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ABSTRACT

'
1

This thesis has sought to approach Bessie Head’s corpus of writings from the .
mythical angle, positing that the writer uses her mythical constructs to make valid and

clear political statements. For one thing, not many critics have been able to locate,

~ and annotate, the mythic elements in Head’s literary works. For another thing, critics

have not commented adequately on the author’s use of myth for envisioning political
and social changes. Unarguably, Head constantly seeks to create new “worlds” in

which social segregation, political inequities and other forms | of selective

discriminalion would be abelished.

.- !

Head, therefore, deliberately creates heroes ond heromnes who hive sacrificial lives,

patterned on the archetypal patterns set by mythical personas like Christ, Buddha,

’

Osiris and Isis. Naturally, she also fashions adversanial figures like ‘Ml;aya, Al Capone,

" etc., whose sole aim is to occlude the positive vision of the mythical heroes and

heroines in her short stories, novellas, novels, and historical writings. In accordance
with the novelist’s political vision of systemic change, however, t}je evil characters

are usually thwarted in the scheme of things.

Such vile antagonists are subjected to Head’s wry, sometimes caustic, humour; they
are occasionally rendered as stock characters whom society must resist for it to

advance to more egalitafian phases of human existence. In light of her artistic vision




&

Fa™

‘of achieving social change th%ough her writings, Head’s art is rich in symbolism and

resonance, in line with the deepe‘r truths of life that her writings evoke. Her fr'ankness

- -

of approach 1S partlcularly seen in the fact she does not shy away from contemning

aggressive feminism, for instance, even 1f thIS directly pcrtams to her ilk. Instead, she
proffers the concept of androgyny as the ideal mode of inter-gender relations. Such a

balanced view of gender relations characterizes her overall artistic temperament.

" In general, Head’s prose is.luci(-:l, supple and loaded with pohitical messages that are

filtered through the prism of myth, thus. enriching her art and deepening her vision.

" vi
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! CHAPTIR ONE:
INTRODUCTION - L
This thesis, “Myth as Political Statement in Bessie Head’s Fiction,” seeks to establish and

elucidate the links between myth and political action, or engagements of a political

. nature. The study shows how Bessie Head has emp]oyed myth as a tool for social

moblhzatlcm and political cham,e

The above research title was chosen for this thesis because, in all her writings, Head uses
the fabric of myth to make one political statement writ large — that all forms of

discrimination globally should be discontinued and disparaged. Térry Eagleton has

. defined the political as “the way we organize our social life together and the power

relations which this involves.” In his words, “any body of theories conc?:med with human
meaning, value, language,- feelil.lg and exper:ence will inevitably er_lg’;age with broader,
deeper beliefs abouit the nature of human individuals and society, problems of power and'.
sexﬁality, interpretations -of past history, versions of the "present a;"ad hopes for the
future”(170). Such salient i issues are, mdeed the very concerns that Head grapples w1th
artistically in her writings. She also battles with such personal issues as alienation,

marginalization and rejection. This study of Head’s fiction traces how she fuses religious,

. cultural and ontological myths in defining and préécribing_a progreslsive pathway for

. __ t
human existence.

The mythical nature of the -experiences in Head’s fiction tallies with the political
[

.OI‘IEHtathl] of her chalacters in that myth provides philosophical and ethical, if not

- -

réligious, backdrops to then‘ actions. In English Literature With Wor_‘fd Masterpieces

(103), myth has been defined 4s a traditional story (sometimes of an anonymous origin)

S




. that has its roots in cultural or national folk beliefs that rely on the supemnatural to

explain the mysteries of the world. This defi 1ition presupposes that’ cultural or national
beliefs could be propagated universally as far as they condition and direct human
conduct. Another assumption fostered by such beliefs is the prospect that they could be

invested with the stamp of mystery, being organizing principles, - -

Myths differ from falry tales because of the ﬂict that they refer to a time that 18 dlfferentf
from ordmary time. The time sequence in myth is, therefore extraordmary usua]ly the

v

time before the conventional world came into existence. Myth 1S as 'such both rational-

—

logica] and intuitive-imaginative. However, contemporaneous myths_are equally being

| created in each human epoch. This happens when human expenence is elevated to a level

beyond mundane contemplation. An act of sacrifice, a transcendent rellgblous immersion,

a_sociological evolution, or a; signi.ﬁcantly transformative development in political

experience could assume a mythic quality, perhaps because of the peculiar way such an

:»
experience grips people’s imagination. Within this reified field of mythic experience, a

tawdry, ordinary gesture, ritual ot practice may acquire surreal significance.

* In the Greek tradition, myth or mythos was always in oppoeition to logos (which denoted
the rational and. analytical mode of arriving at the true understanding of reality).

Aristotle, recognizing /ogos as one of the tripods of rhetorical criticism, thought it was

one of the means of achieving and sustaining clear language (cited in West and Turner,
p.340). Aristotle at that time thought that the notion of mythos was sub'lservient to logos.

In Dictionary of Fclklor'e (20-3.), J.Simpson and S. Raul have defined myths as “stories

~ about divine beings generally arrayed in a coherent system....” They feel that myth has

the general sense of “untrue. story, rumour.” Mythos, in Homerian times, meant “just

words” or “anything uttered as a story or a tale.” However, myth, apart from denoting

(D]
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God, also mcludes notions pextammg to issues of cultural and 1deo]0glcal 1mphcat10n
underscormg the identity or cohesweness of family, km class, race, folks, society, state

government, party or rellgmn.

Joseph Campbell (1988) makes the following comments about myth, in his interviews

~ with Bill Moyers:

The individual has'to find an aspect of myth that relates to his own life.
Myth basically serves four functions. The first is the mystical function—
that is the one I’ve been speaking about, realizing what a wonder the uni-
verse is, and what a wonder you are, and experienciné awe before this— -~
mystery. Myth oﬁens the world to the dimension of mystery, to the realiza-
tion of the mystery that urderlies all fonni;. If you lose thaf, you don’t have
a mythology. If mystery is ménifest tﬁrough all things, the universe bef
comes, as it were, a holy picture. You are.always addréssi_n’g the transcend-
ent m.ystery through the conditions of your actual world.
_The second-is a cosmoloyical dimensidn, with which Is'cienc;e is con-
cerned—showing y.ou what the shape of the universe is; but showing it
in such a way that the mystery again comes through. Tdda_y we tend |
| 10 th.ink that scientists have all the answers. But the greﬁ't ones tell us, “No, .
‘we haven’t got all the answers. We're tel'ling you honw'ii Wbrks—-—bul what
is it?’ You stnke a match, what’s ﬁre" You can tell me about oxidation,
but that doesn’t teIl me a lhing. i -. L] - :
The third fuucuon is the SOCIOIO}:,ICEI oﬁe——-—supportmg, and valldatmg a

certain social order. And here’s where myths’ vary enormously from place




to place....It is the sociological function of myth that has taken over our
world...(Joseph Campbell: The Power of Myth, p. 31). . a— -

Campbell’s anatomical presentation of the functions of myth has .b:een fully charted in

~Head’s fictional writings, as this thesis shall presently explore. There ;arc_a, of course, other

" dimensions of myth that Head embeds in her writings, aspécts of which have, in some

éases, tended to be hybridal m nature, owing to their historiographical content

encapsulated in a fictional format.

12

In his monumental work on Plato (c.428-c.347 BC) and Aristotle (384-322 BC), Barker

(195) has noted that, together with Xenopha:es, the two doughty Greek philosophers
~ tended to exalt reason above myth as a way of knowing reality. Soicrates (¢.470-¢.399

BC), while undertaking a walk with a comparion, is reported to havé referred to mythic

tales as “irrelevant things,”” which he could not bother to contemplate in his quest for

self-knowledge. HoWever, Barker equally obscrves that Aristotle later concluded that, in

X

~.some of the early Greek creul.ioﬁ myths, /fogos and my_tho'sb\/icr‘la'lpiwd. The historical

' (praxis) and the mythical (my'r'/-ms) could possibly find conjtmctionl in the proccsé of

explicating or re-configuring humén affairs., he surmised. In his “Introduction” to Joseph
Campbekl: The Power of My_t):, Bill Moyers thus refers to the recuperative ﬁ.mcltion of
myth, as he discovers it in Campbell’s garga‘ntuan work on myﬂ;): ‘He [Can;pbell]
>believed there is a “‘point of wi'sc%orﬂ beyond the conflicts of illusion e!md truth by which

4

lives can be put back together again™ (Campbell, with Moyers, 1987,:xviii). This thesis

will explore, among other pursuits, the confluence of praxis and imagination that is’

apparent in Head’s writings. -
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BACKGROUND TO S'TUDY

There 1s a recurrent temptatlon for the cas: lal reader to snnphshcally label Head as a

-woman wrltmg on a mere rural tapestry, with her. work centermg on psychotlc egmstlc

. ﬁbures possessed of a rather warped mentality. Some literary Cl‘lthS have Varlously

]
!

described Head as not being sufﬁCIentIy interested in issues that concern ituomen, in spite

 of the fact that she is herself .'z; woman. Other critics have accused Head of handling (in

facetious and glib ways) the rather sizzling issues of apartheid and political oppression in

the Southern Africa of her time.

‘It has become necessary, therefore, to undertake the sort of enqui;;y proposed by this

research work to clear the fog of suspicion and bias hoverin g over the late author. Apart
from underlining the idea that the Head was an astute mythic novelist, such an enquiry as

this will also clearly demonstrate that she thought deeply about the political issues of her

day, especially as they pertair to oppressive systems that tend to; derogate from the

humanity and dignity of people, not only in South Africa but also all over the world. This
will put to rest certain assumptions that hold that myth and mythic st(']dies are intangible,

chimerical pursuits, having no bearing with practical, real-life situations. Ancther benefit

i

of this research is that it will restitute Head in what James M. Garrett calls “the politics of

narrative” in South Africa (1999).

In Tasks and Masks: Themes mzﬁ Styles of African Literature (198 1)' for instance, Lewis

Nk051 makes this reduchomst observation concenun;, Head’s wrltmg, “Bessie Head 1is
not a polltlcal novelist in dny sense we can recognize; indeed, there is ample evidence
£

that she is generally hostile to politics™ (102). Nkosi had earlier said of Head: *“for most

of the time Bessie Head seems politically ignorant. She has only this moral fluency of an

Ln
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_intelligent, intensely lonely, individual that worries about the problems of belonging, of
close interpersonal relationships, of love, vilue, and humanity” (99). The flaw in this

rather exclusivist depiction of Head on Nkosi’s part is that it equates the “political” with

- aggregated interests of a mass. Such narrowly conceived, canonical assertions as Nkosi’s

“silence tendentlally the voice of the md1v1dual (who, in fact, represents the snduof the-

turf inter: ests) in society. Political problems are created every time he;:,en10n|st1c interests

silence the voice of the minority. It is ironic t!thkos‘i even permits Head the proprietary

. rights of dealing with issues that pertain to humanity, for it is hardly conceivable that

such a preoccupation could divest itself of political involvement.

- Another writer that questions Head’s political' commitment is Gillian Stead Eilersen

- (1991), who declares peskily:

Had Heafi wri_iten only her first three nolvels, the discussion of
necessit}; w-ould‘.ilave tailed off here. Heaci wlould have been
accepted as one of the few African writers who did not involve
herself éolitica]]y in her writing but who_achiéved considerable
success for- being almost solely resporisible for the “inward

turning of the African novel (44).

- Like Nkosn Eilersen seems to shunt dehberatcly Head’s artistic productlons to the level

ofmar;,mahty and penpherallty One of the aims$ of this thesis is to provel: that a er(f‘l‘ of

Head’s stalure cannot (mdeed should not) be subjected to such Ilmlllll!:, reductive

classifications as critics like Nkosi and Eilersen have attempted to do.

o
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- Head was to say later of the circumstances of her birth:

WHO IS BESSIE HEAD?

Head (1937-1986), South African novelist, was bom in Pi'etemlari'tzburg’s Fort Napier
Mental Institution in South Africa. Her mother Bessie Amelia Emery (nee Birch), was
placed there when she became pre;,nant by a black groom who was workm g on her white
father’s farm. Head grew up inAoster care until the u'ge o-l’ﬂ_lirt’een when she was placed
in an Ang]ican mission ofphanage in Durban. There in the orphanage she received her
secéndéry education and then subsequently trained as a teacher. She grew up as an
adopted member of the Coloured community an‘d lived mainly in Natal until adulthood
Little -is known about Head"s childhood; she hefsélf was confused about her origins

-

Having qua]iﬁed as a teachér, however, Head soon found out that teaching did ndt suit

r

her temperament. She then dabbled into journalism, working in the e:;rly 1960s in Cape
Town and Johannesburg, respéctively, for the famous Drum stable. In 1961, she met and

married a fellow journalist, Harold Head, with the ill-fated union producing Howard

their only child.

First they recéived you from the mental hospital and sent you to a nur-

-sing-home. A day fater you were returned because you did not look

white. They sent you 10 a Boer family.
: -

By

- . r
1 .

The woman on the committee said: “what can we do with this child? Its

A week later you were returned.

mothér is white (A Question of Power, 17).

_ e ——— ——— T
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South Africa was not, therefore, a conducive place for Head. Whén the marriage with
Harold crumbled in 1964, Head gavé up-her South Afiican citizenship and took up a

teaching post in Serowe, Botswana. When she lost the teaching job in Botswana, she turned

to market gardening and writing, having been declared a refugée in that country.

®

Eventually, in -1979, having been turned down before, she was pranted Botswana

.~
1

citizenship. This development hugely gratified her, and her experiences in Botswana were
to constitu"te a crucial factor that shaped, in part, her literary aesthetics and her ideological
concerns. Nonetheless, she was continually plagued by mental instabi]ilty, lhﬁugh she was
able to publish works of remarkabie quality that earnedg‘ lter international acclam, even
posthumously. Her torrid background, the issues they raised, and her own mental
instability, had a profound influence on her fiction. Obviously, theref(._)re, she found the
Apartheid-controlled South Africa a life-throtling environment and sought to get aQay

from it, as far as possible.

Botswana achicved independence in 19@6. Head's f":rst published novel, When Rain
Clouds Gatlher, came out in .1.968I, a‘nd'it reflects her o;vn experience 6f ﬂeparture from
South Africa. It also graphicﬁlly &etai]s he.r settlement i;] Botswana. Thé novel deals with
political and spiritual exiie, po'li.tical‘corruption, and r;lcial hatred. S]ic published threé
other novels: Maru (1971), A Question of Power (19'73), and A Bewitched Crossroad
(1984). The citizenship in Bofswana, which she had long craved, had brollught her some of
the peace and happiness that had proved so elusive. Sh; published a history of the village

she had settled in: Serowe: Village of the Rain Wind (1981).

Y



Head’s works treat themes Iof race, gender, and mental iltness with a variety of direct
and powerful styles. She explores not on]y:the racismc‘that underwrites colonialism in
Africa, but also the institutionalized racism felt by the Botswanans for t:he Bushmen, for
example. Her short stories are gathered in the volumes, The Collec}or of Tre&sﬁrgs
(1977), Tales of Tenderness and Power (1989), and A Woman Alone (1990). The last tv;ro
novels were published posthumously and include her essays and autobio;graphical pieces.
The two-'novels reflect much of the.inﬂection of the uroborial phase c:)f myth, the oral
phﬁse that incorporates a lot of traditional life. This uroborial ambience of myth pervades
the bulk of Head’s fictional writings, as this thesis will presently demonstrate. __ B _

1
Within the rustic setting hinted above, Head etches profound méssages that she
encapsulates in mythic modules of universal import. Indeed, Maxine Sa;n‘lp]e asserts that
Head’s writings “deal with issues of African womanhood while displaying a utopian
vision of Affrica free of economic, racial, and sexual oppression™ (2003i). Regardless of
the deep and transformative insights that myth could yield in intellectuai and ideological
discourses, Sholes and Kellog (12) have presented the oral phase of mythic consciousness
as consisting merely of “traditi;nai plot which can be transmitted.” This sort of
superficial reading of the mythic experience would hardly do justice to Head’s adroit and
complex deployment of expanded time and space in her writings.
iy
The *“pastoral” background of Head’s writings has taken in unsophisticatied readers. Her
. first published novel, When Rain Clouds Gathér (1969), is about the Ehafacter, Makhaya,
who escapes from South Africa to Botswana in the illusive quest for absolute freedom.

In his adoptive country, however, Makhaya perceives anew the problems of the world, a

o b———————— i Wt e =
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perspective tinctured with the kind of political activism that launches him into
ugricultural, cooperative work. Behind this apparently ordinary background lies a deeper
layer of meaning that bulges out in all of Head’s literary works. Maru m Maru (1974) and
Elizabeth in 4 Question of Power (1974) reflect the same sort of political engagement as

Makhaya pursues in When Rain Clouds Gather. The other novels, “the novellas and

autobiographical writings by Head reveal this same preoccupation with political

engagenient.

JUSTIFICATION FOR THE CHOICE OF HEAD’S WORKS

Head’s works offer the optimism of progress needed for the invigoration of today’s
human existence. In her writings, humanity will find the courage to confront evil
(epitomized by some of the characters she has creale_,d) and to dismantle all forms of
social diécrimination, political exploitation (with alf its! assoqialed levers of denigration)
and economig exprop_rigtion. The proof of Head’s artistic sophilsticatiqn ':is her use of

mythic motif and symbols to espouse her political messages. indeed, Head is reparded as

one of the pillars of Adrican {iterature.

TYPES OF MYTH:

1

The single justification for delineating and explicating different types of myth in this

thesis is that Head uses a combination of them in her novelistic and historiographic

writings. She uses the myths ta convey her dreams of cl}a.nging the world for the benefit

of humankind in general and unmasking the source of evil, with a view to eliminating it

from the course of human affairs. Such universal myths, as are set forth in the books
]

under review, resonate with the characters Head has created in her writings and help

those characters to realize their mythic destinies.

10 ‘ | :
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- myths maybe gleaned from the following books: Egyptian Mythology, Simon

A. COSMOGONIC MYTHS ;
Cosmogonic Myths are the most basic of all forins of myths in that they relate how t111e '
entire world came into being. The Cosmogonic Myth of a partiéu]ar culture may be 'usf;d
as a template for tracing the origin of humankind. j’his will happen by a process Qf

extrapolation. On the other hand, especially in regiona! studies, the Cosmogonic Myth of

3

) ¥
a certain cultural, racial or geographic group might provide valuable insights into the

artistic or economic relations undertaken by such people, as autochthonous entities. i

. t
The first chapter of the Book of Genesis in the Bible, for instance, details the creation of

the world, how the world proceeded from nothing (creatio ex nihilo). Egyptian,

Australian, Greek and Mayan myths speak of creation from nothig. References to these

1

) |
Goodenough (1998); Some Myths and Legends of the Australian Aborigines, William
|

Jenkyn Thomas (2007); Greek Myths, Robert Graves (1993), and Mythology of Aztec &
Maya, David Jones (20(}7). Usually an all-powerful deity fashions the universe from.
nothing. This deity may, thereafier, either withdraw into a non-descript background or

may gain centre-stage in the religious and cultural life of the people (as it is with the

i ' }
Hebrews’ Jehovah). i ‘ |

However, creation may result as an emergence from the lower worlds. In some African : |
myths, the act of creation ostensibly breaks forth from a fertile egg. The egg is thus a sort |

of ‘placenta of the world.” Characteristically, most Cosinogonic Myths have the recurring‘ '

motif of sacrifice. The sacrificial act is a projectile that releases human, piant and animal |

forms of life. Within the body of Cosmogonic Myths are also eschatological myths-- |

JE .

myths describing the end of the world dr the coming 'of death into the world. Some of

these eschatological myths provide, in the end, a sort of paradisiacal existence. There are

11
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some myths, however, that provide for eternal torment for judged humankind. The
Hebrew, Christian, Islamic, Zoroastrian inyths 'emlg}ody the above Iwo contrastive

concepts. As this study will show later, Head appropriates in her writings Hebrew,

Christian and Oriental myths, as well as Indo-European mythology, wherein there is -

provision for a universal conflagration and a final battle of the gods; before reconstitution
and restitution could occur. This thesis explores the reconstitutive possibilities in Head’s

fiction.

B. MYTHS OF CULTURE HEROES ; /
Myths of Culture Heroes describe the actions and the character of b;eings res;c-msibl:for
the discovery of a particular cultural artifact, a political tradition or a -technological
process. In Greek mythology, for example, Prometheus steals fire from the gods and
becomes a prototype of human iconoclastic figures. We find Head’s Maru playing a

similar role when he defies tradition by tarrying somedne from a lower caste, his covert

intention being the liberation of the Marsawas and theit re-integration to the mainstream

f
© Sl

of society. i

In the Dogon culture, the mythical blacksmith steals seeds for humankind from the
granary of the gods. Those seeds presumably possess protean potential- the mystical
capacity to regenerate and perpetuate human existence. In the Indonesian community of

Seram, Hainuwele, from the orifices of her body, furnishes the community with a

plethora of necessary and luxurious goods. In some- cases, the Culfure Hero may be the

purveyor of the cornucopia, from which society is periodically renewed. These types of

12
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myths deal with initiation or-consummatory rituals. They talk of the possibility, as well

as the agency, of temporal or social change, resulting in the emergence of new states.

C. MYTHS OF BIRTH AND REBIRTH
As different from the myth of Culture Heroes, Myths of Birth and Rebirth may integrate
the concept of the emergence (éf an ideal society (millenarian myths), the revelation of a

saviour (messianic myths) and eschatological themes. There is also the mythology of

cargo cults, which portend that some luxurious mélange of goodies await humankind;

typically, the Saviour figure is expected to bring about such bounties.
I .
D. FOUNDATION MYTHS
Foundation Myths pertain to the founding of cities based on some cherished ideals. The

cities so founded could exemplify manifestations of sacred power, or they could be

dedicated to the exp]oits of specific culture heroes, like Riomulus and Remus, in Rome, or

the enigmatic hero Maru, in Head’s eponymous novel, Maru.

THE RELEVANCE OF MYTH ‘.
Myth, as a significant matrix of aesthetic creations, wil‘l__conlinue to enliven and deepen
human intellectual and emotional engagements with hiterary cmlstru.cls. whiclf are modes
of recreating or presenting reality. The appeal of myth; as a mere recourse to cultural
r}tuals and beliefs, and as a bastion of received precepts and lore, would help to foster
.communal or cosmic oneness.- However, when myth is used as a paradigm for charting
progressive and development-oriented programmes, as Head has so adroitly shown in her

writings, it then has practical relevance as a tool of social re-engineering. [t becomes as

such a lodestar for positive deploymerit_of productive forces. According to Mircea Eliade

b
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(194), although myths may be trivialized, and its value diminished by people, the use of

myths in artistic creations could serve as a vehicle of returning to the beginning of time,

thus helping humankind to rediscover and re-experience their very core values. In the-

words of Wendy Doniger (1998, 1‘;3), the use of myths as a means qf abstraction “has a

political aspect as well.” Says Doniger: !
The wide-angle lens can be political and tﬁ eological s_im'ultan‘eously, as
when we realize the political implications:of our own...assumptions or
begin to respect the humanity of political others by appreciating their.
theologies [ideologies]. And myth is p:;rtié:'ula‘rly qualified to forge these

links. ljsing microscopes and telescopes to link daily reality with global--

indeed, galaxial—politics, myths enable us to do what the bumper sticker

urges: think globally, act locally ( 19).

'f‘his research will prove that Head, the focus of the study, appropriates in her novelistic
writings all the above types of myths. While harking back1 to the protean values that under
girded past African civilization, and while also excoriatipg aspects of that tradition that
have become repugnant and debasing, Head has striven to draw attention to new modes
of political and instifutional organization.- Her approach to myth has been integrative and

eclectic, in keeping with her intention of conveying universal and timeless messages that

make for inclusion, rather than exclusion. L : L
Roland Barthes’ Mythologies (1973) and Claude Levi-Strauss’s The Savage Mind (1972)
have both helped to rekindle interest in the concept of myth in recent times. The two
writers have enabled us to understand better the pragmatic possibilities of the mythic

notion. Barthes equates myth with ideology (with the exception of a few differences), as

14 :
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opposed to something ethereal and remote (Goring et al, 271). There seems to be a shift
of emphasis and focus that identifies myth as a constituent part of a people’s social and|
cultural make-up. This make-up conditions thought and behaviour. Barthes is one of

those avant-gardist thinkers who believe that myth has ideological and socializing value.

In holding forth this assumption, Barthes brings myth home to contemporary life, as part

of the stuff and fabric of everyday life.

Levi-Strauss has also examined myth from this pragmatic perspective. Together with

Barthes, he has reified myth and given it social and political relevance. Kenneth Burke,

another ethnologist, thinks that myths have the power ‘to pull back humanity from theé

brink of “aphasic and fundamental insecurity” (in Vickery, 49, 52). _ P
4 _ i .

. e —

Head, in her writings, evinces the sort of ideological jmport which myth has for bothi
Barthes and Levi-Strauss. She employs the elements and filaments of myth to situate her
characters and their actions in social and political contexts, whert;,in political affirmation
becomes an imperative and dialectical choice. In ‘Ulis;;l_:ight, myth becomes a means of |

discovering and uncovering “ideological abuse”, which then ought to be corrected of

mediated thfough intervention and pragmatic action (Barthes 103).

The above pragmatic conceptié)n of life corresponds to Head’s view that myth has a
valorizing power. Myth constantl); looks both to the present and ito ﬂle future, redeﬁning?
our moral and social bearings. As she sees it, our belief systems condition our actions.;.
Therefore, we could actually re-order society by thinlging and acting differently. 'Heaci

fuses process (with its scientific rigours and trivia) with,what Stanley Edgar Hyman hasf

{
1
t

15




v

£, -".» -

i

A
7y

¥

termed “the timeless élan vital” — the vital force or impulse of life, that which defines

. s
life’s moral essence (Vickery 66).

4% I
ik '

For an artist such‘ as Head, myth affords not only ‘.‘emoti-()r‘n'a] patterning”; it also serveés as
a fulcrum for moral patterning, eliciting behavioural chai‘1ge (Vickery, x). In The Myth of
the State (46), Cassirer has developed the thesis that myths ellre primarily emotional? in
origin and that their functions are mainly practical and social. In his view, myth
promotes a feeling of uhity or harmony among members of society, as well as a sense% of
unity or harmpny with the whole of nature. For Cassirer, both the psychological and

sociological aspects of myth fuse, in the transitional hiatus between principle and prax!is.

Myth thus becomes the promoter of social solidarity and communal advancement. In the

words of F. R. Leavis, “a real literary interest is an interest in man, society and
i

civilization...” (Goring et al, 365).

'STATEMENT OF RESEARCH PROBLEM

The research problem is this: -
- |

How to demonstrate that myths, which otherwise are !9djudged intangible and ﬂims;,
could be aestheticz;lly employed as a means of projeétipg'a new and-equitable order cI)
existence. The chalienge, then, is to portray myth in c'on_crete terms, thereby proving that
mythology has patent relevance to human existence. Filling the gap occasioned by this

research problem would constitute the contribution to k?owledge that this research work

is making,. .

OBJECTIVES OF STUDY
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a. To examine how intricately Head has used myth to make solid social and

political statements. | | |

b. To -illustrate the manner in which Head’s char'acters,- who are usually mythic
personas, protest against politically unjust systems.

c. To demonstrate that this peculiar use of myth enriches fhe author’s art and lends

her prominence among the major African (and indeed, world) literary figures.

¥

d. To establish the notion that the motley of myths employed in Head’s fiction

reveals a template for social and political reengineering, thereby underscoring the

¥

contemporary relevance of myth.

3

LIMITATIONS | z

Getting access to the texts posthumously published on behalf of Head was particularly |

difficult. Even some of the aumqr’s earlier published novels and otﬁ_er writings were not
easily available. However, visiting the British Coﬁncil and the Uuiversity of Ibadan’s
lerary solved this problem. Similarly, . was able to get a copy of The Cardinals with
Mcdrmnons during my visit to United States. This has tlllul a gap (hat had existed in the
early stages of this research work. In additi_on, some !ecturer friends, as well as some
PhD students, lent me some of their prized materials. ‘Further resear<;h via the Internet

has equally opened vistas that otherwise would have remained shut to me.

RESEARCH QUESTION S -

a. What was the political climate under which Head produced her wrltmgs” .
b. How has she artistically articulated the political issues of her day? -
C. How has Head interplayed myth and political issues?

d. How successful is the above-stated interplay of myth and literature

17
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CHAPTER TWO:
LITERATURE REVIEW .
Myths have been defined as the “symbolic &escriptions of natural phenomena”
(Kluckhohn, in Vickery, 33). Carl Jung’s theory of the collective unconsciousness was
vitally instrumental to the emergence of archetypal criticism, as has been noted ear]fer.

This critical stance insists that civilized man preserves, though unconsciously, those pre-

historic areas of knowledge that can be articulated obliquely through myth (Wilbur, 17). -

The Jungian thesis derives its validity seemingly from the assertion that myth, far ﬁoﬁ
being the dream of the inhibited individual, is the protoplasmic pﬁttern of the race, which
assures the individual’s participation in the collective unconscioulsness. The artist using "
myth as a vehicle of pre.sgntation would normally speak, out of his:unconscioﬁs merﬁory,

a primordial truth (Holman, in Wilbur 17).

Y
1l

éome critics have defined myths as “group fantasies,” wish fulfillment for a society that
closely resembles dream patterns (Kluckhohn, in \(ickery, 33)." Dreams of those
individuals that respond to the pool of the collectivel unconsciousness may be termed
compensatory fantasies. When such dreams conduce to the common good, their roles, as
private fantasies, change automatically to communal or societal myths. The.group thug

appropriates private rituals.

Certain catalytic forces compel the formation of new linyﬂlic models or moulds. Internal
pressures, as much as extemnal stimuli, may give ris? to new cultural forms and new
productive modes. Man can truly be, and is uéually, challenged by contraries. Such

contrary forces include, but are not limited to, pressures from other societies, biological
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events (such as deaths, epidemics), changes in the physical landscape, the eclipse of
jmlitical dispensations, personal or societal implosion, sexual threats or a co-mixture of
the above factors. -Man is always straining against lu,rkihg'hostility. Myths, in effect,

seek to reconcile creatively this sort of tension between familiarity and uncertainty (akin

to Franz Fanon’s “creative tension.”

However.', myths, in some respects, may not always brew effectively the broth of
synthesis. In The Implied Spider: Politics & Theology in Myth (1998), Doniger makes a
persuasive case for a subversive function for, and appreé_‘iation of, myth. She believes that
myths could tread a reversible pathway of both syncretfsm and dissolution. In her view,
the syncretistic process will naturally seek to reconstruct social reality to favour and
reinforce establishmentalist forces. On the contrary, argues Doniger, the dissolutionl_ist
pofency of myth subverts and then re-configures reality, dislodging. the status quo or, at
best, significantly mbdifying its salient elements and raifon d’etre. In Doniger’s words,
“Myths do not merely reflect the eternal, reactionary archetypes or even the present

hegemonistic Zeitgeist; they can subvert the dominant paradigm. Revolutionary ‘myths

express...not the status quo but the fluxus quo” (107).

In the same way that Ilnyths can bring about revolutiona;ry ethos, they can equally lead to
cultural and political adaptation. This adjustive mechanism produces and promotes
“social responsibility” (Kluckhohn, in Vickery 41). i,Myths thus help to deliver and
sustain cultural continuity and the stabilization of soci?l and political institutions. They
‘:could therefore be seen as a way of envisaging, or envisioning. as opposed to i'itual.l'l
which is mechanizally repetitive. Because myths entail doing (praxis) and envisioniﬁg,:'

they make for a transformulive convergence at the juncture of sotution secking. Within

| )
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this ambience of political action, corrective or interventionist mediation could be

: }undertaken to change the world order or to recuperate its vital forces.

} o Tlie n}oet effective defense apainst alien and disruptive reality is communal effort at
_ salvdtide: a theree constantly harped upon by ﬁead. It is only in one of her nerls, iﬁah:,
that we find the exceptional case of vigorous, imaginative assertion of independence,
combined with tough morel Acourage._. _Ne'vertheless, even Maru’s act of. patrician

. renuncietion is a sort of submergence to the interest of a lerger group located outside his
immediate surroundings. For Head, therefore, submersion to .the group’s \eay of

thinkihg, feeling and doing is the antidote for loneliness, alienation, sdéial dislocetibn and

the terror of the dark unknown.

According.to Richard Chase, myth is a “blazs of rea]ity’ " (in Vickery 72). It mixes with
: 'the"magical elements' to encompass those qualities and values that are poignant, tragic,

- beautiful, harmonious, settled, disturbed, comfortable, annoying, barren, “harsh,

consoling, splendid, fearful (Davey, in -Vickery 70-1). Myth thus reflects the diffused,

eclectic nature of both the human spirit and the complex experiences that such a spirit

registers and embodies.  Myth could at once mirror the pdthoé of the human spirit, the

plight of the underdog, a$ well as the peaceful nature of 'human benevolence. Since

. literature is reflective of modes of collective beliefs and aciions, it should be examined as

constituting a writer’s summation of the impelling social and political climates under
. - ’ - ’ 1

which he or she respond to the literary impulse to create.
oy This response, argues Za-Ayem- Apye, produces a specific interpretation of social
LA/ p g y P P p

phenomena — corresponding to the various class interests implicated therein (Emenyonu

L
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127) POlIthS pervades every aspect of human behaviour and all layers of human
relationship. It i 1s about how power 1S acqulred shared and wielded at given levels. " The

literary effort could also reveal how power is sustamed, as much as it beams a searchlight

on the propnety or otherw15e of the disposition of siuch power Ideology, n the words of
Benston (287) is a “system of beliefs or theories that usually serve as a guide to action

.and.that may form the basis of socto-political programme.”

To achieve he:r '~p|:1rpose of projecting a better-organized snd more equitable human
socie‘ty,‘ Head chooses the setting of Botswana as a sort.of pa:stora] ‘haven, situated beside
- the sweltering theatre of the Apartheid enclave, in the then th_)desia -an‘d South Africa.
. Her escspe o Botswana was fos solace and mol;al rearmament. Her o'nly available tools
for fashioning a realignment of forces and a modification of structore's are the corpus of
her _literary  writings, recorded speeches, hi-storiographio constructions, and
autobxographlcal pieces. Even before the dzsmanllmg of colomahst structures, to,t_,ether
fsf* Iw1th thelr sysfems of brutal -suppression, Head had sought to neutralize all forms of
” perceived oppression in that political enclave. T]lis she tried to do using the medium of '
myth. Maxine Saolple says of Head’s ideological views thai -t'hey are “sometimes
unpopu]ar, but always .sensati'()ﬁa] and cogent” (40), The sensationalism aftriouted to
- Head s art may mhere in her derlberate choice of bluntness, to shock the world out of

complacency and anodyne orthodoxy Slmllarly, the cogency of her art reﬂects its

. pragmatlc and all-time relevance. The immensity of the truths embedded in her art may

thus be ignored at one’s peril. L

' ‘ahf;,: In the view of Iwu Ikwubuzo (17), what shou!d concern the myth analyst are the social,

aesthetic and literary qualities of myth — how myth reflects the lives, values, experiences
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and asplrah ons of people in literary constricts, Head attempts to encompass those sorts
of human values and experlences in her writing, and she exposes the madequacies of
extremist views on both 31des of the gender divide. She feels that such extremist views

are ﬂawed in that they exclude the nght of . others to be heard and evaluated as

‘ wholesome 11 umans.

#

Amanze Obi is of the V1ew that writers such ag Tom Momson and Alice Walker have
avo:ded such excessnvely tlpped stances as stlﬂe the human spmt They adopt what he
calls “sexual duality” in tllelr wntm;:,s to admit of comp]ementary, rather than

opposmonal ﬂmctlons of the two genders (]92) It is upon such a baIanoed pedestal that
!

Head also places most of her charactels male or female,

Head S ﬁctlona] works contain what Isidore Okpewho has styled the “a- h1stoncal”
e]ements whlch address larger philosophical quahtles of existence (Aﬁzcan L:remture

Today, No: 13: l) She employs what E. M. Foster (1974) terms “fantasy and prophecy,”

qualities that aﬁ’eot the development of plot settmgs and characterization (102 - 3).
Head’s wn[m[,s compare posmve!y with works produoed by writers like Herman

Melville, Emlle Bronte, and Virginia Woolf, who equally emp]oy myth as a backdrop to

their artistic creatlons S .

-

_ Head particularly resembles Vll‘}_,ll]la Woolf. WoolPs novéls all embody elements of

mystery and the numinous. The two women each had neurotic problems, which they

largely reflect in their artistic construcuons Since their writings contain elements of the

mysterious, such wmks may be defined as gothlc constructs. The gothlc novel, according

to C. H. Holman, is *“a foml of novel in which magic.., mystery are the chief

[§%]
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characteristics. Horrors abound, one may expect a suit of amour suddenly to come to
. life, while ghots, blanking chains and charmed houses impart an uncanny atmosphere of

terror” (333).

~Such mythic detalls, as have been set forth above, could assume symbolzc relevance.

-Head has used symbolism to explore pohllca] themes Symbols like “pit”, “room or

words like “control” and “prlsm all acqulre multl -layered meamng Characters in

* Head’s'novelistic writings also play symbohc roles, which s_ometimes assume univcrsal
“and teleological iniportance. They are perpetually striving to ‘escape from the “pit” or to

make more “room” for themselves and for others. Th'ey‘ also prefer to see life thréugh

some holistic “prism”, avoiding human and environimental “control” as much as possible.

In his “Using the Heart: The Symboiism of I_ﬁdividuai Change in Bessie Head’s Maru,”

Alan Ramon Ward (Questia, 2004) argues that Head works through the surface of

ordinary events and agencies to incorporate elements and swathes of human experience

_ that are more encompassing and far-reaching in nature. According to Ward, Maru as a
- character represents humamly in the course of the actlons he undertakes. Maru’s acts and

'mtngues happén at Dllepe qmte all I’li,ht but their ripple effects are extendab]e to the rest

of Botswana, and, 1mphcat1vel_y, to A.ﬁ'lca as a 'whole. Simllarly, Ward is able to establish

. .

- a sylhholic leadership role for_ Mai‘gar.ét Cadmore, the heroine of A/[m;u:‘l\/f;irgarel has thé
-“ﬁhopes .of one da)lz helping her- people.” Tlhus, her _ interpe‘rson.al. relationships with
- representatives of ﬂlle ruling.cla_ss in Dilepe (Maru, Dikeledi, Moleka, Seth, and Pete)
'prepare her for the future role of savior ,to her' ;:;eo,p]e, thé Marsz'xwa Désire;: Lewis a}so
traces the symbolic dlimensi.ons of Head’s ficticn in “Bessie He'ad’s'.i?reedoms,” an 'on]ine.

- article that delineates the “topography” of “freedoms” in Head’s writing, especially such
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- freedoms . as shift the shépe of cosmic reality, thereby toppling and supplanting

entrenched forces of oppression. As Lewis perceives it, Head uses romance plots_;mat

“are allegorized as liberating relationships” (in refetence to The Cardinals and some of

.Head’s short stories). He thinks that food' production in Head’s writing‘have. come to

symb.olize “triumphant creativity” on: the part of the marginalized (par 8 2008). In fact,

_the above views on Head’s writings expressed by Ward and Lewis underscore . the

symbolic and concentric texture of Head’s fictional works—qualities that lend to her

. fiction a deep profundity and resonance.

In light of the above observations on Head’s art, it is surprising that most present-day

critics have overlooked the mythic quality 'of her art. Joanne Chase, for instance, sees 4

Question of Power as “a portrait of an insane woman” (Association for Commonwealth

Literature and Language Studies No 1, p.é?). She fails to extrapolate from Elizabeth’s

“dementia worthier preoccupations, values and possibilities. She prefers “particularization

of character”. Particularizing character portrayal does not agree with Head’s preference to

- have her characters embody universal, unifying and symbolic values. Head herseif is

eclectic in the reaches of her novelistic artistry. As Linda ‘Susan Beard observes in

“Bessie Head’s Syncretic Fictions” (in Ibrahim 1), “Bessie Head is a syncretic and
'synehronic genius‘ mixes media; she is a ‘story-teller, historian, choreographer,

' agronomlst and chanteuse Besme Head 1s the orator of disconcerting paradox A writer

~ like Head, who is so robust and 50 complex in her artistic and 1deoloyca1 sen51b11|tles

should not be read as sollsp51stlcally as Chase aboye has' done

-T

‘Maxine Sample (2003), in the introductory piece of the body of essays on Head that she

edited, focuses mainly on the ways Head’s life has been ‘deeply affected by the

]
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. to fashion a soteriological construct. .

“alienation, marginalization, and rejection that graced Head’s entry into this world...”
(Critical Essays on Bessie Head, 2). Sample does not delve deeper to examine how these

excruciating personal experiences have helped Head to produce writings that advocate

. new paradigms of political and interpersonal relationships. Equally, Sample does not

identify nor characterize Head’s use of mythical elements. in strin ging'her works together

~Asa contributor to Sample’s Critical Essays on Bessie Head, Maureen F ielding, focusing
on When Rain Clouds Gather, attempts to trace merely how Head utilizes space as a

therapeutic medium:

Makhaya [th'é ‘protagonist of Rain Clc;uds] struggles with his own tor-

" mented psyche;. : .Meanwhile Makhayé not oﬁ]y helps Gilbert to
achieve his|i31:actica;l aims, but he helps Paulillla’s daughter to complete
her miniature version of a utopi’an village. As Makhaya engages in these

‘ |
tasks of transi’oﬁnfng space, he transforms his own tortured heart into

. an-open and loving one and coméé to-the concl usion that “God and
agriculture weére all mfx'ed up”[180] (“Agripﬁlture ﬁnd Healing: Trar.ls-
fbm_ﬁng _Sphce, Transforming Trauma in Head’s When Rain (‘ffloudSQ -

Gather, p.18).

Fielding’s expurgatorial deployment of the agrarian motif above, a penumbra that

-overcasts the rest of her critical writing on Head in the essay referenced above, presents a

limited view of Head’s artistic and thematic sophistication.

 Similar to the solipsistic manner in which Fielding examines Head’s writings (solely

from a feminist perspective), Nancy- Topping Bazin in her essay-- “Venturing into
; :
£
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" Feminist Consciousness”-- believes that Head “chooses to focus on sexism rather than

'rac-ism”(‘i_n Cecil Abrahams, 1990). Even though Bazin’s view of the nature of Head’s

. writings is partially true, such a perspective excludes, and glosses over, the structural

elements of myth as a tool for delivering political messages and meaning. There is, thus,

"the problem of how to stitch up the hiatus between feminist themes, the mythical

construct, and political message.

- -

Such absence of organic linkage of tropes of myth, feminism, and political conscicusness

- as is evident in Fielding’s writing about Head above is also noticeable in Modupe

Oladlu’s critical writing entitled “Irony and Schizophrenia in Bessie Head’s Maru (1-:584:'

'25:4, 69). Olaolu traces, and expounds updn, elements of irony and schizophrenia in

Maru, arguing'that the main .characters in the novel (Maru, Mole‘lka, Dikeledi, Margaret

Cadmore, and Mrs. Cadmore) reflect in their various roles specific ambiguities

7 e’ngendered by Botswana and South African historica]Vbackgrou,hd's. Olaclu finds that

“cognitive .disso'nance“ i$ 4 common thread ;'unning through schiz:()phrcnia and irony. ‘lnl
her view, the difference ﬁelween the .two terms is that whereas schizophrenia reflects a
splitt.ing'of the capacity for _thought (a cleavage of the menfa] functions), irony functions
bya pfocess of dissifnulatiof 't-_hat donteXfuﬁIizes and gestures mearilir;g. Irony, she insists,

admits a “hierarchy” in its plurality (3). . -

%
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Accordiﬁ'g td'J.C}é;iolu, “Head ehmloyﬁ the schizophrenic construct and the figure of irony:

in the representation of ambiguities, polyphones, binaries, and the misrecognition of the

, ! - .
manifest and the concealed in a postcolonial Botswana setting” (4). In as much _as

Olaogun’s definitions, and application to Head’s Maru, of schizophrenia and irony are

incisively and aptly done in her study of Head’s fiction, her an.a]ysis barely highlights
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“the mythic ambience” in Maru. She fails to delve into the political and mythic import
of the 'ﬁanaﬁve in that novel, nor do her prognostications on séhizophrenia and irony as
narrative and stylistic devices theorize definitively (or even generically) on how Head is
abie to use myth as a way of delivering her political messages qf liberation and social

change. .

On her part, Joyce Johnson (2(_)08) approaches Head purely from the aesthetic angle. She

studiously eschews, or underplays, the mythic, the symbolic, the religious, and especially

the political ramifications of Head’s fiction. Linking Head’s aésthetic timbre to the

British female tradition in writing, Johnson writes approbationally of. the author’s

comparable standing with suéh British authors as Jane Austin, Ein‘ily-Bt'bnte, and Emily
Dickenson, who valorized and amplified female concerns and tackl>ed issues of patemal
exclusion of womenfolk from llterary and polltlcal paﬂlcnpatlon Johnson s liminal -
characterlzatlon of Head’s should never be excused because of other parts of her essay

that present Head’s writings rather limpidly.

