University of Pretoria etd — Mangwanda K M 1998

133
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)
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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.



University of Pretoria etd — Mangwanda K M 1998

140

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
seems, is making the point - forcefully yet subtly - that fixed identity is an illusion.
This pivotal passage plays an important role both as a referent of the narrator's home and
as the metaphor of a disunited nation. If the house is seen as a symbol of the nation, then
this episode can be read as undermining the very notion of national identity. It is telling
that, in the following paragraph, the memory of the house becomes identified with the pain
in the narrator's skull: 'And the picture of my skull has since blended into the memory of
that empty but strangely terrifying house which - when | called - merely maintained an
indistinct silence' (77). It comes as no surprise that the House is also presented as the
cause of the narrator's confused mind: 'lt is the House of Hunger that first made me

discontented with things' (77).
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In an extension of this cameo technique, the House of Hunger broadens its symbolism to
encompass the township and to the entire country, for the boundaries of the territory in
which the self experiences alienation and lack of freedom do not end with the protagonist's
family home. In fact, Marechera's technique in the novella is to indicate an overlapping of
the family home with wider conflictual spaces: the township and colonial Rhodesia as a
whole. In his interview with Kirsten Holst Petersen, published under the title An Articulate
Anger (1988), Marechera illuminates this connection when he states that:

You must remember that when | wrote House of Hunger | had left Zimbabwe without
knowing most of Zimbabwe. All | knew was Rusape, St. Augustine's School at
Penhalonga and the university here. | had never been somewhere else. But you
see, because of the political designs there, enforced on the blacks, it meant that
what one black was experiencing in one ghetto was practically the same as what
another was experiencing in another ghetto. (16)

So, because of this similarity of the experience of the colonized population which
Marechera stresses in his comment, the connection between the violence he describes in
the township and in the country as a whole is clear enough: in the same way as life in the
house is fraught with violence, life in the township and in Rhodesia as a whole is
punctuated with incidents of violence involving all sections of society. The country youth
are caught in violence, drugs and drinks to compensate for their thirst for freedom. Not
only black youths like the protagonist, but also white youths, yearn for the freedom that
their country denies them and so they have to flee the country to avoid the kind of military
service John Eppel recounts in The Great North Road - (hence the metaphor of the House
of Hunger). The narrator gives his reader a sense of that thirst for freedom in the following

passage:
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The freedom we craved for - as one craves for dagga or beer or cigarettes or the
after-life - this was so alive in our breath and in our fingers that one became
intoxicated by it even before one had actually found it. It was like the way a man
licks his lips in his dream for a feast; the way a woman dances in her dream of a
carnival; the way the old man ran like a gazelle in his yearning for the funeral
games in his youth. (3)

Marechera has explained in his interview with Petersen (1988) the underpinnings of the

motif of violence in his work in terms that undermine the basis of nation:

| am not talking about violence as something that one suddenly notices when one
grows up a bit, but violence which surrounds you from birth. From the time you are
almost a baby and not able to understand anything you already have all those
violent visual images around you. As you get to be two or three or four years old
you take it to be the normal way of life. (Marechera and Petersen, 27-28)

The relation of nation to violence is also articulated in Marechera's work in terms of his
figuration of colonial Rhodesia as a concentration camp and an asylum. Many scenes in
The House of Hunger, for example, point to the fact that the township, and by extension,
the entire place, is not merely a migraine (as already intimated) but also a concentration
camp or an asylum. The narrator's comment quoted above about his country's treatment
of its youths leaves no doubt about this representation. In the microcosm of the House of
Hunger, Peter, the narrator's brother, is a former prisoner who continues to hold a grudge
against an establishment that has used police tricks to entrap him:

And Peter got jailed for accepting a bribe from a police spy. When he came out of
jail Peter could not settle down. He kept talking about the bloody whites; that
phrase 'bloody whites' seemed to be roasting his mind and he got into fights which
terrified everyone so much that no one in their right mind dared cross him. (2)

Elsewhere in the text, the narrator describes himself as having had experience of prison.

A clear example occurs when he is detained with other schoolchildren for a few hours for
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protesting about discriminatory wage-structures. His comment, that this 'meant fingerprints
and photographs and a few slaps on the cheek 'to have more sense' (2), delineates a

critical stance towards a society divided between jailers and prisoners.

