmarks to obscure vision. The foreigner in Africa is
always in a state of waiting; the horizon turns one into a dreamer. (53)

G Ishall introduce order and culture," Mr Browning says... . We should enlarge
the prison... . We need order and justice. (55)
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H "It is hard to deal in a civilized manner with people who possess so many
superstitions." The urgency of introducing the Bible in Africa had never been
more clear to Mr Browning. (75)

I The only certain thing is never to trust the native, no matter how well behaved
they seem. They are the most dishonest race on the face of the earth. (76)

J They are unaccustomed to work, these natives, that is why they are fighting
us. They prefer to sit in the sun all day, than to be brought under the most
advanced civilization in the world. (76)

K Only the rifles will Christianize the natives.... (77)

The extracts above can be grouped into two categories. First, there are those that relate
to the space (Africa) and, second, those that relate to its inhabitants. In his book The
Rhetoric of Empire already referred to, Spurr explains the question of appropriation of
space and people in colonial discourse. In his view, it is not only land and its resources
that the colonizing imagination appropriates but also the indigenous people and the native
point of view. He observes that 'the colonizing imagination takes for granted that the land
and its resources belong to those who are best able to exploit them according to the
values of a Western commercial and industrial system' (Spurr, 1993:31). The appropriation
of the land is present in the text in the form of the settlers' presence in the land and their
stated desire to continue to rule, as expressed in response to the village elders' requests

that they should leave the land.

Statements D, E, and F about the African landscape reflect the view in colonial discourse
of the continent as pristine and inviting conquest. As Spurr (1993:30) states in his book,
‘the European experience in Africa allows for the nostalgic pastoralism to be projected onto

the future and made into the object of utopian desire. This utopian vision imposes an entire
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series of European institutions on the natural landscape’. The absence of 'any distracting
landmarks to obscure the vision' in statement G above calls for the need to take
possession of the uncultured land and to endow it with symbols of civilization, such as
churches, schools, and prisons, which is the idea that is implied in statements B, G, and H.
Statements A, B and C are rooted in assumptions in col_oniai discourse that Africans have
no culture and that it is in their best interests to allow themselves to be ruled by a superior
culture. Such a discourse, according to Bhabha (1994b:70), assumes 'a form of
governmentality that in marking out a 'subject nation', appropriates, directs and dominates
its various spheres of activities'. Statements | , J and K illustrate stereotypes circulated in
colonial discourse that serve to perpetuate the myth of the inferiority of the black race,
which the work of Bhabha, Fanon, Said and other postcolonial theorists has shown to
characterize colonial discourse. All these utterances reveal the polarization in Vera's text
of two conceptions of land: the colonists' and the natives', which can be justifiably be
regarded as the causa belli in this story. Thus, given the context of the novel, it seems
justifiable to see in this representation qf the colonist's voice Vera's strategy of exposing
the presumptions of the hegemonic settler discourse, well brought into relief in the colonial
discourse Duiker Berry articulates in The Great North Road, and her strategy of

highlighting the irreconcilable nature of the two positions: the settlers' and the natives'.

Nehanda's transformation into a prophetess and a war leader coincides with the mounting
opposition to the settlers' presence. Her strange behaviour, which is noted by the villagers
and which is characterized by her refusal to speak and to eat, forces her mother to consult
a n'anga or traditional healer. After consultation the n'anga declares Nehanda to be on the

point of being inhabited by a good spirit. This diagnosis is consistent with the point David



University of Pretoria etd — Mangwanda K M 1998

111

Lan makes in his book Guns & Rain (1985) about the only reason why, according to Shona
beliefs, the departed might make a descendant ill. As he puts it, ‘This is to give a sign that
they wish to possess her or him, to speak through her or his mouth to all their descendants
to warn that some disaster is about to strike or to complain that they have been forgotten
and ask that beer be brewed or a child be named in their memory' (32). Soon after the
n'‘anga's consultation, Nehanda starts prophesying. It then becomes clear that her voice
iIs no longer her own but that of the ancestors of the land. The text validates this
interpretation as the following pas.sage suggests:

She stays in the darkness of the cave, and speaks to the people from within, out of
their sight. Her voice is that of the departed. It comes from the beginning of time.
The people stand at the cave, calling, asking her to pass the voices of the
departed.The voice comes from within them, from the cave, from below the earth
and from the roots of trees The voice awakens the dead part of themselves, and
they walk with new beliefs, with renewed wisdom. (81)

It also comes as no surprise that Nehanda's message to the nation is a call to take arms
against the settlers. She indicates who the enemy is by pointing to the hill where the first

settler was spotted.

PART THREE

Much of the politics of representation of the nation in Vera's text is deployed through
Nehanda's voice. In the following extract, Vera has Nehanda use the image of a valley to

portray the space of the nation:

Here in this desperate valley where the grass was once green | hear the birth of
voices. It is hard and convulsive, like other births. The green valley is a place that
holds hope and warmth. At the bottom of the hill, and then at the summit of the hill,
not only would | see the wonders and trials of a past time, but even | would be
transformed. (59)
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The image of the green valley implies a picture of pre-colonial Zimbabwe as an Edenic
place, a place of hope and warmth. This romantic image is contrasted with that of a dry
valley, which symbolizes the country under colonial rule. This imaginary representation of
Zimbabwe is appropriate as it relates to the geographical reality of the country. David Lan
(1985) in his chapter entitled 'the People and the Land' characterizes Zimbabwe as
essentially consisting of a valley and a plateau. In the above passage there is also a
reference to a difficult 'birth of voices', which the narrator associates with the prophecies
that Nehanda is about to make. The 'birth of voices' forces a recollection of the
circumstances of Nehanda's own birth and is perhaps also a pointer to the birth of the
Zimbabwean nation that this narrative implicitly celebrates. (This point is dealt with in some
detail later on when this chapter discusses the gendering of the nation in this novel.)
Notice also the repetition of the word 'hill' in the passage ('the bottom of the hill' and 'the
summit of the hill'), which may be seen as emphasizing the natives' righful ownership of
their territory. This interpretation appears to be validated by the association of these

places with the 'wonders and trials of a past time'.