In “Apartheid and Madness: Bessie Head’s 4 Question of Power”, Kumbo Pearse
(Kunapipi Vol. V: No. 2. 52) adopts the psycho;analytical approach in explicating .lwlead;s
.most pithy novel. He fails to) examine the ideological content of the writer’s art.
Similariy, Femi Ojo-Ade looks at Head_’s heroines and heroes from t'h_e point of view of

the social and cultural dynamics that make people victims of the apartheid system (Ba

- Shiru: Vol. 8, 2, p. 75). To him, the heroines and heroes are psychd]ogi_cal]y alienated in

South Africa and only gradually re-attune their minds to the problems of social

commitment. Qjo-Ade does not comment on the visionary aspects of Head’s art, which

only the mytluc approach could reveal. On thc contrary, Head herself wants to reinstate
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. and rehabilitate the alienated fellows in‘soci‘ety, to make them 'change-elements,'bearers

of the light of new modes of social and political relationships that she fosters in her

o

writings. As such, her mythical characters would always fise from the ashes of

' disorientation to begin life anew and bring about healing and social cohesion.

4
!

- In “The Novels of Bessie Head”, a chapter in Heywood’s Aspects of South African

therature (83), Arthur Ravenscroft stresses Head’s preoccupatlon with the themes of

ahenatxorpand power, choosing to explore th'e‘ psychological dimension of Head’s fiction.

It is rather obliquely that he mentions the symbolic nature of the author’s works. There is

O ﬁttempt, however, to link symbol with mythic consciousness. Similarly, Hugh W.

Hancock’s “Head’s 4 Question of Power” (Eiplicator, Fall 2000, 50) merely examines

‘the themes of power, love and fear as these relate both to the expljoiter/destroyer and the,
.recipient/victim. There is no discernible attempt on Hancock’s part to delineate and.

| enunmate the 1deological stance” that Head consnstently adopts- in her fictional and"

lnstonographlcal productxons the p0551b1hty, if not the mewtablhty, of human

emancipation from culturally and politically imposed tyranny.

On his part, Patrick Colm Hogan (1994) attempts to present his study of Head’s 4

-Question of Power from “_Lacanian psychosis " which manifests when there is a

dissociation of a person’s personal identity from his or her co]lect:ve identity. Accordmg
to Hogan this splintering of 1dentmes usua]ly occurs when the traditions and mores of
disenfranchised groups are denigrated, repressed or destroyed. Says Hogan, this sort of
decimation or erosion of céllecfive identity may lead to madness. In his view, “Though
the polltlcal sﬂuatlon plowded a matrix in \\luch Elizabeth’s psychic ;Olldlll()ll could

develop, 1ts structure is nonethe]ess that of psychosm which is to say, a a mental structure

kJ
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open to psychological understanding”(Z). Ei/idently, therefore, Hancock approaches

- Head purely from a psychological point of view. He eschews the possibility of examining

-

critically the novelist’s rather heightened mythic and political consciousness.

.-Only Chikwenye Okonjo ,Ogunyemi and Mackenzie have managed to underpin the

| mythic features of Head’s writings. In “Hidden Dimension of Bessie Head’s Novels”,

Okonjo Ogunyemi acknowledges that The Collector of Treasures contains mythic
components that pervade the atmosphere of the three major novels (in Asien and Ashaolu

163) She equally comments briefly on the metaphyszcal quality of African cosmology,

portrayed as a constitutive part of Head’s novelistic art. In his prefatory remarks to

- Head’s 4 H oman Alone Autobzographzcal Wmmgs (1990), Craig Mackenzie alludes to

the: mythopoetic quality of the author’s art. He comments tang,entnal]y on Head s

'engagement with political issues, but there is no emphatic and extensive explordllon of

this strand of thought. On her part, Chioma Opara (2004) documents and emphasizes

‘Head’s disavowal of oppressive and patriarchal structures. Her apploach 18, therefore

vmamly feminist-oriented, neglectmg the sophisticated ways in which Head has tried to

examine the political issues mherent in male- female relattonshlps as much as she does

other mtel faces of a political nature.

In his account of an Jowa .lntemational Writing Program (IWP) encounter with Head in

: 1977 Peter Nazareth pinpoints the pO]lllCd' nature ofllead S Mmu . found Maru_to .

be very political in that it sought to change the world in the wake of colonialism”
(Research in African Literatures, 7, 2008). While Nazareth, in this voyeuristic essay on
Head’s personality and artistic predilections, attempts to-deﬁne, and then exorcise, the

demon in the author’s artistic make-up, he fails to identify the many-layered elements of

.?9



myth ‘redolent in her fictional art. Rather, his focus rests on the symbolic and

psychological forces traceable in Head’s writings. To his credit, Nazareth, who now

teaches the oeuvre of Head’s writings at University of Towa, recognizes that Head “has an

elemental understanding of life when she writes fiction” (10). -

Another writer that strives to underscore Head’s commitment to social and feminist
issues is Sophia Ogwude (1997) whose work on Head could be regarded as a sort of
Magnum Opus. Nevertheless, Ogwude’s work does not reckon with myth-as an

important component of Head’s artistic vision. . She would rather focus on the

autobiographical and utopian contents of the novelist’s writings. In her words, as

rendered in “Protest and Commitment in Bessie Head’s utopia,” ““...utopia is an imagined

idealized place. Head uses the term in the two related senses- first _as' a good and idealized

" place endowed with providing-the greatest amount of freedom and happiness in pérté of

Botswana, Southemn Africa, and then as an ideal place that is nowhere...(1998, 2).

: Ogwude’s intense fixation on utopia, divested of its politicﬁl and myl‘h-icé] inflections and

potential, beclouds the boundless possibilities for structural and political transformation

that Head has embedded in her fictional and * factionai” writings.

In the same -tangential vein, Rosemary Townsend’s work on The Cardinals with
Meditations and Stories (1993) Teans heavily on the blend of fictional and

autobiographical aspects in that novel (65). She refers marginally to the theme of the

 love that develops between the forlorn girl, Mouse, and Johnny (who turns out to be her

biological father). Townsend’s work dwells on the dilemma faced by these two blood

re]atiﬁes. Because her approach to Head is largely psychoanalﬂytical, she does not
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' identif'y'hof articulate anly mythopoeic patterns in that novel, or indeed in any other of

Head’s novels.

Obviously, therefore past and current criticisms of Head have Ieﬁ facunae in the areas of

‘mythic mterpretatmn of her wr:tmf,s and how t'ley reﬂect her 1de0!o;,lcal commliment to

African and global issues. It 1s such g g,lann&, gans that ﬂ'llS study_hopes to fill up.

e



CHAPTER THREE:

1

THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORKS

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
| This research work is based solely on the Mdlmowsklzm theory ofthc pragmatic function
of myth, which views myth.s as a temp]ate for human conscrousness, by Wthh human
conduct may be govermned, mediated or modified. Bromslaw Malinowski (1926) has
already shown the delicate fusion of myth with ritual: repetitivé,' patterned action.
Recoénizing that mythsrcanl be ad hoc and dyngmic in nature, Malinowski believes that
they are “constantly regenerated.” In his vi.ew, the needs of the individual are saﬁs___ﬁ_ed_ by _
the social order within his culture, whose sole functi(;n is to satisfy human needs. That is
to say, ev;ary social institution has a need to satisfy, and so 'dées every item of cqlture. It
is .this same socializing function of myth that C]aud_é Levi-Strauss and Roland Barthes

' have identified and dwelt upon in their studies on myth.

The Greek word, mythos, as has been noted earliér, signified a traditional story of a
peoplé, entatling a practice, belief or n.atura] phenomenon (Merriam Webster’s Collegiate
'Diétic’vnmy, 770). Embedded in this deﬁnition 1S a certain view of the ideals associated.
with a partlcular society. Myth, therefore, connotes a. way of life, a sort of orientation
that defines and' modifies behawour as much a's it regulates cultura] and political

expressions.

According to Microsoft Encarta (2006), “Myth is a cbmplexg cultural phenomenon that
can be approached from a number of viewpoints. In general, myth is a narmrative that

~ describes and portrays in'symbolic language the origin-—of the basic elements and
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- In Joseph Campbell: The Power of Myth with Bill Moyers (1988), Campbel] is

assumptions of a culture. Mythic narrative relates, for example, how the world began,

how humans and animals were created and Low certain customs, gestures, or forms of

- human activities originated.” Almost all cultures possess, or at one time possessed, and

lived in terms of myths.” In the light of the abcve insights on myth, it can be deduced that

myth enables humanity to come to grips with its ontological and ethical dilemmas.

In the words of John B. Viékery, “the creating of myth, the'mythopoeic faculty, 1s

inherent in the thinking process and answers a basic human need '-(ix). The Jungian

theory of “collective unconscious”_(1875-19661)‘.has underpinﬁed ihe communal and
‘umversal qua]ity of myth, lodged as it is within the “racial memory” of humanity. TIiis

~meshed memory absorbs ‘mythic archetypes by a process of htstoncal dlffusmn Jung

thus hints. at the p0351b111ty of there being some essentla] smnlarlty of the human mmd

everywhere.

Through the vehicles of literature, orature, philosophy and religion, myth equips man to

face the- mysterious, the numinous essence of life wiih either dread or awe. 1i is thus

'i)ossible that myth helps man to adopt a meaningful and positive way of life, in an age in
”

which, ordinarily, life is harsh, shcnt and brutish, accordmg to Hobbesian th(nq,ht (1657).
At its hlghest form of aesthetlc functionality, myth enables us to sharpen tangibly our

appreciation of plot, setting, style, theme, structure and character in specific works of

, literature. The nature of myth is, therefore, ultimately reflective of the totality of man’s

experience, both at the mundane level and at the level of rarefied perception.

“convinced that myth is a concept is ever evolving in nature and in scope. Says Campbell:
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You can’t predict what a myth is goihg to be any more than you
can predict what you’re going to dream tonight. Myths and dreams

"come from some place. They come from realizatic‘ms of some kind

;?} | _that have then to find express:on n symbohc form. And the only
'_myth that is going to be worth thinking about in the immediate
‘future is one that is talking about the planet, not t]le.city, not these |
people, but the planet, and everybody on it (32) '. |
Campbell’s conception of the um'versality of m‘ythic experiencés is weﬂ embodied“in
Head’s corpus of writings, which strives to envision a world th.at vastly improves the lot
“of humankind, 1rrespect1ve of thelr particular race, geography; ldeologlcal Ieanmg,s c]ass
or gender |
According to Vickery, myth acquires manifold dimensions: psychblogical, rhet(_)rical,
senﬁntic, religious, ideological, z:nd sociological. Th'is manifold ﬁ'étentia] is in direct
é:? clash with the common, simplistic interpretation of rﬁythi-cal experieﬁce (and of its
= P 'dlscourse too) as that body of’ knowledge wherein all dlfference, struggle and discord
could resolve satisfactorily and .tota]ly (Cu;oys, in Moi 116). The conception of myth as
a sort of wand that conjures up closure and uﬁity is both false and provocative. It is
possible to achieve artistic resolution of conflicts and schisms in mythic aesthetics. In
fact, there could be mediatory pomters to an idealistic worldwew or way of life, but su_chn
cpn‘syucts do not, and cann_ot, eliminate Luman schisms, social distortions and
'psyCholo.gical disorientation. . |
- Myth always yields palliatives and schema for social change. Nonethe]ess', xﬁyth may be
\}\};}‘.

incapable of sustaining plain utopias. Althougl: it may conduce to, or promote, a feeling

4
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of unify or harmony among members of society, myﬂiic ideologies do not always reveal
a closed system. -Life itself is in a constant flux, and myth, in a rather cyclic fashion,
‘aims at keeping pace and maintaining an anticipatory and stabilizing hold on the vagaries
AN | .
Vg of human experience. In fact, Roberto Calasso renders the double-edged, capricious,
nature of myth (therapeutic as well as destructive) in this way:
Myths are made up of actions that include their opposites within themselves. .
The hero kills the monster, but even as he does so we perceive that the oppo-

site is also true: the monster kills the hero. The hero carries off the princess,

yet even as he does we perceive that the opposite is also true; the hero de-
serts the princess....Even without its variants, the myth includes its oppo-

sites (1993).

5

Ernest Cassirer has endeavoured to piﬁpoint the sort of basic coﬁfusion broached above

when he talks about “mythic law of metamorphosis”, by which h(I: means that everything

% tendvs- -to turn to everything élée (in Vickery 10). Nevertheless, he also shifts from this .
fnetaphysica] principle of cosz‘ni‘&; s.ymp'a'thy to revga] the pragmaf_ic function of msxth as

: inhering in thie promotion of :;ocial solidarity with nature in ﬁm_es of social criéig. In
stressing  the . social fu‘nction. “of ‘myth, Cassirer tends to align himself with the
Malinowskian theory of praglﬁatic relevance, which states that myth supervenes upon

institutional rites in dealing with the crises of life.

" Enlightenment scholars tried to make sense of the seemingly irrational and fantastic
mythic stories. Their explanations included historical evolutionary theories—that human
L ' culture evolved from an early state of ignorance and irrationality to the modern culture of

raﬁbnaiity——with myths seen as products of the early. ages of ignoraﬁce and irratioﬁality.
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This attribution of irrationality (o myth is, at best, as uulcn'.ll)le as it is“highly

reductionist in nature. If anything, myth has practical rele vance, in terms of its soc1ahzmg_'

and teleological import.

The Euhemeristic strand of mythical conception, on; the otﬁer hand, advocates the

egoistic presentation of historical figures and personalitiés as tyrants and bullies that tend

to perver"sely wield power—whether political, sexual or spiritual. Such human quirks then
assume a divine or hallowed status, in spite of their mortifying deformities of moralityl
and candour.. The -Rom.an Emperor, Caligula, is one such hislorl:icul figure whom Head
execrates in A Question of Power. She also criticizes Adolph Hitlller as another example
of the Euhemeristic presentation of historical figures (4 Question ofPower).

.
1 !

This Euhcmcrist.ic conception of myth enunciated above is a revcrsul of Schelling’s
concept of Absolute Idealism, . which holds that the . mythological process is
fundamentally a “theogonic process”, by which God or the Absolute One reveals himself ‘
historically through human consciousness. Man’s consciousness, in'e_ﬂ‘ecL transtorms by
a process of mythological polﬁheisrﬁ, to reveal divine presence (in Bidney, Yiekery 5).

Examining myth from the point of view of Immenenc;y undercuts the imperative for a

.multi-perspectivist stance, by which life can be expteirienced and explicated in all its

~ roundedness. Such a limited perspective as Immanence ignores the pragmatic and

transformative functions of myth, devoid of the element of deus ex machina.

{

¥ EAN LT L

Neither the Euhemeristic conception of myth nor the thesis of the Absc}lute Ideal makes a*.

‘i -

complete statement about the ideal nature of the mythopoelc conscmusness They"afe' R

flawed to the extent that they adopt a rather limiting standpomt to issues of life. In the oy _ﬁ_-_f_'

36




same vein, the sexual fixity of Sigmund Freud, in hi§ pursuit of the theory of animal
drives, links- myth with amoral elements (1895); As such, Freud’s view is
unrepresentative of the finest of mythic sensibilities, the sort that Head embodies in her
artistic worldview. The same tag could be placed on Carl Jung’s theory of “collective
consciousnes;”. The much-touted “racial memory” might never have unequivocal
predictive validity. Its verifiability has already been circumscribed in critical t]iinking
(Ruthven: 206). Both Freud and Jung’s theories are flawed to the extent that they are
limiting concepts—they disavow other possibilities of cq’énition. However, in fairness to
Jung, his theory of archetypal images has continued to resonate in much of cross—cultural
studies. b | ' |

N 2
%

The present study hopes to adopt from the Jungian school only the aspect of hero-
making, which will serve as a window into the Headian projection of a new world order
based on pragmatic ideals. This study actually dwells on the structuralist ideals of mythic

construct. Simply put, this structuralist paradigm holds that myth is a valid tool of social

_ engineering and social cohesion (the functionalist role assigned to myth by Manilowski).

However, the present study has also examined closely the Levi-Straussian notion that
myth should not be treated discretely but should be studied as a relational concept
capable of eliciting a holistic, composite perspective. II,_;evi—Strahss’ principle of “bin:ir_y

differentiation” finds an echo in the binary, oppositional pull that can be located in b_oﬂ: -

e .

the thematic and character presentations of Head’s fiction. o

hE4

~

In light of the above-stated preference for a relational, rather than discrete, consideration
of human experience in the Headian worldview, N_Brthrop Frye’s taxonomical approach

to mythic criticism would not be suitable. Such a stiff grid as Frye suggests narrowly

i
!
:
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diminishes the capacious reach of the human experience, negating the ambient
diffusions to which Head’s fiction robustly responds (Frye, in Newton 2003). Applying
narrow labels tends to limit the scope of Head’s artistic vision. Frye’s approach would

restrict the dilatory rspirit of,. say, Mary and Elizabeth in, respeclively, Maru and A

‘Question of Power. These are two figures wishing to transcend boundaries, whether

sacial or psychic. Thus, while this thesis adopts Malinowski’s strucmra] ist presentation of
myth as an organizing principle, it also blends with Lévi-Strauss’ thinking that mythic
studies should be done from a relational, composite angle.

i
T

The fluidity, the overlapping, that Phillip Wheelwriéﬁ!’s semantic approach to myth
suggests would equally be fully explored in unearthing the mtricacies of inter—boundary
experience, which Head’s fiction allows. Head’s writings defy sociall y rigid Eound;{cs
that clamp people into materialist, class, feminist, raci?l or po]iticgl cells, replete with
biases and bigotry. Owing to her ideological orientation, Head is wont to explode and
discredit such false limitations as were prevalent in ‘t{;ne Southern, African enclave in

which she lived. It is precisely because of this iconoclastic nature of Head’s artistic

temper that Wheelwright’s classificatory model of myth has not been used in this study.

Therefore, this reséurch worl‘( on :the political function of myth in Head’s fiction will
utilize the integrative approach, showing how artistic consciousness could stimulate and
create wholeness in human relationships and in political systems. Such an integrative
approach to mythic study i_s, in the main, restorative, qpnectiona] ahd eclectic. Ruthven
refers to this revisionist approach to art when he hints that a writer may transcend

mimesis to project reality that is grander than norma! purview would permit (19).

~
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Indeed, Head’s fiction should not be assessed by strictly realist standards. The mythical
cast of her novelistic, historical and autobiographical writinllgs precludes empirical
evaluation. A peculiar characteristic of her writing is that the characters and actions
develop by ;1 process of interfusion and parallelism. The term, mythopoetic, is a hybrid.

derived from the works of Martin Foss and Emest Caséfrer. Head’s writings could be said

to incorporate Foss’s and Cassirer’s fused notions of mythopoesis.

~-

In Symbol and Metaphor in Human Experience, Foss distinguishes two styles of ™

cognition: the “sensationalistic” and the “rationalistic” (135). In The Philosophy of
Symbolic Forms, Cassirer identifics two styles that resemble Fos:%"s “the mythical™ and
“the empirical-theoretical” (186). “Mythopoetic” is thu's invested with some of the value
in Foss’s myth and art and with aspects of Cassirer’s sensationalisfn. Much as myth has
its discrete, cause-and-effect relationships, these are non-specifiable within the time and
space of the real world. Consequently, in present;:ng mythic éxperience, language
becomes connotative or symbolif:, and the narrative'perspective or storyline may be

skewed to inflect such resonant dimensions.

iy
L]

In terms of thematic pursuits, Head strives to chart a new path all the time. She lends her

voice vociferously to the bumning issues of her day. As a novelist par excellence, she

¥
H 4

hnticipates in her works a state that 1s near pal'adiéiaca'l., All of Head’s writ_ings, then,
project a refined view of human existence in which hatréd, bigotry, inferiority and
wickedness are eliminated or, at the worst, thwarlcd..' In her worldview, good and bad
‘might co-occur, in a sort of lineal continuum, wl_u;'ch ‘all the same has antithetical

implication. In the end, the good always gains moral ascendancy over the forces of evil..



SOURCES OF MATERIALS

This study will lucidly show, through the research findings, that Head’s writings reflect

humanistic and humanizing qualities, such as would help to solve a multiplicity of

economic, racial, administrative and political problems that have, over the years, plagued
the African continent. The findings that will be presented later would have been arrived

at using the multi-perspective approach to mythic studies, an approach that is really

-eclectic and relational in nature.

METHODOLOGY J
This research is hinged on textual and extra-textual analyses. The research has therefore
relied much on. library work, involving a close examination of various works on the
author and an incisive study of her primary texts. These textual analyses have been done
using the theoretical framework formulated above- namely,’ the functional role assign‘éd

to myth by Malinowski in his writing- Myth in Primir::i'ue Society (1926), among other

related works.

For the purpose of this study, which is text-based, we have looked at ten books written by
the author, some of which were published posthumously. These ten texts form the.
foundation for this study. We have equally relied on literary journals, and other books on
literary criticism to. obtain a composite perspective on  this vibrant, bul ma'iilly'

undervalued, author. .

One has demonstrated in the course of this study that myth best suits the explication of
the manifold ideoiogies being explored by Head, because it yields the integrative

perspective that holds, in a sort of creative tension, the disparate ideological elements
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under contemplation. Indeed, Head’s writing are profoundly enriched by this quality of

creative tension.

Thercfore, the methodology for (his rescarch derives; naturally, from (he theoretical
position canvassed above. The theoretical framework of'the structuralist function of myth
has been used to analyze_ and interpret the texts under study. /;\ccording]y, this research
i]lustrate-'s how Head’s novels, novellas, autobiographical pieces and historical writings

incorporate mythical elements that indicate the sort of changes the author wishes to effect

A socicty.  The Collector of Treasures and A Bewitehed Crossroad will {orm (he focal

points of this research because they contain, in elaborate terms, the archetypal and mythic
elements that dt_ei"me and under-gird Head’s artistic worldview. The various forms of
myth embedded in these two books have been identified and explicated as they pertain to,
and impinge upon, the author’s overall artistic desfgnsi. Such myths include myths of -
provenance, agrarian lﬁyths,' myths of death and rebirth, fem.inist myths, renewal .‘

(transformational) and trans-migratory myths.

LS

As stated earlier, Head, contrary to the widely held vi<?w that she is unconcerned with
feminist causes, is positively engaged in advancing feminist interests. However, as
Chapter Five of the thesis would show, Head prefers an :andrbgynous paradigm for male-
female relationship. She neither supports asserfive ;Elu.lchSS nor favours restive and
intemperate femaleness. This advocacy of a healthy fus;ion of the genders can be gleaned.
from such works as The Collector of Treasures, A Bewitched Crossroad, Maru, When the

Rain Clouds Gather, A Question of Power, A Woman Alone — Autobiographical Writings

and The Cardinals.
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- and letters in numerous journals (local and intenational).

This thesis has shown, morcover, that Head presents her lypitj;ll heroes or heroines as -
people capable of making the ulﬁmate sacrifice for the good of society. The mythic hero
or heroine would not merely reign from Olympian heights: he or she must stoop in
service in order to achieve social éhange. Thus, in all of her writings, Head makes
strident political. statements, the import of which bears practical relevance up until today.
One of tiae central objectives of this thesis, therefore, is'to show ﬁow the themes of self~
consciousness (awareness of one’s social and cosmic roles) and empowerment are
congenitally linked as the scaffold for social and political change. Head’s heroes and
heroines are people who deeply and acutely perceive and interpret phenomena in all their
starkness. They are then inspired to seek correction of jperceived dislocations and
infringements. In the light of the potential for social and political change which myth
embodies, an attempt has been made to establish the relevanc.e.of myth. The relevance of
myth needs to be reasserted, given the many scientific and technological breakthroughs‘

in today’s world that tend to superannuate, undermine,_ or m:ake irrelevant, the 1dea that

myth is a vital part of human consciousness and a legitilgate tool for social change.

. R .
Head has three major novels — Maru, When Rain Clouds Gather and A Question of
Power. There is also a posthumous novella, The Cardinals: H:/ith Meditations and Stories
(1995). She equally has a collection of short stories — The C(;llecto:- of Treasures (1977)
that ties in organically with both 4 Bewitched Crossroad: An African Saga ( 1984) and-
Serowe: Village of the Rain Wind (1981). There is, in ;}f_iditio;l, an autobiographical piece

— A Woman Alone: Autobiographical Writings (1990). l._This later book details the myriad

.of influences impinging upon the artist’s creative mind. Head equally has many essays
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The above corpus of literary productions by Head forms the primary texts. They have
been analyzed in-depth to reveal both their artistic contents aﬁd thei‘ll‘ thematic pursuits,
especially as (hey relate to the theoretical framework set forth above. - There are, in
addition, associated critical reviews, writings and excgeses on Head and on the totality of
her artistic creations. These form the secondary texts. Located in various books and
joumals;' those secondary méten'a]s have been consulted in tlie course of this research,
and they add both berth and pith to the present contemplation of Head’s fiction, enabling‘

one to put in context the social, intellectual and philosophical'forces that have helped to

shape her artistic temper.
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CHAPTER IFOUR

ASPECTS OF THE MYTHIC VISION IN THE COLLECTOR OF TREASURES AND A

BEWITCHED CROSSROAD

Whatever the uncertainties, the task of mapping the life of an author like Bessie
Head undoubtedly becomes an investigation in the enigma of human prejudice

(Mackenzie, in Head, 1990 xii). : :

Head has transmuted the oral word of her fellow Botswanans intlo the written word in her
volume of short stor_iés, The Collecror of Treasures and Botswana Village Ta!e.s; (1977) «
and in 4 Bewitched Crossroad (1984). Botswana, “where life is a little bit of everything” |
(Head, in Emenyeonu 1986), thoroughly fascinated her with its sparely furnished huts,

its agricultural and pastoral thythm and its religions steeped in ritual wonder, sacrifice

and superstitions.

Believing in the past glory of the Botswana society, Head mtends, through her wri;ings,
to effect a sort of psychological and moral therapy in the psyche of the disoriented
members of the South African (indeed, African) society of whiclh she is a part. Her aim is
to show them the rich and benevolent aspects of their heritage:and its huge potential for
greatmess. Similarly, she strives to expose the savage and retrogressive aspects of African

culture,

Accordingly, The Collector of Treasures and A Bewitched Crossroad contain prophetic

and visionary aspects (as well as mythic dimensions). These features appear in greater

I8
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force in the nxajor works — When Rain Clowds Gather, Muara, A Question of Power,
Serowe: Villuge of the Rain Clouds, A Woman Alone, Tales of Tenderness and Power,
and The Cardinals. The collection of short stories, the autobiographical and historical

" writings, as well as the novels and the novetlas, visualize not merely a utopian hereafler

but a pragmatically projected future in which the African graﬁdeur is not vitiated by
bloodbath, cruelty, and exploitation. Rather, such a future wiil be characterized by a
sanguin.é determination and a commitment to help in common ventures, to accept what
new practices are beneficial, to retain those aspects of African heritage that are- as

credible as they are relevant. Such envisioned future il jettison those aspects that are

redundant and dehumanizing, or are morally debasing. ™

In revealing the existence of the immemorial and invaluable values of Botswana
tradition, Head celebrates in‘both The Collector of Treasures and A Bewitched Crossroad

the mythic qualities of African culture. Traditional marriage, political institutions (an.d

[ th-r-

the positive evolutions they have undergone), religioés traditiops and even agricultural
institutim’ls and practices all embody and reflect myth'ic qualiﬁ%:s and characteristics. In
“Ancient M_igration,” one of the stories in The Collector of Treasures, the character,
‘Rank\'Vana, poses the ultimate feminist challenge for women (pp. 72-102), just as |
Dikeledi, in the story, “The Cq]lector of Treasures,” makes a.po-litical statement I. her
struggles as a mother taking care of her three childrenﬁ, without any help from queseg,d,
her irresponsiblle husband. Dikeledi st_ruggles with the weight of hey problems; though she
is marginalized and prevented from participating in puﬁlic political activities: Head, thus,
seeks to recast the historical relevance of women like Dikeledi and-Rankwana, who are
\*N portrayed as mythical heroines that have to overcome great od:ds in order to change ﬂle

public perception of womanhood. Indeed, Dikeledi’s cutting off of Garesego’s ucnitals is
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symbolic of a defeat of the forces of evil in human nature. Such evil forces must be

vanquished before the mythic personas will realize their comic goals, in this case, a ...

subversive dismantling of the old order.

In fact, some of the stories in The Collector of Treusures, and quilte a. handful of the tales
in 4 Bewitc.hed Crossroad, appear grand, noble, and timeless, in consonance with an
experielic'e of a mystical character. The archetypal conflict between good and evil, or
betweén light and darkness, consistently characterizes the stories and the Sketches,
imbuing ﬁlém with a didactic (and sometimes dialectical) atmbsphere‘. Moreover, the

theme of salvation (whether of the self or of the collective) imbues the stories with some

dynamism. This dynamic ambience in Head’s fiction' underscores the idea that she is

concerned with the improvement of the general human situation.

Accordingly, the stories in The Collector of Treasures and the sketches in A Bewitched

~ Crossroad swing between the pole of evil, sorcery, witcheraft, greed and the pole of

human happiness achieved through psychic and moral rebirth, cu}tura] liberation, political
innovation and scientific progress. In addition, all these are themes equally explored in
the novels, the novellas, and the historical pieces.

.
Therefore, it can be inferred that the volume of short stories and the autobiographica]‘and
historical vignettes; rather than concluding or pogt-dating the full-blown fictional

materials by the author, .foreground and prefigure them. Thus, an organic knot unites the
: ! .

short stories, the sketches and the novels in terms of theme, plot, characterization,

f

narrative viewpoint and structure. Such stories and sketches are therefore nothing but the ':,

kY

“Headian . world” rendered in’ capsules and sometimes in cinematographic forms. The {

s , .
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present research has consequently taken The Collector of Treasures and A Bewitched

Crossroad as prefacing or anticipating the novels.

Structurally, The Collector of Treasures divides easilty into three’sections: po‘;’traits of
individuals, sketches of traditional life, and depictions;‘.of the uipheaval and the stress in
modern families. In all the stories and the vignettes, however, either Head is disparaging
¢
a particﬁlar myth that is no longer relevaﬁt or she is -asserting an archetypal pattern of
a(}l_id/n that still has contemporary and politic;ﬂ relevance. .
!

The story, “Village Saint”, is an example of lulcs;ubout individual claracters and
illustrates a theme repeatedly harped on by licad, that evil often masquerades as good
and that the exterior facade has to be peeled off to expose the enigma of evil lurking
: inside the self. The story begins with an ironical comment that belies the title of the story

itself: “People were never fooled by facades” (13).

Mma:Mompati, with her exquisite public relation, is saintly on the outside and in her
public activities, but she is a dreadful nag at home. When she can.no longer control her

son, she becomes hostile towérd her daughter-in-law, whom she thif_lks 1s the éause of the

disfavour she has newly found with her son.

Mma-Mompati refuses the young girl access to tap water, compelling her to walk a long

distance to fetch water. As a result, people are shocked that a venerable personality like-

Mma-Mompati, who affects the image of a virtuous and benign matron, could be indeed

petty and mean. An analogous situation to the above will be found in A Question of Power,

}
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wilefeas he is sériously afflicting her psyche with pain,

]
I

where the evil Dan is able to deceive Elizabeth withh his outward show of suintliness, -

Head criticizes this sort of mistreatment, which- bc;rders on Idis-empowenﬁent. Her
thiﬁking i§ that women equally display wickedness aqd meanness to their own species.
Crueity, to her, is neither génder—dn'ven nor gender-specific. ft is rather human-speciﬁc
and rnu:st therefore be confronted using global and multi-faceted approaches. Oppression
of any sort is unaccept:z‘ibl.e;to the novelist. It is this H"éi)sition of Head’s that ougﬁt to be

'

taken into consideration by those critics who berate her for not making any vociferous

avowal for the feminist cause.

- Feminism, to Head, is limited in that it is not a global forum for addressing all forms of

: : |
oppression and mistreatment. It is therefore subsumgble under;studies or endeavours

aimed at eliciting, in a catholic sense, all forms of in;equities an‘d bolitical imbalances..
Under a mythic umbrella that casts a sort of universal penumbra on all facets of human
organization, feminism is a vital framework. Myth wi]ﬁl usually help a writer to broaden
his or her vista to include issues of race, gender, political and social inequities, us‘well as
considerations tha.t border on morality and ethics. As a mdnolithic theory, myth will
primarily cent;ar political focus and dissolve the subtle distinctions hetweeﬁ issues of
race, gender, class, and eth.nicit.y. “The Village Saint”;‘presents the feminine persona of

{ ,
Mma-Mompati from such a balanced or unbiased perspective. ‘Head criticizes Mma- 7

: L N :
Mompati’s odious qualities of abrasive behavior and her intolerant nature, on occasion;
however, Head also presents Mma-Mompati as a courageous woman who defies socially

rigid boundaries to assert her views that women’s voices in society should be heard, and

not smothered by paternistic pressure.

-
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The next story of great significance in The Collector of Treasitres is that which concems

the woman, Galethebege. Galethebege comes to learn that evil ‘and good are mixed
together. This theme is embodicd in “Heaven is Closed”. Excommunicated from church
for marrying an “unbeliever” (Rolakae), Galethebege is shocked about her ostracism, but
does not lose her faith in arl; eventual heaven from which she wéu‘ld not be excluded,
contrar}-? to what the locﬁl priest had told her. Head puts it this way: “it was beyond her
(Galethebege) to reason that the missionary was lhcl representative of both God and

something evil” (p.11).

On the contrary, Rolakae, regafded as filthy and evil,is a representative of an ancient
stream of holiness that people had lived with before ar;y whité 1ﬁa11 set foot in the land
(12). The paradox is that while the evil and heartless priest preténds to be a saint, the
virtuous Rolakae is vilified and portrayed as evil. The point being made here by Head 1s
that people ought not to use their révered and exalied positions o op;rcss ather people or
to exclude them ﬁoﬁ the common weal. To Head, this is simply abuse of power. In her

view, political power (éven of a religious hue) should not be used to oppress and devalue

other people. .

'In “Jacob: The story of a Faith;Healing Priest”, we find another story depicting individual

life. Jacob, an epitome of humility, is a selfless, charitable, loving man, though poor. As a
mythic hero, he is modeled on the character of Christ. He undergoes a period of
tribulations, when God allows thieves to loot his property and despoil him. Necessarily,

he is expected to emerge triumphant. As was characgpﬁstic_ of Christ and Buddha (who
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during preparations for redemptive work were made (o undergo periods of seclusion),
. _ i

Jacob’s wife deserts him during his moment of dire trial, and he cannot communicate his

exceptional experience to his friends and neighbors.

At his hour of trial, Jacob’s wife features as a temptress, the weaver of illusions. Job’s
wife in the Old Testament of the Bible played a similar role: she urged her husband to
denounce God and dl:e. Like Job’s wife, Jacoly’s wife is a woman of fickle mind who is

N

denied the deep truths and the dark mysteries of life.

Following the archetypal plot of the mythic quest, in which a barrier (physical or psychic)

_must be crossed, Jacob travels to Makaleng, renouncing and abandoning his wife and his

two daughters. Migration to a new locale is a mythic imperative, which, if it must yield

mystical enlightenment, would entail renunciation of the mundane concerns that tend to

weigh down the soaring spirit.

In the next chapter, we will find the hero of }hen Rain Clouds Gather making a similar
renunciation of the 7 factor. This amounts to a sort of shedding of power or, at least, a

tempering of its raw force. In obedience to a divine call, Jacob moves beyond personal |

and narrow interests. God talks to him from time to time:

... His God, in moments of inspirations, appeared to be the width and
depth of his own experience and suffering. This he in tumm called voice

which had come to him at all the turning -points of his life, forcing him into

strange and incomprehensible acts (25). ©

50



+
Iy S
'b,-/

The above scenario also compares well with the situation in A, i which the
protagonist — a veritable mythic hero — listens to, and acts in accordance with, the voices
of the gods speaking to him inside. The voice heard by a n‘;1ythic hero or heroine would
most likely prompt him or her to carry out certain i‘ex«olulionary Missions or pursuits.

This situation applies to Jacob, the priest.

Once ‘settled in Makalang, Jacob founds a church as an avenue of humanitarian and

spiritual service. Néver for once soliciting for members, his principal votives and allies.

are children. This implies that his ministry is not materially oriented but is tailored to

serving the needy in society:
- Soon it became a not-uncommon sight to see Jacob trailing behind a group

of children, all singing and making their way to a hut to help someone in

sorrow. In all cases, the sorrow or ailment would be removed and people

would quickly rise up and go about lheijr daily l:;usiness 27n.

T

Jacob, in effect, performs the role of a redeemer, the agent of good. light and peace. He

* chooses Johannah, his second wife, through mystical intuition. Afier Johannah’s first

visit, Jacob predicts, and accurately so, that she would return. The marriage between the
two people paves the way for a new mode of relationship based on reciprocity, mutual

trust, hard - work and meekness of mind.

L]

Just as Jacob’s journey to Makaleng affords him spifitual insight, Johannah’s trip to that
same town offers her a: means of personal salvation. She is not only freed from social

scorn, she also achieves social security. Moreover, the marriage between Jacob and
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Johannah leads to the consummation of Jacob’s life, which a harsh upbringing had

distortedt

Makhaya in When Rain Clouds Gather achieves a similarly fulfilling experience after he

. gets married to Pauline. Nevertheless, the marriage between Jacob and Johannah could be

viewed from another angle — the j)olitical' integration of the black and the white races.

‘ Since Jacob (the hero) is a niulatto, he represents the successful blend of the two racial

groups. Therefore, the tie with Johanna assures an even greater form of inter-racial

diffusion. Head persistently clamours in her writings for a harmonious relationship of the

various racial and ethnic:groups.
If Jacob 1s the symbolic pe'rsoniﬁcation- of good-'ﬁnd divine salv‘ati.on, then Pl})p!‘let
Lebojang, the devil’s advocate, is symbolic of infernal 'daﬂgnes’s. His prophecies are
statements of doom because they cause death and destruction: Essentiélly materialistic,
hi§ prophecies foment trouble rather than instill peace of minci. His opposition to Jacob
assumes a monomaniacal intensity as ‘he employs magic;, poi_sbn, u.ritchgr'aft, and other
stratagems to fight Jaceb. Just as Melville’s Ahab in Moby Dick (Eds. Harrison Hayford
and Hershel Parker, 2001) does ot relent in his hatred of the white whale, so does
Lebojang relentlessly hunt Jacob, until he himself is exposed as a cannibal who sustains
his péycllic -powe'rs with ﬁtu_al murder. Implicated in a case ;of ritual sacrifice, he is
seﬁténced to death and people are shocked at the way he has confounded the affairs of

God with devilish interests.

Therefore, ‘Jacob: The Stbry of A Faith-Healing Priest” illustrates the fo]lowing themes

and archetypal patterns: the perennial contention between good and evil; the emergence
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ofa mﬁhic hero after the rigours of destitution, elemé'ntal trials and monster battle, and
the eventual vindication of the divine will. In anticipation of what the novels would
embody, or following from such an anticipatory inclusion, the hero and the villain in

this story feature as moral opposites and thereby give a di_al'ecticnl touch to the plot of the

- story.

As an instance of stories painting tradltlona] life, “The Deep River: A story of Ancient

: Trlbal Migration” reveals the traditional pacifist and philosophical attitudes to dlssent

Such attitudes.bespeak of some sort of political pragmatism; ﬁnding practical, eqnitab]e

and creative solutions to knotty political problems.

In this story, dissent occasions the migration or departure of the fractious members of

. society in order to forestall bloodshed. The people of Talaote, krilowr_l previously as the

people of Monemapee, used to have a collective identity:
the people lived without faces except for their chief, whose face was the

face of all the people (1).

- 1

T'hough this sort of monolithic image might suggest_, solidarity and unanimity of interésts,
there are underlying inflections of tyranny of the majority._This facade of collective
solidarity cracks under the weight of problem:. of illegitimacy and power tuss]e which

- arise in the course of time.

Power politics as a theme has f:onstantly worried Head, who feéls that the inordinate

quest - for power, with its inherent potential for divisiveness, could degenerate to a

situation where “monsters would merely change roles...black faces would simply replace

~ -
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* white faces of cruelty, hate a_nd greed and ... the peoplp would bleed forever”

(Emenyeonu 86).

Thus, Sembele, heir to the kingship in the land of Taloate, is torn between the demands of

“his royal position and the émotidnal, as well as spiritual, strain of a love affair he had

conducted in secret for long. His choice of Rakwana as wife is a ;iersonal sacriﬁ'ce too
“out of _the way and shocking” to the people of Talaote (5). Ye.ry‘few leaders in real life
can make this sort of colossal sacrifice in pursu.it of sométh'in‘g 5s.sé.emin gl y intangib]e as
love. The example that best apphes to this type of sﬁuaﬁon concerns the Duke of
Wmdsor Albert Edward (Edward VII) who abdicated the | Brltlsh throne in order to
marry an American consort. The lesson inherent in _tl{e Duke ‘of Windsor’s story is the

idea that the mythic hero or heroine, in Head’s artistic conception, should be ready to

give up something vital in order to gain something else of surpassing vilue.

;

- The character, Maru, in the eponymous novel Maru, makes a,similar sacrifice when he _

foregoes his royal status and ‘prllvileg'e to marry Margaret_“ Cadmore, a woman of
ostensibly lower birth. As a'rev.o]ution-ary, a pathfinder evolving a new way of life for
humankind, Sembele, in this short story about tribal migration, defies the traditional
order, which demands that he renouncés _Rakwana and Iler_uchi']d. In other word_g, he

relinquishes social and politiéq] advantage in order to gain spiritual and psychological

satisfaction.

“Looking for Rain-God” is another story describing traditional life, but what Head

presents here is a view of traditional life in-a moribund condition. The story dramatizes

the acute dilemma faced by a family threatened with extinction in the arid region of
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- seems to say.

'Bo_tswaﬁa. Faced with the nagging wails ‘of women -and children and- afraid of the

coming onslaught of drought, Mokgobja and his son conspire with the women to sacrifice

¥ -

'R'allmedi’s two daughters, Neo and Boseyong, to an imaginary -rdiﬁ-god, whom the old

man Mokgobja has exhumed from his clogged memory.

>

In the end, disaster results from this exhumation of effete divinity on Mokgobja’s part.

No rains come and the two men return from their misadventure, shocked and enervated

- -

by guilt. Mokgdbja and his accorﬁplice a;e finally indicted for mufder. In this story, Heéd
indicates the evil and tragic consequences of relying on the assulme'd truth of fossilized
.myths. Ritual murder and ritual sacriﬁce_ are unacceptable to the auﬂ{br as a means of
social transfoﬁgaiion and economic recovery, even though she may sympathize wif_fl—;thle
emotional and psychololgical motivation overlaying- such ﬁractices. In this particular

instance, ritual murder occurs because of a perceived need to preserve a lineage about to

‘be eclipsed by the ravaging drought. Head is subtly suggesting in this story that a more

pragmatic political intervention could help to clear this fog of traditional ritualism. The

modern scientific practices of irrigation and the use of fertilizers could help to assure that

. agricultural business is not threatened. Such modern practices, in effect, constitute a new

“brand of mythic culture sprouting from the desiccated soil of a moribund traditional mode

of subsistence, with all its supporting superstitions and rituals.

In fact, the 'story, “Looking for a Rain God” demonstrates, among several things, Head’s

.. belief that lﬁodem_ people should increasingly avail themselves of the immense benefits

.of science. Only hard work and the application of the results of scientific research, not

.
-1

- just a senseless belief in a-mystical being of unlimited powers, could salvage man, Head
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Though the natural forces may interfere in the affairs of men, only huﬁjans themselves

. ‘would bring about their very salvation. Moreover, belief in such phantoms as rain gods
- would only pave the way for exploiters like “witch-doctors” and talishan-makers. This

‘notion conforms to Head’s anthropomorphic view of divinity.

What Head does in the above story is, therefore, a curious job of demystification in order

to enlighten people. Myth, in the hands of a seasoned artist, performs dual functions.

Seen from a teleologlcal perspective, it is a guiding and mte;:,ratlve prmclple employed as

.a lodestar to mdlcate a new path a new mode of perception. As such and this is where the

second function inheres, new myths are used to destroy old myths or old patterns of

thinking and acting. Myth, according to Nortkrop Frye (Vickery, 91), has a social cause,

apart from its formal functions. The social cause would stem from the social and cultural
demands which circumscribé and characterize the producnon of a work of art. Those
social and cultural forces condition human thought and 'hum‘aln iaction, producing a story
or a pattern of behaviour tiia‘t 1S symbo!ic‘. Therefore, .When | old myths become

dysfunctional or redundant, they are discarded for new forms-of mythic codes.

In this particular story under review, Mma-Mabele liberates herself from the tyranny of

traditi-onal belief n witcheraft. Similarly, in the story titled “Witchcraft,” the author

exposes the destructive potency of witcheraft, which is employed by power-seckers to
introduce and sustain a structure that entails “absolute control over the people” (47). For
Mma-Mabele, respite from her ailment comes neither from thé Tswana lore and custorn

. - -

enmeshed in witchcraft delirium nor from the Christian ethos. Her physiological
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. condition of malnutrition must be improved by hard work and a better feeding

arrangement.

" Once she becomes aware ‘of this fact, Mma- Mabele leaves her sickbed: and goes back to

work for personal salvation and for the benefit of others dependent on her This stance on

_the character’s part accords with Head’s attempt to truthfully record and then repudlate -

'
1

. the sordid historical circumstances of South Afiica. .

It is this conviction about the need for moral responsibility that propels the author to

‘affirm the worth of individual existence and individual consciousness. In seeking to
. project this quotidian and ordinary form of existence as a vehicle for attaining universal

well being, Head recreates the wgrld order. It is.utopia turned on its head.

