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ABSTRACT 

When we go back into the history of socialist countries we find 
that at the birth of socialism , during t he transition period , literature 
had a vital rol e to pl ay. To be more prec ise, the socialist realist 
method contributed to the coming of soc iali sm. This 50cialist realist 
method , fi ll ed with optimi sm, was commi tted to the worki ng class. 

Hany countries in the Afr ican continent are now going through 
a transition period towards socialism. A transition period, as stated 
above , is a very important period in which the African writer has a 
grea t role to play to hasten the coming of socia lism. So far , most 
Afri can writers , using t he critical reali st method, have only gone as 
far as merely depi ct ing society. Society in turn , has been presented 
in a deteriorating state. {\part from th i s, no pl ace has been given 
for the optimistic rising class the working cl ass . 

Learning from the ex perience of socialist writers , a new Afri can 
writer is eme rgin g. Ngugi , t aken as an exampl e, has been greatly influenced 
by Gorky's Mother , a socialist realist novel . Furthermore , as the African 
writer is li ving in a transition period , he is working towards socialism. 
This indicates that the socialist realist method has some implications 
that are us eful to the African \~riter . These implications will help 
the African vlr itH as a mea ns for the advancement of soci alism, which 
in turn , will impro ve the African novel . 



I NTRODUCTI ON 

1!hen we l ook i nto the history of Clul1kind ,'Ie SEe that he ha s pas sed 

through ma ny soc io -economic fo rmations . lie h~s sta rted from the primit'i ve 

communal society and moved through slavery and f~ udalism. At present 

some societies a r e in the capitalist formation expe riencin g its hi ghest 

stage , i mper i a li sm. On t he ot her hand , other soc i et i es a r e in a transitionJ l 

phase of soci al i sm \~ it h com,ilun ism as the i r goaL I n other words, through 

time, soc i ety has shown a gradual chang'= to\'lards deve lopment . 

Alongs ide these soc i o-economic fo r mations we have literary f ormations 

i ndicat ing tha t tilere is some correspondence iletween tile two. For 

example, we have classicism and romanticism sli ght ly related to fe udalism 

\'ihile we have r ea li sm and modernism i n th'? capital isti c formation. As 

quo ted by da r x: 

... in eve!'1j histoncaZ epoch., the pl'evaiZing mode 
of economic production and exchange. and the 
sociaZ organization ;wcessanZy foZZol>Jing from it, from the basis upon which is buiZt up, and from 
which a'Zone can be e;cl'Zained the poUticaZ and 
i nteZZectuaZ history of that epoch ... 1 

I~ he n ,'Ie loo k at the pri mitive communal soc i e t y we f ind an equal 

division of l abour and equa l status among i ndividua l s, the reason be ing 

no cl as ses . Hardl y any lite rary records can be f ound but, most li ke ly, 

this cruGe equa lity \'/o ul d hilve been reflected. 

1 Ko Marx and F. Engels r Manifesto of Communist Party, (Moscow: Progress Publishers , 1952), p. 20. 

1 
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The next forma ti ons are class divi ded ones, namely , Slavery , 
Feuda lism and Cap i ta lism. In these "format ions we f ind that literary 
activity focuses on the upper classes : the aristocracy, feudal lords 
and the elitc; in other wo rds, on the owners of the means of production . 
Literary forma tions , to begin 1.~ ith , were reflect ing society . Later , 
however , the focus began to turn towards t he ima gination. Thus , in romanti -
cism, we find th i s alienation of man kind manifest ing in an escapist 
tendency . "Art for Art ' s Sake" is t he motto unde r whi ch the arti sts 
c 1 a imed that there is no connect i on between the economi c and 1 iterary forma-
tion. In the la ter stages of capita li sm , realism began to rev ive with 
a critical nature . Society with all its imperfections , even today , is 
the major emphasis of litera ture . The major defect of this literary method 
is that no solution is given t o the prob lems of society . 

riank ind today, is in a transitional pe riod where the antagonisms 
between classes are being removed. Socialism has produced a new type 
of man - socialist man, and it i s the dut.y of literatu re to depict thi s 
creative individual , wo rking towards communi sni. Due to this , the ma jor 
focus of this study will be on socia lis t rea li sm wh ich faithfully depicts 
the struggle of the lower classes. 

This study has many s i gn i f icant aims. The f irst major aim is to 
de~ve into the meaning of the concept of socia li st rea li sm. Some of the 
major qlJestions wou ld be like, what do we mean by social i st realism? \! hat 
are the major feature s and points of emphas i s? What i s the di ffe rence 

, 
between socialist rea lism and its major counterpart cr iti ca l realism? 
The main purpose thus , is to enab l e us to have a clear unde rstanding of 
this complex concept . 
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Secondly , works on socialist realism have always been scattered 
among various articles, books and journals . One of the major tasks of 
this study will be to synthesi ze the articles t,lUS enabling read.ars to 
use this work as a point of reference on matters pertaining to SQci qlis t 
realism. 

Socialist soc ieties are producing a new man which is being dep icted 
in literature. Thus i t is the duty of a \1riter to depict his reality. 
When we come to the Mrican writer in particular who is in a soc iety, which 
is in transition , his obligation increases. It is within a transition 
period that the fo unda tions of socialism are laid and also it is a period 
where the coming of socialism can be quic kened. The African writer should, 
therefore , show the r'roblems of society and suggest certain solutions lead~ 
ing to the advent of Socialism. 

Various methods will be used in this study , the first of which will 
be reviewing the literature on socia l is t realism. I will attempt to trace 
through the origin, . . ; and gra dual development of this method and attempt 
to deal in depth with var ious definitions. Along with this, the similarities 
and differences between socialist realism and critical realism will be 
discussed. Special emphasis will be given to major features , of socialist 
realism, like revolutionary romanticism, humanism , commitment and various 
other features. The purpose , as aforementioned , i s to have a better under­
standing of socialist realism. 

As the African novel has not developed much along the socialist 
realist trend , my next phase is to give a content analysis with major 
emphasis on the themes and characters of a set of African novels. I have 
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divided Africa; according to its geographical condition, that is North , 

South, Eas t , Ivest and Centra I Afri Cd and tri eo, through these representative 
novels , to give a general picture of what the M rican novel is like today. 

Due to the wide nature of African literature I would like to point out 

that I am dealing wi th the novel in particu l ar. 

Finally , using Ng ugi vJa Thiongo , and especially Devil on the Cross , 

as a central point , an attempt \~ill be made to draw certain tentative 

implications that socialist realism has for the ,I\frican writer . 



CHAPTER OiiE 

REV IEW OF SOC II\LI ST REALIS,'; 

tJefi nitions of Soc i alist Rea lis i1' 

Many Socialist critics have always refrained from giving a precise 

defi nition of Socia li st realism. For some, it is a lack of complete rr!s ~ 

or understandi ng of the conce pt , while for others. it is f ear . The f~ar 

is based on the fact t hat , by def ining this conce pt , one will be restricting 

or narrowing daVin its scope. This belief that giving a definition circumscr i bes 

the meaning of a concept can be traced to Spinoza who says "Every definition 

is a limi tation" 2 Alongs ide this be lief i s the fear that defining a 

concept makes i t do gmatic . This same fe ;>. ling ca n be traced in Rene We ll ck, 

who f eels that every definit ion is a "period concept,, 3 that will "run 

its course,,4 in due t ime. 

This is a fa lse assertion, howeve r , b(~cause socialist realism in 

i ts very nature is dynamic . As one crit -ic put it , socialist realism makes 

amends for everythin g that is new . In athey' wo rds , as socialist real i sm 

is based on a Mar xi st i deo l ogy, which i n turn , i s based on a relationship 

basis , it is in no fear of becoming dogmatic . 

All t his ex pl anat i on does not mean that no definitions of socialist 

realism exist; ~~ fact, there are plenty. I l~ i 11 start with the less 

deve l oped definitions , and as we progress , presen t the more profound ones. 

2 A. Overchenkog Social ist Realism and the Modern Li terary Process (Moscow : Progress 
Publishers., 1978) , p. 328. 

~ Rene W(;! l1ek as quoted by ~ikre Toloss?I Realism and Amharic Literature (Bremen: 
University of Bremen, 1982) 1···p~···19.::· ". '.-~ .. '.~-.. . ; ",' ! (.I 

4 Ibid. 

5 
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To beg i n wit l" l et us have a look at Stalin's persona l po in t of 

vi ew regarding socialist rea li sm. He says ; ",'In artist should first of 

all show our li fe truthfull y. If he complies with the task he wil l not 

fa ii to s ingl e out the factors which lead to soc i a lism. This I .. ou1d 
c 

call socialist art , sociali s t rea 1i sm."~ Th i s view presented by Sta lin 

is ve ry broa d because soc ialist art doe s not mean socialist realism. 

Soc i a li st art is a broader cil t egory in whic h a lmost every soc i alist tendency 

in ar t i s put. Socialist realism , on the other hand, is one artistic 

method used by the ma jority of the peopl e in the Sovi e t Union today . 

Zhadanov introduc es a very controversiAl issue regarding art and 

til is is ideo 1 09Y i n a rt. 

. .. the truthfu~ness and histor ioal oonoretness 
of the artistio portrayal ahould be oombined 
with the ideological remoul,ding and eduaation 
of the toiling people in the spirit of soaiaLiBm. 
This method oj' belles letters and literary 
aritieism is what we eaZZ the method of soe'iaList 
reaLism. 6 

The def inition stands for an introduction of i deo logy in art wh ich is 

acceptab 1 e because the two canno t be seen scpa rate 1y . Zhadanov, howeve r . 

stresses the ideology to the ex t ent that the artist~s subjective vi ew is 

neg lected . Thi s, however , i s not what soc iali st realism advocate s . 

Socialist realism includes the ar ti s t's creative ability but it should 

not be the sole aim of literature. In other words , literatu re should 

not onl y ~e personal but also social. 

5 i~ Ovcharenko, 28110 

6 H.G. Scott, ed. The Debate on Socialist Heal i sm and Mouernism (London: Lawrence 
~nd Wishart Ltd., 1977), p. 21 . 
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Radek' s definition i s a littl e bit be tter but not so comprehensive 
as those of Gorky, Sholokov or Len in . For Ra·dek: 

Realism does not mean the embellishment 01" 
ar·bitrary selection of revolutionary phenomena, 
it means reflecting reality as it is, in all 
its complexity, i n all its contriety, and not 
only capitalist reality, but also that other 
reality, the reality of socialism ... and a work 
of art created by a socialist realist is one 
which the al'tist has seen in Zit.) and refl ected in his work. ? 

Radek's definition differs slightl y from the previous ones because 
he deals with both the socialist and capitali st reality. It is also implied 
that the future l1\ust be eJ<ami ned . Thi s idea of depecti ng the future 
.is strengthed by the ~riters Union where soci clist rea lism is seen as 
" ... the historical concrete r eproducti on of rea lity in its revo luti onary 
development with t he purpose of id80logical rr; formation of workers in 
the spirit of socialism~8 

Vaughan , in hi s research on sociali st realism , elaborates this 
definition even fur ther : 

It embraces a number of questions : t he evolution of ar t .. the organic relationship between the art 
of the past and the art of the present and future ; the dass nature of art . its objective reflection 
of social relations; and t he f unctions of art i n society - the obligations of the artist in society in which he works, and hence the relationship 
between the artist and the politician. Moreover, 
it considers the didactic potential of art ... 9 

This more thorough definition po ints out certain concepts like 
partisanship , romanticism and the rel at ion bet ween politics and literature. 

7 Ibid., p. 157 

8 As quoted by Fikre T01055a, p. 10. 

9 C. Vaughan James, Soviet Soci alist Realism:Oriqins and Tbeory (London: MacMillan 2 eol. Ltd.; ' 1973). P. 1. 
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These will be discussed l ater on in the paper, as these are all c haract\~ r -
istics of socialist realism. 

To come tc "The father of social i st rea li sm , Gorky, we see t hat he 
gives a gene ral overall picture of socialist realism : 

Socialist realism asserts life as action, as creative endeavour the aim of which is to constantly deveZop the finest individual abilities of man for his triumph over the forces of nature, for his health and longevit y, for the great happiness of living on this earth which he wants to cultivate, in conformity with his constantly growing requirements, and make of it a beautiful home for mankind, united into one big family . 10 
Up to t he 1934 congress , these were the major definitions that were 

given by ma j or crit i cs and schola rs . Later , however, the definition was 
touched upon by Sholokov in his Nobel speech at Stockholm . 

. . . Socialist realism is the art of truth of life, comprehended and interpreted by the art ist from the point of view of devotion to the Leninist party principl es . .. it seems to me that any art that act ively assists men to bui ld a new worZd is socialist realist art. 11 

In another extract he says, 

As I see it, the true alJante--gm'de consists of those artists who disclose in their work the new content distinguishing features of our age ... I am speaking of that realism which car-ries within i t the ideal of a renewal of life, to transform it for the good of the human race: the rec.lism which we call socialist . It -is unique in that it e:;;presses an outlook accepting neither a pUl'eZy meditative 

10 
Vladimir Scherbina , Lenin and Problems of Literature (¥oscow: P::-ogress Publishers, 

1974) , p. 114. 

11 M. Parkhomenkc and A. Myasnikov, ed. SOCial ist Realism i n Literature and Art (Moscow: 
Progress Publishers, 1971) p. S5. 
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approaeh nor an escape /,rom reali"ty bu"t calls us 
to fight for human progresb which wUl <inapl..: us 
"to achieve aims that are dear t o the hearts of 
millions and light their 1Jay i n the s truggle. 12 

~~ can go on li sting more tiefinitions of socialist realism , but 
for our purpose , this will suffice. From these definitions , we can deduce 
that socialist realism covers much ground. To sum it up , it inc l udes 
the role of art in the struggle for communis!n. Partisanship is another 
characteristic of socialist real i sm. This meGns cOrrlmitm':ot to tht ;'-ia rx i st 
Leninist principles and the party , the party representing the people in 
the historical process of the past. present and future. When we think of 
revolutionary romanticism we must keep in mind its strong correspondence 
wi th real ity as opposed to the previous romantic i Sin based on mare fantasy 
and imagination. 

To conclude, I would like to give Len in's definition regarding an 
artist and his method: 

"An artist bl'Ooking no compl'omil;es in depicting the 
life of the poople awakened to conscious historical creation, an artist l')ho shows" the pains of the birth of the new man in the heay·t of the man in the old cast", an artist seizing life broadly in its historical movement, in the whirl of shattering changes, and not depriv-ing mankind of real hope, an al,tis t able to shoul, in the fates of individuals, the fate of a people seized by 
the furious desil'e to OVGl'tU1'1l "the world, an artist 
who sees the world with aU the eyes of the active 
participants of the social-i-s"t revolution, seeing in 
these participants the beauty of mankind; an artist achieving in all this or , rather, achieving thanks 
to aU this, a marvellous realism - such an artist is indeed the genuine sooialist realist . The method 0/ such artists we call the method of socialist realism. 1D 

12 M. Khrapchenko , The Hriter's Crative Indlvidualit and the Develo ment of Literature {Moscow: Progress Publishers, 

13 Lenin as quoted by A. OvcharenKo p. 134 . 
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1. 2 Rea 1 ism 

Socialist rea lism and critical rea lism both have their origin 
in realism. Its predecessor romanticism was greatly involved in the 
idea l and the beautiful. Romant i c writers were dissatisfied with life 
because they found it meaningless. These writer s tried to create a 
wor ld of their own in t heir literature. They are thus labelled escapists 
for their slogan was "Art for Art's Sake " inst ead of "Art for Life 's 
Sake." During the romantic period , man was not the focus of attention; 
things like nature and beauty Ivere given priority. Under realism, 
however, 1 itera ture began to become mo re anthropocentri c and to dea 1 
more with practical life. Ma n ha d to be depicted , his su rroundings 
and way of life and romanticism could not meet this demand. Gradually , 
roma nticism bega n to fade and give way to rea lism. 

When ~Ie come to criti ca l and socialist realism under realism, 
we find that their roots are primarily realistic. The differences, 
however , come out in concepts like partisanship, and romanticism. To 
understand these two branches in realism I would first like to dea l 
with realism. Rene \Je llek defines rea lism as one that : 

14 
p. 241. 

" ... rejects the fantastic, the fairy tale - Uke the aLLegoricaL and the symboLio, the highLy styLized, the pureLy abstract and decorative. It means that we want no myth, no l1aerchen, no worLd of dreams. It impUes aLso rejection of the improbabLe" of pure chance, and of extraordinary events, since reaLity is obviousLy conceived at that time, inspite of aU local ipersonal differences as the orderLy world of nineteenth-century science, a worLd of cause and effect , a wOl'i-d without miT'aclc without trr.Oi:;cendenoe even if the i,.,dividuaL may haw pl'eGerved a pel'sonal Y'l3ligious faith . The t erm 'reality' is aLso a 7;.;;rrn oj' inelusio,t: the ugl.y, revolting, the Law (u'e legitimate subjaetJ Oj~ (!I't . . '. 'Paooo;subjeets suoh as sec; arod dying nove <1./Ld death were always allowed) ar" HOW awni tted ·into art. "14 

Rene Wellek , Concepts of Literature (London: Ydle university Press , 1963), 
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Real ism can be traced all the way back to Aristotle and his concept 

of "mimesis," the "idea of imitdtion". Later, this imitation led to an 

abstraction and the human element was graduall y 'Ieft out; trends such 

as naturalism , classic i sm and modernism can be taken as examples. 