Vera further establishes the contrast between precolonial and colonial Zimbabwe by
analogizing colonization with drought. In the passage below Edenic landscape imagery
(represented by 'mountains', 'rivulets', and 'small lake'), describing precolonial Zimbabwe,
exists side by side with a vocabulary denoting death, here represented by the terms 'dry’,

‘no longer green with birth' and 'grief reinforcing the 'desperate valley' above:

The valley was spacious and surrounded by mountains covered with lush grass.
From the mountains, rivulets flowed filling a small lake in the fertile valley in which
fishes of various kinds swam. The valley, however, is no longer green with birth. Its
grass is dry, and the sediment of memory swallows boulders of grief. (60)
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This image of colonial Zimbabwe is completed with reference to the settlers, symbolized
in the novel by the vultures who dominate the landscape. At some point in the narrative,
Nehanda declares: 'l see vultures! ... There are vultures in the air ' (60). By this image of
the vultures, the reader is made to recall the black birds and black feathers in Mother's and
Nehanda's dreams mentioned earlier. It reveals a constant emphasis on the settlers'
presence as the origin of the nation's misery. Because vultures are associated with death
and corpses, the image serves to represent the land as a place of death, and possibly as
a battlefield. There is also a suggestion in the text that, because of the digging for gold,
the land has lost its naturalness and the soil its fertility: 'We have dug dead roots from the
thirsting soil, tubers that mock us with fists of dry rot, the forest in which we have hunted

has become a land of diggers. The ground echoes, echoes' (62).

Once she has constructed this picture of the occupied homeland, Nehanda chronicles the
nation's passive coexistence with the settlers. She mentions the fact that the nation was
not prepared for the long settler presence and for the invasion of the land that ensued.
As the voice of the ancestors, she laments the fact that the nation rather unwisely
extended a hand of hospitality to people whose intention was to appropriate the land and
to divert the nation's attention from the ancestors. Stressing that the time has come to
recover their lost identity and to reclaim 'their' land, she petitions the nation to carry out the

ancestor's command:

I am among you. | carry the message of retribution. The land must be cleansed with
your blood. You must fight for what belongs to you, and for your departed. | will
speak until the birds depart from the trees. (61)
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That Nehanda carries a message of retribution is consistent with the thrust of the novel in
which the colonial conquest is construed as a grave injustice done to the native and
his/her culture. The simile of the black birds on the trees which repeatedly occurs in
Nehanda's monologue serves precisely to inscribe the invasion in terms that negate a link
between the settler and the land. (Significantly, Nehanda is associated with Shirichena or
the bird of light.) In the monologue the scavengers (a metaphor for the settlers, as already
Indicated) are portrayed as different from the natives: 'From the tree flew predictions in the
form of birds that we had never seen before' (63). The difference tetween them and the
natives consists also in the fact that the settlers occupy a space (trees) where the natives
would not feel comfortable. (This statement further points to the whites' marginalization,
suggested in Chennells's remark alluded to earlier.) It is a space that is metaphorically the
settlers', because of its association with imperial conquest. Even their discourse is
presented as different from the natives: 'Voices sit on the branchless trees and call out to
us with a multitude of sounds that have travelled long distances through the heated air’
(63). Finally, the lasting effect of the birds' presence is presented as detrimental to the
nation, not only because 'Our trees no longer bore fruit, and we dug the earth fruitiessly'
(65), areference to moral and cultural drought, but also because it severed communication

with the ancestors.

It seems that, with these metaphors, Vera disrupts the notion of cultural hybridity
celebrated by postcolonial theorists and favours that of cultural homogeneity. The type of
nationalist discourse conveyed through them repulses hybridity, which it considers as
pernicious to indigenous culture because of its potential to dilute cultural purity. This is

why, in order to impress even further upon the nation the ideology of cultural nationalism,



University of Pretoria etd — Mangwanda K M 1998

115

Nehanda reminds her people that there is no greater urgency than to claim what is theirs
and to rid the land of that which enslaves the people physically as well as spiritually.

Hence her exhortations:

"Rise up, | say. Rise up and fight.' (66)
And:

Spread yourselves through the forest and fight till the stranger decides to leave. Let
us fight till the battle is decided. Is death not better than submission? There is no
future till we have regained our lands and our birth. There is only this moment, ar *
we have to fight till we have redeemed ourselves. What is today's work on this land
if tomorrow we have to move to a new land? Perhaps we should no longer bury our
dead. (66)

As should become clear by now, Nehanda represents the spiritual arm of the Chimurenga.
It is her role as one that unlocks the nation's conscience and provides it with the moral
strength that sustains it on the battleground, that Vera's novel highlights in its
representation of the nation. In this way, the natives appear as a nation awakening from
a long night of cultural limbo. It is to Kaguvi, however, that the task of leading the nation
on the battle ground falls. By reclaiming the legendary figures Nehanda and Kaguvi as
heroes in a national liberation war fought to reclaim land and cultural identity, Vera's novel
enacts a revision of the pioneer origin myth. The focus on these mythical figures is also
significant because it enables Vera not only to inscribe the liberation fighter as a signifier
of national identity and the war as a national cause but also, in the words of Helen Gilbert
and Joanne Tompkins (1996:116), to 'loosen imperialism's stronghold on historical
representation’. Ironically, of course, the argument of the novel turns on an even older
myth: that of Adamastor, the legendary spirit of Africa residing in Table Mountain in the

Cape of Good Hope, biding its time before repossessing the land.
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Kaguvi's inscription as a national hero deserves some consideration. His first appearance
in the text constructs him as occupying an important spiritual space, comparable with

Nehanda's, as can be seen from the following passage:

A small wind climbs the hill and meets her on her descent, but does not turn away
from it. In the hills she has traversed with the message of her cry, another wind
rises, loud and captivating: the hunter Kaguvi. (70)

The reader also learns that 'When Kaguvi arrives at a village, it is as though he has
emerged from the horizon' (70). In the context of the 'dancers' 'waiting for the past' (68)
and ‘[seeking] the beginning of the world' (68) the emergence of Kaguvi - metaphorized
as the 'wind’ - is deeply allusive: he is, at once, primeval man and harbinger of the future
of the nation. However, even as the novel functions to represent him as endowed with
some magical power, it does not grant Kaguvi and Nehanda equal status. Unlike Nehanda
whose authority derives from the departed themselves, Kaguvi, the text tells us, 'is humble
and beseeching before the people, who are the only ones with the power to grant him
authority over their future' (71). Furthermore, his success on the battleground depends on
the only person through whom the ancestors communicate with the rest of the nation:
‘When he closes his eyes, the voice of Nehanda comes to Kaguvi. The voice gives him
strength, and he works with it towards achieving the goals of the rebellion' (73). There is
a sense in the second half of the novel that, by associating the struggle for liberation with

the ancestors, Vera succeeds in legitimizing it as a just cause.

