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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the element of nature in postcolonial unnamed African
country, South Africa, Trinidad and China in V. S. Naipaul’s A Bend in the River
(1979), John Maxwell Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians (1980), Michael
Anthony’s Bright Road to El Dorado (1983), and Amitav Ghosh's River of Smoke
(2011), respectively. The study also examines the environment that the characters
inhabit (village, town or city) in these four postcolonial novels and the role of the
colonizer in determining the relationship between the colonizer and the colonized, the
people or their land using mainly the convergence of the theories of postcolonialism
and ecocriticism. In addition, given the fact that the land, as part of nature for instance,
does influence the psyche and the actual behavior of people, and that many other
environmental elements such as climate, wilderness, technologically altered
landscapes, and topographies function as powerful forces that human beings have to
react to and get affected by, this research traces the representation of such related
aspects in these novels as well as their influence and significance vis-a-vis the
characters, the writers and their works. Furthermore, the thesis looks at the writers’
attitudes towards nature and the way they depict it, in addition to analyzing the extent
to which they are aware of its significance and influence upon the characters of their
stories.

Key Words: Ecocriticism, postcolonialism, biocolonization, nature and the environment
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION



This thesis examines the element of nature in a postcolonial unnamed Central African
country (mostly Congo), South Africa, Trinidad and China in V. S. Naipaul’s A Bend
in the River (1979), John Maxwell Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians (1980),
Michael Anthony’s Bright Road to El Dorado (1983), and Amitav Ghosh's River of
Smoke (2011), respectively. The study also examines the environment that the
characters inhabit (village, town or city) in these four postcolonial novels and the role
of the colonizer in determining the relationship between the colonizer and the
colonized, both the people and their land. In addition, given the fact that the land, as
part of nature for instance, does influence the psyche and the actual behavior of
people, and that many other environmental elements such as the climate, the
wilderness, technologically altered landscapes and topographies function as powerful
forces that human beings have to react to and get affected by, this research traces the
representation of such related aspects in these novels as well as their influence and
significance vis-a-vis the characters, the writers and their works. Moreover, this study
investigates the presence of some postcolonial and ecocritical terms such as
ambivalence, the “Other,” biocolonisation in the four novels of the research.
Furthermore, the thesis considers the writers’ attitudes towards nature and the way
they depict it, in addition to analyzing the extent to which they are aware of its
significance and influence upon the characters of their stories.

Nature and the environment have always been present in humans’ lives acting
as the space where they live, a place that Edward Hoagland calls "our widest home"
(gtd. in Howarth 69). Likewise, their existence is equally extant in literary and cultural

works in the humanities. As far as literary criticism is concerned, the natural element



may not have always been given the focus that it deserves by researchers. However,
the environmental crisis of the twentieth century has resulted in the reappearance of
nature and the environment as a major issue to be spotlighted in the different fields.
For literary studies, the topic is inevitable because literature reflects and deals with the
matters of the time during which it is produced. Thus, one must expect that nature and
environmental issues constitute one of the main topics of literary works of the
twentieth century. However, this has not always been the case. This was the reason
that led Cheryll Glotfelty, in the introduction of The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks
in Literary Ecology (1996) to criticize the absence of the problems that the earth has
been facing from any major literary publication. She writes that if one checked the
contemporary literary publications, they would “quickly discern that race, class, and
gender were the hot topics of the late twentieth century, but [they] would never suspect
that the earth’s life support systems were under stress. Indeed, [one] might never know
that there was an earth at all” (xvi). Actually, Cheryll Glotfelty together with Harold
Fromm edited the above-mentioned book to become one of the major references in
Ecocriticism as a recent theory that concerns itself with studying nature and the
environment in both nature writings in particular and/or literary and cultural works in
general. Hence this research is an attempt to highlight the environment, be it natural or
human-built, in the analysis of the four novels at hand.

Like ecocritics, postcolonial critics deconstruct the concept of culture and many
others that have been “naturalized” through time. In addition to culture,
postcolonialism revises language, class, race, and the dichotomy of colonizer/

colonized. Such issues are also the focus of this research that makes use of the



convergence between the two theories that came to official existence by the late 1990s.
Indeed, the environment had always played important roles in the projects of the
European conquests and the imperial domination of the different countries of the Third
World most importantly because it was the place on which such conquests were being
conducted. The colonizer as a “superior” human-being has always regarded the
“Other” as part of nature, a fact that granted him the right to dominate and control this
“Other” just like what he does with nature and animals. During colonization, the
environmental impact of Western attitudes on the colonized world was significant. Be
it intentional or accidental, it was actually characterized by the transport of animals,
plants and peoples throughout the European empires from the colonized areas. This
transport caused a change of the ecosystem of both colonizer and colonized. Thus
appears the need for postcolonial ecocritical studies to examine the relationships
between nature and culture, animal and human in postcolonial contexts (Graham
Huggan and Helen Tiffin 6). In fact, the focal point of this research is to spotlight such
issues in the four novels of the analysis.

As for the studies on V. S. Naipaul’s A Bend in the River, the scholarship has
concerned itself with some subjects related to this novel as well as his writer. Some
studies have analyzed the novel from a postcolonial perspective since most of the
changes that occur to both the country and its people are caused by the white man’s
interference in the local business of the unnamed African country and its history. Other
literary criticisms have focused on the representation of the different characters in this
culturally diverse African country while other studies have highlighted the idea of

“paradise” that the narrator —and hence other fellow African people- is searching for



outside the space of Africa as a whole. Despite the fact that the narrator of Naipaul’s
story is an educated and intelligent human-like character and is objectively trying to
reflect on the situation of the newly independent African country(s), some critics went
further in accusing V. S. Naipaul of being a supporter of what is known nowadays as
“neocolonialism” because of the bleak image this narrator-protagonist depicts of the
unnamed African country he lives in in particular and that of Africa in general. Others
have pointed out the fact that the voice that Naipaul uses in this novel through Salim’s
narration is much like that of the white colonizer. Another group of critics tend to
defend Naipaul of such accusations.

In his “Naipaul’s A Bend in the River: Time, History, and ‘Africa’” (1991),
William Vincent analyzes the way Naipaul represents the change that is happening to
history and the role of the West in creating such change. He argues that Naipaul in A
Bend in the River does not only talk about the African city at the bend of the river but
also about other two Western cities: London and Rome, which are both situated at
bends of rivers. He suggests that Naipaul relates these three cities in the sense that
“[...] if Rome is the great city of the past and London the great city of the present,
perhaps the African city is the great city of the future (339). A viewpoint that can be
considered as supporting the group of critics who believe in the optimism of Naipaul’s
novel.Vincent, then, affirms that Naipaul’s novel is also about the difference between
history: the flow of time and events, and history: the discipline (339). Vincent argues
that Naipaul believes it to be just a European construct and has nothing to do with the
real Africa. Naipaul proves this through the behaviours of a number of characters.

There is Father Huismans who represents “this European, colonialist construct of



history” (340) because he resembles the European characters in their inability to see
the truth of Africa. Thus comes the falsity and the hypocrisy of the European
construct. According to him, the colonized peoples are able to and do destroy all
material remnants of their ex-colonizer but it is not always easy to discard the
historical construct itself. Vincent also refers to Naipaul’s use of the American
historian character, Raymond, as a possible representative of: “an American construct
of Western civilization [that] can redeem Europe's colonial mistakes” (343). However,
Naipaul shows that Americans are no better morally than Europeans and that their
views constitute a cultural construct that is far from the real image of Africa (345).

In her article “Gurnah and Naipaul: Intersections of Paradise and A Bend in the
River” (2015), Fawzia Mustafa links Gurnah to Naipaul in the sense that Gurnah fills
in the missing details in Naipaul’s story especially at the level of history and past. In
addition, while Naipaul overuses “the personal,” Gurnah depends a lot on “the broken
collective” (238). Also, she thinks that Gurnah can be read to be providing a
significant rectification of the paradoxes that Naipaul and other writers like him
embody in their works (235).

Surjit S. Dulai’s main point in his article “The Ganges Flows Through Africa:
V. S. Naipaul’s India and A Bend in the River” (1991) is that Naipaul’s understanding
of India reflects his comprehension of the other parts of the Third world. Hence, Dulai
studies Naipaul’s A Bend in the River from this perspective. He then argues that India
Is found in the novels in two main ways. One is related to the African situation and its
resemblance to its Indian counterpart especially in being both ex-colonies which are

now independent yet corrupt societies; and the other is related to the prominence of the



novel’s characters who have Indian origins and the significant role that Naipaul gives
them in conveying the central meaning of his novel.

As the title suggests, Joseph Walunywa’s article: “The “Non-Native Native” in
V.S. Naipaul’s A Bend in the River” (2008) is a study that focuses on the novels’
characters who are neither entirely native nor entirely foreign. The position of this
category of people, Salim who is the narrator of the novel is one of them, is awkwardly
unstable after the independence of the countries they have always considered as theirs.
Naipaul, according to Walunywa, suggests that the solution to their situation is to
relocate them to “globally powerful nations like Britain (within the context of
globalization), from which they can acquire more influential and internationally
relevant identities” (2) since the departure of the colonizer after the independence has
taken from them their middle class status. Walunywa claims that the focus in
postcolonial criticism has always been on the dichotomy of colonizer/colonized
neglecting the medium category of immigrants who either come to the colonized land
by force or by their own choice. The way he chooses to call such characters as the

“Non-Native Natives” in the title of his article is for the reason that:

They are non-natives because they trace their heritage to another part of the world. But
they are natives because, like the indigenous groups, they are subjected to the power of
the colonizer. Secondly, they are non-natives because they are less threatening to the
colonizer than the natives, on the basis of which they enjoy privileges that the
colonizer denies the native proper. But they are natives because they are excluded
from certain economic and political privileges that are reserved for the colonizer. (8)

Therefore, Walunywa thinks that spotlighting the position of this category in such
post/colonial situations is necessity since they play an important role in their societies.
As the title of the article shows “Naipaul’s A Bend in the River as a Jamesonian

Third World National Allegory” (2013), Nazua Idris uses the American Marxist



literary critic and cultural theorist, Frederic Jameson’s term of “Third World National
Allegory,” which refers to the Third World writers’ representation of the individual in
relation to the national. Therefore, Salim and some other characters are seen as
allegorical figures that represent the diasporic people like them in the unnamed
African country. Idris provides an analysis of all the characters that he classifies into
different groups representing different categories of the African society that he thinks
it to be that of Congo during General Mobutu’s rule. According to him, all these
characters allegorically represent the African country with its people, immigrants,
history, culture, racial conflicts and political upheavals (172). He asserts:

On a personal level, Naipaul deals with the themes of alienation, identity crisis, loss of
center and inner conflict of an individual. On the other hand, Naipaul deals with the
themes of national importance - loss of history and culture, economic crisis, tribal
feuds, political turmoil, division and racial intolerance in Congo. (172)

For him, then, Naipaul’s A Bend in the River is a “Third World national allegory” that
describes the national disturbances in the newly independent country(s) in Africa and
that stresses the urgent need to reflect on their realities by both the national leaders and
the intellectuals for the reason of achieving growth and development to them.

Despite the fact that some critics do acknowledge the pessimism of A Bend in
the River, the writer of “Writing Without a Future: Colonial Nostalgia in V.S.
Naipaul’s A Bend in the River” (1995) argues that most recent western critical analyses
of Naipaul’s novel sees it as an existential triumph denying the pessimism it includes.
In this article, Roger A. Berger claims his attempt to confirm Edward Said’s opinion
about Naipaul who represents a longing for colonialism even though he was born in an
ex-colonized country (Trinidad). Berger disagrees with such recent western analyses

that highlight the optimism of Naipaul’s novel and affirms that:



What underlies ABR [A Bend in the River] is [rather] an assimilationist and imperialist
ideology, an ideology deconstructed by framing the novel within the context of
African fiction of the late 1960s and 1970s and by identifying Naipaul’s sense of the
African personality (borrowed from Joseph Conrad) which is represented in the text.
(147)

Berger then goes on backing up this claim of his with textual evidence from Naipaul’s
novel that proves its assimilative nature with Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. He argues
that the representation of both the natives and their land is derogatory in Naipaul’s
novel. And this negative image is not, according to Naipaul, because of the western
economic hegemony or the colonial heritage; it is rather because of the innate savagery
of the natives and their land. Berger also refers to the bush as a symbol of the absence
of civilization — “an irrational, atavistic savagery that obliterates (note Naipaul’s
repeated use of “buried”) everything seemingly good and moral and civilized” (149).