When we corne to critical and socialist realism , we find that there 

are certain ties with the Hegelian herita ge . As pointed out by George 

Bi sztray, it goes to show that one of the bas i c concepts of Hegel ian 

aesthetics is that " .•. great literature represents reality as a process . "lS 
and this is one of the arguments of sociali s t realism. This is elaborated 

further by pointing out that humanism is also another Hegelian element : 

"At the center of this process is man in all three stages of artistic 
communication : as creator , hero and leader . ,,16 The interdependence of 

literature and philosophy is also a major ·reature. Hans Maye r points 

out that " ... the question of realism is not independent of general, 

philosophical problffilS ..• " 17 Ye t il nother component of Hegelian heritage . 

\~ithin realism . we f ind major concepts that are also found both 

in critical and socialist realism. Bisztray says that " •.• didactism appears 
closely 1 inked to the con cept of rea"Jism,,18 just as Hegel, who felt that 

we always have to learn from great literature. 

15 George Bisztray, Marxist Models of LileI"ary Realis m, (New York : Colombia University Press ., 1978), p. 16. 

16 Ibid. 

17 Ibid., p. 18 
18 Ibid. p . lO 
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After examining realism , we come to ask what socialist realism is 
and what differences and s imilarities are there between socialist and 
critical realism. 

Critical realism is another name for bourgeo is realism. Advocates 
of this realism greatly concentrate on the "i s" instead of the "ought 
to be." The major driving force behind this movement is the passive 
recording of events. Literature is seen as mere ly d~scriptive , that is , 
pointing out the "imperfections" of the world. Critical realism is commonly 
condemned for not giving so l utions to the problems that plague mankind. 
In many instances, critical realism overlaps with realism and both terms 
are sometimes said to by synonymous . 

1.3 Critical and Socialist Rea li sm - Similarities and Differences 

Crit ical and socialist realism are two majo r trends u~der the heading 
of rea 1 ism. Crit i ca 1 rea 1 ism is advoca t ed a gn~a t dea 1 by George Lucacs , 
and he has his differences with socialist realism, mostly represented 
by Gorky. 

According to Biszt ray , for Lukacs, there is no difference between 
socialist realism and the "nineteenth century bourgeo i s realism . " the 
diference is only "terminological" he stated. He goes on to say, that 
previous rea li sm was already predictive , so nothing new has been added. 
Gorky, however , strongly disagrees and says that this "new realism" was 
being born with •. • • the dawn of the socialist order,,19 and is vastly 
di fferent from the bourgeoi s rea 1 ism. Bi sztray, goes on to show that 

19 B· t 101 lSZ ray, p.. • 
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Lu kac s wants to "emphasise the el ements of preservation,,20 while Gorky 
is out for "abolition". When we exami ne the concept of abolition, we 
must keep in mind that Go rky means the destruction of "the bourgeois elements" 
that sti ll ex ist . meaning the unwanted and bad. Abolition does not mean 
the destruction of everyth ing. In fact , it r',oans the preservation of 
the good of the pas t upon which t he pres~nt and future are based and built:. 

Bisztray goes on to ShOlv the differ0nce of stress on the name , socialist 
realism. He says that for Lukacs , thi s concept is primarily "rea li st" 
whil e for Gorky it i s "socialist . " Gorky justifi es his stand in say ing 
that Lukacs's is cr itical onl y to the exten t that it " . ... is needed for 
class strategy to shol'i up the bourgeois errors in the strugg l e to render 
their rule stab l e. ,, 21 In accordance with th i s, soc ialist realism should 
be more rea li st to fight the "survival s of the old world,,22 and its "pern i ­
cious inf luences. ,, 23 

Lukacs and Go rky a 1 so differ over the word commitment . Gorky feels 
thatcommitme nt i s one of the majo r attributes of soci alist realism. Lukacs, 
on the other han d, thi nks it is the least impol'tant. Regarding politics 
and commitmen t Lukacs was on par with Antonio Gramsc i, who felt that 
"an ideologi ca ll y correct reflection of li fe was no substi tute for aes thetic 
values . ,, 24 To the same effec t Mao also be li eved that " . .. art is a more 
concentrated , qualitativel y richer, representa tion of life than any biased 
social propaganda, and that the latter cannot substitute for genuine art . ,,25 

20 Ibid. 

21 lb' 74 ld. , po 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24-

Ibid., p. 106 
25 81sztray, p. 106 
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Brecht . however , \~as on the side- of Gorky and felt that "Class conscious , 
writing is more super ior .,,26 

Critical rea li sm, in its time, was very progress i ve, keep ing up 
with the vogue of the day and trying to exp"la·in dnd solve the probl ems 
surrounding Ina n. GY'illJual"iy, however , this progress i ve tendency gave way 
to the retrogressive tendency that it has today. Regardin g this 
Lunachaisky st) t~s as follows : 

At first it was prog2'essive realil3m. The bourgeois 
satirists made fun of ·the uppel' classes, defended the bourgeois "virtues" and presented the bou.rgeois ideology in ringing vivid forms, attempting to make it the 
ideology of the oppressed masses following in its 
wake . But this youthful period passed. Realists of 
another so.rt appeared. These simply oriented themselves on the environment, merl'l.u drawing pictu~'es of reality . But their pictures were meaningful even though the great representatives of the second stage of realism 
(for instance, Balzac or D·ickens) had no precise idea of whether to lead societ;y or what aims to set before it. They could not distingw:sh clearly where their 
real enemy lay and even were not quite certain in whose nam" they were in fact writing. Then we can distinguish a third stage when the petty boul'geo·is begins to be moan reality, which it finds disgusting. The foul and 
impoverished state of society easts shadoz,; even on 
Nature and on the Universe itself, and pessimistic realism appears . "2? 

Khrapchenko also tri es to ela borate on the differences between socialist 
and crit ical real ism. He says that there are many characterist ics that 
are common in both. \~e f ind "echoes of the contempo rary mass popular 
movement,,28 with thG "renewal of men on co;nplet ely new social bases,,29 and 

26 
Ibid., p. 107 

27 --
Parkhomenko and Ao Myas1~kov , ~d. pp. 56· 57. 

28 
~ikhrapchenko. p. 189. 

29 Ibid. 
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the "L~ ~uilding of society". 30 Remarki ng on critical realism, the author 
says that it is " ... a study of the increasing imperfections of the world".31 

This is not its onl y deficiency when compared with socialist realism. 
Especially regarding the future of man kh rapchen ko says that critical 
realism and the rest " ... stop short at s imple f aith in the power of 
good and humanity , trusting if not to reason , then to some combination 
of spontaneous desires and feelings , which will supposedly help to overcome 
the faulty in the acquisitive society.,,32 

Critical r ea lism has been condemned for its passive nature . As 
one critic put it. a mere recording of events around man means, a blind 
acceptance of the reality as it is . Socia li st realism, on the other 
han~ is out to change and rebuil d society thus making it a different 
type of realism , one of action and dynamism. 

Previously it was felt that critical realism was seen to have 
an assertive or more superior rol e thus giving it "pride of place" when 
compared to soc i a l -j st real ism. 

Later, however , thi s claim was seen to be f~lse because socialist 
realism i s seen to " .. . weld together , the assert ive, critical and analytical 
principles , with the result that an excessive stress on anyone of them 
cripples the mathod.,,33 

To conclude , socialist rea lism and critical reali sm, though they 
have much in common and both depend on or il re in(;orporated in realism, 
are two very different methods. To some like Lukacs , the differences 
may only be t erminological, but when seen in depth , it is clear that 
critical realism is an outdated mode of criti cism and should give way 
to its contemporary socialist realism. 

30 Ibid. 
3LIbid • 

32 Ibid. 
33-

H. Parkhomenko and A Myaslnkov, p. 17 . 
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1.4 The Major Characteristics of Socialist Realism 

Before we go into the major characteristics of Socialist realism , 

it will be worthwhil e discussing the history of socialist realism briefly. 

Soc i a lis t rea I ism, a mode rn phenomt!na oj n litera ture, da tes back 

to the 1920's and 1930's. It was finally institutionalized in 1934 

and used as the means of literary expression in the Soviet l iterature, 

the only socialist country then. In the 1930's and even today socialist 

realism has been looked down upon, especia l ly among Western critics. 

The main reason for this, is that Western societies are class divided 

ones and socialist realism advocates the needs of the lowest class. 

Thus, it is not a favourite with Western Literary critics of Literature. 

Most Western critics have considered it as a mere political tool that 

does not take the aesthetic element into account. This is not true 

because, though there is a strong commitment to the principles of 

I';arxism, this does not mean that the aesthetic el ement can be overlooked. 

Without aesth~tics we cannot have literature and as socialist realism 

inc l udes aethetics it cannot be used as a mere political tool. For 

the proponents of socialist realism, th i s lIlt' thod has always stood as 

" ..• t he ref lection in the arts of the battle for t he creation of a 

socialist state.,,34 

The opponents, on the other hand, advocate that socialist realism 

is something that was " ... forced on unwilling artists in the early 

thirties by the creation of the artistic union. ,,35 This is not actually true; 

rather, writers were forced by their own conscience into realizing that 

34 C. V. James, P.X 
35 Ibid. 
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critica 'l realism could not portray a socia li st reality. Thus they turned 
to socia li st realism. It is true that during the early stages of this 
1 i terary method the use of other methods \~as eli scouraged and the soci ali st 
realist method emphasized . Th i s can be seen in Zhadhanov's inaugural 
speech at the Writers Union in 1934. He says : "Our literature is -;he 
youngest of all literatures of all peoples and countries. And at the 
same time it is the richest in ideas, the ilIost advanced and the most 
revol utionary 1 iterature . "36 This impl i es that as this is the best method 

it is eXp'ected to be used. 

Under the major characteristics of socialist realism, we have Narodnost , 
Klassovost and Partiinost. These three elements cannot be seen apart 
from socialist realism as they constitute the core of this method. 

1. 4.1 Narodnost'?~ople-ness) 

Narodnost 1s one of the major features of socialist realis~ according 
to C.V. James , the literal meaning of th~ word is people-nuss . 

For the las t . f~w centuri es or so, art has been exclusively, as 
Lenin said, for "the upper ten thousand". The elite of society has always 
enjoyed this privilege , while the majority of the people have been restricted 
to their oral literature. The tern Narodnost, therefore, implies an 
attempt to give the majority of the people a chance to be exposed to 
what they were denied previousl y. ~oci ;l lL; t r·.c J.li sf'l ;.t.': n.:':s pn t h" s;j, r;(, of 
the peopl e. As Lenin said " ... should we serve exquisite cake to a small 
minority while the worker and peasant mosses i1re in need of black bread?,,37 

36 H.G Scott, p. 17. 
37 

M. Parkhomenko and A. Myasinkov, p. 28 . 
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By Na rodnos t we mea n the "relationship between art and the masses,,38 
What should be done to gi ve the majority of the peopl e the opportunity 
to share our cultural heritage? This same riuestion can be traced in 
the thinking of Hege l who felt that "~rt does not exis t for a small exclusive 
circle a restricted grou p of highly educ~ted men; it ex ists entirely 
for the whol e people . "39 Ive have two methods of popularizing art among 
the people : The Schill er ian and the Lenini st pOi nt s of vi ew . 

According to t he Sc hill el'ian approach t he attempt is to " ... elevate 
man kind as a whole,,40 to the l evel of the upper classes so that they 
could apprec iate literatu re. Thi s idealistic approach has no clear-cut 
methods of how it is to be done . Furthermore, i t is critici zed for being 
" ... far removed f rom reality,, 41 As this takes some time , literature 
\'Iill suffer and it is al so too ambitious to take all mankind at once, 
to a high l evel. 

Accord ing to Len i n's approach, art should come to the l eve l of 
the common man and help to bring him up . Even more, art should not only 
be "intell igible to the mass es , it must spr i ng from them. ,,42 By this 
is meant that as literature. serves its cl ass , it ref l ects the interests 
of that particular class . Gradual~ y, as the art i sts point and guide 
the people into the future l itera ture will bri ng society up to a higher 
leve l . As Lenin said : 

38 
c ~ v. James P. 1 

39 Ibid . p. 5 
40 _ . -

C.V. James, p. 5. 
41 Ibid . 
42 --

Lenin as quoted ~y C. V. J&nes, p. 8. 



r; •• , <.12'1' Tinwt hava Us daop35 t :"ooti: in tlw vory 
de::>tha 0/ the b:raad ldaesau oj" the work91'J8o It 
T,nlst bo w:derstooJ by those massos CC1d Z.oved by . t hem, 
It must unite the ]ealinqs,t/zoughts and will of the 
t;la5$~$ a;l.d :raise them tCJ ~ It r!1uai; arouse the arti.gt 3 
U1,101:1] them alld deve Zop tfWIil . ;·43 

This , however, does not mean that the level of art should deteriorate , 
on the contrary it is strengthened because it slogans the fee lings and 
~ s f) iraticns of t he ~Ii.:j(lrit:! .. i nst"ijcj of Fl'': ·'1ino ri ty. l.0P i n olai nly jlut 
it as fo l1i)~ls: 

T •• , • cerving the poop Ze , . . . did; not by any means imp Zy 
adopting onesel] to baci:LJardncDs.. on the contl'ary_, 
it impUed Spil--ituaZZy enn:ch1-luJ thJ masses_, l'a1-sinq their cdtur((Z level and deveZoping ·their socialist mantaZi ty r·45 

1.4.2 Klassovost (c l ass - n~s~) 

wi tf1 f".orxi st i) hi lo sup h.v :3A 11 :tt i s clJs;) <Hntoo~':! , Lr:V2 r cl ass ili1 tuS,) i'l ·i si~S 

~x i st, th<=y arc t" .:rL.;t<2': i n &rt" .4(, 

;)y hi s pa r t i cul ar c l ass ail(: :he cconol,l i c ',,,,, . fitS as well o S il is soc i a l 
re l ati on s ,,'it:1 t ;l<!l. cl ass . 

43 Ibid., p. 6 

4~ 1'10 tChrapch.:.:n!<o: po 169. 
45 

Lenin as quotlo!d'"by Vladlmir Schcrbina t ~ .. Ill. '6 . . C~ V ud!tles p _ 11. 



i ~ l a s s ovost t ri :~s to po i nt r"l!t t:hlt 'Ul2 r,~ i ~~ th is cl i13s nature i n 

of thi s m~tho :i . 

1 ,,If. 3 Pa rt i .i ; 1~ S. t (Pa n y- nes s) 

0'\ ~ rl y·t is c ; ~ shi n ~. 1 : ;c a n ii1 ~ l OYillity to th o:; p ri n c i ~ ' 1.:! s cf 'i:he pc~r t}' ~ \v ~ l i c h 

LicQr a t ul" c. ilds thu s s ', rv2d ,; c;, r L l n cl ".; .; .. t 'k rul .. rs , at times eAp licitl .v , 

:+7 Pll rt;~ ~ /I 

of 't l ';:' p.:1r ty ~ i d other ,'j,lrf.: S:l li tcra t ur ..... iiv>: .' ;' ;;~ !S a defini t2 purposE. 

47 . 
J\ .. Zi s, FOUi'!ti6.t i ons or: J.1E.!"x i st i\f!;; thetic s (tJ05C':''i\' ?:-ogr ess Publisher s .. 1977) 

p . 286 . 
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I;S Lenin sa i d "Lite rature r,lust )('<:ol',e part of the common cause of the 

pruletar i ut,,4b servin:; t he peop l e and constructing a ne\'/ societ,:;. Partisc:nship 
in li t2ra~ur m~ans : 

" . .. the higheiJt f orm of dedication to the people, 
the f'uUest e::;:>mssim~ of thtJ militant strength 
of the progressive minded writers' convicti on, 
wilo eonsciousl,'.J and opim'i-u devote thei.r talent 
to the ;:>eop le and tha cause oj socialism"49 

PartisdnsLip ult imat,dy l eads ttl t rut,l, tile corn"rstone of realism , 

dnd one of the mcj~r components of socialist r ea lism. hs exp ressed 

by l\ lex~nd0 r TVdr<.!ovsky : 

Ufe w-£U lostJ its whole meaning 
Do you know without what : 
Tl'Uth that mc.kes t he life worth living, 
2'ruth that goea to thc heart! 
T:ncth and only tl''Lcth jor me, 
Bitter' as it wants to be . 50 

Part isansh i p, accorrJin:J to " ~ linsk.\', 11",1\15 one ~o 5<'!e throu!Jh the " .. . 

dimmed glasses of partiality an <.' bias,,51~hdt hi "de rs one in achieving 

ultimate truth. ,~ l p.xander Pope"10V!eVer ,, lias a l ways 1aLe ll i!d partisansh ip 
as on," of the 1' OUI" Dad aspect, tilat :rin0.2r i f\;pil rtiall y in criticism. 

is no doub'; that pil r t isanshi p is ver~' im;Jorteflt in any work of litenture. 
i~r i ters and all Oe,E: r ,-.eOI) l e of al" t canno-~ S~J :l ri or: the sicie and comment 

on other peoples'mistakes~ lie are bui1 J i ,, ~' ~ : l,, '~ society and it i s 

our duty to st .. nd for our class that is \,'ork i Wi t owartls equality of 

all manki nd . 

48r.enin as quoted by Ze!insk.y Kom(;ly ~ Soviet Lih:r.etur':.:~ Probli;:r.\s and Pcopl "" (Moscow progres49I'ubHsher-s , 19"0) . p . 381 . 