Utopia for Head, then, ceases to be merely an escapist concept: it evolves into a

paradigmatic quest for a saner agd_lne(e beneficent mode of living. Thus, in the story:
‘Witcheraft’, a mythified rendition of scientific progress is substituted for the myth of
over-arching witcheraft and ritual sacrifice. In the traditional society that forms thé_

Q
backdrop to Head’s “Looking for a Rain God,” there is a shared experlence re;,ardmg, the

need for cliang;:e m the status quo. Domger makes the following comment about shared
experiences as t'he bedrock of myth in human societiesg- -
Accounting for mythological themes that appear in different cultures '
by assuming that they derive from certain sharled human expe-
riences frees‘ us from the obligation of specifying a mechanism |

(such as C. G. Jung’s collective unconscious, Or more respecta-

‘bly—Dbut not more convincingly—historical diffusion) by which
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a universal theme might Be perpetrated (54).
Apart from “Looking for a Ra.in God,” “Kgoﬂa” is another story in Head’s The Collector
of Treasures dealing‘ with a shared experience.: of .an aspect of traditional life that is
already - recedmg Faced with the conventronal but tortuous and sluggish, way of
adjudlcatmg, ‘matters within the traditional ﬁamework of tlhe Kgotla (the people’s
parhament), “the Smdebe]e woman” introduces a new and forthn’ght’ system of settling
disputes. Head wants to see a situation in whiph the traditional customs that are found
unwieldy and non-practical -w‘i]q'l' l;e made to yield to more pragmatic approaches and
practices. In all her wriﬁngé, thé novels and the novellgs inclusive: often the outsider
genergtes change. The inter-boundary perspective provides vistas that a‘re often more
sophisticated, because tl;ey are rather inciusive, eclectic and modified by a':Ft‘n(;re
enlightened perception of issues. The pérsona ensconced in the cocoon of the déja vu

may be impervious to the imperatives of change. However, the unbiased, unblinkered

outsider is apt to pinpoint quickly the need for change within the subsisting arrangement.

In the “Kgotla,” “the Sindebele woman” provides the illuminating élme, which had eluded

¥

~ even such a seasoned Kgotla-member as Kelapile. “The Sindebele ‘woman” jolts the -

ioeople out of their cultural complacency. Complacency, as we know, usually breeds
stagnation and lethargy. Only people with questing and. expansive minds - u.sually

expatri'afes - can offer different and dynamic ‘perspectives.

In Maru, we.shall see how the expatriate heroine, Margaret Cadmore effects change in
the old order ofthmgs at Dxlepe Makhaya nnd Gilbert will equalIy be seen in When Rain -

Clouds Gather as they revolutlomze thc ag,ncu]tural practlce m Golema- Mm1d1

58 =



A

Similerly, in A Question of Power we shall find Tom;-Eugene and Elizabeth galvanizing
the peo'ple of Motabeng into cooperative work. Incidentally; these characters are all

expatriates. The peripatetic experience in mythic consciousness - yields illumination,

- greater understanding and subversion of retrogressive rules in social, political and moral

 conduct.

In the story, “The Wind and a Boy,"f' Head mourns the imminent disappearance of the

. mythic and pastoral phase'_of village life. The placid rhythm of village life is soon

shattered by the accidents owiog to modern contraptions like cars and bicycles. The boy,
Friedman, who patterns his life on the myth of Robin Hood, aspires to be the hero of his

people.. His ambition is to be the j)urveyor of bounties, a type of culture hero. In his

- - action, . there is an expression of political intent-- the drearo to improve the lot of his

- people. The mythic bero usually seeks to bring“about social and po]iﬁeal 'chahge.

Abandonmg his cln]dhood pranks, the boy in th1s partlcular story begms to cater for hls,

: 1
grandmother s needs and even extends his 1deahstlc love to ammals “all his actmtles

were touehmgly in a1d of, or m defense of, the people” (The Collector of Treasures, 13).

Because of thls bubbhng, desire to help people, Frledman reqmres the services of a

. bicycle to facilitate h]s humanitarian wonk Never[heless whlle he is on one of his trips to

the. city for provnsnons,_he is crushed to death by a careelj'ng truck. Head depicts two
things tiirough this story: how tI/]e idealisin of mythic heroes. or heroines could fire up the
imagioa'tion of people, making' them execute alﬁuistic tasks; how, nevertheless, such
idealism could be deflated through the quirks of fate or.-through human failing. The

erasure of idealism in the story is occasioned by the intrusion of modern civilization into

" a world of mythic and pastoral orientation. The moral her.'e is that man should learn to
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govern or control the destructrve elenrents of h1s immediate environment. If city hfe
destroys the’ mythlc 1magmatron, rt equally destroys long-held communal and filial
va]ues. | |

“The special One;; records ﬂ;e upheaval that could arise in family:llife-. The story is about
tne unliap'pine‘ss of a wnm‘an‘ whose husband has stOpped caring for her. There_is here a
feminist concern for the plight of women. Head believes essenti.ally that the two sexes

should be mutually supportive. Any ascendant assumption or m‘;ani‘;')ulation'on the part of

" either the male or the female pertner is unacceptable to the writer. The story here shows

¢

- how selfish and unconscionable men could drum up flimsy; traditional sentiments in

order to discredit their wives. Gaenametse’s husband dubs her 2 sex-maniac, who even

demands sex during menstruation.

"

-

- However, the reader is ,al]c'rwed‘to Witness Gaenametse’s triumph when she finds the

“special, one”. Unable to hrde her passion, she conducts secret affalrs with young men and
later ﬁnds another busband n the person of a priest — the “spemal one”. Head is not

merely unfurling the feminist mantra here. She rather seems to say that men do matter

and are the raison d’étre of women*s existence. This is the androgynous stance, of which

- more shall be said later. At any rate, she does not support the abandonment of the women

by the meén. This attitude underlines, for examnle, her depiction of such female characters

- as Elizabeth and Ken.obi in A Questr‘o;n of Power. Though the two women were .each
deserted by their husbands, the author shows them admirably. coping, and independently

~ of men. Nervous breakdown is averted by mutual support among the womenfolk and

through meaningful association with the type of men that would value what women

‘represent. Indeed, “The Special One” apparently bears testimony to Head’s belief that
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women can be the mythic vessels for social transformation. Men, it would seem, are
being enjoined by the author to relate with vvomen in a respectful and reciprocal manner.

This would strike a morgl, as well as, poiitical balance.

. In the title story of the collection, “The Collector of Treasures,” Head appears to be

dondqmning- the extreme fe;hinist stance, which she thinks can be qu_ite counter-
productive, equcially wheh_ﬁvomcn take the law into their 'hand.s. Dikeledi Makopi
(w].l'ose. name m.éans “rain”) dares to cut 6ff the “special parts” of her brutal and
irresponsi.ble.husband. As’ ]jikeledi sees it, “Our men do not think that we need

tenderness and care” (89). For her, the most valuable possessions in life are heartfelt love

~ and moral uprightness. Wher her cellmate, Kebonye, tells her; “We must help each

other... This is a terrible world. There is cnly misery here,” Dikeledi realizes she has

- found another “treasure™: “She had always found gold amidst the ash, deep love that

joined her heart to hearts of others.... She-was the collector of such treasures” (91).

The moral thrust of the above story‘h'eé in the thoﬁght that the wof]d is a vast stretch of
evil. Th.is evil, in the autlior’srrvfew, must be xfooted out. People like Kebqnye, who help

t6 nip evil in the bud and inculcate humanistic values in other people, are “gems,”

whereas peoplehlike Dikeledi (the beneficiaries of human kindness) are “the collectors” of

- -

such “treasures” of human goodness. The story, then, illustrates the perennial, archetypal

~ clash between good and evil, each represented by an arc}ietypaizagent or character. .

According to the author, there are two kinds of peop]e On the one hand, there ar’e“thbse

who create mlsery and chaos On the other hand there are people that utilize their

: personal potential and resources to 1mpr0ve the human condrtlon These latter sorts of
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propagate.

‘people are the redeemers of humankind. The first sort of people lives a bestial life and
 their purpose in lifé is to administer death and cause destruction in all possible forms.

They are the evil forces that a hero or heroine must fight in order to qualify for

deification. Being of a devilish nature, such people have existed in all ages: in the pre-

colonial ' period, during the colonial times;, and in the independence and post-

' independeﬁce phases. In other words, evil is a timeless phenomenon perpetuating itself

by exploiting the lapses andlfthe, shortcomings in human nature and the Weaknesses n

. human institutions.

Monstrous objects, devices, measures, strategies, contraptions and inventions projected in

cartoons and in fictional writings reflect the warts and the twists of human CONSCiousness,

r

in both their latent and manifest forms. Such projections reflect evil and corruplioh: a
4‘tende'ncy and disposition to which man is perfunctorily prone. In human experience,

- ﬂlerefdre, may be found the pains and the foibles that i'nyths universally comprehend and

The human mind is always striving to project itself toward transcendent and absolute
power. The wish to conquer and thoroughly dominate stems froni-the natural human urge

to master events, vistas, corpuses, spaces, situations or climes. It is a compulsion to

‘become god without sometimes the hcilil_less and discipline_that this position entails.
Where this mastery. (when it is gained) is absolute, novel, ground- breaking, and
'pervasi.ve,- the -end-result .might be genius at -work, ennobling the human condition.

- However, whenever such an effort at mastery falls flat on its face, it translates to abuse of -

process, abuse of power and privilege, which devalues human sensibility and morality.

From this obverse perspective, mediocrity and failure are the ensuing results. This is the
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cause of socral dislocations. Social dlslocat'ons arlse from a recogmtlon (supported by

patent facts and historical detalls) that all of people s effort at total mastery and absolute

/

control of thelr environment proves to be in vain. Such efforts at absolute control are
~ driven often by a debilitating and disorientating perception of reality. The “tin god” in us
‘hiimans-fails in the face of the hard-core reality of qootidiém existence. Such a stark

- -

"reallzatlon where the mind -is still sane and who]esome might engender a sense of

humility — a sort of spiritual illumination or catharsis that instills awe.

On the' contrary, where such Aawareness of the implicated impotence of human effort
| implodes wiﬂrin a crude and bestial mind, ﬂaere might be further;' del;asing to meanness,
- wickedness, 'zind other pemicious manifestatfon‘s. This implosionlis prob.ablythe root of
human wwkedness savagery, and sickly domi mance which erode and smother all forms
of goodness and dehcacy of mind. A personality possessed of thls sort of dlsorlentatlon
soon assumes a puerlle sense_of “godiikeness” — the Euhemerlstrc sort that encourages
the Inorpl.ling_. of human tyrztnts and despots into detm’—gods that :haunt “lesser” ‘mortals,
~who must then be cowed tnto submission. The above is a summation of what Freud,
Marx., Nietzsche and Sassurel heve‘chalienged'regar‘ding our assumptions of what is
natural in their ex_amination of manifest and Ilatent 'str'uctures of the mind (Ka—luffman 2).

Fascism and all autocratic practices emanaté from this anosmic denial of the naturally

inherent virtues of human, economic, social and political rights.
b3
C o ; 1.
Mokopi, a character in “The Collector of Treasures represents men of evil nature. His

!

vileness dlsqulets Paul Thebolo his moral fo 1, who tells hlm “Yon deﬁ]e life .... There

is nothing else in your world but defileinent” (The Coltector of Treasures, 100).

Garesego’s lecherous life exhibits a tendency to wickedness. In his case, as in the case of
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Moleka (Maru) or Dan (4 Question of Power), "extremc sexuality implies moral
pervefsj-ohand an immoderate ’displa‘y of nower. Misuse of power of any shade or
ramification is a theme that worries Head and which she disparages in all of her writings.
In her view, the two vices df sexual perversion and political repression intersect at the

centre of moral imbalance.

Paul Thebolo, on the contrary, is the agent of light. He represei)ts men of a kind, gentle

and loving nature. Head calls him “A poém of tenderness” (101). He is a man capable of

renewing himself through, in ‘William W‘ordsworth"s phrase, “little, little acts of
kill.dI]CSS.” Because of his kindly diépositién towards people, he is honoured and
respected. At least, Dikeledi, his neighbour, regards him as a myt‘nic—hero. Paul
apparently possesses the kind of mystical. potential embodfec’% m 'Manu, whom he
resémbles in his all—kno-wing' and rumin.ative nature. Like Ma.ru-,‘ Paul has a wa)-/ of

communicating messages with his eyes. He can impress instantly and easily his goid-.like-

A
* nature on people around him. As befits a my:hic hero, he willingly.accepts responsibility

for Dikeledi’s children after the latter is in‘:prisﬁned for kiiling her husband, who had
been éxtremely cruel to her. Indeed, Paul’s contact with D;;;aiedi énnobles her life and
affords her a deeper insight into human ﬁature. Dikeledi wants to cherish and preserve
ﬁ'mﬁ Garesogo’s defilement 'such “nuggets” as she has'acq'uired from Thebﬁlo. A
connoisseur of human kindness; sl.le avi&ly fights to keep her morality from being soiled
by the human ranknesg 1'ep}esel1ted by people like Mokopi. In kil_ling her way-ward
husband, Dikeledi, therefore, shqws a willingness to take her destiny in hand and attain

personal salvation — the psychelogical cleansing of the mind, even though the

consequence of her action is possible death.
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Another character in the mold of Paul Thebolo is introduced in the last story, “Hunting.”
With his tractor, Tholo makes hunting easier for the village people around him. An
urbane, cool-headed man, he is impressii/e in his al]-comprehendipg stance about issues

of practical existence. Regarded as a chief, he nevertheless prefers to live an ordinary and.

[ o7
1

simple life,

Kelebone, one of the characters in “Hunting,” observes that ﬁb]o has “the true power of
life” (105). Thato, Tho]o’s wi;’e, notes that hs arouses worship,'not love (105). Thus, we
have in Tholo a personalitj-/ who declines h's 'high position in order to serve and who,
conseqluently, mspires admiration and awe on account of the mystical aura radiating from

A

a seemingly plain and ordinary personality. His mythical antecedents include Christ,

Buddha, Prometheus and Theseus—mythical characters that dramatize selfless and

redemptive service in their careers._

o’

S0 gen'erous is Tholo that he never refuses requests for help. Rather, he freely shares

‘what he has with needy people. His vision is the formation of an egalitarian society. To

- the’extent that he aims to alter the prevailing social and cconomic arrangements, he is a

culture hero or a mythic hero. To demonstra:e the cosmic significance of his rolel, he is
said td_be at p'eace with all nature. In this, he reséfnb]es Maru, who also achieves a
mystical at-oneness with his surroundings. Significantly, Tholo marﬁes Thato — a woman
of the same psychic and spiritu‘al nmke-up‘as he himself. Th‘is' |s the complementary
quai'ity of characterization, which a majority of the stories in T}ﬁe éollector of Tr‘easures‘

illustrates.
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Head fnten}dsr to achieve her ideals 'by creating ché,racters like T;holo, Thato, Paul,
Dikeledi, Jacob and Sembele, who set the pace and the tone in the envisioned' new order
of human ’exisfe_nce. In “Hunting”, “Tholo and Thato are presented as characters wlvi'lling
to ilelp people. By their examplés of hérd work, forthfighlness, and fellow feeling, Head
wishes to make people imiarove their spiritual, econonic and social commitment.
Hunting, fherefore, 1s a symbolic activity throngh which meﬁ of heroic destiny can reach

-

out and serve humanity. Hunting, thus, becomes a politically symbolic act of using

- mythic archetypes to think globally, as Doniger asserts in “Myth as Political Lenses,” a

section of The Implied Spide'r'(ﬁ'l). Says Doniger:

But the ﬁrocess of generé]ization, of abstraction ﬁ0111 local de_'tai],
_has a political aspect as well: it is where we begin to look beyoﬁd
our selfish personal concemns and think globally, environmentally,
think of the future, think of what is _hap].)ening.elsewhere on ﬁle |
planet éarth, think of tﬂe consequences of what we say and do and
write for people véry different from our own.
Implied in Doniger’s, and by extension, Hgad’s, thoughts onl the political resonance of
little acts of empathy is the idea that humans are entrusted with the welfare of their
fellows. Doniger, in this regard, urgeé people to “thin'k globally, act lo_caliy” (61). He is,
in fact, convinced that myths contdin both telescopic and miéroscopic_“lense:s” through

which we can contact and process experience.

" As if borrowing from Doniger’s concept of the political implication of even the least, and

the most commonplace, of human actions (or even inaction), Head infuses The Collector

of Treasures, with instances of collective consciousness and communally shared

imagination. The choice of materials and the figures for inclusion are eclectic, but each
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material or figure finds a place within the overall framework of Head’s mythic vision.

'This framework, as a workin g principle and as a structural or formalistic standard, entails

“the presence of the timeless and immemorial” (Head, in ﬁmenyeonu 146). Given the
oral atmosphere of the stories, they mostly appear to be removed from that grainy feel of |
reality with which most people are familiar. The same gothic or “romantlc " otherworldly
feeling can be perceived in the three novels, the biographical pieces, the histericai novels,

the novellas, and the vignettes. The characters in the stories, though they may be ordinary

farmers or down-to-earth teachers, are larger-than-life in outlook becduse even their

actions of abstract and symbolic value are cosmically extendable and illterpretabie.

Not only this, there is a parallel between the collaboratlve nature of the Kg:,otla and the

_ public nature of The Collector of Treasures, (Okonjo Ogunyen’n in Emenyonu 101) Just
" as the Keota s open-endedness permits diverse voeices to be'_'heard, so does Head’s

collection of stories in this volume under review present the varied aspects of mythical

conception of society. The Collector of Treasures marks, indeed, a progression from the

oral milieu, with its etiological orientation, to the dizzying pace of urbanized living, with

Fd

its disoriented values. The oral phase, characterized by a mythopoeic quality, reveals a

flow of speech with soporific lilt. However, within the modern phase, individuated words

. signal fragmentation and divis'i'i/eness. Further, the oral environment as presented in the

hed

- stories describing traditional hfe The stories, too, are marked by simplicity, being mamly

didactic and redolent of local colour. A langlnd pace of life is easnly evoked by the i 1mag

of the bovine ox or the cranky wagon or the over-looped Kgot]a. Not so with the newly’

emergent milieu, where rootless characters like Garesogo Mokopi exhibit careering and

heady motion, which spawn queer and perverted ways of life.
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While Head would want to see a purification or modiﬁcation of the oral phase of human

life - which is mainly marked by gohesivenes:;_ — she would equally want to have in place

-2 modemn society in which the benefits of scientific research wdu]d be appropriated
- without their destn_ncti\re or harmful potential. Such a society would eschew and destroy

~the egregious practices of witchcraft and sorcery; it would al';o .coniend. frontally the |

phenomena of ignorance and huaman w1ckedness
Agricultural revolution becomes, therefore, a symbolic expression of the surge of the
human spirit towards utopian ideals. Negative issues like power politics, sex —mania‘and

the greed for material possessions, might circumscribe such soaring of the mind.

Theréfore, miyth, as a literary device and as a tool for phi]osophica] and ethical exegesis,

~ has enabled Head to perform. the difficull tasks of purifying the human psyche and

proffering new models of social, political and economic participation. Therefore, if ever
it could be argued that The Coffector of Treasures is not gestation—ground for Head’s

major literary works, then it could never be denied that the novels provide the meat that

. constlitutes both subject and the texture of the short stories. It is the same objective of

psychic restoration and the same vision of a futufistic state of human perfection-that

inform all of the writer’s works.
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' not escaped her attention.

m A BEWITCHED CROSSROAD: TRADITIONAL ETHOS AS BACKDROP

/

" TO HEAD’S MYTHIC VISION

Head’s works express the struggle for individual identity within a community in the face

of difficult social conditions. Just like other female authors of African descent, Head has

written z_tbdut the African society, especially the Botswana society.. She has endeavored
to mirror the traditions of Africa and the upheavals caused by colonialism and

urbanization. Similarly, the cultural and material realities of women’s lives in Africa have

A Bewztched Crossroad: An A ﬁtcan Saga (1984) is, certainly, one of the vehicles through

: whlch Head has projected her viewpoints. According to Timothy J. Reiss (m Kauffman,

34), a writer’s choice of truth characterizes and particularizes a social or cultiral
environment, composing, in turn, its reality. It is the reality of traditional African life
(including its interface with-modernist trends and influences) that Head has striven to

engage with-and re-order through her peculiar way of perceiving things.

Head’s non-fictional novels ,provide a cathartic evaluation of th_e evil influences t"hat

molded the sensibilities of Africans in pre-colonial times, and Wthh possnbly pred1sposed

“them to cer tam pernicious pattems of living. She seeks to estabhsh the cultura] dynamics

that have shaped the Afiican people’s consciousness. Primordial“ evil has tended to

corrupt the fine sensibilities of some of the virtuous leaders from Africa. Other leaders,

i

however, have escaped this corruptive influence. Head regards such leaders as role

v

~models, people whose careers mirror those of mythic role personas.
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Head identifies among all races and classes of people the essential capacity for eyij. In

~her view, only willful ablution t__hfoug‘h personal sacrifice, or through communal service,

could purge one of the contaminations of power mania and sexual overdrive. Head argues

that the whites and the blacks are equally guilty of this sort of congenital remiss, a point

well illustrated in 4 Bewitched Crossroad.

The use of historical materials enables Head to recount past occurrences with a view to

- showing past mistakes and indicziting the right course of future events. She, in effect,

poinis out the way forward. Therefore, the argument. could .be made that Head uses
historical material to achieve social reconstruction’ within, and through, her writings of

multiple genres.

In A Bewitched Crossroad, Head tells the story of Sebina (Motshiping), who takes over

the leadership of his people at the death of Mbtswaing,’ his father. Scbina proceeds to
change the ambulant practice of his people for a more sedentary and settled form. He

does the pragmatic thing by seeking the protection of more powérful and more “hawkish”

rulers neighbouring his people.

Soon, Sebina’s people suffer Matebele brutality and tyranny, but his turning to Khama

s

the Great saves them from annihilation. - Even in this story, Head focuses on man’s
inhumanity to man. The Matebele people represent archetypal and entrenched evil. Their
repressive rule indicates the idea that the white man (who represents Western civilization)

does not have a monopoly over wicked acts. Black people equally exhibit wickedness.

Head’s intention is to fight wickedness','wherever it is found. Evil occurs wherever real
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love is iacking. To her, sacrificial love, based on codperative work,- would invariably

lead to the recuperation of man’s brutalized and repressed psyche.

Sebina, through his pacifist actions, typifies the Maru-like figiiré, the sort of person who
quests.f_’o'r the authentic va]_ueé that would chart the way forward for an African
Tenaissance. In effect, Sebina symbolizes the good shepherd. Through this character’s

. exemplary conduct, Head criticizes greed and ingratitude in the collection of stories in A

Bewitched Crossroad.

;

-

For the whites, as for the~b‘lacks in the South African enclave, eschewing oppression of
- any shade is essential for‘ the restoration of the basic human values of compassion,
'émpathyland trust. Khama and Sebir_l"_a are two of a kind: they each Qant a peaceful,
integrated and contented society. Like M;lru in Maru, they believe in mental exertion as a

trouble-shooting mechanism. They are invested with the finest strains of African

grandeur and nobility.

| One Qf the evil practices that Head attacks in her writings is ritt;a] sacrifice. She thinks.
that such an obnoxious practice emanates from ignorance. As she sees it, ritual sacr_iﬁbe
: '(and such related vices) is an evil and spurious arrangement that hever gets any problem
solved. Manipulative and wily people exploit the gullibility c;f their fellow humans
whenever they perform barb.ai‘ic rituals that involve bloodletting. Head believes that

proper education will help to dismantle such life-denying structures. and traditional -

4.
T

' practices.
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Khama lived at a bewitched‘crossroad where the déhumanizing aspects of tradition
clashed with common sense and l_)[oadness of mind. His mission,‘_'it seems, was to stan;p
out witchcraft, sorcery and otiler voyeuristic pr.actices that tended to constrict and
obfuscate the mind,.shunting‘it into dastardly behaviour. Khama was concerned about the
man “who was not‘hing”, and he abolished such rétrogr-essivé']aws és the bogwera, which
norma]]y entailed that a scapego‘at .be killed. He equally restored dignity to womanhood
by abolishing bogadi (bride price), which bound a woman irrevocably to her husband,
even after her husband’s death. Women under Khama’s rﬁ]e weré thus allowed to inherit

property from patrimony- something that was unheard of carlier on.
The self-help projects that Khama began within his community improved the economic
conditions of his people: “Kama was a gift of God to the people. He was not educated ...

he only had a Tswana education but he was in religion and rule what they call a sage

(Serowe: Village of the Rain Wind 9). He encouraged his people to pursue self-help

projects as a means of financial and economic empowerment.

The peeling of the nihilistic cover provided by Ngwale, the rain god, makes it possible

for the Matebele warriors to ‘conquer the bewildered city of the Tswana people, led by

their .demented king, Vanambo Tumbale Here a negative Tswana myth is being
subverted. The rain god is de- mysnﬁed and is shown to be 1mpotent and unreliable in the

" current, scheme of thm gs.

ey

Head is particularly sensitive in handling the,issue of change. In her view, change could

be implosive if not ploperly and sensnbl y handled. For characters llke Makhaya,

'Ehzabeth Maru, and Eubene, change of socml milieu launches them into different
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spheres of experience. In the case of Makhaya and Eugene, change introduces them to

agronomic politics and the cause of inter-racial integration. On the other hand, the moral

&,

and psyeholc')gica] dilemma posed by change could engender pérsonality distortion, as

~canbe seen in the case of Elizabeth in 4 Question of Power.

Thus,- Head s literary ertlll,i:;S indicate that mythl‘c figures would usu';l] y initiate change
by undertaking quests aimed at redef' ining cultural ‘ooundanes and social (political) J
lmutatlons Most of her charactels effort at bridging (or even transcendmb) the physmal
boundaries of locales parallels lhelr attempls to overcome psychological and spiritual
limitations. James Joyce’s cencept of secular epiphany would aep]-y here particuldrly.

Stephen Dedalus, .Joyce’s mythical hero in The Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man

' (2004) crosses the threshold of mterstmal expenence when he ﬁnds commonp]ace

" voyeurisms sudden flashes of perceptlon and msnght A character, in the process of

indulging in inter-boundary experience, attains illumination — an insight into the essence
of human existence. This is at once an exi1il:1rating‘(]iberating) a'nd‘upliﬁing experience.
Unlike Joyce’s hero, Sfepheh _Dedalus., Head’s_; heroes or hercines do not experience the
gicidy spell of sensuous exis’;enee as a prelude to psychological maturity. They are usually

r

people seared by the rigours of political injustice, for which they seek solution.

In sum, therefore, 4 Bewitched Crossroad, as much as The Collector of Treasures
provides the sort of philosophical motifs that are then developed more elaborately in the
major works by the author. They embody essential elements of the thematic and stylistic

aspects of the novelist’s art, which is especially steeped in myth.



CHAPTER FIVE:

FEMINISM AND MYTH: THE BALANCING FORCE OF ANDROGYNY

Sexuality and all appertaining inflections of womanhood are issues that Bessie Head has

‘engaged head-on in all her writ'ings. The continual mistreatment of women was a

source of grave worry for her. She riled at the fact that women were discriniinated against
and were dis-eﬁ]powered because of their sex.lOn the other l;and, she would not tolerate a
situation where women beédrﬁé over-‘assertivc and virulent, delchratcly diminish.ing, or
undennining,:the male potency and relevance. The above balanced view of gender
relations reveals Head’s 'ideolc;gical oﬁentation regarding feminist iss.ues. According to
Nancy Topping Bazm in “Venturmg mto Femlmst Consciousness” (m Abrahams, 51),
“To Bessue Head whose dall;r life was shaped by the racist practl.ces‘ of S-outh Afnca and

the sexist attitudes of the men she lived with, t;le question of who has the power is indeed

important.”

Ruth Robbins (72) has made a distinction between poetics and po_litics, as these, terms

telate to feminism. According to her, poetics captures the theoretical” and stylistic

concerns of a literary wdfk, while politics deals with its ideological concerns, its

interpretative bent. It is the contention of the present writer that Head’s works should be

assessed accor_ding to the politics they identify with and express, for it is foreseeable that

she would have concurred with the mnotion that culture, society and historical

interpretations define gender, thus making it a politically rendered concept..
Head is concemed generally with the phght of the underdog and the downtrodden

members of society, those elements who, in communication studies, may be classified
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within‘.either Standpoint Theory or Muted Group Theory (West and Turner, 2007).
Standpomt Theory, adapted by Nancy C. M, Hartsock ( 1997) and Julia T. Wood (2004)
from Kar] Marx’s and Georg Wllhelm Fredrich Hegel’s wntmgs, is predicated on the
notion that people are situated in specnﬁc soc1al locations. The posmons ‘they oecupy-

depend on their membershlp of social groups (poor, men, women wealthy, educated,

. African, Furopean, et cetera)‘. According to 'Standpoint Theory, individuals view and

—_—

relate with social situations from particular vantage points. Usually, vantage points that

oppose entrenched power structures become “standpoints.” Those at the lowest rungs of

the social ladder, say these theorists, see more than their own position and are thus likely

~ to be more empathic than others in the social spectrum are. In the sixteenth-century,

writers like Dr. Johnson ahd Boswell had argued that masculinity ‘.‘exp:ressed a traditional
conviction that the differences between men and women arise from natural causes to
_organize the cultural order” (Jeblen, in Lentricchia and McLaughlin, 1990). However,
Iatter-day cr.iﬁcs are rethinking the veracity of such a belief held by intel]ectuals like

Johnson and Boswell. There are presently some vociferous, and sometimes stridently

“insurgent, viewpoints that insist upon the idea that the biological coloration of gend_ef

should be erased, in place of culturally imposed boundaries that limit human potential

- and that can rank with any dialogue that examines issues of race, class and religious

marginalization.

Nonetheless, the notion that women are a part of the margmahzed segments of society

does not compel Head to join forces w1th fiery feminist avant-gardes, who may prefer a

. more trenchant projection of the female perspectlve. In the words of Ruthven, the old

assumption had always been that “Man needs no definition: he is the norm against which

woman is defined as an aberration, a pathological condition associated with complaints
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and ‘weeping’ and ‘pains”. Ruthven’s view is critical of stereotypical rendering of male

or female typologles Such typologles accordmg to Jehlen (in Lentricchia and

McLaugh]m 65), that depict the categorization or characterization of masculinity in

)

transcendent terms tend to submerge the “complexities of human difference.”

Questions about feminism in Head’s writings are geared toward re-evaluating and

correcting (where possible) such stereotypical assumptions of male transcendence and

- female baseness. ‘Feminisms asserts Robbms are “pollhcal dleOUISCS which uncover

the assumphons of oppression, whatever their grounds, diagnose the problem, and oﬁ‘"er
altematl‘ve versions of livable realities” (p. 7). Hidden in Robbins’ assertlon abeve is the
hint that femininity refers not te a set of inherent attributes but to ‘a culturally defined
situaﬁon. In spite of the petential of gender d scourse to signal and initialize paradigmatic
shifis i in social and political interrelationships, some critics erroneously underpiay the
s1gmﬁcance of gender as a .focallzer for pohtlcal and intellectual engagement. Especially
with regard to Head’s ﬁctlon, certain diatribes have been cast, suggesting that she did not

show sufficient commitment to issues that concemed women. Those sorts of barbed

imputations are far from the true picture, for Head deeply engages with feminine issues,

_ but she entwines them also with intuitive commentaries on race and class. As Myra

Jehlen eomments in “Gender,” an essay in C‘:ji.tjcal Terms for Lt't_eraQ Study (Lentricchia
and McLaughlin, 1987):
...gender is'?bofh an embed:ed assumption and fuﬁeti'ons as a touchtone
for others. I:t‘is logically impossible to, in_terrc_)gat'e gcnder.;to transform
?..3.’. it frhm axiozmln to objects cf scrutiny an‘d crriticzil tenn—-—without'also
iuterrogating race and class. rI:hE introduetig_n'of_ gender into the critical

discussion multiplies its concerns and categories by those of
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historiography to produce a newly encompassing account of cultural consciousness that

is also newly self-conscious. -

The iﬁlport of iehlen’s .con.m%entary_i on gen.der above is to validate the sorts of
consciousness and deliberative approach that writers like Head enc‘ocie in their creative
writings. | o |

In fecent times, Ellen Sh;walter has sought to -ﬁnd a suitable terminology that can rescue
the feminine or femininity from its stereotypical lmkage with mfenonty and sub51d1ary '
status (204) The gynocentnc emphaSIS spawned by her has been pnmed to valorlze_

female (womamsh) values, while derogating aspects of "mé_scﬁ]inity, éspec_ially any

- purported usurpation of space in “phallocertric™ terms. Gyhocentric -critics think that

sexual brutality and sexual dominance (phallocetrism)  péFvade every form of social

discourse, as well as and social and cultural structures. In her weighty book, Vindication

-of the Rights of Woman (1972), Mary7W0ﬂstohecraﬁ uncovers the systematic inequality

of women in all areas of life — lhe family, work, culture, economlcs the law, education,

etc. She further querles the 1deolog1cal structures that helped to support such inequality.

‘Rosemary Hennessy, on her paltt, has noted that the issue of political equality is often

unevenly articulated within one social formation empowermg some women at the

- -

expense of others.. (153) Such a notlon has remained a contentlous 1ssue in critical

thinking. The image and typology of womankind has suffered some battering and

~ sometimes a little bit of maSOChlSth massaging,” all through the ages. Simone de

' Beauvmr (in Kauffmann, 268) has 1dent1 fied five mythlc categories of woman:

a. Woman as danger
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b. The eternal Feminine considered as a threat to vir.i'le masculinity.

C. Wcm'en as “animal”, indtllgtng in, and congumed by, phatlic anfnta]isrh.

d. Women as a mass of contradictions — dangerous Siren,ktemptress and a figure of
redemptlon | | i
e. "1“he concrete figure symbohzcd in poehy and love; “fiesh and blood” enlmes.wﬂh
social limitations. o

The above categories of miythic femaleness 1dent1ﬁed as prevalent practices by de
Beauvmr are as absurd as they are ratlonally and blologlcally false. Such fallacious
ilttages of women slam people within_ cotttexts for social viltﬁcation and discrimination.

1

This is exactly what Mary Poovey has. in mind when she states that “patriarchal’

_institutions construct gendered identities for everycne and use gender as a principle of

~ discrimination” (in Stanton & Ste.wart_, 1995). Writers like Head have strenuously resisted

this tendency to use gender as a cultural or 'pclitical ‘bludgeon against women especially.
At any rate, some critics erroneously underplay the significance of gender as a focalizer

for political and intellectual engagement.

To de Beauvoir, most of these representations of women are false and unrealistic because
they each imbue'wom'an with a certain mysteriousness that denies her a‘ sense cf
Sub_]ecttwty and essential humamty They are fal]amee sustamed as myths of social
org,amzatlon Head well. lecog,mzes Guch false deplctlons. of womanhood for purely

exploitative purposes, and she thus creates female characters that, through their actions,

refuse to accept docnlely the way society has defined and projected them. Head as if in
agreement with the tenets of Standpoint Theory, crltlclzes the “status quo of male ‘

dOminance and female devaluation, and oppression. However, she does not merely
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criticize the prevailing social and political milieus of her time; she also suggests new

ways of organizing social life in & miore equitable way.

- In the very first of her ﬁctlonal writings, The Cardinals (1993), published posthumously,
. Head makes a concerted, but pamfully ambxguous attempt at interrogating the paternal

~and mas‘culine orders of powe‘r. For this purpose, she first strips maternal privileging of

the “frills and allowanees_ that her other novels would project for the white “mother -

. ﬁgures that bear the taint of psychotlc debasement, for daring to entangle sexually with

males of lower social strata. Imtla]ly, the prota;,omst Mouse (who lives innocently i in an

mcestuous relationship with Johnny, her bio]ogical father) appears 'to'surrender willingly

- her gendered sensibilities to the authontarlan masculme world that 1s seemingly

normatlve and superior. Mouse perhaps realizes that her tagging onto the obtrusive and -

' dommeermg guidance of Johnny (who not only wants to access, and inscribe on, her

mind, but who as well wants to ravage her 'sexually)' could help'her attain maturation and

_ initiation into thé art and craft of writing. Mouse looses her voicé fo Johnny, who

indirectly shapes the narrative that she researches and inscribes textually.

~ At this point, neither Mouse nor her mother, Ruby, is w:llmg to defy the socml taboos

embodied in the Immorahty Act (1927, amended’ in 1950) and in the social ethos

governing and defining incestuous relations. Fer unknown self meantime, is shrouded in

: her act of dellberate acq ul_escen'ce in a system, and particularly‘ a reIationshi_p, that masks

her identity and personal history. Ruby and her daughter, Mouse, are thus denied the

moral authority_ of symbolically reprising against, and. imprecating, acts of repression,

v

denial, and exclusion. Maternal narrative is subsumed structurally and strategically under

paternal subjectivity, in order to birth the artistic independence of the female persona.
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This gerrdered synthesis in The Cardinals is what Head u]timetely projects in her overall
~ writing project rv.iﬂrin her lifetirhe: the oraotice of androgynous lco-e'xistence and mutual
depeﬁdence of the. male and the female gehders. Says Lewisbesiree in “The Cardinals
and Bessie_ Head’s allegoriee‘ of self”:
| | | The Crzr‘(fr'rraé repea'tEdl y affirms a masculine world whose authority
is persuasively inscribed in the texts that Mouse confronts and im-
bibes through the act of writing. Accepting the fictions of female irl-
feriority and of masculinity as a desired mode],ﬁ the central womaﬁ:
~ character will therefore acquire an 1dent1ty that. srlenoes her unknown
self. But the text also hints at the limited path of' Mouse S entry into
wrrtmg wrth its msrstent d._]meatron of the power hierarchies of her
world.. Whrle Johnny will allow Mouse to escape cultural]y
ascribed srlence for a public domain of self- deﬁnmg authority, her
freedoni will be achieved at the cost of discoyering an textual space
and'identity that cannot be discovered in dominant narratives (World

Literature Today, p.4, 1996).

Knowing the trlteri nature of supercilioos attr'rhutrons to womanhood; \r/hat Head wants,”
therefore, is recognition of woman’s humanity, even though in The Cardinals she does
_ not at first forcefulli}f extract and insist oh such recognition. She would reject the mythical -
- stereotypes of femininity th_ut‘Mm'y Ellmann  (in Torir Moi—ie"'e:ruaI/Tcxmﬂf Politics:
Ferrzirzist Literary leea;y) has herself repudinted.fAccording' to Ellmann, the fallacious
images of women represented in textual productions reproduee are themse]ves ‘

reproduced by a false sexual analogy These stereotypes are those pertaining to

fonnlessness, instability, conﬁnemen_t, piety, materiality, sexuality, spirituality,
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1rrat10nahty, pliability, shrewdness and wzt‘,hcraﬂ' Entrappmg women in such male-

constructed straitjackets would rob them of *he v1rtue of social responSIblhty On her

»

~ part, Maxine Sample has erroneously argued that Head d‘epicts “female as centre and

male as peripher_\,?’ (39). This is far from the androgenic bent of Head’s conception of
;,ender Indeed characters hke Gilbert and Mukhaya ( When Rain Clouds Gather) slrlve to
not only empower womenfolk but also bring men back from the penphery of social,

s

economic and political irrelevance.

. The notion of patriarchy that devalues womanhood has resulted in virulent rebuttals by

trenchant feminist critics and novelists who, in return, attempt to expend the male

potency, either in literary creations or in other artjstic works. Kate Millet (Sexual Politics,

2000) is typical of such angfy critics who rankle with the assumption that women are
passive victims in the clutches of strong male writers that usé sex as a means of power
control. Female novelists like Buchi Emecheta (b.1944) and Flora Nwapa (1931-1993)

deliberately paint scenarios in which reverse female oppression and male marginality is

~-the norm in social relationships. This, however, is not the road that Head takes in making

her case for a restitution of the idea!s of wontanhood.

Head, in her writings,. eﬁplbdes those 1ﬁy(hs, a$ have been highlighted above, that
denigrate women and expend their self-worth. Linda Kauffman (1990) qualifies as
“ossified and hardly liberal humanism” any social arrangement that denies peopie their
human and basic rights. In Kauffiman’s view, sl_u_(‘:hhum-anis,m'is bgreﬁ of joie de vivre. As
if in support of Kaufﬁilann’s_view on the insupportébi]ity of “illiberal humanism,” Head
intends not only to purge the liuman psyche of such wickedness an& folly, she edqally

-1

seeks (o forge a balance between subjectivity {self-consciousness).and the otherness of

81



l@'f;/
-

BN

peep]e around (“alter.ity”). This well accords with the epochal distinctions made by
Martin Buber in his “I-‘Thouf", “I-It” categorizations of the communication experience
(Trans. Kaufmann, 1970). In B;ber’s ihinking, recognizing the otherness of the people
we. are relating with’ will ultimately humanize us. Viewing people (whether male or
femele) through the “I-It” prism devalues our common humanity and ‘erodes the essential
ingredients that will make human commumcatlon wholesome and meamng,ful Morgover
there 1s some suggestion of superciliousness and haughtiness mhcrent m such a polarizing

dlstmctlon of selves, bodies and entities. Head, in fact, deprecates, those very polarizing

tendencies in her writings.

Untenable to Head is Hannah More’s view that the female mind is “mcapable of
sustained attention; is omalpelltal rather than logical; superficial, not‘ deep; anecdotal, not
analytical; suitable for ﬂle inventjon of fanciful fictions, but unable to philosophize or to
think with clarit.y “(in Kauffinan 14). Not for Head either is the thinking that womeh
should “naturally” be excluded from culture because they are passxve recipients. Nor
wou]d she advocate that they should be given “centrist stances”, She would rathcr want to
see women p]aymg a symmetrical role to thal of the men, taking a cue from Watzlaw;ck
et al, 1967). This symmclncal representation of male-female mteractlons 1s equable with '.
the notion ofandrogyny that Head has eonscrously advoca.ted 1;1 al her fictional and non-

fictional writings.

As far as Head is concerned, the A frican woman (indeed, any woman) might be on the
fringe of society; yet she ought to be respected. A woman’s social position of .

“subsidiarity” is to Head ai incidental, tangential circunistance that should in no way
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detract from her basic humanity. Head makes the same argument on behalf of the man

as.a social and political type. -

As she sees it, man’s putaﬁve superionty . might become: his moral albatross-a huge
psychological burden that mig'ht disable him from heroic pursuits and noble
accomplishments, compelling him to hobble down to a position of prostrate political

irrelevance. As a corollary, Head disavows the sort of raillery and vapid vituperations

‘adopted by truculent feminists, such as Emecheta, de Beauvior, or Millet {whese

polemics are heady and caustic). These women vehemently canvas issues that resolve to

the y]timate advantage of women. Instead of this sort of stilted ar’rdgaéion of value to the
female archetype, Head, on the other han_.d., ad(;pts “a _gubtle ironic approach ‘that
prﬁblematizes social and political issues, with a view to achieving a holistic balance in
their resolution. In this, she resembles Virginia Woolf, w_h%) condemns rank expressions
of female anger ?n hiterature and criticism. Woo‘if sees such-abrasive anger as a distortion
and‘ a pollution of aesthetic p'u.rity.- Like Head, Woolf sees androgyny as an ideology of

r

rapprochement.

Indeed, Head’s heroines are sensitive to male abrasiveness. Elizabeth in 4 Question of

- -

Power cannot cope emotionally with the putrescent sexuality and stifling dominance of

- Dan and Sello-in-the-brown-suit. Assailed by the continual ranting of these two

characters, she sinks into madness for a period, but is rescued by Sello and the Indian

sage, who nudge her back to the realm of social responsibility. In seeking to present a

* reasonable and balanced image of womanhood, Head does not expend, or arrest, the

development of her heroes or heroines, unlike what Doris Lessing, Emily Bronte, and

Sylvia Plath do in their writings.
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In this vein, Head may lampoon grotesqué behaviour, withont indulging in obtuse

recrimination or endorsing coercive male privilege and male presumptuousness. The

perspective she prowdes is one that unifies the gendered species as mutually supportive

entities. She deswes a reintegration of women to the pohhcal mamstre.un In her view,
“the world of the intellect, both politically and spiritually, had been entlrely maIe-
dommated Trad1t1011 obhterated a woman as ﬂunkmg, feelmb human being and defined
her position in the somety in the fo]lowiqg terms: a woman is sacred 01in if she knows
her plziee, which is her ya.rd,l as a mother of ehildren and housewife” (A Bewitched

Crossroad, 165). Apart from espousing actions of political affirmation, Head advises

p

~women to help one another by embarking on collective female labour (When Raiﬁ Clouds

L

,Gatfzer, 104). She says further of women:

No man ever worked harder than (them) ... it was their sticks that thrashed
the corn at harvesting time and their wi‘nnowing baskets that filled the air
for miles and miles around, with dust of husks, and they often, in addition

to broadcasting the seed when the early rains fell, took over the task of the

men and also ploughed the land with oxen (When Rain C/ouc_!s Gather, 104

. —105).