In the afore-mentioned article written by Joseph Walunywa, this latter also
refers to the number of accusations that Naipaul keeps receiving from different critics
(Chinua Achebe being one of them) of him being a racist against Africans. He agrees
with Achebe because:

[Salim] sees his people exactly as the colonizer sees them. He brings to his culture
exactly the same prejudices that the colonizer disseminates through the literature he
produces regarding Arabia, India, and Africa. He derives a sense of pride from
knowing that his people have done great things in the past. But because he perceives
his environment exclusively through the prejudiced perspective of the colonizer he is
invariably discontented with his culture. The innovations and “adventure-spirit” of
non-native natives, though an important contribution to “civilization,” are miniscule in
comparison to those of the Europeans. The civilization of Europeans belongs to the
present, while that of non-native natives belongs to the past. (11)

Through this, Walunywa shows how Salim confirms the stereotypes spread by the
colonizers about the colonized in the story he narrates. Thus, Naipaul is accused of
merely resounding the voice of the colonizer. Because through analyzing A Bend in the

River’s main character and only narrator, Salim, Walunywa proves that Salim and



Naipaul are the same person and that the latter uses the former to convey his ideology
about Africa that resembles the neocolonial approach of the Europeans. Consequently,
Walunywa concludes that Naipaul fails the “test of greatness™ (23) as a writer because
he blames the oppressed instead of blaming their oppressors for the confused situation
they live in after they get their independence.

In his article “An African Reading of Naipaul’s A Bend in the River” (2014)
agreeing with the accusations addressed to Naipaul, Kenneth W. Harrow provides a
reason why Edward Said in 1986 remarked that A Bend in the River is a pernicious
novel. It is because Naipaul talks in the voice of the colonizer despite being himself an
ex-colonized diaspora Indian. He backs up his claims with three points of reference in
order to analyze Naipaul’s novel: Early military officers’ reports, Joyce Cary’s Mr.
Johnson, and Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. Harrow argues that Naipaul’s
attitude towards Africa and Africans is similar to how French colonial military,
leaders, writers and reporters described their enemies (the peoples they wanted to
invade and take control over) during the second half of the 19" century. The depiction
is therefore always derogatory, just like in Naipaul’s A Bend in the River. In addition,
Harrow links what Cary does in his novel, Mr. Johnson, to Naipaul’s in their use of
what JanMohamed calls the racial Romance and by utilizing the authoritative voice of
the narrator. This narrator is kept aloof, is always an outsider. This helps him to avoid
the description of the inner suffering of local Africans consequently holding the voice
of the white man. Moreover, Naipaul provides the same description of Africa to that of
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness:

At the end of Marlow's voyage to the interior in Heart of Darkness, he discovers the
former idealist, Kurtz, in time to hear his dying assessment, ""The horror, the horror."
This is the bush, the heart of Africa, to Naipaul. It is unknown, hidden, and secret. For
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example, Ferdinand's face is described as a mask, behind which nothing can be known,
a blankness periodically harboring some lower level of emotion. The same blankness
IS given to Africa by its bush, which stands in contrast to the human works of the
West. (329)

Thus, Harrow supports this view with textual evidence in addition to some expressions
and sentences he identifies them to be intertextual references to Conrad’s descriptive
words of Africa.

Harrow is indeed not alone in his position against Naipaul. For in the previously
mentioned article of Fawzia Mustafa, for instance, she agrees with Harrow that in A
Bend in the River Naipaul follows Conrad’s “narrative and symbolic choices” (234) in
the latter’s Heart of Darkness despite some of the different details that the two stories
contain. Also, William Vincent concludes at the end of his earlier-mentioned article
that: ““One can hardly avoid the conclusion that Naipaul feels a special contempt for
these westerners who appropriate to themselves what they feel is the "true™ Africa,
who impose upon it their own standards and own judgments, who manipulate facts to
fit their own historical construct” (345).

Surjit S. Dulai’s one of main points in his afore-mentioned article of 1991 is, on
the other hand, to defend Naipaul. Dulai concludes his article by commenting on the
position of Naipaul who has been always accused of being in support of colonialism.
Dulai argues that this is oversimplified misunderstanding of Naipaul’s works in
general and A Bend in the River in particular. He asserts that despite the fact that
Naipaul admits the positive effect of colonialism, especially the British, in increasing
the intellectual life of its colonies, he also shows how colonialism did more bad than
good to the peoples they colonized. Dulai affirms that an in-depth analysis of Naipaul

“suggests that the good that came out of the colonial situation was not the result of the
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colonial rule as such and the colonists' “mission” to “civilize”. It rather simply
followed from the meeting of cultures that was inevitable under the circumstances”
(307). Hence, the turmoil that those newly independent countries experience is the
result of the fragmentation that happens to the culturally different people of the same
society that was once all unified against the one foreign enemy. But after getting rid of
the colonizer, what is important now is “[d]ifference and degree, rather than similarity
and unity of peoples” (308), and this is one of the main reasons for the disorder and
confusion the newly independent societies live in. Dulai’s conclusion is that A Bend in
the River is a novel about the contemporary world in general despite its setting
“Africa” (314).

In his “Reading the Postcolony in the Center: V. S Naipaul’s A Bend in the
River” (2005), Masood Raja presents both groups of Naipaul critics: those who defend
him and the others who detract him and his colonial stance that he represents in his
novel. Raja takes the analysis of A Bend in the River from another perspective rather
than the one most of Naipaul’s critics have taken. He claims that the latter mentioned
critics have overloaded the novel with the burden of representation suggesting from
the beginning that the story is about the clash between modernity and the past
traditions of the fictional novel’s ex-colony. What he does in this analysis though is
“[iJnundating the novel by reading Salim in his class specificity as petit-bourgeois in
the Marxian sense of the term” (226). Thus, Raja sees Salim’s representation of Africa
and Africans as a result of his business mentality and not because of Naipaul’s colonial
nostalgia. He also refers to the fact that is mostly ignored by the critics who tend to

focus on Salim’s ambivalence that the latter is not static and does show a change of his
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views concerning the natives towards the end of the novel especially because of his
experience in the jail with the other native prisoners (232). After providing a different
reading of Salim by looking at him from a different perspective, Raja similarly reads
Naipaul

to ensure that one’s criticism of Naipaul does not become an apology for the
corruptions and violence of the African national elite, while silencing the very heroic
efforts of the African artists and critics, who, instead of writing from a safe perch
within the metropolitan academy, have actually suffered drastic and even fatal
consequences within their own countries. (235)

as an attempt of his to read both the novel and its writer outside the realm of
representation.

In “V. S. Naipaul’s A Bend in the River: A Tragic Vision of Evil” (2016),
Jeffrey Folks defends Naipaul claiming that he has been misunderstood as well as his
novels that have been misinterpreted. In order to be able to understand the real
intentions of Naipaul, Folks traces the meaning of the word “civilization™ in the essays
and speeches that Naipaul had produced other than his novel under study. He claims
that Naipaul does not advocate in his A Bend in the River the superiority of the whites
over the Africans and the less developed peoples and that civilization is only related to

Western cosmopolitan capitals. Instead:
What he does suggest is that a clear distinction exists between those societies in which
individual rights and the rule of law are protected and those, like the Congo of the
1970s, in which they are not. In London and “place[s] like it,” personal freedom and
opportunity exist for all, while in much of the world the individual lives under the
yoke of despotism, corruption, and repression. (31)

This corruption and “evil” that the novel is full of, according to Folks, is not only

because of the dictatorship and misrule of the president’s country; it is also due to the

misfortune and aftermath of colonialism, which Naipaul is aware of as Folks claims.

Folks concludes his analysis by declaring Naipaul’s novel to be of important moral



13

value because it does not only consider the situation of African countries but of all
human life of when people do not recover the higher values of civilization. He points
to the last lines of the novel that reveal “not just a single collapsed society but the
potential collapse of the universal civilization everywhere at the hands of a myriad of
assaults on order and faith” (33).

For J. M. Coetzee's Waiting for the Barbarians, critics have analyzed the novel
looking at it from different lenses related to the dichotomy of civilization versus
barbarism that its title entails, the depiction of torture and pain, the construction of the
identity, the language used and its relation to the novel’s meanings in addition to the
setting of the novel.

In “Apartheid and the Decline of the Civilization Idea: An Essay on Nadine
Gordimer's July's People and J. M. Coetzee's Waiting for the Barbarians” (1984), one
of the points that Paul Rich analyzes is the way the empire seeks to historically justify
its mission of spreading civilization through the character of the magistrate in
Coetzee’s novel. Indeed, the magistrate comes to lose his faith in the empire and the
civilized behaviour because of the new officials of the empire like Colonel Joll. Rich
pinpoints the geographical separation where “civilization” and “barbarism” exist as “a
coded form of racial barrier, without any understanding of the historical meaning of
[it]” (388). This is what leads the novel to continue reproducing many of the same
Western imperial representations and imaginations about the “barbarians” and their
“homelands.” Rich also refers to the idea of the pastoral and the reason behind its
dominance in the novel as the only “anchoring point of certainty at a time of social

collapse” (387).
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In his “The Composition of the Self in Coetzee's Waiting for the Barbarians”
(1986), Debra Castillo affirms that it is pain that helps the magistrate find personal
comfort by resisting “the temptation to assign meaning to persons and events” (81)
finding such comfort in an animal existence. Whereas Susan Van Zanten Gallagher
analyzes the way Coetzee represents both the torture exercised against the natives and
the person of the torturer in “Torture and the Novel: J. M. Coetzee's Waiting for the
Barbarians” (1988). She quotes Coetzee in his disagreement of the realistic
description of torture in literature because he believes the writer will be part of the acts
of torture through validating them when reporting the details of the methods used as
they are (277). Indeed, Coetzee does mention torture in Waiting for the Barbarians but
in a different indirect way. Gallagher then shows how Coetzee represents the
difficulties that writers face when attempting to depict torture and oppression through
the abundance of the images of the impotency of writing. One of the other ways that
Coetzee uses in order to be able to talk about torture without having to mention all the
details is through the magistrate’s “storytelling” (281). Another way is done through
the setting in which the torture of the Barbarian girl and that of the magistrate occurs.
Thus, Coetzee “does not ignore the obscene acts performed by his government under
the guise of national security, yet neither does he produce representational depictions
of these acts. Instead, he insists on his own authority, tentative as it might be, and
imagines death and torture on his own terms” (282). As far as the person of the
character is concerned, the situation seems to be a little more complicated than that of
depicting the act of torture itself as Gallagher stipulates. The magistrate is unable to

understand his torturers and how they are able to do such acts to other humans like
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them. But at the end, he resumes that everyone is in a way or another convicted of the
act of torture. Therefore, both “the evil and the innocent” (284) need to be purified of
their guilt of participating in different ways of torture of the less powerful others. This
is because “[t]hose who passively allow torture and oppression to take place are just as
much Barbarians as the torturers” (285).

In “The Body, the Word, and the State: J. M. Coetzee's Waiting for the
Barbarians” (1989), Barbara Eckstein uses a number of philosophers’ and thinkers’
ideas about the relationship between the body and knowledge, and the various
definitions of torture. She argues that despite the fact that her critic predecessors have
focused on analyzing the language of the novel, the latter is also about the body in
pain. Thus, Eckstein shows the ways in which “Coetzee pursues the relationship of
torturer to prisoner, language to the body in pain, and finds politics where language
and the body meet” (182).