Kaguvi is depicted as a national hero. The novel insists on his physical attributes as it
foregrounds his bravery in killing a bull with a spear, in drinking its blood and in eating its

heart. The belief that a warrior who drinks the blood and eats the heart of a bull killed this
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way inherits the bull's strength is part of the Shona myth of bravery. Kaguvi' s battle name
is Gumboreshumba, which means ‘Leg-of-the-lion' (71). The name suggests his belief that
an enemy should be killed. This is confirmed by his fiery anti-settler discourse and by the
traditional hunt he and his followers enact. The text tells us that as they enact the
traditional war dance 'Kaguvi gazes longingly into the hills' (72). The hills Kaguvi looks into
refer to the place which settlers occupied when they first came to the land, and thus

symbolize the locus of colonial power. They also represent the lost cultural identity as

Nehanda reminds the warriors: 'The past is in the hills' (80).

Kaguvi has more than just a passing association with the lion. The text says: 'His strength
is preserved in a black skin bag which he carries on his back. No one has ever seen its
contents: the claws of a lion' (72). According to Lan (1985:160), there is a strong
association in traditional mythology between the lion and a royal ancestral spirit: 'When
a royal ancestral spirit is not in the body of its medium, it lives in the body of a lion. If you
kill 2 lion you take the chance of killing the temporary home of a royal ancestor.' This helps
to explain why Kaguvi refers to himself as 'Leg-of-the-Lion'. The power of the lion,
associated with Kaguvi, extends to the whole nation whose aspirations he articulates in
his dancing:

During his seances, the villagers live their lives. Kaguvi dances their hopes into
being, dances their future and past triumphs, dances their histories, dances the
forest that surrounds them, dances the hills and the plateaus, dances until the
sounds of the birds become their own war-songs, dances until the strength of the
lion is in their limbs. The flight of the eagle is the speed of their feet, the cry of the
jackal surrounds them, and their spirits soar and they dream only of their
success. (72)
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As suggested by the passage above, Kaguvi' s dancing symbolizes the coming to life of
a nation that, metaphorically, has been in a state of dormancy since the arrival of the
settlers. The celebration of this recovery is artfully realized through the evocation of the
past, present and future of the nation. Also, significantly, there is in this passage a
repetition of the images of landscape and of scavenging birds which, as already discussed,
Vera employs in the novel to allegorize the occupation of the homeland by invading foreign
forces. The hope, that the goal of cleansing the nation will be achieved, is suggested in

the closing sentence through a reference to the very qualities associated with the settlers.

Typically, Nehanda describes the success achieved during the uprising as the result of
scrupulous observance of the ancestors' instructions. In the reports the warriors give to
Nehanda of the battles they have fought, they speak of how they felt protected by the

spirits throughout the war campaign:

We moved through the midst of the strangers, and we were invisible. Look, we have
come back whole, having achieved our aim. We have shot arrows through the air,
and they have landed. Let it not be said that we did not fight, that we did not
execute all the messages of the departed. Like the wind we have swept through the
land, attacking every stranger on our path. Meanwhile they have attacked us with
guns, but we have persisted. (78-79)

And also:

The blood of our enemies now flows through the land. May the spirits protect us in
this struggle. (79)

As the war spreads Nehanda warns the warriors against irresponsible acts that might only
displease the spirits and therefore cost the nation its victory over its enemies. One such

-act is the taking of anything other than weapons that could later be used to crush the
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strangers: 'Take only the things that will protect you, not the things that will destroy

you' (79).

It is clear from the above that Vera establishes a close connection between the liberation
of the land and the recovery of the cultural past. She sees them both as two sides of the
same coin. Nehanda's warning to the warriors against coveting anything belonging to the
strangers is consistent with the notion Vera develops in her novel that destruction comes
with the giving up of one's cultural identity. This notion is macde more explicit when
Nehanda says: 'Approach the stranger with a single eye, the other should be blind. It is the
envying eye that will destroy us, that will change us entirely. We can become stronger and
whole if we believe in our traditions' (79). The connection Vera makes between recovery
of land and that of cultural identity is also articulated in the following excerpt from

Nehanda's speech in which she urges the fighters to carry on the struggle:

This is our land given to us by the ancestors. Protect it with your blood. The gnarled
roots of trees are brothers with the earth. This is the season of journeying to our
origins, to the beginning of our beliefs, and of time. This is the season of planting
new hope in the ground, and of weeping. This is the season of night, of locusts, and
of long shadows that have banished the sun from the earth. (80)

This is in fact a statement of what the war, as dramatized in Vera's text, is all about. The
representation of the liberation war as a sacrifice and as journey to the source of cultural
identity is well encapsulated in the above extract. The war is inscribed in this novel as a
sacrifice that is required to retain the geographical, as well as spiritual, territory inherited
from the ancestors. The story told through Nehanda is a history of territorial dispossession

and spiritual enslavement.
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It is important to remember that the journey motif permeates this text. All the dreams and
stories told by the main characters in the novel are stories of journeys - most of them
unsuccessful - attempted toward a destination of some importénce. The above extract from
the novel makes it clear that each of these stories are about a journey of self-discovery.
As the above extract also suggests, the journey to 'our origins' is made to correspond with
‘a season of night', that is, the colonial period. The journey takes the traveller back to the
precolonial period, a period that Vera appears to idealize. Thus in Vera's text the journey
motif is both colonial and anticolonial. The question one can ask is whether this is a novel
about the recovery of Zimbabwe's soul rather than Africa’s. This question arises in large
part because the metonyms 'season of night' and 'long shadows', used in contrast to 'sun’,
clearly refer to the European colonization of Africa. With these metonyms, Vera inverts the
notion that colqnization brought civilization to Africa. Later on in the text, she allegorizes
the colonial presence in terms of drought that leaves the people 'in amazement along the
dry bank of the river where we nad gathered' (83). This drought, the narrator says through