Vladir.\ir Sch3rblno , p .. 97 . 
50 

t! . Parkhc;uenko .2nd I .• r·1yas inkov , p ~ 165 . 
51 Ibid • • p. 135 

", 
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Le:'in ela~()rdtes furthe r , by poiiithr OUt that the u;J(l:. r hand , '. tl • t4'" ' " ',A".rv l'ces,,5£. tho ai' 't'IP 

lS attaH1ea ,Iroug .... lS , .. C0[1SC10US . CO;C,-11 ,-"-to _ •• _ author rend'?rs scciety, thus helpin~ thc \1orki ilS Cl i' SS in the political struggll~ . This l r'dt's to tile cor,elusion tha 't th" eS5e ,1C '~ of partisanship is as pointed out by Len in "t:i2 open ~lle') iance of art to t:le cause < , k ' I ,,53 01 tile wor 1nS c ass. 

Freedoir. 

The COl1c <>pt d freedom has Jeen tile i:!OSt controversial issue. As described ~.Y Ju rgen Ruhl e, d !,Je::t Germail s()v i l!tolosist , !la rty organ i zat ion dnd pd rty I iterature is no thing other t :l~11 J " •• • mani fe station for the enslave.-;;ent of 'Iiter.:.wro! throug~ politics" &nu ccmmitment is descr i bed 
54 

as " ' shac~usforci b l y thrust upon art ists" This view is , at best misleddillg. Literature l'i it110Ut politics i s itself il politica l stand beciluse literatur,; anel po litics (ire insepa rable, iian), t~e sterti crit i cs claim that the ir literdtllre is fr-ee frw politi cs bu t tili s is r,,}t actually true. The f!sc,~pist tenejenci es themse lves give the i lii;.' r'::!ssion that !]OlJErnments and reg imes are inviilc i ble. This is a politicdl stllnti. As L ... r. in argued " ... one car.not 
. ·5G 

live in a society and be f ree from ;ocH~t./. " .Do socialist society is !IOt a flle re accidental :>nenomenon; ',!P' have to buil(i it , and to Juild it consciousl "' , ,~e :leeG cOi'1lni tment. 

52 [.J. Parkomenkc and A .. Hyasinkov .. p . 137. 53 Lenin as ~oted by C.V. James, v. 13 . 54 ~ ~ . 278 ti . ,,15, p. .. 
55 Ibid . p. 289 . 
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Different Soviet writers have diffel'cnt atti tudes towards freedom. 
Konstantin Fedin believes, that the fllIl<'1 fUllct'ion of literature is to 
serve society and as long as this is abided by he feels he is free. 

j';ayakovsky makes a distinction between the moral and material aspects 
of life. He says that he is materialistically independent, dependent 
on no one for his income . but morally he belongs to the revo",utionary 
movement. In one of his poems, he specificall y shows how he depends on 
the party for his mor," obligation and task . 

Let Gosplan (state planning committee) 

debating from dusk to dawn, nry yearly assignment set and let the people's ~o~nissar the thought of the times direct. 56 
The best explanation , regarding freedom, vias given by the Nobel 

Prize winner Sholokhov , in 1954, at the 2nd Writers Congress. He said: 

"Our furious enemies in other countries say that we Soviet writers write according to the dictates of the pal'ty . But the faat of the matter is a little different. Each of us write according to the dictates of his heart, but all our hearts belong to the party and to the people whom we serve with our art . "57 

Partisdnship thus goes hand in hand with frncdom. dod with ' parti~anship 
alone , can any wr i ter serve t he people. as service to the people should 
b" our aim. As Lenin said " ... to serve the interest of the masses, thE" 
millions and tens of millions of working people - the flower of the country, 
its strength and its future."S8 

56 Zelinsky, p. 61. 
57 C.V. James , p. 14 . 
58 V.I. Lenin, Col lected Works (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1972), pp. 48- 49. 
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1.4.4 Cio!Oant i ci :;rr, ( Tht~ t :l ird rea li t:'j 
Roma nti c"is"l or th" ne., revolu t i c"t ,a l"Y ro,;,iHttic i sl;;, is anothe r of ~h0 COr. l pO II'~r;ts of soc i ali st I"ca li sl']. ,A,S '.unac hr",kv put it , soc i ali s t r eal i sm cannot be conce i ve(; ,I ithout rOl:iunt i cism as h i s [,a r t and parce l of H. This COtlC0;Jt was el aborated 3nL t':\,1lainel ',;1 LG ni ll , who in turn, based 'l i s as sumpt io ns on t:il' t hi n": i ng of Dis il rev. P i Sil r(~V f'"! lt t hat thi s new phenomenon , meaning roma nt i ci st;;," \;<) u1-: "Si'r'[lor t " and strengthen thE ,. . " ne r~.v of the workin ':) man. ,,~ .i ':lome ambiau ity, however, ar ises as to til'! di fference uet \·!p'=iI Lip. neVI r'omant i ci sfl and th~.: ~H'e v i Dus r:)man ti c isi~ of the l as t centur~l. 

Go r~y's i niti al eX;J l anation wa s thdt thE !J oll r~s0 i s r oma nt i c i sm "a ro.;p 
f r om ~ di ssati sfdc ti on ~it h li fe,,60 ttlUS turnina " . . . for a l l u na tta i na~ l e 51 drear". " He goes on t o say that t:l"'Y cOl1soL~:' .. thei~s ,~ ]V"s i n the r2~ l m 

1162 of ~eduty t f1 rou ~1l mys t ic re l i gi ous uhs tre'~",; ion. The> 11"",-, roma nt i cisr.l has a difl'erent bas is , a,lG tlas a r.IOt',~ positive rlu tl ouk. ilccord i l19 t o P i ~" a rev 
t he ne>! romant ici sm i s on l y acce~tdb l e i 1' : 

c ~ D the clreariler r'eally :;eZicV8D in his visionJ 

Zooko closely at ;-'oal.itu and t.i!cn compares his 
oDser:!o.tions l.rith his cas"tl"s in th.9 air and 1Jorks 
consci entious ~'l to tun", his fantasij into faat. 
lihcn there -is a poi nt of contact Dc"/;'.,;oa1t dr'eam 
and Ure , then Jverything is for the best. 63 So t he diffe rence li es i n t:lct"t tht: .. e>1 i"oua nt i c i snr's roots ar e foun d in actua 1 rea 1 i t y. The 01 c: romant i ci 5"" on th'; other hand , i s ba sed or 

59 Ca V. J"llilteS, p. 25 .. 
60 M. Park.'1omenkc an~ A. lIyasl1ikov , p. 58 . 61 Ibi";. 
62 Ibi d . 
63 --

C.V. Jam~s, p. 25. 
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fan t asJ and ',/!1 i r;:s of the i m"y i nat i on. Mt,'r all, tal :~ i ng about the f uture 
doe s no t ,'jake us i dea l -;sti c b"cause as ,lo i sR Ka~!all sa i d " ... tomorrow Cj r Jws 64 out of wday." So there i s def i nitely" link bct~l"e n the present ana 
i:he f uture. 

,ie mi gil t 110 t unoe r s tai" _: ;10!,; an aus ty';)ct concC!pt 1 i k" r evo 1 u ~- i o nar~' 
romant i c i sm I"e l ates to soci ali st re" lism th~t is 0<ls;:d on rea: ity. Geor(;e 
3i sz tray tu rns tv two ph il osophers of sc i enc,.', ii',rb~ r t Fieg l dno ,John G. 
Keme ny, fo r hi s aI1S '.~f;r . Fi e91 Sctys t:'3i. pr"(] i ction i s pa r t of sc i ence: 
" .. . prt<d i ct "ii, rI i s ci os<! ly rc l atet: t o ~,i!sc ri ijt i nn dnd exp l ana t i on, ami as 

65 
suc:, uelongs both to the func ti on and t o th~ defin iti on of sc i ence." 

4S soci ali sm is de;}onccnt on a sc;':'ntHic has i s and soc i " li st rea li sm 
on th i s i deo l ogy , it fo ll ows t flat , soc i al i st rea l i sm' s romantic as pect 
i s sc i enti f i c dnd not based 011 i nd i vi dua l s' ~'! : li rns an(: imagi nat i on . 

Kel1eny 2xp l ai n:; a littl~ fu r ther by sa"iiig, " \!e have facts whi c~ 
we can sta r t witi l, 311U f rom til( theo r h,s and facts k n o~;n to us, we deducL' " t i.li~J nel" TilC s . Th i s is as far as t he sci<:nt i fL ,; spect goes , 'Jut it ca'inot 
be den ied t hat r omanti c; ism ha s :0 11 ,~ 1 "m2r, t 0·( the i dee:l i n it . !l 0 \~ Cil ,l 
thi s be just ifi ed? As Pushki n sa i d " ·1;12 gOdl of ar t i s t h8 i c1Ecd l. ,,67 
Soci ali s t rea li sm in turn, has to accou nt fo r the ae st hct i : e l ement as 
w~ ll , in thi s case, t he i dE~a l . Revolut i onary ;oI1an ti c i sm, according to 
sc i enCe , has been prov.ed t o be conn(!ct p(; h'ith real ity, t hus mai: ing it a 
pd r t of soc i alis t rea lis l1. Our attempt shou l d be to rea li ze ou r expectat i ons 
of the future with the he l p of romant i c i sm ~i1vt dir2cts LIS i n t hat di rect i on. 

64 
M .. Parkho.:ienko u...'1d Ao rlaysink.ov r p. 163 .. 

65 Bisztr~y, p. 57 0 
66 lbld. 

67 Vladi~ir Scherbin~1 p~ 1~5 . 
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As riayakovsky ';B i d: 

ftM] l?e Y'e~!Zi;Jt8 too 
But not l'lulilinant oatt ZJ 
sUaking 1:n dOlw,s-tioi ty . 
flo ' i'''' aU ·Liz the f uturoo 
aU in batae 
fOl l (!omr.lUnicl:r 
bl,iUiant with dectr.iaity,·G8 

1.4.5 Opt i mi sm or Passi !;lism 

Conncct,"d witn th<! i cea of h~mard $I'; ar.' the! concepts of optirllism 

and pessim i sm. 11e have previou s ly sa i d . tha t towa r ds the l at ter stages 

of cri tica l r ea lism , r~d lis~ too k on a pess i ~ i stic outloo k towar ds li fe. 

tly this it is mean t , that man kind ;'/a, seen ilS a vi ctim of circumstances. 

This is plainl y attr i bu t ed to the lac k of 2x pl a;,a tion of t he lal'ls of history. 

, ~n could no t exp lain hi s surroundings , thus resorting to a fata listic 

outloo k of life . This wa s, and s till is , refl"cted in lite ratu re of the 

criti ca l sort. ~an l a~ka~ conf i de nce because n~ cuu l d not und~rstand life 

and this resulted i n f rustration . As Halmorrt sa i d i n hi s poem : 

Hdp ne ! Help me! in th!) ~He1!Oe of tho ni1ht I am alone AU t he world is my heart is burden> but I bear it on TIP} own. 69 

Due to the abov <! r easons pessi:1ism became dominant in 1 itlo ratur:c and ma n 

is S0",~ and prc s<2n t e: as a :;1ora ll y anci .I1i1j sica l'I.l' \>·"ak creatur'~. 

'~ he n i1e CQirl2 to sociali s t r "alism we have an optimist i c approacil t o 

the iluman condition i n genera l. Fh'stl y as soci a list realism is oas2d 

on ,·,a rxi.sm-Leni nism , it has a mo r<~ positive out l ook towards 1 ife . rOIy Uris 

68 Ibid. , p. 58 . 
69 Khrapchenko, p. 167 a 



it is meant that , r ,:!a 'l i ty is expl ilL12C, anti lH '~ i s ":0 I~orr. a mystery. 
The l a\'is of his ·t ol'.~ are c l ea rl "' l ,d ·;: ,Iu t fot' man , an c: he can clearly sec-
how he can i nflw;r,cc and change hi story., ti:us s ivin ~' him "n optimi$tic 
.'l l1 d it com' iC; ullt ou tloo k tO~!J rus lH'2. lol i s br ings man J ut of his shell 
of pes5imisr:1 and l onc litl';ss am: S;lG\'iS Ilh a bri aht future . Rl'sarding W1S , 
Gorky sai d 

. , , a sense 0/ historica~ optimism is inher·ent in the beet a71araaters of the (!.rt and Uterature oj' Boai.aUst reaUsm. Th9'1 al'e imbued with a desire. to make histol,h and are in.fact making it. They look upon til(" worLd lJit!; the cves oj' masters and bunders, who have But ·the;,seLves tha aim of trans·· forming th:J lJO!'Ld f or th" happiness 0/ man and of making t71a earth "the beautifuL habitat of mankind, united in one lamny. "?O 

Secondly , as Z:lad'lanov po i nte ,: out ,. SOC i ,l li st rea lism i s not opti mist i c 
due to any anh.a l i nst inct but S i1C ': " • ., it i <; the lite ra tur~ of the ri s in g 

71 cl ass of the pr ol etar i at " It is f ill dd wi th enthusiasm and the spirit 
of il,!roi c deeds. Due to thes ~ r~asons s0c i a11st red lism is characteri ~0~ 
b.y t he pres2nc0 of o:->t i misti c 11 2roes \,: 1(' ~iv" life to ti,·.: sp iritual re~ul d ii1 g 
of roa n, 

Humanisin 81d or New 

!le forc rCi: li 5r·1 cant, to the f0r~ in l i ter~ ture, D.nd romanticism was 
i n vogue, the re \\'a5 s"eat stress O;) nature [if clhi ch naturalisr,1 can be 
ta ken as an exanp l ~ . Apar t from t his , tren~s l i~e nadcrn ism dealt with 
the 3;)S tract i , .lprL~ ss i ons and ,"x~l r"s~ i ons . ,.3n was not the f ocus of 1 i tera ture 
anO at times t il'; i>a re reii lity was present2d. ti llen \~e come to reaiism , 

70 ~I . Parkhomenko and A .. f1aysolKoV, p. 12 .. 
71 H G " tt 20 .. .. .,)co p.. • 



esp.ccid ll y critic tl l onll socialist 1'·. ,' li sm \": d r.':: e'dt lH,? riltur," becor:r: s 

on opt imistic ,dan , t hus ;nak i n~: it Il ur;,an i st i c. -' ~ shou l d, :lOl~';V2r , as k 

to 5',." tll o (l' l·.,i:o', \·. i'C·.·.H~ 1..·· t ',·I',;\ ·J I", t 'rl " t ,·"" "" " ,,1. 11". ,-.'.5 r" arC' l' ," n tl' I" l'r >'·'u,"ar,·;,..t1·C 
~ ~ -. -,,~,~ "C • _ ~.' '-:, ' ' :J ._ , ' _ '0 

Unde r soc i a li st r " al i sm , 11Ulnani Sill i s compl eLl y di f ',::',~ r' c n t -from the 
humani 51;] in crit i c" 1 rl::a lism. HS l;or ky ;>l1 t i t :.; "The word i'jAr·; rin0s pr ouu . 11/ .2 
han i s S8en as some tiling ;trong and beautifLl l , tt'acy to fi <Jh t f or his d i ~!n i ty. 

Overchcn ko , i i es cl 2arl ~. in t:h3ir olltlo(H. . Fo)' thl~ prev ious Jourg" oi s 
out l oox, man t,'as st!(!n .:;~s a I! t r~l.!b lin :.; cre e tlirc,, 7:3;)o:'$ in g to t:h: so sa ll·~(: 

fu t ure of [!lall , \'Ih o tri 25 t o ~SCilP" from 'I i ft t:-wouCj h ","i nk ,:~,J sex , ~I ith 
suicide as thL e !lG . Soci 'li ist r ea li s;·!, Oil tho (J th,!r hand , i s the " .. , 

Th is m~thod of writi ns 
dO-t!s not d~t:n"on,: ;;h1n ~ but 0.S i:o int.:;d OJt Cj · ·~v ' Y'ch::·nko :; sees f1un uS t he 

7" IIcrown or 1i f2 . 11 ~ ~.;h~n \4fe Sd,;: f.li.ln~ accor '~ i i1 9 to \.·.o r i:.~!~ i t do\~ s not i ncluti0 

72 Khrapchol'.k'.J v p. tWOQ 
73 Overchenko , p~ 11 . 
74 I' \h r(1pch~nko, 190 ~ 

75 Overchenko, p. 11 . 
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One of the criticisms against criticcl r;;al ism is that it deals more 
11ith tlw :Jrobl:;ms of ~I(;(, and ~ot witil nlan . ;~ n the contrar~/ , socialist 
rea lism dr?als r:,ore \1 ith man tnan nis prO~)1%15 . ;,an is no more se2n as 
d pi t i abl e cr '.:Jture ~;u t a rolilKGr of history ill1 '~ //"luste r of his own fate.// 76 t;s 
vo i ceo by Lunachilrs ky and c:o r ky, th ~ 'function of literature i s to 2nable 
mnn to // push humanitj' ahead and make P~()PL: better, stronger and wiser.//n 
As one critic put it, modern man makes // ... changes in those 'c ircumstances' 
tliat prevc;nt the worki ng man f rom lJer.ominr:, ",an ,lith a capita l 
\Vi" are i n d nell e ra, the social i st era , w:l::! r 02 ,ad n is 0eco1il i n'J ;:an wi th 
a capital,,. II..' is (!o rk i ng for hi s qoal ~ a CO:-:li~U~ist soch·ty , and dU E! 
to tili s , a n",~; liian hilS entered the 1 i terury S:C:''", thus we need a new 
literary met hod cep icti l19 th i s man. 

76 
C~Vo James, po 97 0 

77 Ovcrchenko, po 29~ 
78 

Ibid., p. 31. 