In his afore-mentioned article of 1986, Debra Castillo also examines the process
of identity construction as it gets influenced by historical changes. He claims that
through Waiting for the Barbarians, Coetzee calls his readers to reexamine the nature
of history and the self in history. This is clear through the identity of the magistrate
who goes through different transformations at the level of his thinking during the
breakdown of power ploys in the time of crisis in the unnamed imperial town.

Starting with the theoretical argument that the other is the source of a
convincing definition of the self, Erhard Reckwitz traces the imperial self attempts to
define its identity through degrading the other in his “I Am Not Myself Anymore:

Problems of Identity in Writing by White South Africans” (1993). Reckwitz agrees
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with Castillo that the imperial identity in the novel is defined through “the other”
represented by the “Barbarians” but he studies its construction process from a slightly
different angle. He argues that even the narrator verbalizes his desire to learn about the
“Barbarians;” and such attempts of the magistrate to understand the other is because it
serves his own identity definition. However, this creates a problem because when “the
so-called civilized can only acquire self-definition by shutting themselves off from the
putative savages, such an identity becomes problematic as soon as the definition of the
other is nothing but the projection of prejudices and unconscious desires” (6).

In “Truth, Reconciliation, and the Restoration of the State: Coetzee's Waiting
for the Barbarians” (2006), Troy Urquhart relates the objectives of the South African
TRC (Truth and Reconciliation Commission) to J. M. Coetzee's Waiting for the
Barbarians in restoring justice. He mentions a number of critics who have attempted
to find any hope to prove that the novel is about giving voice for the oppressed that
deems to restore justice for them. However, Urquhart objects such claim basing his
objection on Spivak’s conclusion that the “subaltern cannot speak™ (308, ged. in 10).
He asserts that the “the project of the TRC seems no less doomed to failure than the
attempts by the Magistrate to understand the experience of the oppressed, for the truth
that the TRC believes will lead to reconciliation cannot be articulated” (10). This is
because the attempts of the Magistrate to understand and then speak for the
“Barbarians” is not to achieve justice in the reparative meaning but for his own
interests in finding a way to get rid of his own guilt. Thus, the Magistrate is not able to
speak for the oppressed nor is he able to restore justice for them. Through the novel,

then, political legitimacy of the empire is emphasized rather than justice for the
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“Barbarians™: “it is the Magistrate, the speaking agent of the state-and not the silenced
victim-whose dignity is restored” (9).

As the title tells,“A Further Study of Present Tense Narration: The Absentee
Narratee and Four-Wall Present Tense in Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians and
Disgrace” (2007), Matt DelConte analyzes the influence of a number of the different
forms of the narrative present tense in Coetzee’s two novels. DelConte argues that the
use of the simultaneous present tense by the magistrate, who narrates what happens to
him during his term in the empire’s compound, underscores the continuous process of
his own awakening and his growing recognition of his own complicity with the
empire’s injustices against the “barbarians”. In addition, the magistrate’s use of the
simultaneous present tense makes him unsure of how his story will end as he is telling
it while it is happening. In this case, “he has relatively little control over its
narratological design (when compared to retrospective narrators); instead of
manipulating the events [...] the magistrate’s simultaneous present tense narration
exposes how susceptible he is to being manipulated by the events” (439). Quoting
James Phelan, DelConte refers to the impact of the use of the simultaneous present
tense on the audience’s reaction to the narrative. Moreover, Waiting for the Barbarians
employs an absentee narratee that makes the authorial audience the direct narrates of
the narrator. The audience, then, becomes “a more significant and active participant in
the magistrate’s narrative than [it] would be if the text maintained [the] standard
ontological distinctions” (440).

In “The Visceral Allegory of Waiting for the Barbarians: A Postmodern Re-

Reading of J. M. Coetzee’s Apartheid Novels” (2014), Shadi Neimneh argues that
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Coetzee problematizes the notion of allegory in its sense in which it speaks for more
than what it actually says in his Waiting for the Barbarians. For the suffering of the
body that is depicted in the novel cannot be hidden by interpretative meanings that are
external to the text. What Coetzee does in his novel is that he “defamiliarizes allegory
and allegorizes, in the process, the non-allegorical, i.e. the literal” (693). Through
different examples from the novel including the undeniable suffering body, the
magistrate’s translation of the wooden slips, and the magistrate’s treatment of the
girl’s body, Neimneh proves that Waiting forthe Barbarians, performs a visceral
materiality of its own, but the general effect on us is stillallegorical” (694).

“Sven Hedin's “Vanished country”: Setting and History in J.M. Coetzee's
Waiting for the Barbarians” (2015) focuses on two main points concerning the setting
of the novel. The writers of the article: Hermann Wittenberg and Kate Highman argue
that the displaced geographical setting that does not look like South Africa yet allows
Coetzee to represent “state violence and police brutality” (106). They add that leaving
the novel’s location unspecified refers to the sensitive situation of apartheid South
Africa and the repression rules on censorship in the late 1970s. The other focus of the
article is related to the writer’s attempt to reconstruct the novel’s setting concluding
that it was built upon different geographical places. They prove that one of the main
influences on the choice of the novel’s setting is the Swedish Sven Hedin’s exploration
narrative, Central Asia and Tibet: towards the holy city of Lassa, published in two
volumes in London in 1903 (112).

Amitav Ghosh’s River of Smoke has received fewer critical articles but was

studied in a number of Master and PhD dissertations among Ghosh’s other novels. In
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fact, most of the articles written on the second novel of the Ibis trilogy, River of
Smoke, highlight the element of nature, land and plants, and their relationship with the
characters. Another main topic that some critics study in this novel is the relationship
between the past and the present, and the present effect of history on China and the
world. Furthermore, some critics focus on the variety of languages and dialects used
in the novel as a means of asserting a new world power.

In “City Botany: Reading Urban Ecologies in China through Amitav Ghosh’s
River of Smoke” (2013), Kanika Batra asserts that both novels of Amitav Ghosh: Sea
of Poppies and River of Smoke are about “[c]ultivated nature, its bounty, and the
transportation of this bounty across the seas” (322). Drawing attention to global urban
spatial economy, natural and human-built environments, and the benefits of trading in
plants; the novel deals with the past in order to point out the present (323). On the light
of this, the writer of this article studies the urban ecology of “old” Canton vis-a-Vis
“contemporary” Guangzhou and the adoption of Chinese cities of certain city
gardening styles on the basis of its history. Finally, the writer also refers to the
possibility of talking about ecological imperialism when dealing with the Western
interventions in the Chinese botanical gardens.

In “Ecocritical Readings and Descriptions of Landscape in Amitav Ghosh’s Sea
of Poppies and River of Smoke” (2014), Nesha Sabar analyzes the depiction of nature
in both novels and claims that River of Smoke reveals how nature works in the life of
human beings (308). She argues that despite the fact that ecocriticism is fairly a new
critical theory in Indian academic circles, “ecological concerns and ecological wisdom

might not be alien to this antique land, where civilization had sprouted so many years
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ago. Now it has become one of the emerging fields of study in India and [the] world at
large” (310). Ghosh’s River of Smoke deals with the relationship between the naturalist
and botanist characters with different plants and lands, like Paulette. In addition, it
refers to the danger of the disappearance of different plants and trees on earth due to
the human beings destructive for personal consumption. Moreover, the novel
highlights the pollution of the Pearl River because of the Creek factory established
next to it (309). Thus, human destruction of trees and pollution of the river and other
surfaces will inevitably affect humans and the natural environment they occupy.

In “Narratology and History in Amitav Ghosh’s River of Smoke” (2014), Rozy
Gupta and Tanu Gupta analyze the different narrative aids and techniques that Ghosh
uses in his historical novel. They argue that Amitav Gosh re-writes the historical
period during the opium war in Canton in 1838 using different narrative strategies.
Through the omniscient narrator and other characters, the reader gets to know different
stories that happened during the opium war giving voice to the oppressed to narrate
history from their personal perspectives. This is what makes them contribute to telling
significant parts of the nation’s history and not only their personal stories. Thus, River
of Smoke is about “re-inventing and re-writing the past not only through memory,
interior monologue, stream of consciousness but also through the authentic and official
voices of historical personas, edicts Canton journals, Hukamnamas, proclamations,
letters, and memorials™ (36).

In “Time and Space: A Study of Amitav Ghosh’s River of Smoke” (2015), the
writers Rozy Gupta and Tanu Gupta analyze the elements of time and space in the

novel. They note that the narrative’s actual time period is not very wide ranging, i.e:
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from 1838 to 1839. This is the same case for the spatial setting that they identify as
limited (526). However, they are both at the same time specific and broad thinking
through Ghosh’s use of different narrative techniques like flashbacks and flash-ups.

Sanjukta Poddar shows how Ghosh’s novel traces the origins of globalization
connecting it to colonization and the aggressive trade deals between different peoples
in his “Amitav Ghosh’s River of Smoke: Globalisation, Alternative Historiography,
and Fictive Possibilities” (2015). He argues that Ghosh’s narration of different
characters “who would otherwise remain mere footnotes to events in ‘world history’”
(2) and his examination of how such characters were given no choice in working in the
opium trade play the role of “critical historiography” (6) through the lens of fiction.

In “The Novels of Amitav Ghosh and the Integral Hegemony of Inglish”
(2015), Vedita Cowaloosur argues that Ghosh belongs to the group of some of the
Indian English writers who mix different native Indian words and expressions with
pure English phrases and structures “not merely in order to represent linguistic
diversity and the polylingualism of characters and of the settings of their texts, but also
as a means to rethink and reimagine the power equations between the Anglophone
world and the world that these authors write about” (2). In addition to subverting
Standard English through the use of “Inglish” (i.e: Indian English), “this prose also
seeks to showcase the “unity’ and ‘centrality’ of India in its very form” (4).
Furthermore, one of the main points of focus of the article is related to how

this invented Inglish (which does not only prime various bhashas but also nods to
India’s flourishing relationship with her diasporas, by incorporating their dialects in its
midst too) invites a new reading of India in the context of its changing position in the
global political and economic hierarchy. (5)
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Thus, Cowaloosur concludes that the Inglish used in the novel reflects the south-south
power relations, the language of trust, and that of friendship (9).

No studies or articles written in English have been found on Michael Anthony’s
Bright Road to El Dorado (1983). In addition, only very few of the studies that have
been done on the other novels of the thesis do refer to the setting and the element of
nature and their signification. However, | have not found any study or dissertation that
takes as its focus the environment that the characters occupy and its relationship with
their personalities and the story’s events. Nor did they refer to any possible connection
that may exist between colonizer, colonized and their environment.

To the best of my knowledge, there is no study that has combined the four
writers of my thesis together except Fawzia Mustafa who refers to three of them in the
afore-mentioned article of 2015. She categorizes Naipaul, Amitav Ghosh and J. M.
Coetzee in one group of “the diaspora-based spatial/ideological postcolonial,” that is
ideologically different from the group that includes Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka,
Ngugi Wa Thiong’o, and Nuruddin Farah, and which she calls “the nation-specific (or
exiled) temporal postcolonial” (235). Indeed, the novels of the study seem to be
different at nearly all levels. They actually represent different colonizers and, hence,
different methods of dealing with the colonized as well as their lands. In fact, this
choice is intentional in regard to the variety of the landscapes of their stories as a way
to connect them together at different points mainly that of the relationship between
colonizer, colonized and the environment they inhabit.