The effect of Head’s approach to the feminism cause (including her incipient repudiation

of the mythfcally generated feminine mystique) is to critique any orientatien that tends to
encourage the aesthetics of feue in the psyche of women. Her approach, it would seem,
seeks for an adjustive stance that charts a progressive direction, makinyg for ju.sticefor all
humanity, -irréspective of gender or race. Where necessa'ry, this orientation compels Head

to initiate a remapping and/or revamping of social and moral values.
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‘Head seems to aver that progressive self-dévelopment would lead to progressive

communal development. She resolutely decries social and - political arrangements

7

* whereby people suffer exploitation, denial and exclusion. To her, it is possible (indeed,

desirable and just) that people of-all cultures shoﬁ]d project in their varied lives principles

. and E{ua']itiés that are not dependent on the value judgments of other people. In her view,

neither past nor present inequities should be recycled and reinforced by rationalization
and a timid retreat to platitudes and traditional practices. The rational and pragmatic thing
to do in combating injustice is to immediately confront it, discredit it or subvert it. To

Head, this is the moral imperative, the moral choice which literature ought to embody and

- reflect. Whencver individual senéibility of justice tallies with the ethical rules enjoined by

Divinity, society would then experience real progfess. To paraphrase Head’s thoughts on
the need for social justness, what is required in‘ the present da)'/ 1S a re-humanized
epistemo]ogy of existence. Referring explicitly to Makhaya in When Rain C-louds Gather,
Ravenscroft thus comments of this notion of re-humanized e}fistence:'
Against a political backdrop of self-indulgent, self-owning traditional
chiefs and self-seeking, new politicians more interested in power than
peoplé, the village of Golema Minidi is offered as a difficuit alterx_lafive:
not so much a rural utopia for the A frica of the futur‘e to qim at, as a means
of p;arsonal and economic independence ﬁnd in,rterdepcn,dencc, wh.ere the ‘
qualities t.hat count are benign austerity, reverence for thc lives of ordinary
people...and, above all, the ability to break out of the i?rison of,ée]ﬂlodd

‘without destroying individual privacy and integrity (p. 175). _
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In furtherance of this new epistemological re-orientation, Head advocates in her writings
a reciprocal empowerment of males and females. This makes for a diversified perspective
of cultural and personal experiences, offering a fulsome insight into collective

experience. Perspectivism, as a mode of perception, achieves a manifold appraisal of

- reality. Myth yields this perspectivist insight as a methodology — replacing dichotomies

with multiple stances that lead to an eamest and rounded understatement of human

existence. As such, knowing and doing become collective and interwoven endeavors,

‘with knowledge transformed from an authoritative * fiat to a relativist and integral

construct. The rigours of “verisimilitude™ are thus dispensed with in favour of relational

ways of cognition and expression. According to Messer-Davidow (in Kauffman 88),

'_viewpoints that denigrate or exclude the experiences and perspectives of other people —

viewpoints such as racism and misogynistic'dispositions and habits —are flawed by their

non-inclusive, one-sided, scopes.

The inyfhic methodology is particularly amenable to the concept of bricolage in that (like

_ 'b:-:'colage) it has an expansive reach and a profound depth that encompasses shifling and

complex variables,.not frigidities or constants. Briéolage :proceeds by a.process of
revelation, by elaboration. Bricoluge is u Fren%:h term t‘hat"rféfeir:'; to lhé co-nstmc'tion or
creation of a work from a div.ersé range 01; thir.gs that happen fo be available. Myth, as a
political tool, Imay concretize cultural and soc‘ia'l issues that have pejorative coloration,
thus revealing them as being no longer untenj?.-.ble; it may also encompass and high]ight
gellderan]al'king (coding) or other forms of in.terfruption that are racially or sexually
engineered. In encompassing such d‘iscrete',‘ and yet interwoven, social components, myth

tends to present them as a kaleidoscopic spectrum, in which can be seen organic,

composite phases of the human experience.
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The iss_:ﬁes of racism,'clas‘sesrar.xd sexism are interfwined 5and do feed on one another. -
M}ﬂh may h‘élp to centrally situate and refocus the issues that society has tended to treat
marginally, or which it has shélved in archival recesses. ‘Myth is thus one sure _vehicle of
'incor};oratillg, exl')licatirlg and therapeutically relating thej chlturﬁl differentia of race,
gender, and class in order to make for the kin'c‘l. oi'; diversity that i‘ecogniics the otherness,

the values, of people that are alienated externally and organically.

&

As much as Head strives to accomplish, through myth, a comﬁmnal framework for open

L

discussion and debate among individuals living together (to enable them to fight jointly :

Pl

[—

| economic, social and political ills), she equally uses feminism to introduce structural or
organizing principlés, to provide a model for cultural and social re-orientation through a
nurturing of a sense of the é(r)]]ective.fWithin 'the collective:, individual consciousness is
melted. Myths, after all, mpstly tell stories of heroes and heroines who make signal
contributions'.to.a particular community. The actions of such mythic heroes and hieroines
_ certainly bene!ﬁ.t the entire society within artistic contemplation.'
“Certain rhetorical q'uestions'pop up now. Does talking about oneself help to meet the |
needs of the community? Dée;'isucl1 talking have ;:xpurgatorial effects? Is the personal
political? Assumedly, the process .of sharing one’s predicament may bring _'zibqut |
enlightenment that lﬁight usher in needed chan gé. Sharing of thoughts engenders psychic
‘telease and may elicit empathy, a necessary ingredient for solcia] and political changes
an';:l éxéhanges wit‘hin the commonweal. In Tf;e Carf Rogers Reader (Eds. Kirschenbaum
and.Henderson, 1989), Carl Rogers harps on the need for empath? as a critical ingrédient

in any successful dyadic relationship, harking back to Buber’s model of “I-Thou” as a
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: Society exploits women at three levels:

proof df'empathib ‘bonding in human communication. Empathic bonding,I in effect, can |
only be:achieved through a subsumatlon to the brlcolage prmmple, to the imperative of
adoptmg é pragmatic amtude of conscious mclusnveness -in mter human relatlons
Therefore, bricolage is an ideal literary to.q] for forging a tl_ran"s"forr'native code for mutual

dependence.

Lricoluge, as o lilevary principle, coconrages “plissade™ o force that celcases mobility,

adaptability and versatility. It enables an individual artist (or centre of consciousness) (o

-move fiom one-thing (or status) to the other without feeling embarrassed or intimated.

“Glissade"_ is a political toga that feminists need to don in order (o overcome feelings of

P

~ inferiority or bashfulness as they consciously strive to better their culturally stipulated

states of subsidiarity.

Men may not easily accept such glissading potential on the part of womenfolk. Men Tend

to lose their senses in the'phrsuit of professicnalism and hegemony, which themselves

- possess some inflection of absence of empathy. In the words of Gerald M. Machean, the
erotic of domination “attempts to extract surplus value that rewards some people while

. denying others” (in Kauffinan, 148).

The level of knowledge acquisition (skill development)
Denial of capital control ( die capacity for expropriation of proceeds of capital)

.Loss of power advantage

. Every other form of gender-based exploitation (or domination)—stenis from the above

three platforms. Sexual vid_lence, rape, shabby widowhood conditions, inheritance
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thieveries are all inherent in the defective and lopsided power arrangements that are
rculturally ordained and sustained.

Denial of economic advantage and frustration of financial empowerment are further step's

toward entrenching political disenfranchisement. There can-be thus no discontinuities

_between “women oppression,” as a filmy, generic stuff, and “oppression” under the logic

of capital. Loss of capital (capital dis-empowerment) braids with other forms of cultural

oppression.

For real change to occur, then, there must be a re-designing of institutiéns, with a view to

réihtegfating women, as well as other people marginalized. economically, socially and

- politically. The marginalized people will need to be empowered both within existing

structures and in such new structures as might become exigent in’the future. In the case
of women, it does not necessarily mean that biological roles would have to change. Aside
from situations where monosexual or asexual choices are made, such biological

peculiarities as are found in the different sexes could be said to be natural, almost

inimutable. Nevertheless, neither lilaternit)r nor paternity should be a hobbling

experience. Each of those ‘gender typo]o;:,les does have ennoblm}, and mutually
supportlve potential. That is Head’s argument. The process of achnevmg, a level-playing

ground for the two genders of male and fémale might entail a homo]obous interfusion of

. female political struggle and effons at dismantling racial divides or c]ass stratification.

Head, therefore, does riot hold a constricted view of feminism. To her, there ought to be a
broader vista through which society could articulate issues of feminisn. Feminism, as a

political mantra, is limited in that it is not a global forum for addressing all forms of
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oppression and mistreatment. It is, therefore, ‘sulii'sumab]e. under studies aimed at

‘eliciting, in a catholic sense, all forms of inequities and political imbalances. Under a

mythic’ umbrella that casts a unjversal penumbra on. all facets of human organization,
g

feminism assumes then a vital frame. In fact, Head’s view on feminism is in consonance

with that of Toril Moi as 'reg'ar’ds”its' political potential:.

- Feminism, then, is something more than the effort‘to expres§ women’s
experience. It ‘.is at once a relatively combrehensive analysis of power
-relations between the sexes, and the effort to change or undo any power
system that authorizes and condones male power over women. [ see
feminism as a politica.] position (Kauffman, 182-3).

at

‘ ‘! . : . . . . .
Therefore, myth will help a writer to broaden his or her vista to include issues of race,

political and social inequities, as well as considerations of gender. Myth, as a monolithic,

but po]yvalent, theory would prilﬁarily center critical focus and dissolve the: subtle
distinctions between issues o'f race, class and ethnici;y. ‘The androgﬁous use of myth
shuns intitﬁations of “sovere-ignty’.’ or “expenditure” és modes 6f reacting to what Patricia
Yaegaf has termed “horizontﬁl sublime”, as opposed to “vertical sublimel” (in'Kauffmaﬂ
19). “_Sovereignt)}" appears to chart female ‘independence” from ‘man, whereas,
“expenditure” nurtures the capacity and the predilection to bye-pass the lﬁale medium of
powér expression, rendering man effete and irrelevant. Neither of the two approaches
(evideﬁt m Emechetﬁ’s novels, for example).is acceptable td I-féad, who finds them
ﬁawed_ and dehumanizing. Sf:ﬁilarly,_Head would want nof(hing"to do with ‘Iriga—ry./’s
antircipation o.f “ecstasy” a’n& “empowerment” as modes ?f‘ ‘rendering the femining

€ssence.
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As_rHe'a'd sees it, the farcical a;id serious modes of pereeption are complementary aspects
of consc;i.ousness that ought never to be dissociated. A man or 2 woman would be bereﬁ
of their truest elements if they were to polarize these two faculties, pursuing the one at
the expense of the other. These faculties (which correspond to the female and male
dlSpOSlthIlS) should mterfuse creatlvely to create a wholesome balance. Thus, beneath
every fagade of farce is some serious statement about life, with all its drollness and

foibles.
Shﬁilarly, permeating tlirough every etrand.of serious stuff 'are-its bu'rlesqu.e dilncnsic;;\s,

comp]ementls_;and ramifications. Life without humor is bleak moroseness.'Even in tragic -

‘.
1

'51tuat10n<: ‘there are occasmns or triggers for the hﬂaneus Thus, it was possible in
Aeschylus (Oresteza c. 458 B.C.) for the A'aolloman and the Dionysian cults to ho]d
concurrently, with none vitiating or undermiring the other. "Emt 1s the creative, cathartic
resolution forged by the bundling of the monoliths of Chorus and the Furies. Their
organic coupling earns Aegisthus the reprieve needed _for. establishing a democratic,
communal solution for a t‘hon}y,'generﬁalimml prob]em. It is_a healthy tension. The
difference perceived in the male-female panels (rather thaxj leading to a dichotomous
split) should open up contiguities and positive bridging.

The ‘_sort' of influx of power ;het the Romantic Sublime evokes mimics pathetically such
contiguous relationships hirited above .as ideal modes of ties between the sexes. The
Romantic -Sublim'e.seeks to t'ra'ﬁscend the normz’ltive, human st’ruct'ures, lifting the b___llrden
of the past. This sort of giddy access le power, influence and transport appears somewhat
contrived. There is no pattern of natural 'levefaging or emergence. Such a heady 'tr.ansport

to unchecked power imvariably has catastrophic results.
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E]izabeth Bishop (1984) e_nvisions i.n the Romantic Sublime a situation in which
empowerment dis-empowers others and 1S rather not supportzve and inclusive of the
“ot‘ner” (The Complete Poems 67). In “Pleasure, Paln, and Ethlcal Respon51b1]1ty A
Felt-Situated Reading of Menace II Society ™ (1994), Hilary'E. Davis refers to a lack of
mis somewhat ‘suiiportive embrace (what she calls “shared anotherness”) in Romantic
feminine aesthetics. This quest for feminl;ne empowerment is dissimilar to 'wl:et Head
achieves with her chaructel‘ization, whether male or female. Whereas Bishop’s nersonas
attain, at certain moments, a/palpable influx of power, Head’s characters are often
socially powerless people. If anything, they tend to re]mqmsh or abdicate the elevated
positions - they occupy, becanse of their hard persona] choices that, nonetheless, have
wider social and communai in;nplicati—ons. The Romantic Sublime is idyllic and a trifle
facile, whereas Head’s characters, in their bacolic exteriority, attain the “rustic sublime”
m the sense that their dgrarian choices, mundane as they may seem, kindle some flames
of altruism and fellow feeling. The actions of Head’s heroes or heroines evoke‘:\./_—ibr-ant
stillness, a paradoxicel situation. The ecstatic transport, for each of Head’s mythic
protagonists, resides in selfless service. They are not given to feisty and vigorous
hectoring that reveals a craving for empowerment. At any rate, in the careers of mythical‘_

personas, there might be briéf moments of transcendence and epiphany, as has been noted

earlier. However, this transcendent efflux is usually a shared experience.

Patricia Yaegar describes as “failed sublime” attempts to incorporate the sublime into
feminine discourse (in K_au'fﬁnan 201). The cause of this failure she atiributes to
masculine ‘(phallic) interposition or counter-sublime. However, ancther apposite

consideration vitiates the so-called “female sublime”. The female sublime is not a



monoiithic_ construct: in other words, it cannot reasoﬁably subsume ali t‘he differentiated
female taxonomy into one-._whc.)le ensemble. Such a p_utative éttempt 'a{ erasure of
differences would woefully fzif]‘beeausg therc are several poiﬁts of cleavage in the social
fabric that notch the different ways cultural and political accents have established planks
of stratification an'long even people of the salﬁe gender. The differénces of social status,

class, race and affectional dispositions would have to be configured and comprehended,

Apparently, then, only a mytliic superstructurs could afford to give the needed ambience

capable of engaging each of such discrete comnponents, and yet-unifying them under the

ribric of literary aesthetics. Such incorporatic n of differentia does not'signify
overreaching appropriation of space or mediz (what Yaegar has called “masculine

_interposition”). Rather, it evinces or yields reciprocity and interdependence — the sort

which perspectivism, as a tool, could truly avail. Arguably, therefore, Head’s fictions
embody the reciprocity and the j)érspectivism that myth best projects and delivers as a

means of explicating gendered discourse.

Head, in her treatment of feminist issues, is in most respects similarto Virginia Woolf,
-
Both women strove to infuse biographical elements into their writings. Both suffered

mental dislocation at various stages in their writing careers. Both, incidentally, believe
that an androgynous balance should be maintzined between the male and the female |

sexes. The two female writers also prefer the unconventional-mode ‘of artistic rendition.

| Says Woolf:

If a writer were a free man and not a slave, if he could write what he chose,

not what he must; if e would base his own work upon his own feelings,
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and not upon convention, ﬂiere would be no plot, no cbmedy, tragedy, no love, interest

or catastrophe in'the accepted style(146).

Bergson agrees entirely with Woolfs conception of time as a malleable and tractable

narrative element, noting that literary works ought to'ignore or explode conventional time

" in order to establish an expansive and boundary-destroying artistic form (in Vogler, 54).

Art, ﬂlerefofe, both in its formalistic and thenatic pursuits, dught to -forge a sense of
Iibération: thét sense of freedoﬁ‘n from the limits of timé and space. Ip all her writings,
Head renders and fosters this sense of a-historicity and inter-bour_\dalry crossings, in order
to _sustai.n a measure of narrati ve and Forl;zﬂ fluidity. She, thus, udOpts;Wool:f’s stj’lc of

expleding conventional time in the narrative experience.

Woolf’s preoccupation in To the Lighthouse (1977) is to engender this libefating aspect

“of fictional writing in which the “semi-mysti=” life of woman tends to obliterate time, or

. else relate with it creatively and robustly. In this, she compares closely with Head, whose

characters transcend the portals of temporal existence to chart destinies that defy

conventions and considerations of linearity.

Woolf, who berates the Newtonian concept of absolutes of space and time, opts instead
for Einstein’s postulation of a sort of fluidity in the ofder of phenomena, as is rooted in

human experience. She believes that this fluid configuration is capable of spaw.ning a

- multiplicity of perspectives that n.my be found in a.single experience. Life and death

cohere in one sensation; love and hate revolve on the same hinge of perception or

 attitude, approach and withdrawal, awe and horror.
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According to Woolf (in- Vogler, 55), “Beauty is part-.ugliness' amusement part disgust;

pleasure part pam” In furtherance of this en: JlClﬂthﬂ Woolf thmks that the story bemg-

1l
?

narrated by an author must surround life all at once as a “lummous halo.” This quality
imbues the story with a ﬂuid, numinous qual'gty. Woolf considers it the novelist’s duty to
reflect the varyiné, unknown‘and uncircumscribed spirit of ;n—an It is the sort of feeling,
which_loseph Conrad’s Marlow experiences in Heart of Darkness (1902). Conrad, like

Head and Woolf, experiments with narrative sfructures and creates characters whose

destinies mirror archetypal careers in mythic tales.
- V4

Just as Head has adopted “double characters as a core narrative element (A Quesnon of

Power and Maru, as examples) So.does Woolf incorporate in her writings the creation or

telling of the story in the story itself. All of Head’s 'writin‘gs, ‘argues Mackenzie, is

characterized by a quest for experimentation in the narrative format (4 Woman Alone, iv).

He sees the writer’s works as assuming a certain uality of “indeterminacy”.
: Y

Doris Lessing and Woolf resemble Head in their habit of centering of v;/omen, ViS a Vis
the men, and in highlighting women who emancipate themselves from male intimidation.
Lessing is impatient with women who self-destroct or who n.eed]essly waste their
potential (this can be seen, l;or instahce, in the story of Mary in The grass is singing
1950). Wooif, on her part, ':creates Lily Briscoe and Mrs. Ramsay (To the Lighthouse
1927) as strong characters that stamip their personalities on the thoughts of the other
characters. Nonetheless she does not create male puppets that gravitate towards any
female termagant who must be reverenced. Rather, the marb]e-like Mrs. Ramsay

undergoes temperamental change and opts. for a more humanistic view of life,
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comprehending in this transformation a balanced view of women as moral and physical

;

complements to men.

Thus, Head’s presehtation of feminism does not essentially"seek to undermine the
masculmé essence. Her androg;no-us presentahon rather attacks the excrescences of male
dommanc_m and male oppression, while presenting more delectable male archetypes,
figures who, through their actions, enable a person to create. “himself anew (The
Collector of Treasures, 93), by _res_ﬁonding to the chord of tenderness. On the obverse
side, Hgad does not spare the exgess.é.s of feminism, especially f:ts testic]e-crus}iing’ antics

in, say, the case of Dikeledi and Garesego in “The Collector of;Treas.ures”(The Collector

of Treasures).

Therefore, Head—’s version of an androgynous representation of woman-man relationships
insists that the two sexes could provide mutual support for each other. In this kindl of
arrangement, men support emotionally and physically abused Women as Tholo does for
lns consort in the short story “Huntmg” (The Collector of Treasures). Khama the Great
and Chlef Sebma also reprcsent compassion, respect and wisdom in dealing with women,
especially in the way.they have handled matters such as bride price and inheritance..
Pa‘ulinq and Makhaya, Elizabeth and Sello, Maru and .Margafet; Bakhor and Se.bimi are
but a few of femaie and male pl‘ototy_peé extsting in mutually supportive situations. While
such ﬁ;en support their female consorts, the women tll‘ellllscz_ivés \;prk har(-] to Fulﬁll_ their

own destinies as bearers of Hight and vessels of solace.

In this wise, Head explodes the myth of passive feminism, as well as the myth of erotic

feminine persona. She creates female characters who determine their own destinies, free

96



V3

v

g

from Se’x-deten"nined and culture-bound roles, with the attendant restrictions that these

: superﬁmal structures could 1 impose. Such feraale charactels are portrayed as builders of

the homestead and people on whom society’s salvation depends.

Sophia - Ogwude (1977) believes that Head’s writings are “Introspective” and
“philosophical”. However, it may be wrong to emphasize 'introsi)ection as being unduly

definitive of Head’s fiction because the novelist uses introspection "as an intuitive

mechanism for rendering relational and developmental solutions and paradigms. Ther¢ is

a stror]g likelihood of mist_aking introspeclion for psychological interpretation “The
autoblobraphlcal elements embedded in Head s writings maly create the Hlusion of
psychological introspection. Admlttedly, sorie of the characters in Head '8¢ novehstlc
writings forge strong inter—personal relationships; however, Their actions result in some
transcendence to communal and universal cor:cerns. The emphesis is not merely on their

personal experience but on how their experiences lead to the improvement of communal

welfare. In the case of most of Head’s characters, personal ego is usually singed and

-

emptied out, before the personas can realize their mythic goals and fulfill their archetypal

destinies.

'I“ller'efex'e, an argument could be safely made that, in terms of aesthetic appeal and
structural elegance, Head’s novels, histories and autobiographical writings do not make

for that “‘erotic” experience which Roland Barthes has termed “jouissance” (the aclion for

h

,the general pIeasure of'readmg, without. the threat of the one mterpretation) There mlght

' be styllstrc and structiral infelicities that covld hinder pleasurable readm;,, the sort that

one might encounter in “cliff- hanger” stories that deal with pornographic arousal,

voyeuristic access, crime detection, horror, or banal mystery, Head embeds in her stories
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acerbic under-meanings and undercurrents {hat ‘might not sit well with the ordinary

literary critic, whose chief mterest is merely in the pnmary layer of textual meanmg and

de]ectab]e rendltlon

In fac’t,.Head enco;les certaip under-meanings in her works in language that has mythic
meaning. Yemi Og;unbiyi imbued .languagc with the ﬁmc'tionl of semantic aséignment,
disavowing it as merely an index of style (45). Lillian Robinson (in Kauffiman 68) has
declared that power is the issue in the polilics of literature, as it.is in the politics of

anything else. As such, she is critical of literature that permits and reflects the

denigration, exclusion and alienation of other people. In this vein, the under-currernits and

~ the under-meanings in Head’s writings enable her to discover and articulate instances of

political exploitation and social niarginalization.

One of the primary functions of literature, as a critical part of its aesthetic properties, is to

re-humanize life. Ellen Messex Davxdow thus dlsparages formalistic views of the essence

’ ofhterature:

For in treating formal properties rather than authors, readers or characters
and in using differential reasoning to separate form from such analogues as
behaviour, politics, or myth, a critic does seem to dehumanize literature (in

Kauffiman 69).

o ’Ihrough.[iterature (especially through the lens of myth), it is a possible to undertake an

exhaustive examination of phenomena, leading to a cleansing of noxious emotions,
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feelings, and complexes. It should then be possible to revisit i)rejudice and acts of

" intolerance and to expose them as being no longer suitable and justifiable options.

Commenting on the relevance of the arﬁst, especially one that graﬁples with politically

nuanced-issues, Romanus Egudu has this to say:
| - The artist is a member of society, and the content and s;ty]e of his work are
affected by-soeial reality .... One’s response to a literary work may not be
a simple course of physical action (alnd it does ndt have to be); it may be
only a mental or unohonal reaction, which can ultimately lead to action —

physical or mteliectual (15).

Seeinglthat literature can elicit plolitica'l, physical or intellectual action on the part the
consumers, as Egudu deduces in the excerpt above, the artist working on the feminist
terrlai'n must respend ‘positively and creatively to issues pertaining to marginalization.
Positive affirmation as a remedlatwe mechanism entalls among other things, an honest

audit of the woman condition in modem times — uncovermg> the blemishes and

, celebrating the victories, no matter how marginal or transient! Creative reaction to the

imperfections in human arrangements and institutions involves a process of ideological
formulation that would introduce patent change in the feinine condition, including
conceptual formulations about womanhood in general terms. Such-an artistic response to

social conditions should also comprehend, and anticipate, other forms of social exclusion

“and denial. Arguably, in the corpus of her writings, Head adopts the type of artistic

4

orientation described above.
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In fac}, Head, in her lifetlir_rre,reﬁrsed to don the togd of “feminist”. In fact, she would
shrm an& such meretricious dramatization, even though she is artistically and
ideologically concemned about _what }rappens to women like her, h_oth as gendered species
and as allegorical representations of generic man undergomg any sort of mistreatment.
, Cla531ﬁcatory norrrenclature therefore could never enclose nor exclude Head as an
exponent of tokens that have to be memorized and reproduced on demand before access,
acceptarloe or privilege rm;:ht be granted in social and- political contexts Her
pleoccupatlon with pohtrcal economrc and rldental Irberatron of humamty 1S sweeping,
though hardly superﬁcral Head’s writings,’ thus constrtute a cethohc commltment to
achrevmg freedom for the Oppressed people vrherever they may be found, regardless of -

]
i
i

class, race, sex, culture or socia'r status.

.-~Thus, dutobiographical detaile in Head’s werk provoke in Th-ereader empathy for the
hero, heroine or chief character, becadse such detdi]s enable lI_re reader to perceive
~ aspects of his or her life in the writer’s life. However, the reader%s focus should not be on
only tlrose historical minu'tr'ae that ehape end .deﬁne the author’s ‘persona] life. In the case
of Head, -although she may ‘have drawn from her personal experience as a colored South
African'-émigré, she does not~ corrﬁne her yision to her-personal woes and travails, Rather,
adopts positions and viewpoints- that transcend her “back\;v'__ater”‘ experience. This
“backwater”'experience'is soiiced with mythical elements and:political themes. In any
caee, Head delibe'mtel)'l recuperates her characters morally and eocially. She ‘improves
~ their political consciousness and cmpowers them economieally-. Her .readers are eo_r_ra]_ly
’steeped in this lustral rite: their literary sensibilities are enriched by mythic paradigms,
while their morality is purg,ed througlra process of psychic healing, what Aristotle calls

“catharsis” (Poetics, Trans. Francis Butcher 1961). The physical frame of Head’s
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characters may seem frail, insecure and,disor}enged; yet they always have the ability to
overcome quakes, tempests and human oppression. They_initially suffer a sort of

diminution of self, but they eventually pull through. Elizabeth (A Question of Power) and

- Margaret Cadmore (Maru) demonstrate this sort of resilience. In the case of Elizabeth (A

Question of Power) the initial impression one.gets is that she is too fragile of personality

to absorb the onslaughts on Her by Dan, Sello-in-brown-suit, and Medusa. In fact,

. shebreaks down ménta]ly. waever, she recovers with the help of Sello, as well as people

like Kenosi and Eugene. Margaret Cadmore, in Maru, equally starts as a diffident,
timorous. fellow, but she soo'n ""ga-ins strength of character and becomes the centre of
Maru’s and Moleka’s worlds. Ultimately, Maru uses her to found anew society devoid of
social discrimination. All toi&, it is Head’s residual faith in man that enables her to cling

to the dream that humanity could still rid itself of acts of cruelty and moral depravity: It is

this sort of sanguine faith that motivates her heroes and heroines to attempt to create a

b_eﬁer world, at the pains of enormous personal sacrifice. As such, her present-day utopias
would yield tomorrow’s truths, in the‘ words of Victor Hugo (in Plattel 78). This same
faith con-nprehends ﬁhe possibility that, sooner than later, tile economic, social' and
political conditions of womc;u_ will di':lélicully improve and will be bereft of inter-gender

rancour.
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CHAPTER SIX

- -

MIGRATION AND THE QUEST FOR PROGRESS ~ THE DYNAMIC ASPECTS OF

MYTH IN WHEN RAIN CLOUDS GATHER

Humans are bedeviled essentially by the stignia‘ of selfishness. There is a natural

inclination for people to.cater for only what concernsthem. That is the instinct and the

- motivation for self-survival. Therefore, there is a continual struggle between the private

and the public spheres of huﬁan consciousness. Evil practices, cheating and the
manipulation 61‘” the “other” entity occur when heggmon y of the pri:vate' sphere is in
aséendanéy over the public domain. Such hegémony may engendef h'ealthy competition
in more clement circunﬁstarices.' However, hegembnic tendencies may léad to social
distortion and systemic schisms, where therer is alfeady an entrenchment of moral
depravity. . . / -

The challenge for humankind, according to Kristeva (205) is always how to envision

~collective action in the public sphere without submitting to another totalizing order.

Reva]orizing the public spheres of cognition and praxis ouglit to be thé primary function
of a m_yth_ic consciousness steeped in political activism, for praxis i)roceeds first fr&m a
peréonal (individual) acknowledgement of mission, before-if ‘can be transmitted along a
collective channel of expression. Vice versa, collectively derived precepts and
prescriptive Itlenets would need ;o be received by individual actc;rs before they could
coxlstitu.te stinm]i for pragmati;: effort at.communal salvation or solidarity. Thus, there is

e

an axis of mutual receptivity and interaction of both realms of cognition.
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The human impulse to move to new planes of experiencc generates what might be
termed dynamic migration, _wheréby, indivfduals "con'tinua-lly forge new vistas of
.expenence Usually for these questers the status quo is found olther unacceptable or
obsolete Head s fictional works evince such migratory tendencies, dynannc heaves that
extend both phys:loal and psych1c boundhries,_oﬁen with a vie\y to ottaining composite
spiritual ‘enlightenment. The Chapter on The Colléctor of Treasures and A4 Beozitc_hed |
Crossroad has offered the eﬁomples of rulers who abandoned their titles and privileges
and llligl'ated, in order to found new ‘communities or to _provic_ie proteoﬁon for their

S
sobje_cts (cf. especially to “The Deep Ri;ver: A'Ssory of Ancient Tribal Migration”; The

Collector of Treasures).

In When Rain Clouds Guther (20), the ultimate choice for Head.,’ls Makhaya, the
protaQ-onist, is “peace of mind.” Makhaya, like Maru, abdicates the revered headship of
the clan in ofder to identify with the oppressed pcop]e of his village, Golemma-Mmidi.
Gilbert, another character prooccupied with the _deSi%e for soci'al. change, foregoes the
| privileges associated with ‘his;upper middle-‘class status in order to align with the peaceful
hum of life in Golemma-Mmidi=This horiz:onta] association with slroggling common folk
fosters inter-dependeoce, susta'ined sonietimes by a unilateral commitment to sacrifice.
Head’s;ideal hero or heroine invariably gives up something .of uttenﬁost value. He or she
typically holds in disdain any claims to demi-divine status. Conseque‘n‘t'ly, self—saoriﬁce is
the basic ingredient for béotiﬁcalion, and sacrifice is a basic strand of mythic

consciousness, upon which Head’s writings revolve.

Head locates in the human race the essential capability for ablution through personal

‘sacrifice. For her, communal. service entails the forfeiture (even repudiation) of the
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personal sphere in favour of service directed at enlistment for altruistic service. In most

settings- of Head’s fictional writings,' communal service helps to mitigate power mania

and sexual overdrive because it mdlcates recogmtlon of the fact that man cannot survive

' ~

alone on the 1sland of narrowly defined interests. In fact, Head invests her fiction with the _

_ sort of humanistic faith that propels humans toward “pro]etarian egalitarianism”.

In He‘adr"s world, the characters who_'- do embark on inter-boundary voyages are not mere -
outcasts or ordinary rebels Sulking over vague iséues. "1‘]163/ are normally people burning
with the zeal to serve to change the human condition. So, ‘whethe;" it is the myth of
succession or whether it is the myth of’ ma']_é dominance, Head’s charécters are morally

opposed to-the restrictive and oppressive fatters of orthodox rules and practices.

- Therefore, they invent means of circumventing oppressive -and reductive structures. In a
sense, then, they are non-conformists because they do not completely submit, but they are

also culture-heroes or heroines because their actions often transcend personal whims and

engender dynamic transitions to more progressive dispensations. As such, society always

relies on them for . guidance, spiritual strength, paradigmatic shifts moral and ethical

* rebirth, ulthough these virtues may largely be held in denial.

As Walter L. Reed has noted in Meditations on the Hero ( 1), “heroes are singular and

energetic individuals whose character conlains their fate, who dominate as well -as

represent the somety around them. Their domination may take a polltlcal form. They may

~ be Ieaders but it is also an. aesthetic phenomenon > In other words the myth quest ends '

with the estabhshment of a commumty founded on a restored human vision. From

“mystery, therefore, we arrive at community in which heroes are not only the prime

movers but are as well beholden to the community they serve saciificially.
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In He'ad’s fictional works, a dual process mizht be seen to be concurrently operative: the
process of demythologizing,. through wl:ich calcrf ed myths are discredited and

drscontmued and the process of mythification, through which the one who dares and who

 challenges the prevarlmg pohtlcal order is imbued with a mystical or mythlcal lummance

In other words the same tlme as a particular myth 1s bemg overthrown, another myth or a

new mythical phase is being mtroduced Thus, myth making is a dynamic and self-

- perpetuating process because there are always people ready to cross frontiers in pursuit of

mythical goals.

One }Seculiar feature of Head’s fiction is the ability of her characters to traverse

interstitidl barriers and delimiting frontiers in ordes to start life anew. As Eugene F.

“Timple has observed, no literature can exist without any reference to space and location -

an observation especially rele_vsnt in the stu:ly of Head’s fiction (171,181). Since space
and place are the formal eleménts that estab'ish absolute and relative location of certain
meaningfulness, they entail not only'the"b'llysica] loci and their evaluation in realistic

terms but also the implicit location-that has a mystical and cosmic significance.

'

According to Mircea Eliade (16-18), “myths and rites elways disclose a boundary

situation. A boundary situation is one which man d:scovers in becoming conscious of his

- -

place in the universe”. It is- precisely this consciousness of an emergent or evolving

cosmic role that Reed has called bildung, lollowing Goethe’s example.  Aneas, in a

superb example, discovered a boundary situation-when he .ﬂed the ruins of Troy to fou'nd

. a new emplre Slmllarly, in Armah s The Healers (1968), Densu and Danfo mngrate to

the- seclusron of the forest in pursurt of* the way of life.” Therefore, between departure

and arrival, the mythic hero voyages and descends, only to emerge with a unified and

105



wholesome Visiotl of life. In other words, that which ihter]opes (the mythic quest) also
onites‘. Conscious of dislocated, aod as such una'ccept.ablle, values, and aware of distorteti
consciousness the mythic hero .o'r'heroioe as well as the writer who creates such a
personahty, strives to synthes1ze the befuddlements of human experlence by building an
~ideal construct As Eli Mandel has rendered it, “if descending is a type of trespassing, a
crossing into unexplored, forbiddgn ,territor‘y, and descent is a necessary foreplay for any
emergence, then boundaries may be seen as not only areas of rich interaction but also of
| ttanst‘onnation” (105).

In fact, it might be claimed that most of Head’s protagonists bye- pass the.first stage of
thelr herow cast- the Eden stage. When we encounter them, they are a]ready m the fallen
stai,e, fallen socially, politically or spiritually -)ecause‘they have transg,ressed a'taboo or
are taboos themselves. As fallen men and wonen, they now undertake a quest that may
‘ enta:] a descent into Hell or a plunbe into the psyche the dark night of the soul. Head’s
protagonists experience rebir_t.h, _aﬁer which they become culture-heroes or heroines. As
Rebecca Patterson has surmised in her review: of Harry Slochwer’s Mythopoesis: Jt/lythz'c
Patterns in the L:rerary Classies™ (39), the adaptive function of myth is revelsed in
mythopoesis, smce the hero’s quest constltutes a crlthue of the ex13tmg order of things. It
Cis in the process of probmg, and subverting given verities that the hero acquires self-
intuition and a quizzical bent of mind. After all, every perception is at once an
~ affirmation and repudiation. Ttte world, in effect, withdraws from us as we apﬁroaeh it.
T]tis might be interpreted as the evanescent, perspectiv‘ist, but-composite, view of myth.
Head’s héroes and heroines en'lbody in their action,s ‘th"is reve_rs;tl in'mythopoesis. They

generally question existing, social orders, and take action to change such flawed systems.
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In all her novels, novellas, histories, an(i aulobiographica] wriﬁngs z;nd in her collection
of short stories, Head has created characters that defy their human and social limitations
in ‘ordgalr to deliver people ﬁét are oppressed from the tyranny of .;athnicity, communal
land—ownerslllip, abject widowf}ood, exploitative brid‘e-pricé, witchcraft, sexuality/sexual

discrimination and pejorative appellations. Her protagonists, in a sense, abolish history by

o

awakening their consciousness, while erasing or rejecting  decadent systems_ and

- substituting or proposing new ones. As Eliadc puts it in Jmages and Symbols, “in so far as

man surpasses his historic moment and gives free course to his desire to relive the

- arch‘et)}pes, he realizes himself as a whole and universal being” (33). Put differently, the

- very existence of man may- constitute an opposition to the 'relat'i'vitytof history because

man trespasses the boundaries of history any time he strives to “make history”. Head’s
p Y any Y

characters, therefore, express the nostalgia for-a mythologized past transformable into

present-day archetypes. He)‘r,géxpress all that might have been, bUt,is not; the paradox of

- all existence, which is only by ce&si::g to be something else.

‘ C, ‘ _
. The novel, When Rain Clouds Gather, records not only the abolition of history but also -

the recourse to antiquity, even-if this vestigial form is a modified and positively adapted

. one. As will be later demonstrated, the mythical life of the hero, Makhaya, consists in a

return to “paradise™ ~ a universal human datum of undisputable antiquity. Because the

issues she addresses in When Rain Clouds Gather are virtually moral and political ones,

. Head paints a chiaroscuro by way of characterization — a feature equally present in her

other fictional writirigs. This device of chiaroscuric depiction of characterization achieves
a unified and well-blended vision that presents life as a moral as well as political

contention.
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Consequently, characters in . When Rain Clouds Gather, as in the other novelistic pieces -
by Head, play symbohc roles as they resolve 1nto bi- polar principles of light and

darkness, extens1on and constriction. They could expand to the heavens in a god-like

~ fashion, or they could converge from there to a point of focu;s' on earth, enmeshed in

venal pettiness. Thus, rather than mere]y “personal” or “aesth'etic" the rela'tionships,

created by Head in When Ram Clouds Garher serve as mode]s or prototypes of

' egahtarlan human relations. Kathryn Querts has also noted' this fact in her essay,

“Personal Politics in the Novels of Bessie Head” (Presence Aﬁi&:-uine No.140, 49).

The morat contention in Wben- Rain Cloud Gk;é/:e:- is between tv,fo irreconcilable forces —
those represented by Gilbert and’ Makhaya and those represented by Chief Matenge.
Whereas Gilbert and Mak_haya_ project the_ilnage of an inhabited and 'ordered space, Chief
Matenge inhabits the vacant region of chaos, from where he unleashes pain on his own
people. Indeed, it is a universally_acknowledged phenomenon ~ this perpetual c'ollision
between order and chaos. In a greater number of texts and historical or mythi_cal
renditions, antagonists like Matenge are depicted as l;hosts, demons or the purveyors of
evil. Such archetypes of mhxl:sm appear in the following texts Wuthering Hetghts

(1847), where Heathchff exhibits demomc and ]ycanthroplc tenderlcles) Moby Dick

(1851), where Ahab’s obsessxve hatred of the White Whale assuimes monomaniac

dimensions; Paradise Lost (1667), in which the character, Satan, though admlrably and

‘ histrion‘ically presented, negates the principle of divine salvation :for humankind.

* Similarly, both Oriental and Occidental myths. are replete wit_h detestable personalities

whose sole purpose in life is to annibilate the force of moral goodness. Because .they

assail, disturb or shift the eciuilibrinm of human life, such antagonists are linked to
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demonic powers bent on reincorporating the microcosm into the state of chaos, in order
to suppress it. As Eliade ﬁx_rther observes in [mages and Symbbls, -antagonists are
' percelved as dangerous, not necessanly in their capacny as human ‘uemgs but because‘

: l

they are mcamatmg the hostﬂe and destructwe powers n archetypal SBHSlblhty (38 -9).

_Mythlcal protagonists contend with antagomsts to avert the reincorporation of the
.m]crocosm the basic unit of plotez;n sensnbnhty Protagonmts seek to assert and uphold
the finest of human sensibilities, leadm;, 10 lhe mculcatmn of posmve and stabilizing
“human values Makhaya, n When Rain Clouds Gather is one of such protagonists in
hterature that seek the curtailment, annihilation or avoxdance of ew} Protagomsts dream
dleams that move their actual sometles forward or that actualize their envisioned social

ethos. Rl

Dreams serve as the literary teleséoﬁes_th'at access or pinpoint. an idealistic world. A |
ldre'lam ina'y unfold as 2 miasma of nightﬁiarish and ghoulish forms that would later recede
into the womb of memory, or it may ju:st' sear the mind to the point of oblivion. Yet again,
a dream may gain solidity re;nd vividness as' a mental construct that cathects into a
projécted order of existence..Dream, for bG!h thé ,_a._riist and the characters whom the
* literary artists fashion, is a vehicle for thcﬂoréticalr and pfaglllatie reh‘ospeclion and
reorganization. Thus, drea.min'g' could be a means of self- stabilizartion, not mérgly a

- haunting chimera of shifting forms that disorientate the mind.

Every writer dreams, éither to recuperate the status quo or to envision a novel proposition |
by which human behaviour and human action might be reconstituted. Similarly, the .

~ characters created in literary artifacts are permitted to dream. Novels and allied literary
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forms acquire profundity and resonance, because of the personas that move the action
forward_ and whose dreams ignite studious interest and deepen insight. Accordingly,
where there is no form of dreaming, a fictional piece of writing becomes placid and

ordinary. Its message, if any, becomes trite and uninspiring.

As writer, Head is particularly sensitive in her handling of the issue of change that comes

. about through dreaming. In her view, change can be imﬁlosive if it is not introduced

properly and sensibly. For Head’s characters like Makhaya, M afu,' Elizabeth, and Eugene,
change of social milieu launchés them into different orders of life. The currents of change

locaﬁe Makhaya, Maru, Elizabeth, and Eugene in farming and se]f‘—help‘lactivities that lead

to socia], class and racial integration. For Maru, change dictates the move to found a new

commumty based on falmess and reciprocity. For some charactem in Head’s fiction, the

moral and psychological dllemma posed by change could em,ender, as well, personality

dlstomon, as will be seen in the case of Elizabeth in 4 Question (of Power.

Head’s literary writings mtlmate the fact thai mythic f'gures usually initiate change by

undertakm[, quests with the objecllve of redefining cultural. boundaues and social or

political limitations. For most of Head’s characters, fording or transcending the 'physica] _

. boundaries of locales approximates to reaching beyond psychological and spiritual

. limitations. James Joyce’s concept f:if epiphany would aptly apply here. As Joyce sees it;

a character, in the process of indulging in inter-boundary experience, attains illumination

~ an especial insight into the somberness of human existence. It is at once an exh; larating

(liberating) and enriching experience..

- -
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In Wheﬁ Rain Clouds Gather, Makhaya acquires this 'épiphanic reach when he decides
to move away from- his 1mmed1ate sun'oundlv g. Possessed of an overrldmg impulse to

migrate from the volatile srtuatlon in South Aﬁ;ca Makhaya ﬁnds refuge in the village of

.. Golema-Mmidi. He had been 1mpnsoned in South Afiica on suspicion of involvement in
‘political activism. ﬁowever, smich' iconoc'llastic reputation is antedate;i in his earlier career
-~ we lé‘am’ that, from t.‘ne'st_arf, -.he had been s son-éonfonnist. thural!jf unassuming, he
detests ascripsive titles that essléw p_E:OpIC‘_ with undeserved worth. Nowhere eclse is

- Makhaya’s natural inclination to defy traditions more conclusively presented than in the

H

following passage, which (ilesefxf_es to be 'quote& at léngth: : i

- ... He was the Aeldes'.t in the famsi]y and according to custom he had to be
addressed as Buti, ‘which m.eans Eldest Brother’ and t\reated with
exaggerated fespéct. As soon as his father died he r:n‘:;de many changes in
the home, .foremsSt of which was that his sisters should address himl by_his
name and associste with him ag equals and friends: When his mother had
protested he had merely said: “Why should men be ibrougllt up with a faise

'sense of supe_fiori'ty over women? (15-16).

Evidently, Makhaya comes across here as a man who, earl y in life had gained perception
‘e -1 - - - . ‘ 1 - . . ‘
of the mequalities in life and had chosen to contribute toward the eradication of such

inequities. “Buti” in Golcma-.Mmide is akin to “Dede” in Elechi Amadi’s The Concubine

-~ .
~ -

(1993), where Ekwueme, Thuoma’s husband commonly dddlessed by that epithet,
especially by his wife and his s1blmgs. ‘fButl” ,and “Dede” are honorific signifiers of
socially prescribed differences between the sexes, Whereas Amadi’s Emenike acquiesces

in such social valorization, Head’s Makhaya roundly rejects. it as a superficially

conditioned practice, whaose’ sole ‘aim is to put men. over womern. Ortega y Gasset’s
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:con'lments on heroes, given below, ‘strictly apply ito Makhaya’s renunciation of his

society’s norm of honorific attribution:

They (heroes) refuse to repeat the gestures that custom, tradition or

biological insfincts force them to make (in Reed, 29).