Cr1APTE:< TWO 

1·~i\JOf( TH t .,ES lJEALT vi lTH 8Y SELECTED AFR ICAN I~IH TERS 

Africa , due to its geogra p hi callc c,.~i"t; and var i ous historical 
backgrounds , has come f orward Idth a lite rature that has a riCll variet~' 
of themes and approaches . Fo r convenience's sake, [ have divided the 
continent into f ive major areas : South , North . Central , Eastern and 
Western Afr i ca , and have tried to show whut t he maj or themes •.. _U wi thin 
selected literary \~orks fro," these areas . The main aim is to show that 
Afri can 1 i terature looks 1 i ke today , as rej1resented through the works 
of selected writers from the cited regions . In a way, the works of 
these writers, are considered representatives of the general literary 
works of their respective areas . Since I will be dealing with the works 
of Ng ugi · Wa Thiongo in Chapter three . I have excluded East African 
Literature from this chapter to avoid repet ition . 

2.1 Sout" African Literature 

In South Afr i can literature , the dominant theme is thilt of apartheid . 
Unl i ke other African countries , South Afri ca has been exposed too , 
and stil l i s at the mercy of white dornination . Inclusive with this , 
the introducti on of pass laws . th" establishment of locations , (mean in g 
areas where people are forced to live in j , and the segregated means 
of transport , educat ion and social li fe , have made the South African 
situation uni que . 

30 
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The aim of the South African writer , ' so far, has been to expose 
the white government and to show what an ugly life the Mri can people 
are experiencing under this regime . Out of the numerous South African 
writers , Alex-La-Guma and Peter Abrahams stailJ within this category. 
As one cr-itic said, "They portray the situation sensitively and let 
. k f . t 1 f ,,79 lt spea or 1 se . 

When comparing the South African l~riter with writers from west 
Africa, like Chinua Achebe , or North Africa , like Naguib ;'iahfouz, we find 
a radical difference. Other writers have had the time to delve into the 
past and show the glory , though at times a little exaggerated, of our ancestors, 
or have been able to deal with the phantasies of the individual and with 
religion. The South African writer, however , has a duty of portraying 
the grim reality or racism and its negative effect on the South African 
peop 1 e. Thus , the concentrati on is more on the here and the now of 1 ife. 

Alex-La-Guma has three well kn own books, The Stone Country, In the 
Fog of the Seasons' End and A Wa lk in the ~ ight , the last book, being 
a collection of short stories. Peter Abrahams , on the other hand ;. being 
one of the first African writers, has contributed a greater number and 
variety of books as compared to Alex La-Guma. 

To begin Itith La - Guma's first novel In the Fog of the Seasons End, 
deals with the plight of the South African people and the struggle of 
the resistance . We see the underground , resistance, led by Beukes , 

79 Shatto Arthur Gakwandi, The Novel and Contemporary Experience in Africa {London: Heinemann Educational books Ltd., 1977}, p. 8. 
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fight against the white government , and we also have the spreading of 

1 eafl ets, by progress i ve forces , aga in s t raci sm demandi ng equa 1 ity and 

power in the government. For example one of the pamphlets says : 

... fie bring a message ... you .,'iU wonder 
that men and women would risk long terms 
of imprisonment to bring you this message. 
What kind of people do -these things? The 
answer is sil:ip le. They a2'e ordinary peop lo 
who l<Jant freedom in this country. . . . From 
underground we launched the new fighting corps ... 
sent youth abroad to train as peoples' soldiers, 
technicians, administratol's ... We wiU fight back ..• 
To men who are oppressed freedom means many 
things •...• Give us ba~~ OUT' country to rule foT' 
ourselves as we choose . 

In this paragraph we see the people's 9reat d~sire for frepdom . Th " unique 

aspect of this excerpt is that we find " di::ii1ilnd for <'qua l power in their 

country dnd not d mer" portrayal of circumstances. Along with this, when 

th" nove l begil,s, we r"ild of the torture uf dn"-:r ican, a symbol of the 

oppressed peop l es, Dnd this is the repl y he give" when asked to co-operate 

with the white government. 

You have shot my people, when thay halJe protested 
against unjuDt treatm,mt , you have torn people 
fJ'om thu-ir hom,}s, -imp2 1:son.::dthem_, not fOl' 
s tealing 01' ITIUl'dcr, but f02' no-t having your per­
mission to Uvc. Our .Jhildren Uve in rags and 
die of hung<JT- . And you want me to eo- operate 
with you? It is impossible. Yeu are going to 
tortul'e me, maybe kill me . But that i8 the only 
way you and your people can rule us . You shoot 
and kill and tOL'ture because you cannot rule in 
any other way a peop Ze wiLo r<JJ-ect you . You are 
reaching th;] end oj' -tho road and going downhill 
tC>1Jards a Jr'eat darkn<3ss. 81 

80 Alex-La-Gum.l, In the Fog Ot the SC::!asons' End (London : Heine mann Educational 
Books Ltd., 1971), p. 58. 

81 Ibid, pp . 5-6 . 
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The novel also shows the humilia t i on 0f the black people; E li ~s 
i s made t o pu ll dO"ln hi s troLiser's t o have his age d'Jte rmined. I,ih il e 
work i ng fo r the r ac i st reg i me, men are mad:;- to li ve i n bdrracks awa:J from 
t he ir wives, \,ho li ve in l ocat i olls outsi de the city. This ,,,11 l eads 
to fru strot ion dnd d .. mora li za tiol1. Regard ing life, El ias says in disgust, 
"They have comrfland of t!veryth i fi g now, even the I engt h of t i me one i s e ntH l ed 

8" to li ve in th is world". ~ La - Guma, however', does not l eave us in to ta l 
di s ill us i onment; he l eaves us wi t h the fo ll owing f licker of hope. 

Beukes stood by the side of the street m -the early morning and thought, they have gone to war in the name of a suffering people . ,fhat the enemy himseli' has oreated, thede wi ZZ booomg batt le-gr'ounds, and what we Gee now 1:8 only the tip of an iceberg of resentmont against an ignoble reg'ime . And those who persist in hatred and humiliation must prepare . Let them prepare hw'd and fast - tho'd do not have long to wait. He stood there until the van wao out of sight and then turned back to where tho chUm'on had gathered -in the sunlit yard. 83 

Pe t er "braham's vi ild Conquest appears, like Achebe's Arrow of God, 
to move aVlaj f rom the present and de l ve into the past. It i s a historical 
nove l and the ma j or th.,me is to ShOll the eventua l disi ntegrdtion of the 
tribe and the emerge nce 0; the Boer socic t:.: . Ab r aham however, has net 
dev i a t ed fa r f rom top ica l i ssues, as , ;icnae l \':ade, a critic . SdYS : 

82 
83 

Abraham aims at an imag'l.nativcJ interpretation of tho relationship between past and pl'csent . In this way he is able to soe right and wrong on both sides, and to assign reason3 WId oauses fOl' the attitud",s and prejudices which dcfine Y'ace rulations in South Afrioa . 84 
Ibid., p. 128 
Ibid. , p. 180. 

84 Hichael Wade, Pet er Abrahaills (London: Evans Brothers ~td, 1972) .. 
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The story is ri ild Conquest revolves around a white family, the Kaspers 

a nd the f'iatabele tribe . The story begins with the Kasper family leaving 

its land and the bla ck servants taking over. Johannes leader of the 

servants sees a bri ght future and says "r4y peop l e, now we can begi n. 

The valley i s ours. ,, 85 The Boers. however, cons i de r thi s occass i on 

a day to be avenged and l ea ve, curs in g . Later on Koos, a member of 

the Kasper fami ly exp 1 a ins to Stefan, a sma 11 chil d: "They have stolen 

our home. Remember that, Stefan. They have sto l en our home . ,,86 

In the second part of the novel "Bayete" , Ab raham gives us a glimpse 

of the jilz ili kaz i empire and its internal rivalry for power . The novel 

ends with the clash between the Boe r and f'lja tebel e people, resulti ng 

in the defeat of the Africans by the Boers. Abraham thus ends his 

novel with the following words. "Over the land was the sha dovi of a 
new day. ,, 87 

Most of La-Guma's and Abraham's novels have th i s pe rvading pessemistic 

tone. The main reason for this is that the South African people face 

a reality filled with pain and misery. This pess imi sm is ev ident in 

A Walk in th~ Night to the extent that we are l ed to total disillusionment. 

The quota t ion from Ham,let shows us that man 's life is a waste and man 

is born to die and be forgo tten. 

1969) 

I am thy fathers spirit; 
Doomed for a certain term to walk the night, 
And for the day confined to fast in fires, 
Till the foul crimes done in my days of nature 
Are burnt and purged away. 88 

85 Pter Abrahams, H'ild Conquest (London: Faber and Faber Limited, no date), p. 65 86 Ibid, p . 78 
87 --

Ibid , p. 383 

88 Al ex-La-Guma, A Walk in the Night (London: Heineman Educational Books Ltd. No. page number. 
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\Je see a sil~ i larity be tile.? 11 i\ ~;a l k i n the Il iqht and Armah's Th\> 

Beautyful Ones Ar e Not Yet Clorn . I n both ·,'/O r ks we find nausea and dissatis-

fact i on with life , r,"presented throug:l the decay in societ/. In A Walk 

i n the li ight we see "A roY! of dustbins lined one side of the entrance 

and exha l ed t he slnell of rotten fruit, stal e f ood, stagnan t wate r clnd 

ge ner a l decay" . 89 Al ong with th i s we have a df'scr i pt i on of a staircase 

which i s ve ry s i mil a r to thdt of Ar lOdh ill The ilca ut vf ul Ones Are Not 

Ye t Born: 

The stairease was l~orn and blackened, the old 
oak banistel' loose crt/d scal'l'ed. Naked bulbs 
wherever the Ught .sockets w-Jrc in wo!>king ordel> 
cast a pallid glare over parts of th" interior, 
lighting up the big patches of damp mildew, and 
the maps of deizuded sections on the walls . 
Somewhere upst airs a mdio was playing Latin­
American music songs and maracas throbbing 
softly thl'ough the smells oj ancient cooking, 
urine, damp-rot and stale tobacco . 90 

Not onl y the pl ig ht of t he Blac k Afr i Cdn is s hown, but a l so tha t 

of t he white South Afr i can i s given. From the white charac t e rs we have 

tlaal t, preoccu pi ed with his famil j pr oblems a no at t he same t i me r eceiv i ng 

bri bes f r om t he bl ack community beca use his sil la r~· w0ul d not suff ice. 

The young , white cons tab l e i s a l so depicted with his ~bi a s ed att i tude 

towa r ds r ace rel utions, whi c h has made the white ma n indifferent towa r ds 

his blac k brothers . For exa pml e, th~ young cons t ab l e could not unde r s t a nd 

why I<aa l t l eft the dy in g Will i e Boy, c. tJla c~ crii:l i n" l, to go and buy 

cigarettes. vie a l so have Do ughty , t ile drunk Ir ishman , who is di ssat i sfi ed 

with li re . Doughty can be compar8o t o Daddy i n hiine Boy; both feel 

that life has no meani ng for t hem , and a re thu s defeated ind i viduals. 
B9 

Ibid., p. 21 . 
90--

Ibi d. , p . 23 . 
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j'",oving to Ab raham 's novel :1ine Boy we rind the ve ry sensitive 

i ss ue of adjustment in soc iety. ,'dchael Wa de sums it up by saying that 
i'l ine iloy tries to " ... dedl with the theme of urbaliization and the polarity 
between traditional rural existence and modern i ndustrial tOVin life. 91 

;; uma , tile prota gon is t, a young man from the! cour.t rys ide, simple 
and free from bias, is thrown i nto a class socip.ty with all its constraints . 
He tries to fig ht back, but is crushed, because he is a , ingl e individual. 
In a wa:;', Abraham shows us that t he individua"' has no identity and thus 
he is undb"le to express his demallds. ,i,ichite"1 l~ade comments on this 

by saying the novel" ... suggests that depArsonalization and lac k of individuality 
"2 are a conditioll of non-white urban life. 2 

Through Xuma ' s re l at ionship with other peop l e we see t he ev il s 
of apartheid. i~e find Eli za trJgically in love with things of the white 
man, Ivhich she is denied, becaus e she is colou:'ed. This makes her a 
misfit in a black soc i ety. Here frustrat ion does not allow her to accept 
Xuma as a man ; so when he r crav in g eventuan.f overcame her, she ran 

away . llilddy," the brok~;1 spirited old man, who only finds rel ief in 
alcohol had tried to resi~t the challenges of life, but with all his 
great ambitions and des ires , h.e is pUlled t.il the ground. Through Daddy ' s 
death , Abraham again comments on the l ack of i (J;~lttity of the South African. 
He says " ... and UatJdjl who was Francis NcJa bula would be fo rgotten. Onl y 
those of his OIvn house would remember ~I i m. fl f",d even for them the memory 

1 d f " "" I . f' ,,93 wou grow d 1nt "':ria fnls t y. ""l;e 1£ so .... 

91 
~lade, pp . 5-6 . 

92 Ib id, p. 33. 

93 Abraham, i-Une Boy, p. 144. 
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Leah is another outstanding character and t he very opposite to 
Daddy. She i s nut yet ready to oi '!e in , and is a symbo l of a women 
t rying to meet the standards of soci ety ~ssc rting her rights. She i s 
ready to f i ght fo r it. She says: 

. .. aU the time you CiN fighting. fi ghting, figh-ting! 
when you are as~ecp wzd ~ you are awake. And you 
on~u ~O()k after youl'se~f. If you do not you ar e 
finished. If yau are 60ft everyane wiU spit in 
yaur face. They wU~ rob you and cheat you and 
betray yau . So to. ~ive here you must be hard. Hard 
as stone. And money is your best friend with money 
you can bU:J a paUceman v)it'h maney yau can buy same­
body to go to jaiL ['or you _ That is how it is Kuma. 
It may be good it may he bad but there it is. And 
to ~ive ono "mst see it. 94 

Through Leah we see the illicit brewing and sel ling of liquor, the paying 
of br ibes to the police to l ook the other way dnd, in genera l , the way 
of life among t he poor people of South Africa . 

Paddy's hea lthy re 1 a ti onsh i p with Xuma on the other hand, shows 
the new eme rging class in South Africa. Paddy. though he has certain 
weaknesses, tri es to loo k over the col Qur barr i er and accept the blacks 
as men. He t rie s to firstl y acce pt Xuma as a fIlan and secondl y as a 
bl ack man. Eventuall y, Paddy has to prove his princi ples of equal ity, 

so dur i ng a st rike at the mine, he stands with his bl ack brothers in 
pretest against the \<Ihite gove rnment. In his tak ins s ides he is labell ed 
as a traitor and is taken to prison. 

Abraham, very unli ke La-Guma, de l ves deeper into the South African 
soc iety and brings up furth er the theme of class relations i n his novel 
~ht of Their Ol-In_ In th i s nove l , he touches upon t he sensitive 

94 Ibid, p. 50. 



38 

issue of the Indian community. Thi s community is d cl as s t r.d t fears 
the 'Ilhi te soci 0ty on the one hand and i s 1 o0 ~d down upon Ly its counter-
~art, the Afr i ca n. 

The story re vo 1 yes u round Nkos i , an !Hri can art i st who has brought 
money for the black underground movement to b" handed over through 
tile India n commun ity. Followin~ him is Ka r Va Ol As, a. whitemall full 

of contradictions dnd who is tl'y ing to accept the Atr i can as a man yet 
asserts his supe:'iority. The novel ends with the Ind i an community trying 
to reconcile with the Afric.'1ns and this "is symboli zed by their he"lping 
~kosi to escape. 

Again thi s novel, like dine noy, is based on human relationships . 
The heulthiest one, is a l ove affair between uee, the young Indian cripple 
and ~"osi the Af rican. Their r~lationship i s symbolic, and repres ents 
a unification of the oppressed in South Afr i ca. Commenting on this Wade 
says "The positive issue of the affair f or t he participilnts looks well, 
symbolical ly for the future of their j oint po liti ca l struggle.,,95 At 

t i mes we even fi nd I~ kos i ta 1 k i n9 dbout democ racy and cqua 1 i ty of peop"1 e . 
When talking to the old miln Ile SilY$, "Democracy L rule of the majority, 
but the full flower ing of t he human spirit needs more than j ust that , 
t hough that must be the beginning.,,96 

Apart frorn this , l'Ie see the methodicill organisation of the Indian 
Community, the cover for thei r unde rground smugg l ing ope rati on, thei r 
various contacts, their hideouts and "-so.on. The contradictions between 

95 
Ifado , p. 164. 

96 Peter AbrahdJ.n, A Night of Their Own, (London: faber and Faber, Limited, 1965) , p . 252. 
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progress i ve new i deilS anC: C<lilS"rvat i ve OIIE:> "r,, ' 5ymbo I i zed through the 
old man Danda and his son. The old man ~el iev~s in utilizing his power 
to the utmost and prosperi ng unde)" the cvrrurt vihite r"gime whi 1 e the 
son believes in the struggle and in helpi; lg it alld sharing the fruits 
of victory. 

Similar to the relationship betw"ert Paddy and Y.uma. who.re colour 
pre j udice is over-looked, there ex i s ts a fE'lationshi p bet\'leen Kar l a 
white mdn, and f.'i ildred, his coloured mistress. The relationship, however, 
is strained, and Ka rl is not willing to sacrifice as much as 14ildred, 
who has refused to marry and wants to stay with him. Class influences 
are upon him dnd he does not want to accept that she is equal to him . 
All in a ll, Abraham dea l s with the raci al problems ar,long the bl~ck, 
the \~hite and t he Asi')fI cOlmnunitit!s, and their eventual unity for th'2 
achiev.ement of a common goal, namely freedllm. 