I chose to work on the novels of this study because their settings represent three

different continents (Africa, South America, and Asia). The aim was to discover if the
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variety of the place and the differences between the colonizers and colonized does not
necessarily result in a difference at the level of how nature and the environment of the
colonized is being treated. This query stems from my experience with the novels |
worked on in my Magister thesis. | analyzed the element of nature and the human-built
environment in relation to colonialism in Assia Djebar’s Children of the New World
(1962) and Amitav Ghosh's Sea of Poppies (2008). These two novels represent
different colonizers (the French and the British), different geographies and contexts of
Algeria and India, and different characters who encounter different circumstances at
different times. However, the result of my thesis is indeed interesting because of the
similarities that exist between these two apparently different stories. One of these main
similarities is related to the fact that both the French colonizer and the British
imperialist consider themselves superior to Algerians and Indians, respectively, and
they hence give themselves the right to exploit their lands regardless of the damages
they may cause. Another important shared point that | discovered existent between the
two novels is that in both of them, the environment shapes the characters’ personalities
and affects their daily activities and, sometimes, determines their destinies. From such
Interesting conclusions, | decided to enlarge the diversity of the environments of the
novels | would work on ending up by choosing two stories that occur in the middle of
the African continent and that of South Africa, and two others that have their setting in
Trinidad of South America and in China of Asia. The main aim is to investigate nature
and the environment of the characters in the postcolonial contexts of these four novels.
In order to explore the relationship between colonizer, colonized and the

environment they inhabit, it is helpful to use postcolonial ecocriticism to find out
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answers to such questions. The study is both theoretical and analytical and aims at
investigating how both the Western colonizer and the native inhabitant recognize the
colonized landscape and the colonizer’s impact on the people’s lives and culture in the
novels of the study. It also relies on different theoretical concepts and approaches such
as those of psychoanalysis, postcolonialism, deconstruction and ecocriticism in order
to decipher the language of the novels as related to the inclusion of natural elements in
local idioms and figures of speech, for instance. Moreover as an attempt to analyze the
link between the characters and the environment they inhabit, the study applies the
postcolonial ecocritical theory that both Helen Tiffin and Graham Huggan explain in
their “Postcolonial Ecocriticism: Literature, Animals, Environment” (2010). However,
this study also makes use of many other theoretical references related mainly to both
theories of postcolonialism and ecocriticism which will serve as tools of analysis and
provide terms of reference for the critical discussion throughout the thesis.

This thesis contains two main parts. Each part includes two chapters. Part one
providesthe socio-historical backgrounds of the four novels’ stories in addition to that
of the writers’. Chapter I (Works and Writers: Socio-Historical and Geographical
Contexts) contextualizes the novels’ stories socio-historically in addition to providing
some geographical information about the novels’ settings. This chapter also presents
the socio-historical backgrounds of the writers’ lives surveying their relationships with
(anti-)colonial discourses and landscape recognition including the different
geographical areas they have written about and/or have visited. Indeed, the inclusion
of some biographical information about the writers is needed since their lives are

related to their works in general and those of the present study in particular and such
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information is beneficial for the understanding of the choice of characters, themes and
landscapes representated. Moreover, Chapter Il (Nature and the Environment in a
Postcolonial Context: Theoritical and Methodological Basis) of this part provides an
overview of the theories utilized in the analysis of the four novels including
colonialism and ecocriticism in addition to other theories. As far as the scope of the
theories is concerned, the chapter presents concepts of “land,” “nature,” “the
environment,” in relation to culture. The way these concepts and ideas are to be used
in the analysis of the four novels of the study is also provided.

Part Two is composed of Chapter I11 (Characters and Nature) and Chapter 1V
(Writers and Representations: Colonialism and Nature). This part deals with the
literary analysis of the four novels of the study. The aim is to examine the environment
that the characters inhabit (village, town or city) in these four postcolonial novels and
the role of the colonizer in determining the relationship between the colonizer and the
colonized, the people or their land. It also shows how the four novelists write about
nature and the environment and what they actually write about in order to show
whether they are aware of their depiction of nature or not. Chapter 11l analyzes the
relationship between nature and the different kinds of characters: the native
(colonized), the hyphenated or non-native native (colonized), and the foreign white
man (colonizer). The analysis seeks to answer questions related to the characters’
attitudes towards nature, the way they consider it (its significance for them), the
manner in which they are influenced by it (their psyche and behaviour), and the
relationship between colonizer and colonized as far as the influence of the colonizer on

the colonized (people and land) is concerned. Chapter IV looks into the writers’
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presentation of the relationship between colonizer/colonized, their depiction of nature
and the different natural elements (such as sea, desert, climate and others), the “green”
language they use, and their representation of different environments inhabited by
different kinds of characters in order to explore their awareness of nature’s influence
on their characters.

The study of the four novels of V. S. Naipaul’s A Bend in the River (1979),
John Maxwell Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians (1980), Michael Anthony’s
Bright Road to EI Dorado (1983), and Amitav Ghosh's River of Smoke (2011) using
postcolonial ecocritical tools is an attempt to answer questions related to the
relationship between colonizer, colonized, and the environment in the different
geographical areas of the postcolonial unnamed Central African country, South Africa,
Trinidad and China. The study also investigates the role of the colonizer in
determining the relationship between colonizer and colonized when modifying the
latter’s environment. In addition since environmental elements such as climate,
wilderness, sea, desert, and others do influence people and are influenced by people,
this connection is put under scrutiny. Lastly, the thesis attempts to answer questions
related to how aware writers are of the ecosystem’s influence on their characters and,

hence, themselves.
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Introduction
Part one provides the socio-historical contexts of the four novels of the thesis. Some
geographical information is also provided about the novels’ settings. In addition, this
part presents the writers’ socio-historical backgrounds of their lives, and surveys their
relationships with (anti-)colonial discourses and landscape recognition including the
different geographical areas they have written about and/or have visited. Moreover,
this part provides an investigation of the theories utilized in the analysis of the four
novels. In fact, the presentation of the socio-historical background of the novels’
stories is needed in order to contextualize the four stories of the novels. In addition, the
inclusion of some biographical information about the writers is needed for the
understanding of the choice of characters, themes and landscapes’ representation. This
part also focuses on the writers’ views about postcolonialism and their relationship to
the depiction of landscapes and nature in order to understand their choices in the works
of the study. Moreover, this part includes a theoretical context for the study that is
developed around theoretical notions and concepts related to both colonialism and
ecocriticism in addition to other theories. The theoretical chapter relates both
postcolonialism and ecocriticism together as an attempt to find out common concepts
and topics between them. As far as the scope of the theories is concerned, concepts of
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“land,” “nature,” “the environment,” as related to culture are spotlighted. Then, the
need for ecologizing postcolonialism making it a theory and a methodology that
focuses more on nature and its connection to humans is also put under scrutiny. Later,
decolonizing ecocriticism from concepts and ideas that may hinder the main objectives

of ecocritics is also studied. Lastly, the way these concepts and ideas are to be used in

the analysis of the four novels of the study is also provided.
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Introduction
This chapter provides the socio-historical contexts of the four novels of the thesis in an
attempt to relate them to the stories’ events. Many of the historical events and figures
are directly mentioned in the stories of these novels. Sometimes, however, some other
historical events of such countries are only referred to within the plots’ actions.
Besides, details about certain categories of characters and individual conversations
between real people, which cannot usually be found in history books, are filled in in
the novels’ stories. Such details reveal people’s attitudes towards each other and their
countries and lands. In addition, this chapter digs into topics related to the writers of
the works under study. The reason is that the writers’ lives and works are related to the
works they have written in general and those of the present study in particulart. The
link is mainly found in their way of representing the colonizer, the colonized, and their
lands. Interestingly enough, all the writers to be discussed, Naipaul, Coetzee, Anthony,
and Ghosh studied in Britain during certain periods of their lives. Britain is the
imperial country they all write about in the stories of the four novels of the thesis.
Moreover, what is interesting about these writers is that they have all visited and lived
in different countries of the different continents. This refers to the variety they have
experienced. Such variety is at the level of cultures, landscapes, histories, religions,
colonizations, and other areas of these countries’ specificities. Also, the writers visited
or lived in the settings described in their novels of this thesis. This is why the inclusion

of some biographical information about the writers is needed for the understanding of

! The resort to the authors’ works and lives is also based on the ideas of Senayon Olaoluwa article: “The Author
Never Dies: Roland Barthes and the Postcolonial Project” (2007). In it, Olaoluwa argues that the call for a
“severance of the author’s antecedent relationship to the text” is implicitly also a call “for an erasure of
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“history””. Hence, the act of writing a literary text becomes detached from meaning.
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the choice of characters, themes and different geographical settings. The chapter also
follows up the complicated relationship between the writers and the colonial and
postcolonial discourses, in order to to position their works in postcolonial field despite
the fact that some of them, like Naipaul and Ghosh, refuse to be considered as part of
it. Lastly, the chapter also investigates how the four writers see and react to nature and
landscapes throughout their travelogues and other fictional works.

I.1. Colonialism and Environment in Central Africa

Naipaul’s A Bend in the River narrates the story of Salim and other characters who live
in a country in the middle of Central Africa. Despite the fact that the novel’s setting is
not mentioned, it is mostly believed to be today’s the Democratic Republic of Congo.
The following socio-historical survey of this country sheds lights on many details that
are either directly mentioned in the story or mostly resemble them. Then, the way that
Naipaul, as a Trinidadian (by place of birth), West Indian (by place of origin), and
British (by place of studies, life, and death) writer, deals with postcolonial issues in his
works is presented. Furthermore, proofs related to A Bend in the River’s events are
mentioned to justify the choice of Congo as the setting of the novel. Also, some
biographical facts about Naipaul and his visits to Congo are also provided to support
such choice. Lastly since ecocritics pose questions related to the writer’s awareness of
their writing about nature and the environment, and since one of the main objectives of
this thesis is to reveal the writers’ realization of the connection between the
environment and their stories’ characters, this section scrutinizes Naipaul’s life as
related to how much he writes about nature and provides it with significance in his

fictional and non-fictional works.
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1.1.1. Belgian Colonization, Independence, and the First Republic of Congo
(1960-1965)

Under the mantle of philanthropy, Belgium’s Leopold II created associations and
financed a number of expeditions into central Africa to explore the Congo Basin and
negotiate trading agreements with local chiefs. Indeed, the king succeeded in signing
many treaties primarily along the Congo River. This obliged the European powers of
Great Britain, France, and Germany to agree to accept the Congo Basin as the personal
domain of Leopold I, a decision codified in the Act of Berlin on 26 February 1885.
Shortly after, the Congo Free State was formed and an administrative system was
established: “to govern and develop the territory and “civilize” its indigenous
inhabitants” (Kisangani and Bobb xii). The latter had to pay for such services,
according to Leopold’s decision. As a result, the Congo Free State granted European
companies exclusive rights to trade on large areas of the Congolese land benefiting
from almost 50 percent of the profits. In addition, a labor law was passed allowing:
“the companies and CFS [Congo Free State] agents to forcibly employ indigenous
laborers or oblige them to provide a certain amount of marketable produce,
particularly rubber, as payment of a “state tax™” (xii-i).

Things continued to worsen for the indigenous people until the latter started
asking for their land’s independence from Belgium and the oppressive powers of the
foreign trading companies. The riots of 1959 that lasted for two weeks led the Belgian
government to offer a more limited form of self-government in the colony. As a result,
elections were held for local councils in December of that year. The campaign for the
elections led to the emergence of many parties, many of them were based on ethnic

associations (Kisangani and Bobb xiv).


https://b-ok.cc/g/Emizet%20Francois%20Kisangani
https://b-ok.cc/g/Emizet%20Francois%20Kisangani

33

On 30 June 1960, then, the Belgian Congo became independent as the Republic
of Congo. Just after five days, elements of the army mutinied as a result of their anger
over low pay and lack of promotion opportunities. Violence was the result in different
parts of the country. This led the Belgian government to intervene by sending its
troops to protect foreigners. This was, however, refused by the Lumumba government
that called for the help of a United Nations’ peace-keeping force in an effort to protect
its sovereignty and territorial integrity (Kisangani and Bobb xvi). The UN demanded
that the Belgium troops get out of the country to be substituted by UN troops.
Consequently, the UN began its first “police action” in Africa (xvii). In addition to
peace-keeping troops and relief supplies, the UN also sent administrators, judges, and
technicians to reactivate government operations. However, still, the central
government was unable to function properly because two states (North Katanga and
South Kasai) were declared independent of the Republic. Another main problem that
obstructed the work of the central government was its inability to specify the division
of powers between the presidency and the parliament. Consequently, numerous
tensions mounted between different parties (xvii).