A glimpse into the police's invasion of people's personal lives is given in the scenes
involving Harry. The narrator's former schoolmate, Harry is presented as a police informant
who has been reporting on the narrator and other radical students. Behind his 'civilized'
appearance Harry hides a hideous agenda that Marechera 'works to expose: he makes it
clear that Harry's line of activities functions against the cause of black liberation. The
contradiction between his outwardly friendly disposition towards the narrator and his police
surveillance of the latter is highlighted in the episode where the two young men drink in
a tavern frequented by Rhodesian soldiers. Harry is confronted by Julia, the protagonist's
friend, as a police agent. An involuntary gesture reveals that he is carrying a police
revolver. The climax of the episode is when Harry drops a packet of photographs, including
the narrator's, and notes intended for the police. For the narrator, the point is clear: there
Is no hope of building a united nation in a country under surveillance. This surveillance,
leading to suffocation, is paradoxically linked with 'the freedom we craved for - as one
craves for dagga or beer or cigarettes or the after-life' (3), already quoted. The arrests of
students and workers and other social categories attest to the fact that colonial Rhodesia

is represented, in Marechera's work, as a prison.

The episode in the novella, in which the narrator tells about the newspaper photographs
of a captured guerrilla standing among twenty-two dead guerrillas, reinforces the notion

of Rhodesians/Zimbabweans as a nation of captives. Edmund is remembered by the
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narrator as the poor schoolmate whose mother was driven to prostitution to support his
education after the death of his father. But it is Edmund's savage beating bly his
schoolmate Stephen that allows Marechera to make Stephen embody the notion of the
African violating his own people. Marechera achieves this by describing Stephen not only
as a bully but also as an intransigent Africanist: 'He had appropriated for his own specific
use such notable figures as Nkrumah, Kaunda, Che, Castro, Stalin, Mao, Kennedy,
Nyerere ... he was always taking the geography master to task about his ironic comment
about the primitive state of Africa's roads; he was always petitioning for African history to
be taught..." (64-65). Yet it is the same young man who boasted of sleeping with Edmund's
mother and who subsequently beats him up so violently that 'There was blood on his shirt:
a rather large stain which seemed in outline to be a map of Rhodesia' (65). Kevin Foster
(1992:60) is probably right to see in the fight between the two youths a symbol of what he
calls 'intra- and inter-racial political and cultural relations in Rhodesia'. As he explains, the
fight and the demolition of Edmund carries great importance in the narrative because of
Edmund's status as the doubly-colonized:

It not only dramatizes white intolerance of political or social change from the blacks,
but by having the school's champion of authentic black identity embody a violent
white dictatorship, Marechera demonstrates the tyranny implicit in all expressions
of cultural centrality. (60-61)

Edmund's position in these photographs as 'sole survivor' (61) could be considered as an
unimportant detail in the narrative. In reality, and somewhat paradoxically, Marechera
seems to see in his survival a reason of hope for the nation. Although still a prisoner,
Edmund embodies those 'black heroes' that Marechera's narrator suggests are needed to

promote the cause of liberation. Edmund, the captive, thus symbolizes a nation in captivity.
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The theme of the nation living in captivity resurfaces in 'The Concentration Camp'.
Structurally, this narrative consists of eight parts. The structure of the story indicates
Marechera's intention of highlighting different facets of the experience of living as a
prisoner in one's own land. For the purposes of this discussion, attention will be given to
Parts One, Two, Four and Eight. Part One subtitled ‘The Camp', stages a world divided
between prisoners and their jailers. From the opening paragraph, the prisoners are
presented as the survivors of an ordeal in the land brought about by sadistic perpetrators.

In @ narrow winding valley in north-west Zimbabwe, there lived two families: the
Makoni family and the Murehwa family. Once there had been a big village there
with more than two hundred families; but the Rhodesian soldiers came with guns
and bombs and most of the villagers were killed. The rest were taken in trucks to
concentration camps miles away. (158)

The narrator's focus on the two families of prisoners signals the way in which Marechera
attempts to depict the image of a nation not only physically and mentally crippled but also
subjected to forced displacement. One is struck not so much by the historical specificity
of the incident described in this passage as by the way it reveals the police brutality which
is perpetrated against innocent villagers. The jailers consist of African guards and white
officers. These guards are portrayed as totally alienated from their people. Of interest is
the way Marechera narrates the scene where the commandant puts it to one of the African
soldiers that "You (Africans) breed like flies' (159). To which the soldier replies: 'Yes, sir.
We breed even more than flies' (159). This scene illustrates how the colonial subject is
conditioned to internalize and mimic what Homi Bhabha (1994b:72) calls 'those terrifying
stereotypes of savagery... which are the signal points of identification and alienation'.
Because Marechera is writing here from a position that is sympathetic to the prisoners, not

to the black population in general, the purpose of this scene in which he focuses a satiric
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eye on the guards is to enlist the reader in a distancing from this category of natives who

collaborate with the subjectivization of their own people.