Coming back to La-GUnia his nove l The Stone Country, gives us a 
picture of prison life in South Afr i ca. We find all ki nds of people 
in prison; George Adams 'imprisoned for po li t ical reasons , the Casba h 

· kid for murder and man.\' other charac ters. \~e get the feel ing that our 
lives are predest i ned, and we find George arguin g with the kid. Geo rge 
says "1-1an, if our life was lai d out for us before hand, what usc would 
it be for us to change things, boy? Right mister. Yo u can't change 
thing£ .... ~97 The prison symbolically repre s~nts Sou th Africa, because 

all the rules of apa rtheid also IlOld t ru" in prison. Jefferson, d fr i (~nd 
of George's says "Thi s ja il is a sma 11 som?thi ng of what they want to 
make the country. Everybody separate, boy : \~hite, African, coloured. 

97 i;lcx-La"'Guraa g The Stono CountrY, (London: Rl:!iot::lRan EQ,ucational Boales Ltd., 1982); 
p. l4. 
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98 Regu 1dtions for everybody, and a I"lhite boss ',lith u gun and a stick . " 

Even the food, given to the blacks and white s in prison, di ffers because 

of their colour , Wt.: sce the internal stru 9!)l e between rival groups 

to sieze p:::II;r and the rough treatment 0 ;' the guards ; in a way, we reali ze 

the desp~rate condition the South Afr ica n people are in and we leave 

this book with George Adams' words before h] fillls as leep, "There is 
;:>, 

a limit to being kicked in the backside.,,3 

Coming to the last novel; wi 11 b,c d"a l ing wi th from this reg'jon, 

it is evident that This Island Now i s on of ;\braham ' s best novels. This 

political novel dep i cts a state in transition from a white dominated 

fe udal sta t~ to a sort of African d2mOCY'dcy . Abraham~ uses a variety 

of characit:rs to repres ent di fferent groups, fi r. Freeways, the whi te 

millistcl", rE: pres2nts the old stc.ndard still refusing to change. ~lax and 
I,jartha Lee repr", sent another level of whitt' expatr i ates who are gradually 

surrendering their power to blacks. W~ also have the Sterning clan , 

a rich mercantile family, exc hanging shareS t o influence thE po litical 

standing, and f inally Jos iah , the pres ident, a new dnd vigorous force 

along with Stanhope , looking f onlard to total change. 

Abraha~ cleverly depicts the intri gues of po litical power and 

gradual disintegration or decl ine from good to bad. Jos iah hdd started 

with the aim of changing his "bockward country " into a new society, 

f r ee from the tentacles of old ;"IOSeS, but fails to do so. To begin 

with , JOSidh was f ull of revolutionary ideds such as the nationalization 

of for;;,ign companies, expu lsion of fOI",e ign"rs a nd a complete reform 

98 Ibid., p . 20 . 
99-

Ibid., p" 74 
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in thti economic Sector. This phenomenon is ~res2nt i n most African 
countri es in transition. Thrcugh tim~ dnd pressure, however, Josiah 
graduall y cilangt:s . !~at i onal and pHsonal sC!cutiry is tighten,~d, frc: '2 dom 
of press is curbed, thus forcing ~ax against his principles and making 
him leave . Furthermon~, the black gov"rnm~nt !:l'cgins to pervert the 
l aw and mallipulate it fo r its convenience, making Judge Wr ight oppose 
t.h is dishonour. ,Jos iah is deteriorating, ;,12111:0 11y , with nobody to under- ~ 

stand him. In fru st rat i o~ he says: 

AHd I have donel more for them in [-ive years than 
old Moses Joshua didvt twenty five. Today aU 
the children go to school from the age of fivel on­
wapds . And the labour battalion have wiped out 
unemployment. Wel have cZiI!linatcd most of tho margin gatherers and those who remm:n, work jar us. Yle 
hav", started on the J'oad to economic self sUfficienay 
and if food is shoJ't U -is the fault of tho farmers 
;"Iho wi thho ld their crops. The other things, the 
luxuY"J items, the fore-i.gn clothes and oars and wines and spil'-its W,J will keep out until we can afford 
them. AU this had belen made plain to them 80 they 
know it; they know they make the sacrifices, and 
they know what the rewards will be . And each one 
from the pl'asident down makes the same sacrifies. 
No one is eX03mpt. hrhaps they had been pmmised 
for too long that there werc easy ways out of si tua­
tions like this. There is no way out except through hal'd work. 100 

Josiah "vc;ntua11y turns to brute fore" and brings i n the army. 
Stanhope wants to avoid this and wants to ki 11 him, to a11o~1 another 
coup d'etat, but his courage fails him H~d th2 tyranny continues. 

100 Peter Abrahams, This Island Now (London: Fab.;r and Faber limited, 1966), pp. 249'" 250. 
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To sum up, South Afr ican lite ratu rE: d~() l s with a numbe r of themes . 

The main th"m" is 011 8 of aparthdd , dnci under apdrthc id thl, write rs 

d,:'al with racial and pOWl2r confl icts. for (,xample, Iii? f ind t he Indian 

Community try ing to oss '! r t its equal ity with the blacks. Paddy can 

also be anotiler eXilmple of rclcial conflict, he howev"r is trying to 

ease t e ns io ns bch lc(!n black dnd ',Ihite. Ka r Von As on the other hand 

wants to show his white superiority. Power conflicts can 0asily be 

seen in Wild Congu~ st and This Island tWI'< . In the former nove l white 

domination is dpl~ined through this his to ri ca l d8velopment. Black and 

white are pittE:d against 2ach other, I;ith wh it" s gaining power. In 

The Fog of til.: SeasDns End, hOWever, Ij", s ,_~~ how HI'" bl acks are fightif') g 

aga inst th" white government to attain pow"r. \~e also have t he culture 

clash in which the difficulties of urbani zet ion is depict~d. Xuma unexpe rienced 
in the ways of the c ity finds i t hard to adjust hillise lf. To conclude, 

South Af ri can wri ters have contri but"d to Afri Cdr) 1 i tera t ur", bu t by 

depicting the rising workin r:: class th;,:y (an fur the r " nrich litcratur.c. 

2.2 North Atri can Literature 

Going to No rth Afri cd, I'le f illd a litur dtu r ,:.: totally differnt from 

t hat or South M ri ca. i~ort h Afri can 1 i t<erature hilS been expos8d to 

and influnced by th", vrh:nt. The Ara :J wo rl d its religion , philosophy 

dnd custom - has infliltrated into North Africa, giving it s literature 

an Arab touch. 

When we take a closer look at l'iur t h M rican writt::rs, the most 

promin;,nt ones ar" from Egypt - Tauf i ~-Al-Hak i m and i'iaguib i-1ahfouz. 

Looking into their works Bird of th,: East by Hakim, r~ iramar and h idag 

All EY by i·ia hfouz) we find them ste:eped i n ph il osophy, re li gion and culture . 
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Hakim tak"s a sp8cific ins tance of a student i n Paris ilnd tri"s to show 
th8 culture cla sh. ~Iah f ou :.:, on the ot h"r hand, chooses two local scenes 
to portray 1 ife 115 vi ,,\~ed by tht! Egyptian l ayma n. 

;',ialifouz 's most prominent novel ,'lidag All ey deals with a certain 
girl called Hamida living in t his particular all ey. The peop1 2 she 
1 i yes with, meets and courts, all revolve around he r in thi s a 11 ey. 
What enrich l~ ~ the nove l is the eV2ryday hUITian int", raction I'iahfouz 
has been able to presimt in the a 11 ey. UmmHarni da, a broker who deals 
I-lith finding suitabl e! husbands. Abbas with his love fantasy. Kamil the 
sweet meat seller and Mr . Kirisha. the caf2 owner with his hashish addiction 
and homosexual t endenci "s, all represent an Arab society. Other 101~ 
cl ass characters that r<:pr esent the scum of soci ety are Dr. Booshy, 
the dentist, who steals golden t eeth from the gra veya rd and Zaito, the 
cripple makd . 

Re ligion seems to be one of the major themes in the novel. Mahfouz 
has USed Kadwan Hossainy as th.: symbol for religion. The pious man 
who makes the eventual pilgrimagl! to i'lecca, is a1l1ays around. He is 
the (O lder of the village a lways ready to bring pt:ace to the people. 
One of the t eachings ' of Islam is that women art: inf<: rior to men. A 
good example would be what Kirsha beli eves about his wife. "He was 

101 her husband and her master." Re ligion also advocates a pre-p lanned 
I He. I\bbas says "It's God who chooses f or us. ,,102 Even modern thi ngs 
like el ections are connected to God. Uncl e Kamil. upon seeing the er,ction 
of a pavallion for e l ections exclaims, "We all be long to God and 
fiim will we return . Oh Almighty. Oh Omnisci ent One. Oh i'4astcr.,,103 

101 NaguIb Mahfouz, Midas Alley (London: Helnmann Educational Books Limited, 1975) , p. 64 . 
102 Ibid., p. 8. 
103-

Ibid., p. 64 . 



44 

Regarding custom, we; f i nd Hamida confined to her small room unable 

to work or court i 11 the open. Her husband is to be chosen for her 

and this is to b~ done through her step nmth2r. Since r e li gion has 

closed all doo rs for her, she en vies peoplG who ilre more free than she 

is. Oncl: whil e. wal king along the stre"l she m",,,ts her 'friends' who work 

in th" fdctory and she 0xpr,"SSeS her envy as sh", says: "They \~ere gi rl s 

frJm Darasa (iistrict, \~ho , tak ing advantag2s e;f ·,Iar time employment 

opportunities ignored custom and tradition and now worked in public 

places 1 i kc the Je'wi sh \~omen. " 104 

ilt; also Find nega tive statements about l1fe .n this novel. Wh"n 

talking about Kamil 's fat they say he is gaining weight because "Life 

is merely a pro longed sle~p.,,105 Talking about change we also have 

this ne9Jtiv~ attitude somebody SilYS, "Til" P00t has gone and the radio 
has come. This is the way of God.,,106 This p~ssimistic outlook of 

1 if" as bei n9 tota lly governed by bod 1 cads to a hope of a bett(;r futurl? 

and tryi ng to forget th~' pr"s"nt iI:Junks. Ilussa in, dri nk i ng wi th Abbas, 

says "Be brave my boy, 1 ife is much mor" bitter than this drink and 

its "ffects fa r WOt's.;.,,107 

The read"r acc<!pts that l1f" is unchangea bh: and f ee l s that there 
is notlting to do about i t. 

104 Ibid, pp 34-35. 
105 Ibid, p. 2. 
106 Ibid, p. B. 
107-

Ibid. p. 215. 
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Taufi k-Al - Hct «i r" in hi s 1101'<: 1 'Bi rd of th ' Eus t tak '2 S a theme s i mil a r 
to that of Ac hebe in No Longt:r H lase and Kan; ga in il 8i rl from Ab road 
and this i s orl~ of culture clash . The djffer~nc~ . how~ ver , is that 
Haki m's prutogonist experi lcnces this frustrat i on not i n his htlmeland 
but i n Pa ris . 

Mushin , a ve ry s t:! lIsit i v •. ' Arab buy, ;; rept' ,.sentative of his soci :: t y, 
i s always 'wasting aHay his tim.o in thougi1 t iJnd l ove for Suzy. He 
finds it difficul t to ad j ust to this ne~' culture and i s misunderstood 
for a drearrer with no ·jllibition. He also c~nnot understand how love, 
a sacred thing , could be paraded i n the str o2ts. "He di d not a pprove 
of vul ga r ~xhibition of tho soul's most nob 1 ~ tr2asure which must be · 
Jeil lously prese r'v,~d in t he heart li ke pearls ill a jewl box. But in 
Pari s everything i s on diSp1Jy."10B 

Some thing interes ting dbout Hak im i s hi s introduction of characters 
like Andr'c il nd hi s wife Gt: rmi na l, bo t h are representatives of t b) , working 
class. These charactC!rs seem t o hilv£ grasped t he major concept of the 
r <= lations bt!tween c la sses and ar e more practieD 1 than ;:lushin. They 
seemed to have influenced him , but progressive idea s ar~ s till not coming 
out of him. \-it, fi no ,·iushi n say i ng " ... its true s 1 a~ .. !ry wi 11 neve r di sappear 
.... ~ach era has its serfs and its slavGs "109 

Another complicated charac t e r i s Ivan, the Russian 02migre, most 
probabl y a white Ru ss ian . H" beli ev-= s in the grand" ur and beauty of 
t he past and for hi m, his f uture i s in t il" past. His dream is to go 
t o th" Eas t fo r il L be l j "v8d that "The We st dis cuve red th,~ ·"arth, but 

108 Tauflk-hl-riakim Bird of the East (Beirut: Khoyab BOOk and Publishing Company S.A. L., 1966) , pp. 'n-42. 
109 

Ibid. , p. 33. 
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111" the East heaven" j Ivan , a r eactionary, fee ls that he i s a me r e drop of 

water in the ocean but seems to rea1i:::e that there are exp l oiters in 
the world. When talk i ng about l ife h~ Si:.ys, "The on l y ones to profit 
f rom thi s accursed speed are a handfu11 of blood suckers who have managed 
to accumul ate wea lth for the ir own profi t and areacl1ed cap ita1ists. "l ll 
Even though he rea li zes the ex i stence of c l asses he does not believe 
in I"iarxism to be the so luti on. Ano ther of ni s react ionary traits is 
hi s mi strust of mass ed ucation . He says "The ~asses who have l earned 

112 
those stupi d symbo l s that make up the alphabet , what have they ga ined? " 
Eventua ll y T.B. overcomes Ivan and the nove l ends with his death. 

Hak i m has sk ill fu ll y introduced some concepts of religion and 
custom and placed them against change and rmd? r ,ljz~ t i :Jn. Due to their 
opposite views of 1 ife the reader is made aware of progress in 1 ife . 

Comi ng to another no vel of i~ahfou z ' s, ent itled ~i i r amar , we fi nd 
four characters with different backg rounds at an inn, and through them 
and their love affa irs with the house naid ZO:lra he proj ects his view 
of life . Amer Wagdi , the "Arc haic" j ournalist who i s like a father 
to Zohra feels t hat the good old days are ove r and that we are in an 
era of chaos. Throu gh hi s conversations with Zohra. we hear how custom 
had affected Zohra and s he was be ing forced to marry an old man in the 
countryside. Want in g to get education she ran away to the city . 

110 Ibid., p. 86 
111 Ibid., pp 15-16. 
112 Ibid., p. 155. 
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Hosny is a very rich landl ord's son and depends on his father's 
wealth . We are made aware of this mis .. appropriation , in Nr . Bahy's 
comment regarding !-Iosny and people li ke hi ",. ,I';r. l3 ahy says these people 
are" .. • men who amassed their power from the flesh and blood of the 
people. ,,113 TaIba is another charilcter who has a reactionary attitude 
towards people. Mr. Tolba's favourite sta tement is . "Once a peasant 
always a peasant . ,,114 This probably shows that To 'iba refuses to accept , 
the law of change and an individuals potential to deve lop and improve 
his life. 

!1i1nSour Bahy, one of the younger peop l e of the group who works 
for a broadcasting company despises the older generation since he comes 
from the progressive class . He is for change and wants to implement 
his ideals. He says , "I'm sure the ideal is to bel ieve and put your 
beliefs in action. To have nothing to beli eve in is to be lost forever, 
l3ut to helieve in something and nonetheless sit there paralysed is sheer 
hell. ,,115 

We find that 8ahy believes in his potential as a human being 
and the tone of pessimism i s absent . He cl aims "Life gives nothing 

t t th h t h to I · ,,116 excep 0 ose w 0 are s rong enoug lve , 

The Don Juan of the novel is Sarhan , who eventually wins the 
love of Zohra. His sole aim in life is chasing women and making money , 
very much li ke Hosny , the rich merchant ' s son who drives through town 
in his flashy Sports car . Sarhan , a man searching for world ly pleasur~ s , 

always tries to get an advantage out of life without consideration for 

p. 68. 
113 Naguib Mahfouz , Miramar" (London : Heinemann Educational Books Linlited, 1978) , 
114 

Ibid., p . 20 . 
115 -

Ibid., p. 74. 
116 Ib'd 83 _L ., p a • 
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others. For example, when tal ki ng about marriage he says "What's the 
good of going into it , if it doesn't gi ve me a push up the social ladder .,,117 

All in all North Afri can 1 iterature dea l s with the basic questions 
of religi on, custom and philosophy. Regard ing religion, \~e have the 
attitude that al l progress and development i s based on the will of God . 
i>lan's existing sta te of affairs are due to God's intereference because 
man's life is predest1ned before he was born. Because of these factors 
character! li ke Kiri sha , Abba s and uncl~ don't try to change society. 
Furthermore , religion advocates that man's s l avati on is after death 
where he wi 11 be rew·arded in the ki ngdom of God. For these reasons 
most of the characte rs are passive. Lastly , we have the cultural clash 
between tradition and moderni zation, a probl em of all developing countries . 
To conc lude , what makes North Afr ican literature different from other 
African literature i s the strong Arab i nfluence it ha s. When compared 
with South African li te rature we find the cul ture clash but the rivalry 
for political power is absent. In North Afr i can literature we have 
the veil of religion hanging over man 's life . 

2.3 Central African Literature 

When we come to the literature of the Ce ntral part of Africa 
we fi nd that it i s not as rich as the li ':erature of the other parts 
of Africa. Foreign influences are greatly detected in almost all other 
parts of the continent , be it Arabic , Dutch, Eng li sh, French or Portuguese. 