While the UN was withdrawing from Congo, another rebellion led by Pierre
Mulele, who was the minister of education under the first government of Patrice
Lumumba, broke out on 6 January 1964 in Kwilu province. Such rebellions called for
a radical transformation of the Congolese society under what they called the “second
independence” movement (Kisangani and Bobb xviii). Indeed, nothing worked and

uncertainty was the lead of the Congolese atmosphere. Hence, 14 senior military
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commanders took over the government on 24 November 1965, and General Joseph-
Désiré Mobutu became president.

1.1.2. The Second Republic: Mobutu’s First Years of Rule

Becoming a president in late November 1965, Mobutu promised to control the ethnic
political demands that had divided the Congolese society since June 1960. Mobutu
utilized fear and oppression to consolidate his power and fulfill his promise. He
formed a secret police that was led by people mainly from his ethnic group: the
Ngbandi, to launch military operations to regain control of territories that were still
under rebel control. Moreover, civilian political institutions were deprived of their
powers and the army was abolished. Later in April 1966, he launched the Mouvement
Populaire de la Révolution (MPR) proclaiming it as the sole legal party. By decree,
then, political power was gradually centralized in the presidency and codified in the
Constitution of 1967. Many of the early political leaders accepted the new regime. But
those who did not were either exiled or imprisoned (Kisangani and Bobb xviii).

By 1967, the Mobutu government had regained control over most of the
territory. It began a program called “Authenticity” that had as an objective the
abolishment of tribalism and regionalism in order to develop a sense of nationhood
among the people. Consequently, former colonial names of places, lakes, flora, and
fauna were changed to “authentic” African ones. Congo was renamed “Zaire” and
citizens changed their Christian names for “Zairian” ones (Kisangani and Bobb xviii).
Even president Joseph-Désiré Mobutu became Mobutu Sese Seko (xv).

From 1967 to 1973, Mobutu’s economic model seemed to work relatively well.

So in November 1973, at the height of the economic boom and amid popular support
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for Authenticity, the Mobutu government nationalized all businesses including all
foreign-owned businesses in certain strategic sectors. This led to a flight of foreign
capital and productivity declined. The Mobutu government was obliged to borrow
increasingly large sums of money to cover a growing balance-of-payments deficit.
Amid this background of economic difficulties and political centralization for the first
time since the end of the post-independence rebellions, insurrections broke out against
the Mobutu government. On 8 March 1977, guerrillas of the “Front pour la Libération
Nationale du Congo” (FLNC) invaded southern “Shaba Region” from bases in Angola
(Kisangani and Bobb xix).

With the aid of Moroccan troops, the national army was able to drive the
guerrillas back into Angola 80 days later. In May 1978, the FLNC attacked again
infiltrating Kolwezi to later seize the town and stop work at the mines. Amid reports of
killings and atrocities, a force of Congolese, French, and Belgian paratroopers landed
on Kolwezi and nearby towns and drove the guerrillas out. During the two-week
occupation, two hundred foreigners and one thousand Congolese were killed. But,
work at the mines was resumed. In order to address some of the grievances of the local
people, a Pan-African peacekeeping force, comprised of troops from Morocco,
Senegal, and Togo was formed. In the same year, another insurrection also occurred in
Idiofa, but was harshly put down. As a result, 14 village chiefs were publicly executed
(Kisangani and Bobb xx).

1.1.3. Postcolonialism in Naipaul’s Eyes
Vidiadhar Surajprasad Naipaul was born in the rural town of Chaguanas, close to Port

of Spain in Trinidad in 1932. Biographical information as well as analyses of his work
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are found in most of the twentieth century’s references to contemporary literature. He
Is known to be the author without a land or a country since he has felt alienated from
both his Brahmian ancestors and the life of his native Trinidad. This is an interesting
aspect, which is manifested in the different nationalities Naipaul is being given in
different books and literary guides. Sometimes he is referred to as being British (V. S.
Naipaul), English Trinidadian-born (Krstovié 150), Trinidadian (Stringer 478), and
West Indian and Commonwealth writer (Swain 203). But, Naipaul has been known to
resist such categorizations (203) since what he has been feeling towards Trinidad,
England, India, or other countries he visited is “homelessness” (Naipaul, The Enigma
of Arrival 94). For in the non-fiction books he wrote, the bibliographical note put on
the first pages does not include any nationality for the writer. The notes provide the
reader with only the country of birth, the studies he did and the books he wrote.
Whatever his nationality may be, however, Naipaul writes about most
countries with which he has different kinds of connections. Both the fiction and non-
fiction works that Naipaul has written deal with various topics related to a
considerable number of Third World countries that belong to three main continents:
Africa, Asia, and America. Naipaul visited and wrote about East African countries
(Zaire/Nowadays Congo, Uganda, and others), the Caribbean (Trinidad, Mauritius, and
the West Indies), India and some Islamic states (like Iran, Pakistan, Indonesia, and
Malaysia). Thus since most of his works deal with issues of such ex-colonized
countries and their peoples, Naipaul is mostly considered to be a postcolonial writer.
However, his views and works have always been under serious criticism from different

postcolonial writers, literary critics and political commentators. Fawzia Mustafa, for
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instance, emphasizes the fact that Naipaul has taken a different path from other
postcolonial writers by adopting opinions and beliefs which are outside and often
opposite to “the trajectory of postcolonial anticolonial discourses, anticipating as it
were an entrepreneurial option within the emerging markets of, first, commonwealth,
then postcolonial Anglophone, and, now, first-world cosmopolitan literatures” (232).
Some commentators do blame him for his harsh criticisms of Third World societies
and accuse him of sounding exactly like the colonizer. Others praise his work and
acclaim it as neutral and nonpartisan depiction of “the social, psychological, and
political degradation left in the wake of the Western colonialist enterprise” and
recognize it “for its mixture of skepticism and rational detachment” (Mustafa 150).
Seen the variety of Third World countries he writes about, Stella Swain argues
that the postcolonialism Naipaul belongs to should be taken from its widest context.
This is because “this author is not so much the voice of any particular newly
independent or decolonized nation, [but should be considered as] the chronicler of
diverse global experiences of alienation and loss in the wake of European imperialism”
(203). A skilled wordsman, Naipaul criticizes the Third World countries in different
ways. In his earlier works, he employs satire and comedy. In others, he utilizes a more
serious tone. Jeffrey Folks exemplifies this claim by showing how while Naipaul uses
mimicry in order to explore the tragicomic downfall of postcolonial island nations in
works like The Mystic Masseur (1957) and Miguel Street (1959), “A Bend in the River
offers an unremitting vision of human evil, unalleviated by humor or irony” (28).
Using Jameson’s observations, Nazua Idris considers Naipaul’s postcolonial

novels of significant interest “as they reflect the society, class, antagonism, history and
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ideology of a nation along with the individual experience” (170). Surjit S. Dulai claims
that Naipaul uses his knowledge about India to understand the Third World, *“his views
about India and Indian culture often paralleled in his portrayal of other areas,
particularly areas of the non-Western world” (305). Joseph Walunywa acknowledges
Naipaul’s tackling the issues of the immigrant communities “who either come to the
colony of their own volition or are imported into the region from another part of the
world by the colonial regime” (8). Indeed, they are so important of a part of the
colonial situation since they affect it and are affected by it.

I.1.4. Congo as the Setting of A Bend in the River

One of V. S. Naipaul’s novels is his 1979 A Bend in the River that the Modern

Library ranked eighty-three (83) on its list of the 100 best English-language novels of
the 20" century in 1998. It was also short-listed for the Booker Prize in 1979. The
novel’s story is narrated by the Indian-African Salim who is in constant search for the
good place, other than Africa, to settle in. This wish becomes insistent because of the
changes overcoming “new” Africa especially continuous tribal conflicts and the racist
approaches of the authorities against the foreigners. Salim provides the reader with
events that occur mainly in three different places in an unnamed African country. One
of them is the town which is near the bend of the river where he lives along with other
Africans originated from Arabia, Persia and India; the village where local natives live;
and the Domain where the white man lives along with other Africans who are close to

the Big Man, the president of the country.
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This unnamed African country is believed to be the Democratic Republic of
Congo?. The latter, one of Africa’s largest, richest, and most populated countries, is
located strategically at the continent’s heart. Indeed, even its geographical shape has
often been compared to that of a heart. Sharing borders with nine countries: Angola,
Zambia, Tanzania, Burundi, Rwanda, Uganda, Sudan, Central African Republic, and
Congo-Brazzaville, Congo has long been considered as one of the most geopolitically
strategic countries in Africa (Kisangani and Bobb ii). Its basin is drained by the
mightiest river in Africa, the Congo River, which is second in volume of flowing water
only to South America’s Amazon River. This river flows to the Atlantic Ocean. It also
borders the lakes of the Great Rift Valley, which form the headwaters of the White
Nile River (ii-i). The Democratic Republic of Congo possesses great natural resources.
The hydroelectric potential of the Congo River and its tributaries, for instance, is
bigger than that of the rest of Africa combined. Its mineral wealth is also of strategic
importance producing cobalt, copper, and a major portion of the world’s industrial
diamonds. Environmentalists also argue that: “Congo is one of the largest remaining
repositories of primary tropical rainforest in the world, containing hundreds of
thousands of species of animal and plant life still unknown to science” (iii).

Many critics do actually analyze the novel as set in today’s the Democratic
Republic of Congo. This is due to many reasons related to the work itself and to its

writer: Naipaul. The reasons related to the novel’s characters, its society’s issues, and

2 The country changed names many times in a short period of time. It firstly emerged as the Congo Free State
(CFS) in 1885a private domain of King Leopold Il of Belgium (Kisangani and Bobb ii). Then, it became a
Belgian colony in 1908 and was known as Belgian Congo. On 30 June 1960, the country became independent
under the name of the Republic of Congo. Four years later, on 1 August 1964, the name was changed to the
Democratic Republic of Congo. In 1971, President Mobutu Sese Seko named the country Zaire and its citizens
Zairians. In 1997, President Laurent Kabila changed it back to the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) (xv).
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the descriptions of the unnamed country’s place are agreed upon by many critics®.
Jeffrey Folks, for instance, claims that:

Though the president is unnamed in the novel, he would seem to be based
largely on Mobutu Sese Seko, the longtime ruler of the Congo whose creation
of a personality cult portraying his mother as the “African Madonna” and
himself as the savior of African culture helped secure his rule. (28)

Folks backs up his argument with the comparison he makes between the Big Man, the
president-character of A Bend in the River, and that of Congo’s president Mobutu Sese
Seko since their characteristics resemble one another. Folks adds that some of what
Salim undergoes in the story can be connected to Mobutu’s rule at the time (28). One
of the instant examples can be Mobutu’s policy of nationalism that affects Salim’s
foreign business. For Nazua Idris, he seems to be certain that the story’s events of the
novel are those of Congo claiming that:

V. S. Naipaul’s A Bend in the River charts the picture of decolonization

and its aftermath in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Though the place
remains anonymous in the novel, the events that the novel refers to, make it
obvious to the readers that the novel is set in post-independent Congo. The
novel portrays characters from different strata of society struck in the newly
decolonized world of Congo. The novel is narrated by Salim, an Indian Muslim
shopkeeper, living in a small city. The story revolves around some of the
important events in Salim’s life projecting his identity crisis and inner conflicts
due to the rapid changes that are taking place in his “homeland”, Congo. Along
with Salim and other characters’ lives, the novel deals with the national issues
in Congo and shows how the individual lives are affected by the economic and
political changes in the country. (169)

For him, then, the lives of Salim and the other characters are affected by the national

issues that Congo was suffering from during the time of the novel’s story. Despite the

3 See also: Kenneth W. Harrow’s “An African Reading of Naipaul’s A Bend in the River” (p.321), and Stephanie
Jones’ “The Politics of Love and History: Asian Women and African Men in East African Literature” (p.167).
Fawzia Mustafa, also, deals with the novel’s setting as Congo mentioning 2005 Sushiela Nasta’s work on
Gurnah’s implicit criticism of V. S. Naipaul’s A Bend in the River, that is “set in the Congo” (253).
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fact that the country is unnamed in the story, the situation of economics and politics
surely resembles that of Congo.