The impression of concentration in this first part of the story is created through the small
number of the carceral population and the harsh conditions in the concentration camp,
including lack of suitable accommodation and difficult access to water, which further confer
on the prisoners the aura of victims. However, it is the constant harassment of women and
children and the ceaseless questioning of prisoners by white soldiers, usually followed by
their beatings or deaths, that dominate life in this particular camp. The focus in this part
of the story on the two children Rudo Makoni and Tonderai Murehwa and their interactions
with the soldiers, strategically enables the narrator to explore the destabilization of identity

caused by life in the camp.

Tonderai's discovery that his father was beaten up by the white soldiers is presented as

an awakening experience of the division within what his child's mind took for granted as

the nation.

His father, Tonderai could see, had been beaten again. One eye was closed and
seemed to throb through the fiercely swollen flesh; the other was half open. The
right arm was in a rough sling; they had broken it for him the week before. Through
the rends in the dirt khaki shirt, Tonderai could see his father's weakening ribcage.
How thin, how terribly thin he is, Tonderai thought, watching his father's gaunt
bulbous knees perched on the dry maize stalks of his feet. The heels and soles
were split in many places. When he looked up at his father's bowed head, he
realised in shock that his hair had turned completely white within the last
twenty-four hours. Or am | mistaken? Tonderai wondered. Surely only yesterday it
was...

A bitter darkness flashed past his eyes - the beginning of a terrible knowledge. But
he did not yet understand. He saw again the sergeant turning, and himself turning
his gaze away... the sergeant was tall, heavily built, with a very black cruelly
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rectangular face squat on a disciplined neck. The combat uniform made him look
like the fearful face of law and order. But whose law and whose order? (159-160)

The awareness Tonderai develops in the narrative is that, because law and order are not
the same for all, there is no national unity and that the colour of the skin does not
necessarily constitute the dividing line. He grows into this realization when, returning in
a group of boys from grazing cattle, he witnesses on his way to the camp the slaughter of
four of his companions by a party of Rhodesian soldiers. Another disaster follows this
tragedy as Tonderai's mother is killed by one of the guards when, recognizing her
bloodstained son among the survivors, she tried to approach him. The narrator's focus on
a woman's body through the narration of how Rudo felt as the guards always 'put their
hands inside her mother's dress' (158), and the narration of Tonderai's mother's killing, if
read inthe light of theories of body in relation to nation, may be located within Marechera's
attempt to inscribe the female body as the nation. Such an inscription is illustrated in The
House of Hunger by the scenes of the beatings of Immaculate and Patricia, where
Marechera puts themes of marital violence and racial violence to work as symbolic of the

sufferings of the Zimbabwean nation under colonial rule.

In reading this episode from 'The Concentration Camp’, the experienced Marecheran
reader is reminded of the scene in 'The Slow Sound of his Feet' which describes the
accidental killing of the narrator's mother by a patrol of white soldiers following his arrest

and beatings by one of them.

| shook my head and it hurt so much | couldn't shake my head any more. There
were running feet behind me; my mother's and my sister's voices. There was the
sharp report of firing. Mother, struck in mid-stride, her body held rigid by the acrid
air, was staring straight through her eyes. A second later, something broke inside
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her and she toppled over. My sister's outstretched hand, coming up to touch my
face, flew to her opening mouth and | could feel her straining her vocal muscles to
scream through my mouth. (136)