Nehanda's mouth,

held no sign to remind us of the previous rain. There was no sign of the flood we
witnessed. The sky was caked with mud, which held big boulders from a forgotten
life: it had been a partner to our deception. (83)

This metaphor of the drought, which is conceived in the mythology of the people of the
Zambezi valley as a sign of the ancestors' displeasure with their descendants, effectively
serves to emphasize the importance of the war as a means of recovering land and

reuniting the people with their ancestors.
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To illustrate the notion that the uprising is a national cause, Vera's text dramatizes an
incident in which native women and children are brutally massacred by a column of
settlers. The slaughter is witnessed by a boy from his position in a tree. He first witnesses
the arrival in the village of a group of people on horses. The text makes a point of stressing
that the village is almost empty because all the men are in the hills fighting against the
settlers, and that the boy spends much of his time in the musasa tree because there are
no longer any cows in the village that he can look after. In this way the text draws attention
to the negative consequences of the colonial presence for the society. The riders of the
horses are settlers. From his position in the tree the boy witnesses the killing of his mother,
aunt and sister as well as the burning of huts and killing of other villagers. Although the
boy is lucky to escape, he has burns in his arms caused by the flames leaping through the
hut of his parents, an experience that has changed him into another person and given him
another purpose in life: 'He does not want to see the animals any more, but when he
closes his eyes the animals are still there. But he no longer wants to die, and he does not

die that year, or the next' (99).

The boy's mind now associates the horses with the settlers and the settlers themselves
become associated with the enslavement and persecution of his people. His determination
to stay alive may be read as responding to a longing to settle accounts with the white
invaders. It seems that, by giving a detailed account of this incident, Vera's narrator seeks
to invert colonialism's discourse about the savagery of the natives. This episode recalls
Alexander Kanengoni's novel When the Rainbird Cries (1987), which provides an
emblematic account of the massacre that occurs in a village during the war of liberation.

But in Kanengoni's text, although this massacre is perpetrated by the Rhodesian soldiers,
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the responsibility lies in the hands of incompetent liberation army leaders. Informing this
novel is the notion that the goal of the liberation struggle was often dissonant with personal
ambitions. This notion gathers force in the novel when it becomes clear that the two men

responsible for the debacle are sentenced to death.

Vera's text highlights the risk for the nation of disconnecting the two aims of the war, that
is, the liberation of the land and the recovery of the cultural past, through the construction
in the last part of the novel of Kaguvi as a heroic warrior who succumbs to the temptation
of a foreign religion. This occurs during his conversation with a priest in his prison cell after
his capture. The priest tries to convert him to Christianity. The text presents Kaguvi's
exposure to the white men's religion as a danger for his spirit, and by extension, for his
nation's spirit. The state of self-doubt occasioned by this exposure is shown to have
severed his link with his ancestors: 'His ancient spirit, which he now sees as something
separate from himself, weighs sorrowfully on him. It is as though they now live in separate
ages of time, himself in the present, his spirit departing further in the past. They move in
both directions of time, and they will not find each other' (106-107). He is no longer
protected by the lion, his ancestor. Although he dies a prisoner of the white man and thus
preserves in the eyes of his people a heroic status for his part in the liberation war, he is
deprived of a hero's welcome in the ancestors' world. In this sense, Vera's use of Kaguvi
as a foil to Nehanda is an important device to suggest the fact that the settlers have
invaded his very soul, a hyperbolic innuendo that serves to underline the horror of
occupation. Kaguvi's end contrasts with Nehanda's death, which is shown to be the
culmination of a perfect process of national liberation. After her capture, she surrenders

nothing to the white man. She flatly disobeys Mr Browning's injunction to be converted.
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'She dances against Mr Browning and his God, against these strangers who have taken
the land, she dances the faces of her people, the betrayal of time, the growth of wisdom,

the glory of their survival - a shadow moving on the wall' (116).

By contrast to Eppel's The Great North Road which presents the liberation war as a factor
of national division, Vera's novel celebrates the war which is presented as a just uprising
against colonial invaders. An especially clear instance of this celebration is in the account
of the victorious battle between the people and the strangers in the hills. The victory is
scored as the ambush laid in the hills results in the death of many settlers and horses as
well as the capture of horses and weapons. This battle is described as involving people
from all sectors of the society: men, women and children. This participation of all in the
battle is meant to make the point that the war is truly a national enterprise. But despite
their victories, there is a lingering realization among the people that they cannot sustain

the war for long:

Though they have survived this attack, it is clear to them that it will not be long
before they too have to surrender with the rest of their people, and go back to their
villages. If not, their kind will certainly perish from the earth through the guns of the
white men. Their victories during this fight have been many, but not enough to
ensure their safety. They will only be safe, if the white men leave the land. (88)

The fading confidence in the future, underscored by this passage, is made to correspond
with the imminent capture of Nehanda by a search party, led by Mr Browning. In the
account of Nehanda's attempt to escape her pursuers, Vera seems to imply that this

reversal in fortune is a temporary situation. This is indicated by the narrator's comment that
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The spirit from which she is descended has passed on to her a seed which she has
planted in the fertile ground. She has clutched it between her fingers for so long.
She has been crossing boundaries into a sorrow born out of sacrifice. (92)

The seed in this passage symbolizes the cultural consciousness that, Vera suggests
throughout her narrative, was lost as a result of the stranger's invasion of the land. The
boundaries in the passage refer to the process of mediation between the ancestral spirits

and the people, which involves journeying from one world to another.