Other reasons of why Congo seems to be the best setting for the story are
related to the writer himself. Naipaul’s visits and writings to and about a number of
African countries, especially Zaire, can be a proof to such a claim. Naipaul taught for a
while at different universities in different countries like the University of Makerere in
Uganda, where he became friends with Paul Theroux, who later wrote a book narrating
his travels in East Africa with Naipaul. In 1975, Naipaul visited Zaire to publish four
years later his 1979 novel: A Bend in the River. Fawzia Mustapha writes that: “[t]he
route of Salim’s journey is closer to Naipaul’s own made during his sojourn in Uganda
in 1966” (254). Surjit S. Dulai also agrees that the unnamed country resembles Zaire
but comments that even though it does, it is also “about contemporary sub-Saharan
Africa as a whole” (304). Dulai links his conclusion to the fact that: “[b]efore writing
A Bend in the River, [Naipaul] had lived in Kenya for about a year and travelled to
other parts of Africa” (304). Roger A. Berger also believes that Naipaul uses his trip to
Zaire as a main source of writing the novel. Commenting on Naipaul’s assimilation of
Conrad's Heart of Darkness’ notions related to the innate savagery of the African
native, he notes that:

This can find this racist ideology clearly articulated in a 1975 New York Review

of Books article Naipaul wrote entitled "A New King for the Congo." This

essay—which, | might add, is essential reading for understanding what Naipaul

Is doing in ABR—chronicles his trip to Zaire, describing in essence the bizarre

reign of Mobutu, still President of Zaire, over what Naipaul sees as an

inexorably decaying and increasingly corrupt society. As in the novel, Naipaul
focuses on the apparently irrational destruction of the colonial realm left behind
when the Belgians retreated. In one passage in particular he emphasizes the

bush—here not an American President but the dense shrub growth found in
Zaire—as a key signifier for the decline of civilization in Africa. (149)
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Thus, the setting is clearly Congo; the colonizer is the Belgian; and the Big Man of the
novel is president Mobutu. Moreover, Joseph Walunywa believes Naipaul’s A Bend in
the River to be set in Congo because the fact that Salim’s grandfather, for example,
used to ship some slaves as a cargo of rubber refers to: “the incident [that] occurred in
the Congo in the 1880s, when King Leopold Il of Belgium ran the country as a
personal plantation intended to meet the demand for rubber for bicycle wheels” (12).
Furthermore; when Salim gets down to business in the town at the bend of the river
buying and exporting gold and ivory, this refers to ivory business that boomed in the
mines and forests of the Congo at the time (19).

1.1.5. V. S. Naipaul Writing Nature and the Environment

By tracing Naipaul’s life as a man, one can clearly see that it can be divided into three
main parts: One starting from his childhood till he became 24 years old, the other
including the year 1956 during which he visited his birth-country Trinidad for the first
time after having achieved a degree in English and having worked with the BBC in
England, and the third one beginning with his visit to the West Indies after he was
invited by the Trinidadian premier of the time to write a documentary report on the
region in 1960 continuing through the years he devoted himself to discover different
places and many new countries. This division is indeed significant since it reflects two
types of Naipaul’s work vis-a-vis nature and the environment and the way he treats
them. For his novels and short stories that he wrote before he went back to Trinidad in
1956 seem not to include detailed or focused descriptions of the landscapes and
environment of the characters. After two years of his going back to Trinidad (now a

wise adult skilled writer), Naipaul showed some interest in the landscape especially in
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his 1958 novel: The Suffrage of Elvira. The turning point is however his voyage to the
West Indies in 1960 that resulted in his documentary travelogue of 1962, The Middle
Passage, which recounts the life and nature of the countries he visited. Consequently
due to this visit, Naipaul’s literary works have totally changed at the level of their
interest in nature and the landscape of the characters’ surroundings.

In his book The West Indian Novel and its Background (1970), Kenneth
Ramchand refers to this distinction of Naipaul’s work. He points out that contrary to
other Caribbean writers, Naipaul had not shown in his pre-1960 novels an awareness
of landscape descriptions despite the fact that “Naipaul is the most observant and the
least metaphysical of West Indian novelists,” his novels “show little sensuous
awareness of the natural world” (xxxviii). John Cooke agrees yet remarks that it
happens only once in The Suffrage of Elvira (1958) where Naipaul begins to situate the
Trinidadian landscape in a historical context (32). This is significant because Naipaul
had gone back to Trinidad for the first time after he went to study in England just
before two years of the publication of this novel.

Naipaul’s The Middle Passage (1962) is, then, a key book that includes his
opinions about landscapes and nature. In it, his conception about civilization seems to
be related to the building of roads, markets, highways and all infrastructures of how a
modern city looks like since he believes that the presence of only plantations in the
British West Indies refers to no creation (24). And in his attempt to look into the
history of the region, he claims that “[h]istory is built around achievement and
creation; [but] ... nothing was created in the West Indies” (27). This is why, he is

unable to figure out historical meanings in this area. On a different occasion, he shows
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his disappointment when he only sees few buildings among so many trees: “Port of
Spain is a disappointing city from the sea. One sees only trees against the hills of the
Northern Range” (35). Moreover, Naipaul seems not to be comfortable in such a place
that involves no human creation. For among many reasons of his decision to go out of
the country he was born in, the nature of the island was apparently one of them. He
emphasizes in this travelogue his fear of going back to it: “for many years afterwards
in England, falling asleep in bedsitters with the electric fire on, | had been awakened
by the nightmare that | was back in tropical Trinidad” (37; my emphasis).

The idea of the ‘bush’ has also been recurrent in Naipaul’s work. Linked to the
same previously mentioned idea of the absence of buildings, the bush represents no
civilization or human development. Paul Theroux, a friend of Naipaul who had visited
with him a number of African countries and wrote about their experience in a 1998
book entitled: Sir Vidia’s Shadow: A Friendship across Five Continents. In this latter,
Theroux reports Naipaul’s words explaining that: “[t]hat is what is wrong with the
country,” he said. “That is the reason Uganda will go back to bush” (29). Bush, for
him, is then a symbol of underdevelopment and backwardness. However later in his
account, Naipaul asks Theroux to take him to the bush stating that: “I want to see the
bush,” Naipaul said. “The bush is the future” (33). So, the ‘bush’ both stands for the
country’s absent achievements yet holds the future in it. In later works such as The
Return of Eva Peron with the Killings in Trinidad (1980) and The Enigma of Arrival
(1987), Peter Hughes recognizes that the “Hyacinths spreading down the Congo, ivy
coiling around the cherry tree, seedlings arching into trees above East Berlin, are all

parts of Naipaul’s ‘vision of a world undoing itself’, a vision that remakes through
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prose a world undone by events” (19). Naipaul, then, develops his vision towards
natural elements regarding them to be influential factors participating in the recreation
of the world. On a different occasion, Hughes also points to the fact that Naipaul
connects between natural phenomenon and his life’s decisions and events: “Naipaul
blurts out part of [the world’s undoing] when he aligns the year the ivy began to take
over with his own decision to leave Trinidad and everything he knew to follow a life
of writing” (20).

Naipaul, on the other hand, cannot but describe nature because he visited
countries and islands where nature is a major constituent of the overall landscape and
view of them. In his travelogue then we find Naipaul describing the people he met, the
cultures, the politics, histories and economies of the countries he visited in addition to
the landscapes and geographical features of the environment. The landscape depiction
seems unavoidable. Indeed, he even seems to develop an ability to read from the
natural elements when he writes: “There was nothing, apart from the colour of the
water, to tell us that we were near a continent.” And he carries on with the description
of the place they have arrived at:

The hills grew higher, a dip became a separation, and we saw the channel.

Columbus gave it its name: the Dragon’s Mouth, the treacherous northern

entrance to the Gulf of Paria. Venezuela was on our right, a grey haze. Trinidad

was on our left: a number of tall rocky islets untidily thatched with green, and

beyond them the mountains of the Northern Range blurred in a rainstorm. (33)
He actually goes on with detailed descriptions of the landscapes that he either visited

or passed by especially those he has set as titles of the book’s chapters: Trinidad,

British Guiana, Surinam, Martinique, and Jamaica.



46

It is indeed interesting to observe how Naipaul changes his attitude towards
nature and the tropics of Trinidad. The same ones that he considered to be a nightmare
to him (as quoted earlier above), he now sees in a totally different way. He states:

| often went to the country, and not only for the silence. It seemed to me that |

was seeing the landscape for the first time. | had hated the sun and the

unchanging seasons. | had believed that the foliage had no variety and could
never understand how the word ‘tropical’ held romance for so many. Now | was
taken by the common coconut tree, the cliché of the Caribbean. I discovered,
what every child in Trinidad knows, that if you stand under the tree and look
up, the tapering chrome ribs of the branches are like the spokes of a perfectly
circular wheel. I had forgotten the largeness of the leaves and the variety of
their shapes: the digitated breadfruit leaf, the heart-shaped wild tannia, the
curving razor-shaped banana frond which sunlight rendered almost transparent.

To ride past a coconut plantation was to see a rapidly changing criss-cross of

slender curved trunks, greyish-white in a green gloom. (57; my emphasis)

It is indeed obvious that Naipaul has changed his mind about nature due to his return
to his native land after years of absence. Now, he sees the landscape from a different,
more positive perspective. He can now see beauty in the same elements he has hated
before. On the same page, he goes on displaying his changed positions towards
different other natural elements such as the sugarcane fields towards which he
expresses his previous hostility describing it as a “brutal plant” that “stood for
everything [he] had hated about the tropics and the West Indies.” But now, “in the
uneven land of Central and South Trinidad, [he] saw that even sugar cane could be
beautiful” (57). The same case is true with many other plants (the cocoa woods and
others) and aspects related to the facade of the country to the point that leads Naipaul
to state that “[i]n art, as in almost everything else, Trinidad has in one step moved
from primitivism to modernism” (57). In addition to his newly-acquired appreciation

of all that is part of nature, Naipaul also believes that the land, among other things, has

an influence on people:
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Slavery, the land, the latifundia, Bookers, indenture, the colonial system,
malaria: all these have helped to make a society that is at once revolutionary
and intensely reactionary, and have made the Guianese what he is: slow, sullen,
independent though deceptively yielding, proud of his particular corner of
Guiana, and sensitive to any criticism he does not utter himself. (107)

Many writers and literary commentators have criticized the picture of the region
that Naipaul provides in his The Middle Passage. They complain about the absence of
a possible order, as Naipaul sees it, in the Caribbean society within all the turmoil it
experiences. In his article “A Vision of the Land: V.S. Naipaul's Later Novels” (1979),
John Cooke claims that the answer to such criticisms is present in Naipaul’s reaction to
the landscapes he visited during his travel to the Caribbean. Quoting Naipaul’s words
in his travelogue when he visited Surinam that: “[t]here is slavery in the vegetation”
(61, ged. in 31) and referring to his remark on himself as if seeing Trinidad for the first
time, Cooke argues that this new awareness from Naipaul is extremely significant
since it led him to look for histories in the landscapes of his later novels of The Mimic
Men (1967), In a Free State (1971), and Guerrillas (1975). But such histories are more
personal than national (32) and the awareness of their existence did not assist Naipaul
in finding any kind of order arising from a native history (33). Cooke also argues how
the historical landscapes of A Bend in the River (1979) display “only a “bush” history,
which yields to no foundation for a society and no sense of place for the individual”
(31). He also draws the attention to the fact that Naipaul’s later novels, in addition to
portraying deteriorating spoiled landscapes of Africa and the Caribbean, predict that
“the contamination is re-emerging [in] England, the centre of Naipaul’s world” (46).