It s noteWo'rthy,. in another .bu't related respect, to observe that Makhaya achieves

- -

. independence, or can uniohibitedly assert it only after his father’s death. Here, aceording

to Campbell’s thesis, the hero ‘must slay the tenacious and throttling aspect of the father

before his bz[dung or emer;,ence can be substantiated (352). The image of the father

encapsulates, and evokes the mor tbund condltlons of the past that must be slom,hed off,
Thus, the death of Makhaya s father constltt ‘es a release of the vital energies that will
feed the South African world in the future—a future that is only a microcosmic

representation of the universe.

'_'Makhaya’s escape from South Africa i, therefore, a flight from reﬁctionary patero'ity; if

this sort of Freudian analysis is to be further explored. Nevertheless, this flight from

_ paterfamilias and to Go]emma-Mtnidi is also a gesture of disgust (2 social and political
~ reaction) regarding a'systém thot__essentially thrives on.the principle of inequality. During

his departure, he is willing to clutch at “whatever illusions of freedom that lay ahead”

(13), as long as these “illusions” could mollify his fee]ing of inner alienation. His motive

for ]eavuu, the South Aﬁtean shou,s is leabllshed n lhe Iollowmg passage, wheré he

" tells the first man he meets over the border

I just want to step on free ground. I don’t care about -anylh ing, not even the
white man. l_]US[ want to feel what it is like to live in a free country and

then maybe some of the wrong:s may correct themsclves (10).
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Upon close analysis, however, .Makhaya ’s rnotrves v-vrll. be seen for what they are -the

spontaneous efﬁlsmn of a man who, at- the putative stage of experlence has not*yet

) v}}, ‘ : understood what it means to be commltted to other people. He is still acting out his roles
| as a hereic gestalt' a character not yet ﬁllly formed and Iwmg out an archetypal role -

which he httle understands In this hght, he is not unlike Ferni Osofisan’s heroine in
Moroimtodun (1984) who mmally sets out to emu]ate the herolcs of Trnubr/Morerm (the

myth:c defender of capitalist establishment), but who later reappr'aises and reverses her

. rtole in the light of the abject condition of the c-ornmon'peop.le within her social milieu..

| 'No‘t'_surprisingiy', therefore, -,Ntaikhaya’s“ newly g.ained. freedom yie]d‘s him neither
psychotogical satisfaction nor s;:riritual contentment. Because hewonlddnot yet confront
directly_his problems — by way of ascertaining his destiny,in life — he remains trodbled
inside. Nevertheless, Makhaya $#roubled state at thlS moment mno way drmmrshes hrs
P’ " : idealistic way of viewing hfe As a potentral or emerg,ent mythlc here, Makhaya, at this
tentative stage, has not yet channe]ed h]S drcams to constructlve purposes His dreams
extst JUst as phantasres recurrent nnages by which he attempts to order hls hfe, but. from
_whrch no eprphames present]y ensue. The following is Head’s comment on Makhaya’s

putative assessment of hlS life at this early stage |
| All his 11fe he had wanted some Lmd of Utopia and he had rejected-in his
mind and heart a world full of allments and faults. He had run away frorn it

all (63). | | |

‘”{ Makhaya’s naive view ,O'f utol‘;ianism 1s very difl Ferent‘frlom what the.adthor envisions in

her eschatological use of utopfa in her writings. Whereas Makharya’is conception of utopia
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is, thus far, escapist and simplistic, Head would ‘Vcharacteristica]ly project through

-utopian constructs a mirror that beams thoughts for a better future for humankind.

Makhaya’s naivety reflects a wish-‘fulﬁ]liﬂg vision of unsophisticated existence, free

- from the conﬂlcts .and the turmol] of contemporary ex1stence -However, Head’s utoplan o

-construots explore mythical e]ements that help the author to explore political and social

themes of dlSlOCHthﬂ and oppresswn w1th a view to reso]vmg pitted mterests not srmp]y'

ignor mg thelr existence.

" In attemptlnb to locate and’delineate in Head’s writings the use of utoplan details and

- motifs, Sophia Ogwude (1977) hints at the mfus:on of the pastoral flair in the writer’s

ﬁctlonal and autoblographlcal works She calls these traces the touch of “Arcadia®, Wh]Ch

- she locates in Sir Phlhp Sydney s Arcadia (1590). Ruthven has skepllcally summed up

the 1mport of utopian wrltmg, which he regards as maglcal “blunderbuss” (48).

-Neverthe]ess, his skepticism hardly delvesi,belov_v_‘the surfzice to_ unearth the underlying
. currents of political dlscontent that inform and characterlze utopian wntmg In his state as
a neophyte Makhaya, the hero of When Rain Clouds Gat/rer has not yet comprehended
- the :dea that -utopian ideals must also have concreteness, m terms ol contact with the‘
. reality of the human condition. At this stage of practical enbagemerlt utopla ceases fo be

- merely a vent for speculatlve' thmkmg. Utopia, thus, becomesu.al way of_envisaging social

change.

’For Makhaya' there does come a time, indeed, when he eamestly confionts, instead of

running away from llfe s travalls and inner frictions. Sueh an opportumty arises durmg
his encounter wnth Gllbert another migrant like himself. After this encounter, MaLhaya s

stay in Golema-Mmidi begins to gain in significance. To use Simon Simonse’s

- -
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expression, Gilbert’s agricultural programme aims.-at revolutionizing the stagnated

| :" relations of production in tne. countryside through encourag‘ing -small-scale capitalism
(468). Grlbert’s role of catalyst of progress is in this regard analogous to that of Farfrae in -,

- Thomas Hardy s The Mayor of Casterbrzdge (1886) Farfrae . mtroduces in Casterbrldge
.changes that make Mrchael Henshaw redundant The Mayor’s earher act of ¢ se]hng hls

wrfe sn,nals the nreversrble dissolution of the decadent order of hfe in Casterbridge.

Smnlarly, “the Sindebele woman " (who preﬁgures Gﬂbert) mtroduces chan‘r_,e in the Jocal

“judicial - system (“kgotla”), through her unique adjudicative approach. These characters

represent change agents in mythopoetic experience

' Chlef Matenge and his surrogates oppose Grlbert s pro]ect because “the changes he

advocates will overtum the old system of communal life in which peop]e were dependent

on royal favours- a system in which Matenge and his ilk thrived. Moreover, unde’r the

‘ tradltronal system, farrnlng had been tedrous exp]ortatwely admmlstered and was

considered a non- dlgmfymg venture

The idea of farm worL IS as. enchant|n1, as it is challenyng l*arm work evakes a positive

image ofhumankmd Both fumnnuty and mascullmty are enhanced by “the beauty and

harmony™ invoked i in, and mduced by, agrarian work. Social cohesion is achieved ‘oy the

/

._ adoptron of a positive work ‘ethic, which in tarn ennobles the llfe of an 1nd1v1dua1 and

remforces the “brotherhood of man” (Head 158). In Head’s ﬁctlon the racial and class

.mix of the personahtles mvolved in cooperanve work (and the posrtwe outcome of that

sort of cooperatlon) suggests the idea . that mter-raclal bn,otry, racial segregation and
inter-class rivalry rob humankmd ofthe vital forces that make for healthy and baIanced

Tiving.
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When people of differing racial bgckgrounds collaborate on a cornmon venture of social
development, they achieve humongous results. The option that Head i)roffers in her
novelistic writin‘gs is communalism shorn of demagoguery. ,Cdmmunalisﬁl, for Head,
guarantees equitabie distributio; of tﬁe farm proceeds, a§ well as a fair way of
apportioning of the labour yié]ding such farm procéeds. This same view is expressed
through Gilbert ‘and Eugene Qraham (A4 Question of Pc;wer). The two men create
beautiful dreams that are capablgof: im]:;roving the human misery index. The humanism

of Head inheres in the fact that she ascribes to fellow. feeling and acts of kindness an

elixir for social transformation. This transformative spark prefaces and engenders utopian

sensibility. It is a better option than sectarian, race-defined and class-centred modes of
political organization. Head’s abiding faith in humankind enables he.r to uphold the
dream that people could stiil rid themselves of acts of cruelty and immorality. It ié _this
faith that motivates her heroes and heroines to attempt to change:their worlds, at the paih _
of enormous personal loss. Her protagonists always identify with the powerless and the
downtrodden. As far as Head is concemed, therefore, ﬁl'esellt—duy imperfect and
oppressive structures should self-destruct, to make way for a new and better world. Her

present-day utopias will yield tomorrow’s truth, in the words of prtor Hugo (Plattel 78).

People like Matenge, in When Rain Clouds Gather, tepresent those who would naturally
want to impugn other people’s egos and moral values. Their chief aim in life is to hurt
people’s feelings, abort dreams and mortify those with whom they interact, especially®

those that secem to possess morally superior intelligence. In Maru, characters like Pete

and Morafi typify such satanic agents bent on corrupting the divine essence in man. Head

‘calls such people “political ]umbé_rjacks”: they ahways toy with and manipulate people’s

—
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destinies. They, 'in effect, accentuate in people’s minds feelings of aloneness,
inadequacy, and insecurity.

Head believes that such ca_ilously negative people ought to be‘resisted because t’n.ey
spawn and perpet.rate unjust traditions, patterns, Ya]ues apd -légacies. '_I‘hey stif the -
cauldron of hatred. Says Head: “The sane man will resist l‘).eing swept into this cauldron
of hatred. He learns to accept change as one of tl;e inevitz‘tbié consequenées of life and

prepares to adjust himself to something new, well knowing that the past was not good for

him and looking forward with hrope' to the future” ( When Rain Clouds Gather, 12).

Makhaya, sensing the imperat.i\;; of chan.ge in the South African political environment,
undertakes just this sort of z.ldj-"ustment to make way for mmevitable lchange. His attitudinal
change is, however, devoid of hatred and bitterness. Hatred, in Head’s view, stultifies and
undermines one’s creative ‘p'otential, even one’ spirituality. It is violence feeding
violence- the cadaver principle. Hatred is an. all-consuming passion that must be

sublimated by the mythic protagonist, if positive change is to be achieved.

For Makhaya, ‘Gilbert’s example of mechanized, scientiﬁc fa'rming (which entails
balkanization of the land) imparts dignity to work on the farms and in dairies. It teaches
the local people- especially crs;twhile idle and socially redundant women — how to be
self-sufficient and socially relevant. With Makhaya’s help, Gilbert succeeds in liberating

and uplifting the women, who li'ad formerly played subservient roles.

Makhaya’s association with Gilbert, and with the two womef} (Paulina and Mma-

Millipede, enables him to gain Critical insight to human nature. Having obeyed the
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impulse to adventure he must now fully apply himself to service for humankmd through
not only the revolutionizing 1rnpact of the agricultural work with Gilbert but also through
the one-on-one relationships he forges with Paulina, Mma-M:lhpede and Dlmerego

These relationships are based on reciprocity and equality, what Simon Simonse has

-termed “the symbolic order of production”, tased neither on capitalism nor on economic

marginalization. (Reséarch in ;;Iﬁ-ican Literatiires, 468). This social order is sustained by
“gift-value,” whereby little gestures of friendship and kindness are returned on equal and

reciprocal terms.,

Makhaya’s symbolic order pfesages and aspires to the Uto.pian qisp.e'_ﬁsation, which, in
mytho‘poesis,v is the unconscious internalization of sagacious values ‘:aljd ﬁrinciples, as
well as the envisaging of troﬁble-shooting in most spheres of human'éxistence. At any
fate, thé hero of When Rain Clouds Gather does not fully get initiated intq this idealistic
order until he realizes that “the ti;ne had come when he could run and ":In'de no longer and
would have to turn round and face all that he had run away fr_om.” ( 63). Thus, if in
migrating the mythic hero or h.éroine acquires a new per.specti ve on human-existence and |
on his or her role within that realm, there is zmpllcnly a regression back into the self for a
fuller understandm;:, of the self. Put snnp!y, the route to mythlcal experience is charted
forwards and backwards on the temporal planes. The temporal planes are mythical
pathways of accessing reality in the past, tl:e. present and through eternity. Thus, the
mythical self intermittently egresses outwards, ranging through phases of experience.,

only to come back to itself with ficher insight.

To prepare for Makhaya’s enl'ightenment, Head complicates his life with a love affair

-

with Paulina Sebeso:
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. tﬂe Good God cast one look at Makhéya; whom he intended revenging
almightily for hiisﬁlent threat to knock him down. He would so much
entangle this stupid young man with marriage and babies and children that
he would have to think not twice but several times before he came to.

1

knockmg anyone down (187).

Makhaya’s case at this point is reminiscent of the recalcitrancé: of Jonah in the Bible. Jonah
had to be swallowed by the whale before he would heed God’s order to proceed to Nineveh

for his prophetic mission. As part of his or her initiatory experience, the mythic hero or

r
k]

heroine must experience a temporary setback through suffering ang slh'aj]'neT or th.r-Ough the
assumption of a responsibility th‘at has cosmic, rather than merely personal or historical,
dimensions. Thus, the relationship between Makhaya and Paulina, far'from being oriented
socially and reproductively, exists as a symbolic union that, apart- from being capable of |
humbling the hero spiritually, also affords him the oppomlmty of commg to terms with

hlmselfand realizing the nature of his destiny as a mythic hero. _

Makhaya’s experience, at this moment, proves that, prior to any authentic mystical
epii)hany, the mythic hero or heroin_e — the curent of whose very life charts a cosm.ic
course — must mérge with thé wliole universe, must dissolve his personal interests and
subsume them to those of the Iafger group. Mythical heroism therefore requires absolute

depersonalization: the dissolution of the self-essence. Simone Veil’s comment on this

- -

matter is very apt:
We possess nothing in the world — a mere chance can strip us of everything

— excepting the power to say “1". That is what we have to give to God ~ in
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ot}_ler wqrds, to destroy. There is absolutely no ﬂee act, which it is given to us

to accomplish — only tl_w destructica of the “I” (25i_
Indeed, all of Head’s heroic ﬁgures are engaged in the difficult task of dissolving the ego
and becoming a part of the collective con‘sciousi_zess. Equally, such heroic figures tap into

the current of the Jungian collective unconscious, from which they are partly constituted

Mythic characters often have to abnegate the self. They énd up as “scapegoats” who
suffer dearly because of their' iconoclastic stances and chqices. They are eagle-eyed,
being able to see beyond their fmmediate horizons. The eagle is r;aputed to have two’
phobias, which enable it to have an all- rounded perspective: the pliobia of predatory
attacks and- the fear of encircled space. These two aversions drive this gargantuan bird
toward resilience and adaptation. Eagles are capable of perceiving about 80 million
colours at any time. Mythical figures in literature have this adaptive capacity to enrich
their p(;rspectives by seeing beyond the normal field of view. In When Rain Clouds
Gather, Paulina’s marriage to Makhaya helps to enrich and en]arger'his perspective, It
helps him to expunge his violent hatred for South A frica, He thus achieves a cleansing of
the psyche, a transformation that enables him to attune his whole mind to the practical,

day-to-day problems of the people around him. His immediate preoccupatlon bccomes
the relative. or absolute dssuagement of such societal plob]ems as abound in the

commumty where he has just settled

Paulina, Makhaya’é consort, had on her part, béén long alienated from the village women
of Golelma-Mmidi, because the latter disliked her “loose™ relationships with men. She
had been regarded as “so daring and different” (94). Like Makhaya in his ncophyte phase,

Paulina also had been rebellious and non-conformist. In ‘accordance with her future role
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as ‘mythic heroine, she face_s initial ilusions in her dealings with people around her,
contrary to the docile attitude tradltlonally prescrrbed for women. Though Paulina desires
equality between the sexes, it”must not be supposed that Head portrays her as a

“ﬁrebrand” femmlst., '

In fact, the reader gets a contra_ry"'irnpreésion about Paulina, who would never want to be
described as too strong, too independent or too assertive. Head’s ideologrical
preoccupation, and which she ably projects throughr characters like Paulina, is with peace,
equality and contentment. Nevertheless, Head hardly equates peace, equality; “and
contentment with docility and malleablhty Coatentment, for her, means showing dignity
and sobnety m the face of great L0dds. Beneath this veneer of drgmty, there could unfurl
the battered flag of hope; there could be the timid pet’al opening up for unselfconscious

mspection.

Fuily aware of this unselfconscious display of dignity on Paulina’s part, Makhaya decides
to marry her. This he would not have done had she pretended to be inferior to him or had
she become overly submissive. Rather than display brittle and acerbic feminine pride and

feminine insouciance, Paulina exhibits genuine and unembellished feminine dignity that,

. In no way, eschews respect for male guidance and male companionship.

Predictably, the effect of the symbolrc union between Makhaya and Paulina is the -

restoration of the dignity of womanhood n genelal The samie resu]t is achreved in’

Gilbert’s relatlonshrp with Marra, Dmerego S daughter. The marriage of the two people

not only demonstrates the possrbllrty of interr "rcra] mtet,ratlon but also 1 1nsp1res respect for

the downtrodden women of Golema Mmidi.



Ay

Similarly, cooperation between‘- Makhaya and Gilbert attests to the- unar-:knowledged idea
that both thé white and the black man could live inr harmony and could jo_intly run
programmes capable of enhancing the living conditions of common humanity. Because
Gilbert and Makhay.;:l succeed 1 improving the'hurpan condition, thé;y could be perceived
as culture héroes and shape-shifters. Therefore, their migration to Golemma-Mmidi serves
a redemptive purpose. In this sense, heroism is achieved neither by a mil.ita.nt process nor
b)) bloody duels with gnomic or preternatural forces, but by the fe%o'rdlgring of the systexvh of
subsistence in terms of small-scale capitalism', which encolurages self-depeﬁdenc';e, mutual

respect and androgynous equality. S

A character like Mma-Millipede, who also shares the same ideology as Makhaya, Gilbert

and Paulina, acquires this paradigmatic orientation in the interpersonal relationships she

i
’

forges. Naturally virtuous and dedicated to spiritual truths, she combines her natural
goodness with the best of Christian ethics:
She was able to grasp the religion of the missionaries and use ifs message

to adorn and enrich her own originality of thought and expand her natural

kindness of heart (68).

Through Mma-Millipede’s maternal influence, Paulina’s good qualities are revealed to
Makhaya, who is compulsively attracted to the woman. Mma-Millipede equally sdppoi‘ts
the agrarian venture being run -Ey Makhaya and Gilbert and she does all she can to see it
fructify. She thus performs the role of an accessory or a supportivé vessell, through which

mythic goals would be achieved.
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: Chief'Dimergo, who adopts Gilbert and Makhaya as his children and renders them help
and protection, plays the same complementary role. A“Indeed, it can be said of Gilbert and
Makhaya’s careers that they obéerve what the Jews call the “Akedah ﬁlerit”. Going by this
principle, Abraham’s sacrificial intént (the outward crysta]l_izati9n of his mythic quest) is.
complemented by his son Isaac, who totally and humbly ﬁusts in th-e juémess of Abraham’s
putativeA action (Reed 47). Just as it is inconce;‘vab]e to sﬁeakno,f the merit of Abraham the
father, apart from the merit of Isaac the wiliing son,"so ié it unthinkaﬁ]é to talk of the
revolutionafy sﬁccess of Gilbert and Makhaya-in isolation of the help given them by
Paulina, Mma-Millipede, Maria and Chief Dimerego. There mqét be 111ediation, in human
terms, between t.he hero’s idea]‘zf'hd the hero’s action. Theré 1S no abS(')]u_te and automatic

transition froin one to the other.

Dimerégo, widely respected ian‘Bleima—Mmidi, is morally opposed to the evil represented
by Chief 'Matenge. Because Dimerego represents light and opposes _priﬁiordia] evil, the
villagers come to admire the way he tackles Matenge. Since the thematic thrust of When
Rain Clouds Gather is politica'll); and morally oriented, the eventual objectives afe the

defeat of the forces of darkness and the enthronement of equality and reciprocity.

As Campbel has aptly comme-n'ted, “The hero, whether god or goddess, man or woman,
as the _dréamer of a dream, discovers and assimilates his opposite ... either by swallowing
it or by being swallowed” (The Hero with u Thousaﬁd Faces, 108). Indeed, the nihilistic
force inherent in Matenge does not swallow Gilbert, Dimerego and Makhaya.
Dime_regq’s support for the two heroic figures constitutes a bi g boost to the agricultural
revolution building up in the .lan.d. This revolution signifies the demise of the uroborial ’

phase — the dark period of human existence. Individual ownership of land, for which
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Gilbert and Makhaya are contending, will usher in’ scientific experimentation and
entrepreneurshlp In using Gllbert and Makhaya as agents of social change Head hopes
.that the mode of sub51stence these characters espouse will lead to the end of the
dangerous rituals of sorcery and witchcraft. In other words, modern man will be.uplifted
from the stagnant .pool of tradition and will emerge in a new era of progress and creative

adventurism. L -

E'v‘idently., then, the protagonists, as opposed to tile villains, in When szz;'n Clouds Gather
undergo a process of spirituel and psychological rebirth — a theme predominanf in the
other ;;verks by Head. These characters experience relati\;e degrees; of .en}ightenm'ent.
They undergo change in psychological make-up. In sum, owing to the exigencies of their
mythic roles, they redefine their foci of perception. This is in line with the archetypal role
of the mythic hero, who would normally undergo initiation before relﬁcatlon Initiation
. entails Veyaging out beyond:a person’s immediate zones: of 'experience and adjusting to
the internal and externai space in which the individual interacts. The resilt of such
mastery of internal and external loci is the acquisition of psychic or spiritual illumination,
by which the mythic hero ceuld jmprove or modify the general human condition of

existence.

As an instance of initiation prior to deification (reification), Paulina Sebeso performs
some preparatory tests (rites) before she could marry Makhaya. She prepares, at short
notice, Makhaya’s Wedding feast; she organizes the women to cultivate tobacco, and she

bears her son’s death with equanimity. These acts veritably endear her to Makhaya.



Since the prerequisite for mythical initiation is a duel with the forces of nihilism, mythic
heroes Iike Makhaya and Gilﬁeﬁ must figlt the evil posed by Chief Matenge, an
‘unmitigated nuisance-factor. " As villains, Matenge and his unscrupulous aides are
unpopular among the natives because of “an overwhelming avariciousness and an
unpleasant pt:‘:rsonlality” (When Raz‘n Clouds Gather, 23). A tem}f ‘to his peo;ﬂe,
Matengg’s'-aim is to scuttle the\agricultural project conceived by GilBert and Makhaya.
He resolutely clings to the old sj/stem of communal land owhing, a ploy he uses (o hinder
the work being dor;e by these t'_wo‘men. Asan 'ai'rc]ietypicql adversa;ry, '}p easily resorts to
blackmail, calumny, sorcer.y aﬁd brute force. Here he recalls a figure éncountered in the
story, “Jacob: The Story of A F;ith-Healing Prophet.” Labojang, as was seen in the B
foregoing chapter, also terrorized people with .witchcraﬂ; he eéjﬁaily simulated drought
and ritual murdér in order to ﬂistraught the village people: Indéed; so closely &oes
Matenge’s personality resemble that of Satar or Maya (in Buddhist mythology) that he
contrives to bhght his opponents and his victims with drought, Fculmg to have Makhaya
._ 'deported to South Africa, Matenge next employs M ephistophelian powers to bring about
the death of Paulina’s precocious child, Isaac.
As a potentate (a pd]itical ﬁgufe of rank proportions), Chief | Maten!ge deceives and
st;lpeﬁes the people of Golem_l.a,—Mr_nidi' with the mystifying ;;rOSpects of sorcery and the
befuddling 1declogy of African S-O(.Jiall'lSI—ll. This is typical of the behaviour of despots and
nthilists, who utilize repression, blfuta-lity and prépaganda to advance their anti-h.uman
aﬁd devilish designs. Adolf Hitler of Nazi Germany and Mussolini of Fascist Italy were
examples of such evil-minded people. A similar situation will be found in 4 Quest;;z 'of
Power, where the characters, Dan, Sello-in-b.r'-'own-suit, and Medusa utilize the myth of

African Nationalism to hide their parochialism, moral decadence and a fiery thirst for
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~ themselves underscore the demonic nature of personages like him.

,power.' Apparently, then, Head’s overall irténtion is to deblink the idea of African

nationalism as a ‘bogey’ cohcept that mask. a deep-seated manifes(ation of racism,

hegemony and factionalism.

Furthermore, Head prefers the democratizatio:s of even such a priviate preoccupation as

religion. - She disallows ahy sé.v;rance of links between action, in terms of xﬁeaningfu]
pragmatic work, and belief] zis_ l;lere affirmation. Rather, she believes in the tenet of
progressive science, which 1s nothing but the ]iberation, and the haressing, of the
producti‘&e forces through sciehtiﬁc methodology. This, to Head, 1s religion - not the

- -

perverted sort that seeks to éuﬁjugate and intimidate people. Accordhl;nglly, people: like

‘Chief Matenge, who oppose this positive thrust of science, must be eliminated or

incapacitated, in spite of, and even because of, their sorcery and magic, which in
: i

z -

-Along with' Matenge, Joas Tsepe is also disct »dited when the people of Go]ema-Mmidi

| dlscover his selfishness and' learn that hlS brand of natlonallsm 1s nothing but a ruse.

Dlvested of supernatural power Matenge is openly challtnged by the ordmary people

. and, confessing his evil deeds, he thereafter hangs himself, We find a parallel situation in
Ngugi’s Devil on The Cross (]985), where Wariinga has a vision of the Devil being hung

‘up naked harassed by the very people he had swindled and decewed From such graphic

porfraitures as have been deplcted above, it can be deduced that myihncal enllf,htcnment

will ultimately lead to the unmasking and repudiation of evil.

Isaac’s death, caused by Matenge’s power of necromancy, constitutes an arclietypal

sacrifice performed so that others might live and develop a more scientific and a more

‘
!
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catholic orientation. His ashes, his bundle of carvings, .galvanize and ignite the formerly
placid people of Golema—Mmidi to revolt aguinst the prevei]ing social system, in the
same manner as Ofeyi in Soyinka’s Season of Anomy (1973) catalyses the people of

Alyetoro to respond ‘dialectically to exploitation by the capitalist "cartel. Mana

‘Dimerego’s daughter, thus, exp!ams the people’s almost infinite patience:

You may seeno rivers on ground but we keep the rivers inside us.
that is why all good people are called rain. Sometime we see rain clouds

gather even though not a cloud appears in the sky (When Rain Clouds

Gather 168).

The sylhbolisn'] of rain or water in the above passage deserves amplification. Within the
plesent context rain or rivers S1gn1fy the people’s damimed up energy, angst or capacﬁy
to revolt "The sparks of rebelhon may not be observable to the common eye but they are

always there ready for violent lmplosmn Only a little gust sufﬁces‘ to convert the sparks

~ to infernos of death and destructi_bn. On the other hand, rain and rivers might refer to the

“periodic immersions in the walels of repetitions oftlu, delug,e, spoken of by Eliade in

| Images and Syinbols (6I) Only pathﬁndels and shape shifters hke Gllbcrl and Makhaya

can mvoke such deluges or such- effulgence or can even survwe them as did Noah in the

Bible. A post-survnval index of such a re-orievting immersion is the founding of a new

’ community of people fired by the same ideal of progress and equality.

Indeed, When Rain Clouds Gather constitutes the first act in a three-part drama between

mythic heroes and mythic adversaries in Head’s writings. Because it was Head’s first

‘published novel, When Rain Clouds Gather shows how, even at the earliest stape, she

appropriates mythic archetjfpes m her writings to express political views. It further
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“demonstrates how well she has mastered. the art of antithetical ‘patterning in character
- . r

presentation, as well as i structural and stylistic arrangements within her fictional works.

- The following levels df characterization are diécemible in Head’s %riﬁngs-
" The established (ru]mg) class- represented by Matenge Bekoto, Morafi, the Molsebeng,
g,ovemment Joas Tsepe, Pete, Seth and Cam]]la
Men and women with a vision for a better or a more egahtanan 'ﬂ.nture Maru, Mo]eka .
Dikeledi, Eugene, Gllbert Makhaya, Ellzabeth Sello
The community of people spawned by the fruits of the WOI“k (.:a‘rri'éd (;th b; men and women
of ide‘a.lism, in Categdry 2.
Those people who belong to Categories 2 and 3 represént thb;; ‘\'vho believe in fellowship
-;)f humankind. They constitufe_the protagon:sts, the catalysts and. the beneficiaries of
_' t'ransfonn'ativé vision.

Characterization in Head is ‘oppositional, in line with the Manichean principle she
. espouses in her writings. Her mode of éharaclerization is also taut and spare Bccause she
wishes to highlight only the qualities that enable her personae to achieve or project their
mythic roles. Her protagonists tend to follﬁxv “inner‘;perception s (Maru 21), independent
of the pr_aise or censure of man. Eugene in 4 Question of Power represents'the character,
. Reneburg, who p]aﬂyed a pivotal role in ﬂ'le_social and economic advanclement,p‘_f the
people. of Botswana. Head’s characters; such as Eugene, usually abdicate political
responsibility and social priv.ilege n ordgr tJ make the sort of choice that denies th;am
- temporary and vainglory. Abdication (with its attendant effect of mortification on the
existing oppressive political order) will earn 1.i.10m eternal glory, in the $II|1ul analysis.

!
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_Head’s_‘characters nsually demonstrate. that protest aéainst politically unjust systems

 does ot have to be cataclysmic in order to t= authenticated as a revolutionary effort.

Protest can be silent, éerebral','a_nrd yet tellingly subversive. This is the philosophical wand

that Head appears to wave each time critics aitempt to assail her credentials as protest

writer or committed artist.

~In Mwen Rain Clouds Gather, Makhaya and Gilbert are cultufe-heroesj;’.- Their destinies are

tied.inse;.)ar.ably to that of their Eoc_iety. Their iﬁepressible wish is to free humankindr
from ﬂl? cesspit of ﬁloral degeneration and from the tyranny r:nf social, political, and |
mythic moulds.ﬁ ConseqUeI;rtly, such cu]ture-heroes.must cross their ksn(;wn boundaries to
adventure in or'der to help soéie_ty to attain an idealized goal of social equalization. This

goal can be achieved only after the .atavistic forces of darkness are defeated and

humankind 1s truly reconciled with the natural ;:nd human environmer}t.

| Because he is a mythic hero, Head adorns Mal: haya with a mystlca] veil. M ystery m life,

. as the author beheves is common to both the whlte man and the black man. As Mma-

Mll]lpedc mterprets it, “...1t’s not the whlte man who makes life but a deeper mystery

over which he has no control.- Whether good or bad, each man is helpless before life”

. (When Rm’h Clouds Gather l32j. ‘Mma-Millipede’s view may sound naturalistic, even

“forlom. Nonetheless, such a view ‘merely goes to show the co-evality of humans,

irrespective of racial colouring. That, too, is reflective of the author’s conception of

human beings: no one race is superior to the otl:er.

Head’s vision in fact opposes, and reaches besond, the type of fatalistic conclusion that

Mma-Millipede draws in the dbove extract. Man, certainly, cou];d move beyond -his
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- social, blologrcal or natural Irmrts to achleve excellence or perfection. That mystery

. pervades, the novel could be seen in the relal onship between Makhaya and the British

Ry
4

' col‘oured police officer, Geerge Abbley Smith. The two men cannot 'comprehend what is
pulling them tog,ether in sprte of differences o* temperament and character. In the case of
Paulina and Makhaya, Paulma S daug,hter con..titutes the mystrcal agency that unites the
man and the woman, Through- her magical power of artistic creation, she animate_s the
(otherwise: cold-warm relationship between her mother arrd Mak};aya. Her sculpture,
which is a symbolic representation of Golemu-Mmidi, inspires Makhaya and Gilbert to
- forge ahead with their farm project, which aims at reordering the productive pattern -and
basis of vrllage life. If the girl’s art is a symbol of affirmation (m that it sug,na]s and
authentrcateb, progressive linkages), so do the efforts of Makhaya and Paulina yield
constructive and dynamic dividends. |

, Furthermore and as Clnkwenye Okonjo Og,uuyemr has astutely observed (in Asien and
Ashaolu Eds., 75), the palm-fronds placed by Makhaya and Gilbert in the mud village
bunlt by Paulina’s daughter is a symbolic plh llic L,esture mtenqied ‘to bnn;_, new life to
Golemma-Mmidi. Thrs phalhc gesture is neit’:er unilaterally extended nor is it violent.
Rather the phallic gesture is willingly and mutually acceded to, for the birth and

gestatron of a new social and economic ethos. The above symbols are only representative

of t'ﬁe mystical symbols embedded in When Rain Clouds Gather.

In terms of structural dralechcs fhe novel’s meorporatron of moral antithesis assures the
_?‘

supersession of good over evrl “To bring about the total dissolution of the past — with all

its moribund and old-fashioned values, practices and traditions — the vestigial aspects of

time must be eclipsed in the unfolding of the future moment. As a chiarascuro, the novel
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. (indeed most of Head’s fictional writings) reveals an ‘interfacing of shades of light and

penumbras of darkness. As proof of Head’s moral commitment and visionary fervour,
“light,” in her ‘writings, defeats darkness and reveals the transition to human greatness,

enlightenment and goodwill. . Therefore, the. literary effort becomes a creatively

teleological tool by which 4 new model of human civilization might be fashioned. The

human heart, argues Head, stiould surge with a “conspiracy against all the msamty and

- hatred in mankind” (4 Woman Alone, 60). Ir: the new world envisioned in her novels,

novellas, historical'autobiog_raph‘ical pieces, Hz=ad always roots fot human liberation ~ the
enthronement of good and the re’ﬁudiation of ev1;1. Of her work as an.am'st, she has this to
say: - o o "__‘”
I could dream a little ahcgd of {:e somewhat vicious clamour of revolution
and the horrible étench of evil in social systems. My work was always
tentative because it was always so completely new: It creat.ed he\v worlds
out of nbthingé i; battled with probiems of food production in a téugh
semi-desert land; it broﬁght all kinds of people, bo_ih fiterate and semi-
literate togethér', and it did not really qualify who was who — everyone has
a place in my worI:i (-28)._
This all-inclusive perspective frees the autﬁor from psychological E.llld cultural compiexés
of discrimination, suppression, class segrégation and economic exploitation. Head further
dec]ares, “I look back on mysélf asa personal.ty plam and ordmary, wnhout any glamour
or mystery’ (1‘6) This kind of uncomphcated personahty 1s what she stnves to make her
protago_nists adopt. Such simple, r'ordinary people are shorn of social and (_:ultlira] masks
and the); have such attitudes'_ ab_(')ut life as would make them sympathetic to the plight 6f

Y
X

the underdog and the un-privileged.
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Head is decidedly opposed to monomaniacs- those who, like the old man in Emest

Hemmingway’s O/d Man and the Sea (1952), are dominated by just one form of thought.

- Such people choke the life out of other peo;r;le because they are so demandihg-at_'ld SO

domineering. They see things only from a uni-directional point of view. In “Let me tell a

| story now” (4 Woman Alone', 5) Hedd refers to a lawyer, who has so completely

.o

identified himself with his work that he 1acks responsive individuality. Such a monocled
man would easily gall one’s ego, humiliate or insult one. He is ostensibly blind to the

sensibilities of other people, or to other modes of perceptlon

‘i -

What is noteworthy in When Rain Clouds Gather, as well as in other literary works by

Head, is, as Ogunyemi has commented, the manner in which the author explores the

metaphysical dimensions of African life, the way she incorporates into her WIitiné‘s the

myths of some African and Asian countries. Familiarity with the mythic quality of the

novel would help to underscore its animistic disposition. In the words of Mackenzie, the
“dlstmctwe ambience of Head s Cape Town experience helped to temper her per ceptlon
and re]atlonshrp with ordmary people” (m Head, xvi). Therefore fused in When Rain
Cloud; Gather are issues of psychology, politics and ideo]ogy, and if psychology yields
catharsis -and politics engenders egalitarianism, then ideology fosters small-scale

capitalism as-a vehicle of pragmatic change.

Employmng the Indian myth;ofithe Sudras in her novelistic, autobiographic and

- T .

historiographic writings, Head hopes to revéal characters that are oppressed, but who will
one day throw off the chains of oppréssion. Indeed, Head does not déprecate the then
revolutionary effort in South Africa before the total eclipse of apartheid. In any case, -

.
1

rather contends with other issues, values and forces that directly impinge on the lives of
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. human psyche seared and scarred with self-infiicted and unassuageable pain.

the black people in that country. Whilst revolution rages on, daily life continues, taking -

its toll, just as its ‘natural’ courses are mediated and transformed. In Head’s view, even

quotidian, bare existence deserves to be studied critically, understood and recorded

because its very starkness could possess regenerative potency. As far as she is

concerned, sldganeering and political posturiag may. constrict, rather (han entrich, the
interface between black people and white people in South Africa. Political posturing

- without a glance into the heart (to search out and expurgate' ill motives) would leave the

In When Ram Clouds Gather then, myth is made to assume both ‘destructive and

regeneratlve potential — a pomt well brought out in the discussion in Chapter 2 (on The

Collector of Treasures and The Bew:tched C’rossroad). In the aitthor’s "view, the

redundant and obstructive communal land terures, the old notion of female inferiority

- and the Atime-h'onoured practice of black magic should give way o a new ordér of life.
vThe incessant human quest f01'3'_aQVellture ensures ,th.e continued retention or repudiation

of myths. Such a zest for adventure creates avenues for po'sitiv:e"dvyniamiém - such as
‘would yield systemic change. Therefore, migr-ation' — the compulsi_'vle move to penetr'ate
~and é)iplore the interstices of the human psychz and spatial domains — constitutes the only

B dynamic force that sustains, as well as overthrows, myths.

- The llmdu myths in Head’s wntmk,s are uulm,d to show the mjustICe 01 human systems

s

and to reveal the pettmess of nigid social and class arrangements. Writing on her use of
myth, Head says:
The canvas on which [ have worked was influenced by belief in the Hindu

-~

view of rebirth and reincamation. Such belief influences one o think



- caste divisions tend to hide or den ¥y people’s basic humanity.

that each individual, no matter what their present origin or background may be, is really
: ' E . ) _
the total embodiment of human history, with a vast accumulation of

knowledge and experience stored in the subconscious mind (77).

Therefore, in Head’s view, each individual isuni'quely'endued wiﬂi a distinct personality

and particular sensibilities that ought to be rf.a‘s'.Ape-(':ted and recoghd:—zéd. Class, race, and

1
1A

L ]

In Head’s thinking, then, the Hindu myths of remcamatlon and reblrth assure the

posmblhtles for new begmnm,g.s not Just tl.2 perpetuation of extant institutions anci
practices that dehumanize and marginalize pzople. Throughﬁ—r.einlcam.dtion and rébirth

there is room for the emelgence of the mythi¢c dehvercr the one that will reshape the
archetypa] wheel of human existence. FoIIov\ n; ﬁom the reg,ene.ratwe potentml of the -
motifs of reincarnation and rebirth in Head’s art, she creates mythic heroes that are

-

always striving to build a better-and a more equitable society. Ultlmate] y, then, instead of
e

. nursing a nostalgla for a mythncxzed past of “oceanic paradise”, as Eliade anticipates in

Images and Symbols (16-17), When Rain Clouds Gm‘he‘r-projects a reworked future based

on scientific innovations. Consequently, froni the destruction of one archetypal image of

the past —~ a gestalt replete with the horrors of sorceryand witcheraft — emerges new

myths concerning frontier-crdssers and pathﬁnders. Instead of regression to chaos or to

the undifferentiated state, there is a graduation to a newly ordered and coordmated state.

The ash of fossilized myths i is also the seed ﬂl.lt would give birth to hew myths — such as

Makhaya and Gilbert have fashioned in their roles as culture-and life-enhancing heroes.

Since the contemporary world is illusory and transitory, humankind will be delivered,

- pefiodically, from sorrow and ignorance through the process of infinite transmigration —

the verituring forth of mythic adventurers for more vital and life-enhancing experience.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE HERO AS REDEEMER “'SCAPE-GOATISM” AND THE RITUAL OF

SACRIFICE IN MARU

.S

As .a humanist in pursuit of ideals, the themes that Head explores in Maru (1971)

.- constitute her ethical blue-print for mankind and lend a certain utopian, but hardly

illusory, touch to her work, briuging to mind carlier idealistic wﬁﬁng,s like Plato’s The

Repubhc (n.d.) and Thomas More’s Utopia (1904). To achieve hcn literary Loals of

: revoluhomsz, social hierarchies and of re-or ;,amzmg polltlcai sys-lems Head creates o

‘mythic herocs who re-live mythlc roles. The existence of these archetypal personas
playing archetypal roles, plus the superiority of intelligence displayed by the chief

protagonist, Maru, simulates a palpable mythclogical atmosphere in the novel, Maru.

Head wrote Maru as an act of evisceration of the colonial notion of ownership of humans

as chattel, with their basic humanisin gouged out and expurgated by systemic denial and

exclqsion_. She states her rezl_l'son‘ for writing Maru as follows:
‘In Botswanaithlt‘ay have a conquered tribe, the'Marsaws; of Bushmen. It is
argued that they weére the true owners of the land in some distant ];ast, that
| they had been coﬁquered by the more powerful B.otswana tribes and from

then onwards assumed the role of slaves.. ..

The research that I did among the Botswana people for Maru gave me the

greatest msights and advantages to work out above all that that type of ex-

ploitation and evil is dependent on.a lack of communication between
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oppressor and the people he oppresses. It would horrify an oppressor -

to know know that his victim I as the same longmgs feelmgs and sens1t1~ :
- vities as he has Nothmg preve ited a communlcatlon ‘between me and Bot-

swana people and nothing prevented me from steppmg into the skin of a

Ma.rsawa person 'And so my novel was bullt up in blinding ﬂashes o—f

-ms;g,hts mto an evnl that hung like swkness ofdeath over all black people

- .of South Aﬁica (Abrahams, 1990, 14-15, in Olaogun,‘200'2). '
Many factors qualify Maru as ‘a novel constructed within the mythlc mould. Thereisa
quest, there 1s descent from asmgned (assumedly supenor) roles; there is the formation of

a new society, and there is a hero with superior sensibility. Asa corol]ary,'there is the

incidence of “scape-goatisni”, ingrained as a core stylistic and thematic motif. “Scape-

- goatism” derives from a biblicul ceremony "for the Jewish Yom Kippur in which an

assumedly guilty party is sent of’fmto the wﬂdemess Aﬁerwalds thc sins of the people .

]

are symbollcally ]ald upon 1ts or his head. Th]S act involves sacnﬁce, a forfeiture enacted

~in' the tacit understandx_n_g that the ritual animal or person would eventually flounder in the

wilderness, thus marking the remission of the collective sin; now interred with the

i

decimated beast or person. - The experience itseif is also scatological in that the victim has

its/his head (the embodiment of its very essence} sullied with all kinds of defilément and

obscenity. This practice of sacrifice could also be found in several traditional societies,

where ritual cleansing. is, periodically undertaken to renew the cultural and religious

currents of society.

- The “scape-goat”, in human terms, is a mythic figure that voltintarily ‘or perfunctorily

bears the sins of their people. There is thus the underlying thinkiﬁg. that the scape-goat’s
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death will bring about communal healing-or group recuperation. | Sometimes, it might

become evident to society that it=s action or actions would result in acts of scape-goatism.

" At other times, however, the fllll import of such acts may not be 1mmediate1y discernible

“and some action performed as otherwxse a private measure of sacnﬁce might, mmdentally

and gradua]ly, assume globalizmg and larger dimensions. e LS -

Sacriﬁce an essential element of scape- goatism does not necessarlly entail b]oodlettmg

-t could sometimes manifést as a relinquishing of a cherished posmon or status,

culminating- in social demotion, demgralron, seclusron or migralion. The sacrifice

- performed in Maru is a personal choice on the part of the protagonist, who shows

vigorous imaginative independence,’ as 'well as moral courage in “deciding to forgo his

royal rights and privileges. Maru the protagaonist, does not defend himself ai.,amst alien

reahty, represented by Margaret Cadmore but rather aligns himself with that thema]

_reality that seemingly threatens the veiy core of his received va]ues by embarking on a

process of separation that Would later yield integration throug,h spatial maslery This

corr esponds to the mythopoeic penodxczty i which the heroes or ‘heroine’s experience

‘undulates between ennui and elation. This is the chasm between anonymity/darkness and

k.

. attainment/prominénce. T

Richard Chase has called myth ‘the heaven which heals or “makes tolerable those deep

neurotic disturbances whlch . are otcasioned by the clashing attitudes of magic and

. religlon (in Vickery, 72) Scape -goatism is authenticaliy a religious performance,

sometimes suffused with mag,ic and aspecls of myst:cnsm These twm qualities are

redolent n Maru.
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The'her'o of Maru is invested, in the course of the efory, with a certain mystlcal and

: rehglons aura. To prove his worthmess and readmess for self- sacnﬁce and to slough off

liis mundane nature and tawdry essence, the would-be mythic hero must battle w1th hlS

'personal or Iocal histbrical limitations and thenceforth attain the generally valid and

timeless- goals that other rﬁelnbers of his immediate. community may not immediately

, identify with. According]y, there is bound to be a schlsm a collision ofmteres{s either

psychlcally or physically. Maru abdlcates the revered headshlp of hlS‘ clan in order. to

identify with the oppressed people of soc:ety Head’s ideal heroes or heroines mvanably

- give up something of uttermost valué before being reified and changed to demi-divine

personages. Sacrifice is thus the basic ingredient for beatification. Thos, in her wriﬁhgs,
Head denounces abuse of power, which she erceives as being demoniacal. The mythic

heroes or heroines that Head creates z'lre m:-;de to give up pohtlcal :espon31b111ty and

‘status in order {o achieve i inner peace For these heroes or heroines, ﬂeelmg glory gives

‘way to eternal g,]oxy

As has been noted earlier, the characters in Head’s writings and the narrative structures

wrthm them are arranged m antmomlan terms. Each character in this novel appears to

- -

" have been consciously palred with another character as either complements or foﬂs

Some of the characters help the others to effect positive change, while another set of

characters are bent on hindering the process of change in society. In this, the characters in
Head's Maru conform to the mythic mold of characterization, The mythic hero or hefoine

- has to destroy the forces that hamper his or her questing mind. These negative forces are

the enemies that the heroe or heroine must outwit or conquer before he or she could
experience a sense of consummatlon Medusa, Mmotaur _gorgons, Satan, Maya In

destroymg their foes, the mythic heroes or heroines usually have companions,

138



A
S

i

accessdries, supernatural aids (the Deus ex Machinas that facilitate their

operation).These latter groups might cbnsist of the genii, the spider woman, the helpful

1

_ crone, the fairy grandmother, the talisman or the chi (1"n Igbb cosmology).