In the final part of the novel Nehanda is portrayed as having voluntarily relinquished her .
supernatural powers. Her death is presented as a passage from a world to which she came
to carry a message for her nation, to a world where the narrator wants us to believe that
she belongs. It is not as a finality but as the real beginning of a new phase in the nation's
history. This is what the text refers to as Nehanda's second birth, which takes place in the
cave and consists in her banishing of her own shadow. As with her first birth, her second
birth establishes her as a 'liminal' being. At the same time, notice how this second birth is
contrasted with her first birth for it is presented as another transition from this world to that

of the departed:

There are no witnesses to her second birth, only the spirits that send elegies to
those who have been sacrificed in the fight. She weeps until the stars break into the
sky and bring the light back into her eyes, then she watches them dance across the
sky, darting, skirting and exploding, giving birth to other stars, dying in perfect
patterns in harmony with their moment of death, knowing that the darkness will
vanish as another brightness comes into the sky and destroys them, but speeding
themselves to that death, singing in their brief glory which is their triumphant
moment, existing in harmony with the darkness that makes them burn. (92-93)
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The above excerpt, reminiscent of the account of the death of the mythological phoenix,
reveals Vera's strategy of 'doubleness', which she uses quite frequently in this novel.
References to the stars can be decoded either in the literal sense or, as is probably the
case here, as a metaphor for the ancestors. Through such images of the firmament used
to describe Nehanda's transformation, the narrator projects a vision of independence for
her nation. She does this by playing once again on the opposition between darkness and
light as metaphors for colonization and liberation. Also suggesting this opposition is the
imagery of birth and death: the birth of a new nation is shown to result from the death of
the colonial enterprise, which Said (1993:271) sees as a Fanonian linguistic strategy.
Notice also the satirical way her narrator implicitly refers to the settlers' 'brief glory' by
associating it with 'the darkness that makes them burn'. Her narrator further stresses the
significance of the war as a healing process for the nation by making it clear that

Nehanda's legacy has a lasting effect on the nation:

In each circle that she has woven, she sees the completion of something definite
and unconquerable. Each circle is a word which will redeem the soil from the feet
of strangers, a trap for those who dare follow her footsteps on the ground along the
path to ancient wisdom. (93)

Thus, consistent with the general thrust of the narrative, the novel concludes with the
notion that Nehanda's death is not synonymous with defeat. On the contrary, as the

narrator reminds us,

In the future, the whirlwind centre of the wind, which is also herself, has collapsed,
but that is only the beginning of another dimension of time. The collapse of the
wind, which is also of her own death, is also part of the beginning, and from the
spiralling centre of the wind's superimposed circle another wind rises, larger and
stronger. Hope for the nation is born out of the intensity of newly created memory.
The suffusing light dispels all uncertainty, and the young move out of the darkness
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of their trepidation, into the glory of dawn. The trembling wind asserts its eternal
fury, and it will not be dominated, or destroyed. (111)

In the above passage Vera's narrator resorts once again to metaphors of darkness and
light to convey her vision of postcolonial Zimbabwe. The narrator envisions post-
independence Zimbabwe as a utopian land of free people who are conscious of their
cultural past. In order that such a future materialize, the text seems to insist, it must be
infused with reverberations from the past; that is, it must take stock of the nation's cultural
past. The passage confirms Barbara Harlow's characterization of the resistance narrative
as a genre that 'analyzes the past, including the symbolic heritage, in order to open up the
possibilities of the future' (1 987:83). It is worth noting that the terms 'young' and 'newly' are
used in the passage to suggest the idea of a new breed of Zimbabwean people. Implicit
In this view is the concept of the liberated Zimbabwean nation as a new, regenerated
nation and of Zimbabwe's national space as a new, green valley as articulated in the

passage below:

In the future the valley will once again regain its colour and its growth. It will bear
new lives, which will be born out of the old. There will be a growth there, among the
swinging branches, among the sheltering leaves. Her death, which is also birth, will
weigh on those lives remaining to be lived. In the valley, where they have prayed
all night for rain, is heard the beginning of a new language and a new speech. (112)

Semantically, the text suggests the renewal in the country by using words such as
[regained] colour and growth, 'swinging branches', 'sheltering leaves' to describe the new
appearance of the valley. It is pertinent that Vera has her narrator mention 'new lives' and
'new language and speech’ in this extract. This use of language could be read as

suggesting a new national consciousness and new ways of experiencing and expressing
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it. The particular importance of this idealistic vision becomes apparent in the following
extract from the novel which illuminates the narrator's concept of the cultural ideology she

envisions for her nation:

The newly born come into the world bearing gifts. They walk and speak. They have
eyes that hold memories of the future, but no one is surprised: they have received
their sight back. The newly born come into the world with freed souls that are
restless: they seek ways to outwit their rivals. They speak in voices that claim their
inheritances. But those to whom they speak have filled their ears with insects. The
sky which he's betrayed them sends spears of rain into their midst, and they pick
them up and cover the plains. (113-114)

It is clear from this passage that Vera sees it as crucial to conceive of the new nation in
terms that combine a concern for preserving the cultural past and the future, here
suggested by the narrator's use of such expressions as 'memories of the future',
nheritances’ and 'received their sight back’. By introducing the terms of oppositional
relations into her vision of her nation, Vera warns against the cultural lethargy that has
made it possible for cultural imperialism to take root in her country. Nehanda's last and

succinct statement that

My people will not rest in bondage. The day has ceased too quickly. (117)

emphasizes again the vision of Zimbabwe as a free nation even more clearly and
establishes that despite, or perhaps because of, the national sacrifice endured in the war,

the nation's future is full of hope.

It should be clear from these perspectives on Vera's text that it provides two imaginings

of the Zimbabwean nation. In contrast with Eppel's construction of colonial Rhodesia as



University of Pretoria etd — Mangwanda K M 1998

128

consisting of a settler centre and a 'native' periphery, 'the space of the people' in Vera is
represented as a dry valley with rivers severely affected by the drought. As has been
seen, Vera's narrator presents the reader with the picture of the black birds or vultures
hovering over the valley and dropping their black feathers on the land or overlooking it
from their position in trees. As indicated earlier, the presence of the vultures in the
landscape symbolizes the colonial invasion of Zimbabwe. Another image frequently used
in this connection is that of darkness which, as suggested earlier, is a metaphor for the
dimming cultural consciousness which has resulted from colonialism's cultural imposition.
Fanon has remarked in his essay 'On National Culture' that, by denying the existence of
a pre-colonial African culture, colonialism's purpose was 'to convince the natives that [it]
came to lighten their darkness' (1968:169) Read in this light, Vera's reference to colonial
rule in Zimbabwe as a time of darkness is clearly an attempt to reverse the terms, which

Eppel's first novel has highlighted, that construct African culture in colonial discourse.