117 Ibid •• p . 112. 
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Central Africa, thou gh it had been coloni zed , does not seem to have a 

great number of writers in a forei~)n lan guage. To dea l with novels in 

the vC!rnacu l ar, i f any, wou l d be beyond my iileans so I have t aken Sudan 

as a representative of Ce ntral African l"iterature and Tayeb Salih's nove l s 

written in Engli sh in particular. 

Central Afr"ican I iterature should be vi ewed from its attachment 

with North Africa. The wide spr2ad i nf l uence of Egypt on Sudan cannot 

be over loo ked , and in turn, the Ar ab influence on Egypt , is great ly 

refl ected in Sudan. The themes of re I ~ gi on and cu ltu:'e confl i ct play 

a major rol e in this literature. 

Tayeb Sa Ii h has written two well - known nove Is . The Wedd i n9.....Q.f 

Zein, a collection of short stor i es , and Season of tligrat i on to the North. 
To begi n with , Sa lih 's stron g religious i nc li nations come out in hi s short 

The Doum Tree of I'lad Hamid , in his f irst boo k. The story is about how 

thi s tree is to be cut down to make place for a har90ur. The p~op l e 

revolt, are imprisoned and the f reed as nationa l heroes. The story i s 

told in the f irs t person , thus giving it a tone of friendliness , reflecting 

the Arab culture. Apart from thi s in the Arab culture a guest is reveared 

and he can use almost anything in t he house as his own in the hosts house. 

For exampl e the host says "care in , my son , treat th i s house as your own".1lB 

Apart from this, we fi nd the usua l fatalistic be li ef that we cannot develop 
and change our lives beca use it is the will of God . A character says, 

"Oh, I wi sh , my son , I wi sh - the aspha lted road of the town - the mo de rn 

means of trans port - the fine comfortabl e buses. We have none of this 

p. 6 
118 Tayeb Sal i h, The Hedding of Ze: in {London: Heineman Educati onal Books Limited , 1978) 11 
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we are people who live on what God sees f "it to give us" . 1l9 

Religion forces the people to focus on rel igi on rather than on 
other secular affairs . A good exampl e i s when the host is speaking he 
says : 

Exause me, rrry sono whi~e .r perform the sunset 
prayer. It is said that the sunset prayer 
,is 'stronge I if you don 't catah it in time it 
e~udes you. God's pious servants - I dec~are 
that there is no god but God and I dec~are that 
i1ohamr,lJd is His Sel'vant and His Prophet . 
Peaae be v,:"on you and the Mercy of God. 120 

The protagonist has been hypnotized to th~ ext ent that all other inst i cts 
and foresiyht are duned in him ; he even beg ins to see the unbelievable : 

121 "I saw the doum tree prostrating itself in worsh ip ," 

The major short story i n the coll ect ion is The Wedding of Ze in . 
The story revolves around the village idiot, Ze in who i~ very similar 

" to Wol e Soyinka's Ifada in"The Strong Elre2d. Through Zein, Tayeb Sa li h 
portrays the life of a Sudanese village-their custom of sitting and talking 
together , going to marriages and li ving together. 

Something new and strange in the musl im culture is Ni 'ma's fight 
against custom, whi ch is shown in her turn ilg down the various suitors 
that come to propose. According to the Ara b custom, a husband is chosen 
by the young lady's parents , Ni ' ma , however, being a liberated , \':o~:nchooses 

Ze in , a totally unexpected choi ce. The fatalis tic outlook , however, 
still has a hold on her. This can be seen when she meditates about her 
marriage : 

119 Ibid. , p. 2. 
120-

Ibid., p. 10. 
121-

Ibid., p. 13 . 
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As the Ni le floods its banks; s t0l"171S rage, the date palms produce their fruit each year, as corn SP!'outs, t;he· r>.ain ppurs dolVn, and the seasons ehange J so would her marriage be a destiny for~ - ordained by God for her from I'"foro she was born, bgfore the Nile began to flow., before God ereato'dd the earth and aU that is on it. 122 

The culture of the peopl e is portrayed in wedd i ngs where people 
eat, dance and ma ke merry. It is us uall y an open house to all the peopl e 
of the village where, simil ar to the Ethi op ian culture, peop le invite 
each other. 

In the Season of Migration to the North Sa lih moves out from the 
small Suda nese villages and crosses the oceans to France. The central 
character has just come back wi th a Ph.D. in Eng lish , but f,l ustaffa the 
highly respected citizen of the vi llage , who represents the more experienced 
person in 1 ife says, "We have no need of poetry here. It would have 
been better if you'd studi ed agriculture, engineering or medicine. ,,1 23 

Sa lih very skilfull y uses ,"iustaffa Sa'eed to show how an individual 
can reach the hei ght of educat ion and turn bac k to his animal instincts, 
thus falling to the nadir . Salih uses the method of long fla shbacks 
showing Mustaffa ' s vigorous days , thus ·Iu ring the reader into a feeling 
of reverie. 

i>ass ion appears to be one of the ma j or themes of the novel. Musta ffa 
the br illiant student of the village, wins a scho larship abroad , where 
he graduates with honours. He is l ater employed as a lecturer, but turns 
to the pleasures of l ife , women as in hi s case . He loses control of 

Ltd., 

122 
Ibi~., p. 54. 

123 TaY:;b Salih, Season of Migration to the North (London: Heinemann Educational Books 
1970), p. 9. 
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himself , first it it was She ila who commits suicide, then it was Anna 
who gassed herself all because of ,·justa ffa. ;'iext came the married lady 
['i rs . Isabella Seymour and his last prey wa s Jean ~lor ris. 

Usually , sex or passion for sex , is not a major theme in Afri can 
Literature. Ive have Co few except ions li ke Armah in Fragments but otherwise 
the theme of sex is seen as taboo . In Salih's case due to restraints 
of religion he i s trying to j ustify how lO~1 one can fall in life, and 
eventually ta ke his life due to the obsession with sex. 

Jean Morris had a strong grip on ,~staffa who in frustration , 
stabs her to death and spends the next seven years languishing in prison. 
Upon his release he becomes a changed person and tries to rejuvinate , 
but in vain. 

Salih, li ke most Afr i can writers, can be criti ci zed for the novel's 
ending. ~ustaffa , unli ke I who had " ... . felt not like a sto~ O swept 
feather but li ke the plam tree, a be ing with a background, with roots 
with a purpose' , 124committed suicide. We also find characters like Nkosi 
in A Night of Their Own or the protagonist in ~jee p Not Child ei:ther trying 
to ki ll themse 'lves or running away from reality. 

The protagonist I , though in the backg round he has more determination 
and love of li fe than Mustaffa , this love for life is not stifl ed; instead 
of drowning and being washed away from thi s so called world of misery. I 
" ... screamed with all my remaining strength, 'He l p! Help ! ,125 To sum up , 

124 Ibid . , p. 2. 
125 Ib'd 16 _1 . , p. . 
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Central African literature is very s imil ar to tile literatu re of North 
Africa . This is because reli gion has a strong rol e to play in both reg ions. 
Again , f eatures li ke prl,dest ination , rel igion and cu l tu re conflict are 
the maj or preocc upation of these writers . Furthermore, North African 
writers have been circumscribed by their critical realist outlook . 

2. 4 West African Literature 

L~e st Africa, seems to be one of the maj or sources for i\frican literature, 
with Nige ria at the fore f ron t. The ma i n reason , agai n, is the strong 
contact with forei gn powers. A very interesting fa ct , however , i s tha t 
even though Ni geria has a great number of musl i ms, reli gion is not one 
of the ma jor themes in the 1 iterature. Instead , we find the strong influence 
of christianity . 

To begin with, • Nill briefly deal with Ac hebe 's fo ur major novels 
Things Fall Apart , Ar roVi of God, i~ o l onger at Ea se and A ~lan of the People. 

When deal ing with Things Fall Apart and l\rrOW of God Achebe is 
greatly concerned about the dignity ~Ie lost, or appeared to have lost , 
when christianity was be ing introduced, Achebe says . 

... the writer ' s first duty is t o demonstrate that Af1"l:oan peoples did not hear of oulture for the fil's t time fl>om Europeans; that their sooieties were not mindless but fr>equently had a phiZosophy of great depth and value and beauty> that they had po:Jtry and, abovJ aU, they had dignity . 126 
126 G.D . Killam, The Novels of Chlnua Achebc (New York: Afri cana Publishing Corporatlon p 

1969) , p. 90. 
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To begin with, in Things Fall Apart we find a very orderly society . 
We have the elders who he lp in governing the commun ity, t he peer groups , 
and then each individual who is gui ded by his personal god . Okonkowa 
inspired by the fear of failure, came up to become one of the nobels 
of the community. t~ hen depicting the rise of Okonkow3 , Achebe skilfully 
includes lIIany incidents pertilininy to the custom and way of life of the 
peopl e, thus giving us a picture of the soci ety. For instance , the wrestling 
competition , Pnimo day - a special day whel'e the ancestors come out of 
their graves to eat the food left out for them to eat and market days . 

Dealing with the past society does not. however , mean that ik hebe 
has neglected topical issues. In fact he deals with universal phenomena. 
Pride is clearly portrayed as being the road l ~ ading to destruction . 
Ezeulu, who be lieves that he is above everyone else , refuses to acknowledge 
the advice of hi s f ri ends , and is rejected. We also find jealousy within 
the fami ly, where the wives fight it out to gain their husbands favour. 
Ambition, is a positive quality that is also depicted, but, since it 
surpasses normal ambition , as show~ in Okon kwo, it turns sour and finally 
draws Okon kowa towards destruction. 

Okonkowa and Ezeul u are thus representati ves of a proud race that 
i s crushed by foreign intervention. Both try to adjust to the change 
in different ways. Ezeulu , accepting t he inevitability of change sends 
NW3fo to be his eye and ear in the mission school;Okonkowa, refusing 
to accept change , fi ghts it. Okon:<owa , hO"lever, a rri ves too 1 ate because 
of his year in exile in his wifes land and f inds the new religion firmly 
entrenched. Even as he kills the messenge r , his way of opposing the 
new order , as :i;' a 1 mer says" ... he rea 1 i z()S its f~til ity for the men of 
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. 127 UmQfi a wo uld not go to war." Ezeulu seems to be more understand ing 
and tri es to change but the contrad icti on within his clan and himself 
1 ed to hi s dovmfa 11. 

Nex t. we find complete frustrat ion and lack of hope, which has 
been a ma jor theme in most Mrican writing. Afte r independence, a new 
African "whiteman " assumed power ilnd turned out t o be even more corru pt 
than the previous white~'~. Achebe in A Ma n of the Peop l e and r~o Longer 
at Ease and Armah in The Beautyful Ones are Not Yet Born ha ve fa ithfully 
depicted this . 

Living in luxury , Koomsoon, contaminates everyth ing he touches , 
descri bin g hi m Armah says he is a man " •.• whose mouth had the rich stench 
of U'a'lustral blood,,128 He lives in the ri ch suburbs, i s driven by a chauffer 
and dresses his ", ild like a white ma n. A n2W upper class has emerged 
that is beyond understa nding. Thi s is al so po rtrayed by Kobina Seky i 

". n· the 8linkards whera Mr. Tissi bi a bl;lCk cocoa magnate is willing 
to pay I-irS. Brofus sem, the lady of fashion ; to make his daughter blush . 

The Ma n . on the other hand, tries to r~ma in untainted ; he refuses 
to accept bri bes and qui et ly receives advi ci.! from hi s mentor. the tea cher , 
another \·;ithdrawn , uncommitterl character. Th..; ;· ;.1 n has bel?n grea tl y critici zed 
for be ing a passive protagonist ; he does not ge t involved. He sees his 
wife tryi ng to enri ch herse l f with her d\~a l"i ngs wi th Koomsoon but the 
man does not have the stamina to stand up and fight. 
. Ltd., 19~; { , ~~SS§?~,; Palmer, The: Growth of the African NOVel (London : Hein(;~mann Educational Books 128 

Ayi Kwo i Armab, The Beautyful Ones Are Not Y0t Born (London: Heinemann Educational 
BooKs Ltd., 1981) , p. 163. 
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i\rmah has gone further and de picted a soc iety greatly geared towards 
the mater ial aspects of li fe and neglecting human needs. The expensiv8 
cars , l uxury boa ts and li quor and the Jlt l ant i c Caprice , wh ich represents 
the llealth that everyone i s prepared to get cven at t he expense of others . 
On the other hand , tile "Keep ;'Ile Cl ean" boards thl'oughout the city, r~presenting 

the needs of the peop le, are drab and dirty with nobody to care for t hem . 

Yet ano the r aspect of critical realism i s Armah's pej oristic approach. 
Everythi ng seems to b2 going from bad to worse . The ~l? n l eaves the house 
at dawn and returns at dusk, defeated and hopeless. Most of the characters 
lead a lif€ of misery wi th hope on ly of killing themselves. Even after 
the military ta ke-over , we are left \~ith no hope ; the soldiers are forcing 
bribes from the passe ngers. ~ie have the i mp ress ion , that we are doomed 
to in j ustice and there is nothing that we can do about it . 

Arma h has symbol i cally represented Ghana as a state with no future 
in which everythin g ha s reached the worst poss i ble stage. Through the 
ef7ectiv0 t echniques of symbo li sm and pej or i sm we conclude that Africa 
has no contribution to make towards life. We f ind this sense of disil lusionment 
even in Soyi nka 's The Interpre t ers , where we f i nd the same beau roc racy 
and frustrat ion , because of the tens ion between the old and the new . 
Armah ha s been 1 abe 11 ed as a "~lriter of decadence" and he has achi eved 
this by leaving us with a sense of doom. We shou l d, however question 
this state of hopelesness . 

i~g ugi in Petal s of Blood and Dev il on the Cross has at t empted 
to show with a new theo ry t ha t individual s , backed by the majority can 
throw off this subjugation and become their own masters . 
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Armah has truthfully depicted the sad r~ality, but this is where 
critical rea lism lacks that qua lity of revolutionary romanticism, in 
which that truthful future can be portrayed. Out of the debris of frustration 
and hope1esness the sparks of hope must 91 i rrlfner. 

Focusing on the topi c of corruption, in post -independent Afr ica, 
Achebe' s novel No Longe r at Ease can be taken as another examp le of nove l s 
dealing with this topic . Th," protagonist , Ob -i , a foreign educated person , 
is frustrated by traditional values . He cannot marry Clara because she 
is d.n outcast ; he has to support his younger brothers and at the same 
ti me pay back hi s debt. An thi s makes him uneasy. 

Li ke every educ il t ed person upon graduation, he has great ideals 
about developing his country and fi gh ting corruption. He could not unde-.-' 
stand when hi s immed iate boss, Mr. Green says, "The African is corrupt 

129 through and through . " - Achebe skillfully shows how gt'adually Obi becomes 
of rea 1 i ty and f i nds out tha t h'i s sa'l ary ca nnot cover expenses , thus 
he succumbs to the temptations of bribery and is finally caught in the 
act. 

The tragedy is that Ob i was nevt! r r ';il 11y given the cha nce, thu s 
bei ng unabl e to fi ght ci rcumstances . {\c hebe tri es to s how the reader 
that Western educat ion, ins tead of benefiting the individual , makes lIim 
a victim in society. People expect too muc h of him and yet treat him 
1 ike the ordi na ry M ri can, wh i eh amounts to ha ndcuffi ng a person and 
expecting him t o contribute to society. We must , however , question this 
unrt!solved dilemma be tween thcsI! two aspects of modcrnis rr. and traditionalism. 

129 Chinua Achebe, No LonQ12l," at Ease (London: rIe i nman Education Books Ltd ~ 1960) ,p. 3. 
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A Ikhebe , in hi s last nov.:l, I:loves tOl'lards a more committed stand 
when he wrote A Ha n of the Peopl e. He said; "This is a beginning for 
a phase for me in which I intend to take a hard look at vlhat we in Africa 
are making of indpend~nce. ,,130 

In thi s novel, we find a som~what socialistic outlook maybe indicating 
Achebe's gradual change towards a socialist stand. One is tempted to 
say this because we are not left with the f~el ing that we can't do anything . 
Instead we find that a unified stand can help ov.: rcome these problems. 
We find Od ili trying to fight for a democratic el ection, though his motive 
is persona 1, we a 1 so see in Odil i , a des i re for unity. At a certa in 
meeting he wants to kno ... why there are no workmen at the meal. In answer 
to this , he hears , " ... that thisi~ not entirely accurate ... what you see 
here is only the vanguard, the planning stage. Once we are ready we shall 
draw in the worker, the farmer, the b~acksrr;-jth, the carpenter .•. ,,131 We 
have the sense of unity that is present in Petals of Blood, where Munira 
brings the people together. 

Apart from this, we find !~r. Nan ga, like Koomsoon , fre ';uently 
using everything to his advantage. He seduce Od ili 's girlfriend and 
then tries to bribe him to go on a scholarshi p. Mr. Na nga ' s fall, however , 
is apparent , and after his hired thugs beat up Odili the election turns 
into a compl ete chaos forcing a military take over and the detention 
of Nanga. 

130 fi:lrn Zcll and Helene SllveIi(OOs)A ~caders Guide to African Literature (London : Heinemail 
Educational Books Ltd., 1978), p. 118. 

131 Chinua Achcbe, A Mun of the People (Loudon : Heinemann Educational Books Ltd., 
1982 ) , p. 78. 



Achebe does not, however , l eave us witiJ complete despair as does 
Armah. Instead, we find Odi1i recovering with Edna to support him. \·'e 
might conc lude that the future would be better obstacles bar the 
way. 