The archetypal hero or herome, setting forth ‘rom his or her ll.ttle hut or grand cqsﬂe, 1s
lured, swayed or else willingly proceeds to, the threshold qf adventure. There he or she
possibly meets a sha&owy peifson ora phantf)n guarding the passage. The hero or heroine
may. defeat or -cqnciliate this formidable powc - and thus survive the kingdom of 'i}.lé dark,
where -ile or she Contends -.v&-'-ith bfotliér—l;attls, friend=battles, offering and charm.- The

myﬂuc persona may be kllled by the foe, and may then descend in death in wlmh state

_ he or she suffers dlsmembennent or cruc1ﬁ>uon Once over the threshold, the hero or
“heroine procéeds through a world .of 'strange, yet weirdly- intimate forces, coming out

" with a great reward. Reward may consist in the hero’s or heroine’s union with the object

of their quest, their own apotheosis or the expansion of consciousness. The boon that the
hero/heroine brings back restores or transforms thie world because it is capable of
recreating or sustaining life.- As a modem figure, the mythic persona is dead or is near

annibilation, but as an eternal being-perfected, unspecific, and universal - he or she is

l
1

~ being reborn daily. The mythic persona’s solemn task is to réturn to society transfigured, |

ennobled and prepared for sér_Vice to humanity in general.

!

Because the novel, Maru, has a mythic personality as heré — a persona who wades

through barriers of rank and .etlmici_ty to achieve redemption for social underdogs — there
is an apparent pattern of structural dialectic as the basis for characterization in the novel.

The axis upon which the mythical plot of the story revolves may be typified as a moral
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antithesis. Within this antithetical pattern, a Manichean clash exists, giving the novel a

- didactic colouration.

3

‘Conse'quently", characters in Maru set each other off or complement each other,

according to how they impede or facilitate the attainment of the mythic hero’s object of

"quest. Such patterning in characterization aligns with the overall moral texture of the

novel, within which there is a clash between good and evil or between light and darkness.

. The mythic hero or heroine usually enacts some sacrificial gesture that tends to resolves

this sort of clash, usually resulting in the ascerdancy of good over evil.

The above diaLIecta] presentation, and its cventual resdlulipn, dould be termed the

- Zoroastrian-‘p,rincip_le, by which it is expeéted that the world would revert to its pristine

‘condition of moral excellence, after the forces of darkness would have been routed.

Discussing this Zoroastrian ideology, Joseph Campbell (49) observes that it is the duty of
man (especially heroic man) to contribute to the victory of light over aark11ess: In hight of
the ﬁbdve observation, the following patterning in characterization could be noted in
Maru: the Maru-Mo]eka pair, the Margaret-Dikeledi pair, the Ranko-Moseka—Semana

group, and thé Pete-Seth—Morafi group.

To fulfill his role of “Hero as World Redeemcr”, as Campbell calls it in The Hero With A

Thousand Fuces (134), Maru must undertake a journey that not only signifies complete

| . severance of ties with his royal heritage and lineage, as well as royal subjects, but also

“indicates and seals his work of redemption. Depicted and deployed as an agent of light

and iconoclasm, Maru is first seen through the consciousness of Moleka, his rival.

Because Maru requires little or no sharp, punctilious details of presentation, the reader’s
1
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perception of him is that of an immanent force, a m.e'taphysic_:al,“'rather than corporeal,

being. This is a common feature in architectonic novels, where there is not only an

interfusion of time and spacé but where also, in the woids of Sharon Spénser, the
exploitation of the character:as_a medium or person results in an intentional blurring of
individuality and .in a consequent heiéhteni:lg' of his typicality (68). Indeed, a single
character may be used, such as Maru_h‘as been used certainly, as a preceptor, a container

T

of a spectrum of ideas whose opposites or equivalents are represented by the other

characters. Spencer calls this technique “literary spatialism”.
Evidently, then, Maru as a hero serves as a vector for the enunciation of Head’s ideas
about how properly humankind ought to handle certain issues of political and social

concern . Existing both as a mythic personage and as a social symbol of royal authority,

- his role and stature acquire a cosmic significance, over and beyond his historic value. As

a hero conscious of his redemptive destiny, his main preoccupation is the liberation of the'
vital energies that will feed the entire universe. In his own case, (herefore, character-
dimension is made congruent with character-role. He is a god whose action benefits the

entire human race.

Furthermore, as a man of heightened spiritual sensibility, Maru is superior to the other

characters in the novel, if only in terms of his having the capacity for intuitive perception.

Moleka his friend recognizes this extraordinary quality of Maru’s:

Thu‘s. it was that thousands of people noted the dramatic impact of Moleka,

but he would always cast his eyes across the room to see if all was well

with Maru (34).
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~ the point at which fissures will :appear in his relationship with Moleka. After one occasion

Clearly, then Maru is endowed with a hypnotic, charismatic and compelling personality

that is not necessarily physical.

As an instance of his omniscient or preemptive insight, Maru perceives, and even foretells,

of Mlolek‘a’s'pledge of unfailing friendship, Maru tells him, “One day we will part, over a
wom'an”_(37). Again, Dikeledi, his sister, believes he has an‘al]—seeing eye — being a sort
of god in his kindness towards people (28).

~ So different in‘tempcrament are Maru and Mol:ka that Maru thinks theﬁr are both'kings of
~ opposing kingdoms. Using this power of foreknowledge of the moral and psychic

distances between himself and Moleka, Maru prepares emotionally for the eventual

confrontation that ensues in their relationship. Whereas Maru’s kingdom is “golden” and

bears a mystical aura, Moleka’s is of tinsel quality, being thoroughly earthy and
manipulatively crude. Moreover, where the f:;rlilc:-lr is creative am—:l“ch;ann-ells his- psychic
powers‘to positive ventures, the latter merely has ovér-a'bundance of power that is ré-w
and ruth].csé. Maru embodies a quality of mind, the sort that a m_yﬂ__l.ic hero _likc Theéeus
possesses: -
He dwelt everywhere: he’d mix the- prosaic of everyday ]ife' with the
sudden beauty ofh a shooting star (34). |
Theseus, n Greek My(holo;,y, was a legendary km;, of Athens (fathered by King Aegeus
and Posetdon, who was the founder~hero) Like Perseus, Cadmus, or Heracles, Theseus
~ battled and overcame foes that were identified with an archalc‘ religious and social order.
'He institutes an ethos of “dwelling together’—a trope of urﬁty. Theseus possessed both

divine and mortal characterist'ics, enabling him to face iough choices in his mythic quest,

~u b
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includiﬁg voyaging by land, where he faced more dire challenges. In this, Theseus
resembles Marﬁ, who prefers to qonfro;lt head-on the discriminatioil against the Marsawa
tribe (jf his community. His marriage to Margaret leads to theliberati(_)n of the Marsawa.
' Simiiafly? The_seus, in defeatiﬁg the evil Minotaur, &elivers Athens ‘frqm tyrannical rule
aﬁd turns that cit;y into the true homé of liberty, the one place in tﬁe world where “the

people -govern themselves” ( Hamilton, Part 3, Chap. 2, 216).

As it was with Theseus regarding Athens (and the gift of freedom he bcq'l.ieat.hed

humankind, by extension), Maru’s essential humanity is inextricably tied to the welfare of

the whole of humankind (and not just to a select portion of it. Thgréfore, he detests the

| greedy and-the selfish, even in male-female relationships. He would often complain to

Dikeledi: .“Pe‘op]e who had riothing were savagely greedy.. . Even if they ate all your food

they were still starving” (34). - To him, affairs of the heart should happen between partners

‘that understand the language of reciprocity. His disappointment with his women stems

from a realization that their matqriali'stic demands threaten to throttle his spiritual powers.
The women confuse his inner spiritual potency with his earthly accoutrements and
prospects as a future paramount chief. With these women, he says, “a tender smile and a

scheming mind went hand in hand” (35).

Maru is further disturbed by the fact that people tend to resign themselves to the
phenomenon of evil, as something that cannot be grappled with or withstood. There

seems to be no attempt by people to overcome their human limitations and become

“gods”, thus attaining “eternal, deathless, gentle goodness” (37). In other words, most

- people are unable, or are reluctant, to explore the possibility of crossing the threshold to

spiritual insight. This is the key difference between mere mortals and mythical
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personéges. Mythical heroes, being shape—s!ﬁﬂers, cbiltinll—ou!'sly‘form and dissolve the
cosmogonic circle, owiﬁg to théi; indomitabl.: zela.l to quest after ideals. Thus, the}; are
able to. bye-péss their human, social or spirit:‘al handicaps; iﬁéreby gaining the spark of
divinity.: |

Indeed‘,' Maru illustrates in his career He;id’s convi.ction that divinity could be made less
abstract, becoming concret.ized and communalized by the evolution of a breed of men of

“goodness of heart.” Even such a reprobate as Pete, the principal of Leseding Primary

~ School where Margaret also teaches, acknowledges that God the abstract had never

lived” (19). In other words, divinity is-accessible to anyone who can nuster the
L 4

Promethean temerity. Ostensib'ly, this very wnthropomorphic aspect of divinity appeals

paﬂiéular]y to Head. Nevert]_1e1‘ess, the status of divinity has its costs, too. Prometheus,

~and other divine personages o_f his 1lk, had to suffer dismemberment and scariﬁcation

‘before attaining the status of godhead. He had to be the “scape-goat” that would

mtroduce enlightenment through suffermg

If Maru is occasmnally calculating and seemmg]y self' sh, the reader does not doubt that
most of Maru’s actions emanate from the ordc,rs of the ‘gods’ who directly speak to him.

He obeys what Campbell calls-*“The call to Adventure” (19). Such a call can only be

* ignored to one’s detriment. Of Maru’s imminent betrothal to Margaret, we are informed

by Head that:
It was different if his motivation was entirely selfish

self- centred, but the motivation came from the gods who

spoke to him in his heart (73).
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True enough, he may resort fd, and often does encourage, half-truths, barefaced lies and

.. fantastic yarns in order to achieve his o,bjc'.ctives,;geare_d toward the realization of

political, social anci spiritual ideals. Mythical heroes or heroines like Maru are often
| compelled to dissimulate a,nd' use seemingly devious ploys in pursing their quests. - For
example, within thé Nordic mythology, aeri:cea Eliade reports in Images and Symbols
(16-18), Odin, the wanior-chiﬁefofhis people, fnad ;1 whole series of magical gifts. He had
the capacity for 1'1biquity or of instantaneous transport; the art of disguise and the gift of
unlimited' met.amorphosis, as' well as the power to blind, deafen or paralyze his
. adversaries and deprive them of their sweeping intrigues or of the efficacy of their
mzigiéa] and preternatural powér::s. Though Maru does not display é‘]ll the above pPOWErs,
he is'nevelﬂlel_téss adept at the art of dissimulation in order to fool Molék;:l’s protépées. He

employs spies to do his groundwork for him, before executing his plans.

- Moleka is at once Maru’s .fo:il,.delcoy a'n_d_Aalter ¢go. If Maru is an Olympian, then Moleka
‘_ is a Titan, a ﬁersonality of diml;ni;hed spiritual statu;e. Presenting his hask as the true
., seed, he deceives Margaret by his sexual attraction and by his facile change of character, . .
which compares to the molting of the snakesl;:i.n that IﬁeaVe's. the '..snake-es-sence mtact.
Margaret is so enthralled by Mbleka’s_ superficial brilliance that thé: full imprint of‘hié
'pers;mality on her psyche is almost inerasable: o
There were tow rooms. In one, his (Maru’s) wife totﬁ]]y loved him. In ]

another she totally loves Moleka (8).-

Admittedly, Moleka hlas‘the sa:me,calibre's of personality and of social standing as Maru, _

but he is less endowed mystically and épiritua]]}', and is less stable emotionally. Being
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over-cbnscious of his royal antecedents, he can be quite daring soinétimes; in fact, his
attitude could be described as reckless and overly carefree:
“He was royalty, the son of a chief. He’d grown up making goats and

people jump, It was 'nothing (28). ' :

" Moleka could affo_rd to treat his women callously and come off unfazed in the bargain.

Thus, life for him is just a mad, blind dash, an exercise devoid of vision, thought, direction

-or retribution.

Since Moleka’s over-abundant cn'ergy is not channelled towards positive or creative goals,

- it is frittered away on women as excess libido. Where Maru destroys his women and then

fall sick lumself because they assailed his spiritual strength Moleka after each sexual

escapade of his, feels no psychic drain, nor does he ever daunt his consorts emotionally.

’

Of note in the Maru story is how differently Naru and Moleka react when they first meet

. Margaret Cadmore, a Marsawa woman teacher sent newly to the town of Dilepe.

Moleka s first impulse is to ‘possess the woman and add her to his endless sexual
escapades To achieve hlS aim, i;e -demdes to shed his callous airs and assumes the front .
of respectablllty At any rate, where he is wontl to make such a dramatic and flighty
change of character, his friend, Maru, is habitually contemplative, secretive and
unpredictable because, béi_ng the niyﬂﬁc hero that he iis, he delights' in mystery. Ii:t'hér

than get infatuated with Margaret, he impounds the bed loaned out to her by Moleka,

letting it be publicly speculated that he would have nothing to do with the Marsawas.
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Neverthe]ess as has been noted earlier, Maru’s actlon only masks his grand desxgn to

liberate the Marsawas from their state of social and polmcal degradanon A paradigm for

this sort of action could be found in the case of Theseus, who enlisted among the youths
to be sacrificed to the Minotaur, not rre;vealing' (except to his father Aegeus) that he-

]

intended to destroy the monster.

Mythic heroes or heroines like Maru are therefure risk-takers. They suffer great personal

risks (even possible death) in order to fulfill their mythic mission. Contrary to' the

- -

' 1mpressnon he creates- that of havmg ;_,reat loathmg_, for Margaret- he communicates with

her in dreams and via the paintings she makes, thereby implanting his Tove deeply in her

heart. He then engineers events in such a way as to have Moleka entangled with the

obligation of marrying D1keled1 (Maru’s snstex), after having impregnated her. Fmally,

Maru carries off Margaret to a vil]age severil miles away from Dilepe. Indeed, his

_position, his role, here is analogous to that of Theseus, when that Greek hero carried off

Ariadne, ng Mino’s daughter, after having liquidated the evil Minotaur. Just as

Ariadne provided Theseus with a ball of thread by which he found his wély out of the

Labyrinth, so does Margaret meet Maru half the way, by confirming his hunches and

objectifying his dreams through her symbolic ol paintings,

1
Thus whereas Maru carries out a well-defined and pmposeful action, Mo]eka merely

. takes thmg,s as given. While the former wears a nwsﬂcal g]amour, a mmbus characteristic

~ of a mythic hero, the latter only aims for mundane goals, acts of tokemsm Indeed, he '

could be called a Tltan a fa]len man sulking for the loss of the divine quarry that has

eluded his unhallowed grasp. On the contrary, Maru, envoy of selﬂcss 'sér_vice and apogee

. 3
I
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of spiﬁtual humility, triumphs over his rapacious friend. The hero as saviour defeats the

pseudo-hero.

“In the Margaret-Dikeledi pair, there. is liitle or no opposition in terms of moral

~ disposition, but there is inequality in the assignation of social and political roles and

status. On the one hand, Margaret is a veritable mythical heroine. Her career profile

mirrors that of a mythic figure. She has an ob_cure background as a motherless, nameless

orphan. In fact, the name she ‘l')e_ars is somebody else’s, that of Margaret'Cadinore, the

- white missionary woman to whom the young girl is given for up bringing. Though

- Margaret comes from the outermost fringe of the Botswana society, from the much-

maligned Marsawa community, she improvesrher social standing by cultivatihg an elastic

. mind capable of absorbing all' things and liable to accommodate everybody in one

compendious sweep. o - S

Mofeove‘r,‘ Margaret’s artistic gift has a touch of mystery because; through her work, she

is able to communicate unconsciously with Maru, the protagonist. Therefore, though she

starts off as a helpless, underﬁrivileged orphan and as a listless, harassed person, she
finally matures into a thoroughly powerful and perspicacious woman who, surprisingly,

dwarfs the roya] stature of her friend, Dikeled.

From the onset, the two women have fell alike on most issues, especially issues
)

concerning social and political inequities and the unnecessary affectation of self:
importance. On first meeting Margaret, Dikeledi feels an unconscious impulse to protect
her, -whom she thinks is vulnerable. Margaret had grown up in a hostiie en.vironment,

- -

witﬁ other children always calling her “Bushinan” — a highly derogatory and reductionist
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term in Botswana society. ‘She, consequently, gradually forms the Iiab.it of placing a
- hand to her breast, both as a gesture of self-defense against actual and imaginary blows

and as a sign of self-effacement.

What really foniﬁes Margaret and prevents her from cnumpling up-and under the snain of
social 'ridicule is the kind of orientation she gets from her adoptive mother. This

. orientation consists of an incnlcntion of motal, humanistic ’an'duniver_saLl'principles of
inelusien-principles that make her (both in ear'y life and in a ]ater stage)} conscious of the
 throb of human life daily reéonati_ng around “er. These sam'e'pn'nciples also make hef
conscious of her moral obligatien to safeguard and enrich that thread of life. -

Brought up to see no limitations in her Marsawa background, Margaret tallies pride in her
" nativity, aided also by the t'alen;, copfed fromn her adop'tive 1n0ther, for making instant
sketches of people and of ’[hin.gs.: She is tnus, by temperament as well as by training, an
: ';'ntel]ectual-artist who, as one o'f the auther’s mohthpieces, pdssesses a capacious ability
for the articulation and etchmg o} cemplex 1S5Ue€s. She 1s therefoue km to James Joyce’s
Stephen Dedalus i A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1945) and she shares affinity
w1th the galaxy of intellectual personae and spiritually onented protagonists in Thomas
Mann’s The Magtc Mounmm (1928) Indeed one can fi nd, ad infinitum, antecedents for
V.Margaret as 1ntel]ectua1-ar_tlst. There 1s, equall y, a palpa‘ble quality. of bildung experience
in her career. Woolfs Lily ancoe in 7o rfze Lighthouse (1927) is one such other
1ntellectual -as-protagonist. Indeed hterature I'2th of the past and of contemporary hmes

ahounds_ with vnstonane_s like Margaret, .o use their extraordinary intellectual

_ capabilities to visualize and 'b_ui'ld a more equit "bly ordered future.
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“In terms of personality, then, Margaret is more robosﬂy resourceful than her friend,
Dikeledi_, although this streoglh is masked h)' her habit of self-deprecation. Dikeled: is
aware of her ﬁiend’gs latent energy. She notes that Margaret:
| .Was a shadowr behind Wthh lived another personality of great vigour
and v1ta11ty She rallsed her hand to hide this second
image from sight, but the two constantly tripped up each other (71).

ot -

Though Dikeledi is not portrayed as -mythiea] heroine, she nevertheless crosses the

frontier to adventure and to a new life of social revolution by abandoning her revered

- position. as princess, in preference for work as an ordinary primary school teacher. She

thus exhibits self sacnﬁce, a necessary mgredlent for “scapegoatlsm The direct
consequences of her action are that it heneﬁts the common peop]e of Dilepe, on the one

hand, and, on the other hand, it llberates the Marsawa people from years of social

denigration and political exclusion. The import of Dikeledi’s act of self-sacrifice is, in

fact, globally extendable because it is a gesture of human solidarity and a token of

redistribution of opportunities. Education, when administered to the socially

‘underprivileged person, has the effect of empowering the recipient and opening up to

them new vistas of experlence At any rate, Dikeledi’s stature as a ~mythic fig g,ure is
diminished because she allows her feelmg for Mo]eka to restrict her to secular concerns.

Nonetheless, leeledl also has to pay thxs przee as a way of famhtatmg, the p]oys of her '

=

brolher Maru, -who seeks to consolidate his hold on Ma:baret to the detriment of
- Moleka. Maru, in fact, mampu]ates lee]edl in order o achieve lus' plans. Through her,‘

- he sends drawing materials to Margaret, whose oil paintings have a ‘Ssymbolic co- -

]
1

relationship with Maru’s dreams and pogramm:as.
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Maru’s cryptic communication with Margaret, via telepathic transmissions and dreams,

is pr_ojec_:ted as utopian constructs that contain'mythical elements. These myﬂrical

elements explore and resolve pohtlcal and social issues that center attention on the

therapeutic and corrective nature of egalitarian and cooperative existence. Therefore,

-dreams for mythic personage's_enact a projected tapestry of beauty, excellence, some

enjoyable quallty of expertence and, sometimes, wry moments of despair. Dreams could

also turn out to be mghtmansh Maru successfully woos Margaret throug,h dream

- projections, in spite of her own deep-seated fears. By marrying Dikeledi, it is virtually

impossible for Moleka to marry Margaret ever, thus paving the way for the enactment of
Maru’s goal of liberating the Marsawas from the bonds of ethmc hatred and ethic
dlscrlmmatlun Just as leeledl s action of self—abnegatlon is symbolic and globally
extendab]e, so does Maru’s marr.iage to Margaret have a symbolic signi ﬁc_anee. Maru not
only liberates the Marsawas from social scorn andr political cum economicexcl‘usion, his
1naﬁ;iage to a person of low_bjrth is equally a gesture of salvatiOn. He sacriﬁces‘ his
esteemed social and political position in order-to win salv_ation for the less- privileéed
Marsawas. He is like Christ taking -.hmnan forn: in order to save humankind.

Maru’s marriage to Margaret‘demqnstratesj the -fact that the heroine embodies that

transformative streak of character for which'the-archet}»pal feminine is noted, and which

Enrich Newman refers to in The Great Mother (ad passim). She is the sced, the mystical

vessel that will create a new world in which all modes of discrimination are abolished

and within which men and women would relate to each other on equal ter.ms. Dikeledi

stops short of this transformative potential. She is merely a facilitator to its unfolding, a

mere prop on the stage on which Margaret plays a vastly more dominant role.
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" The next group of characters of interest in Maru consists of Ranko, Moseka and

Semana: The three men are Maru’s shadows or his external sensory organs-his antennas.

:Unobtruswe and unassuming, they gather, store, analyze and report to Maru g0351ps

e

anecdotal stitches and mc1dents of all sorts. Al tematlvely, they are empl'oyed to actualize
Maru’slnumerous plots and schemes of political and social subversion.
Of the three spies, however, only Ranko receives a human touch from Head. Therefore,

Ranko merits some elaborate mention. Presented in soft, delicate light, he is generally

—

) regarded as a simpleton by’ the people of Dilepe, but he possesses a sharp and astute

mind,. as well as an observant eye that never misses the minutest detail. On first
encountering Ranko in the novel, we'are.alertec_i immediately to his deceptive looks as a
Ranko had the most stupid and uncomprehending face on earth. It was like
rock in its total lack of expression. When people approached him or
talked to him, he said: ‘Er? What's that?” as if he coiuld not understaind one

‘word. So they said: ‘Goodness, what a fool he is”, and left him alone. (49)

Thus, left alone, Ranko would roam about prying into people’s llves In fact he 1s as

'ublqultous and as wily as Prospero S Ar1e1 n Shakespeale s The Tempest (¢.1611). Ariel
. not only serves as his master’s eye, he equally performs practica], odd jobs for Prosp'ero.

- Like Ariel, Ranko is inventive and resourceful; his mind is also mtense]y graphlc and

creatlve After Pete Seth and Morafi have attempted to embarrass Mart,aret and force her -

to abandon her teaching work, it s’ Moseka Semana *and Ranko who punlsh that

B

v1llamous tr01ka by terrorizing them, making them abscond from Dllepe The three spies
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.: are therefore the agents of progress. Together with Maru, they are opposed to the forces

of nihilism.

* ‘Whereas Ranko, Moseka and'Sep-lana work for the enthrone‘r.nent of an ideal of political
libefz{ﬁon, Pete, S;efh and. Moraft are reactioﬁary eiements bent on méintaining and
. reinfdrcing"the dark phase of human civilization: Cast in the mould of mythical gorgons
and mdnSters, they are zirchétypal zintagonists mi]itati'ng aéain;t the destinies O‘F.m'ythic
he-roes or heroines. The three m‘e-n are d'-rawn together __by a sadistic interest in tﬁings and
situa_ltions that bring pain and ‘discomﬁture :to others. In his descent to the underworld
(marked by the conjugal tie with Margaret), Maru 'must. sﬁbdué an& eliminate th_e'se agents

of evil, if he is to actualize his plan of redeeming the Marsawa (and by extension, the rest

~ of humariity).

Pete,-' for one thing, is a fop with mechanical mannerisms, which he employs to ingratiate

| himself to others, or to héﬁss 'peop]e W]I-O are seemingly inferior to him. On- his part, Seth
is a caricature figure gi ven_lto_ imitating foreignl modes qf dress-invg, “dlow'n to the Bc.rmuda
shorts”_ (40-1). However, Heac.i‘ pours the'thicke.st scorn on Méraﬁ. He is easily the most

| odious ‘of the'three-some.‘An. .inyeterate thi.c_af aﬁd a spoilsport, Morafi’s misdemeanors

compel Maru and Dikeledi to abandon their natal home, which is redolent of corruption,

witcherafi, cruelty and general acts of imhumanity.

Indeed, in presenting Morafi, Head does not hesitate to employ the Dickensian technique
of parody and the burlesque. These entail a blend of lampoon and satire, _inténded to show

the author’s criticism of the moral values and social attitudes that Morafi’s life embodies.

This is how she portrays Morafi:




He had big, bu_lbous protruding eyes which were completely vacant of
thought. His face was covered ‘n layers of fat. His stomach hung to his
knees because he ate too much.... His eyes never smiled. They “Were

always o'n-the alert for something to steal. (43)

- Depicted in this despicable light, Morafi reminds one of the traditional portrayal of Satan

as a homed, wily, vile beast, si)ewing green-frothy vomitas and clutching a lethal fork as

a synibol of his destructive nature. Characters like Morafi would do their utmost to

.occlude or frustrate vision of heroes or heroines like Maru. Morafi and his ilk possess

some shadowy, constricting. personality. Nevertheless Maru ' is very free of such
narrowness of mind. Maru is a dlI‘CCt mamfestatlon of the prmmp]es of law and morallty,

whereas characters like Moraﬁ being sons of darkness and mhlllsm observe no moral,

-~

- legal, or ethical checks.

Head uses types- flat characters who play only ancillary roles in Maru and who, more or

less, reveal just one aspect of pefsonality. Examples of such flat oharacters are Pete, Seth

and Morafi (and even the tI'IO of Ranko, Moseka and Semana) Perhaps Ranko is the one

—

exception to t]ns stereotyped groupmg, owing to hlS rather comp]ex nature. He is

somewhat dynamic, in that hlS_ art of dissimulation enables him to adapt to different

situations. Head presents these 'lesser characters as complementary types to the

protagonist and antagonist modelg represented by Maru and Moleka, respectivel y.

‘Evidently, judging by the duafistic way Head arranges characters in Maru, she wishes

them to be perceived as emboduuents of antinomian principles or as different shades of

colours in a kaleldoscope One ofthe points that this thesis has consistently highlighted is
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. equality are yet to light upon.

“that the characters in Head’s ﬁctlon perform archetypal roles because they re-enact,

through symbohc actlon the 11ves deeds and patterns of behavrour of bygone and even

" contemporary mythic heroes and heromes.

Specifically, Maru as a character aims to ford the'gu]f ‘existiog between the divines, the
aristocrats, the aborigines, .the mortals, the common people ahct-the outcasts. I—fis
marriage to Margaret entarls a renunt:latlon of "his royal prerogatlve and pedlgree
Theseus did a similar thing’ when, after his father Aegeus S death, he ICSIf:,TlCd his royal
power, orgamzed a commonwea}th and'.bu-llt a council hall where the citizens could

gather freely and ‘vote. His dream like Maru’s in the present'novel' was to found a

people’s go‘.emment where all would be equal (Hamilton, 149- 158) Neverthcless, 1f

rMaru is the pathfinder in the mould of Theseus then Margaret 18 the beacon that guides

and focuses his vision. As an Adriane ﬁgure, -she supplies the s:mp]e cues that enable

. Maru to discern the path to world freedom. A fier all, the Marsawas are only a microcosm

~ of the entire humanity, a preponderant section of whom the beams of freedom and

CIf there are archetypal heroes and heroines, as well as archetYpal'vill'ai‘ns, mn Maru, there

are equally archetypal symbols t'hat apply to speciﬁc characters and to specific situations.

_-Accordmg to Newman in The Grem‘ Morher (4), the symbollsm of the archetype 1S 1ts

' mamfestatlon m specrﬁc psychic images Wthh are percelved by consciousness and

which are different from each’ archetype T'he first cluster of archetypal symbols in Mary -
is a crop of solar references. Sun, light and moon especnal]y connote degrees of spmtua]

insight or states of happmess When, for mstanoe Maru flatters Dikeledi, by

'comphmentmg Moleka Head writes that “so many suus lit up the face of Dikeledi; and
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her eyes melted with tendemess” (56). Similarly, Head writes that Moleka was “a sun

around which spun a billion s.atelli‘tes"’ (58).

“ Whereas in Dikeledi’s case th:e sun or l'i'ght s}rtnbolizes happiness of mind, it -signiﬁes
 power for Moleka. Maru could thus speak of hlm “He is greater than I in power” (58)
"As a-“sun,” Moleka cannot temper the brlghtness and mtens;ty of his unbridled ego,

~ which he brings to bear on people in an intimidating way. On the contrary, Maru (who

has the mellow moon as his symbol), channels his energies to creative endeavours, not

seeking the kind of vain publicity that Moleka covets and is known for. Maru’s'solar

- symbol, the moon, is congruent with his urbane, equanimous disposition, as he is never

one for precipitous actions or for anything that smacks of intemperance.

| Indeecl, the archetypal moral_-antithesis in'light and-‘darkness or in good and eriI is
: dramatncally rendered on the last page of the novel. When the Marsawa people awakened -

- to knowledge of their comriron humanity w1th the rest of the people of the world, “They

started to run out into ‘the sunhght then they turned and looked at the dark, small room.
They said: ‘we are not going back there(127).”
i

Apa‘rt froni solar symbolism, the next cluster of archetypal symbols deals with spatial

' dlmenswns This cluster conveys portal imagery that betokens elther the 1mprlsonment of

the psyche (as the “dark, small room” in the. precedmg excel])t would lmp!y) or the

release of spiritual power. The above states of mmd are attamed throu},h gammg passage

into or throug,h crossmg the threshold to adventure In Margaret’s mmd for instance,

7

there are two rooms in one of which she totally Ioves Maru wlule in the other, she

totally loves Molek_a.
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The _existence of these two separate spaces suggests a schlsm Wlthm ‘her mind. Thls

schism is not 1mmed1ately resolved but we can mfer that the hberatlon of her people

from pohtrcal serfdom offers Margaret the kind: of solace that might assuage whatever

sense of loss and nostalgra she might subSequently feel because of Moleka

'Smnla:ly, kmgdoms when: apphed to Maru and Moleka is an epzthet that plumbs the

relatwe psychlc powers that they each possess. Whereas Moleka’s “ km gdom 1S mystery-_

laden because it is not yet fully explored and remains shuttered and inaccessible, Maru’s

“kmgdom is a universal coneept “He dwelt everywhere” (34) Unab]e to read Moleka’s

-mind and thus predlct his rival’s actions and ‘intentions,fMaru beeomes appreher}si\fe:

The king who has insight into everything (Maru) feared the king whose
door was still closed. There was no knowing what was behmd the c]osed
d00r of Moleka s kmgdom (34)

The cIosed ‘door here mdrcates estrangement and eroded _frien_dsl_llip,--'lt is a portal gesture

‘of rejection and fractious temperament.

—

~ Apart from archetypal characterization and archetypal symbolism, one can. also trace a

‘correspondence between the cyclical structure of Maru and the career of its mythic hero.

The story commences from the-tennina]'point of action: the postﬂelopement life of Maru

~and Margalet together with Ranl(o Moseka and Scmana Then a cinematic glanee 15-cast
backwards to the incidents leading up to the eIOpement and apparent ostracism of Maru.

~ Finally, the reader is transported back to the banks of the present moment, the very point

~ -

at which the story begins.
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Maru’s career, as he himself ack_nowledges,»fol]owsf.the above cyclic flow of creation-
dissolution- creation (see diagram below): “Everything I have done has been an
experience, an experiment. I just move on to more experiences, more experiments” (54).

’ ' . . .
- . . ’ - ' - . !
S " :

CREATION |

DISSOLUTION - | DISSOLUTION

| MARU’S CAREER ] ;
CREATION CREATION -
DISSOLUTION " DISSOLUTION

g « CREATION

" As Maru ekes out life as a farmer .w1th hxs w1fe and his three‘sples the reacjer is

convinced that the protagomst ‘will embark on yet more exoenments and cross many

- more thresholds to adventure. Maru’s moments of dissolution of experiential matter mark

his unendm;, acts of sacrifice as “scape- goats ? “Scape-goats” die_in onder to usher in

'~ corporate. recuperation. Maru is, after all a pathfinder who would a]ways mdlcate the

' way for. humanity to tread In the words of Campbell, the “enigmatic figure dissolves

PP | _ back into the primal chaos” (354) Accordmg] ¥, each act of re- emergence ensures that the

journey toward redemption begins anew.
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+  iconoclastic values, a role he t_jlays adroitly enough. However, to the extent that the same

&

el S
C e

Ultimately, however, the probler_n in Maru, as in all works of art fostering the utopian

state, is how best to ascertain the efﬁcacy of the 1deallst1c pro_)ectrons made by Head Are

those pro;ectlons realistic and merrant‘? On the other hand, are they hoaxes and chimeras

_ foisted on the reader by the fauthor? To the extent that a selective "portion of ht‘lmanity

values change and vigorously pursues it, Maru as a character is relevant as the bearer of

| htfiman society is hugely and -incorrigibly reactionary, assiduous]y maintaining and
' defendmg its time-honoured pattems of social hlerarchy and po]mca] arrangements (as
~well as its primordial drives and instincts for power) then Maru’s work may be

N mterpreted as quixotic or, at best only capable of acluevrng ephemera] success. The latter

view, at any rate, contradicts Head’s avowed 1deolog1cal and artistic tenets. She believes

that art ought to leverage’ and convey tangible soc1a1 change She is also of the view that

o soma] and political 1nequaht1es shou]d be done away with- a prOSpect she beheves to be

quite reahstrc Indeed, mythlc heroes and -heroines- are not usua]ly deterred in their
redeniptive mission by the skepticism and doubts of a reactronary flank of society. Such |
heroes and heroines triumph because they ignore, and if need be, endure or contain the

opposition.

- Nonetheless, Maru, as a soteriolog'ical hero, has his Achilles’ heels. His unsbrupuloltsness

at times assumes devilish intensity, and one is left- to wonder how such a man of
\f‘,

"-s emm;,ly devrous eapacrty could be said to possess the type of magnammrty of spirit .

that for exaniple Theseus ‘was famed to have had. Campbel!’s wew on this matter is

qmte incisive and oubht to be borne in mmd in any contemplauon of the relevance of the
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mythic persona: “There is such recklessness in this divine deliverance of the future that

. it appears to be nihilistic (353).

Lastly, Amold J.. Toynbee § comment on the inadequacy of the pursult of ideals
underpms the mhlhstlc purpose of mytlnc quests, but it also problemntlzes the moral

position of seeking for alternative ways of doing and thinking:™

.... Schism in ‘th:(_a soul, schism in the body social, will not be résolved by
any scheme of i"e»turln to t_hf_: good old days (:arc;ﬁaisnl), or by programmes
guaranteec':_I to render. an id;-“:a] projected future (futurisim), or even by the
most realistic, l_l_ardheaded work to weld togethér again the deteriorating
elements. Only;b.irth can conquer deatﬁ, the birth nét of the oid things

again, but of something new (169-175).

The dialectical quandary is how to best inter tl.e moribund arrangeménl‘s and facilitate the

sprouting of new forms of life. The answer aj;pears to be that there would necessaril? be

. some soft of death — death of the self, suffered by “scape-goats” who are prepared to

- undergo self-immolation — before true cliémge would ensue.

There will surely be births, but (he issues sometimes turn into what Anyikwei Armah has
dubbed the “Man-Child” ~ a ‘creature that speedily reverts to its pnmordxal states of
abedness and corruption (1963) Head s kinds of birth seem to negate Armah’s kind of

pejorism, as is projected in The Beautiﬁ:l Ones Are Not Yet Born.
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Conc’eiyabl&, there is just a fenuous line between utopia ane Dis-Utopia. The prosaic
nature of everyday life ensures the fact that the creator of mythic heroes or heroines
© strives to fashion stridently characters that seek to escape. the doom of heroic
111complet10n Perhaps the pragmatic thrust of the dreams of such heroes or heroines that
will keep the readers perpetually enthralled and motivated enou;:,h to’take pragmalic steps

that will eventually bring .Jnhup.xted chan;,e m lhe social mllluex
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CHAPTER EIGHT

i : EMPOWERMENT AS A MODE OF POLITICAL AFFIRMATION IN

HEAD’S FICTION .

i MYTH AND SELF- AWARENESS IN 4 QUESTION OF POWER

' EMPOWERMENT AS POLITICAL AFFIRMATION IN HEAD S FICTION

- Empowerment is an act of conscious enunciation and affirmation of people’s capacities,

skills and endowments. Empbwe'rment entails a willful, systemaﬁc promotion of self-

- actualization among the under- pr|v1]e;,ed and the depnved members ofa comnuunity. In a

way, thls process of self-affi rmation involves recognition of the ldea that a homo]ogous

conception of social order is false. Therefore, the ,act of er_ilpowemlent admits the
" possibility, indeed the cogency, of conceiving reality in heterogeneous terms. As a

process, empowerment both rends and renews the social code, as Julia Kristeva affirms

(54-5).

‘Recognition of socio-cultural marginality is the first step toward honest and self-

unconscious appraisal, giving orne “the -opportunity to seek ameliorative .or restitutive

- measures, Therefore, empowerment is a framework for laicizing power and any centrally.

- constituted phenomenon that structures human relations and modes of production. This

mode of remediative intervention rejects any absolute form of identity. Thus, -the

underlying ideology behind the couce-pl of enjpowerment is the notion that a process of
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‘of peace of mind. I shall choose a quiet backwater and work together with people” In

social and political reformation could reconstitute “marginality” and such fringe ideas.

This is a relational stance, a positionality that accommodates procedural and- structural

_changes. S ' : '

Being a sensitive writer that she is, Head is aware of the positional nature of most

prejudiced and lop-sided arrangements that encourage maltréatment, discrimination and

depravity. Therefore, she has created in her writings bharact_ersand situations that project

- change (indeed, recuperate). the social and matérial conditions of people whose lives are

“filled ‘\'vith calamity and’ disaster” (Emenyonu, éS). Head herself came fiom a

background of rootlessness, réflective of the social stigmatization'that marked her

“mulatto” status and made her persona non grata.

- In fact, Head compels the major characters in her fictional writings to act in reaction to

the social circumstances in which they operate, to choose the right options, in the face of

- systemic injustice. Makhaya says in When Rain Clouds Gather, *“1 shall choose lhéq road

The Cardinal, an incestuous,'Ar'ei_gtionship between Mouse and  Johnny extends for the
, . : .

Lt
*x

- writer the outer limits of some &f society’s dire rules and moral ‘ethos, rules that the

| protagonists in that story choose consciously to impugn.

Annie Gagiano (123) has noted that Head does not necessarily endorse or advocate incest

- as a social practice. Rather, Head anticipates sympathy, on the reader’s part, for the

awkward situation in which -Mouse and Johnny find themselves (in The Cardinals) as

they proceed to consummate their incestuous relationship (of which they are initially
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ignorant, but about which  the reader is aware). ’Ihis presentation of dramatic irony
"problematlzes the moral strlctures of society that ordmarlly exposes Johnny to rank
- ridicule and possible ostrac1sm However, Head 1nv1tes the reader to empathize with the

/

. two characters embroiled in an illicit relationship.

‘ ' N
Rl “
. - -

Just as Head does not ask the reader to condemn people who unw1ttmgly fall into error,
she-also projects the: Hlndu mythology -as a reel that plays out mcndents of social and
po]mca] injustice. The Hmdu myths m her ﬁctlon are osten31bly employed o show

among other purposes, the dlscrlmmatwe nature of the rigid and facile social systems of

class and caste, systems that underpm Hindu cosmology. Says Head:

The canvas on'which I have worked was influenced by a belief in the
Hindu view of Tr_ehirth a'nd' reincomation. Such a helief inﬂ‘uences one to
‘think that each individual, no matter what their_' present origin or
‘baekground may be, is really the total elnbodiment of human history, with
a vast accutnitlation of knowledge and experience stored in the

subconscious ‘(7‘7).' a

The human history that Head mention‘s above is tinged' with a lot of bigotry, hatred and
- manipulation. In Héad’s view, the human heart should surge withm“eonspi‘racy against all

the insanity and hatred in mankind” (603.

The solution that Head advocates for the elimination of traces of insanity and hatred is

Uil conscious intervention in the affairs of the commion people of South Africa:
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I think that our 011!y education in Sou[h Africa, as blnek people, 1s a .
political one. We ]earn bitterly, everyday, the exp]mtation, so that a iwiter
-automatically feels pressured into taking a political stand of some kind or

identifying with a camp (60). _

This sort of pragmatic meditation also entails engagément with modern agrarian and -

- scientific principles as a means of improving the living and economic standards of the

South Afiican people. Head reverseé in her treatment of the African soil the lype of

~gussied up sentimentalism associated with writers like Christopher-Okigbo, Leopold

Senghor and Okot P’Bitek. T'hese writers have each a sort of romantic attachment to the
soil and to 1ts fertile grounds. Head overtums this dependence on the putatively
regenerative power of the soil and the spiritual ambience it purported]y casts. She rather
slufts her attenticm to the p_ractical use ‘that peop’le could make of it (using modern,

scientific tools and practices) to eke out a living and to ward oﬂ" the ielncorporatlon of

'humamty into the vortex of darkness and primitivism.

In the novel Maru, we find Mafgaret equipped with the skills that enabies her to educate
people about the dangers of social discrimination. Margaret’s state of economic and

financial independence makes her the more attractive to the contending duo of Maru and

.Moleka. Head seems, therefore, to endorse the belief that education opens up the mind

and prepares one for clear thinking and pragmatic action. Maru, in marrying Margaret,

further provides the latter with “the - opportunity for self-actualization. Margaret’s

. empowerment is a sort of. affirmative action geared toward providing economic
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indepéndence to the Marsawas employment; in addition, her example also affords them

‘ polftica_l and educational opportunities.

In A Question of Power, then, Elizabeth equaily possesses a palpably liberated outl.ook on
life. She is depicted as a soﬁ Vof freewheeling artist, in the mold of Virginia Woolfs Lily
Briscoel (To the Lighthouse), ‘but, unlike Lily, Elizabeth’s mind is buffeted by some
intgmal tu.rmoil that deranges ﬁex' for long stretches of time. What restores her sanity is
cooperative farming — work geared towards gaining mastery over the demoﬁic forces that

intrude on her consciousness.

®

Consequently, Head’s pféOCCUpation (in both her major and minor fictional works) is the -

socjal, economic, spiritual and political emancipation of h'er characters. One can, thus,
safely Ideduce that Head, through her writings, is very intler'ested in helping is people
advance beyond 'iheir primary and natural limitations to gam pfégminehce, acpcptability
and’ relevance. She achieves this leverziging through de]ibei‘aiely empowering - her

characters, which constantly choose affirmative actions. In fact, Head holds such

affirmative actions as a model of regenerative and corrective mediation.
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MYTH AND SELF-AWARENESS IN A QUESTION OF POWER

If a total view of life admits contradictions, as part of the truth, then the

man who sees completely must necessar:ly suffer confus:on fo the pomt of

madness (Spencer, 124).

If the preceding chapter, which dwells on Meru, has highlighted the redemptive role of

“the mythic hero, vis-a-vis humanity in general, then A Question of Power, Head’s third

novel, records the gruelling process of individuation and personal awareness. R.D. Laing

. (116) emphasizes the point that madness is a sort of “safety-valve” for those who see life

from tangent pomts those South Africans (or indeed anybody else) who were neither

“white nor black” He pamcularly links madness with a mythical descent that achieves

restoration. This state of restoration may have eluded Armah’s listless and generic hero,

The Man, who in The Beautiful Ones Are Not Yet Born(1963)-eventually disconnects

with every “valuable” tie or relationship on account of his pe'rceiv'ed effeteness and non-
relevance in the fulfillment of familial and societal expectations.. For Head, however, her

herome Elizabeth, in 4 Question of Power re- cmerges from thie labyrinths of dementia

' and hysterla to beg,m a new way of life, to forge a unique vision that perceives events and :

phen‘omena from positive and t-herapeutic pers.pectives.