As has also been seen, this representation of the national geography as a site of national
resistance to imperial culture and foreign occupation entrenches a nationalist discourse
that presents foreign presence as a threat to national identity. It is the kind of
representation which Edward Said sees as typical of resistance narratives built around the
theme of 'Restore the imprisoned nation to itself' (1993:215), which is clearly the case in
Vera's text. This discussion has revealed that the substance of Nehanda's message to her
nation is a retrospective call for liberation through armed struggle and a 'journey to our
origins', which signifies a return to the cultural consciousness of the nation. Her vision of
a liberated 'green valley' is one in which 'new speech' and 'new language' are used to

express the recovered national culture. Thus Vera's text illustrates Said's view that in this
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type of resistance text national language and national culture are given a central role. He
focuses on national culture because it 'organizes and sustains communal memory...; it
reinhabits the landscape using restored ways of life, heroes, heroines, and exploits: it
formulates expressions of and emotions of pride as well as defiance...' (Said, 1993:215).
All these ingredients are present in the novel. Nehanda and, to some degree, Kaguvi,

embody defiance of imperial power, and pride in their African culture.

An important aspect of the representation of the nation in Nehanda which this discussion
has revealed is that of 'spirit-nation' or 'family-nation’, in the terms Caroline Rooney
(1985:124) uses in her discussion of Chenjerai Hove's Bones. This is borne out by the way
Vera constructs her protagonist as a gift from the ancestors to their descendants and by
Nehanda's own role in the text as a spirit medium on a mission to provide ideological and

military guidance to the enslaved nation.

As already discussed, postcolonial Zimbabwe is imagined in the novel as a green valley
inhabited by a new breed of people, endowed with a new cultural consciousness. It is clear
from the narrative that such a situation can only happen as a result of the collective
sacrifice which the war embodies. These two imaginings of national geography - under
colonialism and after it - may be seen as subverting the colonial one reflected in the
statements by Smith and Browning. As has been seen, their image of Zimbabwe is rooted
in the imperial discourse of Africa which portrays the continent as a savage space that

must be tamed and civilized.
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In analyzing Vera's representation of the nation in Nehanda, this chapter has thus far tried
to keep in check the importance of the female element in the imaginary construction of the
Zimbabwean nation. The significance of this element is in part manifest through the fact
that women dominate the landscape in the novel, and in part through their suggested
association with the birth of the nation. As noted earlier, the women in the room awaiting
Nehanda's birth are described in the text as a versatile group of people who have been
chosen to receive Nehanda. By being accessories to the birth of Nehanda, constituted as
she is in this novel as a symbol of hope for the nation, the narrative elevates them to the

status of mothers of the nation.

Frequently in the literature, the woman symbolizes the country as the expression
motherland or mere patrie suggests. Doris Sommer in her seminal book Foundational
Fictions: The National Romances of Latin America (1991) explains the connection between
women and the nation in a way that illuminates the present discussion, although her
discussion of this connection is made in the context of an institutionalized creative practice
that served to promote patriotism in the newly-independent nations of South America.
In the African context, one can think of many works in which the woman embodies the
nation. In Kateb Yacine's Nedjma (1956), a novel set in the Algerian liberation war, Nedjma
the heroine represents at the same time 'mother, loved one and the country' (Farida
Abu-Haidar, 1996:73). In Armah's Two Thousand Seasons, the prophetess Anoa is
presented as the symbol of the 'African’' race and unity. In Nehanda, Yvonne Vera
achieves the gendering of her nation by presenting the woman in such significant roles as
dreamer, midwife, mother, peasant, trader, victim, visionary and martyr. As noted earlier,

it is through their dreams that the women sitting in the delivery room learned about
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Nehanda's coming into the world. The fact that the ancestral spirits communicated with
them only is significant in the Shona context of this story. Particularly important is Vatete's
role as a midwife who facilitates Nehanda's passage from one section of the nation to

another.

The gendering of the nation in Nehanda is further suggested through the way in which the
colonized woman's body is inscribed as a landscape of colonial experience. The episode
in which a village is burnt down and its inhabitants massacred plays a significant role in
the construction of women as victims. The boy's witnessing of the murder of his mother,
aunt and sisters leaves him with the kind of awarenéss that only the rape and murder of
relatives can cause. As the reader will recall, the episode ends with the boy's
determination to stay alive. In this sense, the village thus serves as a microcosm for the
Zimbabwean nation which has suffered physically and psychologically from the liberation
struggle. Nehanda's own beating by the agents of the colonial administration, and her
subseqguent death as a consequence also points to the construction of women as victims
in a liberation war fought to reclaim land and identity. In this way, Nehanda's and the
female villagers' battered bodies become the most powerful symbols of the colonized
nation. Itis possible that women are presented in these various roles 'to state the centrality
of the woman character in the Zimbabwean experience' as R. Zhuwarara (1996:41) has
noted with reference to Chenjerai Hove's Bones. As has been argued throughout this
chapter, Nehanda also comes to represent the spirit of the land which, as Jones (1997:50)
correctly states, 'is the source of the people's strength which will ensure their survival
against the powerful forces unleashed against them by the colonial invader.' The novel

insists through its inscription of Kaguvi as leader of the resistance war and, perhaps more
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strongly, through the participation of people from all categories in the war incidents

recounted in the novel, that this war is truly a collective and national experience.

The next chapter pursues the investigation into the imaginary constructions of the
Zimbabwean nation by considering Dambudzo Marechera's texts written in exile and those
written after his exile. Although he is a fellow black Zimbabwean, Marechera's construction
of the nation differs from Vera's: his conceptualization of identity as essentially
universalist, as opposed to Vera's as traditional, impacts on his construction of the
Zimbabwean nation, as is seen in the discussion on his writing of the nation in Chapter

Four.
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CHAPTER FOUR:

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA AND THE ZIMBABWEAN NATION

It is now a commonplace, in speaking of Dambudzo Marechera, to observe in the light of
his 'doppelganger' statement (quoted in Chapter One) that his work emphasizes the
priority of a universalistic identity, alluded to in the previous chapter.. On the strength of
this and other statements by this Zimbabwean writer, Flora Veit-Wild in 'Words as Bullets'
(1987:113) characterizes Marechera as a writer who 'refuses to identify with a particular
race, culture or nation... .' According to David Pattison (1994: 222), the 'doppelganger'
statement embodies Marechera's 'utter rejection of any identity with or responsibility for
a specific place or people', an ideological standpoint which distinguishes this Zimbabwean
author from Eppel and Vera. There is no doubt that the views of both the above critics
appear a sensible interpretation of Marechera's explanation of his relation to locality and
culture and that they are validated by autobiographical readings of his texts, more
especially The House of Hunger (1978) and The Black Insider (1990). But one potential
problem with this outlook is that the emphasis on Marechera's universalism might
discourage an exploration of aspects of his work relating to his nation. Perhaps more
disturbing is the reluctance, by critics who privilege a nationalistic critique, even to start
to consider that Marechera's work could provide a representation of his nation that is
worthy of interest. Dan Wylie (1983) exemplifies a trend in Marecheran scholarship which
argues that Marechera failed his country because his work does not serve any nationalist
purposes. As Gerald Gaylard (1993:92, 93) has argued, this position is revelatory of what
he identifies as a confusion between a'nationalistic or ethnicist political agenda' [emphasis

mine], which Marechera did not have, and his 'concern with 'post-colonial and neo-colonial
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issues'. Marechera's portrayal as a rebel, manifested in the refusal of Zimbabwean
publishers to publish his work, has also contributed to the lack of critical attention to

national aspects in his writing, aspects which the present study seeks to redress.