It is possible to read this association of the tragic deaths of mothers and the prison motif
as Marechera's way of presenting the mothers as historical objects of violence in his
narration of the nation. In many episodes of his work, Marechera establishes the link
between the woman and the nation by representing both of them as suffering at the hands
of their jailers. Thus the image of the tortured and abuseu woman suggests that of the
colonized and brutalized nation. For example, Patricia in The House of Hunger is
presented as a martyr of the racist politics of a divided nation. Her story in the novella is
that of a young white woman who transcends the racist boundaries of Rhodesian politics
and pays a heavy price for this transgression. She not only feels compelled to go into exile
but also suffers in her body. She becomes half-blind and loses her voice. What the
episode offers is more than the account of an ordeal of a female white person who is
sympathetic to a black man. Her status as a white female problematizes the notion of the
nation in a way that is historically significant because of the fact that it displaces emphasis
on race, thereby undermining and even repudiating the construction of the nation in terms
of discourses of blackness that inform, for example, Yvonne Vera's Nehanda (see Chapter
Three). It may be relevant to add that Patricia is inscribed in The House of Hunger not as
a mere location of the narrator's sexual desires but as a celebration of a new multiracial
identity in the emerging Zimbabwean nation. Certainly, such a sympathetic treatment has
something to do with her willingness not to compromise her vision of her society. It is also

possible that her beating by the white conservatives may have symbolically stripped her
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of her racial identity so that she becomes a symbol of hope for the new nation as indicated

above.

Marechera is perhaps unique, among African writers, in inscribing the body of the white
woman in the way that he has done. While the reading of this episode in the novella
indicates his figuration of Patricia in the terms suggested above, in his other writings, and
particularly his famous poems to Amelia in Cemetery of Mind, he inscribes the white
female body as an object that needs to be dominated. He has asserted in an intérview with
Veit-Wild (in Marechera, 1992:215) that his objectification of the female white body was

necessary to his project:

Amelia is white, | am black. But | am the one full of digressions and frustrations.
Amelia does not have any sense of race. In a very personal sense it does not
matter at all what race Amelia is but there are times, especially when | have gone
through some shitty incidents or | remember some of the things which were
happening here before 1980, that's when | feel very violent towards Amelia. That's
when this brutality from the township comes out and even when | am making love
to her | find that | am actually with my whole self trying to fool myself that | am
revenging myself against the whole white race. Afterwards, of course, one realises
that it was simply an illusion that one can revenge oneself on history.

In another part of the interview, he admits that 'l think if she had not existed | would have
had to invent her'. These observations point to the important function of the white female
body in Marechera's work, simultaneously, as a site of interracial meeting and a site where
the self confronts its own identity. The inscription of Amelia as a site where racial
boundaries are effaced suggests Marechera's belief in what Bhabha (1994b:251) sees as
'the hybridity of race and sexuality'. Amelia is figured both as an object of love and of hate.

Her whiteness, with its association to colonial power, makes her an object of hate. But she
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is also the desired female object the poet is in love with. Given the colonial context of
these Amelia poems, such a complex inscription of the white woman conveys Marechera's
ambivalence about the nature of his relationship with his racial Other. For, as Dirk Klopper
(1993:15) rightly states, Amelia'is described as the other who both undermines and affirms
[the colonized writer's] identity.’ In this sense, Marechera again demonstrates a treatment
of the racial issue that is quite distinct from that of either Eppel or Vera. This very
ambivalence is yet another important reason for comparing and contrasting his writing of

the nation with that of these other Zimbabwean writers.

There is a parallel between the figuration of Amelia as a metonym for colonial power and
that of Mrs Warthog, the wife of the professor of English literature in the short story 'The
Writer's Grain', who has an affair with an African student named Marechera. In this
context, the black student ‘fucks back', as Marechera would put it, the colonizer who has
subjected his nation to a history of shame and domination. In a revealing passage in his
interview with Petersen alluded to above, Marechera admits that his intention in the section
of the story where Mr Warthog teaches Andrew history is 'to destroy the conventional way
in which we are taught to interpret history, or events which become history' (Marechera
and Petersen, 1988: 29). In this light, the self-reflexive and metafictional aspect of the
story, which allows the white subject to make this shameful admission, serves as an astute
tactic to suggest the shift of power from the colonizer, and thus the woman becomes a

metonym for 'conquered' power.