In'4 Question of Power, Head does not present the reader with-a hero who resigns his or

her high position in order to serve humankind by liberating a portion of it. Rather, Head

.- infroduces a heroine cast in the mythical mode, who personally grafjples with the problem

of viewing life from its complex and multi-sided forms. In effect, his is examining life in
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its absolute and an all-extensive form enables the heroine to re-define her actual and

syxﬁbolic roles'in relation to the rest of her people.

As she does in When Rain Clouds Gather and Maru, Head also employs mythic features

- in A Question of Power. The heroine, Elizabeth is a monomythical figure whose career

follows the formula represented in rites of passage: separation (contemplative life) ~

initiation —Eretum, Maduagwu (1997) has observed that this sort of heroine is found in all

_ cu]ttrrgs and traditions of the world.. The Greeks define a heroic persona as one that is not -

L - N

always a supernatural being, but who, having affinity with the gods, is reified on acc@unt

of his or her hugely phenomeual -exp]dits. Whatever their background, heroes and

" heroines are known as people who transform human conditions, whose actions “liberate

the people from oppression or problems anc challenges that threaten their existence”

(425).

i

Because Elizabeth’s quest in A Question of Power is one for composite i]luminati(;n, the
visioﬁ she seeks is the absolute .'kEO\.vledge of a sage, seer or prophet. Such Visi_on usually
culminates in the ﬁﬁiﬁcatiozi of the dual arms of the ManiEllean concept — light and
darkneé_s, good‘and evil, pride_'and humility, God and Satan, ethn_icity and absence of

inter-ethnic animosity, awareness and ignorance, spiritual wealth and paucity of spiritual

© gifts. To.acquire this unified awareness, Elizabeth must encounter the force of virtue, in

Selld_, and then have this experience exploded in her interfac}es with Dan and Medusa.

Finally, Sello rescues her from the wiles of Dan, réston’hg her sense of morality and
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enlarging her scope of perception. Elizabeth, coming face-to-face with evil, survives

its rapacious embrace.

In her canersatioﬁ with Lee Nichole, Head acknowledges the fact that confronting evil

was, for her, a moral imperative:

In my novel, A Question of Power, 1 was efctremely bothered to
define evil. I was looking for answers all along to questions of
exploitation, thit is, if we have to fight evil, we ought to present them

as they really are... (_198] , 54).

i

. In Head’s view, the ogre of super-human greatness, and the evil this misconception

inheréﬁt]y unleashes, oughi toi be ﬁdntélly challenged if h'u.m:‘mi'ty is t.o achieve social
justice and economic emﬁoWermeht. Power-inaniacs ‘manifést their antics insidiously.
Apparently, people are too easily cowed to acquiesce in, or endorse, derogz_&tory ‘pl‘i‘lCﬁCES.
Those who venture to speak out lmight m'erely undertake gestures of tokenism that end up
massaging the ego of the lra:rnsgressors. Strident and unwavering temcrity is necded to
subvert and eventually fopple evil systems, as the casb_s of apartheid in South Africa and

the colour barin America have demonstrated. As Wole Soyinka has forcefully asserted in

The Man Died (1972), the m:]r_l'dies in him who fails to_speak out against oppression and

brutality:

~ In light of the above observations on the invidious nature of evil, Head has notably

infused 4 Question of Power with various moral posers that insist on dialectal resolution. -

'
1
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Thus, the main feature of A Question of Power is its structural principle of dialectal

- -

positionality. This principle entails a bipolarity that sorts ideas, people and phenomenon
as positive or negative prepositions. Accordingly, characters are matched against one
another'in a series of antagonistic dyads and collisiohs Within this bipolar framework

ideas acquire the capablhty of embodymg contrastive mﬂechons and the capamty to

achieve complex1ty.

However, ideas do not exist sui generis. They determine the pljlot-seqhence of the story in
the novel and: they motivate and impellthe characters who people the work of fiction.
Accordingly,'in works of fiction like Head’s, in- which fictional elements depend on the
author’s vision for a full realization of their heuristic meanings there is, as Jose Ortega Y
Gasset observes a tendency to attempt the ob]ectlﬁcatlon of the subjective (35). The

sub}ectnre here refers to the themes and ideas, whtch constltute and concretlze the

~writer’s vision. These themes and ideas are objectlf ed when they are made to crystalllze

in believable charactet s W]lOSC actions reflect a te]eo]oglcal onentatnon

Because the major characters in A Quesrion ¢f Power objectify ideas, Head denies them

all the facilities and features easily available to chatztctets 71'11: the conventional novel:
depiction of characters with'recogniz_a'b]e details of dress e_gd personage; portrayal of
actions logically, in consonance with temperament, character traits and personal whims;
functional, realistic settings presented throug‘h representative  description, and
mannensms De- emphasnzm;, the above features m A Question of Power g guarantees the

explmatlon of symbohc rather- lhdn literal, significations, and this stylistic [)ILILICIILB of

,
-~

_ Head’s preserves the cosmic and universal quality of the myths that each specific
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- character in A Question of Power embodies, or which all of the characters conjointly

embody.

As illustration, the characters in the novel do not have last names; they are srmp]y called

Dan, Sello, Tom, Elizabeth, Eugene Graham and Ken051 Altemahvely, they appear as

"

symbohc abstractlons Miss Sewing Machine, Miss erggly-Bottom, and Miss Squelch-

Squelch On the other hand, stlll they directly bear mythlc names: Isrs Osms Chrlst ‘

David, Buddha Shiva, and Al Capone Rarely does the reader get to know chuls of

where or with whom the characters live, for example. The char-acters in A Question of

Power possess as it were, a fluid, charismat: ¢ quality. Such mstances among several

- ‘others of a similar nature, prowde the eschatologrcal atmospheres which imbue the novel

with ponderous complexity.

Under the above arrangement, non-representational or abstract ideals (represented in

characters, settings or symbols) form the structure of 4 Question of Power, which is

. "ju)ttapositiona]. In Elizabeth’s case, counter-pointed ideas stand for the different psychic
states that she ,undergoes in the course of her mythic experiencé. Because Head prefers to

-emphasize only those details that percolate to the core of a character’s personality, A

Question of Power is at once. intensely personal and extremely abstract. As far as it traces

the various uses of ethnological differences, the aspects of power relations, and the varied

_ conceptions of sexuality, A Question of Power is a theoretical construct. Flowever, as far

as it is descriptive and evocative of the personal life of Elizabeth, this autobiographical

novel by Head is personal, almost lyrical. Therefore, Head is maintaining a balance in

this novel between the general and the specified, with each aspect enhancing, and feeding

into the other. Invariably, then, a deep personal relationship reaches outward, to the
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general sphere Thus, there is a merger of hrstorlc time (mythlc tlme) with present time

(contemporaneous time), and realrty eagerl v yields to unreahty, in a filmic miasma.

which the open- structured novel permits.

Because A Question of Power is open -structuréd, making possible a conqlderable

: expansron of the theoretrca[ and technrcal qualities. of the conventlonal novel, there is a

purposrveu destruction of the “frame” of this novel so that its contents can ﬁ'ec]y spill
outwardly. Einstein’s rel-ati\ri)st theory has, as Jose y Ortega Gasset argues, advocated
juxteposition as a structural -element in fiction (35). Juxtaposition works in two ways: the
juxtaposed- clements might be so homogeneous as to evoke a monolithic errperience or

they might be so disparate as to appear fragmented. In 4 Question of Power, juxtapoé_ition

- is achieved by the Manichean coupling of characters, ideas and situations; by' the

]

admixture of the banal and the terrifying (sometimes hallowed), to create a fragmented

structure, and by the use of “prose panels” — a literary style in which short, th apsodic

© prose passages are'strung :_together by spatial casualness. These prose pieces often

embody descriptions, presentations, comments, reveries and dialogic interfaces that have

dramatic import, often containing varied thematic and moral values or viewpoints.

According to Gasset, the “prose panels” mentioned above (as a narrative structure in 4 -

Question of Power) are then left for the reader to synthesize in_to one whole ensemble. As

Spenser observes, “in all works that are construoted upon patterns'of juxtaposition, the
spectator or reader must provide the .harmoniziné and unifying overall view” (68). In 4
Question of Power, each “prose panel” implanted by Head usually provides a unique

perspective on Elizabeth’s mental turmoil, or it casts a penumbra on the activities,
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.insights, inﬂuence or points of view of her fellow characters. This is the principle of

linear successmn that entails rapld movemensf for when spaces are treated dynamlcally

.(that is, w1th an awareness of therr counter-pomtmg effects and the refracted relanon ShlpS

possible to each one) more and more posmbr'rhes for new experience exist (Butor 49).
The use. of “prose panels” permits the sim‘ultaneous uofol_ding of the variegated
experiences that Elizabeth undergoes before she acquires self-awareness and a totalizing

view of life.

Related to Head’s use of spatial elements to create poignant effect is her use of narrative

techniques that reinforce the mythic quality of her art. Sophia ngotte (1977) quarrels
_ with Head’s use of the apparently objective (rather than the sub_]ecttve) point of view in 4
' Questzon of Power to create the sort of emotronal drstancmg that antobiography

dlsallows Admlttedly, the sub_]ectrve (First- Person Point of Vrew) would’ hug,ely curtar]

and undermine the expansrve perSpectlve \Vhth the author projects throug,h the pnsm of
myth. What Head prefers to dwell on, revea] and eXphcate are the multrfarlous facets of ‘

reality, which the ]lmlted (hrst -person) pomt of view would obvrously elide. The author

Utl]lZlIlg the mythic structure needs to emp]oy an-omniscient perspectl ve that is capable

‘of delivering an a]]-rounded survey and interpretation of human eXperiences.

The teclmiques of in medias res, internal reveries flashback, flash+forward, etc, provide

the novelist writing in the mythic mode with a fluid opcrat:onal space. Lqually, a flexible

chronological arrangement is essentlal for the enunciation of the subject matters to which-
myths naturally respond. Contraryto .ngude’s imputation of faults in Head’s narrative
style, the above- mentroned narratwe techmques are not “presumptuous” {out ofplace) n

A Quesnou of Power. They rather complement and enrich the artistic vision of the author,

*
1
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whose avowed mtentlon is to step out of the box,” breaking al] the conventlonal moulds

~of artistic creatmg, in ﬁctlona] terms :

- The blographléa] detarls contamed in A Questwn of Power are partlally those of Head and -

partlally those of her fictional proxy, Elizabeth. Many parallels could be establishedin

the lives of creator and "artifa_ct”: the two woraen were born in the asylum, to which their

mothers were consigned for apparently beng insane: ﬂaéy areé divorcees and they

themselves have suffered mental breakdown. In any case, Elizabeth’s career does not
. present a mere biography per se. In Elizabeth’s story, Head utlhzes biographical materlal‘
~in ekploring the transcendent issues of p-e.rsonal awareness, the .essence and the

'ramlﬁcatlons of divinity, the em}:,matlc quahty of g ;:,ood and evil, the destructive potential

of spiritual and political power the significance of cooperatlve living, the virtue in

hunnhty; and the pitfalls o‘fpa_rochialism.-

' Ehzabeth 1S kept ignorant of her own and of her mother s background until she is

'4.‘ -

thirteen, when she is taken away from the woman she had thou_ght was her mother, and

" sent to a mission schoo] Wlthout tact or he51tat10n the principal of the schoo] ~ a cruel,

unscrupulous garluious, whrte ‘person — blurts out to her

" .
1'_' o
.‘ ¥ b

" You must be very careful. Your mother was insane. If you’re not
careful, you’ll get insane just like your mother. Your mother was a
.white woman. They had to lock her up, as she was having a child by

the stable boy; who was a native (16).

The principal also starts isolating the young girl any time Elizabeth strikes back at a child

who calls her names or who molests her. Thus commences Elizabeth’s protracted period
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of crippling self-consciousness- an- experience that makes-her look inward for the

- meaning of life. Thereafter, her marriage to ar inveterate sex-maniac is short-lived, as she

- cannot endure the man’s lechery. In fact, discovery of her husband’s promiscuity colours

her assessment of Dan, whose libido she associates with moral depravity.

rd

As a schoolteacher at Motaben'g, Elizabeth encounters Sello and Dan who each employs

- psychic powers to influence her thoughit-processes. She is chosen as a vessel for mythical

o -

-revelation because she is spiritually attuned to such an experience. Sello’s intention in

allowing Dan to tempt Elizabeth is to open her eyes to the profoundr truths about human

existence.

Whereas Sello aids Elizabeth, in attaining self-awareness, Dan strives strenuously to

~occlude her vision. Sello has as counterparts the Asian and the Father, and in his- former

role as Osiris, he had had affairs with Isis - a transforinative feminine essence. His foil is
Sello-in-the-brown-suit, who weaves distracting illusions in Elizabeih’s mind. On the
other hand, Dan’s partners and accomplices are mainly women, in conformity with his

»

extreme sexuality. His principal partner in this direction is Medusa, a_spiritual monster

- who helps to-overturn Elizabeth’s psychic balance and undermine the positive thoughts

that the heroine already has of Sello. Thus, the issues involved ii_l'A_ Question of Power

are moral and ethical ones; and the insight gained by the pi‘otagpnist encompasses the

ouster of the evil forces personaliied in Dan, Medusa and Sello-in-the-brown-suit.

Dan and Medusa are able to _subject Elizabeth to intermittent and intense periods of -

mental breakdown from whibh_ she occasionully escapes by engaging in the farm-work

organized by Eugéne, Graiham and Tom,.— avant garde expatriates who settle in Batswana

. —
Li
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. relationship with Kenosi, her friend.

to help'the natives improve_ their means of subsistence. From her high plane of mystical
exploraﬁ_on, Elizabeth occasionally establishes contact with the grain of human life in

order to provide for Shorty, her son’s needs. This she does by maintaining a working .

What Elizabeth goes through is no ordinary dementia. Sello andDan ere used to teach her
several lessons about life. In Sello, she learns that the oonceoté of good and evil exist at a
conﬂuence and are not 'merely in mutually exclusive, tensio_n. Selio a]so teaches her
spiritua];. hum_i‘_l_ity. However, ..she learns in an and Medusa ‘the destructiveness of

untamed power and unbridled passion. At the end of her psychic ekperi ence, she acquires

- -the will to live and apprec'iates the true essence of divinity.

L

Since 4 Question of Power constitutes a mythic experience of self-awareness, Elizabeth’s

~ encounter with Se}lo and Dan is dlalechcally oriented. After first meetmg Sello, her

knowledge of him is subsequently exploded by what Dan revea1s to her. Therefore in
terms of spatial arrangement A Question of Power presents, as if consecutively and
Juxtopositionally, the heroine’s encounter with the psychic fofees-represented by Sello

and Dan. Thus, the book consists of two broad sections — “Sello” and “Dan.” However,

 this arrangement does not imply a strictly logical narrative sequence. Rather, the novel

being open structured and mythopoeic, such an arrangement reflects a vast, diffuse,
P _

confusing and complex world, quite ‘independent of conventional ideas of

characterization, time and space, giving the impression of asymmetry (Spencer). In

historical penods, when man _feels uneasy, oppressed, confused overwhelmed and

. ‘ -

terrlﬁed of his natural and human environment, artists tend to abandon realism for a style

. that seeks exaggeration distortion and abstraction. During such historical epochs of tragic
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experiénces, images of the world that are simplified and reduced to bare essences

provide, accordingly, a comforting sense of a basic stability of life. As fuﬁher analyses

- would demonstrate, Head’s 4 Question of Power reflects this attempt to grapple with, and

comprehend, the horrid, dissolute aspects of human life.
The first section of the novel, “Sello,” containg details, incidents and portraits that are
seemingly unrelated. Randomly spliced togethér are loose threads of Elizabeth’s

childhood, “prose panels” commenting on politicﬁl ideologies and on other philosophical -

¢
-t

' issues, snatches of the local environment of Motabeng, and accoﬁnts of the heroine’s first

and subsequent encounters with Sello. Evaluzting and arranging all these details is one

sensitive mind (Elizabeth’s) trying to lodgea faothold on the quicksand called life.

- In other words, only one center of consciousness reconciles the internal and the external

landscapes within the novel, bui;t-l1'i.s consciousness is not unique basically on account of
intellectual and‘ philesophical, or of éveﬁ spiritual, sophistication. Rather, such a
consci—ousness is sharpened by ‘recognition of the protagonist’s steréologic_:al role .in the
narrative. In conceiving‘ the storysin-4 Question of Power, Head‘,appears to be troubled by
the immensity and the varieties of evil that ‘hinders humankind from experiencin.g
spiritual unification and economic, as well as political empowerment. Thus, behind the
facade of perstz)nal consciousheés lurks the spectre of heroic exi'st'ence, whether us fact or

as possibility. Therefore, Elizabeth’s eventual victory over Dan and Medusa is a mythical

A'triunil_ph in which the heroine purges the psyche (whether personal or collective) of the

enigmas of evil and oppression.
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Ehzabeth 5 spmtual mentor, Sello who lzcks a ]as-t ﬁame and who possesses no
sociological antecedents like the other chara‘,tcrs—m A Questzon of Power, is a mythlc :
figure deplcted na symbohc manner. Because his role and actibns have a cosmic value,
he prefers to -identify w1th no partlcular geographical patch of the earth: “He loved each
particle of earth ar'ound him_, Vthe everyday sunrise, the people and -z’mimals of the village
of Mota!)éng; perhaps his l(;ve jnciuded .the universe” (11), Néither a divine personage
nor an immortal, Sello has a pr.i'vileg_ed relation w1;th: the éupeﬁlatural (like Achilles or
Odfsﬁ_eus in Greek mythd]ogy), whether it is 'th'le. supematufal of the gods or whether it is
the natural supematuralism-of the ereated world. He thus illustrates, as did Maru in the
preqediqg chapter, the “fact t'h_at heroism (esp;ecially in the mythic ﬁdde) must have a

specified and a special relation to a metaphysical or ontological source.

v

Coﬁsequently, if Sello’s physical presence ‘is underplayed; his spirituality is greatly
undérscored. For instance, S_.ello.has undergqglé a sefies of inner development t'hzllt also
parallels the inner metamorphoéis in Elizabetlli, his spiritual partner. Obviously, the two
personas experience “parallel illumination’_’ because “most of what applied to Sello '

applied to her, because they were twin souls with closely-linked destinies and the same

capacity to submerge other- pre-occupations in a pursuit after.the things of the soul” (11-

C2).

| Though their primary concern is with spiritual phenomena, Sello and Elizabeth are

opposed to the miéuSe of spiritual and po]itica-l—-power. They are baffled at the ease with‘

- which “powerful persons can prey upen loosely knit personalltles" (]2) On ﬂllS matter

they fee! alike with thelr creator, Head, who employs the myths about Hitler, Napoleon

and Caligula to illustrate the evil intrinsic i an abusive use of power (14). Such a
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x négativé disb]ay of power Lisya!ly has destructive consequences. Ado]ph Hitler,
Napoleon Bonaparte and Caius .Caesa'.-r Augustus Germanicus (Caligula) were men
riotorious not only brecause‘ of ihejr zest for wbrld hegemony but also because of their

* unchecked greed, cruelty, . amorality and . sex-mania. These men represent the
Euhemeristic portréyal of -historical figures whose actions so grip a people tllz;-t—the
historical p‘érsonas end up beiﬁg mytholo.gized'in ﬁeople’s mmaginations. The above vices
committed by Hitler and his ilkf are only a few guises under which human evil manifests.
Beséie Head condemns such displays of evil in.all of her writings. |

One of the ploys used by therafore-mentiqned autocrats was the b'ogeylof racism, which

enabled ﬂ;em to pillage, plunder and decimate whole towns, cities, ki_ngdoms and pepp]és.
~Racism, rooted in irrationality, is an expression of egoism and‘i; non-creative (19). In

Head’s oﬁinion, racism is an aspeci: of the dark period of human existence and should no

longer be practised.-It is from this dark period_that S‘eilq wants to liberate Elizabeth,
sgeki‘ng to take her to a new rl)h'ase characterized by ;moral goodﬁ;‘ss and universal unity.

Theréfore, awareness of human imperfe'.ctiou, plus a willingness to contribute towards its

correction, -éonstitules the ].)zisic step to self-redemption. As W,a]t;ar L. Reed ‘h.as noted in

Meditations on the Hero, the he-n.)., in 5o far as his conflicts alwa);s involve some germ or

“vestige of social and moral concern, may be depicted as an eventual redeemer (5).

In redeeming others, the hero also liberates and regenerates himself or herself, The heroic

figure is not heroic just because of moral excellence but because he or she has scaled the -

/

common pales of morality: good and evil. Such a figure is the solution, or is contributory
to the solution, of the problems of society. The heroine in A Question of Power becomes

aware of this special role afier a period of soul-s_earchiﬁg. The course of action she takes

¥
£
- .
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thereafter underscores the notion that the character, as.a fictional e]ement, can be used as
ca vehicle_of social transformation. With this end in view, nove’lists create the figure and

-

"~ ideal of the hero or heroine, a person who possesses wholeness self-unconscious passmn

‘\ - and the ablhty to act in a decisive 1 manner.

. L - -
X

" When Sello first inhabits Elizabeth’s psyche and then physically OCCllpICS her room, she
loses conscuousness of day- today existence and beg,ms an exercise, al‘ihough
unconsciously, in mtrospectlon; In the course of time, we are told that:

She was not sure if she were awake or asleep, and often afterwards...

dream perceptions and waking reality were to become confused (22).

Elizabeth’s status conforms to the career history: of mythical figures-in which normally an
assertion of the powers of physical perception is preceded by loss of the self, a total
Blanking of the mind. What Elizabeth perceives appear like dreams and nightmares.

The dream, as a mythopoeic element, provides _E]iz-abeth not only the

P , facilities of free assocnatlon and access to spiritual power; it also Iends an

aura of ntual and supematurahsm to her' expenences‘. Joseph Campbell has
defined dream as “the personalized myth”, for in tI:le dream the forms
perceived are twisted by the peculiar troubles of the dreamer (]5)-

Elizabeth’s mind is peculiarly suited to lhe dramatization of the archelypal

conflict between pood and evil.

4

- In trying to come to terms with the phenomena of good and evil, Elizabeth’s mind is

~ splintered by spliced and elusive concepts about human existence. Madness for'becomes

180



S

a sort of “safety-valve” (Laing, 19), prefa‘ciﬁg the restoration of her schizophrénic

sensibilit_ies. As a mythical heroine, Elizabel:: possesses a superior sensibility, able to

‘withstand the rigours of psychic disorientation.

'.Furthelmore in 4 Question of Power, Sc]lo -in-brown-suit uses lanf,uage (dialogue) in

frequent reference to E]lzabeth S assumed frigid sexuality, as a tool for ridicule. Women

(in this case, Elizabeth) are used to show off male bravad'o'and' vapid sexuality. There

‘ CXIStS lt appears an unéqual, prempltous relationship between Ellzabeth and Sello-in-

~ar -

brown—sult Head later balances the scale with the introduction of the other Sello, who
projects a less sallow view o'fthe male essence. He is humane, uﬁderstﬁnding and hardly

pondescending. Sello, in effect, disables the “erotic of domination” embodied by Sello-in-

~brown-suit. In the words of Gerald M. Machean, “Erotics of domination attempts to

' extract surplus value that rewards some _pc;o_ple, while dumping others” (in Kauffman

2

148). Sello‘s personality is the stabilizing force that Elizabeth needs to transform into a

. new phase of existence, springing from the grave of rank sexuality, as we find in her

encounter with Sello-in-the- brown-suit.

Sello’s possession of the heroine’s mind through astral travel is so palpable that, on one

.- occasion, when Tom the American agronomist expresses surprise at the deep level at

. whlch she discusses metaphysical issues, the latter distinctly hears a strange voice say,

“Yes that’s right.” Immedmtely, the chair on which Sello permanently sits-in Ellzabeth s

_‘_.,.._.

. room falls down with a clattermg noise (74) Sello bemg a mystlcal ﬁgure, reveals-

Inmself as an abclcss pe:sonahty who, through repeated reincarnation, has gone tlnough
B ‘

cyc]e‘s of permutation. As Elizabeth says of him, “his past life had pervaded the who]e

world” and hefhad chosen religion as a vocatica. In the past acons of human civilization,

i
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he had evolved from Caligala to Osiris and now to his present form of a god. He tells
Elizabe_th, “I’'m very old, you know, in my soul. I have completed billion cycles in my
" deétiny. You are only two.” (34). Like Elizabeth, therefore, Sello is a cosmic ;._fprce

foilowi,ng the cosmogonic féte of perpetuated essence.

Ow.ing to his mythic orientation, Sello never -gelts b-o‘m withou’; the “prophecies.” The
‘p1'0p]1e§ies’ would presage a new mode of accessing and measuring e_x'i)erience. The
* object of his mythic quest is .the tformation of an ideal society m which spiritual power,
anq indeed all other | ﬁ)rms; oi'; tel;li)oral power,. is stripped of destructive aﬁd ‘
deh.mnanizing potential. Theréfore,}i Question of Power, like ﬁﬂ;en Rain Clouds Gather
and -Maru;-is a novel of utopia in which Head projects an ideal future charted by
“beautiful people.” Elizabéth shares this dream with Sel_lb ‘and, ‘because of her
-transfonna.tive role, is appqinted the “prophet”-of t.he new -dispénsation. She is the person
- who will enw's'ion, articu]z_it'e'.and_ feaiize 'this new world. She gaiﬁ_s a‘Warcness of her-
. spirituality, and of Sello’s positive ir_lﬂﬁence on her spiritual life,'tllrough a rigorogs
exercise of mystical meditation,lhecause of which she-'discd‘ve‘_ré; the varidus phases of

spiritual development she has undergone.

_ Just as Sello has metamorphosed through several stages and through numerous forms, so
have El'izabetl.l, ‘Dan and Medusa. gone throug;;l' phases of psychic deve]opment. “Where
Elizabeth had_in_ the past worked.—with Sello, Dan had gained Directorship of the woﬂd
-(temporé}l hegemony) “since 1"9/.1 0.” His avowed aim is to scuttle Sello’s préphecies.
E]izabeth 1s the m).nh'ic‘ ve_ssegl who, in te]eolﬁgicall myth, shall manifest the divine

purpose. Dan, the force of nihilism, is bent on destroying this human vessel of divine

~g -
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revelation. However, Sello is aware of Dan’s dubious intentions and employs his

superior spiritual powers to contain and undermine his mythic adversary.

Beihg omniscient and omnipresent, Sello is able to unify the widely disparate experiences

reflected- in A Question of Power. His vision,_ his direction and his inspiration” are

. therefore strictly teleological, in consonance with his mythic role.. A parallé] could be

drawn in God’s relationship with Job within the Christian'myth. Just as God permitted

. Satan to tempt Job or just as God allowed C'hrist to be tested. at Gethsemane, so does »

Sello allow Dan to confound Elizabeth’s visioﬁ, distorting her notions of morality. This

notion of nfanipulative ability in A4 Questioi of Poiver is conveyed in . the cluster of

images suggestive of gadgets, toys, swifChboaz"ds, conscles and buttons used by Head. In -
order to create his beautiful world of the futu] 2, for instance, Sello sits “at a sw1tchboard :
p]uggmg in the lines to all the beautiful people he had on call” (29).

Sellos’s vision of an ideal world eschews racial intolerance. He warns Elizabetl) that, in

spite of her suffering back in South Africa, she must not hate white people because most

e - - .
“of the mythic heroes or heroines descend from them. For instance, Eugene, a white
expatriate in Motabeng, is a “white G-od”"whose precursor we have seen in Gilbert of

~ * When Ram Clouds Gather.. Through Sello’s lmes of communication, Elizabeth is

puwleged to have a mythical revelation of Eugene. While she is in a trance, Euj,ene
appears to her as “the father”. In this same trance, Sello 15 seen to merge with Eugene’s

soul because the two men share spmtual afﬁmly They are equally possessed of the same-

type of polltlcal consciousness: the empowerment of the downtrodden, the establishment

of the rigf]t balance of power relations. So alike in disposition are Eugene and Sello that

they *“seemed to be easily 'irxiershaf]geab]e souls, because Sello stood up, walked
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straighi into his person (Eugene’s) and totally disappeared” (30).

Interchangeability of physical (or even. psychic) forms is a dominant feature of A

- Question of Power. Change of .,fonns is'a supernatural facility that enables the mythic

figure to dissimulate, elude his or her foes, subtly manifest his or her presence, or steal
(acquire) the divine boon. This transformative capacity creates such diffusions as allow

for the widest propagation of prescriptive values. A writer like Head knows how to

deploy astutely this facility in the eharacters she ‘hasvcreated, because she has as her chief

focus the reordering of the world. In a highly mystical experience, thls ‘transformative

' ~ ability leads to iuniﬁcation,'a‘sort of total at-oneness. Elizabeth, for example, is capable of

experiencing at-oneness with Sello: “She had no distinct personality from Sello™ (52).
What appears initially as a psychic invasion on Sello’s part ‘is actually a mode of
mutually adjustive internalization. It is a mechanism for social, as well as politicel

condltlonmg that impels the protagomst toward praxis. Enlr;:,htenment (pefception of the

.‘mythre pcrsona s political destnly) deternnms and charactenzes the persona s actlons

VIS-(1-Vis qncrety and other mdwrduals

The above kind of enlrghtenment about a mythlc persona [ destmy redeems humankmd

* and elevates the actua]rzer of destiny to the status of apotheosrs As a god- type, Eugvne

for instance, is committed 1o allevrntm;: the h.lrsh condrtrons under which the poor of

. Africa live. “The poor of Africa” (or the. geographical s'pace of Africa) becomes the
. metaphonc object of Eur_.,ene E quest Therefore, his agrlcultural project is tailored .

* towards the attamment of the mythrc goal of transformmg the present state of human

consciousness, as well as allevratmg the human miSery-index. Accordingly, Eugene’s
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fight is against “paverty” and against evil is universally extendable. To symbolize his

readiness to serve, Eugene divests himself before Elizabeth and dons the tattered, dirty

rags worn by the poor and the beggars. Dives'titu"r__e"""here is expressive of extreme

humility, and the desire to serve.. Equally, identification with the poor is an antecedent

~ stage to deification. The symbolic equation can be thus rendered: humility = apotheosis

"statement ina palﬁcular context acquires a universal significance” (inNeil Postman, 1985

(see diagram below).

APOTHEOSIS

1

.As Northrop Frye observes of resonance in myfhdpoesis, “Through r'eéohance a particular

2

19). Fryé calls metaphor the “generative force;” (he force that unifies and invests

phenomena with meaning, contextual inflections, and extendibility. Indisputably, these

features can be applied to Eugehe"s»personal ity.

~ Clearly, the above equation could be traced in all myths. Christ, within the Christian lore,

assumed mortality in order to assert his'immortality and vindicate his divinity. In Oriental
mythology, Buddha preferred mendicant rigour to the comfort within palatial bounds that

should have been his natural haunt. In order to be able to repudiate his heritage, he had to

.

seek for illumination through arduous trials, gaining apotheosis in the end.

- -
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Because Elizabeth in A Question of Power is an active partner in the above-stated

objective of rescuing and rehabjlitating the poor, she receives a glittering crown as a

reward. While presenting her with this crown, Eugene tells her:

We have worked together for a long time. This is my earnings with ybu.

We’ll work together again, but you prepare the way (30).

Anothe;',\‘voman, anonymous, awards Elizabeih a crown of “earning.” The crown is the
prize awaiting the mythic hero or llergiine v-ho, however, must “prepare the wzif’ by
embarking on a mythical adventure and accomniplishing the task that .v\’/ould be a.ssigned to
him or her. In Elizabeth’s case, this consists in her coming to an unders:fanding qf the true

essence of good and evil; it equally involvesher engaging in positive work.

iy e

Woark geared toward improving the human condition often entails self-sacrifice and

“absolute dedication to the objective of human development. This objective becomes an

1)

ideological cause, a soit of moral credo, to which the mythical ‘persona is irrevocably

committed. Such a cause is hgcéssarily expressed through concerted action, a practical
platfoﬁn'for thle articulation éﬁd demoﬁstration of ideals, tenets and coda of a reciprocal
order; In Elizabeth ’vls case, Sell_o-mak.es her watch a procession of matured “servants to the
cause.”

————

+

The ambulant species that Elizabeth observes all have the “expression of people who had

- killed and killed and killed again in one cause after another for the liberation of mankind™

(35). Participation in such humanitarian ventures entitles the mythic persoha to the

supreme title of ‘God.” As IEIizalfélh sees it,
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The type of people Sello referred to as‘God seem to be ordinary, practical,
sane people, seem_i‘ﬁgiy their only distinction  being that they had

consciously concentrated on spiritual “earnings” (31). .

.‘Accordmgly, these “Gods” in Head’s fictional wor]d work for the reah?ation of “equallty

‘of man in hls soul”. A sine qua non for attammb th:s hallowed status of godhead would, it

seems, be the capacity to identify directly with lhe poor and the humble. Apparently, as far

as Head is concerned, the qualification foridentifying with the poor and the humble is the

| willingness to participate in the process of wealth redistribution and the diffusion of

proprietorship rights. In fact, an Asian man - one of those spir.itual pe?sonages operating

within Elizabeth’s metaphysical space — remdnstrates with her for not being fully engaged

yet in service to the poor.

Another requirement for attaining the divine essence is the propensity to be inured to

physical death. Rather than _su'rceusc fhe powé.l.' of my.sli-ca]ﬂ per};c;_[)ﬂti':)n,' death actually
heightens it. Death, in fact, is aﬁ extension of metaphysical access. ‘N-ot ;llerely a physif;a]
event, death (within <the mythopoeic context) is a psychic process that could transform a
person"s soul tp extra-ordinary 'pilantomé, shap_e:s and spéctér‘s. Says IEI"izab‘eth regargling
this inter_changeability of forms. in- mythopoetic expeﬁence, “I killed, yes, but from that day

—

she became a follower of the lord” (33).

In other words, death loses its pangs in mythopoeic experience and assumes positive,
enriching, life enhancig, potential. As such, death becomes the gateway to a more

sophisticélted and spiritual perception that ultimately gives rise. to new vistas of human

.experience. Sello speaks in the following terms of his transformation during the Osiris-Isis
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phase of 'e'xi's:tence: “My death at that time broke the hold she had over me.” In short,
death is madé to perform a 'li_bé‘ratin'g, not a damniog, role in mythic consciousnoss.‘ _Dying
is but a more turn of the cosmogonic wheel that ushers in another phase or dimenéion of
myﬂuc consciousness. Thus, in death may be found the dialectal logic of thesis-antithesis-

synthes:s In thlS cosmogonic experience, there is no cataclysmlc revo]utzon enbendered

~but p051t1ve change could ensue all the same. Because of the cosmic role.s they play, mythic

heroes live beyond death because, at the terminal point of their career, they attain divinity

and immorality. Their entire lives and actions thus yield universal and timeless resonance,

thus echoing Frye’s remarks on the global applicability of myth_ic (metaphoric) experience.
Aside from learning something abou_t her_i.mia‘.a divinity — becauso of her mythic role —
Eljzabeth. also beoomes av}aré of the invidious ..ature of evil, a theme that runs through 4
Quesﬁon of Power and other works by Head.'."'ln Head’s view, evil is as natural to humanity
as air s mdlspcnsable to human existence: “It d1d not matter who planned evil, it was
always there, the plan” (34) As P corollary, even the best of lumans, however nobly
principled, are corruptible. Head alludes to the David—'Utiah story in the Bib]e to illustrate
her thesis:

David wrote a letter to Joab; and sent it by the hand of Uriah. And he wrote

in the letter, saying, set ye Uriah in the forefront of the hottest battle and

retire ye from him, that he may Le smitten, and die (34).

David himself had been adjudged God’s chosen one, the more reason why his foible here is

thrown i ironic relief,

188



Head,'throuéh this David-Uriah parodigm of_ power relationship, strives to show how

easy it is for people in positions_ of authority to abuse power, at the expense of “pawn-like” -

victims. The Machiavellian dictum, “Powe1 corrupts, and absolute power corrupts

absolutely,” aptly apphes in the above scenario. The impulsively lecherous king expends a
hapless victim whom he has cuckolded. The inordinate use of" power surely leads to
debasement of morals and to bestlal descent to murder, conspiracy and dcception.
Obviously, Head wants to extrapolate from ﬂm example of abuse of political power a
warning to readers regarding the ill consequences of all forms of misuse of power.

Oppressmn and repression stem from abnegation of someone else’s innate and express

~ rights: right to life, right to own property (even proprietary rights), right‘ to self-expression,

sexual rights, as well as intellectual rights. In Head’s view, denial of the above array of

rights (plus others that are inferable from them) amounts to a denial of human life.

As the story in A Question of Power reveals, Elizabeth, at some point in her _'mythic
experience, 1S incopable of oistinguislling good from evil. Sello had foreWamed her:
“There are so many lessons S(ou have to learn... that the title God, m its absolute all-
powerfui form, is a disaster to'ito lloloer;'me all-seeing eye is the greatest tempiation”
(37). Since she pays little heed to this warning, Dan is able to induce her to perceive Sello
as an incorrigibleperver.t, an example of the admixture of the loftiness of the human soul
Wiﬂ.] the murkiness and pettiness of human natore. Nevertheless','.tliis incapacily on. her
part to make moral choices comes as no surprise, for Sello had also told her, “I am the _'
root cause of human suffermg” (36) Even more confusmg for Ellzabeth is the character,

Dan, who as the devil appears to her in the guise of a god. Predictably, she is unablle o
sepa‘rate Dan’s rank exhibitioniSIn .from Se]lo’s humility of‘§pi'rit, perhaps becaose the

two characteristics eXpressed.by Dan and Sello are spliced as a continuum.
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. However, Head projects Sello and Elizabeth as personas who exemplify the idea that evil

in human life‘ could be rooted out through the ritual of “crying”, which elicits a cathartic
effect. “Crying” means not (jnl_y self-flagellation, but also a re-orientation of ihe mind to |
the pursuit of spirit;lal and ethical ideals. In ef;f"é.ct, the huge effort in 4 Question of Power
culminates in the obliteration of the “dark phase” of human civilization by a patently
amelicrative mechanism. Everything in‘ this novel, every e]ément.or incident (in fact, all

of Sello S prophemes) Is directed toward the establishment of the Ideal or futunqtlc form

- of human ex1stence Sello tel]s E]lzabeth

There are sets of people in my age -group and a set of'pébple In  your age
-group. The first group brought-about darktimes. We had to dream. And
the people that dreamt belong to yo.ur age group. Ever‘jz_thing was evil until
we broke down and cried. It is when you cry, inh the bleak hour of despair
that you sturﬁble on a sourée of goodness. There were a few of us who
cried like that. They said “send us perfection.” They. sent you. Then we

asked: “what 1s perfection.” And they said: “Love” (34).

Love, ushering in fellowship of humanity and replacing the greed for power and its abuse,

- .
appears to be the anfidote for the darkness of the human heart. Political integration and

multllateral cooperatlon as well as tolerance and selfless service, are Head S answer to

 the nagging problems of abuse of the powe1 process and the moral decadence that issues

from such abuse. The envisaged oneness of humankind, according to Head, will

-

materialize through the purgation of guilt- by crying and demonstrating spiritual humility,

‘a thoroughly cathartic exertion.
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Elizabefh .is convinced that -once people perceive that they are, within their souls,

“forces, energles stars, planets umverses and all klnds of sw1r11ng maglc and mystery,

_ they are puffed up by such msnght and tend to lose their natural goodness” (35) That she

is ca_pable of makmg such a profound statement is proof of the sort of spmtual lesson she

" has leamt in her_]oumey to the interior ofthe mind, where the deep truths 0f11fe could be

_eva!uated thorough]y and conc!uswely Her mytlncal Journey, mwardly directed, enables

her to undelstand the fact that none possesses the prerogatlve would hold of egoistic

a_sserhon and dominance to the exclusion of others. Head adopts this mature perspective

in the face of, for instance, trenchant feminism that roots for a devaluation of maleness.
In her balancing . act, she presents the two forces of maleness and femaleness as
complementary energies, rather”than antagonistic propositions. . This same mode of

>'balanc'1'ng is reflected in Head’s advocacy of a moderate, reasonable use of political

power. Elizabeth’s experience is, therefore, one of ingression to the mind in order to gain

enlightenment. However, this experience is also an egression back to normal life to assert

- and apply, in real terms, the truths about human relations that the pfotagonist has learnt in

the underworld.

_ In support of her belief in the interfusion of life, and to affirm the tendency of human

pature to as_p.ire to perfection, Head introduces Darv'vin’s. evolutionary 'theory \voich,
among other things, holds that “'fro:p so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful
and w}ondérful have been, and. are being, evolved” (35’). Acoording io Dar\l;vin’s)thesis, the
protean state ofl' perfection and innocence will be attained once peop]e become mindful of- |

the rights of other people with whom they interact.
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. Elizabeth, as has been noted earlier, acquires this awareness of the sanctity of otherness, |

or rai‘:hcr“comprehends it in ‘t_he most lucid t rms, when she undertakes an archetypal

| joumney to hell. Indeed, 4 Quésticﬁz' of Power is redolent of archetypal patterns motifs and

themes. To recapitulate, the archetypal experience of mythical heroism pursues the

following: course: a descent into hell (the nivvana); a contention with evil forms and
: . '

‘illusion; spiritual dismemberment; the ascent to, or emergence in, a new world powered

by a new vision; the appropriation or bestowal of divine boon, leading to spiritual
unification. Since such a patteri is evident in 4 Question of Power, one_cduld apply

Goethe’s term, bildung, to quﬁlify a situation- in which the story in the novel reveals a

. “hero-in-process”, a hero whose experience is incrementally primed, up to the climactic

moment of illumination (Reed, 5). This contrasts with what, as opposed to Goethe’s term

(gestaly), is applied to that which is finished and fixed in character.

Elizabeth’s experience in A "_Questtfon. of Fower fulfils Thomas I—‘lardry’s prophetic
assertion about the transformative import of suffering in human experience: “If way to

the better there be, it exacts a full look at the worst” (in Fagles 6). Consequently, pain, for

- Head, could become both a stimulus (a prompier) and a reward, in terms of the generic

and intrinsic benefits it could produce. In the Aeschylean tragedy, Zeus thus enjoins the

Old Men of Argos: “If we must suffer, suffer into truth.” This i§ the paradoxical bond

' _between pathos and mathos (s'uffering and its signi'ﬁcance). The mythica! figure needs to

suffer in order to redress some cultural or col]cctrve malady The mytlnc hero or heroine -
dies mto lzfe Like Dionysus, the phleg,matm son of Zeus, the hero in a my’thlca] construct '

must be dlsmembered beﬁ)re'-he or she could experience 'spmtual regeneration and

cultural recuperation.
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As paﬁ of her unfolding or emergent experience, the mythic heroine Elizabeth, in 4

Question of Power, descends into the unconscious realm of dementia, a kind of

ingression to Dante’s Inferno. This proves to be an excruciating and near-lethal

' experience that tests her sanity and integrity. Iler psychological pain is intensified by the

anties of an agent provocateur that casts si.ells of ilusion on her. The aim of this

entrancement is to lure hersfrdm the path of virtue. In'the entire gamut myths the world

over, there-are always such agent provocateur s. In the case of Christ, Satan tempted. him

and sought tol_mislead him. In the case of Bu.ldha, Maya first tempted and later tried to

destroy him.

L2 -
€ Yy .o

As regards Elizabeth, Dan, Medusa and Sello- in- the -brown suit attempt to distort and

fa151fy her perceptlons both of her personality and of Sello’s veracity. Throug,h the

" ~fo_Ilowmg comments of Head’s, it becomies clear “.that. E_lizabeth undertakes an
'1llummatm5 journey: “None of mankind’s God llke f igure-heads recorded seeing what

~she saw on this nightmare .soul journey (35). In this archetypal journey, the heroine

appreciates the true quahty and dlmenswns of her spir ltual power and its transformative

. potential. Similarly, she acqulres the 1deallsm of the typical mythical f' 1gure: “Oh, what a

world of love could be created,” she exclaims (35)'
-As an archetypal or mythical construct, 4 Question of Power is repicte with numerous
archetypal symbols. For example, a symbol like “river of light” (35-6) refers to the

medium, as well as the impact, f soul revelation. Tt has the capacity to flush the mind-

. and flood it with surges of illumination and self-enlightenment.. Further, there is a

reference to a deep cesspit filled with excreta. This symbolizes a plunge to the nirvana,

which must take place in mythical experience of heroism. At any rate, excreta could be
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associated "with the mythic hero er heroine in his or her attetnpt to cleanse the “Aegean
Stable” and restore the wholeedrheness of men If within the cesspit the soul g.ains' self-
awareness, then it is flagellated equa]]y in the procees In the cauldron of traumatic
experlence within the crucible of pain, the hero or herome confronts death self-sacrifice

and a battle with gorgons

" In addition to the synbols of “light” and “ce.sspit * there .is also the 'incidence-of

allenatlon in A Question of Power (Strelka 68) Cacophony manifests i n the guise of the

dlscordant record-pieces w1th whlch Dan intermittently afflicts Elizabeth. Whl]e his

‘record~p1eces are extremely distracting and r:'ejudicial, his thunderbolts are punitive,

i

unnerving in effect. Thunderbolts here represcit abusive use of power- something that

- Head stridently deprecates in all ber writihgs and philosophical musings.