It is against this background that the need for a discussion of Marechera's representation
of the Zimbabwean nation, an important aspect of his writing which has not as yet been
the object of a detailed analysis, must be seen. As Patrick Brantlinger (1992:260) has
pointed out, building on Benedict Anderson (1983) and Hcmi Bhabha (1990), 'The
existence of the nation-state... forms the invisible subtext, context, or horizon of every
novel, no matter domestic, privatistic, or perhaps even overtly anti-nationalistic it may be'.
Indeed, despite his rejection of nationalist identity, it remains the case that Marechera's
corpus - particularly his novellas and short stories - is of great value as a work that not
only delegitimizes the concept of nation, as Stewart Crehan (undated) has suggested
following Kwame Anthony Appiah (1994), but also represents Rhodesia/Zimbabwe in the
new ways the notion of nation is seen at these times. Furthermore, it is evident that, as one
of the most prominent Zimbabwean writers who wrote both within his country and in exile,
before and after its independence (that is, as a colonized subject and an independent
citizen), Marechera occupies a privileged vantage point from which to provide a
representation of his nation that is worth examining. This position is, of course, different
from that of Eppel who, notwithstanding his birth right and self-perception as a bona fide
citizen of Rhodesia/Zimbabwe, is forever cast as the Other by black Zimbabweans,
although he too represents both the colonial and postcolonial Rhodesian/Zimbabwean

nation
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This chapter consists of two sections. The first section examines three texts by
Marechera - The House of Hunger (1978), The Black Insider (1984) and what appear to
be as fragments of a novel, 'The Concentration Camp', published in his book Scrapiron
Blues (1994) - which reveal his representation of Rhodesia/Zimbabwe as a place of
captivity and a site of alienation but also as a cultural space. This section also focuses on
Marechera's representation of the Zimbabwean postcolonial nation in his books Cemetery
of Mind (1992) and Mindblast (1984). The second and last section discusses the ways in
which Marechera, by contrast to Vera, puts into play notions of marginality, mimicry and
displacement in his representation of Rhodesia/Zimbabwe. Obviously, an adequate
exploration of this topic requires one to take into consideration the largely autobiographical
mode of Marechera's writing. As David Buuck (1997:121) has noted, Marechera locates
questions of identity within this discursive mode. In his view, Marechera's work consists
of a series of 'elaborate conversations between his multiple selves and identities'. As he
goes on to argue:

Marechera constantly relocates himself (and his written self) within the shifting
allegiances and constructions of identity, preferring to refract the self into many
rather than invent a cohesive and stable subject position. (121)

Buuck's perceptive comment suggests the possibility of examining Marechera's
representation of the nation through his narrator's self-representation as a national subject
and even the rejection of that identity. Indeed, as will become clear from a few examples
in the course of this discussion, one frequently finds in Marechera's texts that the
autobiographical narrator assumes different identities depending on the space in which he
situates himself. Stuart Hall's (1995) notion of the 'pluralized self', alluded to in Chapter

One, can be seen as emphasizing exactly the terms in which Buuck describes Marechera's
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work. Indeed, Hall describes this multiplicity of identities in terms of the self's crossing of
mental and cultural boundaries. Hall's perspective is helpful to the reading offered in this
chapter because it enables one to understand how the nation, as represented in the ways
mentioned above, is framed as a space between an ethnic space which Marechera refused
to identify with and a universal space he always claimed to be his. This perspective is
further clarified if one agrees with Melissa Levin and Laurice Taitz (1997:111) that the
thrust of Marechera's autobiographical work lies, as they put it, in the

splitting off or fracturing of a communal identity in order to write the 'l' into
prominence, and a necessary rewriting of the position of the 'l' in relation to
particular communities/identities which then allows for the possibility of a
reinsertion of the "[" back into the commun(l)ty with which it both identifies and
dis-identifies simultaneously. What becomes clear through Marechera's writing is
his struggle to locate himself in relation to a range of institutional structures: the
family, community, nation and state, and to give definition to these structures.

It is precisely the ways Marechera attempts to locate himself in relation to the nation that
this chapter explores, as it insists that he not only rejects family and nation but also adopts
a posture that suggests his strong identification with what Daniela Volk (in Anthony
Chennells and Flora Veit-Wild, forthcoming) terms 'the universal storehouse of thoughts'.
Volk's argument in her essay that Marechera's concern is not so much with the locality of
the experiences he narrates but with their universal significance will, nevertheless, be
shown to be problematic in terms of an important argument of this chapter, which is that
Marechera's treatment of violence and mimicry serves to suggest an intellectual distance

between him and his nation.

The raw material for autobiography is memories. In order to understand the representation

of the nation in Marechera's texts, it is therefore helpful to concentrate on the narrator's
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memories of 'home' insofar as they present Rhodesia/Zimbabwe as a national space.
However, an adequate examination of the topic of this chapter requires that one focuses
on those aspects of Marechera's work that may illuminate the representation of nation
filtered through such recollections of home. Specifically, it seems essential to examine how
notions of margins, displacement and mimicry inform his representation of his nation, a
task devoted to the last part of this chapter as already indicated. This focus is warranted
by the fact that, a bohemian writer, he has written at the margins of his nation: that his
work projects the image of this nation from the vantage point of an exile both within his own
country and outside; and, finally, that perhaps more than any other Zimbabwean writer, his
work conveys the notion of the Zimbabwean subject as an individual who fluctuates

between hybridity and mimicry.