Even the woman prostitute contributes to the metaphoricity of the nation. The narrator in

The House of Hunger tells about women he and his friends used to follow in the bush
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where they entertained their clients. One of these women, he says, he wanted to use as
a symbol of Zimbabwe in a story. But in the text it is Nestar, the young girl who grows up
to become the 'queen’ of prostitutes, who captures this symbolism. Her career as a
prostitute is figured as a lifelong sexual slavery at the hands of her mainly white clientele.
The association between the prostitute and the colonial nation is established when Nestar
tells the narrator that during her intercourse with one particular client, himself a friend of
another client, identified as 'one of the few whites to "promote" black sculpture in the
country' (52), 'he would chant a thing about the Congo, the Mau Mau, Algeria, and one of
our leaders who shall remain nameless' (52). The association between the woman and the
nation is also made clear when Julia, a friend of the narrator's and a revolutionary who
operates underground, is introduced to the reader as wearing a T-shirt with the legend
Zimbabwe on it. Taking support from Peter's beating of Immaculate, Huma Ibrahim
(1980:81) is probably right to suggest that in Marechera 'the doubly-colonised African
woman becomes the symbol for the colonised land, and must suffer, usually in brutal

silence, the consequences of a double betrayal'.

In Parts Two and Eight of the short story, subtitled 'The City of Anarchists', Marechera
attempts to give voice and the upper hand to the victims. These two sections focus on
three black men who decide to use the situation of the revolutionary struggle to their own
advantage by serving as agents for external forces. Otto, the university drop-out and the
idealist in the group who composes revolutionary pamphlets, is a Marechera-like figure.
Indeed, Flora Veit-Wild in her introduction to Scrapiron Blues notes that in this part of his
short story 'Marechera projects his own anarchist inclinations into a small group of

bomb-throwing city fighters' (3). The moment of their accommodation to the liberation
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struggle occurs when they manage, with the complicity of a prostitute named Cora, to
bomb a hotel frequented by Rhodesian soldiers, killing Jim, a soldier who embodies racism
and who tortured many blacks in the process. Jim's death at the hands of this
woman-victim can be seen, within Marechera's economy of the association between

woman and nation, as a punishment meted out to those who fight the nation.

Part Four, "Tonderai's Father reflects', concentrates on Tonderai's father's experience in
his progression to awareness of 7identity. It registers his attempts to understand the
meaning of his predicament as he undergoes torture after being accused of helping the
guerrillas. He hangs upside down in a cell at a concentration camp while electrodes are
applied to his body and particularly to his genitals. While under torture, he remembers a
previous torture which then consisted of eating all the food that he intended to take to the
freedom fighters. The two tortures are now blurred in his mind. In a repeat of the tragedy
that caused his wife's death, his son is accidentally shot. After hearing that his father has
been hanged, Tonderai runs to the scene and arrives as the father's tortured body has
been taken off the roof it swung from. The entire traumatic experience only serves to
intensify Tonderai's father's hatred for his jailers and the system they represent. However,
the white priest who pleads for Mr Murewha's life and the white nuns who save his son's
life — all these elements subvert the conventional dialectic in which the white is portrayed

as the natural enemy of the black.

In a sense, the narrative implies, Tonderai and his father undergo a liberating experience
because, although physically they remain prisoners at the hands of those who have the

power to inflict torture upon their bodies, they have stripped off the mantle of colonized
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individuals. They both symbolize the seeds of the new spirit that challenges the colonial
order, the new spirit of the emerging nation. Thus the concentration camp as described in
the episodes discussed above appears as a 'contact zone' in Mary Louise Pratt's (1991:34)
definition of this term as a social space where 'cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each
other, often in contexts of highly assymetrical relations of power'. As already intimated,
such relationships are given further significance through the narrator's inscription of the
camp as a metaphor for the country and the nation as consisting of jailers/oppressors and

prisoners/oppressed.

In The Black Insider, the police nature of the colonial nation-state is evoked as being at
the source of the narrator's displacement: 'A sudden crackdown on the campus by the
secret police had forced me to decamp clear out of the country and | found myself awarded
an Oxford scholarship' (29). Significantly, in the dramatic sketch the author includes in the
novella, the character Marota, speaking to Bishop (Muzorewa) points out, referring to the

situation in Rhodesia during the interim period, that

The people still live under the old oppressive laws. They are smouldering in the
prisons and in the detention camps. They eke out a pitiful living out of the stone of
the protected village. The schoolchildren are deserting their schools to join the

Patriotic front. And at the university there is a new and hard edge, cutting the quiet
of the campus. (39)

This brief catalogue of scenes highlighting violence in Marechera's texts should alert the
reader to the fact that the violence that takes place in the country is particularly damaging
to the mind. As an earlier reference to Peter in The House of Hunger should have
suggested, he was clearly troubled by his experience of prison. Perhaps because he is

less given to books and culture than some of the characters in the novel, Peter inflicts
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