In his 1979 novel of A Bend in the River, Naipaul utilizes what he has observed

and has experienced during his voyages to different African states especially Zaire:
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today’s the Democratic Republic of the Congo. The novel contains not only
descriptions of the characters’ country environment but also the writer’s and
sometimes the characters’ attitudes and responses towards nature and their
surroundings. Roger Sandall argues, for instance, that it is possible that Naipaul is the
one who has invented “colonia” in its literary meaning and not the socio-political and
economic ones. So in discussing the different aspects of the Third World “colonia,”
Sandall argues that practicality in putting in place certain things and destroying others
has never been a powerful point of “colonia” (80). Indeed, this practicality is
manifested in the ex-colonized peoples either abandonment of all buildings and traces
of the colonizer or intended destruction of them, “the defaced pedestrals and smashed
floodlights and the vandalized and looted suburbs in what is left of the Belgian
presence in Zaire” (80) as an example from A Bend in the River that Sandall employs.
So, if the civilization markers that Naipaul complains that they do not exist in Third
World countries are founded by the colonizer, the colonized would get rid of them as
soon as they get their independence because any building or monument becomes a
bearer of a historical and cultural heritage that is not welcomed among them.

The idea of the ‘bush’ is present again in the novel of the study. In here, too, it
Is considered to be a symbol of backwardness and a sign of zero worthy native
accomplishment. Under his book’s chapter entitled “Landscapes of Fear,” Richard
Kelly points out to the similarity between In a Free Sate and A Bend in the River in the
depiction of Naipaul’s vision of Africa as a menacing continent that is ending because
it cannot escape either corruption or the bush (135). This latter is understood to be the

source of ambiguity yet power at the same time. And like it, “the hyacinths represent
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African mystery and power, [too], at odds with European incursions and African
revolutions (139). It seems that Naipaul understands the double effect of the native
land in general, and the ‘bush’ and ‘water’ in particular. The latter can either be used
for the development of the country or be left to submerge its inhabitants becoming a
“dangerous” place to live in (King 121).

1.2. Colonialism and Environment in South Africa

South Africa had ignited international attention in the late twentieth century because of
its policies of legislated racial discrimination. A brief socio-historical overview of the
area is needed in order to understand the complex ideology of apartheid. As a result of
its fame as a particular ex-colonized country with its system of racial segregation,
publications about it and its history along with university courses on South African
history have become widespread in Europe, the United States and Africa starting from
the mid-1970s (Worden 1).

1.2.1. The Settlement of South Africa: Pre-colonial Times

In order to legitimize the occupation of the South African land, the colonists claimed
that they had found today’s South Africa an ‘empty land’, or that they at least started
settling in the interior of the region at almost the same time as indigenous pastoralists
and cultivators were moving into it from the north. However, archaeological and
historical work has proven such claims wrong (Worden 10). Before colonial conquest
began in the late seventeenth century, there had been many major population
movements and settlements in South Africa. Some of them began at least 10,000 years
ago (10). Indeed, over the first millennium, there developed in Southern Africa a

tripartite division of the population including: “the hunter-fatherers, [or] ‘Bushmen’ or
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‘San’, speaking one of the Khoisan ‘click’ languages, the pastrolists, speaking
Khoikhoi, also Khoisan, and the agriculturalists, who spoke one of the Bantu
languages” (Ross 7). Despite the fact that these first inhabitants of the region did not
have writing systems of their languages, they left evidences of the land’s occupation
throughout the subcontinent in rock paintings and engravings (Worden 10). Hunters,
gathers of plants, pastoralists, herders, crop cultivators, or even those who: “mined and
processed metals such as copper and iron” (10), these people had their own systems of
economy, government and their own culture®. As a consequence, the region became
both socially complex and economically diverse before colonial settlers moved in.
There were no impenetrable boundaries between these people. Also despite the fact
that these clans had organized themselves into chiefdoms, ethnic tribalism was a
product of the colonial era (Worden 11).

1.2.2. The Conquest of the South African Land: The White Invaders

The year 1652 marked the first colonial encroachment of South Africa. The reason was
because the Dutch East India Company (VOC) established a fort at Table Bay as part
of its expanding network of trade in the Indian Ocean. In white South African
historical tradition, this year is considered as the date of the “beginning of South
Africa” (Worden 11). The Cape Colony was then settled by the Dutch, serving from
that time as the basis of the later colonial conquest of South Africa. Indeed, the VOC
planned for this settlement as an intermediary between the East Indies and Europe. But
by the end of the seventeenth century, this settlement grew. And grain production,

which firstly served to fulfill the basic needs of settlers, developed now extensively.

4 For more information see: Ross, Robert. A Concise History of South Africa. Cambridge University Press, 1999;
Worden, Nigel. The Making of Modern South Africa: Conquest, Apartheid, Democracy. 5th ed.,Wiley-
Blackwell, 2012; and Thompson, Leonard M. A Short History of South Africa. Yale University Press, 2001.
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Consequently, immigrants from Europe were settling on the land and colonial
pastoralists were steadily encroaching on the grazing lands of Khoekhoe herders. Slave
labor was imported from elsewhere in Africa, South and Southeast Asia to work on the
settler farms, and a small urban community was developing around the fort and harbor
in Cape Town (12). At the societal level, the region was becoming more and more
diverse considering the different nationalities that came to settle in it. Later, the VOC
rule had come to its last years because of the weak and financially bankrupt
administration that it had to grapple with. The VOC’s unsuccessful attempts to control
frontier conflicts with the Xhosa and settler ‘Patriots’ who declared independent
republic in Swellendam and Graaff-Reinet pushed the British to take permanent
control in 1806. Hence, more decisive intervention was undertaken against the Xhosa.
In order to be successful in this mission, the British government got into close alliance
with local Dutch administrators (14).

During the first half of the nineteenth century, the British executed more
hesitant colonial expansion than before at the Cape. Instead of expanding the
boundaries, the British administration focused on benefiting from both the settlers and
the Africans in economy. Thus, the focus of the latter shifted. As a result in the 1830s,
about 15,000 eastern Cape pastoralists migrated out of the colony causing what is
called the ‘Great Trek’ that is seen as: “the seminal event in South African history”
(Worden 15). The trekkers complained both against their impoverishment by the
colonial administration and the latter’s failure in granting them a representative
government and: “the social implications of placing freed slaves and Khoekhoe

servants ‘on an equal footing with Christians, contrary to the laws of God and the
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natural distinction of race and color’ (Muller 1975: 154)” (16). So, In the 1850s, the
British seemed as if they were withdrawing from direct political control over the South
African interior due partly to armed resistance, by both trekkers and Africans,
sometimes in alliance (22). But, it did not mean they were losing interest in the
interior. Instead, they established considerable colonial influence through trading in
ivory, skins and maize. From the 1870s, however, they adopted an aggressive thrust
into the whole sub-continent (24). In the course of two decades, then, many native
Africans were defeated and their lands brought under imperial control (24). Therefore,
indigenous independence was largely destroyed, but South Africa in the early 1890s
was still divided into settler colonies and Boer republics. Indeed, it took a major war
between them (The South African (Anglo-Boer) War of 1899-1902) before a unitary
state could be established in 1910 (30). While the conquests of South Africa in the
1870s and 1880s were fuelled by the diamond discoveries, the main cause of the South
African War was: “the second and main stage of the ‘Mineral Revolution’ — the
development of gold mining on the Witwatersrand” (30).

1.2.3. The Union, and the Establishment of the Republic of South Africa

From 1910 to 1950, the people of South Africa had to cope with the nineteenth-
century’s problems that continued to exist till the twentieth-century. One major
problem of them was that of the relations between Europeans and non-Europeans.
Despite numerous attempts to maintain peace, the frontiers revolted against the
successive governments that joined African territories to the Union bringing tribesmen
under European political control. The result was particular in the sense that South

Africa became: “an empire whose colonial subjects lived within her borders”
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(Marquard 220). Another important problem that inhabitants of South Africa had to
deal with was the relations between Briton and Boer. The fact that the British defeated
the two republics established by the frontier Boers (the Free State and Transvaal)
caused enmity and resentments between the two groups of Europeans: Boer and Briton
that were not solved by post-war treatments (221). A third main problem is linked to
the twentieth-century’s added problems. Even though it was in most countries, but it
worsened the situation of South Africa. It was the worldwide phenomenon of
urbanization that made both Africans and Afrikaners move into the towns to become
part of the industrial machinery of the time. Indeed, the process was made even faster
with two world wars, some post-war depressions, in addition to the collapse of
agricultural prices and the gold standard in the thirties (221). After World War 11, the
United Party of South Africa failed to face post-war discontents with housing shortage
and rising costs, and fears and uncertainties inherent in the relations between black and
white. Thus, this party made a coalition with the Afrikaner party coming up with the
policy of apartheid as a ‘solution’ to the problem of relations between Europeans and
non-Europeans (240-1). In 1948, the National Party won the white elections and took
power of the country.

From 1948 to 1961, the history of South Africa revolved around the relations
between whites and non-whites. During this same period, revolutionary changes were
occurring to different African countries that were demanding and, hence, getting their
independence from the ‘mother countries’ of Britain, France, Belgium, Portugal and
Spain. The case of South Africa was rather different because South African whites had

no home expect South Africa and non-white South Africans could not ask them to go
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back to their countries. Instead, they asked for sharing the political power that was in
the hands of white South Africans (Marquard 244). The latter, under the body of the
Nationalist Party, were preoccupied to implement the Nationalist Party’s race policies
and the system of apartheid. However, this system was opposed: “in parliament, by the
English-language press, by a number of extra-parliamentary organizations, and by the
main non-white political organizations before they were banned” (249) like the
African National Congress, the Pan African Congress, and the Indian Congress. Such
resistance continued and some demonstrations against issued segregational laws were
executed till the day of October, 5", 1960 when the government held a referendum in
which white voters in the Union and South-West Africa (non-white South Africans
were excluded) were asked whether or not they wanted a republic (256). Thence,
South Africa became a free republic from the Commonwealth on 315 May 1961.
1.2.4. The Republic and Apartheid

Apartheid in South Africa is not there because of South Africans as a society or a
political system, but the roots of white racism are rather embedded in: “the lengthy
process of European colonialism, the subjugation of other people in territorial conquest
and black enslavement” (Worden 73). This can be proven in regards to the history of
the country before the coming of the white colonizers. Actually, similar to other
British colonies in Africa, Asia, and in the United States, white supremacism took
strong root in South Africa. However in it, “it developed into a systematic and
legalized discrimination shaping the economic, social and political structure of the

whole country in a more pervasive way than elsewhere” (Worden 73).
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Apartheid started to be implemented even before the creation of the Republic in
1961. Its era spanned from 1948 till 1991 and the formation of a democratic republic
in 1994. Apartheid was at all levels: political, social, cultural, and economic. It was
actually the policy of the Nationalist Party which referred to the English equivalent of
‘separateness’. The main idea of apartheid was that because whites and non-whites are
extremely different in culture that they can never live together as a community. Even
when they try, there is a high possibility that the majority of non-whites would swamp
the whites, or the white minority would have to oppress non-whites by force in order
to preserve their identity. Consequently, the solution resides in the policy of apartheid
dividing the country into areas where each group resides in their own far from the
other group, giving one group alone the rights and privileges of citizenship. In this
case, the natural area for Africans would be the reserves. The latter constituted their
original tribal homes that were reduced by conquest (Thompson 244). The race
policies that the Nationalist Party was preoccupied to implement from 1948 were
represented in different ways. For instance, notices announcing Blankes and Nie-
Blankes (whites and non-whites) appeared in post offices, railway stations, airports,
and all other government places, “making the use of separate ticket offices, separate
entrances, separate benches, compulsory” (249). In addition, a number of acts were
executed. The Separate Amenities Act, for example, regulated admission of white and
non-white to public places whereas the Mixed Marriages Act and the Immorality
Amendment Act of 1950 made marriages and sexual intercourse across the colour line
illegal. As far as higher education was concerned, the Extension of University

Education Act of 1959 set up a separate university college for Coloured (including one
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for Asians, and one for each of the three largest African tribes) and whites. In
economy, amendments to existing industrial legislation made it: “impossible for white
and non-white to belong to the same trade union and empowered the Minister of
Labour to reserve certain jobs for particular racial groups” (249).