Most power-drunk personages combine an abrasive power display an uncanny exhibition

- -

: -'-o'f,noise, in the forms of propaganda and sheer vocal or graphic modes of intimidation.

The tools -of cacophony and thunderbolts are employed by Dan to cow Elizabeth into

submission. They transmit male-centered prejudice and ideologica] pedagogy. Here,

Head proves the point that mythic personas employ diverse epistemological devices to

communicate their messages-or to exert control in dyadic relationships.

' As evidence of this epistemological leverage on the part of the mythic persorias in Head,

the pale. blue rosette, which Elizabeth is seen clutching, symbolizes the envisaged -

¥

brotherhood of humankind. In 4 Questfon of Power, the rosette represents unattractive,
fragile forms. In using the symbolism of the rosutte, Head’s message is that people should

conduct their affairs with humaneness and gentility of spirit. The rosette is pale because

194



(\%_;‘
3

o

¥

it signals Head’s predilection to center power in underprivileged people. In her view,

people that are soéially maligned and discrim:aated against are apt to use power wisely,

“and to the ultimate benefit of humanity.. Head’s view here agrees with the claims of

Standpoint Theory, which holds that people ut the lowest end of the social ladder are

_-more apt. to empathize, because they have a composite view of life( see reference to

Hartstock, in West and Tumer).

B

In many instances of manipulated activity in 4 Question of Power, Head strings together

Elizabeth’s excruciating experiences in order to project an idealistic and teleological

objective. Just as Sello controls and determines what Elizabeth should perceive, hé also

“allows Dan to implant a negative image df himself in the heroine’s mind. This anti-image

of Sello is personalized in Sello-in-brown-suit, who has the vicious Medusa as a partner.

" The pseudo-Sello is bent on cdﬁupting Elizabeth’s sense of moral probity.

Remarkably, Sello and Medusa had lived pasi lives as Osiris and Isis, res.pecti\}ely, the

same way as Sello and Elizabeth had worked together before. As Isis, Medusa was a

. transformative agent because, after Osiris’ mement of bodily disintegration, it was Isis

' that healed him again. However, she exists now as Medusa, a power-hungry “tyrant.

Accordingly, Sello, Dan, Medusa and Elizabeth demo_nstrate in their mythic careers an

architectonic feature that Spencer- attributes to the open-structured novel. The open-

“structured novel is an architectonic construct that permits interfusion of experience. In

their ever-changing forms, Dan, Sello and Medusa illustrate the dynamic and inter-fused -
potential of time and space within the novel. - Each of theSe; four characters has liyed
through all time and can move throug‘lll'every sing&e space. Spatial and chronological

ﬂuidity are thus major planks in an architectonic construct, such as A Question of Power.
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Evidently, then, the Greek, the Roman, the Indian, the Christian and the Egyptian myths

- that pervade A Question of Power provide structural paradigms ahc_l thematic protdfypés

v

that supervene and amplify th_é deeper meanings ur;derlini:ng the Iwork. In fact, D.P
Mathurs?s commel;t on the value of myth in Indianéliterature could s'up.erb]y apply to
Head’s handling of myth in 4 Question of Power aid, indeed, in her other ﬁctionél,
historical, and autobiographical works:
When an Indian writer takes up myths even as the underlying structure of
his work, the‘w_hole living complex of Indian mythology has also evoked.
-Other branches of knowledge impinge upon his cons.i:.iou‘sngss and the
myths sometime'g tend to intermingle, giving the work a richness and
sugg_esti\.feness that the strucfural pattern of one myth a]oﬁe cam;ot provide

(7).

-
P

Evidently, then; myth f'umishés'bolh the writ¢r and the reader Vt.h.‘e facilit_y' of mul.liple' '
perspectives, just as it enlarges_or dilates the scope of Ueaﬁliellzt of the subject matter in
hand. This is the resonatiﬁg function of myth tlﬁt makes it‘a-menable to fashioning or
envisioning new cultural and political realities. From the.sai;’elws and ligatures of past
myths, the writer could extract 1ife-fonﬁiné and life-changing tissues of eﬁperience. Out
of the zféhes of a fz;ding myﬂi; ne\;f myths spring out, perpetﬁatingrthe cycle of death and
rebirth. : | | |
Though the experiences of Elizabgth, her heroine in A Question of Power, Head

underpins a salient feature of mythalogy, a feature that has universal application:

196



b

Nearly every nation ‘had that background of mythology- looming, monstrous

personalities théy called “the Gods 7 ~personalities who formed the base

of their attltudes to royalty and class, personahties whose deeds were
hideous and yet who assumed powerful posmons, presumably because they

were in posseséion'ofthunderbolt_s... (40).

Indeed, Head delights in underhlining and negating in her writings this type of ‘bogus’
mythologizing of personaliti'es. Such pseudo heroic figures are wont to cause a lot of
havoc to. the social fabric and to the collective p'syche.

'

Going by Head’s artistic inclination, theref‘.:re, myth may arise from an attempt to
mystlfy through mt1m1dat10n e):tomon and cultivation of sham grandeur The larger
myths of society(those concerning natlonal or ethnic heroes or heroines)would, then,
gradually shade into and enlarge the personal myths as 'people and nations begin to

appropriate for themselves the greed, the self-importance and the lust for power

associated with “the monstrous personalities of society” (p.40).

In Head’s opinion, myths associated with, or accruing from, the internal darkness Sf-the

~ human soul result in the demise of the soul. Herein lies the pitfall in mystification of the

Absolute — the presumption of absolute spiritual power Rather than project or promote
such egocentnc myths, Head projects archutypa] characters that build up societies
through their humanizing powérs and attributes.

Head’s conception. of the ideal'.‘ﬁature of spiritual and temporal powers is that they should

be de-cabalized and de-mystiﬁed. For this purpose, she makes Elizabeth perform the role
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.of “b]abb_ermouth” (40). Elizabeth, therefore, resembles Prometheus, who stole the
divine fire fiom the celestial.h'earth. She 03:eﬁs the door to the arcane chambers of
mysticism, so that anybody may pértake of its ensuing benefits. As Sello acknowlédges,
“Religion ought to be a function in wﬁich all mankind may participate” (41). In the
epach of. open, fre-t.a wérship envisaged by Sello and Eli-Zat-)eth,m‘_‘-t]ié\w'ayside inn, the
wayside well...the éourtyards, of the ri_ch and thé poor” are all encdrﬁpassed in one wide-
ranging sweep. As Head notes of the new epoch,

It (religion) was so mucl.] free | .tliai 'l!lhc_; wziyéide beggar

could f)eer in with:an enquiring face and join ini' the dialogue (41).

[, o

In other words, religious mysticism ceases to be the sole preserve of power freaks like

“Medusa, Dan and Sello-in-the-brown-suit. T}_}e net effect of this leveling act is that

humanity would begin to acquire compassion, tenderness of heart that eschews self

assertion and dominance. In this regard, Head’s definition of “God” assumes an

“anthropomorphic aspect. To her ‘God’ is .the totality of all great souls and their

achievements. The achievements are not those of a single soul; rather, they are notched

" by the collective effort of many sduls, who all have worked to make up “the soul of God”

(54).

C - -

To Head, therefore, liberalization (democratization) of spiritual power is akin, and surely

conduces to, democratization of the political process, within which people would be free

. to stake their moral choices without let or hindrance. We find that Head’s protagonists-

usually take actions that tend to disperse political and spiritual powers centrifugally.
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Indeéci_,' one of the social ills tﬂat Head fights vehemently is“moral depravity, which, in
' heLr \'/iewi, evolves from an intexl.;np.erate- display of power. Depr_avity, as she sees it, is a
gradual, but inexorable, manifesfcation by which the mind, the psyche and the collective
* consciousness become tainted by the smear cf greed and selfishness. In Sello’s case,
Head informs the rc.;.ader that “so;lie dark, evil thing set down roots deep into his soul and
ate and ate” (41). This invidious mode of corruption needs to be arrested and uprooted, if
genuine changé in the scheme of things is t6 take place. For Setlo, humility would help
him to shed the slough of degélléralion; a sta_teT to whic.:h he had begun to sink. Moral
degeneration in potentates is usually associatéd with the taste for prqpagandist displays
that seek principally to stupéfy the mind and condition behaviour in pre-determined
patte‘ms;' .Head. particularly believes thé.lt‘ an unbridled use of power is abette—d— b.y-
pemicio'us propaganda:

Someone just asserted something and directed it as a victim, regardless of

whether it made sense or not: “You are inferior; you are filth (47).

Accdrding to Head’s reasoning, then, stereotyping and all such pejorative classifications

‘happen just in this haphazard manner,” resulting in economic, social and racial

stratifications. In her view, unconscionable vituperations beget stereotypes, while docile

acceptance of such stereotypical views (on the part of the vi ctims) entrenches them.

w—

As an instance of the obnoxious use of propaganda employed for propagandist purposes,

" Medusa and Dan batter Elizabeth’s mind with the theme of the horhosexua]ity of the-

“coloureds.” In a word, then, the myths of racism, inferiority or superiority are employed

to sustain power manipulation. Such myths bloat and magnify the stature and image of one
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man or one nation, while contracting, or even effacing, the significance and identify of

another man or another nation. . P

‘At any rate, the new world envisioned by Sello in 4 Question of Power negates such

parochial uses of myth, and all its power codes. Sello’s projected new world differs
markedly from the old world that was “so narrow, so exclusive, so shut in” (47). The
envisioned new world, spawned by Head h.erself,‘wi]l usher in a great symphony, a
complete statement of the future, ﬁbout the dignity of man, in which none is high and none

is low, but all are equal™(63). .'_

On the contrary, Medusa isAbent on subverting this kind of idealistic worldview. In her
 kind of world, “Satanic powers had been viv'i"dly' a part of social ordérs” (99). She prefers

to harp on the colour of man’s skin, for instance, arousing feelings of ethnic hatred.

© Alternatively, she would emphasize sexﬁality as a false virtue, and then berate Elizabeth

for lacking sexual virility. What matters to Elizabeth, however, are “long years of
‘ imprisonmen_t,” “death,” “]oss‘,f’ .“suffering,” and “sacrifice” (66). These are issues %md
causes canvassed by people - with héightened political’ and moral commitments.
Elizabeth’s interests lic outside of the confines of racial hate and sexual excesses. What
counfs to her is a pérson’s ability to make.sac;'ifices for the sake of communal godd. As
an autheﬁtic mythic heroine, El'i.zabelh”must ‘stoop’ in order to overcome adve:‘sarigl

I

contentions and then attain illumination, together with possible deification.

t

To ensure the commencement of the new age of goodness, humility and mutual support,

Sello must destroy Medusa, and all that she stands for. Sello burns her to a heap of

charcoal dust (93). Here, the element of the mystical, the Gothic, is felt patently, because
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-even Sliorty curiously asks her mother: “What was you burning last night? The floor is
full of burnt things” (93). As has been hintcd before, any novel cast in the mythical
mould normally embodies the interfusion of reality ‘with unreality, as we observe in

o
-

- da. > -
i Shorty’s-experience above.

This corrééﬁonde'ncé between iﬁtemal c.onsciousness and external reality is a prominent

i;eature of Head’s fiction, made especially manifést in A Q-ué.\st'iong' of f’ower. -This fl uidity_
- in psychic and corporeal percc;ptions cbn forms to what Jean O: Love terms subject¥0bj:ec£

interfusion in mythopoeic conséiousness'(47). Apart from the destruction of the figure

and phantom of Medusa in the psychic realm, the erstwhile rotten and smelly cesspit is

purged of filth and is flooded with an ethereal light. For Elizabeth, he ethereal light
- cleanses and exposes moral decay_ for what is, thereby purifying her mind.

e

Prior to this, however, evil mé_n like Caligula (representing demons and gorgons) are

_‘\:* & Ditched into the pit in order to be-déstroyed. This is a preliminary step toward the
éxorcism that Elizabeth’s mind 1;1ust 1'11.1dergo. Medusa’s end must be executed by a
Perseus figure, in the person of Sello.-Chri;s; had to overcome tﬁe power of Hades in a

‘similar manﬁer. Writes Head: |
A warrior like Perseus had app;:ared to cuff the head of the terrible go;g_on‘;
there had been solin.:{nch slaughter to bring destructive power under control

(99). |

Thus, if the first part of 4 Question of Power ends at the point of Medﬁsa’s déstruction, the
_& éecond pzi_rt (named “Dan”‘-) commences with the pfe;entation of the man Dan as an Al

‘o
[H

Capone figure, kingpin of the underworld community. If Sello’s humility and purity of

C201-.
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soul is worthy of emulation, Dan’s sexual excesses repulse the reader easily. Apart from

his sexual prowess, the regaling of which he usés to terment Elizabeth, he employs his -

_' spiritual power toward diabolic ends, to confuse Elizabeth and corrupt her spiritually.

s

|  Endued with the gift of oratory, Dan easily inﬂuences‘th_e heroine to believe his

nulllerous_ebools of falsehood. One of his strategies is to employ histrionic effects, which

enable him to assume many roles. As the obverse side to C:;mpbell’s protetype, he could
be called “The Villain with a Thousand Faces”. Elizabeth herself discovers “that Dan
_ wae a great one for t]le right atmosphere and lightning effects” (103).
~The essential difference between Sello and Dz;n lies in the fact that whereas Sello hopes
to achieve the demecratizatioh of political power aqd divinify (to keep them within.
common reach),. Dan wants to mystify and stupefy the mind through a.monopoly of
-political and spiritual powers. He organizes an all-female choir that chants in Elizabeth’s
' hearieg, “Glory be to God on ‘high' on earth peace, goodwill towe.rds men” (106). Hie

aim is lo make the herome feel utterly excluded and deJected, incapable of even

A

acknowledgnu, an exo&,enous use of power.

Dan’s reckiess and 1nsent1ent behaviour contrasts w1th Sello’s cautious and consxderate

| disposition towards other people’s sen81b111t|es Indeed it 1s typxcal of Dan lo assert
proudly, “I don’t care what [ do.” He is at the forefront of Headean characters who

conjure up hell in the mind and who actua]ly maLe life hell for their fe]]ow characters i

-7 +
1

Moleka as has been noted earller on in Mmu habltually makes people and animals

scamper out of his way. His behavmur smacks ofdehbemte Opplessmn and mtnmdallon

.
»

"I‘hey are habits that Head detests and cr1t1c1zes in her wrltmgs
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. In order to overwhélm Ehzabeth eempletely and psychologlca]ly, Dan introduces to her a

&

Iong line of concubines — seventy-one in all — who wantonly dlsp]ay thelr peculiar
endowments. Each of the women answers a name that matches the degree of her sexual
’debauchery Miss Body—Beautlﬁﬂ the Womb, etc. They all symbolize boogie- ﬁg,ures
.~ that Dan 1n_|ects into Elizabeth’s psyche to stupefy her.” Often, Ithe illusions cast by such
- 'pha‘ntoms appear quite credible, fhrougfl the sheer force of cofncidence. For instance,
Dan cor;trives that Elizabeth should visualize Sello as he is about to sexually assault a
hei‘d boy. " The néxt day, the néWs spreads that a boy has been found dead in the bush,
ostensibly “raped”. The effect.ot: such a correspondence between internal state of mind
and outer realitly is that the heroine begins to believe her own nigh'tmares (140). Head
~ draws aﬁention to the pemicious inﬂuenc;e of Dan on Elizabeth. In ﬂ;is cohtéxt, Dan
serves as th;e symbolic reﬁrescntaﬁdﬁ of Mahan:aya, a personage that trapped meﬁ in their
. own passions™ (98). |

Given th'e above context, thc;réfore, the morﬁl'choices for Elizabeth become confusing .
' l?ecauseé “A belief in Sello’s évil was to amount td a belief in the evil of a thousand _
.people”l (141). Sello remains inscrutable' to her because of the contending moral
absolute_s he seems to embody: “He had intro;iucéd absolute perfectioﬁ and flung muck in
her face” (137). However, Seflb appears ambivalent to Elizabeth only because he wants
. to test her power of judgment. Actually, Sello represents the agency of change, the

| catalyst of new political and moral epochs.

“As an anti-hero (the “big-time guy from hell”) sent to destroy Sello, Dan’s plan is to

corrupt the principles for which Sello stands. In fact, Dan is so certain of Sello’s spiritual
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perfection that he calls him “da Buddha” (126). Buddha, in Oriental myth, was

purportedly the epitome of spiritua] perfeetion and spiritual development. Head,

| 'therefore fields him as a mythical archetype of the type of spmtual sensibility she desues.

to evolve among humankind. The sort of helgl'tened spiritual state that Sello possesses is

the political conscnousne_ss that preaches fairness and equity — the consciousness that is

“inclusive, rather than exclusive and discriminating. First, however, the Buddha (Sello)

must be tested by Mahamaya to ascertain his suitability for the mythic role he is designed

to play.

[]
H

Aside from his overtly morbld sex shows, Dan uses s]oganeermg to attempt to bias
Elizabeth’s mind against Se]]o However Elizabeth belleves that slogans of exclusive

umty like “Black Power!” could easily ms‘"ll racial hatred and cause the kind of

pe

'ho]ocaust associated with Hltler s Nazism. @n this issue, Elizabeth appears to be the

author’s moutlipiecie when she tells Tom, “I dan’t like exclusive brotherhoods for black

- people only” (132). Her concérn is with hamanily in general. As far as Head is

' concemed,,black people should be regarded as part of the general stratum of humankind.

In her view, “Any heaven, like a Black Power heaven, that existed for a few mdwudua]s

. ‘alone was. pomt]ess and useless Tt was an urge to throttle everyone else” (133).

What seems to confirm Elizabeth’s convncnon regarding the obnoxiousness of exclusive

groupings is the spiritual insight she gains in the Sello-Dan duel. She witnesses-the

~ destruction occasioned by Dan’s deleterious quest for power —power that is rooted in-

sectionalism, partisanship and pohtlcal oppress on. Acqmsmon of this type of power has

- earned Dan Directorship of the universe since 1916. “Directorship” here becoines a

1 ,
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metaphor for expressing unlimited lust and greed, impulses that feed on selfish

oonsidef_aﬁons.

For Ehzabeth however ‘the guldmg prmmp]es of hfe are those emblazoned in the
teachings of the L,reat teachers and the L,reat phllOSOpherS through all the ages (Christ,
Buddha, Mohammed, etc) who sald “Never think along lmes of I and mine. It is death”
(134) The harsh conditions under which black peop]e have ]wed have made them
appreciate the negatlve effects’ of greed and egonstlc values. Head believes that evil stems
from “the arrogance of ﬂle‘eoul its wild f‘aming. power its overwhelming lust for
dommance and prestlge” (135) «Lust for power and the drive. for dommance constitute,

symbohcally the spring, the river, and then the ocean of evil, m that ascendm;, order. In

* Head’s opinion, the rightness — that is, the moral soundness — of’the soul is the only
- constituent, and the ultimate description, of power. This sort of power that is exercised

‘equitably is accessible to all, as she sees it.

As s evident in A Question of Power, the positive aspect of power relationships is at odds

with the notion of excessive sexual behawour that Europeans normally associate with

Afrlcans Equa]ly, Europeans, and other racmlly biased people of Caucasian origin,

assume’ that Africans have a predilection for witchcraft and sorcery. An excessive

~ display of sexuality, according to Head, represents obsessive power; sinii]ar]y, witchcraft

constitutes a means of systemizing mental torture and other manipulative practices.
Significantly, Dan displays a ‘'superb mastery of the. two: vices: “To sex he added

homosexuality and perversions of all kinds. - To -witchcraft terror. he added the super

- staying power of his elemental soul” (137).



Instead of such mean préoccupd-iions as promiscuity and witchcraft, Head wants people |

- to practise cooperative communalism. The character, Eugene, is reminiscent of Gilbert

and Makhaya in When Rain Clouds Gather. He is a sort Qf:ﬁ(}od;’, a prime mover. He

| initiét_es and inspires the local industries and the farm projects, veﬁtures through which
~ Elizabeth achieves personal salvation and by -which she channels her desire to serve
g humaniiy.Head believes that people should adapt. themselves to new social environments
by ]'J-ursuing pur.pOSeful work.. Aﬁaptaﬁon enl;xiis, as Ko]av:f'ole' Ogungbesan has noted, a
| movement from aliiﬁ:nation 1o _éommitr‘nent. Such pofential for acclimatization is

conspicuously symbolized by the Cape Gooseberry: “A complete stranger like the Cape

_Gooéeberry settled down and beg;tme a part of the village life of Motal:;eng” (153).

»

Similarly, immigrants like Elizabeth, Tom, Eugene and Turner (people who continuously

explore new boundaries of experience, as chapter two has shown) show a commitniént to

 the interests the Botswana pebple. These expatriates are heroic figures for whom work in

the local industries and on the farms is an opportunity for making a positive contribution

. to human civilization. Such characters illustrate Head’s belief that God is not an abstract

.construct: “There is only one God and his name is man. And Elizabeth is his prophet”

(206). That Elizabeth is able to stake this claim is proof of her ultimate enlightenment

and of her victory over Dan’s diabolic machinations.

In short, going by Head’s avowed ideology, anybody could be a hera by crossing the _

frontiers to adventure. The implicit objective of, and the qualification for, this crossing of

spatial and psychic_ frontiers is the improvement of the human condition. In any case, this

improvement in social terms can only be achieved when the forces of darkness are

defeated thoroughly.



.It is noteworthy that, at the end’ of Elizabeﬂr’s tortuous e_xperience‘s after (her mythic
Teturn from the nirvana),'_she 1s seen reading “a liter?;ture of magic, of ghosts, of the
adventures of hlgh-bor"n heroes and heroines.” She now l(nows what it takes to be a true
herdin.e. Apparentl)lf,. the vision she has gained in her mythic quest into the unconséiois
state (the VlSlon of an epoch of equalrty and democratrzed godhead) has predictive
valldrty In her thinking, everybody else could access this vrsron as well as the ability to
become a god. Humility of spirit, the daring {o step ouer the threshold to adventure, the
willingnes's to serve: those are :qualities needed if a person were to acquire the spark of

Y4

divinity.

As a novel, however, 4 Quesnon of Power poses two problems for the literary student.
First, Elizabeth, the heromne, acknowledges the d1lemma faced by a female mythic

o .

_persona Tike her,l encumbered by thc obligat‘ion of- keeping a home wil‘h a child and
- * .

tottenng on the verge of dementia. She wonders if such an afﬂlcted persona could have
the training and the capacrty to unverl the kmds of profound truths that A Quesnon of -
Power contains (50) The problem is how to reconcile demenna (even a faint show of it),
_‘ quoodlan exrstence and mysncal revelation. Perhaps this apparent illogicality of mental

and matenal states is what lends complexrty to Head’s lrterary work

The second problem, which the reader m'ight grapple with in contemplating Head’s 4-
Question of Power, is the pl;lusibility of recreating the world through spiritual
regeneration and tlrrough the introduction of mythic personas that embody social change.

In view of the proneness of man to corruption and evil, any attempt to project and predict
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an ideal future in which all human imperfections will be eliminated might be construed
as quikotic.
However, the above two puziles are resolvable in the overall artistic schema of Head’s
writing. However, as has been demonstrated in the course of our textual analysis in this

thesis, Head has employed myth as a mural for depicting a neW way of envisioning

~ change in the conduct of human affairs.

A Question of Power, undoubtedly, teases one with its technichl {}irt'uosit)}, its religious
and mythical resonance, and the political message that it transmits, just the same way as
other prose writings by the author grips the literary imagination. 4 Question of Power,

therefore, is a novel that presents humanity in the process of 'apprehendin g its identity and

_its destiny. In 4 Quesfion of - Power, then;.Hezid employs myth as a vehicle for social

reengineering,

[
]
[y



;&,

-
"

A¥

CHAPTER NINE

CONCLUSION:

e ——

" This thesis has shown that Head’s fiction makes valid a:nd telling statements of political

signiﬁéance. Essentie'ﬂly, Head ﬁ.ses characters ‘.f-.rl,;ose careers evoké the careers of mythic
heroes and heroines in extant mythologies. Thiese cha'racte_rs created by Head subvert,
rather than 'sustaih, e);isting son"‘,.izi] and political syste;ms tf.la:t marginalize segments of
people. This thesis has demonstrated clearly how Malino\yski’s theory of pragmatic

function of myth enables one to understand the eclectic and development-oriented. nature of

the Head’s art. In other words, HEad’s writings anticipate, and indeed, argue for, social

change. This advocacy for systemic change, spiked with political consciousness, has been

robustly articulated in all of Head’s writings, using the vehicle of myth. Indeed, Head is an

author whose works merit deep and sustained consideration, becanse of the hope -for a

better future that they consistently convey.

SUMMARY OF RESEARCH FINDINGS
“In line with the outlined Reslea.rch Objectives in Chapter 1 and based on the theoretical
aj)proach ‘and the methodology. adopted in this research inquiry, the following findings

regarding Head’s fictional writings have been made.

Firstly, salient aspects of Head’s mythic vision are embedded in 7he Cc_)ilec!or of
Treasures and A Bewitched Crossroad. The two books. paint scenarios of social and
‘political transformation through a process of myth malfi_ng. The myths of ritual sacrifice,

female subjugation and racial segregation are exposed as being unsupportive of healthy
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living. In A Bewitched Croséroad, the author paints a picture of a past in which both the

. whites and the Africans perpetrated evil practices. Using the character of Sebina

(Motshipeng), however, she. shows how good leadership could transform a very bad
situation. Sebina, as a .mythié hero, takes the practical decision to ally with Khama the

Great and other powerful rulers, in order to protect his people from predatory attacks.

- The Matebele, Sebina’s most potent foes, represent archety]ié] evil. Their repressive rule

supports Head’s belief that wickedness is nct the sole preserve of the whites. Black

~ people equally commit vicious acts against their fellows. Sebina prefigures the pacifist

~Maru in the ep_onynious novel, Maru. He reprasents the good shepher&, the embodiment

4

" -of the true African essence of humaneness ard fairness.

In The Collector of Treasures, “Jacob: The story of a Faith Hea]mg Priest” reveals a

~

character who also hves a life of sacrifice and devotlon to pnnmples His ministry brmgs

~ about 1mpr0vement in the material conditicn of his people. In her _writings, “Head
~ visualizes not just a utopian hereafter, but also a future in which African grandeur is not

- undercut by bloodletting, cruelty and exploitation. The above agrees with both ilems (a)

and (b) of the Objectives of Study. Head’s characters seek for sogial change; and, through
them, she is able to make political statements, us'ing mythic archetypes and paradigms.
As it happens, Head’s characters chiefly appear grand, rioble, timeless and, at times,

larger- than-life, in keeping with their roles as apents of change. Characterization in her

" writing is taut and sparse because she wishes to highlight only the qualities that enable

her personas to fulfill their myfhic destinies. Her.protégonists usually follow “inner

perceptions”, Maru (22), independent of the praise or censure of man. Eugene in A
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Question of Power represents the historical figure of Patrick Van Rengburg, who played
a major role in the social and economic advz1cement of the people of Serowe. Head’s

characters usually abdicate political positions as they make the kinds of choices that deny

. them temporary praise and ‘tinsel glamour.” When they forego their political privileges,

_howevef; they pain eternal glory. “This finding tallies with item (d) of the set Objectifés

of Study. -
Additionally, Head’s characters usually demonstrate that protest against politically unjust

systems does not have to be violent before it can be validated. Khama the great is

described as “a gift of God to the People” because he ‘taught them to use self-help

© projects as a means of political and economic advantage (Serowe 9).

e

Related to the above modes of characterization in Head’s fiction is her presentation of

her personas as either round or flat, depending on the role she has envisioned for them.

The round characters like Maru and Moleka (Maru); Elizabeth (4 -Quce.s'tion of Power)

4

“and Makhaya (When Rain Clouds Gather) are capable of deep, emotional experience.

Such complex emotional experience helps them to achieve moral growth. They discover,

in the process, higher values in life and they then realize their callings as agents of

political and social transformation. This conforms to the career that mythic heroes or
heroines must pursue.

On the contrary, the flat characters (like Seth, Morafi and Pete- Maru; or Sello-in-brown-
suit and Medusa- 4 Question of Power) largely embody the Dickensian streaks of

caricature, pathos and bathos in their stock display of evil, greed and depravity. They are



S

incapéble of moral change and they stand for those values that the author. deprecates in

all her writings. This finding is in consonance with item (a) in t.‘r'lé»S'tudy Objectives.

&

Consequently, a majority of Head’s characters lack second (family) names because they

are presented as myihic types. Character delineation in Head is therefore fuzzy-not the

typically realistic etchings in some fictional works by other authors. This fuzziness

allows- for possible shifﬁhg, of roles and states of existence. The following levels of

M

characterization may be discerned in Head’s writings:

(@) - The established (ruling) class: Matenge, Bekoto, Morafi, the Motabeng

-t

‘ gdvemmént, Joas Tsepe, Pef, Seth, and Camilla.

()  Men and women with vision for a better or more eqmtable future: Maru, Eugene,

Gllbert E]lzabeth Makhaya.
(c) There is then the group of people sustained by the pohtlca] idealism expressed and

-exemplified by those charactels in Category B.

The characters in Categones B and C represent those that believe in fellowship of man.

Contrary-to popular opinion, feminist issues .a.re inscribe& in Head’s writings as a way of
exposing tht.a' inequities and the political iﬁlbalances'in society. This contemplation of | .
feminism is possible because the mythic prism through which it is exeputed is capable of
presenti-ng‘a panoramic view. This view capt‘kl.nfes the spliced issue§ of race, class, gender
and .ethnicity. and it then shows-them to be exclusivist c"ateg::oric:tsf Head berates such

myths as oversexed feminism, femme fatales and myths about religiously ordained roles

for women. She believes that such thinking is used to discriminate and oppress women.

[Ee]
2



“r
Ke
& o

S

Head also rejects the idea of “the female sublime”, a monol-ithic construction that tends
to expend the male essence, as much ‘as it uttempts to subsume all the differentiated
female categories into one rubrio._,, In her view, the differen_ces of social status, class, race
and affectional -issoes should be examined and understood individually. Using the vehicle
of myth,:she is ab]le to bring these disﬁarate (and yet interwoven) modes of experience
nto puryiew, with a view to artistically resolving thei;;_'different pulis. Head advoca_tes an
androgynous relationship between the males and the fe‘male&s, with both sexes exi.sting in
a reciprocal embrace. She is of the view that political power- indeed any sort of power -
should be wielded dellcately $0 as not to hurt, oppress or undermine the weaker elements
of society. Head encourages women fo rise zoove their llmltathIIS and embarL on self-
help ]abour (When Rain Clouds Gather 104-5). Both items (a) and (b) of the Study

Objectives have been well addressed here.

*
Tud

Moreover Head employs Aﬁ'lcan Egyptian and Judae-Christian myths in her wntmgs to

show the pathway that the myt]uc hero or heroine must fol]ow 1fthey would fulfill their

destinies. These mythic pathways for Head’s protagonists tally with. Joseph Campbell’s

. formulation of the plot of the “Monomyth”: “a separation froni the world, a penetration-to

some source of power, and a life-enhancing return” (10, 35). In the above - mentioned

myths the personas would usually renounce the /in them before they will become aware

of their mythlcal destlmes before they will aceomphsh their mythic missions. Christ and

‘Buddha are seen to make such a sacrifice. This sort of personal sacrifice is done with the

intention of fostering the common weal. Its incomoration by Head as an artistic plinth’
helps to add depth artistic nclmess and cor: :plexnty to" her writings. This fulfils the

expectation set forth in item (C) ofthe Objectn s of Study.



~The Hindi myths in Head’s novels (especially 4 Question of Power) are employed to,
. among oi:h'er things, show the injustice of the r'zid and artificial social structures of class
and caste that underpin Hindi cosmology and all other myths patterned after the Hindi

myth. In “Notes from a quiet backwater IT”, Head says:

The canvas on whi.ch I have worked was inﬂu'enced by a belief

in the Hindu view of rebirth and reincarnation:. Such a belief  influences
~one to think that each individual, no matter' what their present origin or
backgl:ound may be, is really the_‘totz_{l embodiment -of human history, with

a vast accumulation of knowledge and experience ‘stored in the

subconscious mind (77).

Head’s protagonists usually identity with common humanity and they champion .the
cause of the downtrodden. Mafu, in Mom, typifies this 'welfa;_ist orientation. The myth of
. the Sudras (of Indian origin) is used to characterize the oppressed and the socia]ly and

politically disadvantaged. Head pred:cts that, sooner than later, the Sudras and their ilk

G

‘will be free of their oppressors (A Womm, Alone: 58). This fortuitous prediction
authenticates Malinowki’s notion‘of the pragmatic relevance -of myth, as a tool of social

reengineering, as indexed in item (d) of the Study Objectives.

As a corollary, Head demystiﬁ'es"-'ce'rtain obnoxious myths in order to point toe way to
better modes of human conduct. In Whef_w Roin Clouds Gather, we havc a nuisance factor
in thé person of Chief Matengo;'who is encouraged in his evil deeds by his minioo, Joas
Tsepe. Matenge relies on the reactionary- 'aspeots of the Tswana trodition to sustain-his
emasoulatir_lg hold on the peoole of Golema-f\f]midi. He and his unscrupulous aids are

- unpopular among the people because of “an overwhelming avariciousness and unpleasant
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personélity” (23). Matenge is an archetypical adve_f__sary, opposed dialectically to the

progressive forces represented by Gilbert and Makhaya. He employs sqrcery' and -

1

- witcheraft to deceive and exploit the natives, bran‘dishi'ng his doctrine of African

socialism, _wh_ich is a ‘bogey’ concept that is gilti-life and répf;assivé. Matenge and his ilk
are discr}edited. sﬁb'se_quently when the people of Golema-Mmi;ii discover that they are
selfish and demonic and that their brand of nztionalism is only a cover for wickédness.
Chal_}enged' by th‘e ordinary people of the town, Matenge l‘confesses his evil deeds and
thereafter hangs himself. His nec;:orﬁantic lacts lead to the death of [saac, whose ashes and
bundle of carvings galvanize the people of Go!ema-Manl:li to revolt against the prevailing
poﬁtical and religious order. Item (b) of the Objectives of Study is hé;reI;.y vindicated.

Incidentally, human kindnéss and acts.bf tenderness are to Head the réél “oems” of life.
ﬁer pfotagonists are usually possessed of, and are motivated by, the impelling urge to

show acts of love and fellow feeling. The solution she proffers to problems of political

- subjugation, exclusion and deprivation is collective, agrarian work, done in a selfless

manner. In the case of Elizabeth in A Question of Power, such work is ennobling and

-

‘demonstrates love for other people. ‘In Head's words, love is nothing but “two people

- mutually feeding each other (13). Acts of human kindness would also mean for Head

sensitivity to the material and emotional needs of other people. This humane mode of

positive interaction will lead to social and political transformation, Head insists. ‘This

‘ poli.tiéalldream tallies with item (d) of the given Objéctives ofStudy:

In-addition to such thematic pursuits as were set forth above, setting in Head’s writing is
presented scantily, yet characters like Mari and Elizabeth’ poSsess-some engaging

personalities that belie the unsophisticated externalities of their material existence.

-
L8]
—
n



Though we might occasionally catch the acri whiff of burning flesh (in 4 Question of

Power, for instance) and though.we might gleﬁn some aspects of rusticity in Tswana

landscap‘és, We are not granted the sensual delectation of scenery, cultural colouration and
“physical sites.” Head uses the glissading technique in her presentation of setting. This

helps.to universalize the mythic background to her stories, thus forming an archetypal

template that helps to synthesize experience and then diffuse its essence, ensuring
orientation, perpetuity and a continuous mod’fication of shared precepts. The stories
being narrated could- flit through time in fluid, sometimes achronlogical, sequences. We

see this well illustrated in A Question of Power and Maru This adroit use of the novelistic

~element of setting, and the incorporation of ott.er ancillary stylistic .e}er‘nents, ensures the

- enrichment and intensification of the author’s art. It is in agreement with the index

envisaged in item (d) of the Objecti ves of Studyy.

In terms of narrative techniques, Head employs “prose panels,”. “parallel illumination”
[ q ploys "p pang P :

- (telepathic linkages), stream of consciousness, introspection’ and-the god-like stance of

the third-person omniscient narrator, to show the mental -and psychic states of the

characters as they discover, asé_ume or perceive their mythic roles. Head employs the
objective (rather than subjective).point of view in 4 Question of Power, for example, to

establish emotional distancing. ‘A subjective point of view “would hugely curtail and

. undermine the expansive perspective that the author projects‘through myth. A limited

- point of view (ﬁrst-inerson_) would tend to clide the varied and complex aspects of

experience that Head has encapsulated and e’ncbmpassed in her writings. Myth enables

the writer, therefore, to reflect the manifold &nd shifting nature of human experience,
- - ' .

which could be intense and which could embody dialectical strands. This intense and

- dialectal strain (within the purview of the dislocating nature of present-day social,

016



~ economic and political ‘realities) tends to propose a pathway to a future that is more

equitably disposed, conforming roundly with : :ms (a) and (b) of the Study‘ Objectives.

4

:}?{ : :Finaily, language in Head’s fiction is symbol.:. V.\f()rds acquire resonance beyond their
" natural 'h‘u'es and assume gleb:il dimensibnﬁ. The author wishes to convey values and
messages that are eniversal, relevant, cohtemporary, pragtﬁetic and immemorial. Words,
theeefore, become potent tools for pas_siné a.e:ro.slS'pe.Iitl:eai 1deais and projections for
social traﬁsformation. Such .projections --and‘ ideais are exﬁres.sed through mﬁhic
| modules Characte'rs (especially the mam ones) also play symbolle :oles because they -
tend to speak for the author and for humankmd n genera] The Isymbohc roles played by
these mythlc ﬁg,ures in Head’s fiction have slgmﬁcance of universal import. They, in
effect, constitute the paradlgm for -cenveymg revolutlot;ry ideologies that retain
contemporary relevance, thus underscoring lhe claims of item (d) of the Study |
;Z B Objectwes -. ‘ . i
, 3’ B
’
»
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CONTRIBUTION TO KNOWLEDGE A

~ In’view of the far-réaching énd novel finding:s made in the course of studying Head’s

p—

| ﬁctionall, historical and autobiographical writings, such research findings, as have been

 stated above, constitute the Contribution to Know]edge made by this PhD research. The

conmbutlon resides in the idea that thls the' is has shown that Head uses mylh, and

mythic personas, as a way ofadvocatmj, socml and po]mcal changes in human society.

. THE RELEVANCE OF MYTH IN MODERN SOCIETY

Every author initiates in narratives a linear or cyclical movement whose meanings are

'c1rcumscrlbed by the express or implicit messag,e and mte,e_,rlty of the completed forms.

The narrahves :could be ]aden with temporal 1hythms or with spectral realities. Myth is

the central moulding power that confers social relevance and some sp.iritua] resonance to
-ritualistic and archetypal paﬁ_erhs that replicate such cyclical or spatial dimensions of

- human experience. As such, myth is an immemorial feature of human consciousness, as

Norihrop Frye observes in Vickery (76).

. The mythic phases of dawn (spring), triumph (apotheosis) or paradisiacal consummation
“(autumn or death phase) will always revolve and recur in human nature. Nevertheless, the

quest in myth apparently holds the key to moral, ethical and bolitical renaissance. The

questing dynamic is primed to -break boundaries and bonventions, for inherent in the
mythic quest is the desire to break the mould in order to free the aching human spirit. In
effect, and as Head’s writings have shown, humanity perpetually-yearns for freedom,

both physical and psychic. This yearning is doubly underscored in situations where there
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. is a deliberate attempt to denigrgte, exclude,'oppress, or else, decimate other people who

are perceived to be politically weaker, racially inferior or spiritually debased.

Sensitive and censorious writers, such as Head, are always critical of social and political

“structutes that tend to put down segments of people, while privileging others in choice
- positions. Cons‘equently, the social strictures and the imbalances inherent in society form

the social and'cult'ural*dynamics that feed the production of iconoclastic works of art, no

matter what the exponents of New Criticism might say. There will be always writers like
Head who will choose to exaniine consciously and critically the antithesis of existence,
with a view to finding its resolution dialectically by recbnci]ing the opposing sides of

human nature and projecting more humane and more equitable orders of existence. -

‘Through the efforts of such perspicacious writers as Head, the dark, terrific night will,

ultimately, yield tp'the currents of ]Iightl and piety, offering a putative window of

reconciliation.

~ Behind the motivation for symbolic action by mythic figures is the necessi;y for making

: . .
tough moral and ethical choices in life itself, ‘choi'ces that are sometimes dramatically
opposed in relation to spmtual values. W It]lll‘ this comp]ex conceptlon of life, the future

pro;echon of 1deals echpses a certain painting of the sordld past Or even a grim depxctnon

of the inchoate present. In a]_l cases, the antici_pated future is grander usually than the

~ dreaded present and the monstrous past. Mythic heroes and heroines, therefore, dream of

a better world, disregarding the pangs of the moment or the angst of the past. Thus, myth

offers man psychological repricve, a sort of spiritual re-validation. Something about the

. soul of man is expurgated.in the process, making way for something new, tender and -
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fond, Myth, then, presents human existence as a collectively perceived reality, and not

some phenomenon that is individually experf'c]:ced.

Therefore, myths, as essential strands of human experience, enable humans to exert
control over external and internal forces that tend to threaten their very existence:

Humans, by their very nature, strive to gain competent control ox}elj most of the hostile

forces they encounter psychically or through physical c'o‘ntac‘f. In the words of Watt, myth

offers man cyclic or recurrent salvation (Vickery 79). Ri-ch'z;rd Chase has called myth “a

sort a leaven” that heals or makes tolerable the 'disturbancés occasioned by clashing

—

values and torpid cultural norms. In light of the foregoing, therefore, Head i the entire

spectrum of her wntmgs, has created a wand by which humans may intuit, and then

practlcallze p0351b111ty of reliving the. llves of heroic archetypes. Thls mode of intuitive

partlclpatlon in richness of myﬂuc expenence leads to political, social, economic, and

spatial change. As this study has shown, myth has served Head as a philosophical and

thematic resource, and as an aesthetic component that enables her to order her
soteriological vision. Myth has equally helped Head to define her narrative structures and

determine the pivots to her fiction, in terms of the conflict of good with evil. Thus, Head

- has ensured that, in all cases, good triumphs over evil, and light supersedes the darkness

| of human nature. In othér 'wo'rds, the aesthetics of myths enable both Head and her

o e =

mythic personas to plumb, and the more exhaustively comprehend their political temper,

traceable in their mythic destines. . s

In conclusion, going by the studies carried cut in this research, myth will, evidently,
continue to grip the artistic imagination of present and: future writers because it contains

not only the template for aesthetic development, it also bears the seed of social
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regeneration. In spite of the progressive de-socialization of modern humans (owing to

“‘new, and ever-evolving, scientific discoveries and achievements), the soul of humanity
would always yearn for, and respond to, thé chords of mythic consciousness. Though

memory, habits, manners and mores are slow to die, in the words of Andrew Little (57),

Head has copiously shown in her writings tha! the vehicle of myth will always constitute

the driving force for a mediated future that reflects’ more humanistic and egalitarian

-values. Writers might express dreams in their work, but dreams are evanescent. Vision

alone remains an eternal verity, and literary works that embody vision will always outlive

the protean generation to Spéwn votives and - ideological adherents that will not only

 sustain the vision but will also attempt to actualize vision in humanistic terms. Assuredly,

-
¥

that has been the fate of the political vision embodied in Head’s fiction. Her politiciﬁ and

artistic visions , as expressed in her writings, have borne practical fruit by way of

- political and economic transformations that have taken place in the Southern part of

Africa, where Head strutted her stuff as a writer and thinker, -

For Head, then, myth is readily serviceable to the evolution, as well as devolution, of a-

&

're-huﬁlanizing epistemology, such as fiction is capable of evincing. In a nutshell, the

political messages in Head’s writings appear to be the advocacy of posi‘tive'

empowerment and the unfettered articulation of personal choices and proclivities.



- SUGGESTED AREAS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH ' - -

.Most prol)ably', Head’s ﬁctiohel, epistemological, and historical avritings could be
| approached ﬁ'or.n‘ a socialist/Marxist perspective, even though her works in themselves do
. r_lot propose to undertake a seisn_l‘ic overthrow of extant poli_tical structures. Arguably,
socialist/M:lfxist ideologies ha‘;(e been discredjted in the present dispensaltion, and are

" now placed under the narrow rubric of capltahsm Market forces presently hold sway,

| w1th the values of the West tr1umph1ng in almost every patch of the globe.

_Nonethe]ess,' a closer ook at Hezld’s literary works certainly reveals that the author has
‘consistently advocated systemic chanée,' tealizing - that the E‘l_:].ififa,li cultural and
" eeonomic strl?lctures during her'time of wr‘iti‘xlg were hugely imperl’ect exclusi ve unjust
“and oppressive. Pursuing a socmhst/Marmst examination of Head’s wrntmgs would be,
. therefore, qulte appropriate and will oﬂ'er the audamty of hope for expressmg truths that |

years of capitalist and_ political -ex-ploltatlon have suppressed. .

F

Bqually, Head’s fiction may be studied plausibly from a Symbolist perspective, for she
could speak of her characters aulhorially through the medium of symbols. Similarly, her
 characters could express thenlselves “in _symbolic modes that have remarkable and

. unyielding resonance, as well as universal applization.

4
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