Coming back to Armah , he also uses th., mdhod of psyc hological 
realism, to show an individual's frustration. This comes out both in 
the novels Fragments and IIhy Are We So Blest? 

Armah in his novel Why Are Wt! So Blest?, through the characters; 
Solo, Modin and Aimee, presents the degeneration of the younger generation. 
These individuals have lost all sense of direction. The predominant 
f ee ling is that they have no control over their lives. Aga in like Tess 
of the O'urbervi ll c. Again, too, the pesimistic feeling of things 
getting ~orse is prevalent. As opposed to the socia list realist attiude 
of trying to challenge 1 ife, i\rmah makes his characters turn towards 
vicc. This is characteristic of most critical real ist w:'".ters, drink, 
hashish and sex are t he means of escape from shouldering the responsibilities 
of life. This loss of direction can b:: clearly seen from what Modin 
says: 

p. 11. 

I do "ot know ~here I wn. Perhaps I am the spume, a lUUe sPQck of fugitive water sunt up into the a-i.r by huge waves in their cl'ashing against hard obstaales. Perhaps I am -tho spray, a minute global struggling to sUl~ive the shock of the wave, 6plit from tho papent water and flung upwards into the sky. to dis">Ltegrat" and evaporate . 132 

I 132 Ayi Kwei il.rmah , Why are He So Blest? (London : Heinmann Educational Books Ltdo ,1972) , 



Throughout this book , and Fragments we find failure heaped upon failure, 
desperation followed by frustration, leading to a total collapse at the 
end. Towards the end , however, Modin says " . . • revolution would be the 
art, revolutionari es the only cr~a tors. All else is part of Africa's 
destruction.,,133 Boaku, on th~ other hand, reaches a stage of ~;:mpl~te 
disillusionment ilnd life has no mean ing except fo r bizzare des ires which are figments of the brain. 

All in all, apart from despair, we l earn nothing of the beauty 
of life and expectations that we have to fulfill. As builders of a new 
nation such suicide prone individuals have very little to contribute 
to society . Armah truthfully presents th0se characters \~ho are actual 
individuals of a decadent society, but this does not mean that we have 
nothing to learn from Armah and ,\Ch2 be. Ive come to the strong realization 
that we have a lot of hardship to overcome in the future. 

After examining the vlorks of writ'!r~ from the various parts of 
Africa we are left with the question; what are the significant characteristics 
that emerge? The t wo common features to all areas are those of predestination 
and cultural conflict. The main ca use for cultural conflict is the development 
of society. Africa, at the present moment, is experiencing great change; 
it is always being exposed to new ideas, new cultures. So in whatever 
period we are, be it pre or post independen'ce,there will always be cultural 
conflicts. For example, foreign and indegnious , urban and rural and 
modern and traditional conflicts are usuall y the theme of literature 

133 Ibid., p. 231. 
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Tn" otl1Lr comr,lon r"atur.;, is one of p0ssimism and predest inat ion . 
Prl:destination has ~ lways been ont! of the Ilhd ,) f "atu"v of r (; li gion . • 
Predesillutioo discourages chang" and att,"ri~"cs to retail, the status quo. 
Along with this, comes the fl" ss i misti<: vi ,cVi of lif" . If our lives are pr,e­
determined , what is the us e of trying to change it ? All this leads to 
frustrated individuals who dOll 't know what to ~o with their lives . Most 
of the cha racters li ke = ~dd:t, P~us taffa Saed , and the t~an are e ither pass i ve 
or suicide prone individuals. 

Apart from these mdjor features , each region has its own indiv'idua l 
features, mainly because a writer is a product of his particular society. 
South African literature 's main thef\1e r evolves aro und apartheid and its 
~lide sp~ .ad .:ffect. We have pass laws and its problems, racial troubl es 
and the fight for liberati on by the r esistunce movement . In North and 
Central Afr ica I'le have a picturtJ of pEor;l E: who are heav il y bounded by 
reI igion and I·,ho leave eve rything to God on) eise engage in all sorts 
of fantasy. ,~nd West ,~ frica gives t he picture of a once proud peopl e, 
\Vho now are mostly corrupt through and through. ~ie have thE: impression 
that the African has no r <? dempt"ion . 

It appear, that the African \'/riters have greatly depended on tnE: 
critical approach to lif&, that i s, presenting instances , people and 
conditions as they are, \Vithout and definite co nclusion . We are, of 
course, greatly indebted to these Hfrican wr iters, and their contribution. 
We are, ~owever, l e ft with some linge rin g questions. In all or most 
novels \'/e have 11 picturc" of doom and self rej .. !ction. ~je have for the 
most part weak and subdued individual s who are victims of circumstances . 
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Can ' t this sense of despair bl! overcome with a f(;i' ling of hope? How 
about the builders of a new nation , the peasants, students and workers 
can't they b(, pl'l!sentcd ? Or do we still b,di c'll'! in just I'latch i ng, and 
accepting a dying soci ety that is being presented to us. The ansl~ers 

to all these quest i ons appears to be resolved in the social ist realist 
outlook. In the following Chapter I will troy and show how the socialist 
real i st method attempts to resolve t hese problems. 



Clii\PTER THR EE 

3. SOCIALIST REALIST I ~iPLICATl ONS FOIl TilE AFRICAi~ WR ITER 

For the African "Jr'i t er 71-l-S ro Ze is to bti 
one liJith the people so as to articulate 
their deepest aspirations for freedom and 
a higher quali ty of life. 134 

We are left with several questions f rom the previous chapter on what 
the future of the African novel should look li ke . The ro l e the ~frican "' 
writer has, in regard to these question .. is very important . Various 
authors have different vi ews concerni ng th2ir ac tual role in society. 
To have a look at some of th~se views would give us a perspective into 
their stand towards their rol e. 

Writers like /Ilex -La -Guma and Peter Abra)ms " .. . tF2nd to bE: l ess 
preoccupied with the past and are more concerned with the present . '1135 
Based on the review of 1 imited" literature, the preoccupation is ..... ith over-
throwing the white regime and attaining pow"r . The emphasis , therefore, 
is to deal with what is going on in South Africa now rather than delving 
into t he past. The South African writer , however , has been limited to 
expos i ng aparthei d. A wri ter 1 i ke Soyi nka a 1 so " .. . seeks to interpret 
the present in terms of the human characteristics of an African community 
without reference tr the past." 136 His reason for doing this , however , 
is different . Soyinka feels that the nostct l yia some writers have for 
the past , with all its beauty , is an ill us ion . He maintains that the 
African past is j ust as gruesome as the past of other people in the world. 

134 Ngugi Ha Thiong, Writers in Politics (London ~ Heinemann Educational Books Ltd., 1981), p. 105. 
135 Gakwandi, p. 8. 
136 Ibid., p. 66 
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\'iriters like Achebe alternate between the past and the present, may be 

because they feel that both are as important. Regarding the novels in 

t he past /i,c hebe says. 

I woul.d be quite satisfied if my novels 
(espeaiaUy the ones L set in the past) did 
no more than teaah my readers that their past -
with aU its 'imperfeations - was not one 
long night of savagery from which the first 
Europeans aating on God's behalf delivered 
them.1J? 

Referi ng to nove 1 s dea 1 i n9 with the present Ac hebe says. "It i s c l ea r 

to me that an African crati ve writer ',iho tries to avoid the big social 

and political issues of contemporary African wi l l end up being comp l ete ly 
; 1 ,,138 ",r r e eva nt . . 

viherever the focus may be, on past or present , the African writer 
for the most part has mere ly been dep ic ting the society around him. Critical 
realism, due to political and econanic circumstances. has circumscribed 

his outl ook and made him concentrate i n one direction on ly. Commentin g 

on the gene r al tendency of the Mr ican writer Ng ugi says : 

.. • he m' akes a ault of llfriaanness. of 
Blaok'ism, of the dignity of the Afriaan past, 
of the Afrioan approach to problems; or he 
simply beeomes aynieal and laughs at every­
thing equaLly; at oapitalism and its 
exploitative and oppressive soaiaZ system 
and at the struggles of the people for total 
liberation or he m'ay oondemn every effort and 
everything - gains and losses in the struggle 
- in the nmne of ab6traat humanism, abstraat 
universalism without sceingthat free unfettered 
human interoourse is impossible within 
aapitalistia struatures and imperialism ... 

137 Ham; Zell and Helene Silver. p. 118. 
138 Ibid., p. 119. 
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for as long as ·th~1'a an] classes - classes 
defined by wile1'e 01' how the various people 
stand in relation to the m"ans of production -
a truly human contact in love, Joy, laughter, 
creative fulfillment in labour win newel' be 
pOBB'ible . 1J9 

3.1 Ngugi's Pre-Socialist Rea li st Novels 

Ng ugi , hi mself orginal ly began as a critical realist , and thi s 
is clearly seen in the novels Weep Not, Child , The River Between and 
A Grain of Wheat. Let us t ake a brief look at these novels. 

In Weep Not , Child the protagonist i s a young boy called N.iorogo 
who is obsessed by the desire to get an education. Through his attempts 
to get it , Ng ugi tri es to show w at pre-- i ndependent Ke nya I Dc-ked like. 
We have Bo ro who despises his father Ng otho. along with his generation who 
appear to have accepted white domination. Boro also leads the underground 
movement in the struggl e fori~ i~'~ r-d'ne We al so have Jacobo, a representative 
of the homegua rds who are prospering unde r the white regime. with 
the settlers li ke Howl ands who have the best l and. We also have people 
li ke Ngotho who passively wait for their l and to be returned to them. 

We pity Nj oroge because he does nothi ng to fight rea lity ; he accepts 
it with an escapist me ntality . As Pa lmer said , " . .• he is a visionary 
and dreamer living in a worl d of illusion , and seeking every possible 
opportunity to escape from tough rea I ity ... ,, 140 Firstly. he tri es to 
run away to Uganda with I~wihi k i , but she , a more mature character, wants 
to stay wi th he r family in time of need. Secondly, when he has to work 
as clerk to support the family no hope of continuing his education , he 
attempts to han g himself. This suicide tendency among characters is 
a trait of critical realism where, being unable to face the reality , 
the protagonist tries to des troy himself. 

139 Ngugi, Writers in Politics, p. 79 . 
140 

Palmer , p. 4. 
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In The River Betwe-cn we have th~ contrad i ction between t radition 
and moderni zation , Jga i n a sort of cul tural conf li ct. We f ind the central 
character 11aiyaki caught between tradition and the chri sti an front t~ \t 
is advocating change and education . Unfortunately, b~cause Wa iyaki could 
not explain that he wanted progress for the people , he was considered 
a traitor. He also SE:e christi an ity gradually entrenching itself al'long 
the people. ,Joshua, with his ideas of spread ing chris ti an ity, is pitted 
against the traditiona lists but he has a cont radiction with in the family. 
i~uthoni. ;'iJthoni, a representative, of t radition, tried to r"be1 aga ins t 
tradition , and get circumsized, but dies in thE; process, leaving Nyamburc, 
her sister , in total dilemma . At the end of the novel, Nyambura and 
l'!(l iyak i are to be hanged. Aga i n wr, ha ve that pEssemistic ending wherE: 

Plan has no way of changing his life. 

A Grain of vl heat dea l s with the i~a u ~Ia u f ight for independence 
and the agony people faced to atta 'in i t . We find the major characters 
full of reco ll ecti ons. Thei r inner contrad i ctions , betraya ls , and 
misunderstandings are presented to us on the eve of . independence. Firstly, 
we find Karanja, no\'l a political authority ., who used to fi ght for the 
homcguo ~rls against the 1ib~ rat i on movement 12d by KihikJ. Secondly , 
we have Gikonyo whose involvement in the politica l struggl e leads him 
to his detention and subsequent sufferi ng in prison. Thirdly, \'10 have 
~ugo torn between two extremes; to t ell or to witho1d the t r uth about 
his involvement with the killing of Kihi ki . lastly , viC have ;'lumbi . who 
again Jike Tess , is a victi m of circumstances. 

Ng ugi , however , does not leave us in total despa ir. At t he end, 
we find good ov .? rcoming ev il , and a little hope. Gi konyo and I,;umbi are 
r eady to start a new life just li ke the Thomsons \~ho had al so quarrelled . 
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Mugo , with a light heart , is ready t o face t he ga llo~ls and other chara ct ers 
are feeling guilty about past mista kes . 

After having a brief loo k at t hese books and Ng ugi 's previous defillition 
regarding the African writer , we find that he was not different from 
his predecessors . IJe then t end to ask ourselves as to what stand Ngugi 
has today regarding the role of the Mrican Writer. Comment'ing on this 
question he says this : 

What th~ African writer is cal l ed upon to 
do is not easy: it demands of him that hc 
recognize t he global character of i mperialism 
and the global character of dimension of the 
forces struggling against it to build a new 
wor ld. . . . He must of COU1'se be very particular , 
very involved in a grain of sand, but must also 
see the: world past, present, and future in that 
grain . He must write with t he vibrat ions and 
t remours of the stI'Uggles of aU the working 
people in Africa, America, Asia and Europe 
behind him. Yes, he: "mst actively suppor t and 
in his writing reflJct the struggle of the Afr ican working class and its peasant class al lies for 
the total liber ation of th8ir labour power. Yes, 
his wor k mus t show corrurritment, not to abst ract 
notions .c of justice and peace, but the act ual 
struggl e of t he African peoples to sieae power 
and hence be in a position to control al l the 
f orces of production and hence l ay the onl y 
correct basis for peaoe and justice. 114 

We f ind Ngu gi greatly changed whe n he writes his two most recent 
novels , Petals of Blood and Devil on the Cross. We can clearly see how, 
especially in Devil on the Cross , Ng ugi has used t he me thod of soci al is t 
realism, thus presenting a compl etely different kind of novel , and of 
superior quality. This shift from criti ca l to soci alist realism appears 
to be in accordance with his previous defi ni t ion . Apart from this . 

141 Ngugl , Wri ters in Politics, p. 80. 
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Ngugi's experience in the Soviet Union , a socialist country , has enabled 
him to witness social ist man working towards communism. Furthermore , 
reading books based on the soc i al i st rea "list methodsS'eems to have inspired 
Ngugi to use this method. Th is influence is clea rly manifested in Devil 
on the Cross where we see a strong corre lat 'ion ~Iith Gorky's masterpiece 
Mother , a socialist realist novel . This i s a ce rta in indication that 
the time has come for African writers to go beyond the old critical realist 
method and adopt a more appropriate method - the socialist realist method . 

3.2 Humanism and Opti mism in Devil on the C ros~ 

African li" erature has almost always been anthropocentric in its 
approach. In other words , mankind and his problems , aspirations and 
frustrations have been the focus of the Afri call writer . The question , 
hO~/ever , 1 i es in how the Afri can has been presented . So far , a tota 11y 
pessemistic sta nd has been adhered to , presenting the African personality 
as aimlessly governed by destiny and frustration , and he in turn, trying 
to escape from it . Suicide prone indivi dua l s like Njo roge and r·l ustaffa , 
dehumani zed characters like Daddy , Solo and Mod in and simple passive 
protagonists like the i~an have so far dominated the literary scene. Ngugi . 
however, based on socialist realist princi ples . has come forward with 
characters like ~Iariinga, i-iuturi , \/a ngar i ~n~ Ga tuira , the cha rachers 
are out to change man's fate. 

At the beginning. iJa riinga appears to us , as the ordinary pessimistic 
character. We find her depressed and frustrated , hat ing her black skin 
and annointing herself with Snowfire and Amb i cream . She despises be ing 
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black. forgetting the saying "That which is born black will never be 
white.,,142 Wariinga, like Miss Tis s ibi , in the The Blinkards tries to 
follow European fashions and straightens her hair to imitate white people. 
War iinga has reached a stage where she is thol"oughly dissatisfied with 
life in Nairobi. Her boss has just dismissed her fOI" refusing to yield 
to his lust , and her boy fri0nd di sowns her with ti,e belief that she 
is flirting w.ith her boss. She is in a dilemma. In this trance-like 
mood she nearly loses her 1 He by fall i ng i nfront of a bus. But she 
is saved by a passerby. It is from thi s point of total dejection , where 
we expect an escapist tendency , that the young man who saves her says, 
"We must never D2spair , Despair is the one sin that cannot be forgiven 
by the nations and gene rations to cOllle."143 Gorky's novel, Mother also 
has "his pessimistic attitude at the beginning. "'iothe r , whose real name 
is Pelagea Nilowna, is married to a drunken farmer. The husband. in 
turn , who feels that life has nothing ·to give him, vents his rage on 
his wife. Eventually her husband dies and though she has escaped from 
one evil. the greater evil of hunger haunts her house. Life is bleak 
but Mother ~o l ds on, and does not r esort to suicide. 

From this point of deliverence onwards , WClriinga begins to change. 
Her experiences with Nuturi and Wangari gradually transform her. She 
begins to reali ze the strength of unity and its power . After listening 
to the testimonies, of the various peopl e in the cave, she realizes who 
her true enemies are. She has to choose s ides when 1'1uturi confronts 
her and Gaturia , and asks them to join the proceSSion. Wariing.l makes 
her choice when she hears" ... the voice of a worker was call ing them , 

142 
Ngugl Wa Thiongo , Devil on the Cross (London: Heinemann Eductional Books Ltd. , 1982) p. 11. 

143 Ib'd 27 ~~ p • • 
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te lling them that no body could walk along t wo roads at the same t ime. ,,144 
From then on she i s ready to fight . 