Segregation was also executed at the level of geography. The Group Area Act
of 1950 aimed at strict residential segregation prohibiting members of one racial group
from acquiring or occupying any property in an area designated for a different group.
Similarly, the Population Registration Act of 1950 was made to prevent Coloured
people from enjoying the privileges of more select residential areas of whites, “better
education for their children, superior travel facilities, and other political and social
advantages enjoyed by the whites” (Thompson 249). Indeed, this had never been new
to South Africa. The expansion of pastoralism constituted the first phase of colonial
territorial conquest in South Africa. By the early eighteenth century, land of the
indigenous people could be obtained from the VOC for the settlers’ private use as it
could also be sold or passed on to heirs. Also, grazing permits were being issued for a
small fee and the VOC guaranteed the rights of settlers to graze livestock on lands
outside the original settled area as well as to cultivate them. As a result by the early
eighteenth century, a complex settler society had emerged at the Cape with major
disparities of wealth and status amongst the colonists over the native coloured tribes
(Worden 12). In the 1670s, for instance, the Khoekhoe of the Cape Peninsula and its
hinterland were defeated in a series of VOC raids, lost their cattle and were reduced to

tributary status. From that time on, some Khoekhoe began to work alongside imported
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slaves as laborers on the settler farms, a clear sign of their loss of economic
independence in addition to their loss of lands (13).

Between adaptation and resistance to apartheid, South Africans had to suffer for
long years till after conscience was aroused of most of the population including that of
their fellow Whites against apartheid. Leaders of such campaign focused on the gap:
“between the theory of apartheid (separate freedoms) and its practice (discrimination
and inequality) and on the brutality of the apartheid state-the pass laws, forced
removals, house arrests, and detentions without trial” (Thompson 204). After the end
of apartheid, both the country and its people were left to attempt to heal themselves
from South Africa’s traumatic past.

1.2.5. John Maxwell Coetzee: Challenges of Postcolonial Writing

John Maxwell Coetzee® (1940) is a South African novelist, essayist, linguist and
translator who lives now in Australia and has been granted the nationality of this
country. He was born in Cape Town, South Africa. His father was an attorney and his
mother a schoolteacher. A Protestant, Coetzee attended an English-medium Catholic
high school in Cape Town. After he got higher degrees in English and mathematics at
the University of Cape Town in 1960 and a Masters degree in 1963, he moved to
England to work as a computer programmer. Also, in the same year of 1963, he got
married to Philippa Jubber with whom he got two children. In 1965 he went to the
USA as a Fulbright scholar to get after four years a Ph.D. degree in linguistics at the

University of Texas at Austin. This experience influenced him as a novelist a lot

S Among the many prizes he has received such as The Irish Times international Fiction Prize, Jerusalem Prize,
the Prix Femina Etranger, Sunday Express Book of the Year Award, and the Booker Prize (twice), Coetzee has
won the 2003 Nobel Prize for Literature due to his contribution to world literature for perceptively crossing
borders of culture, ethnicity, race and history in his fiction using his country's experience with the apartheid
system.
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starting with his doctoral dissertation that he wrote on Samuel Beckett passing by his
discovery of the reports and accounts on the Khoi people that the first European
explorers, travelers, and missionaries in South Africa wrote about arriving at the
Vietnam War, which was at its peak during his stay in the States. The documents on
the Khoi people provided him with material that he used in his first novel Dusklands
(1974) and the war on Vietnam inspired him to compare between U.S. imperialism and
South African colonialism in addition to participating in anti-war demonstrations there
in which he was caught (Hacht and Hayes 392). After he got his PhD degree, he
refused job offers in Hong Kong and Canada to choose to teach at the State University
of New York in Buffalo, USA, for two years. Because of visa complications, he went
back to his native country, South Africa, in 1971 to teach at the English department at
the University of Cape Town.

Coetzee’s writing career started with some critical studies that include
dissertations on Ford Madox Ford and Samuel Beckett, essays on stylistics, Barthesian
forays into popular culture, and studies in translation (Attwell 258). He also wrote
criticisms on metropolitan writers, on the postmodernist Dutch poet Gerrit Achterberg,
on the semantics of time in Kafka, and on confession in Rousseau, Tolstoy, and
Dostoevsky (258). The intellectual and biographical connections between his critical
writings and his novels are investigated in a book edited by David Attwell and entitled:
Doubling the Point Essays and Interviews (1992). Coetzee is thus considered as one of
the remarkable authors of the Anglophone world due to the many novels, translations,
fictionalized autobiographies, literary and critical essays that he wrote. Through his

novels, such as his first one: Dusklands (1974), In the Heart of the Country (1977),
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Waiting for the Barbarians (1980), Life & Times of Michael K (1983), Foe (1986),
Age of Iron (1990), and Disgrace (1999), Coetzee highlights the relationship between
the colonizer and the colonized and gives his people’s own version of their violent
experience. Through his fiction, he also dealt with different themes such as those
related to the South African society’s danger of disintegration, madness and hunger of
protagonists who witness the Vietnam war, and the psychic interest in the personalities
of some of his protagonists, both male and female. The variety that he has excelled in
is also manifested in his representation of both English and Afrikaans characters as
regards to his bilingual education having Afrikaners parents® (Hacht and Hayes 392).
As a writer, Coetzee is concerned with the issues related to both the colonizer
and the colonized and the relationship that connects them together. Some of his works
are interpreted to be about the system of apartheid. This can be found in both of his
fiction and non-fiction works. For instance in his first novel of 1974, Dusklands, in
parodying the colonial discourses, he expresses criticism of colonialism and its control
that leads the colonizer not to be able to see any possible connections with the
colonized. When published, this novel made a widespread impression among the
South African common-sense world of English-language liberal humanism (Attwell
258). His second novel, In the Heart of the Country (1977), also deals with issues
related to European colonialism highlighting the relationship between Magda, a
colonial spinster, and her native servants. In the introduction of her book “J. M.
Coetzee and the Paradox of Postcolonial Authorship” (2009), Jane Poyner categorizes

these two previously mentioned novels in addition to Waiting for the Barbarians

& His parents have descended from Dutch colonists who settled in South Africa in the seventeenth century, and
fought for territory and power against indigenous Africans as well as rival British colonists until their 1940s
political victory.
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(1980) into one first phase that characterizes Coetzee’ writing career. She considers
this phase to be exhibitive of his historicization of madness, representation of the
whites’ hegemonies of “colonialism, apartheid, and US imperialism in Vietnam” (11),
and the modern myths such hegemonies have caused. As a result, “myth mutates into
forms of madness in its distortion of certain kinds of “truths”, be they political,
historical, social, or economic” (11). Through these novels that were written during the
apartheid period, Coetzee deals with the pressure, that white writers have to grapple
with against the imperialist and apartheid regimes, which leads them later to insanity
(11). The second phase that Poyner identifies is the one that witnessed the production
of both Life & Times of Michael K (1983) and Foe (1986). It focuses on Coetzee’s
black characters who use silence as a form of resistance. These stories coincide with
the end of the Apartheid regime that was desperately trying to muffle the voices of the
oppressed Black majority. Despite the fact that Coetzee’s protagonists lose their
political voices when choosing silence, it is this option that provides them with the
ability to reconstitute their identities “as authors of their lives” (12). The third phase
corresponds with the end of the apartheid regime and other important events such as
the release of Nelson Mandela and the unbanning of the ANC’ (African National
Congress) in 1990. As a result, the novels that belong to this phase such as Age of Iron
(1990), The Master of Petersburg (1994) and Disgrace (1999) deal with the kind of
confession that leads to truth and reconciliation (12). Lastly due to the end of the

apartheid system in South Africa, new paths have been taken by South African writers

" The African National Congress (ANC) was formed in 1912 as a result of many grievances. This included black
dissatisfaction with the South Africa Act of 1910 that established the Union of South Africa, their treatment after
the South African War and numerous laws that controlled and restricted black movement and labour (South
African History Online)


https://www.sahistory.org.za/organisations/african-national-congress-anc
https://www.sahistory.org.za/topic/union-south-africa-1910
https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/second-anglo-boer-war-1899-1902
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focusing more on the self and local as well as global matters. Coetzee was no
exception; the reason why his fourth phase’ novels deal with themes somehow further
from postcolonial issues like in his quasi-novel Elizabeth Costello (2003), Slow Man
(2005), and Diary of a Bad Year (2007). Thus, his novels either set in South Africa or
not more or less include themes related to colonial and postcolonial subjects and
apartheid matters. Such themes are related to: “colonial discourse, the other, racial
segregation, censorship, banning and exile, police brutality and torture, South African
liberalism and revolutionary activism, the place of women, the relationship of South
Africa’s peoples to the land” (Poyner 1).

In addition to his fictional works, he wrote a number of essays that were
gathered together in White Writing: On the Culture of Letters in South Africa (1988).
These essays’ main topic is the discussion of both the ideological and the discursive
structures of the colonial discourse about Southern Africa, and how South African
policies reflect some of the European values and conventions. In the first chapter of
the book entitled “Idleness in South Africa,” Coetzee deconstructs the European
travelers’ reports on the Hottentots of the Cape of Good Hope. He states that they
contain the differences between the Hottentots and the West European, “or at least the
West European as he imagined himself to be” (13). Coetzee, then, calls such
descriptions of the natives the “Discourse of the Cape” (15) asserting that the
European travel writers are surely unable to see the differences from the natives’
perspective. As a result, all that they tried to mark down became “a mere narrative
rather than a comprehensive description” (15). One of the prominent themes in the

Discourse of the Cape is the natives’ idleness, which is both described and condemned
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in their anthropological reports about the natives. But, in the historical accounts,
however “the Hottentos suddenly seem all too busy, intriguing with one another,
driving off cattle, begging, spying” (23). Their idleness seems just to represent an
interesting topic to be raised about elemental man. As a consequence, Coetzee clearly
puts his stand against such denunciation of the natives’ idleness and argues that the
Europeans are the ones who are unable to see the matter from the natives’ point of
view. He explains that such attitudes towards the natives’ idleness stem from the
beliefs of Protestant Europe that was colonizing the Cape at the time. Idleness was
considered as both a sin and a betrayal of one’s humanity. However, Coetzee questions
the fact that no European (excluding ordinary seamen and adventurous travelers) of
letters and some knowledge had cared to ask the ethical question of: “which is better,
to live like the ant, busily storing up food for winter, or like the grasshopper, singing in
the sun all day, heedless of the morrow?”” (19). Indeed, according to Coetzee, the
pastoral banality of “the wandering shepherd, with his meagre possessions and his
casily satisfied wants” (19) is just a way of life that is free from the cares of
civilization. And this way had been neglected and hardly considered. Later, he brings
out the case of the Boers (the Dutch frontier farmers) who are believed to have been
sloth-contaminated by the natives when staying in Africa for a good time. Likewise, he
asks a similar question stating that maybe “work is avoided as a scourge, and idleness
and leisure become the same thing?” (32).

In addition to raising the issues of the colonizer and colonized, Coetzee does
concern himself with the challenges faced by postcolonial writers. For in his depiction

of a number of writer protagonists, he points out the contradiction of postcolonial
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authorship. For while symbolically attempting to give voice to the stories of the
marginal and the oppressed, postcolonial writers may accidently dictate a similar
authority they are working to fight back. Their mission is therefore demanding and
critical. Hence, “white” or postcolonial writers that Coetzee studies “typically agonize
over the ways in which the authority that authorship engenders will always
compromise their ethico-political conviction because authorship, for Coetzee, 