PART ONE

In Marechera's first novella The House of Hunger (1878), the narrative focuses on the
autobiographical narrator's memories of life in a Rhodesian township. From the opening
page, the reader is made to realize that the central trope around which these recollections
of home are concentrated is the narrator's family home referred to as the 'House of
Hunger'. The House is depicted as a nerve-racking place dominated by the brutal

presence of Peter, the protagonist's elder brother. It is a place

where every parcel of sanity was snatched from you the way some kinds of bird
snatch from the very mouths of babe. And the eyes of that House of Hunger
lingered upon you as though some indefinable beast was about to pounce upon
you. (1)



University of Pretoria etd — Mangwanda KM 1998

138

This image of the house as a predatory and violent place that drives its occupants to
insanity is reinforced by its personification as an awesome beast. This personification
subtly indicates that the reader should inferpret the House of Hunger as more complex
than the architectural image suggests. The inability to identify the beast represents
menace. Thus, more than the harsh conditions of existence, the real danger in living in the
House is to the mind. In the scene of the fight between Peter and his young wife
Immaculate, the young man says that he is determined to stamp the fighting spirit out of
the girl. Yet, somewhat paradoxically, it is this fighting spirit (the narrator implies in his
work) which is what is needed to sustain the self in a colonial setting. Because of the
danger it presents for the mind, the house is a place where one does not want to stay, as
suggested by the opening sentence of the novella: '| got my things and left' (10). This
departure foreshadows other displacements in the text which the characters, and notably
the narrator and his friend Patricia, make in order to escape the unwholesome mental
conditions at home, a point that is returned to later in the chapter. Throughout the
narrative, the house remains the site of violence that the main protagonist crosses,
re-crosses, and then flees again so that the novella becomes for Marechera, as Laurice
Taitz (in Chennells and Veit-Wild, forthcoming) observes in her essay 'Knocking at the
Door of the House of Hunger', 'a journey through the events that have been determinate
in forging the narrator's identity'. In her discussion of the novella, Taitz also speaks of 'the
inability of the protagonist to move beyond the house of hunger itself. This assertion
seems contradictory in light of her correct characterization of the text as a 'journey'. While
it is true that the setting of the title story in the collection remains the house of hunger in

the different senses of this trope within Marechera's first novella, the fact that the
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narrator-author is able to tell his experiences from where he has the freedom to do so

suggests that the protagonist has actually left the house of hunger.

The narrator has vivid recollections of home that reveal it to be a place of violence. The
first evocation of violence in The House of Hunger appears at the beginning of the novella
when the narrator recounts his disinterested intervention in the quarrel between Peter and
Immaculate, which precipitates a frenzied reaction on the part of his brother, leading to a
violent beating of the girl. Peter, who dominates the family by his physical strength and by
virtue of his close affinities with his mother, symbolizes, at the level of the house, the brutal

force that, at the level of the nation, holds in bondage a large section of the nation.

The narrator's own physical, as well as verbal, abuses at the hands of Peter also suggest
a parallel for the violence and alienation the self experiences at home and the type of
alienation it experiences when it inhabits the national space. But Peter's association with
violence is, however, doubly-nuanced: he is both a perpetrator and a victim of violence for
he is described by the narrator as an angry young man whose imprisonment after being
set up by a police spy resulted in a deep hatred for the white-ruled establishment. The
description of Peter in this dual capacity in a disunited and fragmented family becomes
somewhat emblematic of the mental condition of the colonized nation. It also exemplifies
the way in which the novella reveals the intricate relationship between spaces (family,
township and nation) and the thin boundaries between them by showing the self to be

implicated in a hierarchical structure of violence.
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Violence is hardly an ideal for a community that strives to become a nation. Yet in a
multiracial society like Rhodesia the possibility always exists that race-motivated violence
may erupt. There is a note of pessimism in the novella when the narrating self recounts the
beating up he and Patricia, a fellow university student and lover, received from right-wing
students demanding the segregation of university residence halls. Afascinating illustration
of the self's 'multiple identities' is given in the account of this incident by the narrating,
experiencing self, with many layers of identities (inter alia gender, class, race) clearly
involved. In addition to occupying a gendered (male) space, by his relationship with
Patricia, the narrating self (a student) inhabits a national space insofar as he identifies
himself with 'those disturbingly concise and adult youths whom our country either breaks
or confines in prisons and lunatic asylums' (71). However, there is also a layer of racial
identity given prominence by the racial motive behind the violence, which brings home to

the novella's protagonist the realization that he is racially different from his liberal friends.

But even in Rhodesia violence is not always racially motivated, as is evident from the
bullying brother, already mentioned, and the narrator's recollection of his being beaten up
by two black thugs as he returns home after a meeting with his friend Patrick. The two
aggressors are motivated by revenge for the beating up of their friend, Leslie, by the
narrator and Patrick. Painfully, he manages to drag himself to the House of Hunger. When
he shouts for help, no one comes out to his rescue. He then realises that the House is a
deserted place:

| turned the door handle. The door immediately opened. | walked in. There were
no curtains on the windows; and the wind and light streaming through the broken
one showed me that this was a big black empty room. There was nothing in it; no
furniture, nothing, nothing at all. My mind felt like nothing... . A doorway yawned
blankly into me: it led to a smaller room: numb, dark and also utterly empty. | could
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not bring myself to touch the walls to prove that they were really there. For some
reason | began to wonder if | was really in there; perhaps | was a mere creation of
the rooms themselves. Another doorway brooded just ahead of me. It led into a tiny
veranda that looked out over an overgrown wilderness of garden into the starry
dark-blue immensity of the night. Was there then nothing here also? Had | called
out for nothing? | took a step down from the veranda and as | did so something big
and sly slouched suddenly through that wilderness of weeds and maize stalks and
disappeared through a hole in the far garden wall. My hand involuntarily rose to my
head: the sudden pain had been as though a sliver of the grey matter of my brains
had been plucked cleanly with a pair of tweezers.

| ran from that house like a madman who has seen the insides of his ravings.
(76-77)

Some critics have approached this episode as an account of a nightmarish reality
conceived by a stimulated imagination. While this reading is justifiable in terms of
Marechera's own state of mind, what is evident is the suggestion it carries of the self's
failure to recover its own identity. Through the notion of a phantom self, Marechera. it
seem