After the ordeal at the cave and two years later we f ind a 
completely new ~Ja riinga . During the day she wo rks in a garage as a mec hanic 
and in her spare t ime she persues her education . She dresses in simple . 
modest clothes an d i s actually proud of be ing bl ack. She is the pri de 
of the community . Wariinga is not 

..• tho one who used to think that there was 
only one way of a.voiding the pi-tfaUs of life: 
Suioide .. . No, this f'a.riil1ga has decided that 
she'll never again allow herself to be a mere 
flower, 1Jhose purpose is to decorate the 
dqors and.w~ndows and tables of other people's 
hVes, wa'Ltmg to be thrown onto a rubbish heap 
the mom~~t the splJndour of her body withers. 
The War'L1.-nga of today has decided to be salf­
relient aU tho time, to pZunge into the middle 
of the arena of life' s struggles in or del' to 
disoovereJIeI' r eal strength and to realize her true humcmi ty. 0145 

Just li ke Wariinga , Mother al so gradua ll y deve lops. Starting 
out from total i gnorance, with the help of Andrei , Mother- rapidly widens 
her political outlook. Firstly , when sohe attended the meetings her son 
Pavel organi zed in ber house , she was just a listner . After Pa vel' s 
imprisonment , howeve r , she began to dis tri bute l eaflets and during the 

1>1ay Day march , she wa s beside he r son fu ll of vigour. After the clash 
with poli ce, we even find her clutching a bi t of the Red Flag. We also 
have thi s feel ing of optimi sm with Andrei , a comra de of Pavel . He i s 
the one who taught mo ther to read and write, a painstaking task , because 
she was totally ignorant. ~\ndre.i, al ways used to enco urage mother and 
tell her about the future. On one occasion Andre i was discuss ing with 
mother. 

144 Ibod 1 -t p. 
145 Ibod _1 ., p. 

205. 
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"Ah, Ine!" came the mothe1' IS soft voice, 
"So many people in the w01'ld, and aU of 
them g1'oam:ng . I wandel' whe1'c the happy 
ones aTe." "Th"1'e aTe happy ones> nenko! I, 
1'o3p lied Andrei. "And soon the1'e I U be 
lots of them. Lots and lots. "146 

Wariinga goes further than just attaining an optimistic outlook . 

She also refuses to accept that life is p.~stined like Ni'ma , in Tayeb 

Sa1ih's nove l. On he r way to meet Ga turia ' s fa the r t hey have an argument 

about hope, and Wariinga says , • ... No l ets not be content with hoping. 

We aren't going to wait for things to happen by themse lves any longer . 

Why can 't we make things happen the way we wa nt them to happen .• 147 When 

she meets the r ich old man , Gaturia 's father, and he begins to lull her 

\~ ith all the sweet words that had previously entrapped her , she shoots 

and kills him. After this incident she does not fall down and cry instead , 
· Wariinga walked on , wi thout once looking back. She knew wi th all her 

heart that the hardes t struggles of her life' s journey lay ahead .• 148 

War iinga is not the only character with this optimistic outlook . 

Muturi is another one. He says , "I am a worker ..• work is 1ife ,,149 When 

we first meet Muturi in the Matutu, he i s a s il ent character in blue 

overarls and \~ho is willing to pay Wangari's fa r e. rjuturi is not the 

pessimistic and cowardl y protagonist; i nstead we have a pe r son proud 

of his work and r eady to sacrifice himself for the improvement of life . 

Be ing ;frm the Vlorking class he says 

"The unity of OUT sweat is what makes us able 
to change the lawS of natU1'e, able t o harness 
them to the needs of OUT lives> inst.Jad of OUT 
lives 1'emaining slaves of the laws of natU1'e . 
TeU me this: is any othe1' C1'eatUl'e able to 
t1'ap and yoke the wind, wat e1', lightening, steam? 

146 Haxim Gorky, [1other (Moscow: Progress Publ i shers, 1981), p. 155 147 --
Ngugi, p. 246. 

148 Ibid., p. 254. 
149 --

Nguq1 . p. 38. 
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Able to tie their legs and arms, wi t h chains and look them up, mak'ing them prisoners, submissiv,J and obediant to its needs? No. Human nature and animal nature arc quite different. Animals stoOl) low before nature, allowing themselves to be tumed this way and that by her, just as sausages are turned oasually in th" [-ir·e by the boys . But the human boing wrestles with nature and strives t o command it. 150 

Muturi ha s the same characteristi c fea ture of l eadership as Pavel , 
the son of I~othe r . Both repres(? nt t he wo rki ng cl ass on the ri se, and 
are for compl ete change. In fact , just 1 i ke ,ilturi' s speech above, we 
find Pavel proud of his ability to bring about change: 

We are workers, people by whose labour all things arc made. from ohildren's toys to massive maohines; yet we are people deprived of the .right to defend our human dignity . Anyone is able to exploit us for his own personal ends. At present , we want to aohieve a degree of f l'eedom which will eventually enable us to take all power into our own hands. Our slogans are simple enough: 'Do01'(/ wUh private property! ' 'All means of produoton in t he hands of the people!' AU pOuler in t he hands of the people! ' No one exempt f rom work! ' 151 

Muturi has always had a positive ou t look towards life. Previously 
he had saved Wariinga from drowning in ~c ~0~ 1 and he had also pull ed 
her .from infront of the train. Along wi t h th i s love for life Muturi 
has the qualiti es of a leader . He organi zes t he wor kers of Ilmorog and 
despite the presence of the police, he val i ant ly marches towards the cave 
to show the people how their wea lth was be i ng embezze l ed. Speaking to 
the crowd he says , " .• . we refuse to go on be ing the pot that cooks but 
never tastes t he food.,,152 

ISo Ibid. , p. 52. lSI --
Gorky, p. 435. 

152 
Nguqi. p. 221. 

• 
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Pavel is also in for the future , ta l kin!; to the crowds he says 

"Comrades .. . All our lives we must keep pressing forward. There is no 

other direction fo r us.,,1 53 So in both these characte rs we see similar 

features; these are their optimistic outloo k towa rds life , because they 

are from the rising class, and th~ir qualities of leadership. Apart 

from thi s , thei r want for uni ty is anothe r s irnil a r quality. 

It i s true that both ~Iuturi and Pavel have s i milar qualitie s . 

However , we find Pavel contributing more to bring about change. Firstly, 

Pavel gathers his friends and tries to spread the wo rds of equality. 

Secondly, he takes more ri sks than ~iutu r i . ,·;or2 than once he goes to 

prison and even then , we see him forsakin g his chance of escape in favo ur 

of a fellow comrade. We a lso f ind Pave l even more optimistic than rlothe r , 
Wari inga and Muturi . Towards the end of the novel, during his trial , 

he bravely stands up and says : 

We are revolutionaries and wiZZ go on 
being revolutionaries as long as some 
people do nothing but give orders and 
others do nothing but work ... And we 
wOl'kers are sure to w.·in!154 

Another characte r that has a pos i t i ve and opt imistic outlook towards 

life is Wangari. She is a symbol of the African who, having fought for 

independence, cannot unde r s tand why the younger generat ion want to imitate 

European fashi ons. Ta lking about her younger days she says, " . .• ours 

was not a time for adoring our bod i es \~ith flowers and necklaces . Ours 

was is a tim€ for decoDtir.g ourselves with bullets in the fight for J 

Kenya's freedom,,15 ilavi ng hJd to sell he r f a rm to 1repey a bdnk 1 o.) n. 'hangari 

153 Gorky, p . 22l. 
154 I bid., p. 436. 
155 --

Ngugi, p. 127. 
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comes to the city in search of work. Everywhere she goes, she is thrO\~n 
out like a piece of useless old furniture and eventually she is charged 
for keeping a close watch on d particular hotel. At the b8ginning. 
heartbroken, Ilangari is sec:n head ing for ~ llmorog, 

iJangari, however, is not like Aboulla or "iunira in Petals of Blood, 
she is not a passi ve character. Abdulla "ho fought for Ke nya's independence 
and even sacrificed his leg, is reduced to a mere fruit seller. We 
see his usefullness during the march to Na irobi to make the representative 
of Ilmorog help alleviate conditions, but oth~rwise he is a passive 
character. Hunira too , a weak creature, had originally fled the world 
and gone to Ilmorog where he attained self confidence, but otherwise , 
he too is passive. Wangari on the other hand , angered by the greedy 
capitalists that are gathered in the cave tries, according to her ability, 
to root out the cause of the suffereings of the people . Calmly walking 
in with the police , she says : 

These are the men «'ho hav'-' always oppressed 
us peasants, denying us clothes and food 
and slaep. Thes,] al'3 the men who stole the 
heritage bequeath"d to us by Waiyaki Iva Hiinga 
and Kimaathi fla Ifaciuri, and by aU the brave 
patriots who have shed ·their blood to liberata 
Kanya. These are the imperialist watch-dogs, 
the children of the Devil. Chain their hands, 
chain their legs and throw them into the Eternal 
Jail , where there is an ,mdless flOOilhi'!f] of t eeth! 
for that's the fate of all those who sell foreigners 
tho heritage of ow' founding Patriarch 's and Patriots. 156 

156Ibid., pp. 196-197 . 
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Wanga ri does not try to hi de and run aI~ay from the corruption 
that is being boasted about in front of her . Nor does she try and stay 
pure and untouched 1 i ke the ~lan ; instead she tri es to determi ne the 
future and rid the country of its dirt. \je do not , in this novel, find 
pessimistic , passive charact~rs . Instead, we have proud. constructive 
and optimistic human beings who have an aim in life and are ready to 
ucertain thtir rights in this world. 

3.3 Socia li st Commitment 

In accordance with soc ialist realism, Ngugi is cl early seen to 
be a committed writer. His stand is definitely with the exp l oited class 
that is fighting for its rights and changing situations in life. His 
major characters all come from the exploited class : I/ariinga the jobless, 
Wa ngari the peasant, fii uturi the worker and Gatur ia the educated. We 
also have the class of exp l oiters represented by the rich old man, Mwireri , 
Mwaura and the foreign imperialists in the cave. Ng ugi in his previous 
defintion, talks about the global power of imperialism in contrast to 
the working class that is attain"jng its rlghtful l eaders hi p. Here 
he cl early shows this globa l character of imperialism through the foreign 
and indi genous people co ll ected in the cave. 

Firstly . all the foreign guests are d' ~ ss e d in the currency of 
their respective countries, be it Dollar, Pound or The Yen. This implicitly 
reflects the global character of imper ialism. Secondly. we have the 
badges reflecting how they exploit the ignorant people . flloney Swallowing 
Insurance schemes, Industrial Gobblers of Raw Materials, Traders in 
Human Ski ns , Loans for a Profit, Aid with Iro n Strings . Arms for r~urder, 
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etc. Apart f rom these, we have the indi genous exp loiters who come forward 
with greedy m~thods of expl oiting the peopl e. Kimee ndeeri feels t ha t 
the blood, sweat and bra i ns of a work~r are the most important assets 
for exp l oitation. Furthermore, he wants to export these commodities 
to the west , in a pi pe 1 i ne , under the t itl e Kenya-Saxon Export ers : Human 
Blood and Flesh. We also have the idea of sel ling cans of air and soil 
to exploit t he peop le. If they refuse to be expl oited , they can be 
denied the air. Ngugi brings all these ridiculous ideas forwa rd to 
show how far imper ial ism expects to extend , and in a way, he i s warning 
the people aga inst this expansionist greed. 

We a l so have a clear picture of Ngugi's commitment regarding 
unity. Th i s i s refl ected through the student ' s speech outside the cave . 

We, the mass of students in Ilmorog whether in primary or secondary school, or at the University, support the workers fully in their just struggle against the system of modern theft and robbery . Let us all now Join hands with the working peopl~ in its neo-colonial stage . Let us Join hands with the workers as they struggle to build a house that will benefit all the builders . fv71at greater thing can our education do for our nation. ]57 
Ngugi also s hows his beli ef in unity in til2 fo llOl'lI ng quotation. 

157 Ibid., p. 209 . 

I believe that we, the workers, are of one clan and hence we should not allow ourselves to be divided by religion~ colour or tribe . 1- believe that in the organization of the workers lies our strength, for those who are organized never lose their way, and those who are not organized, are scattered by the sound of one bullet . I therefor e be lieve in the unity of the workers because our unity is our strength. I believe 
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that imperia~ism and its ~oca~ representative 
are the enemies of the progress of the workers 
peasants and of the who~e nation. I therefore 
vow a~ways to struggle against neo-colonialism 
for neo-colon'ialism is the Last vicious kick 
of a dying imper ialism. 158 

To conc lude, Ngugi hus , in this novel , clearly depi ct ed the evil 
' . 

nature of imperialism and its ways of subj ugat ing the peopl e . Symbolically, 
through the words of Kihaaha Via Gathecca, imperiill ism says 

... I'am very gratefu~ to the masses of t he 
Kenyan peop~e. For , their b~indness, t heir 
ignorance, their inabi~ity to demand their 
ri~hts, are what enab~e us, the c lan of man 
eaters to feed on their sweat without their 
asking too "~y awkward questions . 159 

Though Ngugi has shown the evil ways of imperialism, he does not leave 
it for the reader to contemplate and be awa re of. Instead he proposes 
a solution : unity with the workers, peasants and students and above 
all , education . Apa rt f rom this , Ngugi i s cl early showing the way for 
progress and development . Characters li ~e \Jariinga arc ready to devote 
their time to education, and then fight for their rights without losing 
heart. Wangari is ready to expose and bring to j ustice al l peopl e responsibl e 
for this unequal division of wealth and I,juturi , thE: worker , is proud 
of being a nation builder . All these characters represent a new type 
of man, who is proud of being a productive, progres sive individual and 
a builder of a new soci ety with a bright futur(!. 

158 Ibid., p . 210. 
159 -

Ibid., p. 116. 



CONCLUSI ON 

This paper has attempted to dea l with socia list realism as a 
method , the themes of a set of Afri can novels and the implications of 
the former for the Airi can wri t ar. 

To begin with an attempt has been mad" to give an over-.:t ll view 
of socialist realism and this vi ew is made clenr.,r when compared and 
contrasted with critical n!e.lism. S"'cial1~1; rea li sm shows the post and 
present of mankind along with the bright future whil e critical realism 
dea 1 s with the he Y'e and now. Criti Cd 1 r.=a 1 i sm does not wan t to concious ly 
change soci ety instead pessimism pervades. The ~ .. in reason for giving 
this over-all view is to show the important rol e soc ialist realism pl ayed 
during the transition period in the Soviet Union. Furthermore, there 
are importdnt implications for other writers in the world. 

"Fhe study in the next stage t akes a set of African novels from 
certain regions and attempts to show l'nilt the ma j or themes are. The 
result from this section is that the /Ifrican writer has reac hed a stagnant 
stage of merely reflecting reality. Reality in turn is presented with 
characters frustrated by failures in li fe . Apart from this each region 
has its peculiar features . South African literature is dominant with 
the themes of aparthei d, the res i stJnce movement and cultural confl ict. 
North and Central Hfric an literature have strong influences of religion 
reflecting predestination whil e \Jest Africa presents pessimism in varying 
degrees. In other words , the African writer using the critical realist 
method has only been critical about man and hi s life and this has been 
of littl e value. Critical rea lism does no t even try to give solutions 
to the problems of man, in fact, it infers tha t there is nothing he 

78 
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wants to do or can do. Apart from this , the crit i ca l realist method 
has given no place for the opt imist ic rising class - the working cl i.! ss. 
We can dedu ce f rom t hese facts that the critical rea list method has 
become inadequdt e to deal with reality. The time has come to use a 
method with a muc h more comprehensive view. by this it is meant that 
soci alist realism tries to point out the ca use fo r mans problems and 
attempts to give the solutions the alte rnative method appea rs to be -
the socialist realist method. 

Lastly this paper tries to po int out cer ta in implications for 
the African writer t hat we can get from the social i st real ist method . 
Socialist rea lism is u refl ect ion of the soc i ~ li s t reality . Socialism 
in turn is being experi enced on a world wide basis. The Soviet Union 
and most East European countt'i es can be taken as ~xamples from Europe. 
We also have countries f rom Latin Ame rica li ke Cuba, and China, and 
Vietnam from the Far East wh i ch are Socia l ist. We can clearly see that 
socialist ori ented countries are increas ing f rom year to year. The 
same holds true when we come to the Afric an continent. many countries 
like Ethiopia , Angola and Mo zambi que arc in a transition period towards 
socialsim. A transition period in tu rn is a very decisive period in 
which the African writer has a great rol e to play in the coming of socialism. 

We can already see African writers using the socialist rea list 
method. Ngugi -Wa Thiongo in his novel Devil on the Cross has viewed 
society from a socialist realist outloo k. Ng ugi inspired by the works 
of soci alist realist writers and his exper i ence in the soci alist world 
has presented optimistic characters who want to determine soc i ety. Equally , 
man and woman are portrayed striving to change SOC iety. This indicates 
that the socialist realist method has some implications , like optimism 
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and commitment , that are useful to the Afri ca n writer. These implications 
wi:l ~elp the . African writer in his rol e in t he transition period and 
will thus improve the .!\frican novel. 

To conclude . though socialism i s inev i ta ble the African writer 
can quicken its coming through his Ivorks of art. There can be no nobl er 
task than showing the majority of mankind the Ex ploitation of man by 
man and helping him to attain his rightful place in society. lienee . 
it is the duty of the African writer t o guide and t each the people and 
the socialist realist method will help him in this task. 
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